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The world wearies God’s poor and 
afflicted people, because more and 
more they are loosened from the 
cares here below, causing them to 
look for the glorious expectation of 
their coming Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. “Whom have I in heaven 
but thee? and there is none upon 
earth that I desire beside thee” (Ps. 
73:25). The world’s expectations 
pale in comparison as the Holy 
Spirit fills their hearts with love and 
contentment of the heavenly. They 
extol Jesus Christ as their precious 
Lord to all they meet in this world. 
“Looking unto Jesus the author and 
finisher of our faith; who for the joy 
that was set before him endured the 
cross, despising the shame, and is set 
down at the right hand of the throne 
of God” (Heb. 12:2).

One of the two thieves on the 
cross, while dying for the crimes 

he committed, was 
transported above. 

In agony and pain, 
while hanging 
there he cried 

to Jesus and asked for a thought 
but heard the unthinkable from 
him: “Today shalt thou be with me 
in paradise” (Luke 23:43b). These 
glorious expectations made the 
thief ’s last hours the most blessed of 
his life. What a difference between 
those thieves! The one was cursing 
and swearing as he was dying. The 
other was quiet and looking for the 
fulfillment of the promise given by 
his Savior.

There is a fountain filled with 
blood
Drawn from Immanuel’s veins,
And sinners, plunged beneath 
that flood,
lose all their guilty stains.

The dying thief rejoiced to see
That fountain in his day;
And there may I, though vile as 
he,
Wash all my sins away.

(“There Is a Fountain,” William 
Cowper, 1772)

Heaven is a place of perfection. Sin 
cannot enter. This perfection can be 
found only in the blood of the Lamb, 
the God-man, Jesus Christ on the 
center cross. “I am crucified with 
Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, 
but Christ liveth in me: and the life 
which I now live in the flesh I live 
by the faith of the Son of God, who 
loved me, and gave himself for me” 
(Gal. 2:20). The glorious expectation 
is not to be found in being reunited 
with loved ones but being united 
with our Lord Jesus Christ. “Now 
unto the King eternal, immortal, 
invisible, the only wise God, be 
honour and glory for ever and ever. 
Amen” (1 Tim. 1:17).

All glory, might, and honor 
ascribe to God on high;

His arm protects His people 
who on His pow’r rely,

Forth from Thy holy dwelling 
Thy awful glories shine;

Thou strengthenest Thy people; 
unending praise be Thine.

(Psalter 183:4, Psalm 68)

Sing along with Psalter 183 at:  
https://tinyurl.com/ycksr5sw

According to my 
earnest expectation and 
my hope, that in nothing 
I shall be ashamed, but 
that with all boldness, 
as always, so now 
also Christ shall be 
magnified in my body, 
whether it be by life, or 
by death.  
Phil. 1:20, KJV

Mr. Cornelius Van Kempen
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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Rev. Shane Lems

Ditching My  
Smartphone

Many of you who are reading this can probably remember life 
without a smartphone. You know what it’s like to not have 

the internet, email, maps, apps, and texting available whenever 
you want and wherever you are. In some ways, these things are 
useful. You can read an email while waiting in line at the airport. 
You can have a text conversation with a friend when you’re at the 
gym. It’s wonderful to have a Bible on your phone that you can 
read and search at any time. As we all know, the conveniences of a 
smartphone are many.

At the same time, some questions are 
worth asking: Do the conveniences 
of using a smartphone outweigh 
the inconveniences in every 
situation? Do the pros of using a 
smartphone always outweigh the 
cons? People will answer these 
questions differently. The key is 

in a previous issue of The Outlook 
(September/October 2022), Christians 
need to practice self-control and time 
stewardship when it comes to using a 
smartphone. This article is a follow-up 
to that one.

But back to the big question: Do the 
pros of having a smartphone outweigh 
the cons? I have been asking myself 
this and other similar questions for the 
last few years. At first, I told myself that 
having a smartphone was necessary for 
me. But as I thought about how I was 
using my iPhone, I began to notice that 
it was a major distraction in my life. 
Although I typically avoid most social 
media, I noticed that various things 
on my phone were constantly pulling 
me back to it. (Of course, smartphone 
manufacturers and app developers 

to think seriously about it in your 
own situation. Too often people 
use smartphones mindlessly. When 
this happens, smartphones end up 
being a dominating gadget in life 
with multiple detrimental effects. 
More than a few people are addicted 
to their smartphones. As I noted 

The Outlook | 4



make it this way. They make phones 
addictive because more screen time 
from us means more income for 
them.) My phone was taking up 
much of my mind space, mental 
energy, and thought processes. Or, as 
someone else said, my smartphone 
was making me dumb!

One fall night in 2021 another thing 
hit me: my phone was keeping me 
from being fully present. I was trying 
to have a text conversation, watch 
an eBay item, check baseball news, 
and write an email while playing a 
board game with my daughter. In 
the middle of the game, I got angry 
at my phone, shut it off, and put it 
away so I could finish the game. I 
was reminded that such multitasking 
is destructive not just to my mental 
state but also to my relationships. 
After this happened, I became 
convinced that I should try out a flip 
phone to escape the negative effects 
of my smartphone.

At that time I had also been reading 
some helpful books that offered me 
insights about using digital media 
wisely. One book I read was How 
to Break Up with Your Phone by 
Catherine Price. Price helpfully 
pointed out for me some of the ways 
smartphone usage has negative 
effects on the brain. For example, she 
noted that our smartphones absorb 
us and leave us in “an intensively 
focused state of distraction.” This 
book also showed me how to make 
my iPhone less attractive and 
appealing (e.g., shut off notifications, 
delete certain apps, make the screen 
monochrome). This all was helpful, 
and I did take quite a few of these 
steps which reduced my phone 
usage. But I still kept thinking about 
getting a flip phone because I wanted 
to get away from my smartphone.

During this time I also read Digital 
Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life 
in a Noisy World by Cal Newport. 
Newport’s emphasis that “less can 
be more” in our relationship with 

screens and his step-by-step guide to 
a thirty-day “digital declutter” were 
incredibly helpful. Although the 
book doesn’t necessarily advocate 
getting rid of your smartphone, it did 
convince me that I could probably 
get along without one.

After all this, in November 2021, 
I ditched my smartphone. I went 
down a bit of a research rabbit hole 
and purchased a Nokia 6300 “candy 
bar” phone. It reminded me of the 
phone Neo used in The Matrix. The 
move from a newer iPhone to an 
old-school dumb phone was quite 
a change! All I could do with the 
Nokia was make calls and text with 
a numeric keyboard (remember 
T9?). It had some other features, but 
they were a pain to use so I rarely 
utilized them. But it was a good 
life experience. I went from using 
my iPhone for around seventy-
five minutes per day to using my 
Nokia for about five minutes a day 
(excluding phone calls). I picked up 
my Nokia around ten times per day 
compared with having about sixty 
pickups per day on my iPhone.

The first few weeks of not using a 
smartphone were really good. I didn’t 
have any withdrawal symptoms 
because I had slowly begun using 
my iPhone less before I got rid of it. 
I told my friends that I would not 
be texting much, so I didn’t have to 
worry about that. My mind felt less 
cluttered, and I had more mental 
energy. I wasn’t constantly distracted 
by thinking about my eBay sale or 
emails or texts. My attention span 
recovered pretty quickly. After just 
a few weeks of using a dumb phone, 
I could focus on things much better 
since I wasn’t trying to multitask. 
Getting rid of my smartphone also 
freed up more than an hour per day. 
This meant I had more time each day 
to do other, more productive things. 
I finally read some books on my to-
read list. And I kept a digital detox 
journal to record the whole process. 
One thing I wrote in the journal is 

this: “My brain is back!” It was such 
a good mental feeling that I can still 
remember it today.

On the topic of texting, I do still 
occasionally send and receive 
short texts (e.g., “be home soon”). 
However, I don’t engage in text 
conversations. Although it might 
seem like this would be detrimental 
to friendships, I found it hasn’t 
negatively affected them. I make 
a phone call or send an email 
instead of texting. In doing this, I 
was reminded that a phone call is 
superior to texting when it comes to 
having a serious conversation. When 
I engaged in text conversations 
with my smartphone I found myself 
questioning what people meant in 
the text, and it often gave me angst. 
When I talk on the phone, however, 
I rarely question what people mean. 
It’s less stressful. Texting is also 
time-consuming. A conversation that 
took me thirty minutes via text took 
only five minutes in a phone call. For 
these reasons, I don’t miss texting.

I’ve been using a dumb phone now 
for more than a year. I did end up 
changing to a flip phone that has 
a few more features such as maps, 
podcasts, and music streaming. 
Although it’s a little clunky, it’s a great 
phone because it is useful but not 
distracting. I can go hours without 
looking to pick it up. Some days I use 
it so little that I forget where it is.

Can I get by without using apps for 
things like banking and flying? Yes. 
Last year I printed my tickets for 
flights. I do my banking and other 
similar things on my MacBook. 
I even did some pretty intense 
longer backpacking trips without 
a smartphone, and it went well. So 
yes, I learned last year that in my 
current situation I can live without a 
smartphone.

Some people might also wonder: 
after more than a year, do I want to 
go back to a smartphone? I haven’t 
seriously thought about going back 
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his book blog at www.reformedreader.
wordpress.com.

to a smartphone at this point. I don’t 
want to deal with the mind clutter, 
distraction, and time suck that were 
so detrimental for me when I had 
one. In my experience, while I did 
enjoy my smartphone, it’s better for 
me at this point not to have one.

I’m not suggesting that everyone 
should ditch their smartphone. 
Nor am I suggesting that having a 
smartphone is less pious than not 
having one. But I do want people to 
evaluate their use of smartphones 
and think about the questions above: 
do the pros of having a smartphone 
always outweigh the cons? Is your 
smartphone ultimately making your 
life better or worse? Does it give you 
unnecessary anxiety? Does your 
smartphone help your relationships, 
mind, and mental state, or hurt 
them? Different people will answer 
these questions differently. When I 
was wrestling with these questions I 
was mostly focused on the legitimate 
benefits of having a smartphone. I 
didn’t care about the entertainment 
value of a smartphone or social 
media apps. Those things are not 
crucial for daily life. And I did write 
down a few solid benefits of using a 
smartphone.

However, when I thought about 
the cons of having a smartphone, 
for me they were more than the 
pros. First, as I mentioned, my 
phone was a major distraction and 
a time waste. Some things on my 

smartphone took up a lot of my 
limited mental energy and mind 
space. Sometimes I had sore eyes 
and headaches after using my phone. 
And my iPhone was expensive (not 
to mention accessories like cases 
and such). Finally, smartphones 
have real privacy issues. Companies 
do track people and mine people’s 
data like crazy; these things concern 
me. Those were the cons of having a 
smartphone in my case. And those 
are the main reasons why I ditched 
my smartphone.

Perhaps some of you have thought 
about getting rid of your smartphone. 
If so, my recommendation is this: 
give it a shot! It’s not hard to get a 
cheap flip phone and give it a try for 
a month or two. There are also some 
good non-smartphones out there: 
the Light Phone, the WisePhone, 
the Ghost Phone, and others. Before 
you get a dumb phone, it is helpful 
to first scale back your smartphone 
use so it’s less of a shock when you 
quit using it. (There are some helpful 
tips for this in How to Break Up with 
Your Phone.) You might also want 
to let your friends know about it so 
they don’t wonder why you aren’t on 
social media as much or why you 
are texting less. And if they’re good 
friends, they won’t mind talking 
on the phone or meeting in person 
more.

For those of you who are sticking 
with your smartphone, that’s fine 
too. But I hope my story makes 
you rethink the way you use your 

smartphone. Is it taking up loads 
of your time? Do you find yourself 
constantly thinking about it and 
picking it up all the time? Is your 
phone like an appendage of your 
hand? Does it bring extra anxiety 
into your life? If you answer yes to 
any of these questions, you should 
probably think up a plan to scale 
down your phone usage to free 
up your time, protect your mental 
energy, and engage in life more 
fully. Get the books I mentioned: 
Digital Minimalism and How to 
Break Up with Your Phone. Read 
them carefully. And take real steps 
to use your phone less. Your mind, 
body, and heart will thank you. Your 
friends and family will most likely 
thank you too!

To be sure, smartphones aren’t 
evil and flip phones aren’t a mark 
of godliness. But as Christians, 
we do need to use our God-given 
time wisely (Ps. 90:12; Eph. 5:16). 
We need to take every thought 
captive in obedience to Christ (2 
Cor. 10:5). And we need to make 
sure that things in this world—like 
smartphones—don’t distract us from 
following Christ in a single-minded 
way. In our screen-dominated 
world, we need much Christian 
wisdom when it comes to using 
digital technology like a smartphone. 
It’s another thing for which we 
should pray. Thankfully, the Lord is 
generous; he gives us wisdom when 
we ask (Jas. 1:5). And blessed are 
those who find wisdom (Prov. 3:13)

“If you have questions about 
minimizing your smartphone use or 
getting a dumb phone, you can email 
Shane: pastorlems@protonmail.com”
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Mrs. Annemarieke Ryskamp 

A Letter to  
Single Ladies

Dear single ladies:
With this letter I 
hope to encourage 
you in your life for 
the Lord, sharing 
what I learned and 
wished that I had 
learned during the 
periods of my life that 
I was single.

Acceptance
For all of us in all stages of our lives, it is essential for our joy in life and in the Lord that 
we accept the time, the place, and the situation we are placed in by God. The famous 
quote from Esther 4:14 applies to us at all times: we live “for such a time as this.” “For 
we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10, English Standard Version). And if 
we want to honor God, we will want to do those prepared good works to his glory.

Singleness is a gift from God, as may be gleaned from the passage that Paul wrote 
in his letter to the Corinthians. Paul was single and thought that to be the best. In 1 
Corinthians 7:7–8 he writes, “I wish that all were as I myself am. But each has his own 
gift from God, one of one kind and one of another. To the unmarried and the widows I 

Paul saying that 
singleness is a 
gift is true when 
you realize that it 
was ordained by 
God. But any gift 
becomes yours only 
when you accept it. 
Think of a birthday 
gift: first you accept 
it, then you unwrap 
it, and then you say 
“thank you” to the 
giver.
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say that it is good for them to remain 
single, as I am.”

Please note that this is Paul’s personal 
opinion, and not a command 
from God. The Bible is not telling 
you that you should marry or not 
marry, never mind what the Roman 
Catholic Church says, or my uncle, 
who said that “a chick like you should 
be able to find a husband.” Try to 
never get downcast by remarks made 
by insensitive other people!

Paul saying that singleness is a 
gift is true when you realize that it 
was ordained by God. But any gift 
becomes yours only when you accept 
it. Think of a birthday gift: first you 
accept it, then you unwrap it, and 
then you say “thank you” to the giver 
(even if you’re a bit disappointed).

So it is with God’s gifts, and the gift of 
singleness. If you refuse to accept it 
as a gift from God, you will miss out 
on a lot of joy and many blessings, 
because you will be focusing on the 
wrong goals in your life, which then 
become more important than your 
service to God.

If you do accept this gift, your life will 
be rich and full of joy, because that’s 
God’s promise for you.

I’m not saying that it is always easy 
to accept what God is handing you. 
This is true for many happenings 
and circumstances in everybody’s 
lives. We all have our own thoughts 
and dreams and would very much 
like for God to fulfill them—sooner 
rather than later. However, this is the 
opposite of acceptance. God himself 
says, “My thoughts are not your 
thoughts” and “My ways [are] higher 
than your ways” (in Isa. 55:8–12). He 
is saying that he can oversee and is in 
control of everything that he would 
like to happen, and therefore it’s best 
to listen to him and accept what he is 
giving you.

Nancy DeMoss Wolgemuth wrote in 
a Facebook post (November 9, 2022): 
“Until I was 57, I viewed singleness 

as a valuable gift from the Lord, to 
be used to magnify Christ and bless 
others. On November 14, 2015, He 
gave me the sweet gift of marriage, 
to be used to make much of Christ 
and bless others.” Note that the 
purpose of her life is the same in both 
situations, whether married or single.

How to Live
When I was single before marriage, 
my favorite Bible verses were Psalm 
37:3–5: “Trust in the Lord, and 
do good [that is, right now]; dwell 
in the land [where you are living 
now] and befriend faithfulness. 
Delight yourself in the Lord [that 
is a deliberate action], and he will 
give you the desires of your heart 
[it is okay to have desires]. Commit 
your way to the Lord; trust in him, 
and he will act” (that is a promise 
if you do your part). Rise today to 
face the circumstances in which the 
providence of God has placed you.

Accepting God’s purpose for your 
life is much easier if you are enjoying 
your life. If you feel like you are stuck 
in a rut or locked into an unhappy 
way of life, please be in prayer 
and on the lookout for a change, 
be it a new job or a new hobby, or 
resuming something you loved to do, 
something that you can be excited 
about. Pray and step out in faith 
and trust the Lord to provide. A 
change will bring new experiences 
and new people into your life, and it 
will distract you from your same old 
thoughts as well.

With God’s help, keep yourself 
sexually pure. Not only do you obey 
and therefore glorify God by doing 
this, but also when you look back 
later you will be so happy you did 
and your life will be easier, much 
more worry-free and probably also 
healthier. It will give you much joy if 
you know you have done things right 
in God’s sight. If you read this and it’s 
already too late, know that it is never 
too late to return to the Lord, repent, 
and receive forgiveness.

In Jesus’ words, “If you keep my 
commandments, you will abide 
in my love, just as I have kept my 
Father’s commandments and abide in 
his love. These things I have spoken 
to you, that my joy may be in you, 
and that your joy may be full” (John 
15:10–11).

It is a great privilege that the Lord 
himself is your life’s companion. He 
is the most loving person you could 
ever share your life with. As in every 
relationship, you need to maintain 
this precious relationship, but then 
you will certainly experience the 
many blessings he wants to give you. 
He is lovingly interested in every 
detail of your life, and you can ask 
him anything.

Realize that a married lady will 
prioritize her husband or children in 
most of what she does, but you are 
doing every good work and making 
every God-honoring decision 
directly for God himself. God wants 
to be your only one: he wants to be 
a husband to the widowed (e.g., Isa. 
54:5) and calls himself the defender 
and sustainer of widows and 
fatherless many times in the Bible 
(e.g., Pss. 68:5; 146:9). Jesus’ promise 
for all his children, whether married 
or not, is to be with you always, to 
the end of the age (Matt. 28:20). Let 
Jesus’ presence be your joy in life.

With love from your sister in Christ,

Annemarieke
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Dr. Joel R. Beeke

Ay, ay, d’ye know 
what it was—dying 
on the cross, 
forsaken by His 
Father—d’ye know 
what it was? . . . It 
was damnation—and 
damnation taken 
lovingly. (John Rabbi 
Duncan, 1796–1870)

And about the ninth 
hour Jesus cried 
with a loud voice, 
saying, Eli, Eli, lama 
sabachthani? that is 
to say, My God, my 
God, why hast thou 
forsaken me? (Matt. 
27:46, King James 
Version)

It is noon, and Jesus has been on the cross for three 
pain-filled hours. Suddenly darkness falls on Calvary 
and “over all the land.” By a miraculous act of Almighty 
God, midday becomes midnight.

This supernatural darkness is a symbol of God’s 
judgment on sin. The physical darkness signals a 
deeper and more fearsome darkness.

The Profundity of Christ’s Sufferings
The great High Priest enters Golgotha’s holy of holies 
without friends or enemies. The Son of God is alone 
on the cross for three final hours, enduring what defies 

for

Christ Forsaken!
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our imagination. Experiencing the 
full brunt of his Father’s wrath, Jesus 
cannot stay silent. He cries out: 
“My God, my God, why hast thou 
forsaken me?”

This fourth word from the 
cross represents the nadir, the 
lowest point, of Jesus’ sufferings. 
Here Jesus descends into the 
essence of hell, the most extreme 
suffering ever experienced. 
It is a time so compacted, so 
infinite, so horrendous as to be 
incomprehensible and seemingly 
unsustainable.

Jesus’ cry does not in any way 
diminish his deity. Jesus does not 
cease being God before, during, or 
after this. Jesus’ cry does not divide 
his human nature from his divine 
person or destroy the Trinity. Nor 
does it detach him from the Holy 
Spirit. The Son lacks the comforts of 
the Spirit, but he does not lose the 
holiness of the Spirit. And finally, it 
does not cause him to disavow his 
mission. Both the Father and Son 
knew from all eternity that Jesus 
would become the Lamb of God who 
would take away the sin of the world 
(Acts 15:18). It is unthinkable that 
the Son of God might question what 
is happening or be perplexed when 
his Father’s loving presence departs.

Jesus is expressing the agony of 
unanswered supplication (Ps. 22:1–
2). Unanswered, Jesus feels forgotten 
of God. He is also expressing the 
agony of unbearable stress. It is the 
kind of “roaring” mentioned in 
Psalm 22: the roar of desperate agony 
without rebellion. It is the hellish cry 
uttered when the undiluted wrath of 
God overwhelms the soul. It is heart-
piercing, heaven-piercing, and hell-
piercing. Further, Jesus is expressing 
the agony of unmitigated sin. All 
the sins of the elect, and the hell that 
they deserve for eternity, are laid 
upon him. And Jesus is expressing 
the agony of unassisted solitariness. 
In his hour of greatest need comes 
a pain unlike anything Christ 

has ever experienced: his Father’s 
abandonment. When Jesus most 
needs encouragement, no voice cries 
from heaven, “This is my beloved 
Son.” No angel is sent to strengthen 
him; no “well done, thou good and 
faithful servant” resounds in his ears. 
The women who supported him 
are silent. The disciples, cowardly 
and terrified, are fled. Feeling 
disowned by all, Jesus endures the 
way of suffering alone, deserted, and 
forsaken in utter darkness.

Every detail of this horrific 
abandonment declares the heinous 
character of our sins.

The Purpose behind Christ’s 
Sufferings
Why would God bruise his own 
Son (Isa. 53:10)? The Father is not 
capricious, malicious, or being 
merely didactic. The real purpose is 
penal; it is the just punishment for 
the sin of Christ’s people. “For he 
hath made him to be sin for us, who 
knew no sin; that we might be made 
the righteousness of God in him” (2 
Cor. 5:21).

Christ was made sin for us, 
dear believers. Among all the 
mysteries of salvation, this 
little word for exceeds all. 
This small word illuminates 
our darkness and unites Jesus 
Christ with sinners. Christ was 
acting on behalf of his people 
as their representative and for 
their benefit.

With Jesus as our substitute, God’s 
justice is satisfied and God can 
justify those who believe in Jesus 
(Rom. 3:26). Christ’s penal suffering, 
therefore, is vicarious—he suffered 
on our behalf. He did not simply 
share our forsakenness, but he 
saved us from it. He endured it for 
us, not with us. You are immune to 
condemnation (Rom. 8:1) and to 
God’s anathema (Gal. 3:13) because 
Christ bore it for you in that outer 

darkness. Golgotha secured our 
immunity, not mere sympathy.

This explains the hours of darkness 
and the roar of dereliction. God’s 
people experience just a taste of this 
when they are brought by the Holy 
Spirit before the Judge of heaven 
and earth, only to experience that 
they are not consumed for Christ’s 
sake. They come out of darkness, 
confessing, “Because Immanuel has 
descended into the lowest hell for us, 
God is with us in the darkness, under 
the darkness, through the darkness—
and we are not consumed!”

The Love Pervading Christ’s 
Sufferings
How stupendous is the love of Christ! 
His love is so vividly displayed in 
his cry. “My God, my God, why 
hast thou forsaken me?” was the cry 
of the incarnate God whose soul 
was sinking ever deeper into the 
bottomless pit of divine wrath.

How stupendous is the love of the 
Father! The Father gives his only 
Son (John 3:16), his bosom friend 
from eternity; He took the best he 
had and offers him for the worst he 
could find—sinners like you and 
me. He held nothing in reserve but 
extravagantly loved sinners who were 
at enmity with him.

How stupendous is the love of the 
Spirit! He works patiently yet 
irresistibly in the hearts of sinners, 
applying to us the cross’s wonderful 
truth. He convinces us that all our 
sufferings, including feeling 
forsaken, are merely the fruit of 
walking in his shadow. Our hearts 
so overflow with love that we 
respond, “We love him, because he 
first loved us” (1 John 4:19).
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A man who is not a member of a church of the federation who seeks 
candidacy shall place himself under the supervision of a Consistory 
which shall make provision for his candidacy examination. (See 
Appendix 3 and 6) (Article 5)

The Uniqueness of This Article
This article is unique in the Church Order of the United Reformed Churches in North 
America. Older versions of Church Orders used within other Reformed denominations 

The lawful calling to the office of minister of those who have not 
previously been in that office consists of: First, the election by the 
council of one who has been declared a candidate according to the 
regulations prescribed herein, after having prayed and received the 
advice of the congregation; Second, the examination of both doctrine 
and life, which shall be conducted to the satisfaction of the delegates 
to the classis of which the calling church is a participant, according 
to the regulations adopted by the federation (see Appendix 4 and 6); 
Finally, the public ordination before the congregation, which shall 
take place with appropriate instructions, admonitions, prayers and 

Candidacy  
from Outside 
the Federation

Calling a 
Candidate

(Continued on next page)

(Continued on next page)
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Let all things be done decently and in order.  
 —1 Cor. 14:40, NKJV
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The Source of the Calling
Article 6 of the Church Order of 
the United Reformed Churches in 
North America has some overlap 
with Article 4 in regards to the 
examination of men prior to calling 
and ordaining them into the office 
of minister of the Word. The main 
new material of Article 6 in contrast 
to Article 4 is the manner in which 

and federations of Dutch background 
have the contents of this article 
implied or stated in other articles. 
Although these other Church 
Orders do not have a specific article 
that addresses these matters, the 
Reformed churches have had a long 
concern with ecclesiastical nomads, 
especially when it comes to the office 
of the minister of the Word. William 
Heyns, in his Handbook for Elder and 
Deacons, summarizes this concern as 
follows: “But experience had proved 
to the Church of the 16th century, 
that there was special danger for 
intrusions upon the Ministry of the 
Word by different kinds of persons.”

Without ready access to the original 
authors, one can only speculate 
why these matters were given a 
separate article within the Church 
Order. Perhaps it was in light of 
the historical setting of an ongoing 
secession of local congregations from 
the CRCNA in the mid-1990s. If so, 
it seems likely that the leaders of the 
formation of the URCNA desired to 
ensure that a prospective candidate 
for the ministry of the Word first cast 
his lot in with a local congregation 
of the URCNA by way of his church 
membership.

The Requirement within This 
Article
This article stipulates that a man 
who desires to pursue candidacy and 
the office of minister of the Word 
should first become a professing 
member of a local United Reformed 
congregation and be underneath 
the supervision of a local consistory. 
This stipulation would allow for a 
local consistory to observe the man’s 
spiritual character and potential gifts 
over some length of time as they 
guide him in the process of pursuing 
his theological education. This 
requirement assists the necessary 
vetting of a man before he is 
ordained and installed within office. 
It also gives a man the proper realm 
in which to begin exercising his gifts 
of service as an active member of a 
local congregation. If a non-ordained 
man desires to be a minister of the 
Word within the URCNA, let him 
first be an active member of a church 
within the URCNA.

The Reasoning behind This 
Article
This article again highlights one 
of the principles of Reformed 

church polity that was and is to be 
emphasized within the URCNA, 
that of consistorial autonomy and 
authority—yet, not to the disregard 
for the broader assemblies. If a local 
URC consistory is to oversee the 
theological training of a potential 
candidate for the ministry of the 
Word (Article 3), then the potential 
candidate must be a member of a 
local URC congregation. The article 
also emphasizes the importance 
of local church membership for 
local church officers. Only men of 
the churches can be called to serve 
the churches. This truth is clearly 
evident throughout both the Old 
Testament’s and New Testament’s 
calling of men to office as seen, for 
example, in the selection of deacons 
(Acts 6). Both of these points of 
emphasis are crucial to maintain in 
our current ecclesiastical age that 
tends to neglect the importance of 
local church membership. In regards 
to theological training and pursuing 
ordination, as in all areas of church 
polity, no man ought to go it alone.

subscription to the Three Forms of Unity by signing the Form of Subscription, followed with the 
laying on of hands by the ministers who are present and by the elders of the congregation, with 
the use of the appropriate liturgical form. (Article 6) 

a man goes from being declared a 
candidate eligible for call to being 
ordained in a congregation as a 
minister of the Word. These articles 
guide a congregation and council 
that find themselves vacant regarding 
a minister of the Word. Such 
situations are becoming increasingly 
common within our churches and 
can prove to be taxing circumstances 
on congregations and councils. 
Especially in such a position, our 

Church Order is a helpful guide for 
councils and should be followed 
closely.

As the exclusive Head of the church, 
the Lord Jesus Christ calls men to 
serve within the offices of minister of 
the Word, elder, and deacon through 
an internal calling by working 
within a man a humble desire to 
serve, providing adequate gifts to 
serve, and leading providentially to 

(Continuation of article 6)

(Continuation of article 5)
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an opportunity to serve. However, 
this internal call must be and will be 
confirmed by a valid external call. 
This external call comes by means of 
a local council, elders and deacons, 
with the advisory direction of the 
local congregation. This pattern 
is based upon apostolic precedent 
as recorded in the selection of a 
replacement for Judas (Acts 1:23–26) 
and selection of deacons (Acts 6:3). In 
all areas of church life, but especially 
in regards to the calling of a minister 
of the Word, earnest prayer for 
the Holy Spirit’s guidance is most 
necessary.

The Examination of the 
Calling
The details regarding the 
examinations of men for candidacy 
for the ministry of the Word have 
been covered in our past article 
dealing with Article 4 of the Church 
Order. Here let us repeat the clear 
guidance of our Church Order that 
the council, the elders together 
with the deacons, must limit their 
consideration of men to call to those 
who have been “declared a candidate.”

By wise design, our Church Order 
is not an exhaustive list of detailed 
procedural steps. It lays out the basic 
manner by which a local council calls 
a particular man—in this article, a 
candidate—as a minister of the Word. 
Each local council should adopt 
more detailed procedural rules for 

its process of electing office bearers 
addressing such matters as how 
ballots are cast and counted, what 
constitutes a majority, how ties are 
handled, and so on. This should be 
done prior to a perplexing situation 
arising to avoid all appearances of 
partiality.

The Ordination in the Calling
Once a valid, lawful call has been 
extended and accepted, a man is 
ordained into the office of minister 
of the Word. This ordination, and 
installation, takes place within a 
local congregation. In the public 
ordination, a man is placed within 
the respective office being invested 
with the authority and responsibility 
of that office. A reminder is that no 
man possesses the authority and 
responsibility of an office without a 
proper ordination and installation.

For good order and to preserve 
unified doctrine within the churches, 
this ordination is conducted using 
the federation’s adopted form 
entitled Ordination (or Installation) 
of Ministers of the Word and 
Sacraments. This form gives the 
congregation and the candidate 
instruction in the nature and duties 
of the office as well as vows for the 
man entering into the ministry of the 
Word. In addition, our Church Order 
rightly insists upon the historic 
practice of the signing of the Form 
of Subscription, another necessary 

action to preserve unity of doctrine 
within the churches of the federation.

One final action our Church Order 
prescribes is that of the laying on of 
hands. This practice is also based on 
apostolic precedent (Acts 13:1–3). Its 
meaning is explained in the words of 
Dr. Bouwman, a Dutch church polity 
commentator of the nineteenth 
century:

The laying on of hands is 
therefore a symbolic act 
whereby it is signified that 
the brother concerned has 
received the necessary gifts of 
office (through the Holy Spirit) 
and that these gifts are now 
dedicated to the service of the 
church. . . . It is a solemn, public 
declaration on God’s part, 
before the congregation, that the 
elected brother is lawfully called 
of God Himself, and is to be 
regarded by the congregation as 
His servant; whereas the office-
bearer himself is urged by this 
solemn exercise, to develop the 
gifts allotted to him, and to use 
them for the glory of God, and 
the welfare of the congregation.

In the bonds of Death He lay, Who for our 
offense was slain, 

But the Lord is risen today, Christ hath 
brought us life again. 

Wherefore let us all rejoice, Singing loud 
with a cheerful voice 

Hallelujah! 

Martin Luther

From the hymn: In the 
Bonds of Death He Lay, by

Mar/April 2023 | 13



 GOD 
God

Meditation Text: Genesis 1:26–27 | Suggested Reading: Colossians 1:3–23

Rev. Peter H. Holtvlüwer

male and female

image,

Genesis 1:27

created  
man

of

So

in the imagein his own

he created them.

he created him;

Do you know who you are? That may seem like a strange question, but there are many 
in this world who don’t know themselves. Plenty of people grow up doing the kinds 
of things their parents did before them: get an education, get a job, get married, have 

children—only to wake up one day wondering what life is all about. For some, the question 
comes during the proverbial mid-life crisis. Men and women see their life shaping up much 
the same as that of the previous generation, and it seems to them like an endless cycle that 
has no purpose. Life feels like a giant spinning wheel: birth—life—death; birth—life—death, 
on and on. And that can leave them shaken to the core asking What is my life, really?  

Meet Yourself
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Just another drop in the ocean? Just 
another brick in the wall? Some are 
begging: Please, please tell me who 
I am!

This crisis can hit all sorts of people, 
whether older or younger, unbeliever 
or Christian. Sometimes children 
grow up following in the footsteps 
of their Christian parents without 
understanding why they do what 
they do. They have the outward form 
of faith, but their heart is untouched. 
They go along on automatic pilot 
until one day the questions smack 
them in the face. What am I living 
for? Who am I, and why am I on 
this planet? From the person on the 
street to the worshipper in the pew 
to singers on the radio to thinkers 
on their podcasts, the questions keep 
popping up. And if you don’t have 
answers, it can rock your world, 
sending you into a tailspin.

God’s Unique Consultation
Thank God, then, that he does 
provide answers. They begin in 
Genesis 1:26 (English Standard 
Version), “Then God said, ‘Let 
us make man in our image, after 
our likeness.’” Instantly we know 
something extraordinary is 
unfolding. For all the other acts of 
creation we read, “And God said, 
‘Let there be light,’” or “Let the water 
teem with living creatures,” or “Let 
the land produce living creatures.” 
For everything else God expresses 
his will and it comes to pass, but for 
God’s final creation there is first a 
careful consultation: “Let us make 
man.”

Now, who is God talking to? Who 
is the “us” here? It can’t include the 
angels, for in verse 27 we are told 
that man was made in the image 
of God. Simply put, the Creator is 
conferring within himself. The New 
Testament makes clear that Father, 
Son, and Spirit were fully involved 
in the work of creation, and verse 26 
shows them speaking together. The 

divine persons do this only when it 
comes to making mankind, which 
underlines that humans were not 
made by chance nor are they a mere 
add-on to the animal kingdom. 
No, mankind stands apart from all 
God’s other works as a creature given 
special consideration in advance by 
Almighty God and who then was 
created in God’s own image—no 
other creature, not even an angel, is 
made in his image.

Evolution’s Contrast
What a contrast that is to the theory 
of evolution. The evolutionist 
believes, without a shred of hard 
evidence, that all living creatures 
(including man) came forth and 
evolved from that tiniest beginning 
of life in the ocean, an amoeba. 
We humans are not inherently 
different from animals; we’re just a 
little further along on the scale of 
evolution.

And that belief affects human 
ethics, our understanding of good 
and evil. Evolution operates on 
the principle of survival of the 
fittest. Weak members of a species 
naturally die off while the strong 
ones survive and keep advancing, 
often at the expense of the weak. 
For the committed evolutionist, this 
is good and appropriate, the way 
it should be, so to them it’s okay 
to leave poor and helpless humans 
to their own devices. There’s no 
need to care for those who cannot 
care for themselves—isn’t that 
why aborting babies with Down 
syndrome or a cleft lip or a handicap 
has become so popular? Isn’t that 
why one government after another 
is encouraging the killing of the 
frail and elderly and even the deeply 
depressed and mentally ill? They call 
it “assisted dying,” but it’s murder 
by another name, and it stems from 
this basic idea: if you can’t hack life, 
that’s okay. Go ahead and check out 
because, according to evolution, 

that’s the natural way. In the big 
scheme of things your life doesn’t 
matter, for all you are is a glorified 
amoeba.

How cold and mean and heartless—
is it any wonder that suicide rates 
are on the rise in North America?1 
Evolutionism devalues human life to 
that of an animal and gives no rhyme 
or reason for living. And when 
people who grow up seeing the world 
through these glasses ask, Who am 
I, and what’s the point of my life? 
then all they are left with is deafening 
silence.

This is where God’s voice breaks 
in to tell us how precious human 
beings are: “So God created man in 
his own image, in the image of God 
he created him; male and female 
he created them” (Gen. 1:27). That 
makes you worth something—in 
fact, it makes you invaluable! You’re 
no animal. You’re no monkey. You 
and every human are marked off as 
the only creatures designed to take 
after God and reflect his character in 
the world. Men and women are the 
crown of creation.

Male and Female
Men and women. Male and female, 
we’re told, are created in the image 
of God. To be sure, God assigned 
different roles to men and women 
(as we’ll see another time), but what 
our text makes clear is that one is not 
more valuable than the other. One 
is not closer to God than the other; 
one is not of a higher order than 
the other; but men and women are 
equally precious to the Lord, for he 
made both in his own image.

And yes, there are only two sexes, 
two genders: male and female. Some 
people in our society turn this upside 
down, insisting that there are many 
genders and that it’s up to you which 
one you want to be. Female and 
male are just two options, they say, 
along a whole range of genders that 
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arise out of our thoughts and feelings. College and university students now 
have to introduce themselves by announcing their gender and stating their 
preferred pronouns, such as xe/xem, ze/zir, ey/em/, they/themselves, him/
her, or he/she. The idea is that your gender is not connected to your biological 
sex but is something you feel. And when your feeling changes, your gender 

changes too—that’s why some end up describing 
themselves as gender-fluid.

It’s important to understand that for people 
thinking along these lines, gender and pronouns 
go deeper than just labels. They are convinced 
that your deepest self or identity is wrapped 
up in your feeling of gender and even more, 
your feeling of sexual orientation. They use 
the language of identification: “I identify as 
a cisgender male (or female).” Or “I am gay 
(or lesbian or bisexual).” To the world, sexual 
orientation is much more than a chosen 
lifestyle. It used to be common to think of sex 
as an activity, but to growing numbers today, 
that activity defines who they are. Thus, when 
someone shares with us their gender and 
pronouns, or identifies as gay, lesbian, or bi, they 
are informing us of their core personhood and 
we need to dialogue with them carefully and 
gently about it. We need to know that when we 
call into question their lifestyle or their gender 
choice, they perceive it as an attack on their 
person, on their identity.

So we need to be compassionate and wise in 
how we interact, to find a way to speak the truth 
to them in love, seeking to truly help them. We 
also need to be clear-headed as Christians and 
see from Scripture that God created mankind 
male and female and that these are the only two 
genders that exist. We know that a very small 
percentage of people are born without male or 
female genitalia and fewer still have physical 
characteristics of both sexes. For such people, 
there is immense confusion and hardship, and 
they need help to work through that. Yet that 
does not take away the norms of God’s creation. 

Sin has corrupted all humans, and many people are born with abnormalities 
of one kind or another, but the truth is that the vast majority of humans are 
either male or female. There is no other gender. Nor is gender a fluid thing. 
Gender is based not on our feelings but on our biology. And even more 
importantly, neither gender nor sexual orientation is who you are.

Who You Are
In fact, it’s not our job to define our identity, is it? Unbelievers take it upon 
themselves to define who they are and set the rules for how they live, but isn’t 

that the height of arrogance and 
rebellion, a total snubbing of our 
Creator? Because we are creations 
of God, we don’t get to define 
ourselves—the Creator does. He is 
the Potter, we are the clay, and so we 
need to listen to him and follow his 
directives. The Creator says clearly, 
“Your identity is this: you are my 
son, my daughter, my image in this 
world.” Maleness and femaleness and 
heterosexual attraction are all part 
of being human, but those things are 
not who you are. You really and truly 
are a created child of God, called to 
represent him in this world.

Have you lost sight of this? Have 
you been living as if you and God 
are strangers and the last thing you 
imagine yourself to be is the image of 
God? Join the club. Every human is 
born a rebel child, an enemy of our 
Maker (Eph. 2:1). But our Creator 
came down to earth to restore us 
to peace with himself. He came in 
his Son Jesus Christ who took on 
our human nature and reflected 
God’s image perfectly unto death 
on a cross. On that cross he paid the 
price for your rebellion and mine 
so that we can know God as friend 
and Father again. So that we can 
begin to live once more as his image. 
You are God’s child by virtue of 
creation, estranged though you may 
be; you can be God’s child by virtue 
of redemption in Christ, adopted 
into his family by faith. Believe it, 
embrace it, and live it!

1 This information taken from “Suicide,” 
National Institute of Mental Health, https://
www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/suicide.

But our Creator 
came down to 
earth to restore 
us to peace 
with himself. 
He came in his 
Son Jesus Christ 
who took on our 
human nature and 
reflected God’s 
image perfectly 
unto death on a 
cross. 
On that cross he 
paid the price for 
your rebellion and 
mine so that we 
can know God as 
friend and Father 
again. So that we 
can begin to live 
once more as his 
image. 
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ne doesn’t make friends by always being negative. 
And for good reason! It can be helpful to point out 

flaws—but such criticism leaves us empty and hopeless 
unless we also hear about the alternative.

Today, it’s time for the alternative.

like theonomy, plunging society into 
religious division and persecution. 
Secularism promotes peace, and 
therefore the Bible must be kept out 
of the common realm.

So they say. Wrongly.

There is a better way—a more biblical 
way.

Jesus tells us in Matthew 5:13–16 that 
his disciples are salt and light. That 
means we’re not just marking time 
until Jesus returns, as though this 
world is merely a big waiting room. 
Instead, we have a significant calling 
within the world today.

We are salt. Salt does three things.

Salt preserves from decay and 
destruction. That’s why salting meat 
was a common means of preserving 
meat for much of human history. 
In like manner, Christians are a 
preservative, drawing those around 
them back from the corrosive 
influence of sin and rebellion.

Salt enhances flavor of bland 
food. In like manner, Christians—
knowing the Creator of all things 
and recognizing the purpose of all 
things is to glorify him—are able to 
enjoy the created world in a way that 
unbelievers can’t. In their deeper 
appreciation for the world, Christians 
show unbelievers the “flavor” they 
are missing.

Salt prepares for sacrifice. As a 
preservative, salt points to God’s 
faithfulness in preserving his people. 
The sacrifices of Israel were salted 
as a reminder of God’s covenant 
faithfulness. In like manner, 
Christians, by revealing the character 
and the joy of the Lord, prepare the 
world for the sacrifice of honoring 
God.

At the same time, Christians are called 
to be the light of the world. Having 
seen our good works, men glorify 
God—some by asking the reason 
for the hope within us (1 Pet. 3:15), 
leading them to turn to Christ; and 
others by confessing at the judgment 
that, because of our witness, they 
knew better.

ALTERNATIVE
The Reformed

Embracing the Absolute 
Kingship of Christ

For four issues, I have highlighted 
some of the significant flaws in 
the Radical Two Kingdoms (R2K) 
viewpoint that has gained traction 
among Reformed folks in recent 
years. Regular readers will recall that 
this R2K view divides life into two 
realms: the spiritual and the secular. 
The spiritual kingdom is eternal and 
is largely manifested in the church, 
whereas the secular kingdom, 
encompassing the rest of life, is said 
to be merely temporary.

R2K advocates assure us that Christ 
rules over both kingdoms. However, 
only over the spiritual kingdom 
does he rule as Redeemer, revealing 
through the Bible his will for our 
spiritual life and worship.

Christ rules the secular realm as 
Creator, revealing his will not by 
Scripture but by natural law. To apply 
Scripture to the secular realm is to 
confuse the kingdoms—and that, 
they warn, will result in radical views 
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Here’s the thing: we can’t effectively 
serve as salt and light in the world 
apart from the constant guidance—
in all of life—of God’s Word. And we 
won’t serve as salt and light in this 
world unless we recognize all of life 
as having eternal value.

To that end, we must understand 
how essential Scripture is.

Each of us understands the world 
through our presuppositions—
the unquestioned beliefs that we 
hold concerning the world. Some 
presuppositions are foundational, 
like the belief that what we see is 
real, or that gravity will always work. 
Others are more complex, like the 
belief that all life forms arose through 
random mutations over the course of 
a massive expanse of time.

Get those presuppositions wrong, 
and all of your learning, all of your 
deductions, all of your hypotheses 
likewise will be wrong.

For Christians, Scripture is the 
touchstone that allows us to test 
our presuppositions. It reveals 
which foundational truth claims 
are trustworthy, and it helps us to 
formulate the questions we need 
to ask. Scripture itself claims to be 
inerrant. Its authors spoke as they 
were carried along by the Holy Spirit 
(2 Pet. 1:21). Even the smallest letters 
(jots, or yods) and parts of letters 
(tittles) are inspired and preserved 
by God (Matt. 5:18). And Scripture 
addresses all of life, “that the man 
of God may be complete, equipped 
for every good work” (2 Tim .3:17, 
English Standard Version).

Proponents of the R2K view claim 
that Scripture was given to norm the 
spiritual kingdom but not the secular 
realm. If that’s the case, Scripture 
was not meant to guide and direct 
us in the study and use of sociology, 
politics, finance, race, or other 
topics. Instead, for these subjects and 
countless others, we must use natural 
law—the revelation of God and his 

will that are built into the creation 
and our own conscience. The problem 
is, due to our sin, we are prone to 
misread natural law, as our Canons of 
Dort affirm (CoD 3/4, Art. 4).

So God gave us the Bible. Through 
that Word, the Christian sociologist 
is taught to recognize the inherent 
depravity in sinful humanity 
(Rom. 1:18–3:18). It teaches the 
Christian politician about the nature 
and the limits of the magistrate’s 
calling (Rom. 13:1–7). It helps the 
Christian financial advisor to put 
wealth in context (Luke 12:16–21). 
It empowers the Christian citizen to 
pursue racial reconciliation in the 
recognition of the familial unity of 
the races through the creative work 
of God.

Apart from Scripture, we assuredly 
will make a mess of those subjects—
and all others.

But in the wisdom of God’s 
Word, we have a solid 
foundation on which to build. 
And that foundation equips 
us to serve as a light, shining 
through the darkness of a world 
stumbling about in ignorance. 

That sure understanding, which 
applies to every discipline and 
subject, enables us to help 
unbelievers to avoid the destructive 
effects of unbelief. It equips us 
to show them how glorious our 
learning and our work can be when 
we submit them to the wisdom of the 
Creator-King.

In fact, when we recognize that 
Scripture applies to and informs 
all of life, we begin to see that the 
kingdom of God itself radically 
transforms all of life. In 1 
Corinthians 15:58, Paul urges the 
church to be “always abounding 
in the work of the Lord, knowing 
that in the Lord your labor is not in 
vain.” He wasn’t talking only about 
the work of preaching and church 
discipline. He was talking about all 
of our labor—from preaching to 

plumbing, from discipling to brick 
laying to scientific exploration.

Because Christ has overcome our 
enemies and has promised to make 
all things new, we have been called 
and equipped to exercise dominion 
according to God’s intent at the 
creation (Gen. 1:28). That radically 
affects our learning, our labor, our 
friendships, our entertainment—
our all.

That’s why Paul urges us, in 
Colossians 3:23–24 (New King James 
Version), “and whatever you do, do 
it heartily, as to the Lord and not to 
men, knowing that from the Lord 
you will receive the reward of the 
inheritance; for you serve the Lord 
Christ.” Notice the lack of a limitation 
there. All that we do, because we are 
Christians, we are called to do in 
service and unto the glory of God, 
through Christ. There is no secular 
realm for the Christian. Our bodies 
are to be a living sacrifice to the Lord 
(Rom. 12:1), rendering all that we 
do as, in some measure, an act of 
worship. But it can be worshipful 
toward God only if we strive to 
understand the world and our work 
in it through his revelation. It can 
honor our King only if we bring all 
of our labor and all of our learning 
under submission to his truth.

If we do: all of it will glorify God. 
And in the end, we shall hear the 
Spirit declare to us, as he did to John: 
“Blessed are the dead who die in 
the Lord from now on. Yes, says the 
Spirit, that they may rest from their 
labors, and their works follow them” 
(Rev. 14:13). Amen.

The Outlook | 18



Attendees of a Divine Hope conference for inmates at the women’s prison in 
Rockville, IN, hear a book infomercial from Rev. Anema and sing together.

In the musical adaptation of Victor 
Hugo’s epic novel  Les Miserables, 

Jean Valjean escapes from prison, 
undergoes a fundamental heart 
change, and builds a whole new life—
but he cannot escape his identity as an 
ex-convict. In particular his prisoner 
number is branded indelibly upon 
his psyche. Legend has it Hugo chose 
Valjean’s number, 24601, to mark the 
date of his own conception. While this 
theory is unsubstantiated, it would 
certainly represent a truth which is 
theologically sound—for when we are 
conceived, we do take on a lifetime 
sentence. “Behold,” says the psalmist, 
“I was brought forth in iniquity, and in 
sin did my mother conceive me” (Ps. 
51:5, English Standard Version). 
Hugo’s Valjean uses his great strength and 
takes on a new name to escape his past, 
but how do we escape our guilt and its 
punishment? We, too, need great strength 
and a new name: the power and the name of 
Christ. Jesus was sent “to proclaim liberty to 

the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who 
are oppressed” (Luke 4:18b), and indeed “there is no other name under 
heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). To the 
extent we are aware of the great deliverance we have received from the 
prison of sin, to such an extent will we identify with and have compassion 
upon those who are sinners like us and who in addition endure earthly 
incarceration.

As a not-for-profit publisher of Reformed materials, at Reformed 
Fellowship we seek to minister to those in prison primarily through the 
written word. Board members and other volunteers have corresponded 
with many prisoners over the years, mentoring them in the Reformed 
faith. We frequently receive requests from prisoners across the country for 
Reformed materials, and we are seeing an amazing increase in interest. We 
also see remarkable stories from inmates across the country.

Here is just one example: in December we received a letter from an inmate 
in California who found Reformed Fellowship through a gift from a local 
church of our book With Heart and Mouth by Rev. Danny Hyde. This man 
(J) recounts his journey to the Reformed faith, beginning from a time he 
was at rock bottom:

I had come to faith thru Joel Osteen 3 years earlier in county. I 
sought a god who would get me out of prison, fix my marriage, and 
restore my life. Nevermind the sin problem! That is until that day I 
found myself praying in tongues on my face. As I prayed, something 
just didn’t fit. The jibber jabber coming from my mouth didn’t seem 
to be anything more than a conscious effort to make sounds and feel 
“Christian” or closer to God. Suddenly, I began to repent for this 
folly, then I had a deep sense of my sin. So then I repented of that . . . 

Our friend goes on to recount a gradual transfer from what he calls 
“TBN Christianity” to reading R. C. Sproul and A. W. Pink. “I came 
out changed,” he says. J has now requested more copies of With Heart 
and Mouth to share with fellow prisoners with whom he has a Bible 
study group, and we have begun sending him The Outlook. One of our 

 

A Question  
of Identity:
Highlight on 
Prison Ministry (1)
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board members has volunteered to 
correspond with J at his request.

While we rejoice in these 
opportunities to serve incarcerated 
brothers and sisters through our 
printed materials, we are also grateful 
to see the efforts of Reformed 
organizations such as Divine Hope 
and MINTS, which are physically 
present in prisons, teaching and 
instructing biblical truth and bringing 
hope to those in a dark place. We 
are building partnerships with these 
organizations to provide materials 
for the inmates with whom they 
are working. These efforts were first 
announced about a year ago, and 
we received funding for around fifty 
subscriptions. These have all been 
taken, and we now have opportunity 
to send The Outlook to up to three 
hundred more inmates. We are 
overwhelmed by the Lord’s blessing 
of this ministry, and we pray he will 
continue to open doors to bless many.

We are touched and blessed to see 
some of the fruit of prison ministry 
and to give you, our readers, some 
of this experience. So we are glad to 
give a brief update here of a recent 
conference titled “Finding Hope 
after the Hurts of Sexual Abuse,” 
sponsored by Divine Hope in October 
2022. Please pray for another such 
conference which is scheduled to take 
place on April 14–16, 2023, with the 
theme of “Trust in God.”

Lori Dykstra served as on of the 
volunteers at the October conference 
and recounts these details.

“It was a very sobering experience 
from the moment we arrived. The 
massive buildings sit prominently in 
the middle of corn fields, but clearly 
identifiable by their tall, barbed wire 
fencing. With a strict dress code, the 
only things we were allowed to bring 
inside were our folders, a pen and 
our Bibles. After being cleared and 
checked in, we were huddled into a 
sally port with metal doors where 
we had to wait for one to shut us in 

before the next would open to allow 
admission inside . . . we reached the 
chapel where each of our meetings 
took place. There were always security 
guards present and it was expected we 
would go nowhere without permission 
from a prison appointed volunteer.

“Strict instructions were given: we 
were not allowed to have any physical 
contact, no handshakes, no hugs, no 
touch. Any exchange of items would 
be considered trafficking and could 
result in them being placed in ‘lock 
up’ or us not being allowed back in. 
The ‘offenders,’ as they are called, 
were quite aware of these rules as well 
and seemed almost a bit nervous to 
have us so close to them. As we left 
after our final meeting with them on 
Sunday morning, one admitted to 
me she felt a panic attack coming on 
as she entered the chapel that first 
evening, unsure of how to handle ‘so 
many normal people’ that she wasn’t 
usually allowed to be in contact with.

“Each woman’s name tag began with 
the word ‘offender’ before their name. 
It was obvious that these women 
have been labeled and come to accept 
the fact that they are ‘offenders.’ The 
bathrooms were labeled ‘public’ 
restrooms and ‘offender’ restrooms. 
This was a hard concept for me to 
grasp as these precious women were 
just like us in so many ways, yet they 
seemed to clearly grasp and accept 
the reality of this deep valley that was 
between us.

“Each meeting began with us standing 
and singing songs of praise and 
then worship. Several songs were 
taught which the women were able 
to sing along with by the end of the 
conference, including “Speak, O 
Lord” and “What a Day That Will 
Be!” To be part of this special group 
of women was a surreal experience. 
Their eyes closed, their hands raised, 
tears streaming down their cheeks as 
they sang out their praise . . . this will 
always be stamped in my mind. How 
easily we tend to write off those who 
have ‘messed up,’ especially those who 

have really messed up. I was convicted 
of the pride that easily swallows me 
up, of the time I waste consumed with 
matters that aren’t important, yet here 
these women gave their entire being to 
the Lord in worship.

“The first session, led by Terri Pols, 
was titled ‘Sexual Abuse Defined.’ 
While this session brought out many 
tears, it was also a place where the 
women came to see their story is 
relatable to people in the Bible. Some 
women said they were amazed to see 
how relevant Scripture is to their lives 
even down to the details of disgrace 
and shame experienced by women 
such as Tamar. It was difficult to hear 
the painful, shocking stories they 
shared with us of the abuse they had 
endured, of the mistakes they made. 
Many of them carry so much guilt 
for the drugs they abused for years, 
neglecting their children, and the loss 
of their families due to it. They didn’t 
make excuses for their sin, but many 
acknowledged they are where they 
need to be. One woman commented 
that the ‘Lord saved me from myself 
by placing me in prison, because this 
was the only place He could truly get 
my attention.’

“Saturday morning, I had the 
overwhelming but special privilege of 
leading a session entitled ‘Forgiveness 
and Reconciliation: Is This Truly 
Possible?’ It is difficult, no doubt 
impossible to understand the hurts 
each of these women carry, and to try 
to relate was next to impossible, so I 
spoke of Christ, of His suffering and 
death, of His ability to relate exactly 
to our hurt, of His understanding of 
all our guilt and shame, of looking 
to Him to see the perfect model of 
forgiveness. The women eagerly 
participated, always grateful and 
thanking us for sharing our time with 
them. Little did these women realize 
we were the ones who were truly 
blessed to experience the communion 
of saints with these sisters in prison.”
Such is the experience of one who 
volunteers to be an ambassador for 
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Christ “from the outside.” What of 
those “on the inside”? What is the 
impact of this work for them? See 
these representative comments from 
inmates who attended the conference:

. . .
It was a hard and emotional weekend 
filled with many tears and feelings, 
but I am convinced that I was meant 
to hear every word of that weekend. 
Thank you for spending your precious 
time with us and bringing many 
lessons. Can’t wait for the next one.

. . .
I had the privilege of attending the 
conference on abuse. I came away 
knowing that while I may not have 
been sexually abused, I was verbally 
abused in 33 years of marriage . . . I 
also learned that my marriage was 
lacking the 3rd cord—God.

. . .
I loved the conference. I am making 
a class from the booklet Freedom 
from Guilt.

. . .
I have grown so much closer to God 
since I first encountered Divine Hope 
as a member of your 6-week course 
“Mere Christianity” [a course on the 
Heidelberg Catechism] as part of 
our PLUS program. I learned what 
catechism means and learned the 
doctrines of faith, and over these past 
several years have completed Bible 
studies on various topics which have 
helped me to be a better follower of 
Christ as I discovered how to actually 
APPLY Scripture in my everyday life.

. . .

Hearing the input from the various 
volunteers and their stories and 
perspectives also helps me to grow and 
knowing that you are praying for us 
really touches my heart and encourages 
me. You have all come in and shown us 
REAL agape love with no feelings that 
we are being judged, but rather that we 
are your sisters in Christ.

. . .
I have been incarcerated for almost 
19 years and I love the Lord. I do 
not know what I would do if we did 
not have volunteers who give so 
much of themselves for us to spread 
the Good News. Divine Hope is a 
perfect example of the love of God 
and what it means to do it unto the 
least of these.

. . .
I never knew there was such a thing 
as a biblical counselor. After the 
conference I realized that’s what I 
want to do. . . . I want to help people 
through life and their situations and 
feelings with God’s Word.

. . .
As we read these comments from 
volunteers and inmates, we see how 
our identity in Christ unites us, while 
an identity focused upon our sin 
divides. How easy it is for each of 
us to focus upon our own sins—or 
the sins of others—to set ourselves 
apart. But Christ is the one who has 
broken down such walls, and he is 
the one who unites us. Even in a 
secular prison, divided by so many 
rules and circumstances, God’s people 
may come together as one. Surely 
this teaches us a lesson for our own 
lives as we look around at the various 
divisions we experience. Praise the 
Lord for the work of prison ministry! 
May he be glorified in all.

REMEMBER THOSE  
IN PRISON:
What can I do?

PRAY. Pray for these inmates and 
many others who are hungering and 
thirsting for the light of the gospel 
in their lives. Pray for the work of 
Divine Hope and MINTS ministering 
directly to these needs in the prisons 
where they are established. Pray for 
the work of Reformed Fellowship in 
distributing The Outlook and other 
materials to prisoners all over the 
country. Pray for the Reformed 
Fellowship board and others as they 
correspond with inmates who have 
questions and need mentors.

GIVE. Prayerfully consider a 
donation to a prison ministry; please 
specifically consider partnering 
with Reformed Fellowship to send 
Reformed materials free of charge to 
the incarcerated. We currently have 
opportunity to send The Outlook to as 
many as three hundred more inmates 
seeking to learn about the Reformed 
faith; this exciting opportunity 
represents a fundraising goal of eight 
thousand dollars. Donate at https://
reformedfellowship.net/pages/donate 
or mail us a check. Please note 
“Prison Ministry” with your donation.

LEARN. Visit https://divinehope.
net to learn more about Divine Hope 
Seminary. Visit https://www.mints.
edu/seminary-in-prison to learn more 
about MINTS Seminary in Prison. 
Visit https://reformedfellowship.
net/ to learn more about Reformed 
Fellowship.

GO. Volunteer in a prison ministry 
as geography allows. Volunteer to 
facilitate Bible studies. Consider 
volunteering for the next women’s 
conference in Rockville on April 
14–16. Email Rev. Ken Anema at 
kranema3@gmail.com to find out how 
to volunteer in these or other ways 
through Divine Hope.
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Care about what?
A catechism is a teaching tool using 
the ancient scheme of questions 
and answers. Over the coming 
year, this article series will unpack 
the Heidelberg Catechism (HC), 
a particular catechism written in 
Heidelberg, Germany, in 1563—less 
than fifty years and four hundred 
miles from the start of the Protestant 
Reformation. The reforming 
Christians in Heidelberg went public 
with their faith in Christ by drafting 
and adopting this catechism.

It’s okay if you aren’t excited yet.

Here’s what matters: You need 
what the catechism teaches. Using 
the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten 
Commandments, and the Lord’s 
Prayer (plus some lessons on baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper), the HC 
teaches how you can live and die in 
the joy of eternal comfort. The Bible 
isn’t simply an ancient religious text. 
It’s a divine autobiography. It’s the 

story of how “the God of all comfort” 
fixes the horror of sin (2 Cor. 1:3). 
According to the catechism, you fight 
bad news with good news, and good 
news becomes more comforting the 
better you know it.

The HC is a systematic, theological 
study of the Christian faith. 
“Systematic” might sound negative. 
But knowledge of the system of 
biblical faith helps us better know 
the Bible—even the sections we 
haven’t yet studied verse by verse—
by showing how different parts of 
Scripture impact particular biblical 
doctrines. The catechism’s author, 
Zacharias Ursinus (1534–1586), 
was convinced that “a neglect of 
the catechism is, therefore, one 
of the chief causes why there are 
so many at the present day tossed 
by every wind of doctrine.”1 More 
positively, he believed that “those 
who have properly studied and 
learned the catechism, are generally 
better prepared to understand and 

appreciate . . . sermons” since the 
catechism provides a guide to God’s 
Word. How can a catechism do that? 
Here are five ways.

1. The Heidelberg uses a great 
educational method.

The word catechism describes what 
happens when a person speaks 
in a cave: the sound echoes back 
like an answer to a question. John 
Milton Gregory explained that 
one of the most important rules of 
teaching is to “prepare beforehand 
thought-provoking questions.”2 Not 
surprisingly, the Bible frequently uses 
the question-and-answer method. 
“What does the Lord require of you?” 
(Mic. 6:8). “Who do you say that 
Jesus is?” (Mark 8:29). “For what will 
it profit a man if he gains the whole 
world, and loses his own soul?” (Mark 
8:36). In the right way, catechisms can 
help question what we believe and 
why we believe it—so that we can gain 
faithful answers.

Why You Should Care  
About Catechisms
Rev. William Boekestein
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2. The Heidelberg emphasizes the 
Bible.

The catechism is not equal with 
the Bible. It’s like a Bible map, a 
theological synopsis. But it pays 
unswerving homage to God’s Word. 
Every assertion made in the catechism 
is built upon rigorous scriptural 
exegesis to which the proof texts give 
testimony. The catechism’s hundreds 
of references are like arrows pointing 
to places in Scripture where readers 
can explore the great truths of the 
faith.3 For example, question and 
answer 19 list more than twenty-five 
texts to help us better understand the 
gospel and how it teaches about Christ 
our mediator.

Big picture, the catechism echoes the 
story of Scripture. When explaining 
the Apostles’ Creed, it begins with 
God and creation. Immediately after 
the fall, the Bible begins to unfold 
God’s plan of redemption in Christ. In 
the fullness of time, God sent his Son 
to rescue his people and, by his Spirit, 
empower the church. The church 
continues to march forward under 
the banner of Christ looking forward 
to the coming of the great day of 
restoration and eternal life.

Even the outline of the catechism—
guilt, grace, gratitude—follows the 
blueprint of the book of Romans. 
Radically depraved people need 
recreating grace to live as new 
creatures.

3. The Heidelberg teaches the 
doctrines of Scripture.

If we’re apprehensive about doctrine, 
we should remember that it’s Paul’s 
first stated use of Scripture (2 Tim. 
3:16). At some point, everyone has 
to say something about the Bible 
using sentences not identical to any 
Bible verse. What do you believe 
about God, Christ, sin, the church, 
the sacraments, and eternal life? 
Thoughtful answers to those questions 
are doctrinal. And by its sensitivity to 
the wisdom of the church of all ages, 
the catechism helps us resist doctrinal 

innovation. Charles Spurgeon once 
said—with a bit of exaggeration—
“Rest assured that there is nothing 
new in theology except that which 
is false.”4 Christians should applaud 
creativity, but not in doctrine. 
Doctrine is a trust—a deposit (Jude 
3). By teaching essential, historic 
Christian theology, the catechism 
unites contemporary Christians with 
fellow confessors around the globe 
and throughout the ages.

4. The Heidelberg emphasizes 
application.

The HC is not simply lessons to be 
learned but truth to be lived. Truth 
transforms. But sometimes we 
need help understanding how. The 
catechism answers the question, “How 
is this information useful?” The word 
benefit is used eight times. “How does 
Christ’s resurrection benefit us?” (Q. 
45). “How does Christ’s ascension to 
heaven benefit us?” (Q. 49). It’s fair to 
confront doctrine with the question, 
“So what?” The HC is prepared to 
answer.

5. The Heidelberg urges a personal 
relationship with God.

Christianity is not just a set of true 
beliefs; it’s even more than truths 
practiced well. It’s a way of life that 
God breathes into our body and 
soul. As true devotional material, 
the catechism aims at warming the 
heart as well as informing the head. 
Several of the answers become prayers 
with only minor adjustments. At 
once we notice the abundant use of 
personal pronouns answering life’s 
most important questions. When the 
party is over and you’re alone with 
your thoughts, what can comfort 
you? My only comfort in life and in 
death is that “I am not my own but 
belong—body and soul, in life and 

in death—to my faithful Savior Jesus 
Christ” (A. 1).

I love the Heidelberg Catechism. I 
think you will too as you get to know 
it. But don’t lose sight of the real 
goal. You don’t have to master the 
catechism so long as you follow its 
lead into a deeper relationship with 
Christ. When blessed by the Holy 
Spirit, catechism teaching kindles in 
our hearts a love for the God who has 
saved us by his boundless grace.

Join us for this study so that you 
can more and more distrust yourself 
and more fully trust our Savior, 
Jesus. See how Jesus is not just in 
every page of the Bible but also is 
the key to the system of the Bible. 
Be comforted by Christ in your 
afflictions so you can better comfort 
others in theirs (2 Cor. 1:4).

This was the first post in a weekly 
series, “Our Life’s Comfort,” which 
was first published at corechristianity.
com on December 30, 2021, https://
corechristianity.com/resource-library/
articles/why-you-should-care-about-
catechisms/ and is reprinted with 
permission.
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The church that neglects catechetical instruction 
has itself to blame for its waning strength. 
—William Hendriksen
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Q. 1. What is your only comfort in life and in death?

A. That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ. 
He has fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood, and has delivered me from the tyranny of the devil. He 

also watches over me in such a way that not a hair can fall from my head without the will of my Father in heaven; 
in fact, all things must work together for my salvation. Because I belong to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit, also 

assures me of eternal life and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.

Q. 2. How many things must you know to live and die in the joy of this comfort? 
A. Three: first, how great my sin and misery are; second, how I am delivered from all my sins and misery; third, 

how I am to thank God for such deliverance.

“What is your only comfort in life and in death?” That’s a 
question everyone asks, even if they use different words. 
We all believe in something we think will make the 
world okay, something about which we say, “Take away 
everything from me, but not this.” That thing is what the 
catechism calls “comfort.”

The Only Comfort
The Heidelberg has been called “The Book of Comfort.” 
“Comfort” appears in the lead question to establish “the 
design and substance of the catechism.”1 The way the 
catechism uses “comfort” is not to be confused with 
synonyms like “coziness” or “convenience.” The word 

assumes pain, trouble, doubt, fear, weakness, sadness, 
and a host of other dark words. True comfort results 
from opposing evil with a good truth that “mitigates our 
grief ” and equips us to “patiently endure the evil.”2

Sin brought physical and spiritual death—complete 
misery—to God’s good world. Sinners are enslaved to 
the devil (2 Tim. 2:26) and dreadfully alone, suffering 
without reason to believe their pain fits into any grand, 
positive scheme. But from the beginning God “comforted 
[Adam and his wife, Eve], promising to give him his Son, 
‘born of a woman,’ to crush the head of the serpent, and 
to make him blessed.”3 At the end, in Revelation; evil is 
trapped outside the holy city in which God’s children will 

The God of All Comfort  
(Lord’s Day 1)
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“see his face, and his name will be on 
their foreheads” (Rev. 22:4).

The comfort we need is found only in 
union with Christ. “For as we share 
abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so 
through Christ we share abundantly 
in comfort too” (2 Cor. 1:5). Believers 
belong to Christ—body and soul, in 
life and in death. We are his beloved 
bride bought with his precious blood 
(Eph. 5:25) who become with him 
one flesh (31–32).

Jesus’ shed blood buys us a new life. 
Our sins are fully paid for (Rom. 
8:2). Satan and hell have lost their 
claim on us. God becomes the Father 
who loves us in ways most everyone 
else would never think to (Matt. 
10:30). The believer’s new life with 
God is a transformation. Because we 
no longer fear judgment and love 
the God who has set us free, we want 
to do what pleases him. And Jesus’ 
Spirit works in us so that we can do 
what we now want to do.

Jesus’ life also transforms our death. 
True comfort must go with us as we 
cross that river that separates us from 
the only life we have ever known. 
As much as we don’t want to, the 
living do well to think about death 
(Eccl. 7:2). For those not trusting 
in Jesus, death is the burning of the 
bridge between us and the hope of a 
restored life. For Christians, death is 
the open door to meeting God in a 
whole new way.

Our Quest for Comfort
On the other side of the catechism’s 
first question and answer is a study of 
the Bible’s main themes: our misery, 
God’s deliverance, and our gratitude, 
a format that follows the book of 
Romans.

You Need to Know Your Guilt

If God did not intervene, you would 
live and die “in malice and envy, 
hated by others and hating one 

another” (Titus 3:3). By nature no 
one is righteous (Rom. 3:10) and 
everyone is under God’s curse (Gal. 
3:10). This doesn’t seem like a joyful 
discovery. But only knowledge of our 
sin puts us on the quest for comfort 
the way a deadly disease puts us on 
the hunt for a cure. And only by 
knowing our sin can we be grateful 
for our great salvation.

This truth gets perverted in some 
traditions where the emphasis 
on guilt overpowers grace and 
gratitude—a sure recipe for misery. 
As in Romans, the catechism’s first 
section is, appropriately, the shortest. 
But it is essential. Through the eyes 
of faith, even our spiritual sickness 
can lead us to joyfully trust that 
Christ Jesus came to save sinners like 
us!

You Need to Know God’s Grace

Grace tells the story of how we’re 
delivered from all our sins and 
miseries.

But this truth too can be perverted. 
Sometimes grace is taught without 
reference to guilt or gratitude so that 
Christianity becomes a free pass to 
live however you like, because grace. 
But you don’t truly know grace 
if it isn’t part of that process of 
purification from the guilt of sin and 
the freeing of its penalty. The true 
teaching on grace doesn’t make us 
lazy. It energizes us.

The second section of the 
catechism emphasizes the gospel as 
summarized by the Apostles’ Creed 
and symbolized by the sacraments. 
The spiritual lifeblood of the believer 
is that old but beloved story of 
how Jesus came into God’s broken 
creation to be perfectly obedient 
and to suffer unearned grief as a 
substitute for sinners, and how the 
Spirit is applying Jesus’ healing 
power to those who are trusting in 
him.

You Need to Know How to Practice 
Gratitude

“Those who have believed in 
God” must “be careful to devote 
themselves to good works” (Titus 
3:8). True believers want to please 
the Lord. But we also have to know 
what works are good and how we can 
properly do them.

Even teaching on gratitude can be 
perverted. When our responsibility 
to obey God becomes the sum of the 
Christian life, love for God can give 
way to a resentful spirit of servility. 
If we forget that we are like Mark 
Twain’s Tom Canty—rescued from 
poverty and a dysfunctional family 
and brought into the king’s palace—
we will never live like God’s adopted 
children. Pleasing the Lord requires 
ever-deepening knowledge of God’s 
law and prayer, which forms the 
third part of the catechism’s study.

Fatalists focus only on human 
misery. Theology wonks focus only 
on theories of salvation. Moralists 
focus only on upright living. Each 
approach is terribly flawed. Guilt, 
grace, gratitude: this is balanced 
Christianity. Take the quest to know 
each part of the Christian story and 
find your only comfort in Christ!

This article is part of a series, “Our Life’s 
Comfort,” which was first published 
at corechristianity.com on January 6, 
2022, https://corechristianity.com/
resource-library/articles/the-god-of-all-
comfort-lords-day-1/ and is reprinted 
with permission.

1. Ursinus, Commentary, 17.
2. Ursinus, Commentary, 17–18.
3. Belgic Confession, 17.
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Renouncing Our Understanding:  
The Walloon Articles of 1693

Mr. Michael R. Kearney

What role does reason play  
in our faith?

If such a question sounds incredibly 
abstract, allow me to pose some more 
practical questions that hinge upon it.

What strikes you as either most or 
least “rational” about Christian faith? 
Is it a completely logical and coherent 
system, or do some of its doctrines 
suggest paradox and mystery?

Would you describe apologetics as a 
process of “reasoning” an unbeliever 
into accepting the truth claims of 
the gospel? If not, how would you 
describe it?

Is it possible for us to prove the 
truth of the Bible “rationally” and 
irrefutably?

How should Christians respond if 
an unbeliever claims that abortion is 
a “rational” response to population 
growth, for example, or that the most 
“reasonable” option for the terminally 
ill is assisted suicide?

Questions about human reason are 
fundamental to the history of the 
Reformed faith. Disagreements over 
reason have powerfully shaped issues 
in our own doctrinal heritage, from 
the inspiration of the Scriptures to 
women in office, the role of scientific 
inquiry, ethical issues in society, and 
beyond. Differing views of human 
reason fuel debates about “two 
kingdoms” theology as well. For the 
Christian, one’s view of human reason 
matters tremendously.1

Many thoughtful and godly men 
have addressed these questions over 

the years, reaching conclusions that 
differ a little or a lot.2 My goal in this 
article is neither to claim a particular 
position nor to forge out in some 
new direction. Rather, I want to 
call attention to a historic doctrinal 
statement from our own heritage 
that sets an agenda for a revitalized 
discussion about human reason.

In 1693, a classis of the Dutch 
Reformed Church known as the 
Walcheren or Walloon Classis voted 
to add five articles of faith to the Form 
of Subscription.3 Ministers and elders 
signed the Form of Subscription 
(and still do today in denominations 
like the United Reformed Churches 
in North America) to indicate their 
agreement with the Scriptures 
and the Three Forms of Unity. All 
three confessions—the Heidelberg 
Catechism, the Belgic Confession, and 
the Canons of Dort—emerged out of 
periods of disruption and doctrinal 
confusion in the Protestant churches. 
The Walcheren or Walloon Articles 
reflected a similar moment. These 
five articles did not substantively 
add to the Three Forms of Unity or 
change any point of doctrine within 
them. Rather, they quoted extensively 
from particular passages in the Three 
Forms of Unity to clarify how they 
thought those documents applied to 
current controversies.

The controversies at hand in 1693 
were various, but many of them had 
to do with the illumination of the 
Scriptures and their relationship to 
forms of human knowledge. The 
controversies were persistent; the 
Walloon classis required all ministers 

and elders to sign the five articles 
until 1816.4 Here I’ll mainly focus 
on the first article, which explicitly 
considers the corruption of human 
reason. I have included the text of this 
first article below. I’ll make just a few 
observations about it here.

1. A historical context of 
Enlightenment. At the time of the 
Walloon Articles, the Netherlands 
was increasingly influenced by the 
rationalistic philosophies of René 
Descartes (1596–1650) and Baruch 
Spinoza (1632–1677). In differing 
ways, Descartes, Spinoza, and their 
followers all challenged the centrality 
of God to the project of philosophy 
and opposed traditional Roman 
Catholic and Protestant ideas of 
biblical revelation.5 Insofar as these 
Enlightenment thinkers have left a 
mark on all succeeding philosophy in 
the West, the concern of the Walloon 
Articles is still relevant today.

2. Maintaining the “otherness” of God. 
This text emphasizes that we cannot 
understand God’s ways by equating or 
viewing them as univocal with human 
ways of thinking or knowing. His 
ways are higher than our ways and his 
thoughts than our thoughts (Isa. 55:8–
9). He is sovereign over all, including 
our very ability to reason. The article 
highlights an interesting phrase in the 
Belgic Confession which states that 
the righteous angels were kept from 
falling by “the grace of God.” If even 
the work of sinless angels is possible 
only through the sustaining power 
of God, then so too is the “light of 
nature” possessed by sinful men.
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3. A foundation of illumination. In 
contrast to the Enlightenment, which 
began with the internal “light” of 
an individual’s ability to reason, the 
Walloon Articles point to divine 
illumination as an external form of 
light. Authority comes from above 
(John 19:11), not from a sovereign 
self. The frequent metaphors of 
light and radiance offer powerful 
descriptions of the Holy Spirit’s work 
in our souls.

4. Belief preceding understanding.
The history of philosophy is full of 
attempts to identify so-called first 
principles from which one can arrive 
at truth. Recently, more and more 
philosophers have questioned this 
assumption that we are able to “begin” 
a project of knowing at some arbitrary 
point.6 The Walloon Articles anticipate 
this observation in a way consistent 
with historic Christian faith: We must 

first believe before we can begin to 
understand. In the words of a hymn, 
“I sought the Lord, and afterward I 
knew/He moved my soul to seek him, 
seeking me.” The beginnings of our 
faith reveal to us that we are not the 
ones beginning (Phil. 1:6).

5. A legitimate place for reason under 
the Scriptures. The faith described by 
the Walloon Articles is not irrational 
or gnostic, dependent upon the 
untraceable revelation of some secret 
knowledge. The confessions are clear 
that God accomplishes his mysterious 
saving work by many different means, 
including human reason. However, 
these articles continue to emphasize 
that reason is always dependent on 
and derivative from the final authority 
of the Holy Spirit as revealed in the 
Scriptures.7

I close this article with the suggestion 
that we should continue to discuss 

Reformed perspectives on human 
reason in places like The Outlook. But 
I want to return to the example of 
apologetics for a moment. Imagine 
two unbelievers confronted with 
Christian teaching. One says, “It 
has to be something I can see and 
touch”—a position we might call 
empiricism or evidentialism. The 
other says, “It has to be something 
that makes total logical sense”—a 
position we might call rationalism. 
Apart from the illuminating 
work of the Holy Spirit, both of 
these individuals will go home 
unconverted, for the object of our 
faith is neither humanly visible nor 
humanly intelligible. The apostle 
Paul pointed to both kinds of people: 
“For Jews demand signs and Greeks 
seek wisdom, but we preach Christ 
crucified” (1 Cor. 1:22–23, English 
Standard Version). The gospel 
remains foolishness to those outside. 

Walcheren, Zeeland, Netherlands
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Like a stained-glass window, its beauty 
and wisdom appear only to those 
who step inside the faith, guided and 
illuminated by the external light of 
the Holy Spirit. Thank God, the Spirit 
gives life.

Text of the Walloon Articles, 
Article 1
Article 1. Concerning the Corruption 
of Human Reason and Its Inability by 
Itself Alone to Prove the Sacredness of 
the Holy Scriptures.

We acknowledge that reason is a gift 
of God, the Father of Lights, innate 
to man, so that an important part of 
“the image of God” consisted in its 
rectitude (Canons of Dort, III & IV, 
Art. 1). But through the Fall a serious 
corruption took place, and in place 
of a true and saving knowledge of his 
Creator and other spiritual things, 
man “brought upon himself blindness, 
terrible darkness, futility, and 
distortion of judgment in his mind” 
(Canons of Dort, III & IV, Art. 1).

This corruption of each human 
being’s reason is natural and innate, 
being such that every intention of 
the thoughts of his heart is always 
evil from his youth (Genesis 6:5, 
8:21), so that from it go forth all 
thoughts and evil prejudices, opinions, 
and examples which corrupt his 
understanding even more (Canons 
of Dort, III & IV, Art. 2). And it is 
impossible for him by his own effort to 
guard fast against all error, which even 
the angels, in order to remain steadfast 
in the truth, could not do except “by 
the grace of God” (Belgic Confession, 
Art. 12). Because even though in man 
some “light of nature” still remains 
“by virtue of which he retains some 
notions about God, natural things, 
and the difference between what is 
moral and immoral,” yet he “does 
not use it rightly even in matters of 
nature and society. Instead, in various 
ways he completely distorts this light, 
whatever its precise character, and 
suppresses it in unrighteousness” 
(Canons of Dort, III & IV, Art. 4).

It is impossible that the testimony 
of reason should be as firm, sure, 
and infallible as the testimony of 
God’s Word, because the testimony 
of God is always greater than the 
testimony of men (1 John 5:9). Yes, 
no comparison can be made between 
these two. For “the truth of God . 
. . is above everything else. For all 
human beings are liars by nature and 
more vain than vanity itself ” (Belgic 
Confession, Art. 7). Whereas there is 
also no comparison between natural 
reason and supernatural truths, we 
confess that man is wholly incapable 
of being able to judge about them with 
his reason; for which it is absolutely 
necessary that God, who said, “Let 
light shine out of darkness,” shines in 
our hearts (2 Corinthians 4:6), that 
“he not only sees to it that the gospel is 
proclaimed to [us] outwardly” but also 
“enlightens [our] minds powerfully 
by the Holy Spirit so that [we] may 
rightly understand and discern the 
things of the Spirit of God” (Canons of 
Dort, III & IV, Art. 11).

And whereas the first beginning of 
this is made in believing the divine 
character of the Holy Scriptures, the 
presumption as though we by the 
powers of reason alone could achieve 
this would be the greatest hindrance. 
No, to the contrary, we must come 
to this with renouncement of our 
understanding, in humility of heart, 
and with a humble prayer that God 
by his Spirit would keep us from 
all pride and fleshly wisdom. After 
which, then, the sacredness and truth 
of the Holy Scriptures reveals itself 
to our conscience in power and the 
manifestation of the Spirit, outwardly 
through the signs and the evidence 
that they have in themselves that 
they are from God, by which they, 
like the sun through its rays, reveal 
themselves to our mind and overcome 
our darkness so that “even the blind 
themselves are able to see that the 
things predicted in them do happen,” 
but especially inwardly through the 
Holy Spirit, who not only enlightens 

us so that we see in his light the light 
of God’s Word, but also “testifies in 
our hearts that they are from God” 
(Belgic Confession, Art. 5). The 
Spirit witnesses in our hearts that the 
Spirit in the Word is the truth, which 
witness surpasses all understanding 
and knowledge.

However, since God does not treat 
rational people “as if they were blocks 
and stones” (Canons of Dort, III & 
IV, Art. 16), it is certain that reason 
has a great and serviceable use in this, 
both through the light of the innate 
seeds of knowledge and the power of 
reason, without which even no faith 
or reasonable service could take place 
in us; but with this understanding, 
that reason by no means furnishes 
us a rule of the revealed truths, or a 
principle from which they must be 
proved. Even less does it serve as a 
foundation on which our faith is built, 
but it is a tool and enlightened faculty 
by which the divine character of the 
Holy Scriptures is understood and 
accepted by us, and we in interpreting 
them compare spiritual things with 
spiritual things (1 Corinthians 2:13), 
explain Scripture with Scripture, and 
thereby derive legitimate conclusions 
for the strengthening of our faith, 
having no other rule, principle or 
foundation than the Holy Scripture 
only “for the regulating, founding, 
and establishing of our faith” (Belgic 
Confession, Art. 5), taking captive 
all arguments and all thoughts that 
rise up against it to the obedience of 
Christ (2 Corinthians 10:5).

On these grounds we reject all errors 
and expressions militating against 
this, by which human reason has 
been intemperately praised and the 
fundamentals of philosophy misused 
in order to dominate faith and 
theology.

From P. Biesterveld and H. H. Kuyper, 
Ecclesiastical Manual, including the 
decisions of the Netherlands Synods 
and other significant matters relating 
to the government of the churches, 
trans. Richard R. DeRidder (Grand 
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Rapids: Calvin Theological Seminary, 
1982), 220–22. I have done minimal 
editing and updated quotations from 
the Three Forms of Unity to match 
the translations in the Trinity Psalter 
Hymnal. 

1 The relationship of faith and reason mattered 
a great deal in the Roman Catholic Church even 
before the Protestant Reformation, as described 
by Pope John Paul II in the encyclical Fides et 
ratio (1998).
2 These views are, for instance, summarized in 
Willem J. van Asselt, Introduction to Reformed 
Scholasticism, trans. Albert Gootjes (Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2011). 
This discussion also has considerable overlap 
with the topic of “natural theology”—see 
Michael Sudduth, The Reformed Objection to 
Natural Theology (Surrey: Ashgate, 2009).
3 I have just begun to research this topic but 
so far have been astonished how little material 
is available in English on the Walcherse or 
Walloon Articles. For the original Dutch text, 
see P. Biesterveld and H. H. Kuyper, Kerkelijk 
handboekje bevattende de bepalingen der 
Nederlandsche synoden en andere stukken van 
beteekenis voor de regeering der kerken (Kampen: 
J. H. Bos, 1905), 319–32, http://www.kerkrecht.

nl/node/2154 (retrieved December 23, 2022). 
For an eighteenth-century commentary on 
these articles in Dutch, see Jan Jacob Brahe, 
Aanmerkingen over de vyf Walchersche Artikelen 
(Middelburg: A. L. en M. H. Callenfels, 1758). 
For a contemporary analysis of the religious 
and cultural context, also in Dutch, see J. W. 
Veltkamp, De Menschlijcke reeden onmaetiglijck 
gelaudeert. De Walcherse Artikelen 1693 tegen 
de achtergrond van de Vroege Verlichting in de 
Republiek (Utrecht: Kok, 2011). For a book 
review of Veltkamp in English, see Andrew C. 
Fix’s review in Church History and Religious 
Culture 92 (2012): 438–39. Roelf Christiaan 
Janssen describes the Walcherse or Walloon 
Articles briefly (in English) in his dissertation 
By This Our Subscription: Confessional 
Subscription in the Dutch Reformed Tradition 
Since 1816 (Kampen: Theologische Universiteit 
van de Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland), 
40–41.
4 Why 1816? Several factors make this date 
significant, and Janssen’s dissertation provides 
much more detailed information. One possible 
synopsis of those details is to suggest that 
rationalism had already gained the victory in 
the state church of the Netherlands. Abraham 
Kuyper was a later reformer to reference the 
Walloon Articles once again.
5 See Herman Bavinck, Philosophy of Revelation, 
ed. Cory Brock and Nathaniel Gray Sutanto 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2018).

6 For example, see Calvin O. Schrag, 
Communicative Praxis and the Space of 
Subjectivity (Bloomington, IN: Purdue 
University Press, 1986), 4.
7 This calls to mind the debate over the “Nature 
and Extent of Biblical Authority,” to quote the 
title of a report to Synod 1972 of the Christian 
Reformed Church in North America (Report 
44, Acts of Synod 1972, 493–546). For historical 
context, including the role of Reformed 
Fellowship and Torch and Trumpet/The Outlook 
in these debates, see Robert P. Swierenga, “Burn 
the Wooden Shoes: Modernity and Division 
in the Christian Reformed Church in North 
America,” paper presented to the University 
of Stellenbosch Conference (South Africa), 
International Society for the Study of Reformed 
Communities, June 2000, http://www.swierenga.
com/Africa_pap.html (retrieved December 23, 
2022).

And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy 
brother’s eye, but considerest not the beam in thine 
own eye? (Matthew 7:3, King James Version)

There is a story of a man who was concerned about 
his wife’s hearing loss. He voiced his concern to his 
doctor, and the doctor advised him to do a little test.

“Say something in a conversational level behind her 
back. If she doesn’t respond, say it a little louder. If 
she still doesn’t respond, look her in the face and 
repeat it again.” The man took the advice. At home 
he was hanging up his coat when he asked casually, 
“What’s for supper, dear?” She had her back turned, 
and he heard no response. He walked a little closer 
and repeated the question, a little louder this time.

She was bending over the stove and did not seem to 
respond. Going to her side, he repeated at close 
range, “What’s for supper, dear?” She turned and 
looked him in the eyes. “For the third time, soup and 
sandwiches!”

This lighthearted story is often told for fun, but there 
is a lesson in it. How often do we blame someone 
else for something that is our own fault? In today’s 

key verse Jesus uses exaggeration to bring out this 
lesson. He challenges us by asking why we would 
see a mote (speck of dust) in another person’s eye, 
but we do not consider the beam (log) in our own eye. 
Why are we greatly annoyed about a small fault in 
another person, but we consider not our own faults? 
There is a drastic difference between a speck of 
sawdust and a log.

What bad habits might his log represent? Each of 
us, if we are honest, should be able to answer that 
question. Once such a great obstacle is removed, we 
would, without doubt, be better able to see clearly. If 
in fact our brother’s mote is still there, we would be 
in a better position to help him remove it.

—Irvin Shirk, Thorp, WI

A housewife thought her neighbor’s laundry was 
dirty until she washed her own windows!

—Harvey H. Nolt

These stories are reprinted with permission from Plain 
Precepts publication Tägliches Manna

SOUP AND 
SANDWICHES

Mar/April 2023 | 29



Do you have any friends? I mean, do you have any real, 
purposed, Christian friendships? A few times a year, my wife 
and I will hang out with our neighbors in one of our driveways 
or chat on a porch about all kinds of random subjects. I would 
consider a few of them my friends. I care about them and help 
them out and vice versa; however, there is something missing 
in this friendship. It often stays on the level of the superficial. 
These neighbors have other friends as well—they might be 
poker-playing buddies, beer-drinking buddies, or fishing pals. 
The friendship I have with my neighbors does not reach deep. 
I would not admit fears or struggles with sin, discuss deep 
problems, or seek marriage advice from them. I am a believer, 
and they are not. A believing friend is altogether different.

The Need for Friendship
Many people in our churches are 
lonely and struggling—both men 
and women. What I would like to 
challenge readers with in this article 
is the call to Christian friendship. 
Christian friendship is purposeful. 
What I mean by Christian friendship 
is not hanging out with people who 
have the same hobbies and interests 
and happen to be Christians. The 
Christian friendship the Scriptures 
speak of is deeper and more 
foundational than that. Jesus speaks 
of it in John 15.

The Blessing of  
Christian Friendship

Rev. Steve Swets

Christian friends are 
gifts from God to help 
us grow in our walk 
of faith. There are 
two sides to this. In 
friendship, you enable 
another believer to 
serve and care and 
love; likewise, the joy 
that comes in service, 
in helping someone 
when they are 
vulnerable, is a true 
gift. Serving others 
better enables us to 
understand the Lord’s 
service. 
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The Foundation for 
Friendship
In John 15 Jesus expands his teaching 
about the vine and the branches to 
the concept of friendship. In John 
15:13 (English Standard Version) he 
says, “Greater love has no one than 
this, that someone lay down his life 
for his friends.” In the following 
verses, Jesus is going to detail a few 
of the characteristics of this type of 
friendship. The most startling reality 
of these verses is that Jesus calls the 
eleven disciples his friends. They 
are his friends because he is going 
to lay down his life for them on the 
following day as he goes to the cross. 
What that implies is that all believers 
are also the friends of Jesus.

What a Friend We Have in 
Jesus
Jesus’ love for us is the foundation 
of Christian friendship. Jesus is a 
perfect and faithful friend. J. C. Ryle, 
the nineteenth-century English 
preacher, said, “Certainly our great 
Master in heaven will never forsake 
his ‘friends.’ Poor and unworthy as 
we are, he will not cast us off, but 
will stand by us and keep us to the 
end.”1 Though Jesus’ love for us is a 
perfect love, he still calls us to the 
same selfless love (Greek agape). 
The most startling reality about 
Christ’s love for us is what we read 
in Romans 5:8, “But God shows his 
love for us in that while we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us.” Why 
would Jesus do that? We were not 
the friends mentioned in John 15:13. 
In John 15:16 Jesus says, “You did 
not choose me, but I chose you.” In 
John 3:16 we hear the gospel of love 
that compelled the Father to send 
the Son. God is a God who loves, 
and as those who are recipients of 
that, we are called to do the same 
(John 15:12, 17).

The Uniqueness of Christian 
Friendship
How is Christian friendship different 
from the relationship I have with my 
neighbor friends? After all, we talk 
about important things like politics 
and religion. The difference is that 
our worldviews are different. Our life 
principles are different. There are at 
least five qualities that distinguish a 
Christian friendship.

The Same Foundation

A Christian friendship is unique 
in that the friends have the same 
foundation. God’s love for them 
is what binds them together most 
closely. In 1 Corinthians 12 believers 
are described as a singular body of 
Christ—they are the family of God. 
God is their Father, and that makes 
believers brothers and sisters. In John 
15:15 Jesus calls them not servants, 
but friends.

The Same Goal

Christians have the same goal. To be 
sure, there are many smaller goals 
we set for ourselves, but overall, we 
live our lives for the glory of God. 
Romans 11:36 could be the life 
motto of each believer: “For from 
him and through him and to him are 
all things. To him be glory forever. 
Amen.” We have as our chief end the 
privilege to “glorify God and enjoy 
him forever.”2 We are headed to glory, 
and God has placed before each one 
of us a race that we are to run (2 Tim. 
4:7; Heb. 12:1).

The Same Struggles

Christians share common struggles. 
We are sinners, each one of us 
(Rom. 3:23). Love is not proud. It 
recognizes that we are all struggling 
as those who are at the same time 
justified and sinful. Our life is 
characterized by toiling and trusting. 
As the minister reads the law, we are 
convicted of our own sins. We are 
oftentimes frustrated at persistent 
sins. We have repented, but we 

stumble into the same pitfall time 
and again. But so do our believing 
friends. If misery loves company, we 
are in good company when we are in 
the presence of a fellow sinner saved 
by grace.

The Same Grace

Every Christian is saved in the same 
way. There isn’t a unique way of 
salvation for everyone. There is only 
one name: Jesus. Every believer is 
saved through the precious blood 
of Jesus (i.e., Jesus’ life, death, 
resurrection). Everyone is, by nature, 
an orphan of God . . . an orphan of 
grace; but through the mercy of God, 
believers are forgiven through faith. 
They are given the Holy Spirit, and 
they are in the process of growing in 
holiness.

The Same Eternity

As believers live with the same goal, 
they do so knowing the end of the 
race. When they die, their souls will 
go to heaven; when Christ returns, 
they will inhabit the new earth. 
Believers will spend eternity with the 
Lord and with each other.

Characteristics of Christian 
Friendship
A Hermeneutical Principle

There is a hermeneutical principle 
to remember in our text. It has 
to do with the Bible’s teaching on 
love. If the Bible repeats something 
and its teaching is clearly found in 
many places, then that means it is 
very important. Christ’s teaching on 
loving one another is one of those 
examples. Christ anticipated love, 
Christ taught love, Christ showed 
love, and Christ exemplified love. 
Here he says, “Love one another.” 
There is something even deeper 
taking place than a broad, generic 
love being taught. Christian 
friendship is being taught. A good 
friend is hard to find. In Proverbs 
18:24 and Proverbs 17:17 Solomon 
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teaches this very thing—that there 
is a friend who sticks closer than a 
brother. David and Jonathan are an 
example of this in Scripture, which 
says that they loved each other’s 
soul. So, what do we learn about 
friendship from our text? How can 
the branches of the vine love each 
other?

Sacrifice

Friendship is sacrifice. This is clear 
from John 15:13. The giving of one’s 
life is the most extreme, but the 
same principle applies to placing 
someone before oneself. The reason 
why we know sacrifice is at play is 
because Jesus said to love as he has 
loved you (John 15:12). Friendship 
thrives on sacrifice, and there is 
not enough of this in God’s family. 
A sacrificial spirit is something we 
need to cultivate. Ask yourself how 
you can give of yourself sacrificially 
for the benefit of others. As we read 
from 1 Corinthians 13, love is not 
self-centered.

Fraternity

Friendship operates with the 
principle of fraternity or mutuality. 
It means that you have one heart. As 
we think about verses 14 and 15, the 
disciples do not mind doing what 
Jesus commands because they are 
being given the heart of the Savior. 
Close friends agree in heart, and 
even in disagreement their hearts are 
the same.

I had a friend, Pete, who I dearly 
loved. People asked me why we 
were friends because he was a bit 
estranged from the church and didn’t 
fit into what many thought was a 
cookie-cutter view of church life. 
I told them because we love each 
other. We have common interests. 
But more importantly, we agreed to 
be open and honest with each other 
and to pray for each other. Before 
he died a few years ago, I thanked 
him for his friendship with tears in 
my eyes. We had the same heart. We 
see this in the Scripture: Paul calls 

Timothy a kindred spirit, and David 
and Jonathan had their souls knit 
together.

We need this type of friend. A 
close friend is important. We need 
the healing that comes from the 
encouragement of a close friend. We 
need a friend who will keep a secret 
so that confidence is never broken. 
There is so much loneliness in the 
body of Christ, but there doesn’t have 
to be. Seek out a godly friend. Seek 
out someone you can speak with, 
laugh with, and pray with.

Promotion

Friendship includes the characteristic 
of promotion.3 In verse 16, we 
see Jesus seek to help his friends 
succeed: “I chose you and appointed 
you that you should go and bear 
fruit.” Friends rejoice in each other’s 
successes. We tell our children to 
choose friends who make them 
better people. You should never 
have to change who you are for a 
friend. Along with that, be a friend 

Catechisms are teaching tools using questions 
and answers. Zacharias Ursinus, the author of the 
Heidelberg Catechism, answered the question like this:

Because of God’s command.  God didn’t command any 
particular catechism. But he does insist that Scriptural 
truth be taught to children of believers (Deut. 11:19).

Because children are worshipers.  Even “babies and 
infants” should be taught to worship well (Ps. 8:2).

For the good of society and church.  The best way 
to combat our dangerous, natural errors is to start 
training in godliness at a young age.

To provide a standard of judgment.  God’s law and 
Apostles’ Creed-the chief parts of the catechism-are the 
best tools for testing human opinion.

GOOD QUESTION

 84 WHY SHOULD CHURCHES USE CATECHISMS?

To assist sermon hearing.  Catechisms teach us the logic 
of Scripture, even of the specific parts we have not yet 
studied in detail.

To identify and assist disciples.  Catechisms offer 
“instruction in a short, plain, and [clear] manner.” 
Only those who are willing to learn should be judged as 
disciples.

To equip teachers.  Doctrinal catechisms are gifts for 
everyone who, like Timothy, must be “trained in the 
words of the faith and of the good doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:6).
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Rev. Steven Swets 
is the pastor of Rehoboth United Reformed 
Church in Hamilton, ON. He is also the 
co-editor of Faithful and Fruitful: Essays for 
Elders and Deacons

who makes others around you more 
godly. Do you promote godliness or 
Christlikeness in your friendships?

True Encouragement

True friends encourage each other. 
In receiving encouragement, one is 
enabled to flourish. Depending on 
the personalities of those involved, 
there is room for casual joking or 
teasing in friendship. This can be a 
healthy part of laughing together. 
But if the joking becomes coarse 
or the teasing becomes malicious, 
it is no longer pleasing to the Lord 
and uplifting to our friends. It is a 
good friend who can stand alongside 
someone in the midst of failure and 
truly encourage them. There are 
so many circumstances and people 
that can be discouraging. Let the 
Christian friend be a source of true 
encouragement.

Prayerfulness

It is a blessing to have friends who 
pray for each other. It is an even 
greater blessing to have friends you 
can pray with. One of my dearest 
Christian friends reminded me of 
this not too long ago. I was golfing 
with three friends. We are all 
believers. A traumatic event had 
just taken place in my life, and I had 
shared it with him on the way to the 
golf course. As we were waiting to tee 
off on the back nine, he asked if he 
could share it with the two others. I 
said sure. He told them the situation 
briefly and then led us in prayer. 
With tears in my eyes, my friend 
prayed for me and with me. There is 
a reason I count him a true brother 
in Christ that I love.

You might have good Christian 
friendships that don’t have this 
characteristic, and you might be 
reading this thinking that it would 
be awkward to introduce it now. 
Try it. Next time you are at one or 
the other’s house, at the end of the 

night say, “Can we pray together to 
close our night together?” It will bear 
much fruit in your friendship and in 
your walk with the Lord.

The Blessing of Christian 
Friendship
Growing in Faith

Christian friends are gifts from 
God to help us grow in our walk 
of faith. There are two sides to this. 
In friendship, you enable another 
believer to serve and care and love; 
likewise, the joy that comes in 
service, in helping someone when 
they are vulnerable, is a true gift. 
Serving others better enables us to 
understand the Lord’s service. We 
might sacrifice something (e.g., 
money, time, effort) for our friend, 
but our Lord Jesus Christ sacrificed 
his own sinless life for us.

True Companionship

One good friend is far better than ten 
acquaintances. Proverbs 18:24b says, 
“There is a friend who sticks closer 
than a brother.” True companionship 
takes time, but when it is established 
organically, it is nearly indescribable.

I have had the privilege of a couple 
of amazing fishing partners. I don’t 
have a boat and they both do, so it 
could seem like a relationship of 
convenience. But the relationship 
went far deeper than that. I love 
them and they love me. A day fishing 
with one of these brothers is far 
more emotionally, spiritually, and 
psychologically beneficial to me 
than a month of counseling. We are 
companions.4

Sharing Life

Romans 12:15 exhorts us to “rejoice 
with those who rejoice, weep with 
those who weep.” In Christian 
friendship, life can be shared. All of 
the things true Christian friendship 
needs can come only by sharing 
life together. This is why distant 

friendships can be so difficult. 
Sometimes we need encouragement, 
and sometimes we need a rebuke. 
From time to time we need to talk 
through a situation or need the 
ministry of presence. Friends are 
those who are there for each other in 
whatever way they can. Helen Keller 
said, “I would rather walk with a 
friend in the dark, than alone in the 
light.”

So, dear friends, seek out a godly 
friend. If you have a godly friend, 
thank the Lord and seek to make 
your friendship more purposeful and 
meaningful. In so doing, you follow 
the command of Jesus: “This is my 
commandment, that you love one 
another as I have loved you . . . You 
are my friends . . .” (John 15:12, 14a).

1. J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the 
Gospel: John, vol. 3 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of 
Truth, 2020), 84.

2. Westminster Shorter Catechism, Answer 1.

3. R. Kent Hughes, John: That You May 
Believe (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1999). In 
chapter 45, Hughes draws out three principles 
of friendship, namely, sacrifice, mutuality, 
and promotion. He has a helpful treatment 
on those three.

4. There is a different kind of companionship 
that happens in marriage. It is beautiful and 
essential but is altogether different from the 
companionship of friendship. To fail to have 
friends of the same sex outside of marriage 
will inevitably stunt the growth you can 
have in marriage. An excellent article on this 
subject is written by Rev. Bill Boekestein, 
“8 Ways for Men to Make the Friends They 
Won’t Admit They Need,” thegospelcoalition.
org. Another helpful resource which is 
designed for pastors but applies to all 
believers is Michael Todd Wilson and 
Brad Hoffman, Preventing Ministry Failure 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2007).
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Mr. David Vander Meer 
works for Word & Deed Ministries 
(a Reformed international relief and 
development ministry) in both public 
relations and projects. He is a member 
of Cornerstone URC in Hudsonville, MI. 
Dave may be contacted at dvandermeer@
wordanddeed.org

Books for  
Pastors

Mr. Dave Vandermeer

An initiative of Word & Deed 
(W&D) is to get partner pastors 

good Reformed books. This past 
summer W&D was working with 
Reformed Theological Seminary 
in Bumala, Kenya, to provide the 
seminary and local pastors with 
these types of books. W&D reached 
out to a few publishers to see if they 
would be willing to help us with this 
project. Reformed Fellowship, Inc. 
(The Outlook) responded to provide 
these pastors with Called to Serve, 
edited by Rev. Michael Brown. This 
book has a number of essays, written 
by Reformed pastors in North 
America, for training elders and 
deacons. This book will be helpful 
as pastors in Kenya train their own 
elders and deacons. W&D would like 
to thank Reformed Fellowship, Inc., 
for their partnership in this endeavor 
for Christ’s kingdom.
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The Board of Reformed Youth Services invites applications for 
the following position:  

Director of Reformed Youth Services 
The Director of Reformed Youth Services will hold a degree 
ordinarily from a Reformed institution of higher learning. The 
Director is to be a committed Christian who has a vital personal 
relationship with Jesus Christ; believes the Bible to be the 
inspired, inerrant Word of God, as the only rule of faith and 
practice; and must hold true to the historic Reformed faith as 
explained in the Three Forms of Unity, the Westminster 
Standards and the Ecumenical Creeds.  
The Director must love youth, be able to relate to them on their 
level, lead by example, share his faith and have a desire to 
communicate the blessings of the historic Reformed faith to 
young people and young adults through the organization’s 
events. The Director must also have a heart to serve our 
member youth leaders and churches by supporting them in 
their local ministry.  
In addition, we specifically seek a mature, youth-oriented 
applicant:  

• Who is a member in good standing of an RYS member 
or NAPARC church.  

• Who has attended one or more RYS events, preferably 
in a post-high capacity.  

• The Director must be enthusiastically committed to the 
spiritual and social nurturing of our covenant youth 
and able to plan and lead events.  

• The Director must love the Lord and young people, be 
winsome, dedicated, professional, organized and a 
self-starter.  

• Social media ability, computer proficiency, excellent 
writing and communication skills required. Desktop 
publishing and photography experience preferred.  

• Must be willing to relocate to West Michigan. 
Please submit your resume, statement of faith and references 
before May 1 to: 

Mr. Jeff Berens (RYS Board Chairman &  
Cornerstone Elder) 
Cornerstone United Reformed Church  
6442 36th Avenue 
Hudsonville, MI 49426 

or to: rysdirectorsearch@gmail.com 

AN ANNUAL CONFERENCE FOR REFORMATIONAL 
CHRISTIANITY IN SOUTHERN ONTARIO

BIBLICAL SEXUALITY

APRIL 14–15, 2023 
4171 FIFTEENTH ST. JORDAN STATION, ON 

L0R 1S0
QUESTIONS:  
SECRETARY@OURJCS.CA  
905-562-4023

HOME
Christian
THE

Equipping God’s people in 
every kind of home

REGISTRATION REQUIRED 
ochurcharise.com

March 3-4, 2023
Bethany United 
Reformed Church 
Wyoming, MI

O Church, Arise!
Conference 2023
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Book Reviews
• The Church’s Hope: The Reformed Doctrine of the End, vol. 2, The Coming of Christ 
• The New Has Come 
• A Hearer of God’s Word: 10 Ways to Listen to Sermons Better

Review of The Church’s Hope: The 
Reformed Doctrine of the End, vol. 
2, The Coming of Christ, David J. 
Engelsma. Jenison, MI: Reformed 
Free Publishing Association, 2022. 
196 pages. Paperback. $21.95.

When I reviewed the first volume 
of this set some time back, I wrote 
that I was eager for the second 
volume to appear. Several months 
ago I was informed that it is now 
ready.

Volume 1 dealt with the subject of 
the millennium because how that 
subject is understood will mold 
one’s views of Christ’s return. Since 
the title of the set is The Church’s 
Hope: The Reformed Doctrine 
of the End, Professor Engelsma 
has unabashedly and properly 

adopted the amillennial view of 
Christ’s second coming. There 
may be a few who would adopt a 
postmillennialist view and even a 
few who would adopt a different 
millennial view and say that 
their view is the Reformed view. 
However, most Reformed people 
would agree with Engelsma. He 
lays out amillennialism carefully as 
the Reformed view.

After laying out the Reformed view, 
Professor Engelsma, who spent 
many years teaching Reformed 
dogmatics, continues in this second 
volume giving us a careful but not 
tedious explanation of that for 
which we pray, “Even so, come, 
Lord Jesus.” He writes in this 
volume about the precursory signs, 
the important emphasis on the 
preaching of the gospel in relation 
to Christ’s return, the apostasy, 
the antichrist, the parousia, the 
resurrection of the body, the final 
judgment, and the final state. There 
is also a chapter entitled “The 
Unimportant Date of Revelation,” 
and an important index for both 
volumes. Perhaps there might be 
an item or two with which some 
might not agree, but all in all, this 
volume along with volume 1 will be 
found to be helpful on this currently 
intriguing subject. These volumes 
will take an important place on 
our shelves next to those volumes 
on the last things by Dr. William 
Hendriksen.

Review of The New Has Come, 
Christine Farenhorst. Middletown, 
DE: North Star Ministry Press, 2022. 
259 pages. Paperback. $16.95.

This book is the story of a little girl, 
Linnet, who had been found and 
taken in by Freddy and Thea, who 
lived on a West Frisian island, at the 
northern border of the Netherlands, 
at the beginning of World War II. 
Yet, it is about infinitely more. It is 
about God’s providence—the way 
God works out his plan for each of 
God’s children. It is a beautiful story. 
(By the time you finish this book 
you will be at home with regularly 
used words in Frisian and Dutch. 
To help you, there is a glossary for 
these common, everyday words.)

It will not be long until you become 
engrossed in this story. Soon, you 
will feel that you are part of the 
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Christian families to whom you are 
introduced, and even part of the 
fear that accompanied the war. You 
will see how the fear of the Nazis 
and the grossly evil ways of the 
Nazis toward the Jews affected the 
attitudes of the Dutch people.

Yet, this story echoes with God’s 
way of providence. Our children 
will benefit when this story is read 
to them. Even those old enough to 
remember those horrible days of 
war will benefit.

I have read many of Mrs. Farenhorst’s 
stories in the past. Now that I have 
read her book, I anticipate another. 
Make sure your church library adds 
this volume to its collection.

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

Review of A Hearer of God’s Word: 
10 Ways to Listen to Sermons 
Better, Brian J. Najapfour. Grand 
Rapids: Reformed Fellowship, Inc., 
2019. 100 pages. Paperback. $9.99.

In A Hearer of God’s Word, Brian 
Najapfour gives us ten short and 
practical guidelines for how to 
listen to sermons better. In “Pray 
as You Listen” (chapter 1), he 
helpfully highlights three times 
when we should pray: before 
the sermon, during the sermon, 
and after the sermon. We should 
“come prepared” by preparing 
ourselves spiritually: “Just as 
physical trainers teach athletes to 
stretch their muscles and warm 
up prior to intense exercise, so we 
should take some time to ‘stretch 
our spiritual muscles’ before we 
participate in public worship.” We 
can do this through prayer, reading 
and meditating on the text ahead 
of time, and singing or listening 
to Christ-exalting music as we 
get ready for church. We should 
also prepare physically by getting 
enough rest the night before. As 
we faithfully attend both morning 
and evening worship on the Lord’s 
Day, an afternoon nap may be a 
helpful preparation as well.

We should “Exercise Patience” (2) 
when the sermons are longer than 
we would like. We must “revere the 
Lord” by listening carefully: “For if 
we allow ourselves to drift off to 
sleep or to think about other things 
during the sermon, it is as if we are 
saying to God, ‘Lord, what you have 
to say to me now really doesn’t 
mean that much to me. I don’t think 
it’s very important.’” We can “Be an 
Active Listener” (3) by meditating 
on the truths that are preached. 
We cannot listen properly without 
following the author’s advice to 
“Humble Yourself” (4) and to not 
be quick to dismiss a message as 
something we have already heard 
or something that applies to other 
people.
It is important to “Discern What 
You Hear” (5). While not being 
overly critical of our pastor, we 
know that our pastor is also 
fallible and may make a mistake. 
When that happens, “it is also 
best not to approach the pastor 
about this on Sunday (when he is 

already exhausted from sermon 
preparation and preaching) or 
Monday (which is often a day of 
rest and recuperation for pastors), 
but rather to try to meet with him 
during the next week sometime.”

How often do we “Listen as an Act 
of Worship” (6)? “If the sermon is 
the longest part of our worship 
service, then that means most 
of our time in worship is spent 
listening. Since God expects us to 
participate in our worship of Him, 
that we means we can’t be good 
worshipers of God unless we also 
become good listeners.” God uses 
worship to speak to us and bless 
us—so “Come with Expectations.” 
And finally, we should “Receive the 
Word with Gratitude.” “Imagine the 
great privilege we have: we not 
only hear God but also meet Him, 
for He is present with us whenever 
the gospel is proclaimed.” 
Najapfour closes his book with 
several appendices, giving practical 
points to the preacher as well as 
guidelines for critiquing sermons 
well.

This small, convicting book will 
be a good help for the average 
church goer. It is accessible and 
easy to read. Some of the topics 
could have been fleshed out more, 
such as the chapter on exercising 
patience. Is there a time when a 
listener should decide to find a new 
church when he is not being fed by 
the sermons? If so, what guidelines 
could be used to discern such a 
big decision? However, the church 
would be greatly blessed if every 
member would follow the principles 
in this book. Warmly recommended.

Mrs. Vanessa Le
is a wife and mom to four 
kids age six and under. She 
enjoys reading, playing the 
piano, studying theology, 
and generally being 
Mommy. She is a member 
of Orlando Reformed 
Presbyterian Church in 
Orlando, FL.
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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!

?DID YOU
KNOW
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as possible in order to avoid the inconvenience 
of delayed delivery. Zip code should be included. 
Periodical postage paid at Grandville, MI and at 
additional mailing offices.

POSTMASTER:
 Send address changes to The Outlook, 10857 W. 

Parmalee Rd., Middleville, MI 49333-888

Advertising Policy
1. The Outlook cannot accept announcements or 

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

Every Student’s Pledge
In August 1892, Rev. Frank Bellamy wrote a pledge of 
allegiance to the flag for students to recite. The first version 
of the pledge did not contain a reference to the United 
States or God. A later version added the United States to the 
pledge. Many Americans during the cold war era wanted 
to distinguish the pledge of the United States from that 
of communist countries, so the phrase “under God” was 
incorporated into the pledge of allegiance in June 1954 by a 
joint act of Congress.

On Flag Day, June 14, 1954, President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
made this statement regarding the addition of “under God”

From this day forward, the millions of school children will 
daily proclaim in every city and town, every village and 
rural schoolhouse, the dedication of our nation and our 
people to the Almighty . . . In this way we are affirming the 
transcendence of religious faith in America’s heritage and 
future; in this way we shall constantly strengthen those 
spiritual weapons which forever will be our country’s most 
powerful resource in peace or in war.
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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!
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This book aims to tell you more about Jesus. Much more. By unpacking 
and explaining the ancient feasts, it aims to give modern people a fuller 
vision of the good news of God, reveal just what it means that Jesus is 
the Messiah, and explain how and why his coming changed the world.
— From Meeting Jesus at the Feast

The Bible tells the unique story of the history of God’s redemption, 
focusing on the central character — Jesus. It was difficult for the ancient 
people of Israel to put their faith and hope in a Messiah who would 
not make his appearance for more than a thousand years, so God gave 
them a series of feasts that provided a hint of the One who was coming. 
Today, we too must know something about the feasts that celebrate 
Jesus to truly comprehend that he is the Messiah. Join author John 
Sittema, and meet Jesus at the feast!

“This book is filled with breathtaking insights into the Scriptures. These 
become sweet moments in which you will see the greatness of Jesus 
Christ as he is revealed in both the Old and New Testament Scriptures.”
—Frank Reich, M. Div., President of Reformed Theological Seminary 

“Sittema’s book presents in a fresh way the story of God’s coming to 
us in Jesus Christ to mend the brokenness of human life under the 
power of sin. Throughout his stimulating study, Sittema artfully weaves 
together the biblical story of redemption through Jesus Christ with the 
stories of believers who are experiencing the transforming power of the 
gospel.”  
— Dr. Cornel Venema, President, Mid-America Reformed Seminary

Jesus
at the feast:

Meeting

Israel’s Festivals and the Gospel

John R. Sittema

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

Paperback | 160 pages | 5-1/2 x 8-1/2” | $12.99

$12.99


