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“Christ went more willingly  
to the cross than we do to the  

throne of grace!”
—THOMAS WATSON



MEDITATION | REV. DAVID LIPSY

“BACK IN THE SADDLE” 

“Back in the saddle” is an expression that was first used 
of horsemen returning to their work after a time of rest or 
after recovering from an injury. Later on, it was used for 
anyone getting back to work after being away awhile. By 
the time you read this, young friend, you’ll be “back in the 
saddle” at school—whether that’s Christian school, home 
school, university, or college. 

You might not know it, but there are billions of children 
alive today who will never be able to learn what you are 
learning. Many would be willing to give anything, if they 
had it, for what you might be taking for granted. We hope 
and pray you don’t waste this God-given golden oppor-
tunity to learn and even more so if yours is a Christian 
education. 

The time to learn isn’t very long. I’m sure it seems long 
while you’re going through it, but you won’t think so when 
you’re older! Sure, you could go back to school later in life. 
But it’s a lot easier to learn when you’re younger. Your mind 
is more like a sponge, but mine is more like a rock! Too bad 
many young people, because they aren’t yet very mature, 
don’t realize the blessing of an education when they’re best 
able to learn. And too bad some adults waited way too long 
to wise up to that! Learn while you can. The window of 
time to learn closes a lot faster than you might think.

Another tidbit of advice: be thankful for your teach-
ers. It takes a lot of money and years of study to become a 
teacher. Christian school teachers typically don’t get paid 
all that much either. Sure, there may be one here or there 
who is only doing it for a paycheck. But it’s very likely that 
most of them pray for you, really care about you, and work 
very hard to see you do well. And while we’re talking about 
thanking people—how about your parents? They pay quite 
a bit for Christian education. If you’re home-schooling, 
remember that Dad and Mom don’t get paid for teaching 

you all those years! If you had to pay for your education 
(and some of you do), you’d want to make sure that money 
wasn’t wasted. Fact is, wasting money and wasting our 
abilities through laziness are both sins.

Another thought—perhaps you struggle to do well at 
school. Maybe you need help from special needs teachers. 
Don’t become negative about school because of such things. 
Sure, school’s a struggle. And perhaps a fellow student 
gives you a hard time because of this. But remember that 
school only measures some of the gifts God gives to people. 
You may have other gifts. And truly, God wants you to do 
your best, whether that “best” measures up to others or not  
(Eccl. 9:10).

Do you pray about school—not just that you would 
do well, but that you would use what you learn to God’s 
glory and the good of others? If not, this is a good time 
to start. And as you pray, pray for your teachers, too, and 
your principal, and add the school board, too, or, if you’re 
home-schooled, pray that God would help your parents 
who teach you. If it were up to me, I would much sooner 
hire a graduate who prays and works hard, even if he didn’t 
get the best grades, than hiring someone “smart” who 
doesn’t pray and coasts along because he or she still gets 
good grades.

Did you hear that? Sounds like the school bus is com-
ing. We’d better “get in the saddle” so we’re not late. How 
about you go over this little meditation once in a while 
during this school year, just to help you keep focused 
on the big-picture important matters. Have a great year. 
Thank the Lord that you, among those billions of chil-
dren, can learn what you learn.

Rev. David Lipsy is pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congregation of  
Burgessville, Ontario.
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When the LORD turned again the captivity of Zion, we were like 
them that dream… (Ps. 126:1).

In every age, God’s people have longed for His vital refor-
mation of the church. Martin Luther described the Roman 
Catholic Church of the Middle Ages as the “Babylonian 
Captivity.” This happens when the church is loosed from its 
moorings in the Word of God and becomes captive to the 
rules, regulations, and commandments of men; heart religion 
is replaced with traditions. The church finds herself distant 
from God, roaming in the barren wastelands of the desert. 

At times, however, it pleases God to release His people 
from this form of captivity, as was the case with the Refor-
mation. The psalmist in Psalm 126 ref lects on such a time 
of reformation when God brought His people back from 
the exile in Babylon. This resulted in joyous laughter and 
singing when this event was remembered. Amazingly, such 
activity on behalf of God caused even the heathen nations 
to say, “The LORD hath done great things for them” (v. 2). 
The world looked on with astonished wonder at what God 
was doing in His church. 

The psalmist then shifts his focus from the past to the 
present: “Turn again our captivity, O LORD, as the streams 
in the south [the Negev].” Joyful recollection of the past 
comes to a grinding halt when the present intrudes. The 
returning exiles wept when they saw the pitiful condition of 
Jerusalem and the temple. A geographic return from Babylon 
must be accompanied by a spiritual delivery from exile. 

The greatest bondage of man is his spiritual bondage. The 
term the Old Testament uses for the Babylonian exile was that 
of being in the “far country,” a term familiar to us because this 
is how Jesus referred to the younger son in His parable of the 
Prodigal. In using this term His hearers knew that He was 
referring to spiritual desertion. The twist in the parable comes 
when the one who was in the far country is fully reinstated 
in his father’s home (with much laughter and singing, as in  
verse 2) and the one who had remained at home actually 
revealed in his attitude that he was still in the far country. 
This is the church in its most desperate and desolate condi-
tion: at home in the church but still in the far country. This 
was the sad condition of the church in Luther’s day but also 
ours. “Turn again our captivity, O LORD….”

Lifting his eyes from the desolation of the present, the 
psalmist now looks to a future hope of spiritual renewal  

(vv. 6–7). We have clearly set before us the two steps of refor-
mation. First, “They that sow in tears shall reap in joy.” This 
verse is in the plural and pictures the farmer going out with 
his life’s investment in a bag under his arm—the seed he will 
cast into the soil to be buried and to die. To the naked eye, he 
appears to throw his future away. What a clear picture of the 
repentant sinner coming to the Savior and laying his entire 
life’s investment and security at His feet! The seed is cast into 
the soil to die, and the sinner is to do the same. He is to die so 
as to live. But note the outcome: joy and singing. Jesus indeed 
says this is necessary for true reformation. “Except a corn of 
wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it 
die, it bringeth forth much fruit. He that loveth his life shall 
lose it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it 
unto life eternal” (John 12:24–25). Only in the surrender of 
all do we gain all. 

But second, verse 7 speaks in the singular and we need 
to ask, Who is going forth weeping, bearing his seed with 
him? Jesus, whom we know sang the Psalms, would have 
seen it as referring to Himself. Looking upon Jerusalem 
from a distance, he wept over it because of its rejection of 
Him (Luke 13:34). He then planted the seed of His life deep 
into Calvary’s soil through His death, and, even as they were 
crucifying Him, prayed for their forgiveness. How did a har-
vest of life come out of His death? In Acts 4:4, we read that 
“many which heard the word believed and the number of the 
men was about five thousand.” If one also takes into account 
the women and children, the number could easily have been 
around 15,000 souls! Considering that the population of 
Jerusalem at the time was around 25,000 to 30,000, we have 
a remarkable harvest of souls, as the Lord had promised. 

If we as the church would but learn these lessons! So often 
we pray for revival as something that should drop from the 
heavens, and we forget where it starts. It begins with us for-
saking all—our security, our families, our money—handing 
it to the Lord Jesus Christ, and then fixing our eyes upon 
Him and the harvest He promises. Then, when He sends 
renewal, it would surely be as a dream come true.

 
Dr. Arthur Miskin is a missionary minister of the Heritage Reformed Congre-
gations of North America serving in South Africa. He is a theological instructor 
at the Mukhanyo Theological College in KwaNdebele, a minister in an English 
Reformed church plant in Pretoria, and with his wife, Sonja, is involved in min-
istry to terminal HIV/AIDS patients.

Two Steps of Reformation MEDITATION | DR . ARTHUR MISKIN
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EDITORIAL  |  DR . JOEL R . BEEKE

Last issue we considered three principles from the latter part of 
Proverbs 23 that we need to follow to plant godly convictions in 
our children: disciplining with love, rejoicing in wise choices, and 
instilling truth. In this concluding article, we consider three more 
principles from Proverbs 23 that we need to form in our children, 
with God’s help. 

Principle #4: Plant Convictions by Directing Children 
to Fear and Hope in the Lord
For your children to develop enduring convictions, they must 
learn to look beyond you to the Lord. The father counsels his 
son in Proverbs 23:17–18, “Let not thine heart envy sinners: 
but be thou in the fear of the LORD all the day long. For 
surely there is an end; and thine expectation shall not be cut 
off.” The problem here is the temptation to “envy sinners.” 
Wicked men seem to prosper in this world, but not for long; 
their “expectation shall be cut off ” by the cold hand of death 
(Ps. 49:11, 17–20). Children see what other kids are allowed 
to do, and they may resent not having the same freedom. 
Envy can arise in their heart, even in the godly as we see in 
Psalm 73, who are tempted to say, “Verily I have cleansed 
my heart in vain” (v. 13). 

God urges parents to move beyond “because I said so” 
and direct their children to the Lord as the reason for obedi-
ence. Proverbs 23:17–18 joins together fear of the Lord and 
hope in the Lord: “be thou in the fear of the LORD…. Thine 
expectation shall not be cut off.” Fear of God and hope in 
God are two aspects of saving faith. On the one hand, we 
must communicate to our children the majestic and moral 
holiness of God so they will fear Him and turn away from 
evil. We must speak often of His righteous judgment against 
sin, and the dire consequences of persevering in sin. On the 
other hand, we must teach them the faithfulness and lov-
ingkindness of God so they hope in His Word and persevere 
in doing what is right in His sight. We must teach them 
God’s promises, such as Psalm 33:18, “Behold, the eye of the 
LORD is upon them that fear him, upon them that hope in 
his mercy,” and Psalm 147:11, “The LORD taketh pleasure in 
them that fear him, in those that hope in his mercy.”

Though our children are young and naïve, they have souls 
and may ask deep questions. They want to know why we 
must do some things, and avoid others. Granted, they must 
submit to our authority because God commands them to 
honor us. However, our parenting should consistently direct 
our children beyond ourselves to our great and good God. 
Lasting spiritual and moral convictions can only be grounded 
in the knowledge of God. The beauty of this approach is that 
it opens the way for us to share the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Fear of God and hope in God are core convictions to 
instill in your children, so let me develop this point in more 
detail. Three aspects of cultivating this godly fear and firm 
hope in our children may be summarized in the words confes-
sion, communion, and consecration.

1. Confession of sin. For sinners who are fallen in Adam, the 
fear of the Lord cannot be separated from the confession of 
sin. Proverbs 28:13–14 says, “He that covereth his sins shall 
not prosper: but whoso confesseth and forsaketh them shall 
have mercy. Happy is the man that feareth alway: but he 
that hardeneth his heart shall fall into mischief [calamity].” 
In confessing sin, we acknowledge that we have sinned in 
failing to do what God commands, and by doing what God 
forbids; and therefore we deserve His wrath and punishment. 
At the same time, according to God’s promises, we may also 
look to His mercy in Christ for forgiveness (Ps. 130:3–5). 

A powerful way to teach our children to confess their sins 
is to confess our sins to them. Of course, we are not advising 
you to tell your children all your sins, but to confess any sins 
which are part of your dealings with them. For example, if 
you involve your children in your sin, whether it is gossip, 
idle talk, covetousness, or envy, it is important to lead them 
out of that sin by being the first to repent. Likewise if you 
sin against your children, go quickly to make amends. When 
you parent wrongly, you need to say to your child, “I did this 
and it was wrong. Will you forgive me?” Identify your sin to 
them in biblical terms so that they can see which command-
ment you have transgressed.  

How Do We Plant
Godly Convictions 
in Our Children? (2)
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Hear thou, my son, and be wise,  
and guide thine heart in the way. 

       —PROVERBS 23:19



When my son was about three years old, I had to take 
him into the room where we disciplined our children. We 
talked, prayed, and spanked, and then we prayed, kissed, and 
hugged. We walked out of the room holding hands, and I’ll 
never forget how he looked me in the face and said, “Daddy, 
how come you never sin?” I was astonished and went right 
back in the room with him, and said, “Son, I want you to 
understand, I’m a big sinner. I’m needy just like you. There’s 
only one who doesn’t sin and that’s Jesus. I’ve done many 
wrong things in my life. I need the Savior every moment, 
for I’m a sinner just like you.” Our children need to hear that 
from our own lips. 

We must also train our children to confess their sins. 
We cannot let children get away with known sin without 
confession. Some time ago at our seminary conference, a 
child noticed that we had candy set out in dishes between 
the sessions. Later his parents discovered that he had helped 
himself without their permission, filling his pockets with 
no less than sixty pieces of candy. The father looked him 
straight in the eye and said, “Tomorrow, you must hand this 
bag of candy back to Dr. Beeke and confess your sin.” The 
child turned white and said, “No, I can’t do that!” and began 
to cry. He was very upset, but the parents stood their ground. 
In the morning, the boy came to his father and said, “Dad, 
I’m feeling better now.” His father asked him what had hap-
pened, and he said, “Last night I confessed my sin to God, 
and He forgave me, and I thought if a holy God will forgive 
me, maybe Dr. Beeke will forgive me too.” 

The parents brought the child to me and said they were 
open to whatever punishment I thought was appropriate. 
After hearing his confession, I forgave the boy and hugged 
him. A bit later, he came back, sat beside me, chatting away 
about how he might want to serve the Lord as a pastor some-
day. Dear friends, do not neglect to teach your children to 
confess their sins and make things right with those they have 
sinned against. Confession and forgiveness are sweet experi-
ences of grace, and crucial exercises to develop the graces of 
fear of God and hope in God.

2. Communion with God. Fear of God and hope in God 
f lourish in the awareness that we always live under His 
watchful eyes. Proverbs 15:3 says, “The eyes of the LORD are 
in every place, beholding the evil and the good.” The “eyes” 
of God represent not merely His knowledge, but His active 
presence to bless or to chasten according to His covenant 
(2 Chron. 16:9; Prov. 5:21). We constantly stand coram Deo 
(“before the face of God”). R. C. Sproul says, “To live coram 
Deo is to live one’s entire life in the presence of God, under 
the authority of God, to the glory of God.”1 When the Lord 
called Abraham, He said, “I am the Almighty God; walk 
before me [in my presence, literally, ‘to my face’], and be thou 
perfect” (Gen. 17:1). By training our children to acknowledge 
God’s presence everywhere, we lay a foundation for a lifetime 

of walking in fellowship “with the Father and with his Son 
Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3).

Urge your children to live with the consciousness that 
God is ever present, always watching. That will keep them 
from sin, and encourage them to seek the Lord’s blessing and 
to do His will. They will learn to live on praying ground, 
knowing to pray spontaneously over everything, whether 
they cry out in need or thank God for His goodness.

Two young girls got some cookies from their mother 
to take to Grandma. The last thing their mother said was, 
“Make sure you don’t open the box and take one along the 
way. They’re all for Grandma.” Along the way, one of them 
said, “What if we just took one cookie? No one’s looking.” 
She set the box down and lifted off the cover. The other girl 
said, “Wait a minute! Someone’s looking!” The first girl was 
startled, and said, “Who?” Her sister said, “God is looking.” 
That’s the conviction you want to build in your children.

God’s presence should not just threaten your children; 
it should also comfort them in Christ by the Spirit. David 
rejoiced in the thought that wherever he might go, even down 
to “the uttermost parts of the sea,” he knew that, “Thou art 
there” (Ps. 139:8). I remember the day my Dad took me into 
his bedroom and said, “Son, there’s something I want to teach 
you and I hope you never forget it. If you’re a child of God, 
you always have a place to go to—the triune God, no matter 
what happens in your life.” That teaching has been precious 
to me, especially when I have gone through trials in life.

More specifically, how should we teach our children 
about Trinitarian communion with God? We should teach 
our children to look to the Father as the head of God’s fam-
ily by honoring His laws wherever they go. We should teach 
them that there is no communion with God apart from 
the blood of Jesus Christ that “cleanseth us from all sin”  
(1 John 1:7). As sinners, we are far from God, but God 
brings us near “by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace” 
(Eph. 2:13–14). Therefore, when you teach your children 
that they live in the presence of God, stress that Christ “was 
delivered for our offences, and was raised again for our justi-
fication” (Rom. 4:25). We should teach them to exercise faith 
in Christ for everything they need in the Christian life, from 
repentance, to obedience, to assurance, and bathing all of 
these in continual and habitual prayer. Only by faith in Jesus 
Christ is our guilt removed, our hearts are renewed, and our 
lives are blessed by God. We should teach them to trust in 
the Spirit by praying that he would bless them in reading the 
Bible and in bringing Scripture to their minds throughout 
the day so that they would live to the Father through faith in 
Christ. Teach this kind of trinitarian comfort to yourself as 
well, for you cannot train your children to live in communion 
with the triune God if you are a stranger to Him.

3. Consecration to the Glory of God. To fear the Lord is to 
acknowledge Him as God, to serve Him as Lord, and to 
honor Him as Father. The opposite of fearing God is not 
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ignoring Him but despising Him (Prov. 14:2). Therefore, 
it is important to show your children that communion with 
God is necessary in order to live soli Deo gloria (to the glory 
of God alone). Our children must be taught that “the chief 
end of man is to glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever” 
(Westminster Shorter Catechism, Q. 1). If we can instill this 
truth in our children, many other convictions will fall into 
place for them. Our children will then know how to respond 
when their friends tempt them through peer pressure to sin. 
They will know what they should do when they sin against 
a friend or neighbor. Hopefully, they will not dare to be part 
of anything that does not bring glory to God. 

God’s glory must trump all other considerations, includ-
ing personal and family honor. Christians must not become 
family-centered in an idolatrous manner. Teach your chil-
dren that life is more about God than about self or family. 
You want to build a close family, of course, but you don’t 
want to build a family that is its own be-all and end-all. Live 
in such a way that everything in personal and family life 
revolves around the glory of God. Teach your children that 
your family is just one of many families serving God around 
the globe, and they all exist for the honor of our Lord. 

A God-fearing father’s teenage son sent him a note about 
a major event coming in his life. The son wrote, “Dad, if 
the Lord gives this to me I’ll praise Him, and if He doesn’t 
give it to me I’ll praise Him, because He gets the glory for 
everything.” What joy those words brought to this father’s 
heart! Ultimately, what happens to us on earth doesn’t matter 
that much, for we are headed for eternity, and the glory of 
the Lord will be our reward.

Dear parents, do whatever you can to teach your children 
to fear God and to hope in His Word! Show them by your 
example the basic practices of the Christian life: confes-
sion of sin, communion with God, and consecration to His 
glory. These convictions will lead to stability and happiness. 
Indeed, these are the foundations of all other true convic-
tions. There is no greater blessing than to fear God, for the 
smiles and frowns of God are of greater weight than the 
smiles and frowns of mere human beings. Proverbs 14:26–27 
says, “In the fear of the LORD is strong confidence: and his 
children shall have a place of refuge. The fear of the LORD 
is a fountain of life, to depart from the snares of death.”

Principle #5: Plant Convictions by Warning Against 
Destructive Lifestyles
Another way to build convictions in your children is to warn 
them against patterns of sin that particularly threaten young 
people. Proverbs 23 presents three examples. 

1. Warn them against a self-indulgent lifestyle. Against 
the mindset that says, “We just want to have fun,” Proverbs 
23:20–21 admonishes us: “Be not among winebibbers; among 
riotous eaters of f lesh: for the drunkard and the glutton 
shall come to poverty: and drowsiness shall clothe a man 

with rags.” Notice how the wise father speaks openly about 
specific sins, and warns against wasting money to gratify the 
appetites of the body and the poverty that results from failing 
to get out of bed and go to work. 

A self-indulgent lifestyle may take many forms. In today’s 
American culture, it often manifests itself in an obsession 
with electronic communications and entertainment. Many 
children waste away hours in front of a screen watching 
movies, playing video games, or using various apps to send 
messages and share media.2 Please don’t think I am against 
electronic devices or media used as tools. The problem arises 
when our goal ceases to be to serve and glorify God, we 
settle in to “amuse ourselves to death,” as one writer put it. 
Instead of being diligent in school and at work, and building 
real friendships, our children risk being caught in a web of 
superficial connections and virtual reality. As a result, many 
teenagers suffer from depression, isolation, and loneliness, 
and are vulnerable to manipulation by those who control the 
media they are addicted to. 

So much of the Christian life is about learning to do the 
right things, at the right times, and in the right way. There 
is a time to play as well as a time to work. The real difficulty 
of the Christian life is learning to take hold of every facet of 
life and learning to channel it self-consciously to God’s glory 
in light of Scripture.

We need to warn our children of the danger of living to 
please themselves and failing to discipline themselves. We 
must teach them the deeper pleasures of hard work and ser-
vice to others. Work is not just something that we have to do, 
although the principle still holds “that if any would not work, 
neither should he eat” (2 Thess. 3:10). Rather, we should 
teach them that work is a calling from God and a delight for 
those created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–28). We don’t 
need to rail against popular activities, but we should ask our 
children, “Is this the best use of your time?” Young people 
generally do not appreciate how precious time is and how it 
cannot be regained when it is gone. 

2. Warn them against a sexually immoral lifestyle. This 
lifestyle is driven by the mindset that sex is the ultimate 
human experience. Proverbs 23:27–28 says, “A whore is a 
deep ditch; and a strange woman [strange because she is 
not your wife] is a narrow pit. She also lieth in wait as for 
a prey, and increaseth the transgressors among men.” Here 
again we see the wise father admonishing his son by naming 
a particular sin, and speaking of its horrible consequences. 
The image of a “deep ditch” and “narrow pit” communicates 
how sexual immorality kills people, body and soul, and how 
difficult it is to escape this trap once you fall into it. We 
must teach our children not to view those who would seduce 
them as people who care about them, but as robbers who 
will steal what is precious and then leave them humiliated, 
shamed, or even dead. Despite all the language of “love” that 
is used to describe immorality, in reality it makes people into 
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“transgressors” who act treacherously and betray those to 
whom they should be faithful.

3. Warn them against a substance-abuse lifestyle. The 
mindset of this lifestyle is, “I need alcohol or drugs to be 
happy.” Proverbs 23:29–35 offers a vivid depiction of sub-
stance (alcohol) addiction, beginning with the questions, 
“Who hath woe? Who hath sorrow?” then describing the 
evils of addiction, and ending with the pathetic wish of the 
addict, “I will seek it yet again.” Given that alcohol or drugs 
are often a gateway to social acceptance for young people, 
our children must be taught how mind-altering substances 
destroy friendships, promote contention, incite violence, and 
impair the body (v. 29), determine our social lives (v. 30), 
enslave the senses (v. 31), bring pain and death (v. 32), cor-
rupt our minds and speech (v. 33), cause us to lose control of 
our bodies and thoughts (v. 34), numb our healthy sense of 
pain so that we do not know when we are in grave danger  
(v. 35a), and make us willing slaves (v. 35b).

Some sins call for special warnings. All sins have the 
spark of hell within them and can ignite a person’s whole 
life unto eternal damnation. However, certain sins have the 
tendency to seize a naïve young person with the deadly force 
of a pit bull terrier. Fathers, learn from the advice of the wise 
father of Proverbs. Warn your children against lifestyles that 
may appear attractive but will only lead them to death. Teach 
them how to have fun in a way that is good for their bodies, 
minds, and souls and helps them develop healthy relation-
ships with other people.

Principle #6: Plant Convictions by Setting a  
Trustworthy Example
In warning his children against destructive lifestyles, the wise 
father calls his child to trust him and to observe his own life-
style. Proverbs 23:26 says, “My son, give me thine heart, and 
let thine eyes observe my ways.” “Give me thine heart” means 
“Trust me to guide you” (cf. v. 22). That implies openness  
(2 Cor. 6:11–13), not just to a father’s teachings, but also to his 
“ways” or conduct. The father asks his son to watch how his 
father lives and to follow him in the same path of obedience.

Regardless of how old your children are or how mature 
they appear to be, you must model for them a life of deep 
convictions. If our children see that we take biblical truths 
lightly, that will inf luence them to take our teaching lightly. 
You can’t teach your children what you yourself don’t value. 

A striking example of this is Luke’s account of the Lord’s 
Prayer. In Luke 11, we are told that Jesus “was praying in a 
certain place, when he ceased, one of his disciples said unto 
him, Lord, teach us to pray” (v. 1). Jesus first practiced before 
them what He then taught them as His model prayer. It was 
His example that opened their hearts to His instruction. In 
the three and a half years the disciples traveled with Jesus, 
He showed them that prayer was a necessary discipline for 
a godly life. 

In a similar way, we need to model our convictions for 
our children. They need to see us in communion with God. 
They need to see us reading and studying the Scriptures and 
sound Christian literature. They need to see us bless others 
with our confession of faith as well as by our efforts to help 
the downtrodden, widowed, and orphaned. They need to see 
how much we love Jesus Christ and His church. 

Consider how you can model prayer for your children. 
Begin in your private prayers and devotions each day. In fam-
ily worship, pray with and for your children. However, do not 
end there. Make prayer both sides of the coin of your life. 
James 5:13 says, “Is any among you aff licted? let him pray. Is 
any merry? Let him sing psalms.” So let every sorrow or need 
stir you to petition, and every joy and blessing move you to 
praise. Children need to see in our lives that prayer is the most 
natural, habitual, spontaneous, and important ingredient. 

How does that work out in practice? Imagine that you are 
on family vacation and you drive by a serious car accident. 
You see the ambulances and so drive on because the people 
are being taken care of. But you can also help by praying. 
It should be natural for your children to hear you say as a 
parent, “Children, let’s pray now for the family that was in 
that accident.” 

Or imagine that you have gotten your teenage daughter 
a cell phone because she is driving and will need it for her 
safety. Do you just hand it to her? No, you say to her, “Here 
is your cell phone. This can be an instrument for much good 
or great harm. I want you to take it to your bedroom, lay it 
on the bed, get down on your knees, and pray to God that 
you’ll never use that cell phone for an evil purpose, but only 
for the glory of God.”

Or imagine that someone shares a need or concern, and 
you say, “I will pray for you.” Why not pray with that person 
right then? If necessary, you can step into a semi-private set-
ting so as not to disrupt what is going on. Your children should 
grow up seeing you “pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17)

Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 4:4,5, “For every creature of 
God is good, and nothing to be refused, if it be received with 
thanksgiving: for it is sanctified by the word of God and 
prayer.” Take everything that God gives you and sanctify it 
with prayer. That is a way to offer ourselves up to God day 
by day as a living sacrifice for His glory.

Fathers and mothers, think of your faith in Christ and 
your attitude towards life as a fragrance or aroma. What 
aroma permeates your home and your workplace? Just as your 
whole house will take on the predominant aroma of what is 
done in it, such as baking bread, your children will tend to 
absorb the fragrance of your life. What are they getting from 
you? Love? Hope? Joy? Patience? Purity? Praise? Or the bit-
ter stench of anger, bitterness, unbelief, and sin? “Do as I say 
and not as I do” is a sure formula for disaster in parenting.

Ultimately, Christ Himself is the pattern for all godly 
living. Even the best father cannot measure up to this height. 
We can show our children how to repent and how to pray 

188  The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth  SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2016



and a host of other exemplary matters, but Christ alone can 
show them the full scope of Christian character in glorious 
perfection.

Conclusion: Building Conviction at Different  
Stages of Life
Six principles from Proverbs 23 direct us how to plant con-
victions in our children for Christ’s glory and their good: 
Discipline them with love. Rejoice openly in their wise 
choices. Instill truth in them. Direct them to fear the Lord 
and hope in His Word. Warn against destructive lifestyles. 
Set a trustworthy example. Our children can turn to those 
principles for guidance for the rest of their lives, and like 
Caleb, follow God fully all their days (Num. 14:24). 

Children go through different stages of life, and your 
planting convictions in them should ref lect this develop-
ment. The first stage is regulation. This is the time governed 
almost entirely by rules. When our children are very young, 
it is important that parents regulate what they do. They don’t 
need to be stern authoritarians. But since young children 
often lack discernment, they need clearly drawn lines as to 
what is right and wrong. It is our duty as parents to guide our 
children in this stage with a clear “Yes” or “No.” The rules 
must be enforced. When they disobey, we must discipline 
them and restore them to the path of obedience.

The second stage is participation. As children get older, 
they increasingly need to know the reasons for these rules 
and how they apply. Parents should then emphasize the prin-
ciples of biblical and Christ-centered morality and wisdom. 
As children grow, their parents should invite them to partici-
pate in the process of making decisions by applying biblical 
principles to specific situations. It’s like taking the grammar 
they learned in elementary school and using it to write a book 
report, or taking arithmetic and using it to solve a real life 
problem in household finances. 

For instance, your child comes to you and says, “Dad, I’m 
really interested in watching this movie with my friend. May 
I?” Instead of simply saying, “No,” take the opportunity to 
build on the rules you have instilled in him. Ask questions 
like, “Why do you want to see this movie?” “Do you believe it 
will be edifying?” “Can you glorify God more by going than 
not?” “Can you ask God’s blessing on what you are hoping to 
do?” Teach your children at this stage how to assess the situ-
ation, their own hearts, the circumstances, and the subject. 
Help them think through their decisions. Of course, at some 
point you still need to make the final decision.

The third stage is integration. This is the time when 
our children are older and increasingly able to make their 
own decisions, which will help them later when they move 
out and begin to live independently. At this point they are 
still evaluating what they have learned and experienced, and 
determining their own views. As long as they live in your 
home, you have the right to expect them to live by the rules 

of your household. However, they should be making more 
and more choices on their own, especially when they become 
legal adults. 

In this stage of development, you can still offer advice. 
If you don’t think it is wise for your son to spend money and 
time traveling to the Bahamas for spring break with his col-
lege friends, share your concerns. By this time, Lord willing, 
your boy knows that your aim is not to control his life but to 
help him along in life’s journey. You are not trying to keep 
him as a young bird in the nest for all his days. Rather, you 
are hoping he will soon f ly with the wings of an eagle in a 
Christward direction.

The final stage is supplication. When children become 
adults, get married, and leave your home to establish their 
own families, you may no longer instruct nor advise as you 
could previously. Of course, if they ask your advice, you 
should feel free to give it. Nevertheless, you must be careful 
not to infringe upon the new family unit. The time has come 
when we should talk more to our God about our children 
than we do to our children about our God. We petition, 
yes, we supplicate and intercede at the mercy seat of heaven, 
that the triune God may bless all the efforts we have made, 
for Christ’s sake, to build convictions into our children, and 
that He may lead all of them by His Word and Spirit to the 
celestial city to be married with Christ forever. What parent 
can send up enough petitions to God’s merciful throne for 
their adult children (whether married or single) and their 
grandchildren? 

In all of the stages our children go through, we parents 
are called to be conviction planters in what we say and do, 
always pointing them to the name of Jesus, for “there is none 
other name under heaven given among men, whereby we 
must be saved” (Acts 4:12). Do not overestimate or under-
estimate your inf luence. You cannot control your children, 
nor can you save them. You are not responsible for what they 
choose to do as adults. However, you can sow good seed in 
the soil of their hearts year after year, and by God’s grace 
that seed will bear much good fruit. May God grant this 
fruition in your family, and in the families that your children 
raise, and in every generation that follows, until our Lord 
returns, for the sake of His own Son, His own covenant, 
and His own glory. 

       
1. R. C. Sproul, In the Presence of God: Devotional Readings on the Attributes of 

God (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1999), xii.
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Reddit, Instagram, Skype, Pinterest, Flickr, Vine, WeChat, and others.
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Luke 15 records the parable of the prodigal son. The story 
is an expression of the depths of depravity in the human 
soul, the awakening of the soul to the terrors of evil, and 
the gracious mercy of God. It is a warning to every sinner; 
it is hope to every sinner who repents and comes to Christ. 
The story affirms that God never refuses those who come 
to Him by the gospel. 

The life of Manasseh verifies that this is not just a story. 
The adage “like father, like son” is not always true. Heze-
kiah was one of Judah’s most godly kings, yet he was the 
offspring of Ahaz, one of the most ungodly. Tragically, 
Manasseh, whose name means “forgetting,” forgot the godly 
inf luence and legacy of his father’s spiritual reformation 
and led an ungodly counter-reformation that brought the 
nation across the line of God’s longsuffering. His reign 
epitomizes the worst of Judah’s history. To add to the evil, 
Manasseh reigned for 55 years, longer than any other king. 
The Scripture is explicit concerning the wickedness of his 
rule and his corrupting inf luence on the nation. Indeed, 
when God pronounced judgment on the nation, He put the 
blame squarely on Manasseh. 

Notwithstanding the depths and extent of his depravity, 
Manasseh repented and received mercy from the Lord. He 
is a classic example of Ezekiel’s man who does wickedly all 
of his life only to repent and be saved (Ezek. 18:21–22). He 
stands as a warning to every young person who desires the 
ways of the world before taking religion seriously. There 
are temporal consequences of sin that conversion cannot 
erase. He also testifies to the marvelous grace of God that 
is greater than all our sin. Since grace super-abounds where 
sin abounds, no sinner, regardless of how deep in sin, should 
ever despair of coming to the Lord in true faith and repen-
tance. Manasseh’s sin and conversion teach vital lessons 
about both sin and salvation.

LESSONS IN SIN
First, the existence of sin is innate. Manasseh was the son of a 
great saint, but his being a son of Adam was more signifi-
cant than his being a son of Hezekiah. What a privileged 
child Manasseh was as he was able to witness firsthand 
all the policies and spiritual accomplishments of his godly 
father! He enjoyed the privilege of being a covenant child but 
rebelled against the godly influence of his home. He reversed 

his father’s reforms, razed all that his father had built, and 
rejected his father’s God. He personified the prodigal who 
abandoned the sanctifying influences of a godly home for the 
ways of the heathen. His problem was not his environment 
but his heart, for he was born in sin and shaped in iniquity 
(Ps. 51:5). Here is a stark warning to every young heart not 
to despise or take lightly the privileges of a Christian home.

Second, the extent of sin is total. The natural heart is bent 
to evil and has within it the ability to commit any conceiv-
able wickedness (Rom. 3:10ff). Manasseh gave evidence to 
the total depravity of his heart; he followed all the disgusting 
ways of the heathen (2 Chron. 33:2). Verses 3–7 detail some 
of the perversions. He erected the high places, a circumven-
tion of God’s rigid requirements for the central sanctuary. 
He reestablished Baal worship by setting up the “groves,” 
wooden poles around which all sorts of promiscuous behav-
ior occurred in the name of religion. He introduced the 
astral worship associated with Babylon, worshipping the 
host of heaven, deifying the planets, and burning incense 
to the zodiac signs—all in direct violation of God’s law 
(Deut. 4:19; 17:3). He practiced the occult, which included 
child sacrifices, wizardry, and demonism. It seemed that 
there was no dirty thing he did not do, no error he did not 
embrace, no sin of which he was not guilty. Not every sin-
ner commits every sin possible, but Manasseh came close. 

Third, the essence of sin is defiance against God. Every sin is 
a violation of God’s Word and will and is ultimately against 
God Himself. Manasseh bears witness to this fact. He did 
evil in the sight of the Lord (2 Chron. 33:2). He profaned the 
house of God in an exhibition of blasphemy, irreligion, and 
apostasy by erecting altars and cult objects in the Temple, 
even in the most Holy place (33:4, 5, 7). The account in 2 
Kings includes his shedding of innocent blood, most likely a 
reference to his persecution of the righteous who withstood 
his apostasy. Josephus in his Antiquities says, “He barbarously 
slew all the righteous men that were among the Hebrews; 
nor would he spare the prophets, for he every day slew some 
of them, til Jerusalem was overf lown with blood” (10.3.1). In 
fact, tradition places Isaiah’s martyrdom during his adminis-
tration. The bottom line is that he rejected the Word of God 
(33:10) and thus provoked the Lord to anger (33:6).

Fourth, the influence of sin is tragically irreversible. Verse 
9 says, “So Manasseh made Judah and the inhabitants of 
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Jerusalem to err….” Literally, he “seduced them or tempted 
them” to sin (see the translation of the same word in  
2 Kings 21:9). It is the deception of sin that its effects are 
self-contained. There is no such thing as a private sin. One 
way or another—either by example or by consequence—sin 
touches others. Tragically, even after his conversion, he could 
not reverse his bad example and inf luence: “Nevertheless the 
people did sacrifice still in the high places” (2 Chron. 33:17). 
How sad is the word “nevertheless!” Even sadder is the fact 
that he put the nation on a course straight to judgment. 
Notwithstanding the sins of Amon, Jehoahaz, and Jehoakim 
that followed his reign, the Babylonian invasion during the 
reign of Jehoakim was blamed directly on Manasseh: “Surely 
at the commandment of the LORD came this upon Judah, 
to remove them out of his sight, for the sins of Manasseh…”  
(2 Kings 24:4). Not even the revival during the reign of 
Josiah could reverse what Manasseh did. The consequences 
of sin are terrible. That is a key lesson to learn.

LESSONS IN SALVATION
If the account in Kings were all we had, we would assume 
that Manasseh perished in his sins; if anyone deserved dam-
nation, he did. But Chronicles records the whole story. If 
sin goes deep, grace goes deeper still. No man goes so far 
from God or lives so long in sin that if he truly repents and 
comes humbly to the Lord, God will not abundantly par-
don. Manasseh’s conversion highlights three lessons about 
salvation.

First, the Lord awakens the sinner. The way of the trans-
gressor is hard, and the Lord showed Manasseh how hard 
that way was. In His providential judgment, “the LORD 
brought upon them the captains of the host of the king of 
Assyria, which took Manasseh among the thorns, and bound 
him with fetters, and carried him to Babylon” (2 Chron. 
33:11). This Assyrian captivity was humiliating. Old Assyr-
ian records depict captured dignitaries being led with chains 
fastened to rings piercing the lips. There is a tradition that 
says Manasseh was fed a diet of water, vinegar, and bran—
even less nourishing than the meager fare of the prodigal. 
But this humbling was the moving of grace. Sometimes grace 
is severe in awakening the sinner. Manasseh suffered the 
destruction of his world, the sweeping away of every prop to 
bring him to the end of himself. He lost his wealth, honor, 
power, kingdom, and freedom. Convicting and compelling 
grace does not always move the same way, but it moves to 
the same end. The sinner will be forever dead until God 
intervenes and interrupts to bring him to his spiritual senses. 
This was the divine objective in Manasseh’s humiliation; 
God was bringing him to his spiritual senses. 

Second, the awakened sinner responds. Responding to grace 
is evidence of grace. Manasseh illustrates Psalm 119:71: “It is 

good for me that I have been aff licted; that I might learn thy 
statutes” (see also 119:67). He responded to God’s interven-
tion in two ways. God had used the Assyrians as the means 
of humiliating him, and Manasseh answered the external 
humiliation with self-humbling (2 Chron. 33:12). Like the 
prodigal in Christ’s story, he came to his senses as he saw 
himself as helpless and hopeless. A broken and contrite heart 
is a key component in evangelical repentance. This self- 
humbling evidenced a sense of guilt that could not be resolved 
by self-effort. This led to his expression of total dependence 
on the Lord: he sought the Lord with the desire to assuage 
His anger, and he prayed acknowledging that God was His 
only hope (33:12–13). Evangelical or saving repentance 
apprehends God’s mercy and lays hold on grace as the only 
solution to sin. All his life, he was alienated from God, but 
now he turns in confession, submission, and faith. If salvation 
was to come to Manasseh, it had to come from the Lord who 
saves. The Lord Himself declared, “I dwell…with him also 
that is of a contrite and humble spirit, to revive [make alive] 
the spirit of the humble, and to revive [make alive] the heart 
of the contrite ones” (Isa. 57:15; see Ps. 51:17). 

Third, salvation makes a difference. Grace resulted in a 
new relationship with God. Manasseh experienced accep-
tance with God who heard and answered his prayers  
(2 Chron. 33:13). God hears the prayers of His people, and 
now Manasseh experienced the same approach to God as did 
Moses, David, and his father, Hezekiah. Grace is amazing 
indeed! Grace also resulted in a new knowledge of God: 
“Then Manasseh knew that the Lord he was God” (33:13). 
This was an experiential knowledge of personal communion, 
not just a mental recognition. That knowledge of God is 
inseparably connected to the fear of God that affects all of 
life: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom: and 
the knowledge of the holy is understanding” (Prov. 9:10). 
His creedal and experiential knowledge of God resulted in 
a new life. Grace transformed him into a new creature with 
old things behind him and all things new before him. He 
endeavored to reverse all the wickedness he had done and 
exhorted the nation that he had led astray to do the same 
(33:14–16). Grace on the inside always shows itself on the 
outside; true conversion puts away every known sin and seeks 
to perform every known duty.

If any character in the Bible illustrates the transition 
from misery to deliverance to praise, Manasseh does. How 
great and powerful is grace that reaches into the pit of sin 
and rescues sinners!

Dr. Michael P. V. Barrett is Academic Dean and professor of Old Testament 
at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, Grand Rapids, Michigan, and an 
ordained minister in the Heritage Reformed denomination.
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Studies in John (14)
NEW TESTAMENT BIBLE STUDY | DR. GERALD BILKES READ: JOHN 14

This chapter is one of the fullest and most amazing chapters 
of comfort in the Scriptures. It is glorious not just in the 
reassurances it contains but also in the firm foundation it 
gives Christ’s disciples of all times in God the Father, Son, 
and Spirit.

Christ is preparing His disciples for His departure. Even 
that word “departure” is full of significance. Christ doesn’t 
speak of what will happen at His death, much less men-
tion murder. He is just going to leave them for a time. He 
is going to His Father. Believers should be happy for that, 
especially because it is for our benefit.

The tone with which Jesus talks with His disciples is 
tender. He speaks like a mother putting her children to bed 
at night. He doesn’t want them to be troubled; He is going 
ahead of them to prepare dwellings for them in His Father’s 
house. But He reassures them that He won’t leave them 
alone. In fact, the Father and He will make their home with 
those who do His will. And the Spirit will comfort them by 
reminding them of everything they need to know. 

LET NOT YOUR HEART BE TROUBLED
Who doesn’t have heart trouble? When our hearts are trou-
bled, they are in commotion. Like a tank that’s filled with 
water, jostling all over the place, our hearts can feel like they 
will capsize and break! That’s what it must have felt like for 
the disciples to imagine being without their Lord. If any-
thing signaled trouble, it would be His departure! So when 
Christ says: “Let not your heart be troubled,” we want to 
know why. How can Christ say this? What does He mean? 
Why wouldn’t we need to be troubled? 

It’s interesting to note that Christ Himself had been 
troubled; in fact, just before this statement, He had been 
sorely troubled (12:27; 13:21). This is not a coincidence. I 
like to think of it like this—Christ takes the trouble to free 
His people from trouble. “Let not your heart be troubled” 
(v. 1). As the forces of hell unite and come against Christ, 
the disciples no doubt would be troubled. However, Christ 
is going to shield them from it through His words of truth. 
They will need to take heed to His words. They will need 
to believe Him, and His words, or they will suffer much 
needless trouble.

At some small level we can relate to this. Think of a 
Christian father dying and leaving a precious family behind. 
“Don’t think that death is snatching me from you,” he says. 
“I’m going to my Father. He’s calling me. He’ll take care 

of you.” What comfort faith can give! The Christian father 
can say this because Christ enabled him to; here Christ says 
it in a divine way, in a bedrock kind of way, in a worldview 
shaping way, in an absolutely true way. 

But this truth is exactly the opposite of what the disciples 
are feeling! They feel they are about to lose everything that 
they had gained. However, Christ makes clear that they will 
not only not lose anything; rather, they will gain infinitely 
more. Death will not deprive them of their Lord; Christ will 
defeat death in His death in order to induct them into the 
presence of Him who is Life Himself.

BELIEVE ALSO IN ME
Right on the heels of telling them not to be troubled, Jesus 
says, “Ye believe in God, believe also in me” (v. 1). He knows 
they believe God. They trust God. They know Him and 
that His Word is sure and true. Now they should look at 
Christ the same way they look at God, for He is God. 

Christ’s statement would be blasphemous if it were not 
true. He is not making Himself equal with God (John 5:18), 
He is equal with God. The disciples are still very confused 
(to say the least) about the identity of Christ. They believe in 
God, though even this faith needs strengthening for a greater 
focus on Christ. We can do with nothing less than true faith 
in Christ. As the Holy Spirit brings Christ into focus, His 
person, and His equality with the Father and union in the 
Father, we will find our heart no longer troubled. 

Jesus is no less than the Way, the Truth, and the Life  
(v. 6). By our sin, we have lost the way, we followed a lie, and 
we are dying! But here is the One we need. He is everything. 
We should follow Him. We should believe Him. We should 
embrace Him. If we believe Him, we will have everything 
we need. Our heart can be secure in Him no matter what 
our situation is. 

Such confidence in Christ drives us to our knees. Christ 
invites us to pray boldly: “Whatsoever ye shall ask in my 
name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in 
the Son. If ye shall ask any thing in my name, I will do it”  
(v. 14). This does not mean that God is to be approached 
as some Santa Claus figure, who will give us everything on 
our wish list. Rather, this promise is given to someone who 
truly believes on Christ—trusts Him, leans on Him, submits 
to Him, follows Him, obeys Him, and lives for Him. Such 
people are not living for themselves or for their own comfort. 
They are not at ease in this world, happily accumulating 

The Way, the Truth,  
and the Life
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all the world’s luxury. Moreover, we are told to ask “in his 
name” (v. 13), which means, “in a way that matches what He 
has revealed about Himself.” If we ask things that advance 
His cause, His reputation, His glory, He will most certainly 
respond to us. We need to persevere in such prayer, and pray 
wherever God’s people gather for prayer (notice the plural—
“ye” [vv. 13, 14]), and God will most certainly answer our 
request in His time, and in His way. 

HOME!
When we are unsettled, we usually want to retreat to our 
homes. Home is where you are at peace and comfortable. 
Christ was going home to His Father, but what about the 
disciples? 

Christ focuses not only on His homecoming but on the 
home His disciples have through Him. He does this in two 
different ways. First of all, He is going to prepare a future 
home (v. 2). The path to those dwellings is also revealed 
now, for Christ embodies that path. He is the way. You don’t 
need to start making up your own way; He is the way and 
there is no other. In fact, eternal life, which is to know 
God and Jesus Christ whom He has sent (John 17:3), lies 
contained in the knowledge of God even now! 

The second home Jesus refers to is the home that the 
Father and the Son will make for themselves in believers. 
Christ explains it like this: “If a man love me, he will keep 
my words: and my Father will love him, and we will come 
unto him, and make our abode with him” (v. 23). What a 
staggering truth! It’s one thing for us to live in God (see Ps. 
90:1). It’s another to think God would make us His temple 
and choose to abide in sinners! 

COMMUNION 
There is a third way in which the disciples will experience 
the stability of being at home. It will be in the communion 
they experience in the presence of the Spirit, who is called 
the Comforter (v. 26). The Spirit will bring the teachings 
and presence of Christ so close that they will feel as if Christ 
has come to them again (v. 28). He won’t leave them com-
fortless; He will come to them (v. 18) through the Spirit, 
whom the Father would send (v. 16). This will allow the 
disciples to do greater things than even Christ Himself did 
while on the earth. We could hardly believe it, if Christ 
hadn’t said it. But He does: “He that believeth on me, the 
works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than 
these shall he do; because I go unto my Father” (v. 12). 

The events after Pentecost and down through the his-
tory of the church would prove this to be true. What Christ 
did in Galilee, Samaria, and Judea, the disciples would 
do the world over, even to the uttermost part of the earth  
(v. 13) His name is powerful, and they will ask in His name. 

This is the secret to Christian ministry and life. We ask in 
our need from out of His name, power, character, and attri-
butes—and He does what He has promised (v. 14).

Such life presupposes love and doing the will of God  
(v. 15). That is the vehicle whereby the Father, Spirit, and 
Son all come to indwell the people of God. At the end of 
time, the people of God will dwell with Christ; but this 
manifests itself in the present in principle, as Christ has 
promised. 

MY PEACE I GIVE UNTO YOU
All of this teaching works peace (v. 28) when we embrace 
it in faith. Christ doesn’t just mean that believers will have 
a feeling of peace, though this certainly is part of it. They 
will have the shalom, or the wholeness that comes when He 
who is the Prince of peace fulfills His purpose, securing and 
applying peace in our lives. 

Satan wants anything but peace for the children of 
Adam. He has ruined the wholeness we had in Paradise, 
when we lived in communion with God at the beginning. 
And he works very hard to keep it that way! Our world is 
full of chaos, and yet so many are at war with God, when 
knowing Him is the only way to true peace. But out of free 
mercy, Christ has come to take away this trouble and restore 
a full communion with the triune God for all those who 
believe in His name. 

QUESTIONS
1. Verse 1 starts with a promise. In what way(s) can 

believing in God calm a restless heart? 

2. How should we pray, according to verse 13? What 
is the main purpose of our prayer according to this 
verse? 

3. What is the “Spirit of truth”? Does His presence 
make a difference between a believer and an unbe-
liever? If so, can you expand on these differences? 

4. How can God’s people show love to Christ, 
according to verses 21–24? How does this work in 
daily life? 

5. What does verse 30 tell us about the spiritual hier-
archy? What comfort is this today? 

6. Do you ever find yourself longing for heaven? 
How is Christ the only way? 

Dr. Gerald M. Bilkes is Professor of Old and New Testament at Puritan 
Reformed Theological Seminary and an ordained minister in the Free 
Reformed churches of North America.



CHURCH HISTORY | DR . JOEL R . BEEKE

CALVIN’S COMPREHENSIVE PIETY
In Commemoration of the Reformation’s 499th Anniversary

On October 31, 2016, we will commemorate the 499th 
anniversary of the Reformation. Many articles and books, 
conferences, and tour trips to Europe are scheduled to take 
place throughout next year. (I hope to lead one such tour trip 
to Scotland and England in May of 2017 myself.) The year 
will be a wonderful opportunity to speak to the churched 
and unchurched around the world about what God did in 
the great sixteenth-century revival we call the Reformation.

What really is the Reformation all about? A good case 
can be made for asserting that it was primarily about the car-
dinal doctrine of justification by faith alone. Others would 
argue that its primary emphasis was on soteriology (the doc-
trine of salvation) in general. Still others would plant their 
f lag on the critical issue of biblical worship. Or, perhaps 
biblical authority. Or a host of other areas.

One key area of the Reformation that is often forgotten 
is that of the great revival of biblical piety, particularly as it 
manifested itself in the theology and lives of the Reform-
ers and the Puritans. No one set forth what biblical piety 
is so succinctly and frequently as the Reformation’s greatest 
systematician, John Calvin (1509–1564).

John Calvin’s Institutes have earned him the title of “the 
preeminent systematician of the Protestant Reformation.” 
His reputation as an intellectual, however, is often seen 

apart from the vital spiritual and pastoral context in which 
he wrote his theology. For Calvin, theological understand-
ing and practical piety, truth and usefulness, are inseparable. 
Theology first of all deals with knowledge—knowledge 
of God and of ourselves—but there is no true knowledge 
where there is no true piety. 

Pietas (piety) is one of the major themes of Calvin’s theol-
ogy. His theology is, as John T. McNeill says, “his piety 
described at length.” He was determined to confine theol-
ogy within the limits of piety. In his preface addressed to 
King Francis I, Calvin says that the purpose of writing the 
Institutes was “solely to transmit certain rudiments by which 
those who are touched with any zeal for religion might be 
shaped to true godliness [pietas].” 

For Calvin, pietas designates the right attitude of man 
towards God, which includes true knowledge, heartfelt 
worship, saving faith, filial fear, prayerful submission, and 
reverential love. Knowing who and what God is (theology) 
embraces right attitudes toward Him and doing what He 
wants (piety). Calvin writes, “I call ‘piety’ that reverence 
joined with love of God which the knowledge of his benefits 
induces.” This love and reverence for God is a necessary 
concomitant to any knowledge of Him and embraces all of 
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life. Calvin says, “The whole life of Christians ought to be 
a sort of practice of godliness.” 

The goal of piety, as well as the entire Christian life, is 
the glory of God—glory that shines in God’s attributes, in 
the structure of the world, and in the death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. Glorifying God supersedes personal salva-
tion for every truly pious person. The pious man, according 
to Calvin, confesses, “We are God’s: let us therefore live 
for him and die for him. We are God’s: let his wisdom and 
will therefore rule all our actions. We are God’s: let all the 
parts of our life accordingly strive toward him as our only 
lawful goal.” 

But how do we glorify God? As Calvin writes, “God 
has prescribed for us a way in which he will be glorified 
by us, namely, piety, which consists in the obedience of 
his Word. He that exceeds these bounds does not go about 
to honor God, but rather to dishonor him.” Obedience to 
God’s Word means taking refuge in Christ for forgiveness 
of our sins, knowing Him through His Word, serving Him 
with a loving heart, doing good works in gratitude for His 
goodness, and exercising self-denial to the point of loving 
our enemies. This response involves total surrender to God 
Himself, His Word, and His will. Calvin says, “I offer thee 
my heart, Lord, promptly and sincerely.” That is the desire 
of all who are truly pious. 

For Calvin, piety is comprehensive, having theological, 
ecclesiological, and practical dimensions. Theologically, piety 
can only be realized through union and communion with 
Christ and participation in Him, for outside of Christ even 
the most religious person lives for himself. Only in Christ 
can the pious live as willing servants of their Lord, faith-
ful soldiers of their Commander, and obedient children of 
their Father. 

Communion with Christ is always the result of Spirit-
worked faith—a work that is astonishing and experiential 
rather than comprehensible. Faith unites the believer to 
Christ by means of the Word, enabling the believer to receive 
Christ as He is clothed in the gospel and graciously offered 
by the Father. By faith, God also dwells in the believer. 
Consequently, Calvin says, “We ought not to separate Christ 
from ourselves or ourselves from him,” but participate in 
Christ by faith, for this “revives us from death to make us 
a new creature.” 

By faith, believers possess Christ and grow in Him. 
They receive from Christ by faith the “double grace” of 
justification and sanctification, which, together, provide a 
twofold cleansing. Justification offers imputed purity, and 
sanctification, actual purity.

Ecclesiologically, for Calvin piety is nurtured in the church by 
the preached Word, the holy sacraments, and psalm-singing. 
Spiritual growth happens within the church. The church is 
mother, educator, and nourisher of every believer, for the 
Holy Spirit acts in her. Believers cultivate piety by the Spirit 

through the church’s teaching ministry, progressing from 
spiritual infancy to adolescence to full manhood in Christ. 
They do not graduate from the church until they die. This 
lifelong education is offered within an atmosphere of genu-
ine piety in which believers love and care for one another 
under the headship of Christ. It encourages the growth of 
one another’s gifts and love, as it is “constrained to borrow 
from others.” Piety is fostered by the communion of saints. 

The preaching of the Word is our spiritual food and our 
medicine for spiritual health, Calvin says. With the Spirit’s 
blessing, ministers are spiritual physicians who apply the 
Word to our souls as earthly physicians apply medicine to 
our bodies. The preached Word is used as an instrument 
to heal, cleanse, and make fruitful our disease-prone souls. 
The Spirit, or the “internal minister,” promotes piety by 
using the “external minister” to preach the Word. 

Calvin defines the sacraments as testimonies “of divine 
grace toward us, confirmed by an outward sign, with mutual 
attestation of our piety toward him.” The sacraments, being 
the visible word, are “exercises of piety.” The sacraments 
foster our faith, strengthen it, make us grateful to God for 
His abundant grace, and help us offer ourselves as a living 
sacrifice to God.

Calvin viewed the Psalms as the canonical manual of 
piety. Calvin immersed himself in the Psalms for twenty-
five years as a commentator, preacher, biblical scholar, and 
worship leader, as he helped to compile the famous Genevan 
Psalter. In the preface to his five-volume commentary on 
the Psalms, Calvin writes: “There is no other book in which 
we are more perfectly taught the right manner of praising 
God, or in which we are more powerfully stirred up to the 
performance of this exercise of piety.” 

Psalm singing is one of the four principle acts of church 
worship, Calvin believed. It is an extension of prayer. It is 
also the most significant vocal contribution of people in the 
service. With the Spirit’s direction, Psalm singing tunes the 
hearts of believers for glory.

Practically, although Calvin viewed the church as the nurs-
ery of piety, he also emphasized the need for personal piety. 
For Calvin, such piety “is the beginning, middle, and end 
of Christian living.” It involves numerous practical dimen-
sions for daily Christian living, with a particular emphasis 
on heartfelt prayer, repentance, self-denial, cross-bearing, 
and obedience. 

Calvin strove to live the life of pietas himself. Having 
tasted the goodness and grace of God in Jesus Christ, he pur-
sued piety by seeking to know and do God’s will every day. 
His theology and ecclesiology worked itself out in practical, 
heart-felt, Christ-centered piety—piety that ultimately pro-
foundly impacted the church, the community, and the world.

An abbreviated form of this article was printed in a recent issue of Tabletalk. 
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As you can see on the congregational meeting agenda, 
the council (consistory) is presenting five nominations to 
fill the five positions of our outgoing elders. Our serious 
goal has always been to present twice the number of those 
needed. However, we have often been unable to meet this 
goal because of the number of men who decline to let their 
name stand for the election of the congregation. This year, 
five of those whom council nominated for elder were unwill-
ing or thought themselves unable to let their name stand. 
This seems to be an increasingly common scenario unfold-
ing in many Reformed churches at around the time of office 
nominations and congregational voting. 

Why does this happen? There are many answers to this 
question. Some men might decline nomination and the 
office because of legitimate and weighty concerns though 
being qualified by faith and character. Some already serve 
on denominational or local congregational committees, 
which, in addition to their commitments to marriage and 
family, consume their time. Another reason may simply be 
to evade the difficult work of leading the f lock of God in the 
local church. Another might be a ref lection of our society’s 
emphasis on ease and comfort. Another answer might be 
self-deprecating arguing that God has not given the gifts 
for office-bearing. 

Highlighting this problem does not take away from the 
fact that the Lord continues to supply faithful men to serve 
as elders and deacons. We should all be truly thankful for 
faithful office-bearers, past and present, who are willing 
to serve Christ’s church. We trust that the Lord will con-
tinue to supply such men. At the same time, there is real 
concern that this recurring difficulty in nominating a good 
number of men may ref lect a misunderstanding among us 
as churches and members. Does it possibly say something 
about the spiritual condition of our congregations? It is right 

that we should humbly seek the Lord’s mercy and guidance 
with these concerns.

So where lies the difficulty? There are at least three 
important aspects about nomination to office that deserve 
our attention. For many of us, these things may be basic. 
Others may not have heard them emphasized or seriously 
considered them before now. In any case, the application of 
these three things lies at the heart of a biblical and Reformed 
understanding and response to nomination to office.

The f irst is a high view of the offices of elder and dea-
con. These offices have been appointed by Christ for the 
care and government of His church; they are essential 
to her identity and well-being. Elders and deacons serve 
vital roles and are encouraged with special promises of 
the Lord’s grace and gracious rewards (for example, see  
1 Timothy 3:1, 13; 1 Peter 5:4). Without minimizing the 
importance of every kind of service in the church, the offices 
are of special significance. To be nominated to serve as an 
elder or deacon is different from being asked to serve on a 
committee or some other position in the church. The offices 
take precedence over other positions of service. 

One cannot be coerced to serve in office against his will, 
but a high view of office should make clear that such service 
to Christ in His church in this way is a special privilege and 
honor to godly men.

The second thing of great practical importance is the con-
viction that the Holy Spirit makes His will known through the 
process of nomination and election to office. The Holy Spirit is 
the one who makes men elders and deacons (Acts 20:28). 
The critical thing here is to see that the Holy Spirit works 
through the choice of the council and then the congrega-
tion in calling men to serve. When men are notified of their 
nomination to office, they should see it first of all as an 

ELDERS AND DEACONS |  REV . WILLIAM POLS

The Call to Serve

“This is a true saying, If a man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good work” (1 Tim. 3:1).

“Wherefore, brethren, look ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost  
and wisdom, whom we may appoint over this business” (Acts 6:3).

“Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the f lock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you  
overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood” (Acts 20:28).
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indication of the Holy Spirit’s work in the church, directing 
a process. In other words, the proper response is not first to 
examine their situation and feelings, or even pray about it 
in order to decide whether or not to let their name stand. 
Their first assumption should be that God is making His 
will known to them through the decision of others. 

Without this understanding, sincere and godly men are 
in danger of making the mistake of first considering their 
own wills. Their reasoning may be devout, sincere, and 
well-intentioned, but they are starting at the wrong place. 
A decision has already been made by office-bearers about 
their nomination, but they fail to think of it in terms of the 
Holy Spirit’s way of indicating His will. If they are then 
unwilling to accept their nomination, their personal deci-
sion overrides that of council and precludes the possibility 
of the Holy Spirit indicating His will through the election 
of the congregation.

There may be legitimate, weighty reasons that lead men 
to conclude that they cannot accept a nomination. A particu-
lar consistory may be unaware or mistaken about issues in 
their lives or their present circumstances. But the trend today 
is to put too much importance on personal feelings and self-
evaluations at the expense of nomination itself holding its 
due weight as the primary indicator of the Holy Spirit’s will. 

A third, and closely related point, is faith in God’s provi-
sion. Serving in office is demanding. It takes away from 

family time and other important and valuable activities. 
There is a cost to wives and children, and sometimes 
to one’s job. It involves mental and emotional strain  
and great spiritual challenges. But Christian living and 
service always requires self-denial and hardship, small or 
large. It comes with suffering. But we need to remem-
ber that when God calls, He also equips. This should 
be our motto for serving in our churches. Men serving 
in office often discover that God’s grace and strength are 
sufficient for them to serve well. They are often blessed  
with spiritual growth and learning that only comes through 
serving. 

The men called to serve can confidently trust in God to 
enable them to meet challenges and difficulties that seem 
impossible. They are indeed impossible without the gracious 
provision of the Holy Spirit. We constantly seek such grace 
and trust Him for it. For those who are married, their wives 
also must trust in God to bless them and their family as they 
share in the highs and lows of the work.

These considerations regarding nomination to office are 
not radical or new. They once had a more powerful inf luence 
on the thinking of Reformed Christians than they do today. 
We would do well to recover the consistent application of 
these three points to our thinking and practice.

This article is adapted by permission from a letter that Rev. William Pols wrote 
to his own congregation. Rev. Pols serves as pastor at Orthodox Reformed 
Church, a United Reformed church, in Edmonton, Alberta.



The Heritage Reformed Denomination, during its 2015 
Synodical deliberations, determined that formal office 
bearer training should be developed. Does Scripture war-
rant such training? Training is mentioned infrequently 
in Scripture and, even then, not explicitly. Consider, for 
example, 2 Timothy 2:2: “And the things that thou hast 
heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit 
thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others 
also.” Though explicit references to it are scarce in God’s 
Word, it certainly is exemplified, both in the Old and 
New Testaments. We might not, at first, recognize the 
training as such, but this would not be because of its 
absence but rather because of the manner in which it was 
typically carried out. 

When we think of formal training, we tend to envision 
classrooms, students, instructors, etc. But the common 
method of training in Scripture is more akin to what we 
call discipling or mentoring, where the student shadows 
the instructor, watching, listening, and learning from his 
example as much as from his instruction. 

Consider Elijah and Elisha, Jesus and His apostles, and 
Paul and Timothy. They walked together, ate together, 
and labored together day and night, day after day. As 
seemingly impractical and personally challenging as this 
might seem today, it is prevalent in the pages of Scripture.

The scriptural precedent notwithstanding, a cur-
sory study f inds that no confessionally Reformed or 
Presbyterian denomination appears to have adopted a 
denominationally developed office-bearer training pro-
gram, though several privately developed attempts have 
been approved for use by local consistories or sessions, 
classes, or presbyteries. But the mentoring aspect of 

training previously mentioned would appear more chal-
lenging to adopt, especially considering the bi-vocational 
nature of most elders’ and deacons’ callings today. 

With all this in mind, it appears a two-phased approach 
to office-bearer training, approximating as much as pos-
sible the biblical method, is perhaps the best way to begin.

The first phase would be explicit instruction. It would 
seek to answer questions such as, How was the concept of 
the office introduced, developed, and perpetuated by God 
in Scripture? What does it mean to bear office? What are 
an office-bearer’s responsibilities? How does one balance 
office-bearing duties with family responsibilities? What 
can we learn from church history regarding office and 
office-bearing? How should office-bearers deal with the 
many challenges of an increasingly secularized culture and 
its inf luence on church members?

Whatever instruction is developed should be designed 
to be accessible to the target audience. Because most office-
bearers in North America tend to live a distance apart from 
one another and have full-time callings, the format of 
instruction might include MP3, DVD, podcast, and simi-
lar formats to maximize accessibility. An initial attempt 
at this kind of instruction has been undertaken over the 
years through office-bearer conferences, where the pre-
sentations were recorded for future use. These recordings 
are often recommended or required for newly ordained 
church officers. 

The second phase, the mentoring aspect of train-
ing, will be more challenging to implement but could 
be attempted through an apprenticeship approach. This 
might involve newly ordained elders and deacons being 
paired with more experienced ones to learn from their 
wisdom and life experience. 

The synodical decision recognizes that a more thor-
ough, purposeful, and systematic approach to office-bearer 
training needs to be developed. Synod therefore asked me 
to begin this work, as able, as part of the requirements of 
the doctoral degree I am pursuing. Your prayers for the 
development and implementation of this would be greatly 
appreciated. Pray that this task would not only be com-
pleted but would honor the Lord and offer much-needed 
help to the church of Christ today.

Rev. David Lipsy is a pastor at the Heritage Reformed Congregation in 
Burgessville, Ontario.  
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The frequency of an elder’s ordinary visitation must depend 
on the nature of the district, the time at his disposal, and 
the mode of his visitation. Every elder should have a plan, 
and keep to it. The day and hour selected should, of course, 
be convenient for the people, when domestic arrangements 
will not be disturbed and the household are likely to be all 
at home. 

An elder should visit all the people, rich as well as poor. 
While endeavoring to keep to a plan of full and regular visita-
tion an elder must not think that a short visit occasionally is 
of no use. This would be a great mistake. If we are intimate 
with our people we can often do much good by dropping in, 
even though we scarcely sit down in the house. Let us never 
seem when visiting as if we grudged every moment, as if we 
were fidgeting to get away—a habit both rude and injurious. 
When we come into a house we should seek to bring some 
of heaven’s own sunshine into it. The children must not run 
away and hide themselves, but be the first to welcome us; 
for, like their fathers and mothers, they should all be our 
personal friends.

Our conversation when visiting should be suitable to our 
office and our object. It should be profitable, yet pleasant, 
lively and interesting—grace seasoned with salt. We should 
avoid stiffness and formality, still more moroseness and for-
mality, for we must get at our people’s hearts if we are to do 
them any good.

Cheerfulness becometh saints, and we would be more 
cheerful if we walked all the day in the light of God’s coun-
tenance. We would thus present, especially to young people, 
truth with a winsome face. Did you ever observe the power 
of a pleasant, genial, or even humorous, remark in opening 
the fissures of the human heart so as to let you drop in some 
seed of divine truth? Avoiding foolish talking and jesting, 
which are never convenient, a vein of humor is a great gift 
for Christ if balanced with discretion and humility.

The matter of conversation is fully as important as the 
manner of it. While we may talk about congregational mat-
ters, let us beware of congregational gossip. We should avoid, 
if possible, all talk about persons, especially neighbors, unless 
we can speak well of them and to edification. Let the elder 
prevent all this by reference to the last Sabbath sermons, the 
work of the congregation, or some news in the last religious 
periodical. Even in the events of the day and their lessons we 
may find ample scope for most profitable conversation. Let 
us throw out hints that may be useful, such as the importance 
of reading regularly through the sixty-six books of the Bible.

The elder should deal personally with each member of a 
family. This must be done privately, yet even when the chil-
dren are present there will be many opportunities for earnest 

religious conversation. Young anxious inquirers may be there, 
secretly wishing you to speak of what is near their hearts, 
though, with the reticence of many people on these subjects, 
they may never have opened their minds even to their father 
or mother.

Our visits should be sanctified by the Word of God and 
prayer. We may read a passage, and if we can add a few 
remarks on it, so much the better, but they should be practi-
cal, interesting, and brief. It may be enough at times merely 
to quote a text. In prayer we should avoid a long preface, 
or other formalities. The circumstances of the family and 
each member of it, present or absent, should be specially 
remembered.

For several years I have adopted a plan in which I have had 
much comfort and satisfaction. The plan I refer to is, spend-
ing an hour every Sabbath evening with one family in my 
district. Having ascertained at church that it will be conve-
nient for the family to receive me that evening, after my own 
family exercise I go to the house at eight o’clock. If there are 
children there, the first thing I do is to catechize them a little, 
which they and the parents seem to enter into very heartily. I 
find thus an opportunity of giving hints to the parents as to 
the matter and manner of family religious instruction. This 
being over, I have a short exercise for all, like family wor-
ship, praise, reading a short passage of Scripture, with a few 
remarks for old and young, and prayer, especially remember-
ing any of the family who have left home. The children then 
leaving us, there is a little time for conversation with the 
father and mother.

Never have I come home from one of these Sabbath-
evening visits without feeling thankful that I had been led 
to begin this plan, and that it was lawful thus to do good on 
the Sabbath day. It is the best time for the elder, for the rest 
and privileges of the Sabbath have put his heart in tune for 
such employment. And it is best for the family; they are all 
at home, disengaged, expecting us and not likely to be dis-
turbed. How good and pleasant it is thus to go to a family on 
a Sabbath evening, the family Bible on the table ready for us, 
the whole reminding us of that family religion which once 
made Scotland great and good, and which, if continued and 
renewed, would make her still a joy and blessing to the whole 
earth! The family—how much of a nation’s happiness and 
prosperity depends on that institution as a nursery, a school, 
a society, a sanctuary, a little church, an emblem of the great 
family—“the whole family,” part of which is in heaven, and 
part still on earth.

This article is adapted from David Dickson, The Elder and his Work, pub- 
lished in 1900. David Dickson (1821–1885) was an elder in the Free Church 
of Scotland.

Perspectives from the Past:  
Dickson on Elder Visitation



When the Roman eagle cast its shadow over the nations of 
the ancient world, her military tactics were what enabled 
the legions to march largely unimpeded to victory. As 
opposing armies neared each other there would be the 
inevitable crash of the two armed groups. Here the Roman 
soldiers’ long practiced discipline of fighting as a cohesive 
unit, rather than as individuals, contributed significantly 
to their victory. 

While their enemies often would storm against the 
Roman line, the legionnaires would “lock shields,” forming 
a seemingly impenetrable wall of steel. The frenzied enemy 
would attempt to penetrate that formation by getting a 
legionnaire out of position, either by pulling him from the 
front rank, isolating him from his cohort where he could 
be overwhelmed and thus opening a breach in the line, or 
by taunting him, inciting him to rush forward in anger or 
bravado and thereby compromise the integrity of the unit. 

It is not hard to imagine then how crucial it was for 
these legionnaires to do whatever was necessary to main-
tain their integrity as a fighting unit. Some have depicted 
legionnaires even gripping the leather harness of the sol-
dier immediately in front of them to prevent that soldier 
from being yanked out of the line or foolhardily rushing 
forward to face the enemy alone. No doubt such means, 

accompanied by communication and encouragement, were 
keys to military success.

This imagery presents us with an excellent example 
of how the militant church of God is to operate. As a 
spiritual cohort, Christians are to be clad in the armor 
of God (Ephesians 6). As a congregation, we are not to 
operate independently but to lock our shields of faith 
together forming a defensive wall representing “the unity 
of faith” (Eph. 4:13a). While this “shield wall” of faith 
collectively confronts the enemy, extinguishing the fiery 
darts of unbelief, the congregation should deploy across 
the entire body the “two are better than one” principle of 
Ecclesiastes 4:10, 12. Like Roman legionnaires, we need 
to keep a firm hold of one another, encouraging each other 
to “hold fast the profession of our faith without wavering; 
(for He is faithful that promised;) and let us consider one 
another to provoke unto love and to good works…exhort-
ing one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day 
approaching” (Heb. 10:23–25).

Where does this encouragement and collective coop-
eration f ind its source? From the Son of God, who 
establishes His Christian cohort as He “gathers, defends, 
and preserves to Himself, by His Spirit and Word…a 
church chosen to everlasting life, agreeing in true faith.”1 
One specific way Christ daily defends His church is by 
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providing a plurality of active office bearers in an effort to 
ensure that “all tyranny and lording may be kept out of the 
church of God, which may sooner creep in, when the gov-
ernment is placed in the hands of one alone, or of a very 
few.”2 Not only does Christ grant this safeguard against 
possible oppression within the church, but He simultane-
ously intends it to be an active, supportive network, since it 
is “also the duty of elders…in all occurrences, which relate 
to the welfare and good order of the church, to be assis-
tant with their good counsel and advice, to the ministers 
of the Word, yea, also to serve all Christians with advice 
and consolation.”3 This is what Solomon means when 
he says: “In the multitude of counsellors there is safety” 
(Prov. 11:14b).  Elders are to actively assist ministers and 
all Christians with biblical counsel. Further,  all Chris-
tians, the entire armed multitude, the complete Christian 
cohort, is to be part of this active, supportive network, 
since all of God’s true children are called to “let the word 
of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and 
admonishing one another…with grace in your hearts to 
the Lord” (Col. 3:16).

In a broad sense, every member of Christ is to exhort, 
encourage, and counsel one another in love within the 
multitude, constructively promoting growth among the 
entire body. There should not be a handful of counselors 
in the multitude, but the church should be a multitude of 
counselors. The church should be comprised of a network 
of individuals surrounding one another, each having one 
another’s best interest in mind. Each member is called to 
be a counselor to the others, so that in the multitude of 
counselors there would be safety. (Of course, for this to 
be truly the case, hearts need to be changed through the 
power of God. The church remains a mixed multitude, 
constantly reliant on God for grace to form the congrega-
tion from “what is” to “what should be.”)

How is this counsel to function in the multitude of 
Christ? God addresses the congregation collectively as one 
f lock, one fellowship, one family, “every one, who believes, 
being members of Christ, are in common, partakers of 
Him, and of all His riches and gifts [and] every one must 
know it to be his duty, readily and cheerfully to employ his 
gifts, for the advantage and salvation of other members.”4 
These God-given gifts are to be deployed for the edifying 
of all believers. “As every man hath received the gift, even 
so minister the same one to another, as good stewards of 
the manifold grace of God” (1 Peter 4:10).

So the multitude of counselors provides safety for each 
and every member of the congregation—for the ministers, 
the office-bearers, the laymen, the babes in grace, the 
young men and young women in grace, and the fathers 
and mothers in grace (1 John 2:12–14). If you’ve ever 
observed a herd of wild animals, you’ve witnessed how it 

is all but impossible to surprise them. Invariably, the herd 
has scores of eyes keeping watch for danger, warning the 
entire body if anything seems amiss. So the church should 
“exhort one another daily, while it is called To day; lest 
any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin” 
(Heb. 3:13). Every member is to be so protected.

In what spirit should such mutual counseling be used? 
Such counsel should be Word-based, not drawn from the 
mere opinions of men. True counsel requires the spirit of 
humility and love and much prayer. As Christ, our Lord 
and Master, indwelt the dust of the earth and took the 
lowest place, so we are to self lessly serve others with the 
gifts we have been given by God.  Do all with the humil-
ity of a servant, in the Spirit of Christ, for even He came 
not to be served, but to serve, and that unto death (Matt. 
20:28). “Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; 
but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than 
themselves” (Phil 2:3). Paul Tripp explains succinctly why 
we are to have this approach when he reminds us, “You are 
most loving, patient, kind and gracious when you are aware 
that there is no truth that you could give to another that 
you don’t desperately need yourself. You are most humble 
and gentle when you think that the person you are minis-
tering to is more like you than unlike you. When you have 
inserted yourself into another [that is, into a different, 
separate] category that tends to make you think you have 
arrived, it is very easy to be judgmental and impatient [and 
as a result, a lousy counselor].”5  

Perhaps this is why so much counseling seems to come 
to naught. The spirit in which it is given or received chokes 
it out before fruit can be seen. Counsel certainly cannot 
prosper in an environment in which anyone thinks he 
has already arrived at perfection or attained some higher 
level of Christian maturity. Such cement will never allow 
anything to grow. Again, quoting Tripp:

Arrival tends to produce self-sufficiency. If you think 
you’re wise, you don’t seek out the wisdom of others. 
If you think you’re mature, you don’t hunger for the 
protection of others. If you see yourself as a person 
of mature faith, you don’t seek the courage-giving 
encouragement of others. If you don’t see your sin, 
you won’t see the value of confessing it to those who 
can counsel and warn you. If you think you’re up 
to whatever temptation will be thrown at you, you 
don’t ask for other eyes to watch out for you and 
other hearts to pray on your behalf. Arrival, whether 
conscious or not, will always begin to cut you off 
from the essential protecting and sanctifying minis-
try of the body of Christ…. When you think you’ve 
arrived, you are quite confident in  and proud of your 
opinions. You trust your opinions…. You will fail to 
see that in a multitude of counselors there is wisdom. 
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You will fail to see the essentiality of the ministry of 
Christ in your life. You will fail to recognize your 
own bias and spiritual blindness.6 

In short, you will become “blind leaders of the blind” 
(Matt 15:14). So we are to counsel, “not as though I had 
already attained, either were already perfect: but I follow 
after, if that I may apprehend that for which also I am 
apprehended of Christ Jesus. Brethren, I count not myself 
to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting 
those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto 
those things which are before, I press toward the mark 
for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus” 
(Phil. 3:12–14).

When we demonstrate genuine concern for the spiri-
tual and physical welfare of others, we remove all barriers 
to fellowship and mutual counseling. “There is no fear in 
love; but perfect love casteth out fear: because fear hath 
torment. He that feareth is not made perfect in love”  
(1 John 4:18). Perfect love abides no fear on the part of 
either party. In a healthy congregation, the counseled need 
not fear a judgmental, pharisaical spirit and the counselor 
need not fear rejection or retribution. Safety from judgment 
produces freedom to grow and f lourish without negative 
results. There should be a trust within a congregation that 
allows for humble confession of sin, for mutual account-
ability, for spiritual encouragement, for vulnerability that 
does not fear. Each member must heed James: “Wherefore, 
my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow 
to speak, slow to wrath: for the wrath of man worketh not 
the righteousness of God” (James 1:19–20). 

Such counsel should permeate the congregation. It 
should reach from pastor to parishioner and back again. 
Too often, pastors are placed in a category by themselves, 
almost isolated from the congregation. Some treat them 
as super-Christians who are above temptation and beyond 
human concerns. In reality, pastors are as fully human 
as any of us, sinners subject to the tyranny of time. As 
a congregation we do well to remember that our pas-
tors need our support and encouragement, particularly 
through prayer but also in actual demonstration. We need 
to listen to the command: “And we beseech you, breth-
ren, to know them which labour among you, and are over 
you in the Lord, and admonish you; and to esteem them 
very highly in love for their work’s sake. And be at peace 
among yourselves” (1 Thess. 5:12–13). It is particularly 
important that we seek their welfare, because as goes 
the physical and spiritual health of the pastor, so goes 
the physical and spiritual health of the congregation. We 
should marvel that even the mighty apostle Paul pleaded, 
“Finally, brethren, pray for us…” (2 Thess. 3:1).

In the event that things go poorly in a counseling situ-
ation, Christians are to ref lect the resiliency of love (read 
1 Cor. 13: 4–8a and see how incredibly resilient real love 
is). Just as in David and Jonathan’s friendship, when hearts 
are knit together in love, we are to be willing to demur an 
earthly crown and place it on our brother’s head.

Note also that in the multitude of counselors, safety is 
provided for a purpose. The safety found in the multitude 
of counselors is not provided for the ease of the whole. It 
is not meant to reduce vigilance, to dial down concern, 
or engender a relaxation of spiritual concern. Instead, it 
implies an added measure of safety, an environment of 
mutual support for collective and supportive service in 
which each member can engage his or her God-granted 
gifts and talents for the welfare, and even the salvation, of 
others. From each according to gifts and grace received, 
to each according to his daily care and need.7 

This is how the multitude of counselors should operate 
among Christians. There should be mutual support of one 
another with no one ever experiencing isolation. Shouts of 
encouragement and support, admonition and exhortation, 
are to be freely shared in the thick of daily battle. Each 
soldier of Christ should keep firm hold on his neighbor in 
mutual support. We should be bolstering the line where it 
is weakened. Members who are weary should feel the reas-
suring hand of support at one’s back. I am your brother not 
because you are f lesh and blood like me, but because you 
wear the same livery, the same belt of truth, and because 
you too have been purchased with the blood of Christ. We 
should anticipate another’s need and be there before they 
are overcome. We should bear one another’s burdens and 
so fulfill the law of Christ, which is love. “A new com-
mandment I give unto you, That ye love one another; as I 
have loved you, that ye also love one another” (John 13:34).

None of us has any wisdom or the ability to counsel 
naturally. The soliloquy we must hold is: My “heart is 
deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can 
know it?” (Jer. 17:9). And the answer should be, “No one, 
but God.” We need the true counsel and wisdom that is 
only poured out through a vertical relationship with Christ, 
so that it can f low down upon members and out horizon-
tally among the entire congregation. This is where the true 
source of safety in the multitude of counselors is found.
      

1. Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 54.
2. Psalter, Edition 1912: Form of Ordination of Elders and Deacons.
3. Psalter, Edition 1912: Form of Ordination of Elders and Deacons.
4. Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 55.
5. Paul David Tripp, Dangerous Calling (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway), 23.
6. Tripp, Dangerous Calling, 159, 176.
7. Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 55.

Kevin Ash is a chemist and works at Gentex Corporation in Zeeland, 
Michigan. He and his family attend the Grand Rapids HRC where he also 
serves as an elder.
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He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and 
acquainted with grief (Isa. 53:3a). 

And he taketh with him Peter and James and John, and began 
to be sore amazed, and to be very heavy;   and saith unto them, 
My soul is exceeding sorrowful unto death: tarry ye here, and 
watch (Mark 14:33–34).

Jesus went to the garden to pray and to suffer. As the 
prophecy foretold, He would know suffering intimately. 
He would be a “Man of sorrows” and “acquainted with 
grief.” And that is what happened. The Messiah would 
be tormented in the body and the mind!

Jesus’s mental suffering was mysterious. While 
fully man, He was fully God, but God cannot suffer. 
And yet the one who suffered there in the garden was 
God! It was very real. His real human mind experi-
enced real human agony. He was terrified by a sight of 
the cross. Major blows send you reeling. You are dizzy, 
you are faint-hearted—you are losing your presence of 
mind. That was Jesus in the garden. 

Jesus’s mental suffering was private but He wanted 
company. He appealed to His three closest disciples to 
remain near, to watch and pray. He needed support, but 
they fell asleep! And He knew that soon He would have 
no human support at all. In the great plan of salvation, 
He could have no helper. He must do it alone.

His mental suffering was intense. Again and again, 
He begged. One witness tells us that He prayed so 

fervently that He began to sweat “as it were great drops 
of blood.” This intense suffering was unique because it 
was flawless. Our mental turmoil is often the result of 
sin or foolish patterns of thinking and living. Not so 
with Jesus. He was “holy, harmless, undefiled, and sep-
arate from sinners.” His was unmixed with unmanly 
cowardice or selfish fixations; His pain was not trig-
gered by exaggerated or misplaced fears. He had perfect 
trust in God, His precious Father. Real and agonizing, 
but wonderful suffering it was indeed! His turmoil was 
that of a spotless lamb.

This leads us to observe that, above all, Jesus’s suf-
fering of the mind was redemptive. The perfect sufferer 
was the spotless Lamb so that “his soul” might be a fit 
“offering for sin” (Isa. 53:10). He came to save our poor 
souls from sorrow and its source—our sin. 

This Supreme Sufferer is the one we are privileged 
to proclaim as preachers and students called to the min-
istry. What an honor! He is the antidote for a crying 
world of miserable sinners. We need to return to Geth-
semane ourselves as well. When we maintain a constant 
sight on our suffering Savior, we will personally be 
changed from glory to glory—and it will show in our 
ministries. It will suffuse our preaching and pastoring 
with Jesus’s own tenderness for the troubled. That is 
the only way we can be qualified “to speak a word in 
season to him that is weary.”

—REV. MICHAEL IVES
Presbyterian Reformed Church of Rhode Island.
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publications. In all of his work, Dr. Myers’s desire is to see biblical doctrine shape the lives and the witness of God’s people 
around the world. Dr. Myers and his wife, Lisa, have four children.

With great joy we introduce to you our three new teachers for our new non-matriculating PhD program in Historical Studies which began 
in August, and our new video producer and editor who is helping us to communicate the vision and mission of the seminary:



DR. MICHAEL BARRETT | Itinerary
October 9: Fenwick, Ontario: Fenwick Free Reformed Church
October 15: Burgessville, Ontario: HRC Office-bearers’ Conf.
October 21–23: Signal Mountain, Tennessee: Reformation Heri-

tage Conference
November 13: Canton, Michigan: Mt. Calvary Baptist Church

Projects
God’s Radical and Comprehensive Call to Holiness in collaboration 

with Dr. Beeke
Major assessment report to ATS

DR. JOEL BEEKE | Itinerary
September 23–24: Jacksonville, Florida: Ortega Presbyterian 

Church (conference)
September 25: Hull, Iowa: installation of Rev. Bartel Elshout
September 29–October 3: For His Word Conference in southern 

Mexico
October 10–17: Goyania, center-west Brazil: conference for Dr. 

Augustus Nicodemus Lopes 
October 21–23: Signal Mountain, Tennessee: conference for 

Wayside Presbyterian Church
October 27–29: Asheville, North Carolina: National Conference 

on the Fear of God for NCFIC
November 4–6: Rockford, Illinois: conference for Grace 

Reformed Baptist Church
November 11–12: Quakertown, Pennsylvania: Regional Confer-

ence of PCRT
November 15–17: San Antonio, Texas: Evangelical Theological 

Society conference
November 17–21: Pensacola, Florida: conference for Mount Zion 

Bible Church (Rev. Jeff Pollard)

Recent Publications: 
Weersta de Boze! Zijn zwakheid, zijn strategie en zijn nederlaag (Dutch 

translation of Fighting Satan). Heerenveen: Groen.
Church History 101: The Highlights of Twenty Centuries (with Sinclair 

Ferguson and Michael Haykin). Grand Rapids: RHB.
“The Lasting Power of Reformed Experiential Preaching.” Preach-

ing and Preachers (June 2016).
The Beauty and Glory of God’s Word, ed. Grand Rapids: RHB.
“The Loss of Assurance.” Tabletalk (July 2016).
Pulpit Aflame: Essays in Honor of Steven J. Lawson, ed. with Dustin 

W. Benge. Grand Rapids: RHB.

DR. JERRY BILKES | Itinerary
October 13–14: Ingersoll, Ontario: FRC Ministers’ Retreat
October 19–20: Brantford, Ontario: FRC Committee Meetings

DR. STEPHEN MEYER | Itinerary
November 11–13: Princeton Seminary: “Scottish Philosophy and 

Reformed Theology” conference

Projects:
“The Theology of the Marrow Controversy—Boston, Hadow 

and the Erskines.” In History of Scottish Theology. Vol. 2. Ed. 
Mark Elliott and David Fergusson. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2019.

DR. DAVID MURRAY | Itinerary
September 23–25: New Jersey: Men’s Conference (Trinity 

Baptist)
November 11–13: Ontario: Niagara Bible Conference 

Projects
PhD on Matthew Henry with Free University of Amsterdam
Three books with Crossway

DR. ADRIAAN NEELE | Itinerary
September 23–26: The Netherlands: VU University, Seminary 

Hersteld Hervormde Kerk; University of Groningen
October 4–5: New Haven, CT: Yale University, Advisory Board 

Meeting Digital Archive Religious Text

Book projects
Before Edwards: Sources of New England Theology (Oxford Univ. 

Press, forthcoming)
A Jonathan Edwards Encyclopedia (Yale University / Wm. Eerd-

mans, forthcoming), co-editor
Jonathan Edwards and Spirituality, Western Spirituality Series  

(Paulist Press, forthcoming), co-editor

DR. WILLIAM VANDOODEWAARD | Itinerary
September 22–23: Sydney, Nova Scotia: Canadian Presbytery 

(ARP) Meetings
October 13: Belfast: Guest Lecture, School of History and 

Anthropology, Queen’s University

Writing projects:
1 & 2 Peter, Evangelical Press

DARRYL BRADFORD, JR. grew up in Detroit and its nearby suburbs as a 
professing Christian with a loving family. Despite being exposed to the gos-
pel, only after graduating from college did he recognize his need for a Savior 
and place his faith in Jesus Christ. Darryl is a graduate from Michigan State 
University (B.A) in Telecommunications, Information Studies and Media 
with a concentration in Audio/Video Production. His hard work in develop-
ing his craft and desire for storytelling has resulted in receiving three Emmy 
Awards for his documentary film work. His passion for God’s Word, people, 
and visual arts has now led him to join the PRTS staff as Video Producer/
Editor and possibly to pursue future theological studies at the seminary. His 

wife of eight years and their three young children are members of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, and they look forward 
to this new adventure and the Lord’s leading in Grand Rapids.
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My husband is an elder. I must admit, there have been 
times that I wished he wasn’t. Our family, busy with the 
routine of everyday life, has been affected by interruptions, 
evenings of my husband’s absence, phone calls, and visits. 
Have I painted a negative picture? For me, these things were 
perhaps negative in the beginning, but I have been given, by 
God’s grace, to be content with it, to even feel blessed and 
privileged to be part of this service to God. 

Being an office-bearer can be a heavy load to bear. There 
are many meetings—sometimes late into the night—as well 
as family visitations, visiting the lonely and sick, sharing 
with those who are suffering and going through trials, and 
seeking to build up the next generation of leaders in the 
church by teaching catechism and mentoring young adults. 
This is all in addition to his own busy calling in life, hav-
ing to provide and care for his family. But when he, with 
his wife, is able by God’s grace to look at everything from 
God’s eternal perspective, what a blessed calling and hon-
orable work for the Lord they have! Then with joy and 
thankfulness they can use their God-given gifts to bring 
glory and honor to Him and use them for the furthering of 
His Kingdom.

In Haggai 2, the Lord encourages Zurubbabel and the 
people of Israel to be strong and promises, “I am with you.” 
This is a blessed promise for our church leaders as well, if 
they remain faithful to the Lord Jesus Christ. And these are 
promises extended to office-bearers’ wives, too. We have a 
great responsibility to help and pray for our husbands. God 
did not create man to be alone; he needs help and support. 
Our husbands cannot effectively do their work if we our-
selves are one of their greatest obstacles. 

When my husband was first called to serve twelve years 
ago, our five children were very young. Sometimes it has 
been challenging for me to take care of our children in his 
absence. Sometimes I feel burdened when I see stress and 
care weighing heavy on him. There are times when we need 
to change our plans for the evening because of a phone call 
or visit. However, I have always prayed, from the beginning, 
that I would never be a hindrance to him as he serves the 
Lord and His church. 

There are choices we can make. I can choose to begrudge 
his work, to bitterly wish he could stay home from a meet-
ing. I can choose to feel sorry for myself when I have to 
celebrate my birthday alone because of a family visitation. I 
can choose to be angry at the person who called him dur-
ing our supper hour, seeking for his advice and support. Or, 

with God’s unfailing help, I can choose to look at it from 
the eternal perspective and feel privileged to be part of this 
God-given service. I can choose to never complain to him 
about being away too much. I can choose to encourage my 
husband with the gifts he has to be able to help others. I 
can choose to praise God for giving us this beautiful way to 
serve Him by serving others! Above all, I can pray for my 
husband. Let us strive, as best we can, to help our husbands 
develop into the kind of men God wants for His church.

The Bible does not make a direct comment on any spe-
cial role for office-bearers’ wives, with the possible exception 
of 1 Timothy 3:11, “Even so must their wives be grave, not 
slanderers, sober, faithful in all things.” Even though that 
pertains to every Christian wife, our husbands have a high 
calling in the church and we need to especially be aware of 
our walk and talk. Do we ref lect Christ in our everyday liv-
ing? Are we godly examples of simplicity, modesty, and love 
to those around us? Do we live with eternity in view, setting 
our affection on things above, not on things on the earth? 

We may feel unqualified for this important role as a 
wife of an office-bearer. There may be times when we feel 
overwhelmed and discouraged that we are not the kind of 
wife and Christian God wants us to be. All of us need the 
cleansing blood of Christ. “But if we walk in the light, as 
he is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and 
the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin”  
(1 John 1:7). Let God encourage us and our husbands with 
this promise in Proverbs 3:5–6: “Trust in the Lord with all 
thine heart and lean not unto thine own understanding. In 
all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths.” 

Jeannette Byl is a wife, mother, and homemaker and is a member of the  
Burgessville Heritage Reformed Congregation. Her husband, Chris, serves  
as an elder.

Counsel for  
Office-Bearers’ Wives
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There is a refreshing theme of generational training and 
leadership that runs throughout Scripture that ought to 
encourage the younger generation within the church in terms 
of leadership. Let me highlight three of those instances. 

In Joshua 1, there is a clear generational shift in lead-
ership that takes place between Moses and Joshua. From 
Exodus to Deuteronomy, it was clear that Joshua served a 
sort of leadership apprenticeship at the side of Moses. He 
was with Moses on Mt. Sinai (Exod. 24:13) and again in 
the tent of meeting (Exod. 33:11). In Deuteronomy 34:9, 
we read these words, “And Joshua the son of Nun was full 
of the spirit of wisdom; for Moses had laid his hands upon 
him: and the children of Israel hearkened unto him, and did 
as the LORD commanded Moses.” Furthermore, as Joshua 
assumes the mantle of leadership over Israel after Moses 
dies, the LORD gives him these powerful words: “Have not 
I commanded thee? Be strong and of a good courage; be not 
afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the LORD thy God is 
with thee whithersoever thou goest” (Josh. 1:9). 

Another example of generational training and leadership 
is that of David and Solomon. In 1 Chronicles 28, David 
charges Solomon with building the temple. Solomon was 
going to do what David yearned to do but could not because 
of the blood on his hands. David’s hopes and desires would 
be fulfilled by Solomon. He charges his son in 1 Chronicles 
28:20–21, “Be strong and of good courage, and do it, fear 
not, nor be dismayed, for the LORD God, even my God, will 
be with thee; he will not fail thee, nor forsake thee, until 
thou hast finished all the work of the service of the house 
of the LORD. And behold, the courses of the priests and the 
Levites, even they shall be with thee for all the service of the 
house of God: and there shall be with thee for all manner 
of workmanship every willing skilful man, for any manner 
of service: also the princes and all the people will be wholly 
at thy commandment.”

One more example is that of Paul and Timothy. There 
is an obvious generational gap between Paul and Timothy; 
Paul calls Timothy his son (1 Tim. 1:2; 2 Tim. 2:1), having 
mentored him both in the faith and the work of the min-
istry. He counsels Timothy by writing him two letters and 
encourages him by saying, “Let no man despise thy youth; 
but be thou an example of the believers, in word, in conver-
sation, in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity” (1 Tim. 4:12). 
Timothy’s youth was not a strike against him for bearing 
office, but an opportunity to be an example to those around 

him. When Timothy’s life and ministry became difficult, 
Paul was there to remind him that things would not be easy, 
but to endure as a soldier (2 Tim. 2:3). In many ways, Paul 
groomed Timothy for leadership in the church. Paul’s part-
ing words to Timothy were these, “The Lord Jesus Christ 
be with thy spirit. Grace be with you. Amen” (2 Tim. 4:22). 

How can these examples encourage a young generation 
of men to take up the mantle of leadership within the offices 
of the church as pastors, elders, and deacons? 

ENCOURAGEMENT THROUGH OLDER/ 
YOUNGER MENTORING
First of all, one source of encouragement is the involvement 
of older men in their lives. This is a constantly recurring 
theme that runs through these examples: Moses to Joshua, 
David to Solomon, and then Paul to Timothy. Older men 
are not to be shied away from as if the older generation is 
out of touch. Admittedly, there are many developments that 
have happened that separate the generations, but human 
problems stay the same and require the same age-old wis-
dom of Scripture to solve. This is what older men in our 
churches can offer to younger men. 

The application of this older/younger model cuts two 
ways. First of all, young men ought to seek out older men 
whom they trust—whether they are fathers, pastors, or 
other office-bearers who are mature Christians—and seek 
to be mentored by them. The older generation has more to 
offer than just balding heads and white hair. They have life 
experience, spiritual experience, and hopefully their witness 
is such that it permeates their entire lives as an example to 
follow. Second, the older generation should not look down 
on the younger generation as naïve and out of touch with 
reality, but seek to enter their world, engaging the next 
generation of leadership that the Lord will be pleased to use 
to build up His church. The next generation bears tremen-
dous God-given potential. The Lord is working spiritually 
in the hearts of young men and gifting them for the office, 
but do we as the elders recognize it and see an opportunity 
to shape youthful zeal and energy for the Lord’s service 
in the offices? We must recognize that from the stand-
point of both generations we have a glorious opportunity 
to grow and challenge one another as iron sharpens iron 
(Prov. 27:17). An attitude shift may be required, but it is 
worth the messiness of relationships. These examples from 
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Scripture prove that this is indeed how the Lord shepherds 
and provides for His church—through generational mentor-
ing and leadership.

ENCOURAGEMENT FROM THE PRESENCE  
OF THE LORD
The second and greatest encouragement from these exam-
ples of generational leadership is that the presence of the 
Lord runs throughout all of these examples. As Joshua takes 
up the leadership of over one million people, the Lord’s 
presence is there to guide him and lead him. Joshua is not 
leading alone: “The LORD thy God is with thee whitherso-
ever thou goest.” He’s learned from Moses and now the Lord 
is with him. As Solomon takes up the monumental task of 
building the temple, these words form a firm foundation 
under him: “The LORD my God, even my God, will be 
with thee.” As Paul departs this life, he speaks these same 
words to Timothy, “The Lord Jesus Christ be with thy 
spirit. Grace be with you.” 

These words are meant to give courage to these young 
men as they lead, build, and shepherd. And these are not 
merely words. They are the promise from God Himself that 
He will be with those who lead His church. This is vital for 
the next generation because it is the presence of the Lord 
that gives courage. More than ever, as we face the challenges 
of an encroaching hostility towards the gospel from a cul-
ture that is anti-God, we need the presence of the Lord and 
what He gives when He is with those who depend on Him. 
He gives courage to face hardship. He gives courage to face 

challenges. He gives courage to speak truthful things. He 
equips in spite of our own inadequacy. He gives strength 
and power in spite of our own weakness. He gives wisdom 
through His Word when we lack wisdom.

CONCLUDING APPLICATION
Leadership in the church is never alone. Our God is always 
with His people. But leadership is never alone in the sense 
that the Lord also gives the necessary helps and means for 
leadership. This was true for Solomon as he faced the huge 
task of building a temple for the glorious God of heaven 
and earth. He had men who were equipped and skilled to 
help in this work. The people would be there to help him. 
So too, in the leadership of the church, the Lord provides 
human helpers in different ways—mentors, gifted men to 
serve alongside, people to pray for us. There is every encour-
agement from the Word of God to seek to serve in the 
leadership of the church. Do not thrust yourself into the 
office, but build a firm foundation through mentorship, 
dependence on the Lord, and surrounding yourself with 
human helpers. When the call comes from the Lord to serve 
Him in leadership, you will be as ready as you can be to take 
up the mantle for the next generation. Let no man despise 
your youth (1 Tim. 4:12). “Be strong and of a good cour-
age, be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the LORD 
thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest” (Josh. 1:9). 

Rev. Maarten Kuivenhoven is a pastor of the Heritage Netherlands Reformed 
Congregation of Grand Rapids, Michigan, and a PhD candidate at Calvin 
Theological Seminary.
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The missional aspect of the offices of elders and deacons 
is often overlooked, but it is of vital importance for church 
plant leadership. Many church plants fail—even ministries 
led by very qualified missional pastors—because the leader-
ship functions of elder and deacon were forgotten.

Church planting can be compared to raising children  
(cf. Gal 4:19). The idea for the church plant is first conceived 
within the mother church. At some point, the new work is 
birthed, and then its growth begins from infancy to childhood 
to adolescence and finally to the maturity of adulthood. Our 
focus in this article is on the importance of elders and deacons 
in the church planting life-cycle from the time of its birth to 
the point it is constituted as a mature church.

LEADERSHIP RESPONSIBILITY
Discussions about leadership for church planting usually focus 
on the office of the missional pastor. The pastor is called 
by God to lead the new ministry. On behalf of the mother 
church, he is spiritually responsible for the new work. So it 
is normal and necessary to study biblical requirements for his 
character, preparation, and responsibilities. But don’t overlook 
the work of elders and deacons!

Elders and deacons provide spiritual leadership for a 
church planting ministry in at least two areas. First, these 
offices within the mother church provide oversight to the 
new work. They are called to give wise guidance to the mis-
sional pastor and the local church plant ministry under their 
oversight. Barnabas (before he moved to Antioch) is a good 
example of such leadership (Acts 11:22–24).

Second, these offices are gradually developed within the 
church plant community. Though still in infant form, they are 
“born” and mentored to provide spiritual leadership within the 
church plant. The young church plant, with God’s blessing, 
will eventually be constituted as an autonomous, mature church 
in the denomination. But until the young church is formally 
constituted, the missional pastor is called to prepare and men-
tor the proto-leadership functions of elder and deacon within 
the new work. Let’s give more attention to this second area of 
spiritual leadership that is often overlooked.

BIBLICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Barnabas knew the importance of spiritual leadership in church 
planting (cf. Acts 11:19ff). The leaders in Jerusalem had sent 
him to check out rumors they were hearing about a revival in 
Antioch. He arrived, realized that God was working in this 
new place, and quickly become involved in the young church 
plant. But Barnabas, being a good man and full of the Spirit, 

knew that he needed to start preparing local leaders immedi-
ately. So he recruited Paul, and together they led a training 
program. The result, among many other good things, was a 
multiethnic leadership filled with the Spirit (Acts 13:1–2).

The Apostle Paul followed a similar pattern in church 
planting. In every place where a church was started, Paul 
quickly selected and began training local leadership (Acts 
14:23). Consider Paul’s missional team and his enormous 
multiethnic network of colleagues, co-workers, and friends in 
every place! Mentoring local leaders was important to Paul; 
this was evident when he instructed Titus concerning the 
church planting work in Crete (Titus 1:5). He was quick to 
start preparing local leadership while maintaining a high 
standard of qualifications for elders and deacons.

LEADERSHIP QUALIFICATIONS
We can be tempted, especially in church planting contexts, 
to lower the biblical standard for church leadership (1 Tim. 
3:1–13, Titus 1:6-9). In our desire to be like Paul and set up 
many churches, it is easy to hastily fill the offices with men 
who later prove to be a John Mark or a Demas or even a Judas.

We would be wise to carefully follow the instructions of 
Paul (and the Holy Spirit) in this regard, too. In fact, if the 
missional pastor (together with the mother church) has chosen 
an unqualified person, it is better to take a few steps back and 
remove that person from leadership than to press on with the 
church plant while trying to ignore the problem.

Likewise, the men appointed as leaders of a church plant 
should not be immediately ordained as elders and deacons. It 
is better to set up a provisional local governing body, such as 
a steering committee. After being tested and proven, these 
men will likely be chosen as future elders and deacons when 
the church is constituted.

Another common mistake is to select men since they are 
natural leaders or have leadership roles in the secular world. 
But the church must not be governed by men because of their 
secular qualifications or because they may be more popular. 
The church (and church plant) is a spiritual community that 
must be led by those who are spiritually gifted by the Holy 
Spirit for such ministry.

LEADERSHIP COMPOSITION
We are tempted to think of leadership selection as a way to 
increase the power or inf luence of our own tribe. As in poli-
tics, we may want to choose people who are most like us and 
will best support our own agenda. But when choosing leaders, 
we should think about how to best improve the ministry of 
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Christ within the body, and how to increase the witness of 
Christ within the social context.

The composition of a church plant’s steering committee 
should ref lect the social context (ethnicity, social status, eco-
nomic level, life stage, etc.). For example, a ministry in an area 
with a large Hispanic population should ideally be led by a 
steering committee that includes Hispanic men. The homog-
enous unit principle of church growth theory may describe 
what has happened in a specific context, but it is not a biblical 
prescription or a guide for good practice.

Cross-cultural ministry is a reality and multi-ethnicity 
is a consequence of that reality. But these things should 
never be an end in themselves. We don’t want a multiethnic 
church only to create an attractive photo op! Yet we certainly 
do rejoice when our church ref lects the local social context 
because this brings the church community closer to what it 
will be like in heaven (Rev 7:9–10).

As the missional pastor of the church plant identifies and 
prepares men for leadership, he must keep the spiritual com-
petence of the steering committee as his primary objective. 
Though diversity that ref lects the social context is ideal, it 
must always be remembered that the new church community 
will not grow spiritually higher than the level of its leadership.

Secondary factors—such as ethnicity, local inf luence, and 
natural ability—can be considered, but only when the highest 
level of spiritual maturity is present. Moreover, it is vitally 
important to maintain leadership unity at all times—not only 
since this makes the work much more likely to succeed, but 
also in order to display this unity “in order that the world may 
know” the Christ (John 17:21).

LEADERSHIP PREPARATION
How should we prepare future elders and deacons? On-the-
job training is almost always the best method. The missional 
pastor should immediately start preparing for the future lead-
ership of the church, even before the church is actually born. 
A wise, godly mother is already praying and planning for 
her child, even before birth. A wise, godly father is already 
nurturing his son to be the head of a future household. Why 
should spiritual parenting be different?

Before beginning the church plant, the missional pastor 
(with the mother church) should have already planned for how 
the future leaders will be identified and mentored. Many oth-
erwise well-planted churches fail in the later stages because 
of the lack of a wise exit strategy.

In addition to initial planning, the missional pastor should 
intentionally start delegating the various aspects of spiritual 
leadership (both eldership and diaconal functions) as soon 
as there are men in the steering committee who are able to 
carry these responsibilities. Knowing how and when to do this 
requires much prayer and even some courage for trial-and-error.

The role of elders and deacons in a church planting min-
istry must not be overlooked. The missional pastor, even with 
the wise assistance of a strong biblically grounded mother 
church, should not attempt to do the work alone. Like Paul, we 
need a ministry team that includes the leadership functions of 
elder and deacon. So it is wise to ref lect biblically their spiri-
tual leadership at all stages in the church planting life cycle.

Dr. Brian DeVries is Principal of Mukhanyo Theological College in South 
Africa (www.mukhanyo.ac.za) and is presently leading Grace Reformed Church 
(www.gracereformed.co.za), his third church plant in the greater Pretoria area.
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The third office which God has instituted in His church 
is the deaconry. The deaconry pertains to an office in the 
church, distinct from the offices of elders and ministers, 
which has as its purpose to support the poor in the congrega-
tion in their physical needs. Since God gathers His church 
primarily from among the poor, there will always be poor 
persons in the church. “For the poor shall never cease out 
of the land: therefore I command thee, saying, Thou shalt 
open thine hand wide unto thy brother, to thy poor, and to 
thy needy, in thy land” (Deut. 15:11). This gives opportunity 
to those with means to demonstrate their generosity, and for 
the poor to acknowledge the Lord’s providence regarding 
them and to be thankful. It could readily occur that several 
poor members, unknown to those members with means, 
would thus be neglected, perish due to want, or be forced 
to beg—which would be a matter of shame to the church. 
It can therefore easily be seen that it is needful that there be 
some whose work it is to have oversight over the poor. It has 
therefore also pleased the Lord to institute such an office in 
the church. Concerning this office we must note the calling, 
the required qualifications, and the task itself.

THE DEACONRY: A DIVINE INSTITUTION
First, it is evident that the Lord has instituted such an 
office, for we read in Acts 6:3, “Wherefore, brethren, look 
ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the 
Holy Ghost and wisdom, whom we may appoint over this 
business.”

Secondly, the deaconry was not only intended for that 
era, when due to urgent circumstances all goods were 
brought together and the church lived from one common 
purse. Rather, since the poor will never be absent in the 
church, the deaconry must continue at all times. In the 
congregation at Rome there were also deacons, to whom 
the apostle said, “He that giveth, let him do it with simplic-
ity” (Rom. 12:8). He also wrote to the deacons in Philippi:  
“…with the bishops and deacons” (Phil. 1:1). In 1 Timothy 
3, he instructs Timothy concerning what manner of men 
deacons must be, thereby confirming that the deaconry is a 
divine institution.

Since the deaconry is a divine institution in the church 
and for the church, deacons must be chosen by the church. 
This must either be done by all the brethren or by the rep-
resentatives of the church—her elders—and not by the civil 

government. It was done in this manner in Acts 6. The 
apostle insists that deacons must first be proved, and after 
this are to serve (1 Tim. 3:10). Such probation and subse-
quent service implies an election. This is emphatically stated 
in the form for the installation of deacons. “And in the first 
place I ask you, both elders and deacons, whether you do not feel 
in your hearts, that ye are lawfully called of God’s church, and 
consequently of God Himself, to these your respective offices?” 
Since deacons are intended for the church, it is not fitting 
that they distribute alms to those outside the church, and 
thus mix the gifts of the church with the common provision 
for the poor, for:

1) This is contrary to the purpose and objective of the 
office.

2) Such a practice subtly promotes the mixing of the church 
with those who are without, as it treats all the poor as 
being equal; the church, however, must obviously be 
separate in all things.

3) This will impede the generosity of many, for their gifts 
would then not be distributed in harmony with their 
objective.

4) It would be to the disadvantage of the poor in the church, 
who otherwise could be supported in a much more abun-
dant measure. 

5) It confirms papists and others in their errors and ungodly 
life, since they receive support regardless.

6) It robs the church of its holy radiance. Such radiance 
would be all the more evident if the deacons, due to an 
abundance of funds, would manifest voluntary generosity 
to some individuals outside of the church.

THE QUALIFICATIONS OF A DEACON
The apostle describes the required qualifications for deacons. 
“Likewise must the deacons be grave, not double-tongued, 
not given to much wine, not greedy of filthy lucre; hold-
ing the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience. Let the 
deacons be the husbands of one wife, ruling their children 
and their own houses well” (1 Tim. 3:8–9, 12). Add to this 
all the virtues they must have as Christians in order to be 
examples to others. They must especially manifest those 
virtues which f low out of the virtue of generosity.

1) They must manifest compassion: “Having compassion”  
(1 Pet. 3:8). The burden of the poor must so weigh upon 

ELDERS AND DEACONS |  WILHELMUS À BRAKEL

Perspectives from the Past:  
Brakel on the Diaconate
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them, as if they themselves were aff licted with it. They 
may neither be rude nor proud, nor may they snarl at them 
as if they had dogs or enemies before them.

2) They must be merciful, which is a kindness causing one 
to be inclined to help another. “Blessed are the merciful” 
(Matt. 5:7); “Be ye therefore merciful” (Luke 6:36); “Be 
pitiful” (1 Pet. 3:8). The opposite behavior would be to 
shut one’s heart, to harden oneself toward the poor, not 
giving them anything, or if, out of a sense of shame or for 
any other reason one must give, he then gives it in such 
a manner as if he were casting a piece of bread to a dog.

3) As a father cares for his children, they must be careful 
and concerned as to how the poor can manage their affairs, 
have enough to live, and thus be able to thank the Lord. 
“I was eyes to the blind, and feet was I to the lame. I was 
a father to the poor” (Job 29:15–16).

4) They must be cheerful and friendly. “He that showeth 
mercy, with cheerfulness” (Rom. 12:8); “Be pitiful, be 
courteous” (1 Pet. 3:8). They must be of a friendly dis-
position. A kind word and a friendly countenance are 
most refreshing for the poor, who due to their poverty 
are dejected. A grim countenance and a harsh word, 
however, cut through their soul.

The work of the deacons pertains to the collection and 
distribution of monies, as well as to caring for the souls of 
the poor.

First, they must collect. They must do so in coopera-
tion with the ministers and the elders, who together must 
superintend both the poor as well as those who have means. 

For the office of the ministry includes the offices of elder 
and deacon, and the office of elder includes the office of 
deacon. I repeat, deacons must consult with them to deter-
mine where sufficient means will be obtained, but also to be 
diligent in providing in situations of which they are aware.

Secondly, they must distribute. In distributing funds they 
must use wisdom and caution, seeing to it that they do not 
give thoughtlessly. They must give to those who have the 

greatest need, and less to those who are lazy and waste that 
which has been given to them, in order to teach them to 
work and to be frugal. Orphans, the aged, the sick, or moth-
ers who have given birth each require a different approach. 
Those who are to blame for their poverty and who are capa-
ble of working must again be treated differently. This is also 
true for those who, due to a handicap, cannot work, even 
though they are healthy. It is again different with those who 
would rather perish from hunger with their families (which 
is a sin), than to allow it to be known that they are receiving 
something from the deaconry. A different approach is also 
needed for those who would be reduced to poverty unless 
some monetary help be given to them enabling them to 
remain solvent. Much wisdom is needed to clearly discern 
time, manner, and circumstances in making these decisions.

Thirdly, the deacons must also care for the souls of their 
poor, for they are as fathers to them; and whatever one mem-
ber is obligated to do to another, they must excel in doing 
to those over whom the Lord has placed them.

1) They must instruct the ignorant, and bring them to the 
church services and to catechism instruction.

2) They must exhort, rebuke, and comfort according to 
individual circumstances.

3) They must visit the sick, either preparing their souls 
for the hour of death, or exhorting them to increase in 
godliness if they may again become healthy.

In doing so, they will “purchase to themselves a good degree, 
and great boldness in the faith which is in Christ Jesus”  
(1 Tim. 3:13). They will be an ornament to the church, 
being enabled to be of more benefit to the church than 
before. Their gifts and graces will be increased as well. 
Among all the offices there is not one office which is more 
burdensome and detrimental to the body than the dea-
conship. It therefore frequently amazes me and gives me 
cause for rejoicing that the Lord gives the deacons such 
willingness and zeal, a fact which is generally true in the 
Netherlands. Upon receiving rich gifts they are as happy as 
if they had received them themselves. It does not trouble 
them to be engaged in their task until late in the evening. 
In no meeting is there generally more order, more unity, 
and more faithfulness than among the deacons. The Lord 
also rewards them, giving them honor and respect, and fre-
quently grants that their own circumstances improve rather 
than deteriorate.

Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635–1711) served as a pastor in various congregations 
in the Netherlands in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. He 
was one of the most gifted and beloved pastors and theologians of the Dutch 
Further Reformation or Nadere Reformatie. This article was taken from The 
Christian’s Reasonable Service, volume 2, 148–52.
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In some ways, we can compare the church to a hospital 
where sick people go to get help and healing. Just as a 
variety of doctors and nurses care for and give counsel to a 
hospital’s patients, so in the church, the office-bearers are 
called to give counsel and advice to those who are a part 
of the church body. While it is the calling of all members 
of the church to give counsel to one another, elders and 
deacons have also been given this calling and task in their 
particular offices. 

Everyone in this world is getting advice from some-
where, whether it is around the water cooler at work, at 
a coffee table in a restaurant, a visit with a colleague or 
friend, or the latest book to be published. It seems every-
one is ready to give advice when a problem is shared but 
the question is, Is the advice given good or bad? In other 
words, is it biblical or not? There is only one kind of advice 
that will honor the Lord and really benefit the believer, 
and that is biblical counsel. The counsel therefore that is 
given by office-bearers must be rooted in the Word of God; 
it must be biblical, wise, and godly. God has promised to 
equip you for this task even as He has promised to equip 
all the people of God who are in Christ. Paul says, you are 
“full of goodness, filled with all knowledge, able also to 
admonish (counsel) one another” (Rom. 15:14). 

Regarding the elders, much of this begins at fam-
ily visits and therefore these visits ought to be used for 
this express purpose. What takes place there is of critical 
importance for the health of the church. It would be ideal 
if there would be particular families in the church who 
are either assigned to specific elders, or if elders reach 
out to families on their own and seek to disciple them on 
specific issues. This allows for better communication and 
follow-up and develops deeper relationships. There are 
often questions or concerns that arise from family visits 
and informal meetings that need follow-up. They may be 
spiritual questions, an observation that was made regard-
ing one of the parents or perhaps one of the older children, 
or it may be a very practical matter regarding business 
decisions or work. And while addressing the one matter, 
it may well lead to another underlying matter. 

When you take time to speak, to get to know, to disci-
ple, to counsel others, you will build spiritual relationships 
and be used of God as an instrument in His hand for the 
good of others. The counsel that you give should be done 

prayerfully and be based on the Word of God. Of course, 
there may be things in life you have learned by experience 
that are immensely helpful as well; in other words, as an 
elder you can be used of God to disciple and counsel those 
under your care if you will be faithful and take the initia-
tive to do so. In doing this, you will also be edified and 
corrected yourself and you will see others’ lives impacted. 

Counseling is not just for the “professionals” or the 
minister; it is for you to engage in as well. Take a look 
at the form which is read at your installation: elders are 
“to be assistant with their good counsel and advice to the 
ministers of the Word, yea, also to serve all Christians with 
advice and consolation.” I would encourage all elders, and 
all members for that matter, to become better equipped 
in this area through counseling materials, books on the 
subject of biblical counseling, and instructive seminars.

Regarding deacons, your task in counseling others is 
no less important. There are often financial issues that 
arise in families because of either mismanagement of 
funds or because of difficult providences. It is not simply 
your task to send some money in the name of Christ, but 
to precede and accompany those gifts from Christ to His 
people with words of consolation and advice. As you min-
ister in your office, you are more aware than most about 
financial concerns that take place in families. Your office 
requires you to give good counsel and advice to those in 
need. Often, as noted before, there may be underlying 
problems that lie beneath the surface in the hearts of 
those who are mismanaging their financial affairs. There 
are some deacons who might be tempted to walk away 
from these situations; however, I am convinced that this 
is part of the calling you have to minister. This may take 
several meetings; it may take time you do not think you 
have. But it may also be that your counsel will save that 
family or others from great ruin. Doing this kind of work 
will often require communication between deacons and 
elders because, if biblical counsel is not followed after it 
has been given, it may indicate that discipline is neces-
sary. Regarding the form for installation as a deacon, we 
are told to read Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 9 where 
much instruction it to be found regarding this very thing. 
These two chapters should be read if we are to take our 
office-bearing seriously.

ELDERS AND DEACONS |  REV . MARK KELDERMAN
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Brothers, just as doctors and nurses give advice and 
counsel, so you give counsel to those in the church. At 
times we ourselves need counsel and we should show our-
selves examples in this as well. However, what you will find 
in giving counsel to others is that your own lives will be 
profited as well. As you speak to others about heart issues, 
your own hearts will be confronted. Areas in your life that 
need to be dealt with become clear as you talk to others 
about issues facing them or their family. To shy away from 
counseling situations leads the church of God into dan-
gerous independence, individualism, and isolation, where 
everyone seems to have everything together and no one 
really has problems. The reality is we all have problems, 
though some not as apparent or as large as others. Instead 
of this independent spirit in the church, there ought to be a 
leaning on one another, encouraging and admonishing one 
another through the counseling as we are called to give. 

Paul mentions to the elders of Ephesus as he is depart-
ing from them that he had served the Lord with all 
humility of mind, and with many tears and temptations. 
He says he kept nothing back that was profitable to them 
but had showed them and taught them publicly and from 
house to house. This is the calling you have as office-
bearers: from house to house to offer them biblical counsel 
for their specific needs. At the end of Acts 20, we read 
these words of Paul, “For I have not shunned to declare 
unto you all the counsel of God. Take heed therefore 
unto yourselves, and to all the f lock, over the which the 

Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church 
of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood.” It 
is clear that Paul was calling these overseers to take their 
call seriously. They were to take heed for, watch closely, 
and feed the church of God. 

Paul gives this same reminder to those at Thessalonica: 
“And we beseech you, brethren, to know them which 
labour among you, and are over you in the Lord, and 
admonish you; and to esteem them very highly in love 
for their work’s sake. And be at peace among yourselves. 
Now we exhort you, brethren, warn them that are unruly, 
comfort the feebleminded, support the weak, be patient 
toward all men” (1 Thess. 5:12–14). In these last words is 
a wealth of counsel for the counselor. Three categories of 
people are given three categories of advice. If you counsel 
someone who is unruly, Paul says your counsel must con-
tain warning. If you meet with one who is feebleminded, 
tired spiritually, or perhaps even depressed, you are to 
comfort them. And those who are weak, discouraged, 
and cannot carry on need support with words and with 
the gifts of the church. As you read the Scriptures, these 
kinds of things will become useful to you as you counsel 
others in the spiritual hospital of the church. 

Rev. Mark Kelderman is a minister of the Heritage Reformed Congrega-
tions and Dean of Students and Spiritual Formation at Puritan Reformed 
Theological Seminary in Grand Rapids, Michigan. He is currently pursuing 
his D.Min. in biblical counseling. 
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MOTIVES AND ENCOURAGEMENTS TO FAITH IN CHRIST (CONT.)
Practical Directions
First.—Let us labour to be well acquainted with the true nature 
of saving faith, that we may not substitute a dangerous counterfeit 
for that grace so essential to the Christian life, and so powerfully 
commended in the Word of God.

For this end, let us look carefully into the real import of 
the word, and the testimony on which it is built; for our faith 
must correspond with the truths we believe. It is a firm persua-
sion of the truth of the doctrine concerning Christ revealed in 
Scripture, resting on God’s faithfulness to His promise, and 
the sincerity of that grant which is made to us of eternal life 
in Christ (Heb. 11:1–3).

It will be proper also to consider the import of those figu-
rative expressions by which faith is frequently set forth in Holy 
Scripture. It is represented as the soul’s “coming to Christ” 
(Matt. 11:28); as “receiving” Christ (Col. 2:6); “building” upon 
Christ (Eph. 2:20); “putting on” Christ (Gal. 3:17); laying 
hold of Christ (Heb. 6:18); eating His f lesh and drinking His 
blood (John 6:55); looking to Christ (Heb. 12:2); a commit-
ting of the soul to Christ (2 Tim. 1:12). Some of these images 
have called forth the sarcasm of graceless writers, but they are 
full of light and sweetness to those who have senses exercised 
to discern good and evil.

It will likewise be profitable to study the account given us 
of the faith of those holy men who lived in former times. If 
we have the same spirit of faith, we shall, to a certain extent 
resemble, though we may not equal, them in that noble attain-
ment (Rom. 4:23–25; Heb. 11). As the tree is known by its 
fruits, a knowledge of their practical influence will enable us, in 
some measure, to distinguish the spurious faith of the formalist 
from that genuine faith which animates the soul with love to 
God, and manifests its power in the fruits of holiness (Gal. 5:6).

Secondly.—Let us inquire if personally we have become partakers 
of the precious faith of God’s elect.

Inseparably connected, not only with our everlasting wel-
fare, but with every part of Christian practice, the doctrine of 
faith ought never to be considered without application to our-
selves. “Examine yourselves, whether ye be in the faith; prove 
your own selves. Know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus 
Christ is in you, except ye be reprobates?” (2 Cor. 13:5). There 

are many who lose much of the comfort of faith, because they 
cannot tell whether or not they are really believing in Jesus. 
There are some who deceive themselves by mistaking a false, 
dead faith for that true, living faith which is wrought in the 
soul by the Holy Spirit. Let us ask, therefore, if Jesus Christ 
be the object of our faith, and if it be exercised about Him in 
a way suited to His gracious character, as an Almighty Saviour 
sent by His Father to save us, not only from the penalty, but 
the power of sin. To believe in Him only as a Saviour from 
the fearful consequences of sin is to mistake His character 
and work as grossly as was done by those carnal Jews, who 
would have gladly received Him on their own terms to deliver 
them from the Roman yoke, and feed them with miraculous 
supplies of bread; but who went away and walked no more 
with Him, when He asked from them a faith corresponding 
to those spiritual designs of His mission which He unfolded 
in their hearing (John 6).

Have we any of the marks of faith? If really believers we 
shall have the “witness” in ourselves (1 John 5:10). We shall 
be sanctified in part, and through our fellowship with Christ 
shall bring forth some of those fruits of righteousness which 
are by Jesus Christ to the glory of God. The Apostle James 
devotes a part of his epistle to an exposure of the inconsistency 
of those who lay claim to the possession of faith, when they can 
produce no good works in proof of its genuineness and power. 
The Apostle John also frequently insists on the necessity of 
faith manifesting itself by godly works.

We are not to imagine that we are destitute of faith because 
we are not yet completely sanctified. When we are perfectly 
holy faith will be at an end. But there will always be an amount 
of holiness corresponding to the measure of our faith. In obey-
ing the truth through the Spirit we purify our souls unto an 
unfeigned love of God and the brethren, and ought to abound 
more and more in the fruits of love, that the grace bestowed on 
us may become more apparent. By adding to our faith virtue, 
and all the other graces of the Spirit, we become neither bar-
ren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
and so an abundant entrance into His everlasting kingdom 
shall be ministered unto us (1 Peter 1:22; 2 Peter 1:8).

These are written, that ye might believe that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing ye 
might have life through his name. —JOHN 20:31

       IN CHRIST (15)Faith
|  George LawsonDOCTRINAL CHRISTIANITY
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PRACTICAL CHRISTIANITY 
DR . DAVID MURRAY

12 Reasons 
We Don’t 
Change

Triggers: Creating Behavior That Lasts—Becoming the Person 
You Want to Be, by Marshall Goldsmith, is a secular book 
about the environmental and psychological triggers that can 
derail us at work and in life.

While Goldsmith’s prescription is totally gospel-less, his 
diagnosis of the inner beliefs that trigger failure are full of 
truth. This is not surprising when you consider that while 
he’s helped thousands of people to change their behavior, 
he’s also had hundreds of failures along the way. In Chapter 
2, he lists the most common inner beliefs that stop behav-
ioral change in its tracks. See if you recognize any of them 
in this summary:

 1. If I understand, I will do. Just because people understand 
what to do doesn’t ensure that they will actually do it.

 2. I have willpower and won’t give in to temptations. Over-
confidence means we don’t use available helps and sup-
ports to change.

 3. Today is a special day. When we want to make an excuse 
for errant behavior, any day can be designated as a “spe-
cial day” in which we indulge ourselves before we return 
to self-discipline tomorrow. Always tomorrow.

 4. At least I’m better than…. We award ourselves a free 
pass because we’re not the worst in the world.

 5. I shouldn’t need help and structure. We believe that we 
are above needing structure to help us on seemingly 
simple tasks.

 6. I won’t get tired and my enthusiasm will not fade. When 
we plan to achieve our goals, we believe that our energy 
will not f lag and that we will never lose our enthusiasm 
for the process of change.

 7. I have all the time in the world. We chronically under-

estimate the time it takes to get anything done and  
we believe that time is open-ended and sufficiently spa-
cious for us to get to all our self-improvement goals 
eventually.

 8. I won’t get distracted and nothing unexpected will occur. 
We get down to work without accommodating the fact 
that life always intrudes to alter our priorities and test 
our focus.

 9. An epiphany will suddenly change my life. This implies 
that change can arise out of a sudden burst of insight 
and willpower.

10. My change will be permanent and I will never have to 
worry again. If we don’t follow up, our positive change 
doesn’t last. Even when we get there, we cannot stay 
there without commitment and discipline.

11. My elimination of old problems will not bring on new 
problems. We forget that as we usher an old problem 
out the door, a new problem usually enters.

12. No one is paying attention to me. We believe that we can 
occasionally lapse back into bad behavior because people 
aren’t paying close attention.

The list is almost biblical in its penetrating exposure of 
our deceitful human hearts, isn’t it? As Christians, we are 
obviously interested not just in behavior-change but in 
heart-change. However, that too begins by recognizing the 
slippery excuses we use to deny our need of change, to hide 
our unwillingness to change, and to cover up our inability 
to change.

Dr. David P. Murray is Professor of Old Testament and Practical Theology 
at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, Grand Rapids and a pastor of the 
Free Reformed Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan.
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BOOKTALK
JOEL R. BEEKE

NEW RHB BOOKS

Living in a Godly Marriage
Joel R. Beeke and James A. La Belle
The Puritans believed that godly 
marriages were foundational 
for the future life of families, 
churches, and nations. Therefore, 
they wrote prolifically on the sub-
ject of marriage, seeking to bring 
biblical reformation to this subject 
in a comprehensive way. Martin 
Luther, John Calvin, and other 
previous Reformers had begun 
this task, but the Puritans took it 
much further, writing a number 

of detailed treatises on how to live as godly spouses. Out of 
the wealth of material available to us from the seventeenth 
century, Joel R. Beeke and James A. La Belle have gathered 
together insights from the past and summarized them in a 
contemporary form in order to encourage modern-day couples 
to glorify God in marriage. 

(PB, 296 pgs) $15.00 | $11.00

One Man & One Woman: 
Marriage and Same-Sex 
Relations
Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley
With a foreword from Rosaria  
Butterfield
What does the Bible teach about 
sexual relationships between peo-
ple of the same sex? Does true love 
require that we accept all forms of 
sexual expression? No, real love 
does not rejoice in sin, but rejoices 

in the truth. In the Bible, God reveals that He created gender, 
sex, and marriage, and we may not alter them at our will. 
Through His laws and works in history, God has made it 
clear that homosexual practices violate His holy purposes for 
mankind. The New Testament reaffirms God’s created order 
and moral laws. It too warns that homosexual practice, like any 
other sin that we cherish, is the pathway to God’s judgment. 
However, the Lord Jesus Christ saves sinners by His Spirit and 
gives them a new identity, forgiveness, life, and power to live 
according to His commandments. This is the message that all 
people need to hear: God’s laws have not changed, but God’s 
grace offers hope to sinners through Jesus Christ. 

(PB, 96 pgs) $8.00 | $6.00

From the Cultivating Biblical Godliness Series
How Can I Remember and Practice the 
Bible?
Ryan M. McGraw
The apostle Paul says, “Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly in all wisdom” (Col. 3:16); 
this is only one of many Bible verses empha-
sizing how essential it is that Christians know 
God’s Word. But how do we let the word of 
Christ dwell in us richly? In this pamphlet 
filled with practical, helpful guidance, Ryan 
McGraw presents more than ten methods for 
hiding God’s Word in our hearts, including 
reading the Scriptures, engaging in individual 

and family worship, praying, and memorizing the Scriptures. Be 
encouraged to remember and practice the Bible! 

(PB, 32 pgs) $3.00 | $2.25

Is the Lord’s Day for You? 
Joseph A. Pipa, Jr.
Is Lord’s Day observance simply a quaint 
tradition that was nice for previous genera-
tions but really isn’t relevant for Christians 
today? Isn’t the Sabbath just part of the Old 
Testament law that New Testament believ-
ers don’t need to be concerned about? In this 
pamphlet, author Joseph Pipa carefully guides 
you through the Scriptures, answering fre-
quently asked questions about the Lord’s Day 
along the way, and helps you to see that the 
Lord’s Day is for you—not as a burden, but as 

a blessing that will lead you to delight in God as you are freed from 
work and worldly pleasures to worship Him. 

(PB, 32 pgs) $3.00 | $2.25

Caring for Widows
Brian Croft and Austin Walker
This important book calls pastors and church 
leaders to take biblical exhortations to care for 
widows seriously, offering wise guidance and 
practical suggestions for ensuring that widows 
in their congregations receive the support and 
encouragement they need. 

(Crossway, PB, 158 pgs) $12.99 | $9.75

No Adam, No Gospel: Adam and the History 
of Redemption — Richard B. Gaffin, Jr.
Doubts and denials swarm the biblical teach-
ing that humans descend from an original pair, 
Adam and Eve. Some even claim that these 
doubts are compatible with Christian commit-
ment. But is that possible? Gaffin shows how 
these denials undermine the entire history of 
redemption taught in Scripture and reminds us 
that with no Adam there is no gospel. 

(P&R, PB, 29 pgs) $4.99 | $3.75

OTHER BOOKS



Confound the Critics: Answers for Attacks 
on Biblical Truths 
Bodie Hodge
Ever been asked, “Can God create a rock so 
heavy that He cannot lift it?” Your reply is a 
great opportunity to help someone receive a 
clearer understanding of who God is and per-
haps even help lead him or her to Christ. This 
book contains real responses to real people, 
designed to provide information that will make 

aggressive critics take a step back, consider the truth, and perhaps 
learn about God along the way! 

(Master Books, PB, 252 pgs) $13.99 | $10.50

The Anxious Inquirer after Salvation 
Directed and Encouraged
John Angell James
“The care and precision that J. A. James takes 
in The Anxious Inquirer make this work invalu-
able to one truly seeking this walk. Time and 
again, I have heard testimonies of how God has 
used this wonderful book. One convert writes, 
‘Awaking in desperation and fear and begging 
God to use the books that I was reading to help 
me, I read the chapter on faith in The Anxious 

Inquirer, which confirmed God’s willingness to save me because of 
the righteousness of Christ.” —Anthony Mathenia 

(CCR Publications, PB, 130 pgs) $5.00

Experiencing the New Birth:  
Studies in John 3 — Martyn Lloyd-Jones
Ref lecting on the powerful story of Jesus’s 
encounter with Nicodemus and what it means 
to be “born again,” this collection of biblical 
expositions highlights God’s stunning love for 
the world as expressed through His unique Son, 
Jesus Christ. Readers will be encouraged to turn 
to the One who promises eternal life to all who 
trust in Him. 

(Crossway, HC, 393 pgs) $30.00 | $22.50

The Ology: Ancient Truths Ever New
Marty Machowski
This beautifully illustrated storybook 
ushers children into a story of adven-
ture, mystery, and wonder in which 
they discover life-changing truths about 
God, themselves, and the world around 
them. “I love good children’s books, and 
this one is truly beautiful, both in its 
words and pictures. Machowski meets 
children where they are and tells them 

the greatest story of all. The best part is, it’s true!” 
(New Growth Press, HC, 257 pgs) $29.99 | $23.50

Daily Readings: From All Four Gospels,  
For Morning and Evening — J.C. Ryle
Here is a fresh presentation of Ryle’s classic Daily Readings. This 
high-quality, soft-touch, deluxe edition contains all 732 readings 
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from Ryle’s previous volumes and arranges them 
for the morning and evening of every day of 
any year. “There’s a reason we keep ‘digging 
up’ Ryle. His writing is always clear, driven, 
and focused. Get a copy and let the nourish-
ment begin—and pick up a spare to put in your  
guest room.” —Dale Ralph Davis 

(EP Books, softcover, 738 pgs) $37.99 | $24.00

Not a Chance: God, Science, and the Revolt 
Against Reason
R.C. Sproul and Keith Mathison
In this classic book, Sproul and Mathison call 
the scientific world to employ logic and clarity 
in their discourse, to leave the word chance as 
an abstract concept to describe mathematical 
possibilities rather than an ontological entity 
that can actually cause change. This expanded 
edition includes a new chapter dealing with the 
most recent attempts to defend irrational scien-
tific statements. 

(Baker, PB, 252 pgs) $17.99 | $13.50
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ABORTION
Is abortion really so bad? Shouldn’t a woman have the right to do with her body what she wants? Wonder 

if the girl who is pregnant is really young and cannot provide a good home for the baby?
Suggested Reading: Psalm 139:13–16

Abortion is pre-meditated murder. It is deliberately plan-
ning and killing a human baby. A baby in the womb is not 
part of the mother’s body; he or she has his/her own unique 
genetic code, blood type, brain waves, and heartbeat. As 
this child matures, he develops all of his own body parts. 
This baby also has his own soul in the womb (Ps. 51:5). The 
fallen sinful nature, the iniquity that David had from con-
ception, in his mother’s womb, is not possible without a soul. 

All of this is why abortion is terrible. It is child neglect, 
child abuse, and pre-meditated murder of a child. It is kill-
ing a human being, a baby who possesses a human body 
and soul. Our justice system is called to uphold the value 
and dignity of human life and punish those who murder, 
for man was created in the image of God. Situations where 

abortion is being considered are opportunities to show love, 
care, and compassion for unwed mothers and “unwanted” 
babies through counselling, adoption, and other evidences 
of support. This is especially the case with a young mother 
who believes that she cannot provide a stable home for her 
child. Whether by adopting such children or supporting 
such mothers, we can show Jesus’s compassion for those 
who are in need. 

Can you see how both of these actions uphold the value 
and dignity of human life, the government’s firm punish-
ment for those who kill a human being, but also individual 
and personal acts of kindness, help, and support? Valuing 
and respecting people as human beings set apart by God 
and created in His image ref lects respect for God Himself.

Can you recognize parallel movements in our current culture between a decline for  
revering and respecting God and a similar diminishing of valuing and respecting of human life?  

If so, in what ways? How can you be a light in this world to demonstrate respect for,  
and valuing of human life? How can this lead others to honor God?

QUESTIONS ANSWERED JAMES W. BEEKEfor teens

EUTHANASIA
Is euthanasia wrong? If a person is really suffering from an incurable disease and is in pain, why  

should he not be able to ask his doctor to end his life? After all, it’s his life, isn’t it?
Suggested Reading: Genesis 1:26–27 and Genesis 2:7

In our world today, we can observe the sinful devaluing and 
killing of human life not only in the first weeks or months 
of human life with abortion, but also as a person is suffering 
physically or emotionally and may wish to die. 

Human life, however, is not ours. We did not create life; 
we did not earn it; we do not own it. The foundation and 
uniqueness of human life is God-given. He created us to 
ref lect Him and for an eternal existence. Only He has the 
right to take it back again. The right to choose the time of 
our birth and our death are both God’s, not ours.

Euthanasia and suicide are rebellious actions against 
God’s sovereign rule over life and death. They attempt to 
usurp God’s kingly right and to claim death as my human 
right. They claim that I have the right to determine when 
and how I want to die. Do you understand the error in the 
supposition of the question “Is euthanasia wrong?”

Not only is euthanasia rebellion against God as the sov-
ereign Lord of life, but it also devalues human beings as 

God’s image-bearers and the importance and uniqueness 
of their eternal existence and destiny. Once man usurps 
the right to determine whose life is worth living and whose 
is not, the result will be disastrous. Human leaders could 
promote and enforce that unborn children may be killed if 
their mothers do not want them; seriously ill parents may 
be murdered if their children do not want to provide for 
them; elderly people may be disposed of if medical expenses 
become too high; and depressed individuals may be put 
to death if they ask. Where will it stop if man can decide 
instead of God? What about those with disabilities whom 
others feel do not have sufficient quality of life? Can we 
approve that they be murdered? What about those who hold 
views that oppose the majority? How about those who are a 
drag on our economy instead of contributors to it? Do you 
recognize the dangers once we push God out of the picture?

What makes human beings different from cats or monkeys? If people believe that there is no  
God and human beings are only evolutionary animals, then what is wrong with deciding to put  
some to sleep when they become old or sick? Is the death of the body of a human person on  

earth the death of the person’s existence?
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BE A WISE 
STUDENT

MEDITATION FOR CHILDREN 
ELINA VANDERZWAAG

Early fall means back to school! Gone are the long, warm 
days of summer. I hope you enjoy school; not all children 
have that privilege.

Learning is a lot like building with Legos. Your first set 
of Lego was probably with Duplo blocks, right? They are 
bigger and easier for little hands to put together. But when 
you got older and your fingers could manage more difficult 
tasks, you got real Lego sets. Maybe you got a police car or 
an ambulance or a f lower shop front with a little girl on a 
bike. And in every box of Lego, small or big, you found a 
booklet with instructions. Two of our little granddaughters 
are meticulous in following these instructions and in no 
time they have the set completed—and it looks exactly as 
the picture on the box! They play with it for a while but 
then they cannot help themselves, and they take it apart. 
They want to build something new and pretty with these 
new blocks and with the Lego they already have. Wonderful 
creations happen. 

So it is with learning. You first learn the letters of the 
alphabet. Then you learn to read words; then easy books 
with lots of pictures, and then real chapter books. Learning 
is much like following instructions and building on what 
you learned before. 

But before you are on your way to become a Mr. or Miss 
Know-it-much, I want to remind you of a different kind of 
school. It is a school where you are taught by the best, most 
loving and patient Teacher you can imagine. He did not 
only build the school, create the furniture, and set up the 
lesson plans, He also made you, the students! So He knows 
you better than you know yourself. Does it require you to 
be smart? No, not at all: but He does promise that you will 
become wise. 

There is a difference between smart and wise. “Smart” is 
when you learn easily and remember a lot. “Wise” is know-
ing how to use all you’ve learned in a good way. Here is a 

quote I want you to read very carefully and think about for 
a while: “A wise person knows that he is not the smartest 
person out there, which makes him seek new information in 
order to learn and grow.” You’ve heard of Albert Einstein, 
an incredibly smart scientist (with wild hair) born in the 
late 1800s. Most people would admire him for his great 
knowledge. He said: “The more I learn, the more I realize 
how much I don’t know.”

And that is wisdom: knowing you are so small and sin-
ful, and that you know so little compared to our great and 
mighty God, but you want to learn from Him and you 
want to get to know Him better. He welcomes sinners and 
not-so-smart children to His school with open arms and 
promises to be a patient Teacher. “Good and upright is the 
Lord: therefore will he teach sinners in the way. The meek 
will he guide in judgment: and the meek will he teach his 
way” (Ps. 25:8–9). 

At the end of the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord speaks 
about people who listen to His words and follow them, 
compared to those who listen but follow their own thoughts. 
The first is a wise builder who made sure he had a rock solid 
foundation to build on. The foolish one just started putting 
the bricks together, like a Lego structure where you forget 
to make sure the bottom layer is straight and solid with all 
the pieces locked in. Before you know it, the rest becomes 
crooked and weak and falls apart easily when you pick it 
up. That’s us when we forget to make sure we first seek the 
Lord and His wisdom. 

So learn well and be wise: “Trust in the Lord with all 
thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding. 
In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy 
paths” (Prov. 3:5–6).

Elina VanderZwaag is a homemaker, wife of Rev. Foppe VanderZwaag, and 
member of the Grace Reformed Christian Church (HRC) of Harrison, Arkan-
sas, where her husband pastors.
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Elina VanderZwaag
BIBLE QUIZ for children

ANSWERS TO LAST MONTH’S PUZZLE
1. Eve
2. Sarah
3. Miriam
4. Rahab

5. Ruth
6. Deborah
7. Hannah
8. Esther

9. Elizabeth
10. Mary
11. Martha
12. Priscilla

13. Lydia
14. Lois and Eunice

Here is a Psalm 119 puzzle. First I want you to find all the different nouns David uses for the instructions 
to us in the Word of God. These are all found in the first 7 verses!

 1. Blessed are the undefiled in the way, who walk in the  _  _  _ of the Lord. (verse 1)

 2. Blessed are they that keep his  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ , and that seek him with the whole heart. (verse 2)

 3. They also do no iniquity: they walk in his  _  _  _  _ . (verse 3)

 4. Thou hast commanded us to keep thy  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ diligently. (verse 4)

 5. O that my ways were directed to keep thy  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ ! (verse 5)

 6. Then shall I not be ashamed, when I have respect unto all thy  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ . (verse 6)

 7. I will praise thee with uprightness of heart, when I shall have learned thy righteous  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _. 
(verse 7)

Now I would like you to focus on the many different verbs David uses when he describes what to do with  
these laws or instructions. 

 1. I will  _  _  _  _  thy statutes: O forsake me not utterly. (verse 8)

 2. Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way? by  _  _  _  _  _  _    _  _  _  _ thereto according to thy word. 
(verse 9)

 3. With my whole heart have I  _  _  _  _  _  _  thee: O let me not wander from thy commandments. (verse 10)

 4. Thy word have I  _  _  _  in mine heart, that I might not sin against thee. (verse 11)

 5. Blessed art thou, O Lord:  _  _  _  _  _  me thy statutes. (verse 12)

 6. With my lips have I  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ all the judgments of thy mouth. (verse 13)

 7. I have  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ in the way of thy testimonies, as much as in all riches. (verse 14)

 8. I will  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ in thy precepts, and have respect unto thy ways. (verse 15)

 9. I will  _  _  _  _  _  _  myself in thy statutes: I will  _  _  _    _  _  _  _  _  _  thy word. (verse 16)

Amazing isn’t it? And that all in the first 16 verses of 176 verses in total! 
Some of these nouns and verbs you know. But I hope you will look up the meaning of those you do not 

know. And then I hope you will pray about these texts and ask the Lord if He will please teach you to love 
His Word as much as David did. You will then begin to understand how little you know and how great a 
treasure God’s Book is for us. 
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The Sleepless Night……………………………STORY FOR CHILDREN |  ANDREA SCHOLTEN

“I wish the hall clock would not tick so loud! How am I sup-
posed to get to sleep?” said Ruth Beach half aloud, as she 
tossed and tumbled in bed. She puffed up her pillow to make 
it higher but when that didn’t please her, she threw it off the 
bed and stretched out, trying to get comfortable. I didn’t actu-
ally steal, so why am I still thinking about it? Normally, Ruth fell 
asleep quickly after lying down and she would sleep so soundly 
that not a noise would bother her. But now she listened to 
the footsteps of her brothers and sisters as they went to their 
rooms, her father winding up the old clock in the hall, and her 
mother’s voice hushing the baby. Finally, all was still in the 
house except the ever-ticking clock, and yet Ruth could not 
sleep. What troubled her? Why couldn’t she sleep?

It had started at school that day. A boy in her class named 
Charles brought three brand new “I Spy” books to school and 
in his spare time he would page through them. Ruth, sitting 
across the aisle from him, asked to look at one, but Charles 
refused. Longingly she looked at the colorful cover. It was an 
“I Spy Mystery” book, and Ruth had never seen it before. I 
love mysteries, she thought to herself, and Charles is so mean! I 
wish that book was mine! It didn’t even cross Ruth’s mind that 
her thoughts were already displeasing to God, who said in the 
tenth commandment, “Thou shalt not covet.” 

Sitting in her desk, Ruth began to hatch a plan. When the 
students were dismissed at the end of the school day, Ruth 
lingered behind and told Kit to stay with her. Kit was Ruth’s 
friend, and she was full of life and fun, always ready to join 
in a daring adventure. 

“What do you want?” Kit asked.
Ruth glanced toward the classroom door but no one was 

there, and she could hear her teacher talking in the hallway. 
She pulled Kit over to Charles’s desk, and opening it, said, 
“Look, Kit, I want one of those books. Now, you take it, and 
give it to me, and then we can both say, ‘I didn’t do it’ when 
the teacher finds out and asks about it.”

Kit stood a moment, as if not understanding what Ruth 
meant, and then pulled out the “I Spy Mystery” book. “You 
want to play a trick on Charles? I don’t mind hiding the book, 
but you’re not saying to steal it, are you?”

Ruth sighed and looked at her friend Kit. “Charles is just 
a selfish bully and doesn’t deserve these new books. No one 
would ever know that we took it.”

“Ruth!” Kit exclaimed. “You know as well as I do that God 
would know.” She looked around and shuddered. “I don’t want 
to be a thief. Let’s go and pack our bags because we don’t want 
to miss the bus!”

Ruth shut the desk, after giving the book another longing 
look while Kit skipped out of the classroom. Ruth walked 
slowly after her, the feeling of guilt beginning to grow. Passing 
Kit’s locker, she told Kit not to tell anyone what had happened.

“Nope, I won’t. In fact, I won’t even think about it!” Kit 
declared, zipping up her coat. 

Ruth could not say the same, however, for she thought 
of what had happened again and again after she came home 
from school. And now as she lay in bed at night, Ruth was 
getting frustrated with her thoughts that kept bothering her. 
I don’t see why I feel so bad. I didn’t even steal! Charles’s books are 
still in his desk.

The old clock in the hallway seemed to tick, “What have 
you done? What have you done? What have you done?”

“Nothing!” Ruth said angrily. Finally, around midnight, 
she fell asleep.

Ruth didn’t realize it, but in God’s eyes she was a thief, 
even though she never took Charles’s book. Proverbs 23:7a 
says, “As he thinketh in his heart, so is he.” First, Ruth coveted 
the books, and then she tried to make Kit steal. Nothing but 
the fear of being caught and Kit’s refusal had kept her from 
taking the book. God saw her heart, and in His eyes she was 
a thief. No wonder she couldn’t sleep! No rest could be found 
for her heart and mind but in repenting of her sin and asking 
God to forgive her. 

God also looks not only at how you act outwardly, but He 
examines your heart. If you take part in someone else’s sin 
or if you tempt your friend to sin or if you did not outwardly 
sin and you comfort yourself with the thought that “I did not 
steal” or “I didn’t actually lie” or “I didn’t cause any harm,” 
remember these words: “As he thinketh in his heart, so is he.” 
Ask God to forgive not only your outward sins but also the 
sins of your heart. 

Andrea Scholten is a school teacher, a writer for children, and a member  
of the HRC in Grand Rapids, Michigan. This articles is adapted from The Little 
Girl ’s Treasury, compiled by Annie Brooks. Choteau: Gospel Mission Press, 1980. 



and
announcements

Obituary notices, church events, and marriage 
and anniversary notices will be printed free of 
charge and under no obligation of a gift received . 
Other announcements and/or requests will be 
approved by the editorial committee on an indi-
vidual basis as received .

CHURCH NEWS
The Lord willing, Rev. Bartel Elshout will be installed at the 
Heritage Reformed Congregation in Hull, Iowa on Sunday, Sep-
tember 25 at 9:30 a.m., with Dr. Beeke officiating. His inaugural 
service will be at the 6:00 p.m. service. May the Lord richly bless 
his ministry in Iowa.

DENOMINATIONAL YEARBOOK CORRECTIONS
Please correct your new HRC Denominational Yearbook as follows: 
On pages 17, 22 (2 times), 23, Rev. Elshout’s address should be 311 E. 
Diagonal Street (not 3115  Diagonal Road). Also add, Wife: Clarice, 
to page 17. Also, on page 29, delete Henry Jansen as a member of the 
BOT, as his term is completed, and delete “Alternate” behind Peter 
Koppert’s name on page 30 as he is a full member. Our apologies for 
these errors.

OBITUARY
HALEY, Frederick  F., aged 87, of Grandville, Michigan, passed away on 
Thursday, August 18, 2016. He was predeceased by his parents, Frank 
and Alice Haley; sisters, Cecelia Finholm and Shirley Haley. Surviving 
are his loving wife of 44 years, Arlois “Loi” Haley;  his children—
Melanie VanTuinen, Catherine (Keven)  Plankey, Kairee Haley, Scott  
(Terri) Williams, Teryl (Craig) Knap, Darin (Noe) Williams, Alan 
(Patti) Williams; nieces/nephews—David (Christine) Finholm, Shir-
ley (Percy) Sawdy; Diane Malburg; Grandchildren—Becky Cochran, 
D.J. VanTuinen, Brittnee VanTuinen, Zach VanTuinen, Cortnee Van-
Tuinen, Jeremy Bowen, Tanya Bowen, Joshua Bowen, Airika (Rimini) 
Carter, Sydne Williams, Gerrit Williams, Scott (Liz) Knap, Derek 
Knap, Aikana Williams, Austin Williams, Doyle Williams, Spenser 
Williams;  sisters/brothers-in-law—Elaine VanUnen, Kenneth (Jan) 
Quist, Marilyn (Paul) Schurman; several great-grandchildren; several 
step-nieces and nephews. (Dr. Joel R. Beeke, Luke 18:13,“God be 
merciful to me a sinner,” and Revelation 21;  Rev. David VanBrugge, 
John 11:34-35, 21-27).

TEACHERS NEEDED
HERITAGE REFORMED CHRISTIAN SCHOOL is accepting teaching appli-
cations for possible openings for the 2016–2017 school year. Interested 
K–6 applicants should contact Mr. John Zomer at (605) 359-7206 or 
email (johnz@zomertrucks.com). HRCS is a multi-grade classroom set-
ting that is located in Rock Valley, Iowa. You may also visit the school’s 
website at heritagereformedschool.com.

JORDAN CHRISTIAN SCHOOL (near St. Catharines, Ontario) is a small 
but energetic JK-12 learning community nestled in the heart of Niagara 
wine country. We are presently seeking applicants for a grade 1/2 com-
bined classroom for a maternity leave from November 2016 to June 2017, 
with the possibility of further employment in the coming year. The 
successful applicant will be an energetic and motivated team player who 
inspires young students to learn. You will be committed to a Reformed 
worldview while preparing students with the fundamental skills for fur-
ther learning; you will be comfortably versatile with technology and will 
bring skills that complement our present teaching team. Please include 
with your application, your philosophy of education, and a statement 
of faith. All submissions will be carefully considered. Please send your 
application to the attention of Mr. Mark Fintelman at principal@ourjcs.
ca. or Mr. Paul Wagenaar at wagenaarpaulw@gmail.com.

PLYMOUTH CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS 
HRC TEACHERS’ CONFERENCE

Educators and others who are interested are invited to attend the 
HRC Teachers’ Conference at Plymouth Christian High School 
scheduled for February 16–17, 2017. 

The theme of the conference is “What Doth the LORD Require of 
Thee?” with a variety of topics to help equip teachers to train children 
in the Biblical worldview including:

The Task: What doth the LORD require of thee?
The Need: How can we help our students maintain a compassionate  

   biblical worldview in the face of an abandoned culture?

www.cmisrael.org

a missions organization
that is seeking to speak to
the Jews about the Messiah

JesusChristJesusChrist
"Brethren, my heart's desire and prayer to
God for Israel is, that they might be saved"

Romans 10:1
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The Preparation: Tools for Bible study
The Students: Who are we teaching?
The Challenge: How do we ensure that what we teach is important?
Breakout sessions include: Biblical Worldview Tools, Biblical 

Worldview Discussion, and Banish Bullying/Cultivate Kindness.
For further information, please see the school website: plym-

outhchristianschools.org (choose “Information” then “Teachers’ 
Conference” tabs) or use this link: http://www.plymouthchristian-
schools.org/teachers-conference.

COMBINED FRC & HRC  
OFFICE-BEARERS CONFERENCE

        Topic:  The Church in Exile
        Speakers:  Dr. Michael Barrett (HRC),  
  Rev. Eric Moerdyk (FRC)
        Location:  Burgessville Heritage Reformed Church
  685 Main Street, Burgessville, ON N0J 1C0
        Date:  October 15, 2015
        Time:  10:30 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. (coffee served at 10:00 a.m.)

FREE REFORMED ASSOCIATION
PEACE HAVEN Free Reformed Association in Brantford, Ontario 
operates two homes with assisted living in a Christian environment 
for persons with disabilities. For more information about day pro-
grams,  full-time residential care or regular part-time respite care, 
please contact Peace Haven Director, Margaret Heemskerk, email: 
mheemskerk.peacehaven@gmail.com cell: 519-770-8816 or Secre-
tary, Jorina Bouman jorinabouman@cogeco.ca

YOUTH CAMP 2017
The upcoming youth camp is scheduled for July 11–14, 2017, Lord 
willing. We warmly encourage those ages 15–25 to come! Please con-
tact Ben and Beth Engelsma with any questions. bethannengelsma@
gmail.com

REFORMATION HERITAGE RARE AND USED BOOKS
2965 Leonard St., NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49525 • (616) 855-5744 • (616) 977-0889

Our used book store is open Monday through Friday 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.
For online shopping, click the “Used Books” tab on www.heritagebooks.org.

We are always seeking books in the Reformed, Presbyterian, and Puritan traditions. Contact Gary Vander Schaaf 
at (616) 977-0889; email: gary.vanderschaaf@heritagebooks.org when you have books to donate, sell, or trade.
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PRTS LONG DISTANCE
From a pastor in Lithuania who assisted in supervising a PRTS 
course on Soteriology (the doctrine of salvation) being taken by 
another Lithuanian pastor

I wish I could express how much of a blessing this course 
has been, not only for the pastor I have been supervising, but 
also for the church here in Lithuania. Our pastor-student has 
had opportunities to share some of what he has been taught 
and that has certainly whetted the appetites of people for more 
of this. The other pastors have seen that there is now a depth to 
his understanding of the Reformed faith that he did not have 
before and that they do not have.

We certainly “ jumped in at the deep end” in that our pastor- 
student had very little understanding of the Bible and System-
atic Theology when he started this course. But he has asked 
many, many questions and is like a bulldog in that he will not 
let go until he understands something. So we have spent at 
least 4 hours per day, 5 days a week going over the material.

Part of the difficulty for him is that he is not just trying to 
understand the material in English but he is also consciously 
thinking about how to teach it in Lithuanian. He is strug-
gling with the fact that many of the words currently used to 
translate English theological terms are just simple translit-
erations of the English (e.g. “regeneration” is often translated 

as “regeneracija”) or they are terms that, in the minds of the 
average Lithuanian, are loaded with false Roman Catholic 
misinterpretations of the Scripture. So it is a challenge. We 
both see this mission of helping the Reformed Synod here to 
return to its historic Reformed roots as a long-term project.

The willingness of PRTS to help us directly here in Vil-
nius means that we can reach a whole section of the Reformed 
community. This part of the Reformed community desperately 
needs help. They’ve had 50 years of persecution under com-
munism followed by 20 years of inf luence from liberal German 
Reformed churches and the PCUSA. The German churches 
do not want to give up their inf luence. So it is sometimes a 
struggle. But the Lord is working in wonderful ways and there 
is a great opportunity to help turn this denomination around.

I have hope for the future. I believe that God is work-
ing very powerfully within the leadership of the Evangelical 
Reformed Synod. I see people in the pews who are open and 
hungry for the Gospel. And I see young men like this pastor-
student who soak up every drop of teaching that they are given.

So, please pass on our deep gratitude for the help that we 
are being given. These lectures on the doctrine of salvation 
have been a great blessing, not only to the student and the local 
church and by extension our nation, but also to me as I daily 
hear the great truths of the Reformation. 

FROM OUR MAILBOX



NATIONAL NEWS
STATISTICS: CHRISTIAN HIGHER EDUCATION ON THE RISE

Recent statistics have shown a nationwide increase in enrollment 
among institutions of higher education, including Christian colleges 
and universities. According to the U.S. Department of Education, 
student enrollment in over 130 Council for Christian Colleges & 
Universities (CCCU) institutions increased by 67 percent in a 10-year 
period.

Susan Bratton, the chair of the environmental studies department 
at Baylor University in Waco, Texas, connected the enrollment boom 
with parental involvement, laying out several issues that emerged 
from her interactions with parents of incoming students at Baylor, the 
largest Baptist institution in the world. “They also want their students 
in an environment where they will be spending a certain amount of 
time reasonably engaged in studying and where their social standards 
will be better,” said Bratton. “They like the student life component of 
Christian schools.” Areas of concern for parents that make them think 
twice about secular institutions are substance abuse, co-ed dorms, and 
perhaps living arrangements, according to Bratton.

Another contributing factor to the growth of Christian colleges 
is the quality of education and academic rank, according to Bratton. 
In a U.S. News & World Report guide to the best colleges, nearly 
all U.S. CCCU institutions ranked within the top 36 within their 
respective categories. Furthermore, 11 CCCU schools made it to the 
“best values” rank in their respective regions.

Some 47% of CCCU first-year students had an A- or better grade 
point average in high school, compared to 35% of first-year students 
in other private colleges, according to a study by the UCLA/Higher 
Education Research Institute. Behind these numbers is the “conscious 
effort” made by Christian schools in the past to raise their academic 
caliber. “In the last two decades, a number of Christian schools have 
been involved in programs that offer research opportunities in sciences 
and very active in pursuing ways to make it easily available to their 
top science students,” said Bratton. (By Marion Kim – Christian Post)

NEW POLL FINDS AMERICANS STRONGLY  
SUPPORT ABORTION RESTRICTIONS 

Americans remain strongly supportive of abortion restrictions, despite 
this summer’s Supreme Court decision overturning a Texas law that 
mandated that doctors have admitting privileges at a local hospital and 
that abortion clinics be held to the same standards as other outpatient 
surgery centers. Strong majorities also oppose taxpayer funding of 
abortion, support the right of conscientious objectors to opt out of 
abortions, and would generally limit abortion—at most—to the first 
trimester. In most cases, a majority, or substantial minority of those 
who call themselves pro-choice agree.

“The majority of Americans in favor of abortion restrictions has 
been consistently around 8 in 10 for the better part of a decade,” said 
Barbara Carvalho, director of the Marist Poll. “Though self-identi-
fication as pro-life or pro-choice can vary substantially from year to 
year, the support for restrictions is quite stable.”

Among the key findings: 
•	 Though 51 percent of Americans say they are pro-choice, 

about 8 in 10 Americans support substantial restrictions on abor-
tion (78 percent), and would limit it to, at most, the first three 
months of pregnancy.

•	 Taxpayer funding for abortion is opposed by 62 percent of Amer-
icans. This includes 65 percent of African Americans, 61 

percent of Latinos, and 45 percent of those who say they are 
pro-choice.

•	 Concerning the recent Supreme Court decision, nearly 8 in 
10 Americans (78 percent) want abortion clinics to be held 
to the same standards as other outpatient surgery centers. 

•	 And by almost 20 points, a majority of Americans (56 percent 
to 37 percent) do not believe that healthcare providers should 
be forced to perform abortions against their conscience or 
religious beliefs. 

“The American people have spoken clearly on their desire for 
abortion restrictions, less taxpayer funding of it, and common sense 
regulations on this industry to protect women’s health,” said Knights 
of Columbus CEO Carl Anderson. “Our courts, politicians, candi-
dates and parties should heed this consensus.” (PR Newswire)

INTERNATIONAL NEWS
EUROPEAN CHURCHES SAY GROWING FLOCK OF MUSLIM  

REFUGEES ARE CONVERTING 
Reliable data on conversions is not available but anecdotal evidence 
suggests a pattern of rising church attendance by Muslims who have 
f led conf lict, repression, and economic hardship in countries across 
the Middle East and central Asia.

Complex factors behind the trend include heartfelt faith in a new 
religion, gratitude to Christian groups offering support during peril-
ous and frightening journeys, and an expectation that conversion may 
aid asylum applications.

•	 At Trinity church in the Berlin suburb of Steglitz, the con-
gregation has grown from 150 two years ago to almost 700, 
swollen by Muslim converts, according to Pastor Gottfried 
Martens.

•	 The Austrian Catholic church logged 300 applications for 
adult baptism in the first three months of 2016, with the 
Austrian pastoral institute estimating 70% of those convert-
ing are refugees.

•	 At Liverpool’s Anglican Cathedral in the UK, a weekly Per-
sian service attracts 100–140 people. Nearly all are migrants 
from Iran, Afghanistan, and elsewhere in central Asia.

•	 One in four confirmations conducted by the bishop of Brad-
ford, Toby Howarth, over the past year were of converts from 
Islam. Most were Iranian and most of those were asylum 
seekers.

Last year, the Austrian bishops’ conference published new guide-
lines for priests, warning that some refugees may seek baptism in the 
hope of improving their chances of obtaining asylum. “Admitting 
persons for baptism who are during the official procedure classified 
as ‘not credible’ leads to a loss in the church’s credibility across the 
whole of Austria,” the new guidelines say.

Since 2014, applicants interested in converting to Christianity 
with the Austrian church have to go through a one-year “preparation 
period” during which they are informally assessed. “There has to be 
a noticeable interest in the faith that extends beyond merely the wish 
to obtain a piece of paper,” said Friederike Dostal, who coordinates 
preparation courses in Vienna’s archdiocese. “We are not interested 
in Proforma Christians. You have to be able to register some kind of 
process of change in people.” In 5-10% of cases, she said, applicants 
broke off their course before they were baptized. (CNBC news)

CHRISTIAN WORLD VIEW JOHN GOUDZWAARD
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REV. DAVID VANBRUGGE 
CORNER FOR TEENS

with selfish knowledge apart from Christ (2:16–23). Evil and sin are not only 
categories but personal responses to God. 

However, redemption and restoration to God are also very real to Paul 
(1:21–22). People who were spiritually dead can and have been raised to spiri-
tual life (2:13; 3:1). God the Father has delivered the saints from the domain of 
darkness and transferred them into the kingdom of His Son (1:13), qualifying 
them to share in the inheritance with the saints (1:12).

What Paul is Responding To
Even in the area of metaphysics, Paul is responding to any and all attempts at 
syncretism. Because of the creation of the world by Christ and for Christ, there 
is no place for vain imaginations that distorts one’s understanding of reality.3

Further, Paul clearly points out that this world is not all there is. God is real 
and alive. He is not remote and detached. He is involved in creation, He reveals 
Himself, He calls people to repentance and faith, He continues to offer salva-
tion through Christ to sinners. “In light of this view of matter it is interesting 
that Paul regards Jesus not only as God’s instrument in creation, but as having 
preceded the physical universe: ‘he is before all things’ (1:17).”4 In reply to the 
Colossians’ attempts to teach Christ as a rationalized emanation of God, the 
apostle argues that Christ is all and in all.5

The Implication for Christian Philosophy
What implications does this have for a Christocentric philosophy? Christians 
must maintain that the ultimate reality is the supernatural, divine, triune God 
who is immaterial, sovereign, immanent, and transcendent. Reality not only 
includes the supernatural but stems from the supernatural divine person of Jesus 
Christ—“all things were created by him, and for him” (1:16). Therefore, people 
can only have a sense of the real when they know Christ, and God through 
Christ. This was already Paul’s appeal in Athens (Acts 17:24–29).

But a Christocentric understanding of reality also changes the way people 
see and understand all things. It reminds us that even things that contemporary 
society says are illusory are real; and that things society says are real are truly 
ephemeral (2 Cor. 4:18).6 The invisible God is real, as is Christ as the image of 
God (Col. 1:15). Both the visible and invisible aspects of creation are real (1:16). 
Both faith and hope are also settled and grounded (1:23). 

It is only when we hold to a Christocentric model of reality that we fully 
understand what Paul meant when he wrote that Christ came “to reconcile all 
things unto himself; by him, I say, whether they be things in earth, or things 
in heaven” (1:20). 

1. Norman Geisler, Introduction to Philosophy: A Christian Perspective (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 176.
2. Oliphint, Role of Philosophy, 14. 
3. E.M. Yamauchi, “Gnosticism,” in Evans and Porter, Dictionary of New Testament, 414. 
4. T. Paige, “Philosophy,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 

1993), 716.
5. Holmes, Christianity and Philosophy, 27.         6. Clark, Colossians, 40. 

Rev. David VanBrugge is a pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congregation of Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
Feel free to email him: dvanbrugge@gmail.com.

CHRISTIAN 
PHILOSOPHY? (4)

UNDERSTANDING THE CHRIST-CENTERED 
METAPHYSICS OF COLOSSIANS
What is real? Nothing? Perceptions? Material 
things? The eternal? The question of ultimate 
reality is generally referred to as the question 
of metaphysics. This is often discussed as the 
problem of the one and the many. While dis-
cussions in metaphysics often debate whether 
reality is about the one or the many, the uni-
versal or the particular, Christian theists argue 
that unity and diversity can exist together.1  
K. Scott Oliphint, in his helpful little book-
let, says that the answer to the question about 
the nature of ultimate reality is, “the Triune 
God.”2 This response can also be discerned in 
Colossians. 

What Paul Says
In his letter to the Colossians, Paul acknowl-
edged the reality of God the Father, Almighty, 
Maker of heaven and earth (1:2, 3). He 
described God as the God of knowledge (1:10); 
the invisible God (1:15); the One who reveals 
(1:27); the One seated as Lord (3:1); the God in 
control of providence (4:3); and the God who 
is head of His kingdom (4:11). 

Paul also acknowledged the reality of Christ 
as the Son of God the Father (1:3). Christ is 
the object of faith (1:4); the Ruler of God’s 
kingdom (1:13); the image of the invisible God 
(1:15); the Creator (1:16); the One in whom are 
hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge 
(2:3), etc. In Paul’s own words—“Christ is all, 
and in all” (3:11). 

While not in focus in the letter to the 
Colossians, the Holy Spirit is also included: 
the Colossians had “love in the Spirit” (1:8). 
Undoubtedly, the energy that powerfully worked 
in Paul (1:29) was through the Holy Spirit. 

Stating that the nature of ultimate reality 
is the triune God does not deny the reality of 
evil in the world. Paul himself describes sex-
ual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, 
covetousness, and idolatry (3:5). Deception 
and darkness are very real (1:13). There is a 
deceptive human tradition; similarly there are 
deceptive spirits in this world (2:9). It is pos-
sible for people to be deceived, being puffed up 
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When the weary, seeking rest,
To Thy goodness flee;
When the heavy laden cast
All their load on Thee;
When the troubled, seeking peace,
On Thy name shall call;
When the sinner, seeking life,
At Thy feet shall fall:

When the child, with grave  
fresh lip,

Youth, or maiden fair,
When the aged, weak and gray,
Seek Thy face in prayer;
When the widow weeps to Thee,
Sad and lone and low;
When the orphan brings to Thee
All his orphan woe:

When the stranger asks a home,
All his toils to end;
When the hungry craveth food,
And the poor a friend;
When the sailor on the wave
Bows the fervent knee;
When the soldier on the field
Lifts his heart to Thee:

When the man of toil and care,
In the city crowd,
When the shepherd on the moor,
Names the name of God;
When the learned and the high
Tired of earthly fame,
Upon higher joys intent,
Name the blessed name:

When the worldling, sick at heart,
Lifts his soul above;
When the prodigal looks back
To his Father’s love;
When the proud man, in his pride,
Stoops to seek Thy face;
When the burdened brings  
 his guilt
To Thy throne of grace:

Hear then in love, O Lord, the cry
In Heav’n, Thy dwelling place on high.

      —HORATIUS BONAR


