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MEDITATION | REV. MAARTEN KUIVENHOVEN

Sure Footing  
for the Fearful

What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee (Ps. 56:3).

Familiar words aren’t they, my soul? Valuable words, too. 
Comforting words. Strengthening words. What time I am 
afraid—whenever. When temptation swiftly strikes upon 
my vulnerable soul and I fear the vortex of poison called sin 
sucking me in. When the doctor returns with his report in 
hand and his face is grim and fear strikes and numbs my 
soul and mind as his voice echoes in the brazen chambers of 
my consciousness: “You have cancer.” When the darkness of 
depression settles like a lowering cloud upon my mind and 
soul and all sense of comfort f lees and fear chokes out all 
life. When fear of academic or employment failure startles 
me awake at night and sweat soaks the sheets. When my 
enemies torment me and drive their fiery darts into the soft 
underbelly of my weak spots of sin and I fear that I will be 
overcome. When I lay awake at night and thoughts begin 
to crowd in and multiply and I fear for my children, for my 
spouse, for others in my care. When I virtually smell the 
smoke and hear the crackling f lame of eternal torment and 
I begin to fear for the unsaved in my family. When I scan 
the headlines and the enemy is winning and advancing his 
kingdom, sweeping aside the righteous with the swipe of 
his venomous tail, the pit of fear settles hard and deep in 
my being. When I stumble and fall in sin and the devil and 
my conscience raise their voices in a cacophony of shrill 
accusations and I fear that I will not enter into the rest that 
my soul craves. When my troubled soul begins to fear and 
doubt and I blindly stumble and sink beneath the waves of 
fear, my Master no longer in sight. When life becomes so 
unbearably hard for no apparent reason and fear and panic 
set in, attacking me at the core of my being. When I fear 
God as judge more than as my father and the torments of 
His judgments seem more real than the comforts of His 
presence. When I lay on my deathbed and I engage the last 
enemy, I approach the struggle with raw fear as I face the 
dark and grim intruder—the robber of life. 

What is your fear? Take courage, soul, in these words. 
What time I am afraid. Whenever fear takes hold of me. 
Whatever fear takes hold of me. However fear takes hold of 
me, what is the resolve of my soul?

When I am afraid, “I will trust in thee.” When the 
specter of fear looms, dark and threatening in all its mani-
festations, then I will trust in God. I will not curve inward 
because all I have to offer is a shallow strength that will 
not take me the long haul. My first and sure line of defense 
against fear is God Himself. He is enough. I will trust in 
Him; that is my resolve. In the midst of fear, my soul will 
reach out to Him because He has promised to be with all 
those who fear Him. In the midst of fear that cuts my soul 
off at its knees, I will come to settle with all my weight on 
my rock. He is strong. 

Trusting means to lean on Him. Fear weakens as I lean 
on myself, but trusting steadies me as I lean on God. He is 
sure and steady and is there in the midst of the fears that 
grip my soul. When fear speaks loudly in my life, I will turn 
to the God who speaks through His powerful Word: “In 
God will I praise his word” (Ps. 56:4). When my soul rests 
safely in God, fear begins to recede like the low tide ebbing 
to reveal the Rock upon which I stand. When I lean on God, 
He will take up my cause. My cancer is in His hands. My 
loved ones are in His hands. My death is in His hands. My 
successes or failures are in His hands. My soul is safely in 
His almighty and fatherly hands. His eternal kingdom will 
advance and conquer. 

“What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee.” I remind 
my soul of that again and again. I preach to myself this 
comforting and strengthening truth, and, in time, my fears 
recede. My God is true and sure and steady and faithful. In 
God I have put my trust; I will not fear what f lesh can do 
unto me (Ps. 56:4b). Are you tossed about with fear? Learn 
with me again and again, “What time I am afraid, I will 
put my trust in thee.” Here is a sure footing for the fearful.

Rev. Maarten Kuivenhoven is a pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congre-
gation in Grand Rapids, Michigan and a PhD candidate at Calvin  
Theological Seminary.
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EDITORIAL  |  DR. JOEL R. BEEKE

Hear thou, my son, and be wise,  
And guide thine heart in the way. 

       —PROVERBS 23:19

For years we care for our children like birds caring for their 
nestlings. We shield them from danger, bring them good 
things to eat, and attend to all their needs. However, every 
father and mother will face the day when their precious chil-
dren leave the nest and f ly on their own. They will no longer 
abide under our wings. They will follow their own beliefs 
and desires. The whole world will lie before them, and they 
will make countless choices about work, marriage, children, 
church, politics, and personal life. While you hope that you 
will still have a voice in their lives as a trusted counselor and 
friend, you will never return to the days when you picked 
up your baby and put him in the Pack-n-Play to keep him 
safe. You will stand at the door and watch him drive away 
to live his own life.  

Therefore, nothing is more essential to the task of bring-
ing children up “in the nurture and admonition of the Lord” 
(Eph. 6:4) than instilling strong convictions in them. Chris-
tian parents should strive to provide each child with an 
internal biblical compass that will guide him or her through 
life. Of course, we must recognize our limitations. Our chil-
dren are not robots that we can program to follow our every 
directive. Nor should we try to take the place of God, who 
alone can give our children new hearts and put His Spirit 
within them so that they willingly do what He commands. 
However, fathers and mothers have a unique opportunity to 
cultivate in their children the basic convictions by which to 
navigate their way through life’s opportunities and perils. 
We cannot save them or work faith in them, but we can 
plant seeds of Bible truth in their hearts and minds that 
by God’s grace may bear fruit when they grow to maturity.

The Book of Proverbs provides much instruction on how 
to raise children. Proverbs 23:12 says, “Apply thine heart 
unto instruction, and thine ears to the words of knowl-
edge.” Note that first of all, Solomon addresses the parents 
who would teach their children. They must be instructed 

themselves, seeking “the wisdom that is from above” (James 
3:17), and heeding “the words of knowledge” found in God’s 
Word. Note also that from this verse to the end of the chap-
ter, the word “heart” appears no less than seven times. For 
example, in verse 19 a parent exhorts his child to, “Hear 
thou, my son, and be wise, and guide thine heart in the 
way.” Giving heed to parental instruction from the Word of 
God will make the child “wise unto salvation” (2 Tim. 3:15), 
enabling him to guide his heart in the way “which leadeth 
unto life” (Matt. 7:13). Out of the heart f low “the issues of 
life” (Prov. 4:23).

Tedd Tripp writes, “This understanding does marvel-
ous things for discipline. It makes the heart the issue, not 
just the behavior. It focuses correction on deeper things 
than changed behavior. The point of confrontation is what 
is occurring in the heart. Your concern is to unmask your 
child’s sin, helping him to understand how it ref lects a heart 
that has strayed. That leads to the cross of Christ. It under-
scores the need for a Savior. It provides opportunities to 
show the glories of God, who sent His Son to change hearts 
and free people enslaved to sin.”1 

The last thing godly parents should want for their chil-
dren is that they should become little Pharisees, clean on 
the outside but rotten and dead within. It is important to 
stress not just outward behavior but also their consciences, 
minds, and hearts. We must aim to train the inmost being 
of our children by informing their minds and shaping their 
consciences so that if God’s Spirit blesses our children with 
saving grace, they will live by faith in the Son of God and 
walk in faithful obedience to God’s commands. When our 
children are little, we may simply tell them what to do. 
However, very early we must also combine enforcement of 
rules with instruction, and instruction with questions, and 
questions with conversation. We must see to it that they 
know what to do, how to do it, and why it matters.

How can we plant godly convictions in our children? 
The latter part of Proverbs 23 gives us much wisdom about 
how to do that. I will summarize its teaching in six prin-
ciples—three in this issue and three in the next.

How Do We Plant
Godly Convictions 
in Our Children? (1)
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Principle #1: Plant Convictions 
by Disciplining with Mercy
Though it may surprise many people today, part of God’s 
loving plan for training young children to direct their hearts 
with wisdom is to spank them when needed. Proverbs 23:13–
14 says, “Withhold not correction from the child: for if thou 
beatest him with the rod, he shall not die. Thou shalt beat 
him with the rod, and shalt deliver his soul from hell.” The 
rod of chastening must be applied, not to injure the body, 
and certainly not to give him what his sins deserve, but only 
to curb his natural tendency to choose evil and reject good.

Administering corporal discipline is one of the most 
unpleasant aspects of ruling a household in a godly man-
ner. Some people equate spanking with rage and abuse, but 
every Christian should remember that “The wrath of man 
worketh not the righteousness of God” (James 1:20). The 
rod of wrath is not the rod of correction. Parental discipline 
must conform itself to the example of our Father in heaven: 
“Whom the Lord loveth, he correcteth, even a father the 
son in whom he delighteth” (Prov. 3:12). The motive is love, 
not anger; the manner is paternal, not judicial; the aim is 
correction, not punishment (Heb. 12:5–14). 

Discipline can go wrong if you don’t keep in mind that 
you are acting in God’s stead. Otherwise, the tendency will 
be to discipline children based on your emotions or personal 
peeves rather than God’s commands. Unrighteous and self-
centered discipline can only provoke children to wrath, and 
diminish you in their regard. If you lose your temper and 
start yelling, you will soon forget the whole purpose of godly 
discipline. Never forget that when you discipline you are 
disciplining in God’s name. He has put the rod of correction 
in your hand and you are a steward of that rod on His behalf.

As God’s representative, you must administer discipline with:

1. Love: “My son, despise not the chastening of the LORD; 
neither be weary of his correction: for whom the LORD 
loveth he correcteth; even as a father the son in whom he 
delighteth,” says Proverbs 3:11–12. To discipline without 
love presents your children with the image of Satan, not 
of God. When Satan aff licts us, his aim is to embitter us 
against God and so bring about our destruction. When God 
chastens us, His aim is to make us partakers of His holiness 
and righteousness (Heb. 12:10–11).

2. Instruction: Christ says, “As many as I love, I rebuke and 
chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent…. He that hath 
an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches” 
(Rev. 3:19, 22). Combine rebukes and chastening with an 
explanation of the wrong done, stress what repentance looks 
like, and how free and sure is the grace Christ shows to 
those who forsake their sins, so that your child’s mind and 
conscience may resonate with the justice and goodness of 
what you have done. This is one reason why spanking should 

be applied only when a child is old enough to understand 
instruction. Take the child into a private room, explain the 
wrong he has done, and why you need to spank him. After-
wards, embrace the child and pray with him. Then regard 
the matter resolved. Do not bring it up again. As Spurgeon 
quipped, when you bury a dog, you don’t leave its tail stick-
ing up above the ground.

3. Compassion: Psalm 103:13–14 says, “Like as a father piti-
eth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear him. For 
he knoweth our frame; he remembereth that we are dust.” 
Enter into your child’s experience. Recall the power of temp-
tation, and the unruliness of the human heart. Identify with 
him as a sinner who needs to profit from correction. Please 
note that compassion does not mean foregoing discipline 
randomly, especially when the child professes repentance 
immediately. That is a distorted view of divine grace that 
results in parental inconsistency, and can reap hypocrisy in 
children. But compassion does mean that we limit the dis-
cipline to the degree of the moral offense, so that while it 
must hurt to be effective, it does not harm the child’s body 
or soul. Biblically regulated discipline administered calmly 
is not child abuse but preventative child care that can deliver 
a child from destructive habits and practices.

It might seem that spanking cannot build inner convic-
tions because it applies external force to control a child’s 
behavior, but corporal discipline, lovingly and justly used, 
helps to form moral and religious convictions. Every child’s 
conscience testifies that there is a God who commands 
us to do right and forbids us to do wrong, and that those 
who disobey God by doing wrong deserve His punishment 
(Rom. 1:19–20, 32; 2:14–15). However, since the fall of 
man, Satan has beguiled us with his lie that if we sin we 
“shall not surely die” (Gen. 3:4). Those who believe that lie 
think that their iniquity will not be discovered and thus 
despise and reject the fear of God (Ps. 36:1–2). Sinners “go 
astray as soon as they are born, speaking lies,” says Psalm 
58:3, and the most fundamental lie is that sin is good and 
obedience is bad. Thus conscience is weakened, blasted, and 
seared by Satan and sin.

Some parents try to protect their children from the con-
sequences of sin. As a result, their children fail to realize 
the full import of their bad behavior. Godly parents should 
apply a judicious measure of pain to teach their children that 
sin is bad and obedience is good. We know that rebellion 
against authority, hatred and violence, fornication, stealing, 
lying, and greed will bring dire consequences upon a child 
when he becomes an adult and ultimately send him to hell 
(1 Cor. 6:9). Children should learn this lesson early in the 
safety of the home. Corporal discipline, “the rod of correc-
tion,” greatly helps to strengthen a child’s conscience when 
he is young. 
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Principle #2: Plant Convictions by Rejoicing  
Openly in Wise Choices
If corporal discipline builds negative convictions, then 
rejoicing and commending children for doing well builds 
positive convictions. Proverbs 23:15–16 says, “My son, if 
thine heart be wise, my heart shall rejoice, even mine. Yea, 
my reins [the seat of emotion in the inward parts] shall 
rejoice, when thy lips speak right things.” If you want to 
shape your child’s heart to delight in doing right, then you 
must share the rejoicing of your heart in his obedience. 

Christian parents may be afraid of praising their children 
lest it foster pride in them. However, parents should learn 
from the example of the Lord Jesus Christ, who says to His 
faithful servants, “Well done! Enter thou into the joy of thy 
Lord” (Matt. 25:21). Commending a child for doing what 
is right is a duty that we owe them in the Lord, “For God 
is not unrighteous to forget your work and labour of love” 
(Heb. 6:10), and neither should we. Christ taught us that we 
should find motivation to serve the Lord in the knowledge 
that the Father knows what we do and will reward us pub-
licly with heavenly treasure (Matt. 6:4, 6, 18–21). A child 
of God is to live in joyful obedience with a sense of His 
Father’s smile. In the same way, Christian parents should 
affirm their children with a ready smile, words of praise, and 
other appropriate rewards when they do well.

This principle is so important that the writer of Proverbs 
23 returns to it in verses 24–25: “The father of the righteous 
shall greatly rejoice: and he that begetteth a wise child shall 
have joy of him. Thy father and thy mother shall be glad, 
and she that bare thee shall rejoice.” These words are both 
an encouragement to parents, and a guide for their parent-
ing. Some may think it wrong to reward obedience, but 
Scripture declares that in keeping the law of the LORD, 
“there is great reward” (Ps. 19:10). We know, of course, 
that “This reward is not of merit, but of grace” (Heidelberg 
Catechism, Q. 63); that is, the reward far exceeds the merit 
of our good works. But we must do as our Father in heaven 
does! Again, we see how important it is to focus upon the 
heart. As parents we are not simply trying to control our 
children’s behavior; we are training their hearts to know and 
do the will of God with delight.

Principle #3: Plant Convictions by Instilling Truth
Proverbs 23:22–23 says: “Hearken unto thy father that begat 
thee, and despise not thy mother when she is old. Buy the 
truth, and sell it not; also wisdom, and instruction, and 
understanding.” Solomon borrows imagery from the mar-
ketplace; parents are selling wares to their children. He 
urges the parents to market precious commodities to their 
children, words of truth, wisdom, instruction, and under-
standing. He urges their children to buy up all they can, and 
hold on to it for dear life. In other words, parents—espe-
cially fathers who are called to be teaching “prophets” in 
their home—must teach truth to their children so that they 
will grow in understanding and, by God’s grace, in wisdom. 
Here are six helps for fathers to be prophetic teachers and 
truth-instillers for their children:

1. Teach as God’s authorized steward. Part of our earnestness 
in instilling truth in our children comes from knowing that 
God has commanded us to teach them. Ephesians 6:4 says, 
“Fathers, provoke not your children to wrath: but bring 
them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.” We say 
to them, “Children, God gave me this task of teaching you. I 
must follow His command.” Churches and Christian schools 
may supplement our efforts, but the primary responsibility 
of teaching covenant children belongs to parents, especially 
to fathers. They should not delegate all the responsibility to 
other teachers and consider their own job done.

2. Teach through family worship. Daily family worship ought 
to be the basic context for the exercise of your prophetic 
office toward your children. Teach your children “all the 
counsel of God,” as Paul says he did for the Ephesians (Acts 
20:17–27). Your home should be a little church or semi-
nary, in which you are to serve as a prophet, teaching your 
children God’s precious truth—addressing the mind, the 
conscience, the heart, and the will of each of them. Teach 
your children Bible stories and doctrines, applying those 
stories and doctrines to their daily lives, for their proper 
spiritual, moral, and psychological development. 

Using a guide such as the Reformation Heritage KJV 
Study Bible, teach your children about each book of the 
Bible, showing them its major theme, and how it leads us as 
needy sinners to Jesus Christ. Teach them the main points in 
each chapter you read. You can use the “Thoughts for Family 
Worship” at the end of each chapter in the study Bible just 
mentioned. Help them memorize the Ten Commandments, 
the Lord’s Prayer, and the Apostles’ Creed. Describe who 
God is and what He is like. Teach them the origin, perva-
siveness, and consequences of sin. Teach them the necessity 
of the new birth, and of personal repentance and faith in 
Christ alone for salvation. Teach them about the atoning 
blood of Christ and its efficacious power. Present the whole 
Christ to your children: His person and natures, His offices 
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and states, and His beauty and all-sufficiency. Teach them 
about the moral law and its civil, evangelical, and didactic 
uses. Teach them about God’s call to holiness and how to 
live a life of thankfulness. Set before them the reality of 
death, the solemnity of judgment, the joy of heaven, the 
torments of hell, and the timelessness of eternity.

As you teach, be plain in meaning and style. Be simple 
and short. Be experiential and relevant in application. Be 
affectionate in manner, like the father in Proverbs. Reach 
down into the life of your children by using age-appropriate 
illustrations and concrete concepts. Review and simplify 
sermons you’ve heard as a family in church. Tether biblical 
instruction to current events in your family, society, and 
nation as much as possible.2 

3. Teach by example. In addition to being our chief prophet, 
Jesus was the living Word (John 1:1, 14). He revealed God 
not only in His words but also in His life. Be like Paul, who 
advised Timothy, his dear son in the Lord, “But thou hast 
fully known my doctrine, manner of life, purpose, faith, 
longsuffering, charity, patience, persecutions, aff lictions,…  
what persecutions I endured: but out of them all the Lord 
delivered me” (2 Tim. 3:10–11). We are always teaching our 
children, whether we know it or not, for they are reading the 
book of our lives. Besides the Bible, our lives are the most 
important book our children will ever read. In the book of 
our life, they will see how important our views on God are, 
whether worship is a delight or a duty, whether sin is a hor-
rible evil or mere naughtiness, and whether we really cherish 
our families or view them as a burden. 

4. Teach by sharing your life. Paul openly spoke about his 
problems, aff lictions, and weaknesses. He boasted in his 
weaknesses so that others could see the power of Christ 
in him and the sufficiency of God’s grace in all his trials 
(2 Cor. 12:9–10). He opened his life to others so that they 
would open their lives to him (2 Cor. 6:11–13). Happy are 
the children who can say to their friends, “My mom and 
dad are pretty neat; I can talk to them about anything.” 
That does not mean you act as their buddy, for that would 
negate your authority over them as a Christian parent. But 
it does mean you should strive to become their confidant in 
a friendship that deepens as they mature. Jesus called His 
disciples “friends” because He loved them enough to die 
for them and to share with them the whole counsel of God 
(John 15:13–15).

5. Teach for holistic maturity. Luke 2:52 tells us that “Jesus 
increased in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God 
and man.” Christ is our model of child development; He 
was born a baby but grew into an adult in all aspects of His 
humanity.

In addition to training your children’s minds and hearts 
so that, by God’s grace, they grow and mature in serving 
God, train them also in social graces. A well-trained mind 
unaccompanied by basic good manners or courtesy is a blunt 
sword. Our children should show respect to older people, 
kindness to their peers, and compassion to persons younger 
than they are. If you expect your children to behave well 
but do not teach them proper etiquette, you set them up 
for failure in society. Furthermore, give them opportunities 
to enjoy fine art, great literature, and good music as gifts 
of God’s common grace. That too will mature them and 
enhance their lives.

Train your children physically as well. Teach them that 
their bodies are gifts from God, so they must respect the 
rules of health. They need a certain amount of sleep, a 
healthy diet, and plenty of exercise. Teach your children 
the facts of life, discussing openly the goodness, spiritual 
significance, and God-given boundaries of their sexuality. 
Do not leave that education to their peers. Guide them in 
matters of personal appearance so that they dress modestly 
and attractively but not to draw attention to themselves. 

6. Teach with passion. We have heard some preachers pro-
claim God’s word in a rather cold, mechanical manner. 
Consider by contrast the prophet Jeremiah’s zeal: “His word 
was in mine heart as a burning fire shut up in my bones, 
and I was weary with forbearing, and I could not stay” (Jer. 
20:9). The prophet could not keep God’s word in; he had 
to speak it forth.

Likewise, Amos felt compelled to speak when God told 
him to do so. He said, “The lion hath roared…. The Lord 
GOD hath spoken, who can but prophesy?” (Amos 3:8). 
Many times my dad wept as he taught us the truths of God. 
That was passionate teaching. My father was bringing us 
the Word of God not as dry, boring information, but as the 
living Word, “powerful, and sharper than any two-edged 
sword” (Heb. 4:12), to instill truth in us. He would often 
say to us when imparting truth, “I wish I could write this 
with an iron pen on your heart”—and with the Spirit’s help 
he did! Likewise, we must teach our children with passion.3

       
1. Tedd Tripp, Shepherding A Child’s Heart (Wapwallopen, Pa.: 

Shepherd Press, 1995), 6.
2. This point is mostly abridged from my Bringing the Gospel to 

Covenant Children (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2010). 
3. Much of this section is adapted from my How Should Men Lead 

Their Families (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2014).

Dr. Joel R. Beeke is president and professor of Systematic Theology and 
Homiletics at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, and a pastor of the 
Heritage Reformed Congregation of Grand Rapids, Michigan.
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Three months after his call to be a prophet, Zechariah 
received a comprehensive revelation concerning the people 
and kingdom of God. It came in a series of visions that 
seemed to occur in uninterrupted procession in a single 
night. In these visions, God overviewed His redemptive 
plan and purpose from the immediate temporal context 
to the distant future. The first three visions specifically 
set before the people the hope of national deliverance and 
prosperity, a hope that was certain and authenticated by the 
word of the Lord. Yet, the spiritually minded, particularly, 
would have been conscious that their personal holiness did 
not merit such grandiose promises. And they would have 
been correct. The basis of favor was not in their merits; the 
basis was God’s grace. So the fourth vision narrows from 
national to individual focus and addresses the very personal 
issue of salvation from sin. 

The principal scene of this fourth vision centers on 
Joshua the High Priest. Since the High Priest was the para-
mount representative of the people of God, we must see him 
here not only in terms of the individual but also in terms of 
his office. Therefore, what is true of Joshua is true for every 
justified sinner. That is the ultimate point of the vision as 
it symbolically pictures the gospel truth of free and gracious 
justification. 

As we meditate on this vision, keep in mind the classic 
Reformed and biblically precise definition of justification 
in the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “Justification is an act 
of God’s free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and 
accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteous-
ness of Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone” 
(Q. 33). This vision is instructive to teach sinners what must 
be done if they are to be plucked from the burning (3:2); 
it is instructive to saints to remind them that none can lay 
anything to the charge of God’s elect because it is God who 
justifies (Rom. 8:33). Four essential components of justifi-
cation are pictured in the vision. They say that a picture is 
worth a thousand words; that may or may not be true, but 
here is a picture that is worth a soul.

THE NEED FOR JUSTIFICATION 
The need for justification is great. The passage begins with 
a judicial scene in which Joshua, the accused, is standing 
before the Angel of the Lord (a reference to Christ), the 
judge, and is being accused by Satan, the prosecutor. Satan 
literally means the accuser or adversary and is a noun form 

of the verb translated here “to resist.” In other words, Satan 
was being Satan or the accuser was accusing. He is the great 
adversary who accuses God to us (Genesis 3) and us to God 
(see Job 1, 2). 

The specific accusation against Joshua is not recorded 
but can be inferred from how Joshua is dressed (3:3). It is an 
accurate picture of how every man on his own stands before 
God. He stands silently, dressed in detestably filthy gar-
ments with no self-defense before the judge. The language 
is graphic in describing the garments as heinously detestable 
and disgusting, fouled by excrement and vomit. The sight 
is not pretty, but it vividly pictures how man appears before 
God in all the filthy rags of his own righteousness; it is a 
true and accurate picture of the sinner’s moral pollution. 

Because of unrighteousness, all men are guilty before the 
just God. That part of Satan’s accusation was true because 
man has no inherent right to stand before God and to be 
accepted on his own merit. Joshua’s vile condition cries for 
something to be done. It requires a free justification just 
as Paul argues: Because all have sinned, God must justify 
freely or there could be no justification (see the logic of 
Rom. 3:23–24). 

THE ACT OF JUSTIFICATION 
The act of justification is gracious. Joshua was silent; he 
offered no self-defense; he was guilty as charged. But the 
vision highlights the beauty of the gospel in that God does 
for man what man cannot do for himself. Seemingly out of 
the blue, God rebukes Satan and rescues Joshua as a brand 
plucked from the burning. He was fit for destruction but 
delivered by grace. Joshua was accepted before the Lord and 
allowed to stand in His presence. The accuser was swept 
away; he had no power to condemn the one that God accepts 
(see Rom. 8:31–39). 

The text highlights two essential elements of that accep-
tance. (1) The Lord graciously pardoned sin. This is pictured 
by the removal of the filthy garments and explained directly: 
“I have caused thine iniquity to pass from thee” (3:4). The 
guilt and therefore the liability for punishment and penalty 
were removed. But taking away the filthy garments alone 
would only result in nakedness before God and the suscep-
tibility to fouling things up again. Something positive had 
to be done. (2) The Lord provided righteousness. Not only 
were the filthy garments removed, but they were replaced 
with costly and glorious clothes. The fair mitre refers to the 

A PICTURE WORTH A SOUL
Zechariah 3
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140  The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth  JULY/AUGUST 2016



headdress of the High Priest inscribed with the engraving, 
“Holiness to the Lord” (Ex. 28:36). The filth was replaced 
by radiating holiness, without which no man can see God. 
This represents that robe of righteousness, the garment of 
salvation (Isa. 61:10), that renders the wearer presentable 
before the Lord. 

In justification, God both pardons sin and imputes the 
righteousness of Christ. Significantly, as this transaction 
was taking place, “the angel of the Lord stood by” (3:5). 
This is part of the vivid picture and suggests the impor-
tant role Christ has in sinner’s legal defense. His constant 
“standing by” as the representative and the advocate for His 
people provides assurance of continuing acceptance before 
the Lord. What Zechariah saw in vision is not much dif-
ferent from what John forthrightly declared: “And if any 
man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ 
the righteous: and he is the propitiation for our sins…”  
(1 John 2:1–2).

THE GROUND OF JUSTIFICATION
The ground of justification is solid. God’s pardoning of 
sinners is gracious, but it is not capricious. This brings us 
to the Branch (3:8). By Zechariah’s time (6th century BC), 
“Branch” was part of official and inspired messianic vocabu-
lary. Given the antecedent revelation through Isaiah and 
Jeremiah, Zechariah knew well that the Branch was the 
God/Man who is so vital in the context of this picture of 
justification. It is the Lord’s sending the Branch that would 
be the meritorious grounds by which He justifies sinners. 
That the Branch is called the servant, charged particularly 
with all Isaiah’s servant theology, speaks of His humble 
obedience both in life and to death. I would suggest the 
reference to iniquity’s being removed in one day (3:9) points 
to His cross, the only place where iniquity was effectively 
removed. Christ’s perfect life (His active obedience) and 
His effectual death (His passive obedience) are the only 
meritorious ground for salvation. 

THE DEMAND OF JUSTIFICATION 
The demand of justification is logical. Zechariah makes it 
clear that a change in legal standing demands a change in 
moral behavior. A change in standing demands a change in 
walking. Justification always issues in sanctification; posi-
tion always affects experience. Grace never leaves a man 

where it finds him. Those justified are to persevere in godli-
ness by walking in God’s ways (a manner of life conforming 
to God’s law), keeping His charge (obedience and fidelity to 
God’s ordinances), and maintaining justice (3:7). They are 
to be like Christ; they are to imitate and represent Him. 
Zechariah described Joshua and his fellows as “men won-
dered at” (3:8). Literally, they were “men of a sign,” men 
who were to be types of something else; they were to signify 
the Branch. So it is that every justified sinner is to be like 
Christ, to be conformed to His image. These implications 
of justification would make a good sermon!

The vision begins with a picture of despair coming from 
a condemning heart that too often hears the accusations of 
the accuser, and it ends with the assurance and hope that 
God will remove every obstacle to blessing for His people, 
even the sin that separates them from Him (Isa. 59:2).The 
vision illustrates John’s declaration that “if our heart con-
demn us, God is greater than our heart” (1 John 3:20). 
Rather than being abandoned to the fire (3:2), God’s people 
are as a stone upon which are seven eyes (3:9). Opinions 
differ as to what this means, but I would suggest that the 
stone represents the Lord’s people, His kingdom, upon or 
toward which He directs His seven eyes, a symbol of His 
omniscience and consequent protecting care. 

They will also enjoy, because of the work of the Branch, 
peace and prosperity. This is the point of the symbolism in 
verse 10 of calling every man neighbor (peace) and resid-
ing under the vine and fig tree (prosperity). God has the 
answers to all our concerns both corporate and individual. 
What He has promised that seems to be too good to be true 
is not. His providing the means for salvation from sin by the 
Branch assures that everything else He has promised is sure. 
Paul put it this way: “He that spared not his own Son, but 
delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also 
freely give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32). 

In symbolic vision, Zechariah has verbally painted a 
picture vividly portraying the wonder of the gospel truth 
of justification. The theology is profound yet the picture is 
simple and clear. Indeed, it is a picture worth a soul. As you 
look at the picture, be sure to get the point.

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 (13)
NEW TESTAMENT BIBLE STUDY | DR. GERALD BILKES READ: JOHN 13

As the Word made f lesh, Christ understood how to make 
the deepest things visible and concrete. In the miracles He 
performed He showed His mercy, His power, and His glory. 
If you had seen the water turned to wine, you would have 
seen His power. If you had seen the long-time lame man 
start to walk, you would have known what Christ’s mercy 
looked like. How then could He make God’s love for sinners 
visible? Paul says: “But God commendeth his love toward us, 
in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 
5:6). Paul understood that Christ’s death on the cross is the 
greatest demonstration of God’s divine love for sinners. 

Of the twelve disciples, it seems to have been John who 
best understood the love of Christ. Not only is he called the 
disciple “whom Jesus loved” (v. 23), but he basked in that 
love. We are told that he leaned on Jesus’s bosom at the last 
Supper (v. 23). He knew the quiet confidence of the mind 
of Christ and a deep love for Him in his heart. 

John watched very closely as Christ prepared His dis-
ciples for His death. Nothing close to this infinite miracle 
had ever happened before. It’s true that the Old Testament 
had prophesied Christ’s suffering and death; yet, we all 
would have wondered: what will it all look like? So on the 
eve of His death, Christ did something very special to show 
His abiding and deep love to His people. 

THE FOOT WASHING
Jesus and the twelve were together in the upper room. Sup-
per was done. The devil was also present, having put into 
Judas’s heart the resolve to betray Christ (v. 2). All of a 
sudden, Christ got up, took off His outer garments, girded 
Himself with servant garb, and started washing and wiping 
His disciples’ feet. A hush must have come over the whole 
room while the Savior did this. It was quiet until He came 
to Peter. Peter had to say something: “Lord, dost thou wash 
my feet?” (v. 6). Peter resisted having his feet washed by 
his Lord, but Christ told him that though he didn’t under-
stand it all now, he would later. When Jesus explained that 
being washed like this symbolizes belonging to Christ (v. 8), 
Peter quickly swung to the opposite extreme, wanting to be 
washed head to toe. Christ, meanwhile, patiently reassured 
Peter that since he was in principle already clean, he only 
needed to have his feet washed. Apparently Christ even 
washed Judas’s feet, a poignant scene of how low Christ 
stooped towards His betrayer. 

All this would be a powerful picture on its own; however, 
when you connect it with what Christ would do on the cross, 

you see deeper significance still. Christ’s whole mission was 
made visible here in the upper room. While Himself in the 
bosom of the Father (John 1:18), Christ determined to lay 
aside His glory and take to Himself the form of a servant. 
He assumed a human body and a human soul, in their weak-
ness and frailty (Phil. 2:6–8). He would be born in abject 
poverty and live a life in which He would be despised and 
rejected, looked down upon, and aff licted. Everyone else by 
nature wants to climb up the ladder of prestige and power; 
Christ climbed down the ladder all the way to the lowest of 
the low. He came not to be served, but to serve (see Mark 
10:45). He came alongside His disciples, including Judas. 
He stooped to the level of their dirty feet in order to wash 
them. As He did so, the dirt would be washed away and they 
would be clean—except for Judas. Though Judas partook of 
the sign, he didn’t enter into its significance.

It was the Passover feast, the time that recalled the deliv-
erance of the Israelite slaves from Egypt. God had come 
down and delivered Israel that they might serve Him. By 
leading the people through the Red Sea and later through 
the Jordan River, it is as if He cleansed them and made 
them new. They would have a part with Him in the land 
of Canaan. They would inherit territory, which they didn’t 
deserve and had not earned. But He prepared it for them and 
them for it. Every step they would take would be because 
of God’s deliverance of them. Likewise, in the upper room, 
the disciples of Christ would enter into a new inheritance 
through Christ. They would follow in His steps. They 
would partake of Him (v. 8). 

Christ went on to explain how this should guide their 
behavior into the future. In His kingdom, everyone serves 
one another and no one is greater than another. He had 
given them an example and commanded them to do to each 
other as He had done to them (vv. 12–17). 

BETRAYAL AND DENIAL 
Christ showed such deep, full, and unconditional love to His 
disciples; and yet, John made clear that two of His disciples 
added greatly to Christ’s suffering: Peter and Judas. Both 
had followed Christ for years. They were Christ’s friends. 
He had taught them, provided for them, confided in them, 
and trusted them. 

The passage makes us feel how deep the suffering of 
Christ was at this point. In verse 18, John quotes Psalm 
41:9, which reads: “Yea, mine own familiar friend, in whom 
I trusted, which did eat of my bread, hath lifted up his heel 

The Form of a Servant
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against me. He that eateth bread with me hath lifted up 
his heel against me.” This psalm is likely set in the events 
of David’s dethronement by his son Absalom, specifically 
when David’s friend and advisor, Ahithophel, went over to 
Absalom’s camp (2 Sam. 15:31). Betrayal like this, especially 
by a close friend, always cuts into our hearts and leaves a 
wound. The closer a person was to you and the more you 
confided in him, the deeper the pain if he turns against you. 
It stays with you. More than that, it has spiritual effects 
because your trust has been broken. How can you trust 
again? Christ knew this pain. 

Secondly, John shows explicitly how troubling this was 
for Jesus: “When Jesus had thus said, he was troubled in 
spirit, and testified, and said, Verily, verily, I say unto you, 
that one of you shall betray me” (v. 21). There must have 
been obvious anguish in His face and voice, and in His 
whole demeanor. Christ knows the anguish that comes with 
betrayal and loss, grief and rejection. He certainly knew that 
anguish when He looked over Jerusalem and knew what 
path they chose (Luke 19:41–44). 

Do not forget that Judas was not the only disciple that 
would cause Christ suffering. Peter would as well. Though 
Peter had good intentions, he would disappoint himself 
greatly. He had such high ambition: “Lord, why cannot I 
follow thee now? I will lay down my life for thy sake” (v. 37). 
He wanted to die for his Master; however, his Master would 
die for him instead. That’s what the foot-washing was all 
about. As we will see some chapters later, Peter will not be 
left to himself, thankfully. He was a part of Christ. When 
he couldn’t hold on to Christ in his own strength, Christ 
would hold on to Peter. 

Thus John unfolds the coming death of Christ against 
the scene of conf lict. Satan goes about as a roaring lion. 

He sifts believers like Peter. However, Christ came as the 
Servant of the Lord, and did not despise taking the place of 
a servant for the likes of Peter or Judas. His love and glory 
shine brightly as He girds Himself still in the preaching of 
the gospel and washes sinners through His Word, applied 
by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit cleanses lost sinners like Peter 
and makes them partakers of Christ. Satan may rage, but it 
is vain against the one who has said: “None shall snatch any 
out of my hand” (10:28–29). 

QUESTIONS
1. What is the main lesson Christ teaches in the foot 

washing? Is there also an example here for us (see 
v. 14)? 

2. What significance is there in the fact that Peter 
swung so wildly from one extreme to another  
(vv. 6–10)?

3. What did it mean that Christ would have washed 
Judas’s feet? How might He still do the equivalent 
today with hardened sinners? 

4. What sorts of things might believers not know now, 
but they will know hereafter (see v. 7)?

5. Compare verse 20 with Matthew 25:35–41. How 
can we make this practical in our lives? 

6. How is the sin of Judas different from that of Peter? 
What is the difference between these two men? 

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.
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The Mother of All Living

144  The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth  JULY/AUGUST 2016

It is hard not to think of Eve as the woman who had it 
all. She had the perfect body, the perfect husband, and 
a home in Paradise. There was no other woman for Eve 
to compare herself with, or a reason to feel insecure 
about her husband’s affection. She was his; he had only 
eyes for her. Life was a bed of roses—and no thorns.

What was not immediately obvious, if we could 
have observed them, is the reason why they were so 
content and happy with each other in the garden of 
pleasure. It wasn’t the environment; it wasn’t their 
perfect love for each other—it was their perfect rela-
tionship with their Creator. They eagerly looked 
forward to the voice of the Lord walking in the gar-
den to come fellowship with them. He was the reason 
for their existence and there was not an area in their 
lives in which they did not enjoy and glorify Him. 
They were a truly God-fearing couple. No, they were 
not afraid of God, but they were in awe of Him. They 
respected and loved Him for who He was: His char-
acter, His power, and His love. 

Then one day it all changed. The woman was wan-
dering around in the Garden taking in all its beauty, 
the wonderful smells, the harmonious sounds when 
she came close to the tree of knowledge of good and 
evil. There she heard a voice she had not heard before. 
It was not Adam, or God, but a beautiful reptile that 
was speaking to her. O Eve, why didn’t you get Adam’s 
help right away? The serpent knew how to catch her 
attention. He knew her bent toward God. So he began 
his mischief with the name: “Yea, hath God said…?” 
Maybe hearing His name put her somewhat at ease 
or lowered her guard. And so she kept listening. “Has 
God said that you cannot eat of every tree of the gar-
den?” He was so wickedly cunning to speak a half 
truth with the goal to deceive—to make freedom look 
restrictive and plenty not enough. 

We know what happened next. She saw, she took, 
she ate, and she shared the fruit with Adam. Instead 
of keeping the fear of God before her eyes, she turned 
away. And at the moment that Adam ate the fruit, 
death entered into the world. Their perfect relationship 
with God was dead, broken by a desire to please self 
instead of God. Instantly, that beautiful relationship 

between the first human couple also died. Instead of 
glorying in his woman, Adam began resenting her to 
the point of blaming God. From that moment on they 
became dying people. 

How then could Adam rename his wife Eve, which 
means “Mother of all living”? Adam had lost all, and 
we in him, but God did not leave them to themselves 
drifting among the thorns and thistles, blaming each 
other. He came with the promise of hope and help—
and eternal life—in another Man! And even though 
the pain and suffering of childbearing was a curse, 
childbearing itself became Eve’s—and ultimately 
our—redeeming blessing.

What can we learn from Eve’s history? 
Even a perfect spouse and a perfect environment will 
not bring us perfect happiness. Eve’s happiness was in 
her Creator, not in her position or her own perfection. 
So dear sisters in the Lord, let’s stop mulling over 
those “if onlys.” We are so tempted to think that if 
only something would change, if only something could 
be added, or if only something taken away, then we 
would be happy. No, we will only be happy when we 
are happy in God: happy that He is who He is as not 
only our Creator, but also our Savior. We know how 
the promise of Genesis 3:15 was fulfilled in our Lord 
Jesus Christ. And we are faced daily with the same 
choice Eve had: are we going to please self or are we 
going to please God? Do we fear God and sin, or do 
we fear we will miss out? Do we believe God’s Word 
or the clamor and whisperings of the world? Are we 
thankful for God’s order in creation and in the church? 
Or do we believe the enemy who says that there is no 
freedom in being a true woman of God? Yes, we lost 
our perfection. But the good news is that we can be 
happily fulfilled in His perfection! 

So where are you right now: among the “all living” 
or still sinfully stuck among the forever dying? 
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When studying Sarah’s life, it is surprising that in the 
New Testament we read nothing but praise for her faith. 
There is no mention at all of her faithless plotting to 
supply Abraham with an heir! But let’s start at the 
beginning of her story. Sarah and Abraham grew up 
together, married, and lived in Ur, one of the greatest 
cities of the ancient world, the capital of the Chaldeans 
in ancient Mesopotamia. 

When the Lord sought out Abraham, He told him 
to move with his wife, servants, and substance to far-
away Canaan. There He would give Abraham a new 
existence with a large family as His chosen ones. Thus 
uprooted from relatively secure city life, Sarah began 
the life of a nomad. The goat-skin tent became her 
home; most likely a large comfortable one, but certainly 
not one that many of us would call a home improve-
ment. But we never hear her complain or argue about 
that with Abraham. The New Testament confirms that 
she followed her husband, trusting his judgment and his 
faith in the Lord, without fear. 

Sarah was incredibly beautiful, even at her advanced 
age. So when Abraham decided to travel to Egypt and 
he told her to say she was his sister (which was partly 
true since they had the same father) and not let on she 
was his wife; she obeyed. This can only mean that she 
trusted not just her husband, but also the God of her 
husband. And that trust was not put to shame; the Lord 
saved her twice from being added to the harem of a 
powerful, heathen ruler. 

As an aside, the fact that these rulers found out 
about her beauty shows us that she was not covered from 
head to toe as most Muslim women today are. Accord-
ing to Peter, it is also clear that she was not f launting 
her beauty in elaborate dress. Modesty is not a hiding 
of our femininity or trying to be as plain as possible; 
women are created in God’s image. This should make 
us neither proud nor ashamed, but joyfully aware of our 
purpose: to glorify God and enjoy Him forever—even 
with our bodies. 

As Abraham’s faith was tested, so was Sarah’s. The 
Lord had promised more than once that Abraham’s 
descendants would become a multitude as vast as the 
stars of heaven. Sarah came up with a plan, an act of 
desperation not unheard of in ancient times. Sarah 

would provide Abraham an heir through her servant-girl 
Hagar. This put a lot of strain on their relationship, to 
the point that Sarah later blamed Abraham for Hagar’s 
changed behavior. 

We cannot help but see the disastrous repercussions 
of Ishmael’s birth. He was so close to the father of all 
the faithful, and yet so far away. In the Middle East 
today, there is still tension and fighting between the 
descendants of Ishmael and the descendants of Isaac. 

After this difficult period in their marriage, the 
Lord promised Abraham that within a year Sarah would 
give birth to a son, the true heir. This news seemed 
too good to be true, but we read in Hebrews 11:11, 
“Through faith also  Sara  herself received strength to 
conceive seed, and was delivered of a child when she 
was past age, because she judged Him faithful who had 
promised.” Like Eve, Sarah was redeemed in childbear-
ing. Her faith had made her whole. 

What can we learn from Sarah’s history?
As long as Sarah yielded herself in faith to her hus-
band’s and God’s leading, things went well. God kept 
her safe even when her husband did not. Even though 
they both grieved about having no children, they were 
united. But as soon as she took matters in her own 
hands, things went awry.

Sarah’s history shows us how much inf luence we 
women have, especially on our husbands—for better or 
worse. Even when they are not always the spiritual leaders 
we need (or want) them to be; we need to stay prayer-
fully loyal, loving and submissive, while we trust in the 
Lord our (and his) God so He can do what is impossible  
with men. 

We learn from Sarah not to live in fear, frantically 
trying to solve everything by ourselves, but live in faith, 
hoping against hope in Him who “is able to do exceed-
ing abundantly above all that we ask or think, according 
to the power that worketh in us” (Eph. 3:20).

Elina VanderZwaag is a homemaker, wife of Rev. Foppe VanderZwaag, 
and member of the Grace Reformed Christian Church (HRC) of  
Harrison, Arkansas.
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Hoping Against Hope



W
O

M
EN

 O
F 

TH
E 

BI
BL

E 
 | 

 A
N

D
RE

A
 S

CH
O

LT
EN

Hagar was a victim. Life seemed to hand her nothing 
but negative circumstances that were out of her control. 
She was born an Egyptian but was not free. At some 
point in her life, she became the servant of an older 
woman and her husband, living a nomadic life, wander-
ing through Canaan and serving them. This probably 
was not her first choice for her life; and things only 
seemed to get worse. 

Her mistress, Sarai, and her master, Abram, served 
a God whom they said was the only true God, and this 
God had promised them that they would receive a son. 
God had pointed to both the shining stars f lung across 
the heavens above them and the powdery grains of dust 
down below them, promising that their offspring would 
be just as innumerable. In this special son, all the fami-
lies of the earth would be blessed. And Abram believed 
this promise!

But that didn’t change the facts. Month after month, 
Sarai remained childless, and month after month her 
trust in God’s plan was tested. The years slipped by and 
soon Sarai turned 76 years old. In desperation, she turned 
to Hagar as the answer to her own childlessness. If 
Hagar, as a servant, bore Abram a child, the child would 
be considered Sarai’s, and God’s promise would then be 
fulfilled. Abram listened to Sarai’s plan, and thus Hagar 
became the victim of a scheme not her own, a scheme 
that involved trying to twist the arm of the almighty God 
into executing His promise in their timing. 

God seemed to bless Sarai’s plan. After becoming 
Abram’s wife, Hagar conceived. In that moment of truth 
when she realized that she was pregnant, Hagar’s whole 
life took a sudden twist. No longer was she just the 
Egyptian slave. No longer was she a powerless victim. 
She was now bearing in her womb the heir of one of 
the greatest promises, or so they all believed. Hagar had 
done what her mistress Sarai was incapable of doing. 
And in that moment, Hagar began to despise Sarai.

It didn’t take long before Sarai regretted her deci-
sion. In her anger and grief, she accused Abram of doing 
wrong and pointed out Hagar’s contempt of her. Abram 
in turn told Sarai that she could do whatever she wanted 
with Hagar as her servant. As quickly as Hagar became 
important, the tables turned. She once more became a 
victim, this time of her mistress’s anger and jealousy. 
Sarai treated her harshly, but Hagar, in defiance, f led 
through the wilderness toward her homeland of Egypt.

But where was the God of Abram and Sarai this 
whole time? Did He even notice this drama of slave 
woman and mistress? Did He see Hagar’s unenviable 
circumstances, how she was forced to play so many roles 
not of her choice? Did He notice her pain, tears, rebel-
lion, and bitterness? Yes! And in His mercy, He stooped 
down to this mixed-up, oppressed, insolent, foreign ser-
vant. No, she was not to be the mother of the heir of His 
promise, but yes, He cared for her. At a spring of water 
in the wilderness, the Angel of the Lord appeared to 
Hagar, questioning her as to where she had come from 
and where she was going. After Hagar had confessed 
the truth, the Angel of the Lord told her, “Return to thy 
mistress, and submit thyself under her hands.” 

Hagar was to return back to her place of duty. All 
this time, when it had seemed that Hagar was the vic-
tim of uncontrollable life circumstances, she had been 
exactly where God wanted her to be. It couldn’t be 
denied that she had suffered through the sins of others; 
yet she was told to return. 

But the Angel of the Lord didn’t leave her with 
only a difficult duty to look forward to. God had heard 
Hagar’s aff liction and promised that she would bear a 
son whom she was to call Ishmael. He would be a wild 
man and would become a great nation that couldn’t 
be counted for number. With this great promise, the 
Angel left Hagar. We don’t know of Hagar’s relation-
ship with God before this event, but regardless, she 
was now compelled to stand in awe of this God who 
saw her. Hagar called His name “Thou-God-seest-me,” 
recognizing that she had seen the living God. Turning 
around, Hagar obediently traced her way back to Abram 
and Sarai.

How do you respond to aff lictions in your life? 
Do you feel like the victim of one negative event after 
another? There are so many things that can go wrong in 
our lives, so many things that seem out of our control. 
And when one event piles on top of another, we may 
be tempted to cry out with Jacob, “All these things are 
against me”; like Hagar, we try to f lee from our calling. 

But “Thou-God-seest-me” is still the same God 
today who spoke to Hagar in her aff liction. He contin-
ues to see those oppressed and bowed down with trials, 
misery, and sin. He promises far more than that given to 
Hagar: “Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). 
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Just one more look, one more lingering gaze at what 
had not only been her home, but her life. What 
an enviable life it had seemed. Her two daugh-
ters were engaged to be married and her wealthy 
husband had a position of honor, standing in the 
city gates of Sodom. They had lived respectably, 
were courteous to strangers, and didn’t fall into the 
abhorrent vices of those around them. Even though 
her husband felt vexed over the sins he heard and 
saw in the city, they lived there comfortably. Of 
course, there was the time when all seemed lost: 
when Sodom was overthrown and looted by four 
kings and their household had been led away as 
captives. Yet even then, everything had turned 
out well through Uncle Abraham’s rescue, and all 
had been restored. But now she, Lot’s wife, was 
called upon to forsake the very soil she had planted 
herself in, the very life into which her roots had  
grown deeply. 

The angel that had urgently warned Lot and 
his family had been very clear. As the morning 
of judgment had dawned, the angel had to pull 
the reluctant family out of Sodom, pointing the 
way to safety. He said, “Escape for thy life; look 
not behind thee, neither stay thou in all the plain; 
escape to the mountain, lest thou be consumed.” 
Intellectually, Lot’s wife knew what danger lay 
behind her. The God whom her husband served 
was not only most gracious and forbearing; He 
was also just and holy, and He would not tolerate 
unrepentant sin. And so she ran. 

Outwardly, her legs carried her swiftly away 
from temporal danger, away from the brimstone 
and fire that engulfed the cities in the valley. Out-
wardly, she seemed to escape God’s fierce wrath. 
And yet, when close to Zoar, the city of safety, 
Lot’s wife fell behind. Turning around, she looked 
back. Her punishment was swift. Pulsing blood, 
tired legs, lungs gasping for breath—all instanta-
neously turned hard. She became a pillar of salt, 
frozen between her former life and safety. 

What a striking punishment for one little back-
wards look! Perhaps you feel that God was too swift 
and even harsh in His punishment. Don’t we all 
care deeply for our homes and families? Wouldn’t 

we all have a hard time seeing our possessions 
go up in smoke? Although it seemed like such a 
small, understandable sin, that one rebellious look 
encapsulated her heart’s longings. Her mind had 
told her to f lee and her physical legs had obeyed, 
but her roots had grown so deeply into Sodom’s 
soil that on the day of God’s judgment, they could 
not be uprooted. Outward obedience couldn’t hide 
inward defiance. Her backwards look shows a little 
glimpse into her heart, a heart that was “deceit-
ful above all things, and desperately wicked.” Her 
world-entangled heart cost Lot’s wife everything. 

Perhaps, however, your heart swiftly condemns 
Lot’s wife for disobeying such an obvious com-
mand. How did she dare to turn around and look 
back? She was in danger of her life, warned by an 
angel to f lee and not look back, and yet she seemed 
more preoccupied with her possessions than sav-
ing her life! How foolish! But consider whether 
you are following in her footsteps. You may live a 
respectable life and not fall into heinous sins. You 
might even talk like a Christian, follow certain 
rules in order to live like a Christian, and even rear 
your children in what looks like a Christian home. 
When you hear God’s call to f lee from judgment 
to the safety of Christ’s precious blood, you may 
intellectually agree and know that there is only one 
way of salvation. But where is your heart? Rooted 
down in your home, your children, your family, 
your hobbies, your image, your possessions, your 
job, your convenience, your reputation? Or is your 
very safety and life-source rooted in Christ? Don’t 
let Judgment Day arrive and then desperately hope 
that your outwardly Christian life will be enough. 
Lot’s wife, by turning around even in the midst 
of f leeing from judgment, revealed her heart and 
priorities. Your heart, too, will be revealed on that 
great day. Jesus warns us: “Remember Lot’s wife. 
Whosoever shall seek to save his life shall lose it; 
and whosoever shall lose his life shall preserve it” 
(Luke 17:32–33).
 
Andrea Scholten is a school teacher, a writer for children, and a 
member of the HRC in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Lot’s Wife
The Cost of a Backwards Look
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Moses is dead and now Joshua was to lead God’s people 
to the Promised Land. The Israelites camp near the 
Jordan, on the verge of conquering Jericho. With the 
promise of God’s presence and power to settle the land 
of Canaan in hand, Joshua sends two men to spy out the 
city of Jericho, a large city with thick walls and strong 
fortifications. It was a very wicked city, filled with 
sensuality and idolatry and worthy of utter destruction 
(Deut. 20:17). The two spies enter the city and find a 
place to lodge for the night in a home built on the wall 
of the city. It is no ordinary home; it is the home of a 
harlot named Rahab and a ref lection of the city itself. 
Soon after the men arrive, messengers from Jericho’s 
king stand at Rahab’s door, demanding for the spies 
to come out. Rahab quickly hides them on her f lat 
rooftop under stalks of drying f lax. Then she tells the 
messengers that two men did come, but she does not 
know their origin and they left just before the city gates 
were closed for the night. She presses them to hurry 
because they would be able to overtake them! Rahab 
commits treason by hiding the enemy and lying to her 
king about it. Her life is in real danger. Why does this 
woman, who led such a wicked lifestyle, do this? 

Surely, Rahab would have noticed instantly that 
these men were not her typical visitors. They most 
likely treat her kindly and with dignity and respect. For 
Rahab, this is a matter of life or death, but it also goes 
deeper than that. Here we see the beginnings of faith 
in her life. These are her confessions, “All the inhabit-
ants of the land faint because of you” and “Our hearts 
did melt, neither did there remain any more courage in 
any man, because of you: for the LORD your God, he 
is God in heaven above, and in earth beneath” (Josh. 
2:9–11). She confesses that the Lord is God of heaven 
and earth. She believes and acts on it immediately by 
hiding the spies and protecting them from the king. 
She doesn’t understand everything and likely was fear-
ful, but in order for her to execute this daring plan, she 
has to have faith. 

After talking with the spies, she pleads with them 
to show her and her family kindness when they come 
to destroy Jericho. The spies promise that they will deal 
kindly and truly with her, but she has to have a scarlet 
cord hanging from her window. She vows secrecy to 
cover their plan. Rahab believes their word and helps 

the men escape by going down the scarlet cord over 
the city wall. The cord would stay fastened there as 
a token of her faith as well as her deliverance. With 
the amazing fall of the city of Jericho, Rahab and her 
family are saved alive. The Bible records her heroic act 
of faith, “She dwelleth in Israel even unto this day; 
because she hid the messengers, which Joshua sent to 
spy out Jericho” (Josh. 6:25). And so Joshua welcomes 
this woman with her sordid past into the covenant 
community of Israel. 

But this is not the end of Rahab’s legacy. In Jesus’s 
genealogy in Matthew 1, only five women are men-
tioned—and Rahab is one of them! What an amazing 
testimony of grace! Christ came not to call the righ-
teous, but sinners to repentance. Rahab’s wicked 
lifestyle and her salvation magnifies the one-sided work 
and mercy of God. She had done nothing to earn God’s 
favor—quite the opposite! Our lives are the same in 
that we cannot earn favor with God on account of our 
own works and things we feel or conjure up. Salvation 
is all of grace. 

Rahab’s legacy is recorded again in Hebrews 11:31. 
There she is listed in the hall of faith because she 
believed and received the spies with peace. James 2:25 
also mentions Rahab’s faith and works to prove the 
point that faith without works is dead.

Rahab is a powerful example of the grace of God 
on display in an unlikely soul, a harlot. While Jesus 
ministered on earth, He warned the Pharisees that 
the publicans and harlots would enter heaven before 
they would. Are we relying on grace alone by faith 
alone in Christ alone, or are we secretly banking on 
our religious upbringing or our morally decent life? 
Are we willing to receive and fully accept “outsiders” 
into our midst, even those with despicable pasts, or 
do we just stick tight to those exactly like us and look 
down on “those others”? Is our faith accompanied by 
works? Rahab by all counts was supposed to die in the 
destruction of Jericho because God had commanded 
that wicked city to be wiped off the face of the earth. 
But in His great love and mercy, God redeemed Rahab 
from the harlot’s house to the hall of faith. He is still 
the same God today. Call out to Him, for He is faithful 
and will not cast you out!
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Near the beginning of our Lord’s genealogy we read 
“And Salmon begat Boaz of Rahab; and Boaz begat 
Obed of Ruth….” After just studying the life of Rahab, 
we are beginning to see a pattern in the way God saves 
and redeems trophies of His grace. God’s ways are not 
our ways and His thoughts are higher than our thoughts! 
For the Lord Jesus to be willing to have such names 
mentioned in His family tree speaks loudly to sinners. 
Out of the five women listed or alluded to (Tamar, 
Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba, and Mary), three were adul-
teresses, three were Gentiles, and Mary was pregnant 
out of wedlock. Christ humbled Himself in so many 
ways and bears our shame. He is no stranger, but He is 
touched with the feelings of our infirmities. It is this 
mercy we see in the life of Ruth, the Moabite stranger.

Naomi and Elimelech were Israelites who f led from 
Judah to Moab to escape a devastating famine. While 
in Moab, both their sons, Mahlon and Chilion, married 
Moabitish women, Ruth and Orpah. Within a short 
while, all three men of the family died, leaving behind 
three widows. Naomi heard that in Bethlehem the fam-
ine was over, so she set out to return home after being 
gone for more than ten years. Both of her daughters-in-
law went with her, but she pled with them to return to 
their own people and possibly remarry. Orpah returned, 
but Ruth clung to her mother-in-law and uttered these 
beautiful words, “Intreat me not to leave thee, or to 
return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, 
I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy 
people shall by my people, and thy God my God: Where 
thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried: the 
LORD do so to me, and more also, if ought but death 
part thee and me” (Ruth 1:16). Ruth was fully commit-
ted to her mother-in-law and in faith fully committed to 
Israel’s God. She turned her back on her pagan culture 
with its pagan worship and went forward with faith to 
a foreign land to live among people she did not know.

Naomi and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem at the begin-
ning of barley harvest. Because of the abject poverty 
of Naomi and Ruth with no one to provide for them, 
Ruth had to go out to the fields and glean grain to 
provide food for survival. In God’s providence, Ruth 
happened to glean in Boaz’s field who was a near kins-
man of Naomi’s husband, a wealthy man. Ruth worked 
hard, gleaning from early morning until late at night. 

This hard-worker did not go unnoticed; Boaz saw her 
and asked about her. He showed remarkable kindness 
to her and told her not to glean in any other field but 
to remain by his maidens. He counseled his men not 
to touch her and to draw water for her when she was 
thirsty. Ruth was overwhelmed with his kindness and 
bowed herself to the ground, confessing that she felt 
unworthy of the grace he showed her because she was 
a stranger. Boaz had heard how she had left her fam-
ily and land and committed herself to caring for her 
mother-in-law. Then he blessed her with these words, 
“The LORD recompense thy work, and a full reward 
be given thee of the LORD God of Israel, under whose 
wings thou art come to trust” (Ruth 2:12). Boaz heaped 
further kindness on her by inviting her to eat with them 
as if she were a member of his household! He also told 
his men to let her glean among the sheaves and also to 
drop handfuls of grain on purpose for Ruth to gather. 

When Naomi saw the amount of grain Ruth brought 
home, she knew someone had been extraordinarily kind 
to Ruth. Ruth told about Boaz, and Naomi praised the 
Lord for His kindness in providing not only this grain 
for them but also a near kinsman. Now there was hope 
that Ruth would remarry and be redeemed by Boaz! 
What a picture of our near kinsman and redeemer,  
Jesus Christ.

We all know the end of this love story: how Boaz 
redeemed all that belonged to Elimelech and his fam-
ily, and then married this Moabitish woman. What joy 
to Naomi and Ruth after being widowed, childless, 
and destitute! God blessed Boaz and Ruth with a son 
named Obed who was David’s great-grandfather and 
from whom came the great Redeemer, the one born in 
Bethlehem’s manger. This great Redeemer deals kindly 
with the unworthy, foreigner, stranger, impoverished, 
hopeless, destitute, lonely, tried, aff licted, helpless ones. 
After initially dealing kindly with them He continues 
to lavish them with kindness and love and fills their 
cup to overf lowing because of His work, because of His 
redeeming power. If there was mercy for this Moabitish 
woman whom the Israelites were forbidden to marry 
and with whom they coul have no contact, then there is 
mercy for you and me. 

Jennifer Kuivenhoven is a wife, mother, and homemaker. She lives and 
ministers alongside her husband, Maarten, in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Ruth
Mercy for a Moabitish Maiden
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Hannah’s story is revered by many Christian women. 
She suffered through barrenness and then self lessly 
gave up her firstborn to the Lord’s service. We can all 
learn lessons in faith and humility from Hannah’s life, 
however, regardless of gender or station in life. 

Hannah suffered one of the most difficult trials for 
a woman in her day. Women were highly valued for 
their roles as wives and mothers, and when motherhood 
did not happen, women struggled with feeling useless. 
Today, there are those in the church who also weep 
bitterly over infertility. Or maybe we are experiencing 
spiritual confusion, food addiction, loneliness, or anxi-
ety and depression. Perhaps we find ourselves struggling 
with singleness, loss of a spouse, financial blunders, or 
marital crises. Listing all of our daily infirmities would 
be very tedious! But Hannah knew that her pain and 
problems were not dull or unwelcome to God. 

First Samuel 1:7 tells how she could not even eat 
because of her stomach-clenching sorrow. Does this 
sound familiar? In verse ten, though, she puts all her 
bitterness in God’s hands through prayer. After reading 
Hannah’s story, it is obvious that Peter’s recommenda-
tion was a good one: “Cast all your care upon him, 
for he careth for you” (1 Peter 5:7). This deep concern 
extends to unbelievers as well: “Have I any pleasure at 
all that the wicked should die? saith the LORD God: 
and not that he should return from his ways and live?” 
(Ezek. 18:23). We should never doubt that God cares 
about every aspect of our lives: physical, mental, emo-
tional, and spiritual.

Plenty of times, though, even if we are completely 
miserable, we tend to treat prayer as a last resort. I can 
safely assume that a vast majority of us struggle with 
wanting to appear strong and ready to handle anything 
life throws our way. We do not know how long Han-
nah suffered in silence, but eventually she realized she 
could not handle her sorrow on her own. Elkanah, 
her husband, tried to console her (1 Sam. 1:8), but 
she could not wait to bring her burden to God. We 
too will never be satisfied without the comfort found 
in the true Comforter. Psalm 61:2 is a beautiful sum-
mary of Hannah’s earnest prayer in the temple: “When 
my heart is overwhelmed, lead me to the rock that is 
higher than I.”

 We have all heard the saying, “Christianity is just 
a crutch.” But simply living in this world as a human 
should show us that we do need God desperately. We 
truly are weak creatures. Metaphorically, not only 
do we have two shattered legs, but also useless arms, 
sightless eyes, and a broken and diseased heart. The 
bottom line is that a relationship with God is essen-
tial, throughout this life and the next. Like Hannah, 
we can take great comfort in not having to bear our 
burdens alone.

Year after year, Hannah bore the weight of child-
lessness. She then prayed for a miracle, and God did 
not despise her request. He had put the desire for chil-
dren in her heart. Yet, after Samuel’s birth, Hannah’s 
song illustrates her submission to God’s sovereignty: 
“Talk no more so exceeding proudly; let not arrogancy 
come out of your mouth: for the LORD is a God of 
knowledge, and by him actions are weighed…. The 
LORD killeth and maketh alive: He bringeth down 
to the grave and bringeth up” (1 Sam. 2:3, 6). Hannah 
trusted God’s will whatever His answer might be.

Her grace can further be seen in her interactions 
with others. When Eli misconstrued her earnestness as 
intoxication, she did not lash out. Instead, she answered 
courteously and explained that she was “a woman of 
a sorrowful spirit” (1 Sam. 1:15). When the jealous 
Peninnah ridiculed Hannah for her infertility, there is 
no evidence of snide retorts on Hannah’s part. Often, 
when we are stressed and overwrought, those close to 
us may have to bear the brunt of our frustration. Of 
course, these types of reactions are wrong but definitely 
not unnatural to our fallen state. The Lord will wel-
come our prayers for the meek spirit Hannah was given.

Hannah’s story is a relatively brief one, spanning 
only two chapters. But her example is valuable. Her 
struggle with infertility teaches young and old not to 
be afraid to cast cares large and small at God’s feet. 
Secondly, Hannah’s life is a reminder that “all things 
work together for good to them that love God” (Rom. 
8:28). Regardless of what direction our life seems to be 
heading, God is worthy of our complete trust. Pour out 
your heart before Him (Ps. 61:1–2).
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Hannah
A Heart Poured Out
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We live in a confused world. Thousands of babies are 
aborted in the United States every day. Homosexuality 
and transgenderism are glorified. Sunday is just another 
day, and the entertainment industry portrays violence and 
sexual sin as acceptable and amusing. So much has changed 
for the worse in the past decade alone. Christ clearly calls 
His people to be counter-cultural. But how? Should we 
pretend this only applies to “stronger” Christians? Should 
we hold angry signs on freeway overpasses? Or is there a 
better way? This conundrum makes it worth studying the 
life of an early counter-culturalist: Queen Esther.

Esther was not anybody special, per se. She was a young 
orphan being raised by her cousin, Mordecai (Esther 1:7). 
Like most of us, she might not have expected to do any-
thing amazingly inf luential in her life. Nevertheless, God 
used her to save the lives of thousands of Jews. From this, 
we are reminded that God can use anybody. We might 
think we are too shy, too young, too old, too inexperi-
enced, too busy, or too stressed. But this kind of thinking 
severely limits God’s power. Every biblical and historical 
character used to further God’s plan was fully equipped 
to be counter-cultural, and we are no exception. God does 
give His people tasks that they cannot handle. But, as with 
Esther, He also provides sufficient strength and boldness.

Yet courage in a godless society does not mean being 
brash or arrogant. We have perhaps heard of people who 
self-righteously f launt their abstinence from inappropriate 
entertainment, use crude slurs for homosexuals, or shout 
at women entering abortion clinics. However, Esther did 
not exhibit rash or unkind attitudes or actions as she went 
about her mission to save her people. She was actually a 
likeable person, as seen in Esther 2:15. She was said to be 
extremely beautiful, but she likely had an attractive charac-
ter as well, to be so universally admired. Being well liked is 
not a requirement for Christian life. But it is a dire mistake 
to think we must be unpleasant or unloving to make our 
point while we stand firm against the cultural tide.

Instead, Matthew 10:16 exhorts Christians to be “wise 
as serpents and harmless as doves.” A good example of 
this is Esther’s judicious approach to her task. At first, per 
Mordecai’s request, she did not reveal her Jewish lineage to 
anyone, including Ahasuerus. When she felt the time was 
right, she requested a meeting with the king and Haman; 
yet she still did not reveal her appeal for her people. She 
waited until the next night to expose Haman’s plot. In the 

meantime, Mordecai had been honored for his preven-
tion of Bigthan and Teresh’s insurrection, which helped 
Esther’s case. God allowed her timing to be such that her 
request was successful. Being a counter-cultural Christian 
is not incompatible with God’s gifts of intelligence and 
cleverness.

God also gave Esther a brave spirit of self-sacrifice. 
In Esther 4:11, Esther explains to Mordecai the risk 
she would face in going to speak with Ahasuerus unan-
nounced. Vashti had been divorced for a simple refusal to 
appear before her husband’s friends; by royal decree, unless 
Esther was extended the scepter in the king’s court, she 
could be put to death. Esther was in real danger. But, in 
verse 15, she sent this response to Mordecai: “If I perish, 
I perish.” Her response is reminiscent of Jesus’s words: “If 
they do these things in a green tree, what shall be done in 
the dry?” (Luke 23:31). As of yet, Western Christians do 
not face death for being counter-cultural. We may have to 
experience ridicule, inconvenience, or self-denial, however. 
Esther’s bravery reminds us that these are small sacrifices 
to make for being used as a tool in God’s hand. 

Esther and Mordecai did not know whether their plan 
would succeed. But, ultimately, they trusted God for what 
became miraculous results. Ahasuerus could not reverse 
the decree for extermination of the Jews but encouraged 
them to defend themselves against attackers. Esther 8:17 
mentions that “the fear of the Jews fell upon (the land).” 
Chapters 9 and 10 go on to detail Mordecai’s promotion 
to a position of great inf luence, in which he was “next 
unto King Ahasuerus,” “accepted of the multitude of his 
brethren,” and “speaking peace to all his seed.” What 
started as an impossible situation for every Jew in Persia 
ended with God’s people having considerable impact on 
the entire nation. Can we trust our God to do great things 
in our own hostile and morally crumbling society?

Living in a world full of moral ills and tempting fan-
tasies can leave us feeling understandably exhausted and 
frustrated. Our primary recourse is to pray for the coura-
geous, kind, discerning, and sacrificial spirit that Esther 
was given. As she did, “Trust in the LORD, and do good; 
so shalt thou dwell in the land, and verily thou shalt be 
fed” (Ps. 37:3). 

Abby DeVries is a student majoring in Health Sciences at Grand Valley 
State University in Allendale, Michigan. She is the president of GVSU’s 
Students for Life, a pro-life campus ministry, which also works with the 
American Center for Bioethical Reform.

Esther
Courage in a Chaotic Culture
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Mary
Mother of My Lord

“Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord is with 
thee: blessed art thou among women.” There is a unique 
drama to Mary’s introduction in the gospel of Luke, and 
we tend to miss the relevance of her story to our own lives 
as believers. How can it apply to us? One way is this: like 
Mary, we must submit to God’s revelation of His plan to 
use us in His kingdom. 

To believe God’s revelation, we must rightly under-
stand God’s character. God is no man, whose plans for 
us depend upon our cooperation. He is God, whose word 
reveals truths that may startle us and defy our ability to 
understand. He brings His every word to pass. The angel’s 
explanation for his improbable predictions regarding 
Mary and Elisabeth focuses on God, not the mysterious 
mechanics: “For with God nothing shall be impossible” 
(Luke 1:37). That the divine Son of God became the Son 
of Man in the womb of a virgin is incomprehensible to us, 
but we must acquiesce to this truth as Mary did. 

As we rightly estimate God’s character, we are able to 
trustingly submit to His plan. Apart from God’s revela-
tion, none of us could imagine sinners as we are bringing 
glory to Him. When Mary was told of her role as Jesus’s 
virgin mother, she was both troubled and confused; yet 
she responded, “Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it 
unto me according to thy word” (Luke 1:38). We may feel 
detached from the story because of our inadequacy, sin, 
and shame, questioning whether we can be of use to God. 
His resounding, reiterated response throughout Scripture 
is that we can because He wills it (1 Cor. 1:27–28). 

To obey God’s revealed will, we must ponder and inter-
nalize it. Mary journeyed to her cousin Elisabeth “with 
haste” (Luke 1:39) to process and rejoice in God’s revela-
tion. We too must ref lect on the revealed plan of God’s 
Word as we prepare to obey it. To fail to give our time and 
attention to God’s will is to ignore and run from it. If it is 
less important or less real to us than our own life plans, we 
must eventually confront our idolatry and be pulled back 
from it in painful ways (Prov. 16:9; 19:21). The history of 
Jonah strikingly illustrates this truth. Let us consider what 
God’s revealed will for us is.

First, we are called to vocally praise God. Ephesians 1 
reiterates twice that we are predestinated to the praise of 
the glory of His grace. Like Mary in her famous song, we 
are to praise Him for saving us (Luke 1:46–47). We are to 
praise Him for His care in our lives (Luke 1:48–49). We 
are to praise Him for showing kindness, especially to His 
church (Luke 1:52–54). We are to praise Him for fulfilling 

His Word (Luke 1:55). All of this praise directly f lows 
from our ref lection on His will.

We are also called to praise God in our fruit-bearing 
(Eph. 2:10). In John 15, Jesus teaches that we are to abide 
in Him that we bear much fruit. As women, we are often 
called to bear the literal fruit of our wombs (Ps. 128:3). 
Mary was called to do this in a most amazing way, and 
with a most wondrous offspring; yet each child born to 
believing parents is fashioned, we trust, to bring praise to 
God and to further His kingdom (Ps. 127:4). Further, we 
are to bring forth fruit as the spiritual “mothers in Israel” 
did, whose histories are in Scripture as an example to us 
(Judg. 5:7; 2 Sam. 20:19). Our fruit in childbearing and 
kingdom service glorifies God as it f lows from the fruit 
of the Spirit in our hearts (1 Tim. 2:15).

The Spirit of Jesus Christ is promised to every believer, 
whether our lives are marked by memorable public deeds 
or quiet supporting work. The Holy Spirit overshadowed 
Mary in a special way (Luke 1:35), but we have no less sure 
promises of the Holy Spirit equipping us (John 15:4–5; 
Ezek. 36:26–27). The Spirit alone cultivates in us those 
quiet graces that mark the woman of God (1 Peter 3:4; 
Titus 2:3–5). These beautiful sketches of godly woman-
hood described Mary as a sinner (Luke 1:46–47) in whom 
the Spirit dwelt, and they describe our lives as we obey 
God’s Word and abide in Him.

Mary’s life after the dramatic revelation of God’s will 
was not easy. She would give birth among cattle, f lee to a 
foreign country, and deal with misunderstandings about 
the birth and identity of her son. She would be puzzled 
by Jesus’s difficult sayings and rebuked when she unknow-
ingly sought to direct Him away from His Father’s will. 
She would see her Son cruelly and unjustly killed. You too 
may have a life marked by unforeseen, agonizing trials. Yet 
Jesus provided for Mary to the last (John 19:26–27), and 
will He not also do so for you? Indeed, He has promised 
that He will (John 10:28–29; Rom. 8:32).

As we put our trust in God’s revealed plan to use us, 
we, like Mary, are exalted. Jesus strikingly stated in Luke 
8:21, “My mother and my brethren are these which hear 
the word of God, and do it.” Let us trust God, the one 
who performs His Word; yield ourselves to obey Him; 
internalize His revealed will; and abound in praise and 
fruitfulness by His Spirit. May these beautiful words apply 
to you as well as to Mary: “Blessed is she that believed: for 
there shall be a performance of those things which were 
told her from the Lord” (Luke 1:45).
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Emptiness. Stigma. Loneliness. There is a recogniz-
able ache in Elisabeth’s backstory in Scripture. Her life 
as a barren woman was difficult, yet her story ends tri-
umphantly with a miracle. When we fear that our own 
painful circumstances cannot change, how can the joyous 
arc of this history speak to our sorrows? We, like Elisa-
beth, must await the revelation of God’s unseen purpose 
in our struggles so that we may exalt His Son Jesus Christ.

The trial that set Elisabeth apart from her social circle 
marked her whole life. As her childhood friends mar-
ried and had children, she could not join in their shared 
experiences. She found herself identified by her problem. 
You may relate to her. Infertility, illness, special needs, 
mental aff lictions, spiritual darkness, chronic exhaustion, 
ongoing loneliness, misunderstandings, differences among 
believers, family members’ sins—any of these may isolate 
you and mark you unfavorably in your community. None 
of these are necessarily caused by your own sin. Elisabeth 
and her husband, Zacharias, “were both righteous before 
God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances 
of the Lord blameless” (Luke 1:6). Yet their lonely ordeal 
continued. Scripture records, “Elisabeth was barren, and 
they both were now well stricken in years” (Luke 1:7). She 
and her husband had long lost hope that their heartache 
could end in a happy surprise.

Enduring grievous and lengthy trials directs the 
believer to rely on God. Job, Sarah, Moses, Hannah, 
David, Elijah, and even our Lord Jesus Christ—each one 
was singled out to unique tribulations that other believers 
could not enter into. In your prolonged distress, you have 
the same Refuge they sought. Each f led to God, whose 
character and promises induce us to “wait on the Lord” 
(Ps. 25:5, 56:4; Heb. 6:18). We must look to Him, our 
master who shows us mercy (Ps. 123:2), our Father who 
pities us (Ps. 103:13), our High Priest who prays for us 
(Heb. 2:17, 18), and our provider who pours out His Spirit 
to give us grace and strength for the day (Isa. 4:29–31, 
2 Cor. 12:9). When we would faint under hardship, the 
Word continually directs us back to Him: “Wait, I say, on 
the Lord” (Ps. 27:14).

Yet the impossible happened to Elisabeth: the years 
of waiting ended. Though Zacharias’s unbelief and resul-
tant muteness prevented him from speaking of the angel’s 
revelation, he doubtless wrote to her on his tablet of her 
promised pregnancy. In wonder and joy, she nurtured her 
unborn child in secret for five months, marveling, “Thus 
hath the Lord dealt with me in the days wherein he looked 

on me, to take away my reproach among men” (Luke 1:25). 
In that word “thus,” she revels in the brilliance of God’s 
plan. Her miracle child would bring so much more than 
“ joy and gladness” to her and her husband (Luke 1:14). 
God’s greater purpose was that “many of the children of 
Israel shall he turn to the Lord their God. And he shall…
turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the dis-
obedient to the wisdom of the just; to make ready a people 
prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1:16, 17). Their trial—and 
the resolution of it—had been given that they with their 
son would exalt the Lamb of God.

Our struggles too always bring good to God’s king-
dom. Romans 8:28 boldly declares that “all things work 
together for good to them that love God.” We are only 
able to obey the command, “In everything give thanks” 
(2 Thess. 5:18) when we celebrate that God, unlike us, 
can and will use evil for good (Gen. 50:20, Rom. 9:17,  
2 Cor. 1:4). Elisabeth held to God’s promise, not seeing 
it fulfilled. An old woman at John’s birth, it is unlikely 
she lived to see John’s ministry to the Jews, his baptism of 
Jesus, or his early death. His life’s effect was unknown to 
her except by prophecy. Do you too cleave to the promise 
that your trials bring unknown good not only to you, but 
also to the wider community of “them that love God”?

Elisabeth’s life story culminates with joy in God’s 
goodness. When Mary arrives at her home carrying the 
unborn Savior, she proclaims in the Spirit, “blessed is the 
fruit of thy womb” (Luke 1:42) In due time, she gives birth 
to John, and “her neighbours and cousins…rejoiced with 
her” (Luke 1:59). Elisabeth embraces by faith the identity 
of her son as John, the one called to prepare the way of the 
Lord Jesus (Luke 1:60). You, too, can praise God for His 
provision for you in your reproaches and distresses (1 Cor. 
12:9–10), and can joy in the unseen but sure joy of your 
final deliverance in Christ (Rom. 8:18–25). 

Do you have the joy that Elisabeth found? Do you exalt 
her Redeemer? You may now be groaning under the cruel 
effects of the curse in your life (Rom. 8:22–23), and feel 
yourself to be “as a sparrow alone upon the house top” (Ps. 
102:7). Yet Elisabeth’s life illustrates God’s great promise 
to His people: “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy 
cometh in the morning” (Ps. 30:5). Hold on in hope, for 
that morning will come soon.

Martha Klaver is a wife, mother, homemaker, and homeschooler. She 
lives and ministers alongside her husband, Terreth, in Chilliwack, British 
Columbia.

Elisabeth
The Lord Hast Taken Away My Reproach
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From the beginning pages of Scripture, the human 
race has been in desperate need of redemption. Indeed, 
God’s Word is often referred to as redemptive his-
tory, and we can trace, in the whole of Scripture, the 
various ways people have sought for deliverance. Very 
often God’s chosen nation, Israel, rejected His prom-
ised salvation and went their own way. The history of 
the golden calf, Israel’s idol worship, and reliance on 
Jewish tradition in the New Testament all remind us 
that looking for redemption outside of Jesus is a vain 
pursuit. 

Happily, the Bible is not simply a sad record of our 
self-reliant quest for redemption. Against the back-
drop of sorrow and sin we see the Lord’s willingness 
and desire to save a people for His own glory and 
purposes. The covenant made with Abraham, God’s 
sovereignty displayed in preserving Israel in Egypt, 
the kingly line established in David through which a 
Messiah is promised, and many more histories reveal 
a God of mercy carrying out His promised salvation.

Luke’s account of Simeon and Anna in the New 
Testament indicates that the Lord had preserved a 
remnant who sought redemption in the Messiah. 
Anna’s place in history is conveyed in three short 
verses—so brief it almost escapes our notice. What 
can we learn from these three verses and what the 
Bible tells us of the life of Anna? How does her history 
add to our understanding and appreciation of God’s 
redemptive work?

There was nothing unusual about Jesus’s presence 
in the temple with Mary and Joseph; the sacrifice they 
brought was small, a pair of birds, and babies brought 
to the temple for presentation to the Lord would have 
been a common sight. Two people, however, quickly 
noticed this little family: Simeon and Anna. 

It is tempting to focus on Anna’s personal history as 
an example to follow: her widowhood at a young age, 
her long service to the Lord in the temple, her dedica-
tion revealed in fasting and prayer “night and day.” But 
the most notable detail is found in the last verse that 
we read about Anna: “And she coming in that instant 
gave thanks likewise unto the Lord, and spake of him 
to all them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem.” 

As soon as Anna saw the baby Jesus, she came to Him 
and gave thanks. 

How did she recognize Him? Just a baby, Jesus had 
not yet done miracles, had healed no one, had preached 
no sermons, had not proclaimed Himself to be the 
Messiah. How did Anna know that this particular 
baby, brought to the temple by His parents with the 
smallest sacrifice, was the one that all of Israel had 
been waiting for?

Anna recognized Jesus because she already knew 
Him. She had never seen Him with her physical eyes, 
but the eyes of her spirit were enlightened by the Holy 
Spirit through her study of the Scriptures. She was 
so well acquainted with the Scriptures that promised 
redemption through the Messiah that when the Holy 
Spirit revealed Him to her, she did not question or 
waver, but came immediately to Him. Waiting, for 
Anna and many others like her, was not a passive won-
dering, but an active praying, hoping, and looking for 
the one who would redeem Israel. 

Where are you looking for redemption? Do you 
recognize your need for a Savior? Do you desire to see 
Jesus? Do you long for a closer walk with Him, a closer 
acquaintance, a better knowledge of His person and 
work? Look for Him where He has revealed Himself: 
in His Word. To look for redemption is to look for 
Jesus; no amount of self-reliance or belief in our own 
abilities will suffice. 

Anna’s response to her recognition of the Messiah 
is also instructive: “She coming in that instant gave 
thanks likewise unto the Lord, and spake of him to all 
them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem” (Luke 
2:38). When we see Jesus for who He is and what He 
has done, the only and appropriate response is grati-
tude. Our grateful hearts cannot but spill over in love, 
speaking of Him whom our soul has sought after to 
others who also wait. One day, our eyes of faith will 
be unnecessary and we too shall see Him for “when 
he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see 
him as he is” (1 John 3:2). 

Anna
Looking for Redemption
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Mary Magdalene’s legacy in Scripture is one of complete 
devotion to her Lord. Wherever her name is mentioned 
in any of the four Gospels, we read that she followed 
Jesus, ministered to Him, and was even with Him at 
the cross when the disciples f led. What motivated her 
commitment to this son of a carpenter from Nazareth? 

We are not told much about Mary Magdalene, but 
what the Lord has revealed to us gives us a glimpse into 
the meaning of Jesus’s words in the Pharisee’s house, 
“Her sins, which are many, are forgiven; for she loved 
much: but to whom little is forgiven,  the same  loveth 
little” (Luke 7:47). Mary was likely from the town of 
Magdala, near the sea of Galilee, and might have easily 
heard of Jesus when He began His ministry. Both Luke 
and Mark tell us that Mary Magdalene was, at one time, 
possessed of seven devils, which the Lord Jesus cast out 
of her. No further details of her demon possession or 
Jesus’s personal ministry to her are given, but we can 
well imagine the abject misery she would have been 
subject to in that condition. 

We can assume that Mary Magdalene had a family, 
friends, and a place in Magdala to return to after Jesus 
restored her (possibly during His stay in Capernaum, 
where he healed many and cast out evil spirits). Yet we 
read that Jesus “went throughout every city and village, 
preaching and showing the glad tidings of the kingdom 
of God: and the twelve were with him, and certain 
women…Mary called Magdalene, out of whom went 
seven devils” (Luke 8:2). She made the unusual choice to 
leave her home and follow this man wherever He went. 

Mary no doubt experienced much hardship and 
persecution during the time she followed Jesus. The 
draw to return to the familiarity of her hometown and 
perhaps her family might have been strong, and yet we 
only read of her faithful companionship and devotion. 

Further demonstrating this devotion to her Lord, 
Mary Magdalene remained with Jesus even as He 
suffered the agonizing crucif ixion. She and other 
women from Galilee did not abandon Him during His 
humiliation; unlike Peter, who denied His Lord, Mary 
remained faithful. Then, in Scripture’s lengthiest pas-
sage concerning Mary Magdalene, we find her at the 
tomb where Jesus’s body was laid, both the night He was 
buried and again early on Sunday morning (Matthew 
27 and 28); she had come to anoint Jesus with spices. 

Considering her relatively small place in the whole 
of Jesus’s ministry, we might think it unusual that Mary 
Magdalene was the first at the tomb. A remorseful 
Peter, or perhaps the disciple Jesus loved, John, might 
be the more logical choice. Yet we can view her eager-
ness as evidence of her faithful love to a Savior who had 
delivered her from unimaginable circumstances. 

At the tomb, her devotion to her Lord is richly and 
marvelously rewarded, as she is the first person to see 
Him after His resurrection. He tenderly says her name, 
“Mary,” when she does not immediately recognize Him. 
Imagine the joy she felt in that moment, after believing 
her beloved Savior to be dead and finding Him stand-
ing before her!

It is possible that Mary Magdalene did not neces-
sarily understand what Jesus was accomplishing with 
His death on the cross; after all, she went to the grave 
expecting to find and anoint His body, not anticipating 
His resurrection. Yet her great love compelled her to go 
to be with Him; she knew who He was, and what He 
had done for her, and she loved Him. Our finite under-
standing often sees very little of the Lord’s purposes in 
our lives or through our circumstances, but the more we 
come to know Him, the more we will love Him simply 
for who He is.

The devotion that Mary displays is far surpassed, 
however, by the love of Jesus for her. In other places 
in the gospels, Jesus is said to have been moved with 
compassion for those He healed. It could have been 
nothing less than compassion that motivated His heal-
ing of Mary. Indeed, her love f lowed out not only from 
her great gratitude at being freed from bondage, but 
also from Jesus’s great love for her. She experienced, 
as do all believers, that “we love Him, because he first 
loved us” (1 John 4:19). Does our knowledge and expe-
rience of Jesus’s love for us compel us to great devotion 
for our Savior? When we face persecution—or merely 
ridicule—for naming Jesus’s name, do we cower in fear 
or stand fast by His side? Let us pray for this same grace 
to walk with Jesus as Mary Magdalene did; may we be 
so compelled by His great love for us that our love for 
Him cannot be hidden.

Beth DenDekker is a wife, mother, and homemaker. She is a member 
of the Burgessville HRC and also does part-time counseling within the 
church and wider community.

Mary Magdalene
From Demon-Possessed to Devoted Disciple
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“And he must needs go through Samaria” (John 
4:4). This is one of the most encouraging verses for 
lost, despised sinners in the entire Bible. Jesus and 
His disciples were travelling from Judea to Galilee. 
There were several roads that Jesus could have taken 
on His journey, but He chose this route in order to 
show His power and salvation in Samaria. Here, in 
a despised city, a sinner needed to be saved. 

Because He was weary, Jesus stopped at Jacob’s 
well and sent His disciples ahead to buy meat. 
Sadly, the disciples do not show the kind of com-
passion to sinners as Jesus does, and so He wants 
to be alone while doing His Father’s work. As He 
rests, a woman comes to draw water. Generally in 
Bible times, the women went to the local well in 
groups in the morning and evening to draw water. 
Because this woman was despised by others, having 
had five husbands, she went to draw water in the 
middle of the day when the other women would not 
be there. Approaching the well, she sees a man who 
is a Jew. Jesus knew the heart of this woman; He 
knew the fact that she was on husband number six. 
But as she is drawing water, Jesus being weary and 
thirsty, asks her to draw also for Him. Shocked, she 
asks, “How is it that thou, being a Jew, asketh drink 
of me, which am a woman of Samaria?” (John 4:9).

Jesus does not answer, “Despised Samaritan 
woman, why have you sinned so greatly that you 
are now on your sixth husband?” Instead, with great 
patience, Jesus begins dialoguing with this despised 
Samaritan. She, not knowing with whom she is 
speaking, questions Him. With each answer that 
Jesus gives, He draws her out. We would do well 
to practice this great act of wisdom when trying to 
reach a person who is living in sin. The first words 
out of our mouth should not be rebuking sin but 
establishing a sense of trust and concern. It is only 
then that we can get to a person’s heart. 

Finally, Jesus tells her to call her husband. 
Jesus has built some trust by answering her many 
questions; now He needs to get to her heart. Still 
thinking He was a mere man, she says, “I have no 
husband” (John 4:17), to which Jesus affirms her 

answer—in fact, she has had five husbands. Jesus 
was not afraid to call out her sin, but He doesn’t 
leave her there.

Shocked, she declares Jesus to be a prophet. Her 
eyes are beginning to be opened and as she contin-
ues her questions, Jesus reveals Himself to her: “I 
that speak unto thee am he” (John 4:26). This was 
the Christ! Immediately, she leaves Jesus and goes 
back into the city declaring Christ to all whom she 
meets. Her mouth was opened, “Come…is not this 
the Christ?” (John 4:29). The fruit in this woman’s 
life was already being evidenced and many Samari-
tans came not only to hear Jesus, but also believed 
on Him because of the “saying of the woman, which 
testified, He told me all things that ever I did” 
(John 4:39).

Is there a “needs be” why you are reading this 
article? Does Jesus need to work in your heart? 
Maybe you have lived a life of great sin, either pub-
licly or privately. Jesus knows your heart. He comes 
to you each time you hear the word preached, each 
time you read your Bible. Go to Him with all your 
hard questions. He did not turn away the despised 
Samaritan woman who had five husbands, and He 
will not turn you away (John 6:37). No sinner is too 
great for Him to save. 

Maybe the “needs be” is that your eyes have been 
opened and yet your mouth is still closed. If Jesus 
has touched your life, speak well of Him. Many 
believed because of this woman’s testimony. “Let 
your light so shine” (Matt. 5:16).

Lastly, could the “needs be” be that you know 
of a person living in sin and are afraid to speak to 
him or her? Jesus was not afraid of a person who 
was despised by others. Follow the example of your 
Master and go in faith. Seek out sinners. Tell all 
that Christ has done and been for you. And then, 
my friend, bring them to the feet of Jesus. He alone 
will satisfy thirsty souls.

The Samaritan Woman
A Thirsty Soul Satisfied
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How many mothers have lain awake at night because 
your child is in great need? Maybe you’ve travelled 
many miles and gone from doctor to doctor only 
to hear the same words, “There is no known treat-
ment for your child,” and yet the need is so great 
that you cannot just rest with such an answer. What 
hopelessness we feel!

In order to fully understand why Jesus com-
mends the faith of the Syrophoenician woman, we 
need to walk for a few minutes as it were “in her 
shoes.” This woman’s daughter was “vexed with a 
devil” (Matt. 15:22). Think of the life that she lived 
from day to day. There is a good chance that this 
child could rarely be left alone for fear of harm 
either to herself or others. Undoubtedly, this mother 
had taken her to every possible doctor, yet no rem-
edy was found. 

Having heard of Jesus as the one who performed 
great miracles, and out of great love for her child, 
she comes into the house where Christ was hiding. 
She cries out to Jesus for help only to be ignored by 
the very One whom she heard was a great healer. 
The disciples urge Jesus to send her away: “This is 
our time to rest, not listen to another person’s prob-
lems, no less one that is a Gentile woman!”

As she pleads, Jesus seems to crush her hopes by 
saying that He was not sent but to the lost sheep of 
the house of Israel. Again, this mother’s love and 
persistence cause her to cry out, “Lord, help me” 
(Matt. 15:25). Reading her cry, we would think 
that surely this would have touched Jesus’s heart, 
but again He seems to push her away, saying, “It is 
not meet to take the children’s bread, and to cast it 
to the dogs” (Matt. 15:26). Jesus basically calls her 
a dog, but instead of being devastated, this woman 
turns these very words of discouragement into 
greater pleading: “Truth, Lord” (Matt. 15:27). Yes, 
Lord, I agree, and “yet the dogs eat of the crumbs 
which fall from their masters’ table” (Matt. 15:27). 
Her mother’s heart was so full of love and self-
denial. Jesus could call her a dog if only He would 
give her a crumb of His healing power for the sake 
of her child. 

Jesus sees how great her faith is and not only 
commends her for it but instantly heals her child. 
“O woman, great is thy faith: be it unto thee even 
as thou wilt” (Matt. 15:28). What love! What com-
passion! Imagine this mother’s joy upon arriving 
back at her house! She was humbled but her child 
was healed. What lessons can we learn from this 
wonderful history? 

First, Jesus loves to work in humbled, empty 
hearts. When the children of Israel stood before 
the land of Canaan, Moses (on behalf of the Lord) 
warned them against forgetting the Lord and 
thinking they had by their own power gained the 
land and its blessings. If our hearts are filled with 
ourselves, there is no room for the Lord to work; but 
empty hearts will be filled with Christ.

Second, Jesus commends the great faith of this 
woman—faith which believed that there was a way 
possible for Jesus to heal her daughter. Her faith 
superseded the fact that she was a Gentile as well 
as a woman. Her faith continued to cry out in the 
face of Christ’s silence. It persisted in the face of the 
annoyed disciples. And when called a dog, her faith 
used the same metaphor to plead on the mercy of 
Jesus for even just a crumb. “O woman, great is thy 
faith” (Matt. 15:28).

Third, when pleading for her child, self was lost. 
What a blessing to plead for others! So often our 
prayers can be so full of our own needs, but this 
history shows that the Lord blesses the pleadings 
and denial of self on behalf of those we love. What 
an encouragement for us to plead on, especially for 
those children who cannot or will not plead for 
themselves. The Lord will hear and answer.

Finally, although on the surface it seems like 
this mother is asking only for a crumb, we have seen 
in actuality she was asking great things. “Open thy 
mouth wide, and I will fill it” (Ps. 81:18). Press on; 
plead on.

Donna Kelderman is a wife, mother and grandmother. She resides 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan and ministers alongside her husband, 
Mark, who serves at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary.

The Syrophoenician Woman
Crumbs from the Master’s Table
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Many of us are part Mary and part Martha. We feel 
pressure, from the world and the church, to be more 
Martha-like, to produce results that are visible to us 
and to others. But Jesus instructs us, via our friends 
in Bethany, how to set priorities. We meet Martha, 
Mary, and Lazarus in three settings. The first finds 
Martha bustling about the kitchen cooking and yet 
complaining about Mary listening at Jesus’s feet. Next 
is the sad occasion of Lazarus’s death and then his 
joyful resurrection. A few days later, Martha serves a 
dinner, at which Jesus and Lazarus are the honored 
guests, and Mary pours expensive oil on Jesus, as 
Judas and other disciples protest. 

We tend to contrast Mary and Martha, but they 
had some important commonalities. Primarily, they 
both loved and believed in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
They wanted to serve Him and His followers. Anyone 
who walked through the open doors of their home 
received warm hospitality. They were devoted to each 
other and to their brother Lazarus. So their founda-
tion was the same, yet their personalities were quite 
different, just like many sisters today.

Martha was probably the oldest, as Scripture 
describes the house as hers. A typical oldest child, 
she took charge of things and told her siblings what 
to do. Being a hands-on person, she got the job done; 
her strength was organization, especially serving food 
to a crowd. It was probably because of Martha that 
their home was a magnet for those needing warm food 
and fellowship and a bed, including Jesus Himself. 
She expressed her love for Jesus with tasty food and a 
swept room. Martha had a servant heart, though she 
was aggressive and spoke her mind. She dealt with her 
grief of Lazarus’s death by charging out to meet Jesus 
and telling Him He could have prevented it, yet she 
professed her faith in Him and in the resurrection.

Mary was contemplative. She wanted to absorb 
every word Jesus spoke. She valued spiritual food over 
physical food. She dealt with her grief over her broth-
er’s death by waiting quietly in the house until Martha 
told her Jesus called for her. Her first words to Him 
were the same as Martha’s, but then she fell at His 
feet worshipping Him and weeping. She expressed 
her gratitude and deep love for Jesus by pouring 

costly oil on Him and wiping His feet with her hair. 
Jesus explains, “She did it for my burial,” revealing 
Mary understood what the disciples did not—that He  
would die. 

The bent of Martha’s life was serving, and the bent 
of Mary’s life was spiritual growth. Jesus approved of 
both and He loved them both. But the momentary 
conf lict from the kitchen to the living room offers us 
a teaching moment. Martha is cooking up a storm. 
Mary is sitting at Jesus’s feet. The temperature is ris-
ing. Martha is stewing: “This isn’t fair! I’m working 
hard and Mary is just sitting there! Surely Jesus knows 
that all these people need to be fed!” Finally, she 
can hold back no longer. Martha goes straight to the 
highest authority: “Lord, dost thou not care that my 
sister hath left me to serve alone? Bid her therefore 
that she help me.” Martha judges character by isolated 
actions (as we often do), accusing Jesus of not caring 
and Mary of laziness, neglect, and desertion. 

Jesus’s response is a loving reprimand. “Martha, 
Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many 
things: But one thing is needful: and Mary hath cho-
sen that good part, which shall not be taken away from 
her.” Jesus is telling Martha—and you and me: “I love 
you and your serving, but your fussing is drawing you 
away from Me. By fixing so many fancy dishes, you 
trouble yourself. Bodily food is necessary, yet it is 
temporary. Spiritual food is also necessary, and it lasts 
forever. Mary is focused on what is most important, 
dear Martha. I am with you now; spend some time 
with Me. Learn of Me and you will be filled.” 

Mary and Martha have taught me that spiritual 
nourishment is foundational. Jesus takes priority. 
Cooking and serving are good and necessary, and 
God created wonderful foods, delicious seasonings, 
and an appetite to enjoy them around the table with 
family and friends. But He doesn’t want us stressing 
out. Every day, but especially Sundays, let’s choose the 
better part that cannot be taken away from us.

Mary and Martha
The Student and the Server
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The best story ever told is the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
The next best story is a large volume of many chapters 
that is still being written today. It contains the intri-
cate details of the gospel spreading around the world, 
the interweaving of God’s providence into a beautiful 
tapestry of the history of the church.

Dorcas and Lydia each have a chapter in the his-
tory of the early church. Dorcas (Tabitha) lived in 
Joppa. Her life was filled with good works and acts of 
mercy, but she became sick and died. Her loved ones 
washed her, laid her in an upstairs room, and sent for 
Peter twelve miles away. When he arrived, the weep-
ing widows showed him all the garments Dorcas had 
made for them. He asked them to leave the room, 
knelt down and prayed, and said, “Tabitha, arise.” Her 
friends were overjoyed to see her alive! Many heard 
and believed in the Lord.

Lydia was a business woman in Philippi, Macedo-
nia, who sold expensive purple dye. She worshipped 
God. Paul answered a call from Macedonia in a vision 
to “come over and help.” There was no synagogue, so 
Paul met with the women who prayed by the river side 
on the Sabbath. As Lydia listened intently, the Lord 
opened her heart. She and her household were bap-
tized. She urged the men to stay at her house if they 
judged her to be faithful to the Lord. Later, Paul and 
Silas stayed there after being released from prison. 

There are common threads that run through the 
lives of Dorcas and Lydia, and there are lessons we 
can learn from these sisters. Most apparent is that 
they both worked with fabric, yet their daily work was 
a means to serve others. There may have been many 
widows in Joppa as it was a seaside coast and fish-
ing was a dangerous occupation. Dorcas had enough 
means to have a two-story house, but she was likely not 
wealthy. With her sewing skills, she crafted garments 
for many widows. Love was in every stitch; this was 
apparent from the tears around her deathbed. Lydia 
probably was wealthy. She used her gift of hospitality 
to house Paul and the other apostles when they were 
in Philippi, even though it may have cost her some 
loss or danger, as Paul was in trouble with the authori-
ties. She had a strong will—she “constrained” them to 

stay in her home. Do you and I have hearts that deeply 
desire to serve others? Does our love for God translate 
into love for our neighbor? Do we use our abilities and 
resources to help the needy around us? On the Great 
Day, will the King bring us to His kingdom and say, 
“I was a stranger and you took me in, I was naked and 
you clothed me. Inasmuch as you have done it unto 
one of the least of these my brethren, you have done 
it unto me” (Matt. 25:31–46)?

Dorcas and Lydia were steadfast in the circum-
stances in which God had sovereignly placed them. 
Dorcas was not seeking fame as she sewed the coats. 
God honors her as the only female He called a “dis-
ciple.” She was simply being faithful in her calling, 
and God used her faithfulness in a mysterious way. 
He sent her a sickness, and she died. The love she 
had shown the widows caused them to urgently call 
Peter, and God gave Peter the power to raise her from 
the dead. This miracle was made known throughout 
Joppa and consequently many believed in the Lord. 
Lydia was from Asia, but God made her the first 
convert in Europe. Her house was Paul’s home base 
as he embarked on his second missionary journey; the 
church gathered there and grew. 

Scripture’s silence seems to indicate that both 
Dorcas and Lydia were either single or widowed. Life 
wasn’t easy. Both were strong women with leadership 
qualities who used their gifts to glorify God. They 
didn’t step outside God’s decrees or take matters into 
their own hands; rather, they humbly and prayerfully 
followed God’s providential dealings, and He used 
them mightily. Dear sisters, don’t you feel a bond 
with Dorcas and Lydia? I find them very inspiring. 
Are we content to work faithfully in our calling, even 
when it might seem insignificant and mundane? Are 
we following God in the way that He is leading us, 
trusting Him though perplexing providences? Are we 
living close to God and His Word, praying that we 
would be instrumental in furthering God’s kingdom? 
Are we faithful to our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ?

Mary Beeke is a homemaker, wife of the editor, and member of the 
Grand Rapids Heritage Reformed Congregation.

Dorcas and Lydia
The Fabric of Love



FAMILY GUIDANCE | REV. JOHN KOOPMAN

Your Relationship 
to Your Married 

Children

There are many texts in the Bible that describe the relationship 
between parents and their children. One of the earliest texts 
on marriage and children is found in Genesis 2:24, where we 
read: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother, 
and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one f lesh” 
(Gen. 2:24).

This passage was spoken before man’s fall into sin, when 
marriage was instituted by the Lord. It is repeated at least 
three times in the New Testament, emphasizing the perma-
nence of marriage in Matthew 19 and Mark 10, and the beauty 
of marriage in Ephesians 5. Interestingly, God made this state-
ment about leaving father and mother even before Adam and 
Eve had any children! God gave this marriage blueprint before 
there were children in order to instruct them of the nature of 
their relationship to their children. 

There are also a number of texts that speak about the impor-
tance of honoring one’s parents, such as: “Children, obey your 
parents in the Lord: for this is right” (Eph. 6:1), and “Honour 
thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the 
land which the LORD thy God giveth thee” (Ex. 20:12).

Both Christian parents and their married children can have 
difficulty with the balance between the concept of “leave and 
cleave” and honoring parents. This is a topic that is addressed 
in premarital counseling with engaged couples. However, it 
is also an important topic for older parents as they consider 
their relationship towards their married children. The reality 
is that many parents have broken relationships with children, 
but this can be prevented when we are wise in the relationships 
we have with our married children. 

Genesis 2:24 instructs children to leave their father and 
mother and to cleave to their spouse and they are to be one 
f lesh. There are principles that can be derived from this text 
concerning our relationship to married children. Then, from 
those principles we can extract some practical advice concern-
ing our relationships to our married children. 

PRINCIPLES 
The parent-child relationship is the temporary one and there 
will be a leaving. While we have a responsibility toward our 

children, and they toward us, recognize that for the most 
part the parent-child relationship is temporary. As parents, 
we need to prepare our children for their future spouse when 
they will be leaving our home. When the meddling of a parent 
violates the “leaving” because it is treating the parent-child 
relationship as primary (demanding obedience, dependence, 
or emotional oneness over the desires of, dependence upon, 
or oneness with the spouse), it can cause challenges in their 
marriage relationship.

The fact that the husband and wife are to cleave to one 
another teaches us that this relationship becomes the most 
important human relationship they have on this side of eter-
nity. Literally, the word translated cleaving in some translations 
refers to being glued together. This cleaving indicates such 
closeness that there should be no closer relationship than that 
between the two spouses—not with any former friend or with 
any parent. Problems occur in family life when these two roles 
are reversed and the parent-child relationship is treated as the 
primary relationship. 

And they shall become one flesh. Marriage takes two indi-
viduals and creates a new single entity. There is to be such 
sharing and oneness in every aspect (spiritual, physical, emo-
tional, intellectual, financial, social) that the resultant unity 
can be best described as “one f lesh.” This again emphasizes 
the priority of the marriage relationship over every other 
relationship.

With these three aspects of Genesis 2:24 in mind, there are 
also the scriptural admonitions to honor one’s parents. This 
includes treating them with a respectful attitude (Prov. 30:11, 
17), obeying them when their commands are in keeping with 
God’s laws (“in the Lord” Eph. 6:1), and taking care of them 
as they get older (Mark 7:10–12; 1 Tim. 5:4–8).

ADVICE 
•Leave them alone to form their own family unit. 
Accept the reality of the situation that your children are grown 
up and they have a new family unit. The Bible (Deut. 24: 5) 
did say newlyweds should be left alone for a year; the princi-
ples behind it ring true today. When two people from separate 
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backgrounds come together, they need to figure many things 
out and when the extended family interference is added to 
the mix, it creates undue pressure on both newlyweds and the 
extended family.

•Have low expectations of them. 
I have seen many parents deeply hurt because they had expec-
tations (sometimes unreasonable) of their children, which 
remained unfulfilled. Some parents might start exacting undue 
pressure on their son or daughter. For instance, they press for 
more visits, not giving their child and their spouse any space. 
It is best to have an open door policy for your children to come 
into your home—but don’t explicitly or implicitly develop 
expectations for certain times and/or occasions. Remember 
that your son’s/daughter’s devotion and affection is now pri-
marily towards their spouse. This means they need the most 
time for developing their own home life. Further, remember 
that when they visit family they have two families (yours and 
their in-laws) between which to divide their time.

•Don’t give any unsolicited advice—ever! 
Only give advice when it is solicited and keep it to that 
occasion. Trying to impose your will in your “sweet little 
daughter’s” new marriage or dictating to your son what to do in 
his new marriage can easily create problems. Do not put your 
children in the awkward situation of having to make a choice 
between you and their spouse after marriage. Understand that 
they will make their mistakes and your role is now to advise 
them when it is sought and perhaps refer them to where they 
can get help. When you advise, they don’t have to take it. Not 
doing things the way you taught or brought up your children 
does not necessarily mean they are doing something bad; it 
means they are forming their own unit. At some point in our 
parenting life, we can only pray and hope that the principles 
we have taught our children in their formative years would 
make a huge difference as they make life decisions when we 
are not there with them.

•Do not allow your children to be emotionally dependent on  
     you instead of their spouse. 
When there is greater sharing and emotional support gained 
from a continuing parent-child relationship than from the 
husband-wife relationship, the oneness within the marriage is 
being threatened, resulting in an unbiblical imbalance. While 
there is a place for our children to share their struggles with us, 
we should always make sure that they are going to their spouse 
first. When they speak to you about the decision they need to 
make, ask them what their spouse thinks about it before giving 
an opinion. In every instance, give priority to the relationship 
of husband and wife over their relationship to you.

•Respecting their domain—let them rule their own house. 
They are going to have rules in their household that might be 
different from those in your home. Don’t feel you should have 

input—positively or negatively—on their standards. Let them 
make their own decisions. Listen politely and very carefully 
to what their decisions are. This means that you respect their 
decisions in regard to child-rearing, etc. We should not go 
against their wishes in regard to their children nor contradict 
their wishes. Treat them like adults and affirm their decisions 
if at all possible. This will encourage them. 

•Don’t lend them money unless terms are clearly defined. 
I can tell you stories about how parents tried to retain control 
on their children by lending them money in an open-ended 
arrangement. Money is often used for control; the borrower 
always becomes a servant to the lender. Ideally, don’t lend 
them money at all. If your son or daughter is in such circum-
stances that they require help, give them money rather than 
lend it to them, if you are able. Sometimes children can have 
the expectation that they have a “right” to all that you have 
acquired through the years. On other occasions, parents can 
think that their children—also as married children – need all 
the comforts and luxury that our society offers in the sense of 
cars, houses, vacations, etc. Don’t fall into this trap. 

•Do not get involved in any disputes/disagreements between 
     your children and their spouses. 
The reality is that parents can never be objective when there 
are disagreements in their children’s relationship with their 
spouse. Further, even if parents can be objective, they will 
be perceived as taking sides. If your son or daughter asks for 
help in this area, you should simply say to them that you can’t 
really advise them in this matter and point them to someone 
who could help them. Avoid almost any discussion about the 
relationship they have with each other. Do not complain to 
your children about the faults of their spouse—ever!

•Keep your relationship warm, friendly, loving, and caring. 
Emphasize the positive in dealing with your children and their 
spouses. Accept them for who they are, recognizing that they 
need to put up with you as well. Develop a relationship so 
that they are glad to see you coming, not leaving. Make them 
realize that you enjoy spending time with them and their fam-
ily and are thankful for them. Already when they are dating, 
confirm the positive aspects of their choice of a partner as 
much as possible. Accept your children’s spouses as your child. 
Be a caring person and make kind gestures.

We must recognize that we can do everything right regarding 
our married children and still have a strained relationship with 
them. This is particularly true when they choose the way of 
sin and ungodliness. This is the result of living in a broken, 
fallen world; it teaches us the need for the gospel in all our 
relationships. Let us therefore practice the spirit of charity and 
forgiveness as much as possible.

Rev. John Koopman is the minister of the Free Reformed Church of Chilliwack, 
British Columbia.



QUESTIONS ANSWERED FOR ADULTS | DR. JOEL R. BEEKE

Experiential Preaching
I recently attended your PRTS 2015 conference. I have some 
questions about something you referenced called experiential 
preaching. In my circles, the dangers of pietism are cautioned 
against a lot—mainly because of the mistake of relying on 
what’s happening subjectively within oneself, as opposed to 
relying on what happens objectively outside of oneself.

During the conference, multiple speakers made a point to 
say we rely on what happens objectively outside of oneself. I 
think you were one of them. Yet there were also references to 
religious affections and such.

My questions: 
•	 What is experiential preaching?
•	 How does one preach experientially without falling 

into the trap of relying on inward subjective affec-
tions, experiences, etc. ?

•	 How does one keep their feet firmly planted on what 
happens outside of oneself, yet also encourage the 
stirring of religious affections?

•	 How does one look inwardly so they can measure 
their growth in sanctification, without losing their 
foundational objective trust in what Jesus accom-
plished outside of them?

I have read the Bible and numerous Puritans, and it’s 
impossible to say there isn’t a place for the stirring of religious 
affections and the measuring of one’s growth in sanctifica-
tion. But I also know from personal experience it’s very easy 
to go from trusting in what’s done objectively outside myself, 
to trusting in all of the feelings and affections. I’m a former 
Pentecostal; trust me, I know!

 q

Dear brother, 
Thank you for this email. I appreciate your thoughtful 

questions and your concern to live a balanced, biblical life.
The kind of preaching I am talking about starts with 

humble exposition of the Holy Scriptures, crystallizes from 
the Word specific doctrines, embraces those doctrines into 
the heart of the preacher, applies them to the hearts of the lis-
teners, and appeals for specific action. It is biblical, doctrinal, 
experiential, and practical. With regard to the experiential 
dimension, it is idealistic (how the Christian life should go), 
realistic (how the Christian life does go), and optimistic (how 
the Christian life will ultimately go). It is Word and Spirit 
preaching: doctrine that aims to produce real experience 
which is always rooted in true doctrine. (For more informa-
tion about experiential preaching, see chapter 19 in my book 
Living for God’s Glory.)

Your questions call for nuanced, specif ic, pastoral 
responses depending on the person and situation, but, at the 
risk of oversimplifying, I will lay down some general prin-
ciples of balance.

First, genuine Christian spirituality is trinitarian (Eph. 
1:3; 2:18; 3:14–17). That implies that we cannot focus on any 
one divine person without also considering and worshiping 
the others. Shaping our spirituality with the Trinity guards 
us, for instance, against so focusing on the inward works of 
the Holy Spirit that we neglect the person of Jesus Christ, or 
becoming so entranced with the historic work of Christ that 
we neglect to relate to God as our Father.

Second, genuine Christian spirituality is scriptural (John 
8:31–32). God joins His Word and Spirit (Prov. 1:23; Isa. 
59:21; John 6:63), and we must not separate them. This 
guards us against a dead orthodoxy (which is not orthodox) 
without the enlivening power of the Holy Spirit, and also 
against a wild spirituality (which is not of God’s Spirit) with-
out the directive authority of the Bible. 

Third, genuine Christian spirituality is of a double grace: 
justification and sanctification (Rom. 5:1–5; 8:29–30). The two 
are inseparable. If we celebrate justification without sanctifi-
cation, then we end up excusing or even approving of sin. If 
we strive for inward and outward sanctification without rest-
ing upon our justification by faith alone, then we end up in 
legal bondage. We need both justification and sanctification.

Fourth, genuine Christian spirituality is mediated 
through the whole Christ and Christ alone (John 14:6). Mysti-
cism focuses us inwardly. Intellectualism starts and stops 
with words and books. However, the person who lives by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved him and gave Himself up 
for him, his heart is continually drawn outward and upward 
to Christ, the prophet, priest, and king of His people. Each 
aspect of His blessed mediatorial office is needed and keeps 
us balanced.

Fifth, genuine Christian spirituality is ecclesiological (Eph. 
4:1–16). Christians must have a personal and private spiri-
tuality, but not a privatized one. We share both truth and 
experience with the church, not just the “invisible church” of 
all Christians, but a specific, local congregation of brothers 
and sisters in relationship to us. This guards us against many 
imbalances, especially if our local congregation is ruled by 
wise and godly leaders.

I hope that you find this helpful. May God lead you in 
paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.
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Dr. George Lawson (1749–1820), who studied under John Brown of Haddington, became pastor of the Associate Synod church in Selkirk, Scotland in 1771. In 
1787, he succeeded Brown as professor of theology in the Divinity Hall, which was then moved to Selkirk so that he could continue serving as pastor there. As 
a professor of theology he trained scores of men for the ministry for more than three decades and was loved by all the people of God. He became best known for 
his sermons and commentaries, particularly for his commentary on Proverbs and his books on Ruth, Joseph, Esther, and David. Less known is his scarce work, 
Helps to A Devout Life, being a Treatise on Religious Duties. This remarkable little book is a summary of how Christians ought to live. It is divided 
into a Trinitarian structure: the duties we owe to Christ, the duties we owe to the Father, and the duties we owe to the Holy Spirit. The entire book is full of 
practical, savory truth. As space allots, we hope to print this book in short articles in this periodical. The article below is the fourteenth part of the second chapter.

MOTIVES AND ENCOURAGEMENTS TO FAITH IN CHRIST (CONT.)

Objections Answered (continued)
Fourth. Erroneous views of the doctrine of divine sov-
ereignty have given rise to a specious objection. It is 
sometimes asked, How can we be expected to believe in 
Christ when we are so often told that divine grace is abso-
lutely necessary to enable us to do so?

It must be acknowledged that no man can come unto 
Christ by faith unless it be given him by God. But it admits 
of as little doubt that when God says to men, “Awake thou 
that sleepest, and arise from the dead,” He is so far from 
mocking their misery, that He appears in the full glory of 
His grace, manifesting His marvelous love to perishing 
sinners. His ways are not as man’s ways, nor His thoughts 
as man’s thoughts; neither are His calls and invitations like 
those which men address to each other.

No sane man would think of commanding the sick to be 
well, or the dead to come forth out of their graves; but why 
should we compare feeble mortals with the mighty God? 
Let us rather compare God with Himself, and form our 
judgment of one part of His conduct by what we know of 
another. When our divine Savior dwelt on earth He often 
commanded the diseased and infirm to be made whole. 
Did they think that He mocked them when He bade them 
stretch forth the withered arm, or arise from the bed of 
weakness and walk? Nay; they had faith in His power and 
goodness, and, filled with grateful joy, they found health 
and vigor in the very act of obedience. Sometimes, too, 
Jesus spake to the dead, and life at once returned to the 
inanimate frame. What Christ did upon the bodies of men 
was just a visible illustration of the effectual working of 
His power upon their souls. “The hour cometh,” He says, 
“and now is, when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son 
of God,” and they that hear shall live.

We know that the Spirit of God works upon whom 
and in what manner, at what time and by what means, He 
pleases. The unregenerate man can neither convert himself 

nor prepare himself for conversion, but he can remove 
himself to a greater distance from it by the indulgence 
of vicious inclinations, or by the voluntary surrender of 
his faculties to a spirit of sloth or despondency. We place 
ourselves in the way where the divine Spirit is accustomed 
to come, and where we are most likely to feel His gracious 
inf luence, when in the closet or the sanctuary we meditate 
on God’s Word, and seek diligently to improve the means 
of grace. The Spirit works in us both to will and to do. 
We deceive ourselves if we suppose that the will is in us, 
while we make no attempts to do; and if He works in us 
really to will, He will also work in us to do, of His good 
pleasure. This we know—it is no vain thing, but our life, 
to respond to His gracious call, and bring our hearts under 
the sanctifying inf luence of the truth.

The four lepers of Samaria, who were ready to perish 
with hunger, went out to the camp of the Syrians. It seemed 
extremely unlikely that these cruel enemies of Israel would 
suffer the famished men to live. But what could they do? 
They were sure to die if they continued in the city; they 
could but die if the Syrians refused to show them mercy. 
They took, therefore, the wisest course, though it seemed 
a desperate step, when they said one to another, “Why sit 
we here until we die? Let us go unto the host of the Syr-
ians.” How much more should those who are called by the 
gospel to believe and strive to enter in at the strait gate. 
Let them consider what must be their doom if they obtain 
not that salvation which is in Christ. If they are not found 
in Him they must perish; for there is no other sacrifice 
for sin. If their efforts to lay hold on eternal life, through 
faith in His name, are unsuccessful, they can but perish! 
But, blessed be God, such a catastrophe can never happen. 
“None perish that him trust.” His words are, “Him that 
cometh unto me, I will in no wise cast out.”

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 (14)Faith
|  George LawsonEXPERIENTIAL CHRISTIANITY
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PRACTICAL CHRISTIANITY | DR. SINCLAIR B. FERGUSON

Oh How I Love Thy Law!
DO NOT HANDLE, TASTE, OR TOUCH

At a PGA Tour tournament in October 2015, Ben Crane dis-
qualified himself after completing his second round. He did 
so at considerable financial cost. No matter—Crane believed 
the personal cost of not doing it would be greater.

Crane realized he had broken one of the more recondite 
rules of golf. If I followed the story rightly, while in a hazard 
looking for his ball, he leaned his club on a stone. He aban-
doned the ball, took the requisite penalty for doing so, played 
on, and finished his round. He would have made the Friday 
night cut comfortably; a very successful weekend financially 
beckoned. Then Ben Crane thought: “Should I have included 
a penalty for grounding my club in a hazard?” Sure enough 
(Rule 13.4a). So he disqualified himself. 

Crane has been widely praised for his action. No ava-
lanche of spiteful or demeaning attacks on cyberspace or hate 
mail for being narrow-minded. Intriguingly, no one seemed 
to have said or written, “Ben Crane is such a legalist.” 

How odd it is to see so much praise for Crane’s detailed 
attention to the rules of golf, and yet the opposite when it 
comes to the rules of life, the much more straightforward law 
of God, even in church. Why the discrepancy?

THE PROBLEM
Neither Jesus nor Paul had a problem with the law. Paul 
wrote that his gospel of grace upholds and establishes the 
law (Rom. 3:31)—even God’s laws in their negative form, 
since the grace of God…teaches us to say “No” (Titus  
2:11–12). And remember Jesus’s words in Matthew 5:17–19? 
Our attitude to the law is a litmus test of our relationship to 
the kingdom of God. 

So what is the problem? The real problem is that we 
do not understand grace. If we did, we would also realize 
why John Newton, author of “Amazing Grace,” could write, 
“Ignorance of the nature and design of the law is at the 
bottom of most religious mistakes.” There is a deep issue 
here. In Scripture, the person who understands grace loves 
law. (Incidentally, mere polemics against antinomianism can 
never produce this.) 

Think again of Ben Crane. Why keep the complex rules 
of golf? Because you love the game. Something similar, but 
greater, is true of the believer. Love the Lord, and we will 
love His law—because it is His. All is rooted in this beautiful 
biblical simplicity. 

Think of it in terms of three men and the three “stages” 
or “epochs” they represent: Adam, Moses, and Jesus. 

ADAM
At creation, God gave commandments. They expressed His 
will. And since He is a good, wise, loving, and generous God, 
His commandments are always for our best. He wants to be 
a Father to us. 

As soon as God created man and woman in His image (a 
hugely significant statement [Gen. 1:26–28]), He gave them 
statutes to follow (v. 29). The context here makes clear the 
rationale: He is Lord; they are His image. He made them 
to ref lect Him. He is the cosmic Overlord, and they are the 
earthly under-lords. His goal is their mutual enjoyment of 
one another and creation in a communion of life (1:26–2:3). 
So, He has given them a start—a garden in Eden (2:7). He 
wants them to extend that garden to the ends of the earth, 
and to enjoy it as miniature creators, images imitating the 
great original Creator (1:28–29). 

God’s creation commands then had in view our ref lecting 
His image and glory. His image-bearers are made to be like 
Him. In one form or another, all divine commands have this 
principle enshrined in them: “You are my image and likeness. 
Be like me!” This is ref lected in His command: “Ye shall be 
holy: for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2). 

Implied here is that God’s image-bearers are created, hard-
wired, to ref lect Him. Yes, there are external laws given to 
them, but those laws simply provide the specific applications 
of the “laws” inbuilt in the divine image, laws that are already 
on the conscience. It was instinctive then for Adam and Eve 
to imitate God, to be like Him, because they were created in 
His image and likeness—just as little Seth would instinctively 
behave like his father, Adam, because he was “in his own like-
ness, after his image” (Gen. 5:3). Like father, like son. 

But then came the fall: sin, lack of conformity to God’s 
revealed law, and distortion of the image resulted in malfunc-
tions of the inner human instincts. The mirror image turned 
away from the gaze and the life of God, and since then all 
people (except Christ) have shared in this condition. The 
Lord remains the same. His design for His image remains 
the same. But the image is marred. The under-lord who was 
created to turn the dust into a garden has become dust itself:
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In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou 
return unto the ground;  for out of it wast thou taken: 
for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return. 
(Gen. 3:19)

We remain the image of God, and the laws that govern 
how we live best are unchanged. But now we are haggard 
and spent, twisted within, distorted, carrying the aroma of 
death. Once chief operation officers, we are now vagrants 
who survive only by stealing from the owner of the company 
(Yahweh and Son) who provided for us so generously. The 
law within functions still, but unreliably at best, not because 
the law is faulty but because we are. 

For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by 
nature the things contained in the law, these, having 
not the law, are a law unto themselves: which shew 
the work of the law written in their hearts, their con-
science also bearing witness, and their thoughts the 
mean while accusing or else excusing one another. 
(Romans 2:14–15; see also 7:7–25)

But God wants His portrait—His image—back. 

MOSES
In essence, the Mosaic law—summarized in the Decalogue—
rewrote on tablets of stone the constitution written on man’s 
heart in creation. But now the law came to fallen man and 
had to include sin offerings to address the new condition of 
humanity. It came to one distinct nation in one specific land. 
And it came until the coming of the Redeemer promised 
in Genesis 3:15. Therefore, it was given largely in negative 
terms, with added applications relevant for one specific nation 
in a single land, until the day when the types and sacrifices 
of the law would be fulfilled in Christ. 

The law was given to people as under-age children (Gal. 
3:23–4:5)—largely in negative form. We teach our chil-
dren that way (“Don’t stick the screwdriver into the electric 
socket!”) long before we explain to them how electricity 
works. It is the simplest and safest way to protect them. But it 

was already clear to old covenant believers that the law’s nega-
tions enshrined positive commands. The negative “No other 
gods before me” implied the full-color, developed picture of 
loving the Lord with all of one’s heart, and commandments 
two through four f leshed out that picture. The rest of the 
commandments were negatives to be developed in “Love your 
neighbor as yourself.” 

In addition, since the animal sacrifices substituted for 
humans’ sins, they clearly lacked in proportion and could 
not deliver the forgiveness they pictured. An old covenant 
believer could work that out by going to the temple two days 
in a row: the priest was still standing at the altar, sacrificing 
all over again (Heb. 10:1–4, 11). The final adequate sacrifice 
was still to come. 

And then the Decalogue was given civil application for 
the people in the land. But these local laws would no longer 
function in the same way for God’s people when they would 
be scattered throughout all the nations. The preservation and 
advance of His kingdom would then no longer be dependent 
on them. 

All of this is well expressed in the Westminster Confes-
sion of Faith’s teaching that the “moral law” continues, the 
“ceremonial law” is fulfilled, and the “civil law” is abrogated, 
although we can clearly still learn a great deal from the cere-
monial and civil legislation (19:3–5). An old covenant believer 
could understand this, albeit with less clarity. After all, only 
the Decalogue was placed in the ark, as an expression of the 
very character and heart of God. Yes, the law was one because 
the God who gave it is one. But the law of Moses was not 
monolithic—it was multidimensional, having a foundation 
and also spheres of application. The former was perma-
nent; the latter were interim arrangements until the coming  
day dawned. 

Dr. Sinclair B. Ferguson is a prolific writer and widely sought-after speaker 
who now resides in Scotland. He formerly served as a systematics theology 
professor at Westminster Seminary and as senior minister of First Presbyterian 
Church in Columbia, South Carolina.
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We need truth to battle Satan. Without truth we will be 
“tossed to and fro” with all kinds of doctrine. Ground yourself 
in truth. Proverbs 23:23 teaches, “Buy the truth and sell it 
not.” Cling to the truth. Know the truth, love the truth, and 
live the truth. Abide in Christ who is Truth, and you will 
gain the victory over Satan.

The Breastplate of Righteousness
The second piece of armor is the “breastplate of righteousness” 
(6:14). In Paul’s day, soldiers wore a protective breastplate 
made of metal or very tough leather. The breastplate covered 
the chest and the abdomen, protecting vital organs from 
swords and other weapons. The breastplate was a critical 
defense against mortal and lesser wounds. 

People in Paul’s day believed that organs such as the heart 
and the liver were the center of affections. Emotions, such as 
joy or anger, originated in these organs. Believers need strong 
protection—a breastplate of righteousness—to keep from 
being wounded in their feelings and emotions.

The righteousness of the breastplate is provided by God 
in Christ. Christ earned that righteousness through His pas-
sive and active obedience. All other forms of righteousness 
are worthless. 

Satan schemes to keep us from resting in Christ’s righ-
teousness. He tries to get us to base our hope for salvation on 
our feelings. We cannot be saved without feelings, but Satan 
exaggerates their importance. The righteousness of Christ is 
our protection against relying too much on feelings. We must 
learn to cast ourselves on what Christ has done; then we will 
experience feelings of joy and peace. To believe Satan’s lie that 
faith is spun out of the web of our feelings is a dangerous, 
soul-damning, and hopeless task. 

Shod Feet
In verse 15, Paul speaks of “feet shod with the preparation of 
the gospel of peace.” A good soldier needs proper footwear. 
The Roman soldiers, with whom Paul was well acquainted, 
wore sandals with strong straps. The sandals were thickly 

PRACTICAL CHRISTIANITY | DR. JOEL R. BEEKE

Fighting Satan
DEFENSIVELY AND  

OFFENSIVELY

Paul gives us two ways to fight Satan in his famous 
spiritual warfare passage of Ephesians 6: an unyielding 
defense and an attacking offense. Let’s look at each of the 
eight pieces of armor that Paul counsels us to use, glean-
ing practical lessons for fighting Satan today. 

The Belt of Truth
“Stand therefore, having your loins girt about with 
truth,” Paul says in Ephesians 6:14. In Bible times, the 
girdle or belt, in physical warfare, was fastened or buck-
led at the waist around the short tunic worn by the 
soldier. The belt supported the “loins” or muscles of the 
lower back and served as a foundation for much of his 
remaining armor. Thus, “girt loins” symbolized readi-
ness to do battle. 

Loins girt with truth are a symbol of the Christian 
binding to himself the Christian faith revealed in the 
Bible. The Bible is our objective standard of truth and 
our final authority for doctrine and life. 
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studded with sharp nails, which kept soldiers from slipping. 
Footwear was critical for fighting. 

Christians must always be ready and prepared to do battle 
with the forces of Satan. The gospel of peace is the pair of 
sandals with studs that enables the Christian to put his feet 
down and stand firm in battle.

The best way to stand up to the devil is to have the clearest 
possible understanding of the gospel and to experience gos-
pel peace that passes all understanding through the blood of 
Christ. Our identity, comfort, and stability depend on know-
ing the gospel intellectually and experientially. Then you can 
look Satan in the eye, and say, “If God be for us, who can be 
against us?” (Rom. 8:31). 

The Shield of Faith 
The fourth piece of armor is the shield of faith, which enables 
us to “quench all the fiery darts of the wicked” (v. 16). Roman 
shields in Paul’s day were about four feet long by two feet wide, 
large enough to cover most of the body. They had fireproof 
metal coverings, which was important to minimize the effect 
of f laming arrows. With this shield, a soldier could not only 
stop fiery darts but also extinguish them. 

Satan’s devices are like fiery darts and f laming arrows. 
Satan has thousands of ways to attack believers with his darts. 
We need the shield of faith to withstand Satan’s assaults 
because faith helps us recognize satanic devices and because 
faith puts Christ between Satan and us. Christ’s blood is the 
fireproof covering in our shield of faith, guarding us against 
Satan’s fiery attacks. 

Our problem in battling Satan is that we forget to hold 
up the shield of faith. If you’re a believer, raise high faith’s 
shield. Hide behind Christ. He will take the blows of Satan 
for you. He has already warded off every fiery dart to be your 
perfect Savior. 

The Helmet of Salvation 
“And take the helmet of salvation” (6:17a). The helmet of 
salvation is a critical piece of armor. No matter how well a 
soldier’s body is protected, if his head is left uncovered, his 
chance of survival is minimal. A soldier must wear his helmet. 

The Roman helmet of Paul’s day was a leather cap covered 
with plates of metal. It was adorned with a kind of ornamen-
tal crest or plume. First Thessalonians 5:8 tells us that this 
helmet is “the hope of salvation.”

Discouragement is a common ploy of Satan. When Satan 
makes you feel like giving up in the battle against sin, put on 
your helmet of hope, Paul says. Believe that you have been 
saved, you are being saved, and you shall be saved. 

Lift up your head; let hope be your ornament, your plume 
of eternal victory. The coming of the Son of man draws near. 
Soon you will no longer need your helmet. Satan will be 
eternally crushed. You will reign with the Captain of your 
salvation. 

The Sword of the Spirit
The sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God (6:17b), 
is a unique piece of armor in fighting Satan, for it attacks 
the enemy as well as repels him. God magnifies His Word 
by using it as a double-edged sword (Heb. 4:12). The Holy 
Spirit, the author of God’s “breathed-out” Word, enables us 
to interpret and use this Word, both defensively, as Jesus did 
three times in a row when tempted by Satan in the wilderness 
(Matt. 4:1–11), and offensively, by finding shelter in Christ 
and His promises in the Word. 

When you use God’s Word with skill against demonic 
attack, Satan will feel the sword of the Spirit penetrate his 
joints and marrow, cutting away his strength and all his wis-
est plans. In dependence on the Spirit, use the sword of the 
Bible to stand your ground against Satan, to assail him, to run 
at him, to rout him, and to drive him from the field. 

Praying in the Spirit 
“Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit” 
(6:18a). Offensively, as Bunyan said, “The greatest weapon in 
the storehouse of God is the weapon of prayer.” 

Just as every part of an engine is useless without oil, so 
every part of Christian warfare is vain without prayer. “Pray-
ing always” means to pray first, to pray without ceasing, to 
pray your way through your day. To pray with prayer and sup-
plication means, “Pray with heartfelt, pleading prayer. Truly 
pray in your prayer.” To “pray in the Spirit” means to pray in 
dependency on the Spirit and to pray by the Spirit. Romans 
8:26 says that the Holy Spirit helps us to pray in our infir-
mities and intercedes for us with groanings that cannot be 
uttered. 

Watch with Perseverance 
“Watching thereunto with all perseverance and supplication 
for all saints” (6:18b). The true soldier must stand guard at 
his post; he must be vigilant, watchful, and alert. Likewise, 
the soldier of Christ must watch and pray to ward off the 
attacks of Satan.

Paul brings praying and watching together in one verse 
(6:18b) because they are inseparable. “Watch and pray,” Jesus 
said (Matt. 26:41). 

We can defeat Satan only if we watch and pray. We do 
this by being constantly aware of his devices, by interceding 
for others, by persevering in our prayers, and by watching in 
all things. 

Stand Up for Jesus
Paul’s well-outfitted soldier in Ephesians 6:14–18 gives us 
a comprehensive picture of how to fight against Satan. In 
dependency on the Spirit, and in Christ’s strength, use each 
piece of armor prayerfully every day, remembering what Sam-
uel Rutherford said: “Satan is only God’s master fencer to 
teach us to use our weapons.” 
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PRACTICAL CHRISTIANITY  |  DR. DAVID MURRAY

8 Things You Won’t 
Find in Heaven

Heaven is so heavenly that it’s often hard for earthly creatures to understand what it will really be 
like. That’s why the Bible often describes heaven in terms of what will not be there. For example, 
the last two chapters of the Bible tell us eight things that will not be there:

1. No Sea (Rev. 21:1). This does not necessarily mean that there will literally be no sea. 
Rather, “sea” is a common biblical metaphor for the storms of life, the mysteries of life, 
and the barriers and distances that separate us in life.

2. No Tears (21:4). Why? Verse 4 tells us there will be no more pain or death. Imagine, 
we will never cry or hear a cry ever again.

3. No Temple (21:22). “Yes! No churches!” says an unbeliever. But there will be no 
churches because everything will be church; everything and everywhere will be wor-
ship. Here we often experience churches without God; there we will experience God 
without churches. How? Because “the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are the tem-
ple of it.”

4. No Sun or Moon (21:23). Again, this is not necessarily literal but a biblical symbol 
for time. No more time pressure, no more stress of having too much to do and too little 
time to do it. No sun and no moon also means no shadows, no f luctuations in life, no 
ups and downs. How can this be? “For the glory of God did lighten it, and the Lamb is 
the light thereof.”

5. No Locked Gates (21:25). They will not be necessary because there will be no 
threats and no thieves. All will be at peace and at rest. Perfect and total security.

6 No Night (21:25). There will be no ignorance. The smallest child in heaven knows 
more about God than the greatest theologian on earth. No night also means no spiri-
tual drowsiness and sleepiness.

7. No Sin (21:27). All the causes, acts, and effects of sin will be abolished. It will be 
impossible to even think a sinful thought.

8 No Curse (22:3). Not just no curses from men and women; there will be no evidence 
or experience of any curse of God on us or the environment. Because Christ became a 
curse for us (Gal. 3:13), not one atom in us or our new world will have any trace of the 
divine curse.

These eight things will not be there.
Will you be there?

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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LEGALISM AND PERMISSIVENESS
My friend said that my church is too strict and legalistic. What does “legalistic” mean?

Suggested Reading: Revelation 22:18–19
A church’s teaching should be strict, but strictly biblical. If a 
church adds rules that are not found in the Bible or overem-
phasizes the outward aspects of the law of God, it is legalistic. 
If, however, a church teaches that the law of God is no longer 
to be followed and underemphasizes the outward aspects of 
God’s law, it is permissive. Both are wrong. We must aim to 
be strictly biblical. We are not to add to or take away from the 
Bible, the Word of God, as Revelation 22:18–19 instructs us.

Legalism produces the following types of results:
 • Outward matters of appearance are emphasized more 

than internal matters of the heart (Luke 13:14).
 • Technicalities of the law are regarded as more impor-

tant than the spirit of God’s law (Luke 6:1–2).
 • Human ideas, teachings, and traditions are regarded 

as equally or more important than God’s teachings in 
His Word (Mark 7:7).

 • A harsh, judgmental spirit dominates over a loving and 
charitable one (John 5:16).

Permissiveness produces the following types of fruits:

 • Only the inward thoughts and motivations of the heart 
tend to matter, not our lifestyle or behaviors (James 
1:25–27)

 • Christians are permitted to engage in behaviors that 
God forbids in His law (Psalm 19:7–10).

What would you think when a friend says she loves her 
parents, but distorts what they say and talks about them in a 
harsh and judgmental way, when you know their loving and 
gracious character? Or what would you think of the claim of 
a guy who says that he really loves his parents, but he does not 
obey them, dismisses their instructions and rules, and simply 
does what he wants to do? Both are hypocritical and wrong. 
The one is legalistic, the other permissive.

Jesus clearly teaches us, “If ye love me, keep my command-
ments” (John 14:15). “Ye are my friends, if ye do whatsoever 
I command you” (John 15:14). God opposes both legalism 
and permissiveness. They are ditches on opposite sides of the 
biblical pathway. Let God’s Word (and not your own ideas) 
be a lamp unto your feet and a light upon your path (Psalm 
119:105). Aim to be strictly biblical.

Why are both legalism and permissiveness serious errors? How do both put man’s will,   
ideas, practices, and feelings above God’s will and teachings?

QUESTIONS ANSWERED JAMES W. BEEKEfor teens

LEGITIMATE KILLING OR CONDEMNED MURDER
My friend is a Christian and says it is wrong to be a soldier or policeman or to be in any position where  

we might have to kill someone, because God commands us not to kill. Is this correct?
Suggested Reading: Romans 13:1–4

God does forbid murder when He says, “Thou shalt not kill” 
(Ex. 20:13; Deut. 5:17). This principle is clearly taught in 
Scripture. The Bible also teaches, however, that there are times 
in which putting a person to death is not murder. There are 
situations when killing is permissible and even commanded 
by God.

Three examples when killing is permissible are:
1. Legitimate self defense—when protecting ourselves or oth-

ers from assault. The motive in such a case is not to kill but to 
protect life. The example used in Scripture is a thief breaking 
into a home and the owner hits him to subdue him and protect 
himself and his family, but the thief dies (Ex. 22:2). Appropri-
ate, but not excessive or revengeful, self-defence is permissible.

2. Just war—The Bible provides numerous examples of 
justifiable killing in defensive war, i.e., to protect true reli-
gion, proper liberty, and/or rightful land when attacked  
(1 Sam. 17:45).

3. Capital punishment—God requires governments to put 
to death persons proven to be guilty of premeditated murder 
(Gen. 9:6).

These three scriptural examples, however, do not dimin-
ish the strength of God’s commandment not to murder. All 
three further illustrate that any person or nation that attempts 
to murder must be put to death. Because mankind is God’s 
unique and highest form of creation on earth, created in the 
image of God Himself, the highest form of punishment must 
be exercised by the civil government against those planning 
and enacting murder.

We all must keep watch upon our thoughts, motives, and 
hearts. Jesus taught us that when we are angry at another per-
son or hatred rises in our hearts, that this too is murder, in its 
thought and emotional state. God commands us to do the oppo-
site: to love and forgive others (Matt. 6:12–15 and 18:21–35).

How does God’s requiring someone who is convicted of premeditated murder to be put to death  
reinforce the strength of His command not to murder? How does this relate to anger,  
hatred, revenge, and other similar thoughts and emotions? Why is it a serious thing  

to hold on to such sins and not repent of them?
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The titles below are recently published or reprinted. The 
first price is retail, and the second is our discounted price.  
PB = paperback, HC = hard cover.
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BOOKTALK
JOEL R. BEEKE

NEW RHB BOOKS

“Sweetly Set on God”: The Piety 
of David Brainerd (Profiles in 
Reformed Spirituality Series)
Dustin W. Benge, editor
“Sweetly Set on God ” introduces readers 
to the life and journal writings of David 
Brainerd (1718–1747), best remembered 
for his missionary work among the Ameri-
can Indians. Dustin Benge begins by pre-
senting the events of Brainerd’s short life 
and the intense personal spiritual piety 
that undergirded his pioneering mission-

ary work. Then, in fifty-one excerpts drawn from Brainerd’s 
journal, readers will discover his evangelical humiliation, his 
understanding that God had altered his sinful human nature, 
his sensitivity to sin, and his holiness of life. Read this book 
and come to view Brainerd as Jonathan Edwards, his biographer, 
did—as “a remarkable instance of true and eminent Christian 
piety in heart and practice.”  

(PB, 136 pgs) $10.00|$7.50

Christ: The Way, the Truth, and the 
Life
John Brown of Wamphray
Christ: The Way, the Truth, and the Life is 
John Brown of Wamphray’s most practical, 
experiential work. It provides spiritual coun-
sel on living the Christian life as it ought to 
be lived—centering on Christ, mortifying 
sin, loving the souls of others, and glorifying 
God. This classic reprint excels in teaching 
believers how to make use of Christ in a 
variety of ways on a daily basis.  

(HC, 416 pgs) $30.00|$22.50

Gospel Evidences of Saving Faith 
John Owen
Although believers have a right to every spir-
itual comfort in Christ, remaining sin and 
temptation often hinder them from enjoying 
these blessings. In Gospel Evidences of Sav-
ing Faith, John Owen recognizes that faith 
“is the root on which all genuine comforts 
grow,” and these comforts “are ordinarily 
shared by believers in proportion to the evi-
dences of true faith in their lives.” Owen 
investigates the proper operations of faith 

that demonstrate its genuineness, encouraging us to cling fast 
to Christ, pursue holiness, commune with God through wor-
ship, and bring our souls into a special state of repentance. Do 
you wish to glorify God more and have greater enjoyment in the 
comforts of Christ? Find inspiration in this pastoral consider-
ation of the evidences of saving faith. 

(PB, 128 pgs) $10.00|$7.50

From the Cultivating Biblical Godliness Series

Is the Trinity Practical?
Ryan M. McGraw
The Trinity is an important doctrine, yet 
many Christians perceive it as diff icult to 
understand and irrelevant to their Christian 
lives. Author Ryan McGraw explains that the 
Trinity is the foundation of the gospel, which 
we must come to understand as the work of all 
three divine persons—Father, Son, and Spirit. 
He shows us, in practical application, the ways 
that we grow in grace and piety as we learn 
to apply the truths of the Trinity to our daily 
walk with God.   

(PB, 18 pgs) $3.00|$2.25

Ulrich Zwingli
William Boekestein
“Combining the imagination employed in his 
engaging children’s books, Bill brings the careful
scholarship of a theologian to shine a bril-
liant light on the complexities and conf licts of 
the ministry of Ulrich Zwingli. With warmth 
and pastoral appreciation, he demonstrates the 
intense practical implications of grappling with 
the issues that Zwingli faced, and how Christians 
can gain perspective for life and ministry in the 
church today.” —Douglas Bond 

(EP Books, PB, 163 pgs) $12.00|$9.00

Robert Murray M‘Cheyne
Andrew Bonar
This biography conveys the fragrance of the 
life of M‘Cheyne that no later writer could ever 
recapture. Being dead, M‘Cheyne yet speaks, 
and it may be doubted whether any Christian 
can seriously read these pages without having an 
example of the power of godliness stamped upon 
his conscience in a manner that will remain with 
him for all his days. 

(Banner, PB, 255 pgs) $13.00|$9.75

Far Above Rubies:  
The Life of Bethan Lloyd-Jones
Lynette G. Clark
The galleries of the great heroes of faith contain 
many inspirational women. Bethan Lloyd-Jones’s 
portrait has long been hidden in a part of the gal-
lery known only to her family and close friends. 
This book brings her portrait into view, captur-
ing the wit, wisdom, and faith of a godly wife, 
mother, and friend. 

(Christian Focus, PB, 251 pgs) $14.99|$11.50

OTHER BOOKS



What Does the Bible Really Teach about 
Homosexuality? — Kevin DeYoung
In this timely book, Kevin DeYoung challenges 
each of us—the skeptic and the seeker, the cer-
tain and the confused—to take a humble look 
at God’s Word regarding the issue of homo-
sexuality. After examining key biblical passages 
in both the Old and New Testaments and the 
Bible’s overarching teaching regarding sexuality, 
DeYoung responds to popular objections raised 
by Christians and non-Christians alike, making 

this an indispensable resource for thinking through one of the most 
pressing issues of our day. 

(Crossway, PB, 158 pgs) $12.99|$8.25

Christ Set Forth — Thomas Goodwin
First published in 1642, this book—one of 
Goodwin’s most beloved and enduring works—is 
full of theological riches and penetrating pasto-
ral insights. It addresses, from an exposition of 
Romans 8:34, the pastoral problem that some 
believers stray in their faith by looking too much 
into their own hearts for signs of grace instead of 
looking from themselves to Christ. The book is 
written primarily to encourage Christians. 

(Banner, PB, 242 pgs) $10.00|$8.25

A Heavenly Conference Between Christ  
and Mary — Richard Sibbes
A Heavenly Conference is Sibbes’s exposition of 
the memorable meeting that took place on the 
first Easter Sunday when the risen Christ met 
Mary Magdalene at the empty tomb. It is a 
wonderfully original treatment of the doctrine 
of the believer’s union with Christ, written by 
a tender-hearted pastor whose main aim is to 
help believers enjoy the comfort that comes from 
knowing that Jesus’s God and Father is our God 
and Father too. 

(Banner, PB, 167 pgs) $8.00|$6.50

CHILDREN’S TITLES
Because He Lives: A Daily Devotional  
for Children
This daily devotional, intended especially 
for young children aged 6-8, was created by 
the Youth and Education Committee of the 
FRCNA. Each day includes a portion of Scrip-
ture, a paragraph of explanation, and a probing 
question to help children understand and apply 
God’s Word to their own lives. 

(Free Reformed Churches, HC, 190 pgs) 
$16.00|$12.00

The Breathtaking Respiratory System
Lainna Callentine
Developed by a homeschooling pediatrician, 
this book focuses on the amazing design and 
functionality of the human body’s respiratory 
system. What powers the over 23,000 breaths 
each of us take daily? Come on a captivating 
odyssey through the wind tunnels of the body 
and be prepared to be amazed. 

(Master Books, HC, 80 pgs) $15.99|$12.50

Send orders for the above titles to:

REFORMATION HERITAGE BOOKS
2965 Leonard St. NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49525
616-977-0889 / Fax: 616-285-3246
www.heritagebooks.org; e-mail: orders@heritagebooks.org
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Mich. residents add 6% sales tax. 
Postage (US 12%, min. $3.99; 

Canada: 20%, min. $7.50; 
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In Canada these books are available at comparable prices from:

Augustine: The Truth Seeker
K.C. Murdarasi
Augustine lived in troubled times near the end 
of the Roman Empire and had his fill of the 
thrills that existed for ambitious young men 
who did not care about following God’s laws. 
Yet today the Christian church has the proof in 
Augustine’s life and writings that God can bring 
the greatest, most stubborn sinner to himself.

 (Christian Focus, PB, 127 pgs) $8.99 | $6.75

They Shall Be Mine — John Tallach
This book tells the stories of men and women 
from all over the world who proved themselves 
faithful followers and servants of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. Some, like Maria Dorothea, wife of the 
Archduke Palatine of Austria-Hungary, moved 
in the refined circles of the courts of Europe. 
Others, like Phru Chik, were almost always 
dressed in rags. But each one had faith in Christ 
and loved Him more than anything else in  
the world. (Banner, PB, 128 pgs) $8.99|$7.00
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GOD, ANIMALS 
and You

MEDITATION FOR CHILDREN • • • • KARA DEDERT

Do you have a pet? I’ve never been a person that loves pets, 
but my husband, Mr. Dedert, tries very hard to change that. 
He’s brought so many creatures home through the years, I 
think we could start an animal shelter! Sometimes it’s ordi-
nary animals like a cat or dog; other times it’s a little more 
adventurous. Even as a little boy, he was always carting ani-
mals around, and it wasn’t always a good idea (like the time 
he stuffed a chinchilla into his pocket and brought him along 
to church).

He’s a grown man now but is still enamored with crea-
tures. Once he walked in the door with a snake around his 
neck; I nearly fainted. We’ve had birds, too—he brought a 
parrot into the house, but that pet had to go after it started 
diving at us every time we crossed the room. When we went 
through a chicken phase, I’d find him outdoors doing his 
morning devotions with a cup of coffee in his hand while 
petting a chicken in his lap. There have been lizards, geckos, 
parakeets, mice, and more. And as much as I hate to admit it, 
I think Mr. Dedert’s love for animals is a good thing because 
it’s a ref lection of who God is. He cares for His creation, 
especially the animals. Have you ever thought about that? We 
can learn more about God’s relationships with animals when 
we look in the Bible. Let’s do that!

God enjoys animals
If you’ve ever been to a dolphin show, you probably tried to 
get the best seat to see them up close. Imagine if you had a 
front row seat to all of nature, all day long! Psalm 104 shows 
us God does have this, and He gets glory from it. The writer 
tells about the Lord having joy in storks, wild goats and don-
keys, rock badgers, lions, and sea creatures.

God provides for the animals
The writer of the psalm praises God for all the little details 
He takes care of so that the animals have what they need. 
God provides water for the animals in the fields to drink and 
the grass to eat. He even provides branches for the birds to sit 
on! He provides mountains for the goats and makes hiding 
places for the rock badgers. He gives the night for nocturnal 
animals to go about and find their food. 

God has a purpose for the animals
Animals have played an important part in God’s plan. 
Although all animals exist to bring glory to Him, some-
times He uses them for special jobs: bringing comfort to a 
person, delivering food (and often becoming the food), car-
rying a message, delivering judgment, or protecting people. 

I’m thinking of the big fish that swallowed Jonah, the raven 
that brought bread to Elijah, the donkey that carried Mary 
to Bethlehem, the frogs that punished the Egyptians, the 
quail that become supper for the Israelites, and the dove that 
brought a leaf back to Noah. Can you think of more? 

God values animals
Remember the story of Nineveh? God reminded Jonah that 
many people have been saved from destruction, and many ani-
mals, too (Jonah 4:11). The animals mattered—not as much 
as people, but they were important and significant to God. 

Animals show the love, creativity, design, and power of 
the Lord, but they’ve also been affected because of sin. When 
the f lood came, many animals died as a result of people doing 
what was evil. This is part of the “groaning of creation” that 
Paul talks about. All of creation is affected by our sin and this 
is not insignificant to God. 

God and You
Animals are important in God’s creation, but people are even 
more so; He’s given you a soul and made you in His image. 
If our heavenly Father makes sure even the tiniest details are 
taken care of for animals, do you think He will take care of 
the details of your life?

If God gets delight from animals, how much more does 
He delight in us when we live a life of thanks and worship 
to Him? All of creation (including you!) was hand-crafted 
by God to bring honor and glory to Him. And just as the 
animals have specific purposes, there are special jobs He has 
in mind for you, too.

God values the animals and cares about their lives, but 
He values yours much more! In fact, God cares so much that 
He gave His only Son, Jesus Christ, to rescue sinners like you 
from sin and bring you back to Him. When you live out of 
faith in Christ, you bring delight and glory to God, which is 
exactly why He created you. 

*For your devotions: Draw a scene of your favorite animals and 
write down three verses in the Bible about animals. Then 
write what you’ve learned about God’s character by looking 
at the animals. 

Kara Dedert is a homemaker, mother of five children, and a member of the 
Grand Rapids HRC.
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Elina VanderZwaag
BIBLE QUIZ for children

Even though in Bible times women were often kept in the background, the Lord inspired 
the writers of the Old and the New Testament to write about women who served the Lord 
in their special way. See if you can find all 15 names (number 14 mentions two women). 

To learn more from the lives of these women find their names in a concordance, or look 
them up in an online Bible program, and read about them in the Bible. Pray the Lord that 
He will make use of you, boy or girl, to serve Him in His Kingdom.

ANSWERS TO LAST MONTH’S PUZZLE
 1. sky
 2. dwelling place
 3. tithes, windows, blessing
 4. smoke, garment, salvation
 5. new
 6. promise
 7. passed away

 8. wipe
 9. joy, pleasures
10. country, city
11. nations, kindreds, people,  
   tongues
12. everlasting

 1.       was the very first wife and mother.

 2. To her great surprise the Lord gave           her first baby when she was already 90 years old.

 3. Moses’s sister             watched out for him when he was put in a basket in the Nile river.

 4. The two spies in Jericho would have been caught by the soldiers if           had not hidden them  

under a pile of flax. (Joshua 2:3) 

 5.         cared for her mother-in-law, Naomi, with much love. 

 6.               was the first female judge of Israel. (Judges 4:4)

 7. Samuel was born after many prayers by his mother             . 

 8. Mordechai took care of his beautiful niece             who later became queen of Persia.

 9.                   was the wife of Zacharias and mother of John the Baptist. 

10. The mother of the Lord Jesus was         the wife of Joseph.

11. Lazarus, Mary and             often welcomed the Lord Jesus and His disciples in their home.  

(Luke 10:38) 

12. Aquila and his wife                   were fellow workers of the apostle Paul. (Romans 16:3)

13.           was a business woman who heard Paul preach by the riverside and the Lord opened her 

heart to his words. (Acts 16:14)

14. Timothy was from a young age taught by his mother         and his grandmother             

of the things of the Lord. (2 Timothy 1:5)
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“Don’t touch my library books, Eddy,” said an annoyed 
Sarah Wilcox. Her younger brother, Eddy, had pulled out a 
book from the middle of Sarah’s stack that she had checked 
out of the library yesterday. “In fact, don’t even look at them. 
They’re in a certain order and I want them to stay exactly 
that way.” She grabbed the book Eddy was holding and 
pushed him away.

“I’m afraid someone is feeling out of sorts this morning,” 
said a tired but sweet voice. It was still early in the morn-
ing, and Mom was sitting at the table while she sipped her 
coffee. “Come here, Sarah, and let me ask you a question.”

The little girl slowly approached her mom, who pulled 
her into a hug. In a quiet voice, Mom asked her if she had 
prayed to God this morning, asking Him to make her kind 
and pleasant throughout the day.

“No, Mom,” said Sarah as she looked down. “I forgot to 
pray this morning.”

“Forgot to pray, Sarah! That is one thing that you and 
I must try to never forget. Because you forgot, you never 
thanked God for sparing you through the night. I’m afraid 
that you have forgotten Him, but He has not forgotten you!”

“How do you know that He has not forgotten me?” asked 
Sarah in surprise.

“Well, just look at you. God is watching over you and 
taking care of you this very minute. If He forgets you, your 
lips wouldn’t be able to open, you couldn’t move your hands 
or your feet, and you couldn’t see or hear,” Mom explained. 
“Your body would die without God’s watchful care.”

Sarah looked very seriously at her mom. “Is it too late to 
pray today, Mom?”

“Never,” said Mom with a smile. “Why don’t you go up 
to your room and offer up a simple prayer to our kind and 
heavenly God.”

With a glad heart, Sarah made her way up the stairs and 
back to her room to do what she had forgotten to do at the 
beginning of her day: pray. 

My voice shalt thou hear in the morning, O LORD; 
in the morning will I direct my prayer unto thee, and 
will look up (Psalm 5:3).

Do you wonder what that long word means? It means push-
ing off what you should be doing now and waiting to do it 
another time.

Ellen has some work to do before the school bus picks 
her up. Every morning she clears the breakfast table. She can 
easily get it done, long before the bus arrives, if she begins 
it on time. But the sun is shining in their garden, where 
Ellen is playing with her little brother James. Whenever 
her conscience whispers, You ought to go in and quickly clear 
the table now, Ellen, her mind answers, Oh, there’s plenty of 
time. I can hurry and get it done in a few minutes. And so Ellen 
continues playing.

A while later, her conscience becomes louder: It’s already 
7:30, Ellen; you really should go in.

Well, I’m going, Ellen thinks in reply. I’ ll go in very soon. 
I still have enough time.

“Ellen!” calls her mom from the window. “Come in and 
clear the table, before the bus arrives!”

“Yes, Mom, I’m just having one more race with James!” 
Ellen replies and then runs laughing around the garden, 
chasing her brother.

“8:00!” she exclaims, looking at her watch. She is hot and 
out of breath when she hurries at last into the house. “I had 
no idea it was so late!”

Tired and in a hurry, Ellen looks at the messy plates and 
bowls, cereal boxes, butter, jam, and crumbs. Five minutes 
is a short time for all that she has to do! The plates clang 
as she quickly stacks them, the cereal box seems to take a 
strange delight in tipping over and spilling, and the crumbs 
get pushed off the table and onto the f loor. With a last quick 
swipe of a dishcloth, Ellen hears the bus pull up in front of 
her house. 

Her mom only gets a quick hug, and Ellen dashes out 
of the house.

And that is the trouble with kids (and adults) who are 
continually putting things off. They always think that they 
have enough time. They wait until the last minute before 
they begin their work, and as a result, it is often hurried 
work that is half-done and not pleasing to the Lord. 

A much better way is to begin everything at the right 
time, and leave it at the right time, not only done, but well 
done!

Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and 
doeth it not, to him it is sin (James 4:17).

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

I Forgot to Pray
STORIES FOR CHILDREN •  •  •  •  •  •  ANDREA SCHOLTEN

Procrastination



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
Rev. Bartel Elshout has accepted a pastoral call to labor in the 
Hull, Iowa HRC.

Candidate Pieter VanderHoek has accepted a pastoral call to co-
labor with Rev. David Lipsy in Burgessville, Ontario.

SYNODICAL REPORT
We are grateful to the Lord, the King of His Church whose 
presence was felt during our recent Synodical meetings. We are 
again grateful for a sense of unity and love in spite of difficult 
and challenging circumstances and decisions that had to be made. 
Rev. Jerrold Lewis and Rev. Johnny Serafini led the Synod prayer 
service, demonstrating the unity and common bond that we find 
in the gospel between the Heritage Reformed and Free Reformed 
Churches. The message of “Cry to the Lord” from Psalm 107 set 
the tone for the meetings the following days. Throughout the 
days of meetings, there was much profitable mixing and fellow-
ship amongst the delegates from both denominations.

As the HRC Synod commenced, spiritual welfare reports were 
received. While there are concerns for each local church, we are 
thankful that the Lord has not dealt with us according to our 
sins, nor rewarded us according to our transgressions. He contin-
ues to work according to His ever-faithful promises, upholding 
our pastors, consistories and congregations. With heavy sadness, 
Synod was compelled to accept the penitent resignation of Rev. 
Molenaar and by doing so actually deposed him from the min-
istry in accord with Articles 79 and 80 of the Church Order of 
Dort. We are grateful for the forgiveness and gospel healing that 
is taking place in the lives of the Molenaars and commend them 
to your prayers.

Synod approved a policy for our churches outlining the proper 
transfer of membership papers for members under discipline, 
including a form available for use in such situations. Synod also 
voted to enter into level 1 of official correspondence with the Her-
steld Hervormde Kerken (HHK) in the Netherlands and the Bible 
Presbyterian Church. Elder Ed Laman from the Free Reformed 
Churches, Rev. Swets from the URC, and Rev. VandenBerg 

from the Canadian Reformed Churches all addressed Synod 
with fraternal greetings. Rick Postma and Dr. Brian DeVries 
addressed both the FRC and HRC Synod delegates showing 
denominational cooperation in mission work. Pastor VanBrugge 
also addressed a joint session of Synod on behalf of the Psalter 
Revision Committee and the committee received permission to 
continue work towards a proposal for revising the Psalter to make 
it align more closely with the actual words of Scripture. The New 
York Gospel Mission in New York City was also recognized as a 
kingdom endeavor worthy of our support.

With joy and thanksgiving, Student Pieter VanderHoek was 
examined and declared eligible for call to sacred ministry. After 
extensive interviews, Synod also appointed Dr. Adriaan Neele 
as the director of the Ph.D. program. Both Dr. Stephen Myers 
and Mr. Greg Salazar were appointed to the positions of profes-
sor of historical theology. The Ph.D. program will commence 
September 2016, Lord willing, and awaits full accreditation in 
the near future.

Synod decided to take the following statement regarding study 
reports. Study reports represent explanations of our views regard-
ing particular, current, cultural situations, and contain synod’s 
recommendations and advice pertaining to specific issues. Since 
study reports provide a denominationally approved report regard-
ing our view on specific issues, they may prove to be valuable in 
light of our increasingly litigious society.

We commend these decisions, churches, individuals and 
ministries to your continued prayers with this focus from the 
Word of God, “Now unto him that is able to do exceeding abun-
dantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that 
worketh in us, unto him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus 
throughout all ages, world without end. Amen” (Eph. 3:20–21).

In the Master’s service,
The moderamen of Synod
Rev. Jan Neels, Chairman
Rev. Foppe VanderZwaag, Vice-chairman
Rev. Maarten Kuivenhoven, Clerk
Elder John K. Byl, Treasurer

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.

JULY/AUGUST 2016  The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth  175



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?
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.

REFORMED EVANGELISTIC OUTREACH
Every year, the Reformed Evangelistic Outreach sets up an exhibit 
tent at the International Plowing Match which draws an average 
of 60,000 to 80,000 people. Arranged by the executive committee, 
several churches of eastern Ontario help set up the large exhibit tent 
to display books, tracts, coloring books, and much more. In 2015 
the IPM was located close to the town of Finch, Ontario.  

Many young and old, as well as busloads of children from the 
local schools visited our booth. Bibles and books were purchased 
and handed out, thousands of calendars, tracts, and bookmarks 
were given out to the passersby and those who entered our booth.  
Hundreds of free Bibles were handed out to school children. They 
were well received and the spiritual conversations with so many 
gave us a sense of awe that God is still at work. There was hardly 
a time when the booth had no visitors. Being close to the Quebec 
border, we were blessed with a volunteer who was f luent in French. 
French tracts, Bibles, literature, and calendars were available for our 
French-speaking guests.

A high school student, visiting the booth, admitted he is start-
ing to go back to church and wants to learn about the Bible. He 
was very open to receiving a free book, Bible calendar, and several 
bookmarks. His friend, a Muslim girl, also had many questions and 
asked for a Bible and tracts, which prompted a third friend to say 
he desired to know the Lord. This gave a wonderful opportunity 
to share the gospel.

A man and his wife encouraged us to please keep up this good 
work. He shared his experience of a rebellious youth and stated, “At 
the age of thirty Jesus came into my life, and saved me!”  

Please pray for us as we hope to set up our booth in Wellington 
County, south of Harriston, Ontario from September 20–24. For 
additional information visit our website at www.reoutreach.com.  
Should you have any question or wish to volunteer or give financial 
assistance please email contact@reoutreach.com or contact Gerald 
Schuit, 905-541-0652, or Michael Van Brugge, 519-424-3667.

q

Oh, how greatly has the man advanced who has learned 
not to be his own, not to be governed by his own reason, 
but to surrender his mind to God! —John Calvin

q

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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INTERNATIONAL NEWS
CURRENT TRENDS FIND RELIGION DECLINING, SECULARISM RISING

Religion around the world is declining, Phil Zuckerman, a sociology and 
secular studies professor, writes in a column for the Huffington Post. 
Zuckerman says that recent studies show that the world is becoming 
more and more secular.  

Zuckerman points to the fact that there are more atheists and agnostics 
than believers in Norway and Britain. Nearly 70 percent of the Dutch say 
they are not affiliated with any religion, while in the United States that 
number is between 23 percent and 28 percent and growing.

Zuckerman says that as people stop being religious, so will their chil-
dren, but predictions from Pew show that secularity will level off in a few 
decades because religious people still have more children than secular 
adults. Still, Islam is predicted to be the world’s largest religion by 2050. 
“But for now, churches are closing across the world, faith is fading, and 
those men and women who live their lives according to secular values 
and humanist principles are on the rise,” Zuckerman writes. (Amanda 
Casanova | Religion Today Contributing Writer)

EUTHANASIA FOR WHATEVER AILS YOU
The current state of euthanasia in Belgium and the Netherlands has again 
proven why it’s dangerous to legalize death with a needle.

Last year it was a case of a woman in her 20s with suicidal thoughts 
who was approved for euthanasia. For a second time now, a woman 
experiencing psychological problems related to child sexual abuse was 
put to death. Alex Schadenberg of the Euthanasia Prevention Coalition 
says it’s the wrong solution. “So what we’re saying is a medical treatment 
for sexual abuse, or a medical treatment for suicidal thoughts, is lethal 
injection. It’s a crazy idea,” he says. If psychiatric intervention doesn’t 
work, why not refer the patient to another psychiatrist?

In the Netherlands, Schadenberg explains, a psychiatrist’s approval is 
required if it’s for psychiatric reasons. “But the euthanasia clinics have a 
psychiatrist who works for them,” he further explains, and that on-staff 
psychiatrist has approved an “incredible number of deaths.”

The remedy to that is not legalizing it in the first place. The Euthanasia 
Prevention Coalition is based in Canada, where Parliament is under a court 
order to approve a euthanasia law, and the current proposal allows killing 
people for psychological reasons. (Charlie Butts - OneNewsNow.com)

1 IN 4 PREGNANCIES END IN ABORTION, STUDY REVEALS
New research has revealed that one in four pregnancies now ends in abor-
tion. The statistic comes from research conducted by the World Health 
Organization and the Guttmacher Institute. One in four pregnancies 
amounts to around 56 million abortions every year. The research also 
found that while the abortion rate in developed countries has declined 
in recent years, the abortion rate in third world countries has increased. 
There were about 50 million abortions every year between 1990 and 
1994, according to the research, but that number has risen to 56 million 
between 2010 and 2014. In developed countries, the abortion rate has 
dropped 10 points, from 24 to 14 among 1,000 reproductive-age women.

Nola Leach, chief executive of the Christian charity CARE, said the 
abortion rate statistic is “absolutely tragic.” “While the number of abor-
tions in more developed countries has come down, the global figure is 
disturbingly high and a reminder of the international challenge we face in 
standing up for the unborn,” said Leach. “All too often, abortion is seen 
and sold as the only solution for mothers who are encouraged to view an 
unplanned pregnancy as a problem that needs solving. But we should be 
making sure mothers are fully aware that there are different options out 
there, other than termination,” she continued. The research also found 
that the abortion rate remained mostly the same whether abortion was 
legal or not. (Veronica Neffinger | Editor, ChristianHeadlines.com)

PERSECUTION FOCUS
GERMANY: SURVEY REVEALS CHRISTIAN REFUGEES  

BEING PERSECUTED BY MUSLIMS
Christian refugees from the Middle East who have migrated to Ger-
many have appealed to German authorities to protect them from the 
persecution they are experiencing from Muslim refugees. According to 
ChristianToday.com, up to 40,000 non-Muslim refugees have experi-
enced harassment from their fellow refugees who are Muslim. Human 
rights organization Open Doors recently released a survey detailing the 
persecution faced by these non-Muslim refugees. According to the survey 
results, of the 231 refugees surveyed, 32 percent reported receiving death 
threats, 37 percent reported suffering from physical injury, and 42 percent 
reported receiving insults for their faith.

Many Christian and other non-Muslims also reported being forced to 
take part in Islamic prayer, and being threatened if they did not comply. 
“Our political leaders have not taken appropriate measures to protect 
the Christian minority,” Open Doors said in a statement. “The impres-
sion that this dramatic development is being suppressed and ignored has 
solidified.” Open Doors said the survey will hopefully alert authorities to 
the persecution Christians and other minority refugees are facing. “We’re 
doing this on behalf of many volunteers who feel intimidated, as well as at 
the request of the police, who aren’t allowed to say that this is happening,” 
said Markus Rode, head of Open Doors in Germany. 

In 2015, more than one million refugees entered Germany. In January 
of 2016 alone, the country took in another 91,671 refugees. Most of the 
refugees are Muslim (Open Doors)

FOCUS ON CHRISTIANITY 
BIBLES SMUGGLED INTO NORTH AFRICA TO  

MEET GROWING NEED OF CHURCH
Many North Africans are converting to Christianity, and Bibles are being 
smuggled into their nation despite the risk. According to ChristianToday.
com, the persecution charity Open Doors, founded by Christian mis-
sionary Brother Andrew who smuggled Bibles into communist countries 
during the Cold War, has been smuggling Bibles into North Africa to 
meet a growing interest in Christianity. The specific North African 
country remains unidentified for security reasons. A 24/7 prayer meeting 
has been going on in the country since 2003, and the fruit of the prayer 
effort is being seen in a major way.

U.K. Open Doors volunteer Holly (whose name has been changed for 
security reasons) shared how the church is growing exponentially in the 
country and how the need for Bibles is also growing: “There are church 
leaders who only have a few pages of Scripture that they own,” she said. 
“The church is growing so rapidly, they need to get Bibles in as quickly as 
they can and as many as they can. And not just Bibles, but also training 
materials for pastors and church leaders.” Holly went on to share about 
the miraculous ways God is protecting those who are smuggling Bibles 
into the country. Security officials checked every bag except the one with 
the Bibles and training materials. “Maybe God just did what he did with 
Brother Andrew and ‘blinded their eyes’ to it. It was amazing that we 
were the only ones who didn’t get searched.” 

“They were telling us that when they take the materials back to their 
churches and to whoever needs these books, they have to go through 20 
checkpoints, and at every single checkpoint they could be searched. The 
whole car can be searched; they might look inside the boot, under the 
bonnet, even cut open the spare tire if there’s one in the back and look 
inside it to see if there’s anything illegal in there. Holly and other Open 
Doors workers believe it is through the power of prayer that they are see-
ing such growth in the church and experiencing supernatural protection 
as they work to get God’s Word into the hands of these new Christians. 
(Reported on CBN News)

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

How can the Colossians know these things if they are a mystery and are hid-
den? By realizing that hidden does not mean concealed; rather, it refers to being 
deposited or stored up in Christ.3 In other words, even though this knowledge 
was a mystery, God chooses to “make known what is the riches of the glory of 
this mystery among the Gentiles; which is Christ in you, the hope of glory” 
(1:27). Therefore, they are to set their minds on the things that are above (3:1–2). 

Part of knowing properly is then avoiding false knowledge, knowledge that 
is not according to Christ. People must not be deluded with seemingly plausible 
arguments (2:4). “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain 
deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after 
Christ” (2:8). This care will not be achieved through visions, or by avoiding 
reason, or believing human teachings, but by holding to Christ (2:18–22). He is 
the source of all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.

What Paul is responding to 
Paul is intentional about stretching the Colossians’ understanding of knowledge, 
including what and how one can know. Ultimately, Paul is teaching that human 
traditions and constructs cannot impart real knowledge. The word for tradition that 
Paul uses in 2:8 suggests antiquity and dignity, but also an autonomous authorita-
tive character that supposedly brought about true knowledge.4 Whereas traditional 
thinking supposed that reasoning from first principles was the proper way to attain 
knowledge of God and His world, “for Paul this knowledge could only be received 
as revelation from God, mediated through the Spirit, and proclaimed in preaching 
(1 Cor. 1:17–18; 2:6–16). ‘Wisdom’ cannot be obtained from below.”5 

The implication for Christian philosophy
So how should Christocentric thinkers think about knowledge? Keep Christ 
central. This immediately highlights the antithetical nature of true wisdom. The 
world believes wisdom can come from understanding sense experience, but the 
foundation of Christian knowledge is not sensation—it is revelation. 

Our initial answer to “how do I know?” should be “Because God has spoken.”6 
Or as someone else has written, “God is the ultimate source of all knowledge, and 
His knowledge provides the ultimate standard of all truth.”7 For believers today, 
this excludes any skepticism about the ability to know. It means that knowledge 
is less about certainty of rational explanation than it is about certainty of truth.

1. D. W. Hamlyn, “History of Epistemology,” in Paul Edwards, ed., The Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(New York: Macmillan, 1972), 3:8–9. 

2. Vern S. Poythress, “New Testament Worldview,” in W. Andrew Hoffecker, ed., Revolutions in 
Worldview: Understanding the Flow of Western Thought (Phillipsburg, Pa.: P&R, 2007), 85. 

3. Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 
2000), 95. 

4. Peter T. O’Brien, “Letter to the Colossians,” in Hawthorne, Martin, and Reid, Dictionary of Paul 
and His Letters, 148. 

5. Paige, “Philosophy,” 716. 
6. Oliphint, Role of Philosophy, 14. 
7. Holmes, Christianity and Philosophy, 17. 

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? (3)

UNDERSTANDING THE CHRIST- 
CENTERED EPISTEMOLOGY OF 
COLOSSIANS 
“How do I know?” is usually called the epis-
temological question. Epistemology is the 
study of “the nature and scope of knowledge, 
its presuppositions and basis, and the general 
reliability of claims to knowledge.”1 

What Paul says
Paul’s basic response to “how do I know?” is 
that when we know Christ, we can know things 
(1:6; 2:6–16). In Christ “are hidden all the trea-
sures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). 
Only through Him can we have knowledge 
because man’s epistemological powers are so 
“sinfully corrupted and can be remedied only 
through God’s own redemption in Christ…. 
Redemptive renewal in the human heart and 
mind offers the only basis for seeing the world 
as a whole, as it really is.”2 

It is important to realize that Paul was 
encouraging the Colossians to be filled with 
a specific knowledge. His desire was that the 
people would be “filled with the knowledge of 
his will in all wisdom and spiritual understand-
ing;… increasing in the knowledge of God” 
(Col. 1:9). There is no room for pre-Gnostic 
wisdom or even any human syncretism. This is 
the knowledge of the divine will that cannot be 
found anywhere else than in His Word. 

Having a Christo-centric philosophy is not 
just experiencing Christ. It is also understand-
ing how content-filled the knowledge of Christ 
should be. “For by him were all things created, 
that are in heaven, and that are in earth, vis-
ible and invisible…. All things were created by 
him, and for him: and he is before all things, 
and by him all things (including knowledge) 
consist” (1:16–17).

This does not mean people today need to 
or will know all things. And yet, the paradox 
is that Paul desires that they might reach “all 
riches of the full assurance of understanding” 
(2:2). At the same time, even Paul acknowl-
edges the mystery of “God, and of the Father, 
and of Christ; in whom are hid all the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge” (2:2–3). 
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BANNER OF SOVEREIGN GRACE TRUTH
FROM SOME FRIENDS IN PRISON:
Greetings in the Name above all names, Jesus Christ. I am a 
Reformed Christian inmate. I’m on your mailing list to receive  
your magazine, The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth. I enjoy read-
ing it from cover to cover. Once I’m finished I pass them along so 
other Christian inmates can read them. They too have expressed 
how they enjoy it. May God continue to bless this ministry.

I pray all is well and that the Lord blesses you in all the wonderful 
works you have been doing in His name. I wanted to write this letter 
to thank you for the “Lord’s Day Sermons” and “Banners” you have 
been sending me all these years. It’s hard to receive sound biblical 
truths when this prison is full of the wrong gospel of testimonies, 
free will, Pentecostal. It saddens me deeply, all my years behind 
these walls, the battles I have faced to share the Bible to those that 
so blindly hold onto non-biblical teachings, or think the biblical 
truths of Calvinism (Reformed) are just the teachings of man. I’m 
glad for the growth God’s Spirit gave me, to learn not only biblical 
truths but history as well. As Ephesians 4:1–16 says, to not only walk 
worthy in my calling but to grow to maturity in the knowledge of 
Jesus Christ. Sharing the truths from all topics, of sin’s bondage, 
God’s trinitarian salvation plan and process (the ordo salutis) and 
the singing of Psalters.

REFORMATION HERITAGE BOOKS
FROM A FRIEND IN INDIANA:
One day I went to visit Joe, a former student and an inmate at 
the state prison. During a phone conversation a week before, Joe 
had told me that he had come to the point that he wanted to 
change. He had asked if we could talk about it. During the visit 
I suggested that he needed to reread the book Getting Back Into 
the Race, I had sent him about a year ago. He said, “That book is 
about 800 yards from here, another inmate is reading it. Someone 
is always asking to borrow it. A hundred guys have read it.”  

I personally found the book very helpful and that is the reason 
I had sent it to Joe. I told Joe I would be sending him some more 
books. I doubt that you had in mind prison ministry when you 
wrote the book. God has chosen to use it in an Indiana prison.   

I thank you for the encouragement and help I received from 
the book. I thank you for the words the book gave me to share 
with Joe and with others that I have never met.

FROM A FACEBOOK FRIEND:
We are deeply grateful for numerous letters of gratitude received for 
the Reformation Heritage KJV Study Bible. Many of them have been 
from fathers who are using the study Bible every day in family wor-
ship. Here is just one sample letter of appreciation.

I just wanted you to know how much I’ve been enjoying my 
KJV study Bible (purchased last year after it came out for sale). It 
has been a really rich feast for me. I’m currently working my way 
through the Book of John and I am really seeing many wonder-
ful things about Jesus. In looking at your website, I saw that you 
were able to go to Redeemer Presbyterian in the Kansas City 
area. That church is very dear to me, as it was there (in 2004) 
that I began to understand the glorious doctrines of grace under 

the preaching of Tony Felich. That summer was the summer 
that I point to as the time when my eyes were opened and I was 
made alive/regenerated in Christ. I came from a horribly sinful 
background and it took some time and many stumbles before I 
experienced victory in some areas. However, slowly, surely and 
faithfully, the Holy Spirit has increasingly made me more like 
Christ (a little at a time) until 11 years later, I do not look like 
the same person. The sins that I once cherished, I hate and I have 
a taste and desire for the things of God. I have since moved to 
Wisconsin, but that church near Kansas City will always hold a 
fond place in my heart for it was one of the places that God used 
(through faithful preaching) to bring me to Himself. Thank you 
again for the wonderful study Bible. It is a great blessing to me!

FROM AN EMAIL FRIEND:
Thank you for the two recent republications of Godly Prayer and 
Its Answers, and The Happiness of Enjoying and Making a True and 
Speedy Use of Christ. If I ever had to narrow my Christian library 
down to 10 essential books, those two would be in it.

The first 80ish pages of the prayer book have been so convict-
ing, in a productive way. Grosse’s book had some overlap with 
some Sibbes reading I’m also doing. The concept of making use 
of Christ through understanding His fullness is amazing, and 
now that I’m aware of the concept, I’m recognizing it more and 
more in Puritan books I’m reading.

SERMON-AUDIO MINISTRY
FROM AN E-MAIL FRIEND:
I just finished my last sermon from the Revelation series, and I 
have to say it’s bittersweet. I am so thankful for this series. I never 
knew much about all the symbolism and how to take what was 
written in Revelation. I used to be so confused and a little scared 
of what was written about the end times. I now realize how it is 
a book of comfort for the persecuted church. I have learned so 
much more about our Savior and Lord, and am more excited than 
ever in my life for the day when we will hear His trump sound! 
Thank you so much for doing this series, and thanks be to God 
for guiding me providentially to this series.

TEACHING MINISTRY
FROM AN EMAIL FRIEND:
I was one of the students in the DMin program at the Master’s 
Seminary this January. I just wanted to thank you for the lectures 
you brought to us. I had not been very familiar with the Puritans 
and their writings or preaching. I was truly amazed at these men 
and their dedication to the glory of God. I learned so much from 
your lectures and can’t thank you enough, sir. I had been strug-
gling with God’s sovereignty and compelling people to come to 
Christ. Truthfully, I had not done this in my church. I felt that 
if I strongly compelled someone to come to Christ, that I would 
be violating what I knew to be true of God’s sovereign call to 
sinners.  Thank you for the clarity you gave us on this issue, and 
also for the section “Embracing Diversity in Application.” I’m 
greatly looking forward to the next time you are able to come to 
the Master’s Seminary again. 

FROM OUR MAILBOX
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My God, my Father, blissful name!
O may I call Thee mine?
May I, with sweet assurance, claim
A portion so divine?

This only can my fears control,
And bid my sorrows fly:
What harm can ever reach my soul,
Beneath my Father’s eye?

Whate’er Thy providence denies,
I calmly would resign;
For Thou art just, and good, and wise;
O bend my will to Thine.

Whate’er Thy sacred will ordains,
O give me strength to bear;
And let me know my Father reigns,
And trust His tender care.

If pain and sickness rend this frame,
And life almost depart,
Is not Thy mercy still the same,
To cheer my drooping heart?

My God, my Father! be Thy name
My solace and my stay;
O wilt Thou seal my humble claim,
And drive my fears away?

      —ANNE STEELE


