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THE SPIRIT AS COMFORTER
Now when the Spirit comforts, He takes of Christ’s own—His righteousness, not our own. 
Christ is the matter and ground of our comfort. All cordials are but “Christ distilled” and “made 
up in several promises”: His acting, not ours; His suffering, not ours; His holiness, not ours. He 
does not say, “Soul, rejoice! Thou art holy,” but “Soul, triumph! Christ is righteous, and is the 
Lord thy Righteousness”; not, “Soul, thou prayest sweetly, fear not”; but, “Thou hast an Advocate 
with the Father, Jesus Christ the Righteous”; so that the first step to the receiving of comfort 
from the Spirit, is to send away all comforts of our own.    —WILLIAM GURNALL
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MEDITATION  |  REV . BARTEL ELSHOUT

A Call to Remembrance 
And thou shalt remember all the way which the LORD thy God led thee these forty years in the wilderness. 

     —Deuteronomy 8:2a

As Moses engaged in a comprehensive review of God’s words 
and precepts, he also exhorted Israel to remember the mar-
velous way in which the Lord had led them. The rest of the 
chapter in which our text is found reveals why Moses explic-
itly directed Israel to remember the ways and deeds of the 
Lord. He was evidently concerned that Israel might forget the 
multiple ways in which the Lord had graciously, patiently, and 
miraculously sustained them during their wilderness journey. 
He exhorted them three times not to forget the Lord their 
God (vv. 11, 14, 19) who delivered them from Egypt and its 
bondage, provided water from a rock of f lint, and fed them 
with manna in the wilderness.

Sadly, we are in need of such an exhortation as well. The 
Lord could say of us what He said of His covenant people: 
“Yet my people have forgotten me days without number” 
(Jer. 2:32). We too must therefore heed David’s exhortation, 
“Bless the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits” 
(Ps. 103:2). We ought to be compelled to engage thoughtfully 
in the long-standing tradition of our nations to observe an 
annual day of thanksgiving—a day to stop and consider all 
the way in which the Lord has also been pleased to lead us. 

Having said that, however, every day of our lives ought to 
be a thanksgiving day. Every day we ought to ref lect on the 
multiple and extraordinary ways in which the Lord is pleased 
to sustain our lives, for when we begin to count our blessings 
one by one, we will indeed be surprised what the Lord has 
done. However, in addition to our daily obligation to think 
upon God’s gracious provision for our spiritual and temporal 
needs, and then to thank Him for it, it is most profitable to 
review an entire year. When we engage in such a wide-angle 
review of all God’s gracious dealings with us, what abundant 
reason there will then be to worship the God from whom all 
blessings f low! Must we then not confess with David, “Who 
am I, O Lord GOD? and what is my house [family], that thou 
hast brought me hitherto?” (2 Sam. 7:18).

As we thus consider how the Lord has led us this past year, 
we too must exclaim, “Ebenezer, hitherto hath the LORD 
helped us!” (1 Sam. 7:12). This past year, there has not been 
a single day in which our needs have not been met. Must we 
also not concur with Moses when earlier he said to Israel, “For 

the LORD thy God hath blessed thee in all the works of thy 
hand…thou hast lacked nothing” (Deut. 2:7)?

Furthermore, the Lord has remembered His covenant with 
Noah, for once more we have been privileged to observe that 
“while the earth remaineth, seedtime and harvest, and cold 
and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall 
not cease” (Gen. 8:22). The words that follow in the chapter 
of our text are thus equally applicable to us, for the Lord has 
also given us the privilege to dwell in “a good land, a land of 
brooks of water, of fountains and depths that spring out of 
valleys and hills; a land of wheat, and barley, and vines, and 
fig trees, and pomegranates; a land of oil olive, and honey; 
a land wherein thou shalt eat bread without scarceness, thou 
shalt not lack any thing in it” (vv. 7–9).

When we then consider who we have been during this 
past year and season, what shame should cover our faces! 
Against the background of the Lord’s extraordinary faith-
fulness toward us and our families is the stark reality of our 
unfaithfulness. We can only conclude that “the LORD is mer-
ciful and gracious, slow to anger, and plenteous in mercy…. 
He hath not dealt with us after our sins; nor rewarded us 
according to our iniquities” (Ps. 103:10).

However, as we ref lect upon His innumerable mercies, 
we ought not to lose sight of the greatest of all mercies: the 
uninterrupted ministry of both Word and sacrament in the 
midst of our churches. Greater mercy cannot be bestowed 
upon sinners than to have the precious gospel of the Lord 
Jesus Christ proclaimed to us—a gospel given to us and our 
children to make us wise unto salvation by believing in Him. 

How privileged and blessed we are if, by God’s sovereign 
grace, we have become partakers of that salvation—and if we 
again have experienced in this past year that, irrespective of 
what circumstances we may have been in, all God’s promises 
are truly yea and amen in Jesus Christ! It is only for the sake 
of Christ and His finished work that God has been so very 
gracious to us. The only appropriate way in which we can 
and ought to conclude our day of thankful remembrance is 
by echoing the words of Paul, “Thanks be unto God for his 
unspeakable gift!” (2 Cor. 9:15).

Rev. Bartel Elshout is a pastor of the Heritage Reformed Church of Hull, Iowa.
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MEDITATION  |  REV . MICHAEL FINTELMAN

The Birthday of a Perfect King 
PERFECTLY PLANNED PROVIDENCE
This time of the year, we often get together as family and 
friends to spend time in fellowship and festivities for the 
Christmas season. Any type of get-together requires a 
degree of planning so that everything will go smoothly. At 
those special events we want everything to be “ just right.”

The Word of God gives us a glimpse into God’s plan-
ning process, which we commonly call His providence, as 
He orchestrates all the events in history to make everything 
to go “ just as planned” as His only begotten Son, the King 
of Glory, is born. 

In Luke 2, we are told that Augustus was the Roman 
Caesar in power at the time of Christ’s birth. Augustus 
ruled over vast regions and nations, and the Roman Empire 
expanded at a steady rate under his rule. He was a man hun-
gry for power, which was represented by land, and included 
the many people who lived in the land. Luke writes that he 
issued a decree for a census to be taken of all in the land 
that he ruled. This would eventually translate into tax dol-
lars gleaned from the people which in turn would be for 
further expansion. 

For this particular census, everyone was to be registered 
in the region of their ancestry. So Joseph, having his roots 
in Judea and specifically in Bethlehem travels with Jesus’s 
mother, Mary, to be taxed. This would have been a diffi-
cult undertaking both physically and financially. Mary was 
almost due to have her baby, and on top of that they had to 
pay taxes—not an easy thing for the common working class. 

The plan for taxation was a human plan, set in motion 
by a sinful, power-hungry Caesar. But that plan was ordered 
by a higher, sovereign plan, because Jesus had to be born in 
Bethlehem so divine prophecy would be fulfilled. Caesar 
was the most powerful emperor in the ancient world, and 
in his desire for gain he unwittingly sets circumstances in 
motion that will usher in the setting for the birth of the 
sovereign King of kings who is not only ruler of the Roman 
Empire, but King over all the earth! Even though Caesar 
was mighty, there was One who was in control over this 
Caesar, guiding even him so that the Christ child would be 
born right on time! 

May this be our comfort today: our great God in heaven 
guides all things. We may look at difficult circumstances 
in our land and nation and wonder how it will all work out 
in the end. Take courage! God can do great things. God 

does do great things. Let us trust His wisdom and rest on  
His promises. 

THE PERFECT CHILD-KING 
“And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were 
accomplished that she should be delivered. And she brought 
forth her firstborn son” (Luke 2:6–7). Mary delivers baby 
Jesus and He is the perfect Child-King. We sometimes say 
that our sweet children and grandchildren are “perfect.” 
However, that description of absolute perfection is reserved 
for the perfect Child-King, the Bethlehem’s Savior! 

Christ’s birth was perfect and glorious because it was the 
fulfillment of prophecy. For thousands of years the servants 
of God had prophesied about His birth. Micah 5:2 foretold 
that He would be born in Bethlehem, Isaiah 7:14 that He 
would be born to a virgin, and Hosea 11:1 that Christ (with 
Joseph and Mary) would travel from Egypt. It all came to 
pass as the Lord had not only planned it, but also how His 
servants had prophesied it. God’s word did not fail! It did 
not fail then, nor will it fail us today. 

Jesus’s birth was perfect and glorious because of the miracu-
lous nature of it. Think of it: Mary had never known a man 
intimately, and God, who is a Spirit, was the Holy Father of 
Jesus. It all defies logic. That is why Christ’s birth is called 
a great miracle! “And without controversy [beyond all ques-
tion] great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest 
in the f lesh” (1 Tim. 3:16). We cannot comprehend the 
miraculous nature of it, so it is best that we silently marvel 
at God’s perfect wisdom with the birth of King Jesus. 

Lastly, Christ’s birth was perfect and glorious because He 
came to bear the sins of many (Heb. 9:28). Imagine, that sweet, 
sinless Child-King who lay in the manger would grow older 
and all the while He had upon His holy shoulder not only 
the government of all things (Isa. 9:6), but He also bore the 
sins of all His sheep. “Surely he hath borne our griefs and 
carried our sorrows” (Isa. 53:4). He came to live; He came 
to die; He came to be raised again so that we may be saved 
by His wonderful, life-giving grace! 

During this Christmas season, we will enjoy our family 
get-togethers. But may our greatest joy and delight be in 
ref lecting upon the birth of this perfect Child-King, who 
came to seek and to save the lost! 

Rev. Michael Fintelman is pastor of the Heritage Reformed Church of Plym-
outh, Wisconsin.



It can be difficult for young pastors to develop a pastoral 
sensitivity to and awareness of needs in his congregation 
that he should follow up with a call or a visit. In seminary, 
students have dedicated three to four years of their lives to a 
necessarily focused life of reading, papers, lectures, etc. Then 
they come out into the “real world” (or “real church”) and it 
can often be difficult to switch on to the needs of others and 
focus on serving people again. Books and studies can seem 
much more appealing than people and their problems.

If the student has kept actively involved in a local church 
throughout his studies and taken on internship opportuni-
ties, this can mitigate the stunting or numbing of pastoral 
antennae. But in many cases, help is often needed to develop 
pastoral awareness and devote oneself to serving others, if 
needy people are not to feel neglected or forgotten. Here 
are some suggestions for growing and sensitizing pastoral  
antennae—for young and old.

1. Develop a systematic program of visitation
The pastor should develop a plan for how to regularly visit 
his whole congregation. If it’s a small congregation (say under 
50 households), perhaps he could aim to visit each household 
twice a year. If it’s 100–120 households, the aim should be 
once a year. Although that may sound too ambitious, it only 
works out at two to three home visits a week, while still 
allowing for the pastor’s vacations and other weeks when extra 
workload or emergencies might make visitation impossible.

2. Read the church bulletin
The church bulletin should not be viewed just as a source of 
information but as a motivator of action. The young pastor 
would do well to carefully read the bulletin every week to 
identify any pastoral needs that have been sent to the bulletin 
secretary. It might be a sickness, a bereavement, an impend-
ing operation, a student moving to study elsewhere, a military 
deployment, a birth of a child, a special anniversary or birth-
day, and so on. The pastor should read the bulletin each week 
with a view to identifying such needs and opportunities and 
following up with at least a phone call, and ideally a visit.

3. Scan the church directory
When I was a full-time pastor, at the beginning of every week, 
I would scan the congregational directory of members and 
non-members attending the congregation. This would often 
jog my memory to follow up on a visit or remember a need I 
had perhaps forgotten. I would also be praying for the Lord to 
lay on my heart any person or family that He would have me 
to visit, recognizing that the Lord knows things that I don’t.

4. Keep notes
Pastoral needs will often be identified in a passing conversa-
tion at the church door, or in the parking lot, or while visiting 

others in the congregation. I could never rely on my memory 
to make sure I followed up on these and therefore always 
carried an index card in my shirt pocket where I would write 
down any people that I should call in the following days.

5. Consult with colleagues
Elders and deacons should automatically inform the pastor 
as needs arise in their districts (assuming that the congrega-
tion has been divided in that way). If that’s not happening, 
then the pastor should be in regular touch with deacons and 
elders asking if they know of anyone who should be visited. 
Hopefully that will begin to breed a culture of automatic 
communication as needs arise.

6. Clarify responsibilities
I’m part of a pastoral team now, with two of us part-time and 
one of us full-time. As it can be easy for confusion to arise 
and for needs to fall through the gaps in a team ministry, we 
decided that our full-time pastor would take full responsibil-
ity for pastoral visitation. We’ve also communicated this to 
the congregation so that any pastoral need goes straight to 
one pastor to decide what action to take. He can call, visit, or 
assign the visits to either of us two part-timers. We also let 
him know of any needs we have heard of and any visits that 
we would like to make.

7. Keep in touch with Titus 2:3–5 women
There are usually a handful of older women in the congrega-
tion who have their finger on the pulse of the membership, 
especially the female members. The pastor would be wise to 
encourage these women to communicate to him any needs 
they become aware of so that they can decide together what 
kind of pastoral involvement would be helpful, possibly with 
the help of his wife.

8. Mingle widely on Sundays
After church is a great opportunity to keep in regular contact 
with a wide range of people in the congregation. The pastor 
should avoid gravitating to those he is most comfortable with 
and seek to cultivate relationships throughout the range of 
people in his church. As he does so, he should be listening 
and watching for pastoral needs which are then followed up 
with a call or a visit.

If the pastor prayerfully follows these suggestions, over 
the years he will develop strong and sensitive pastoral anten-
nae, enabling him to shepherd his sheep wisely, skillfully, and 
enjoyably.

Dr. David P. Murray is Professor of Old Testament and Practical Theology at 
Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, Grand Rapids, and a minister in the 
Free Reformed denomination.

PRACTICAL CHRISTIANITY  |  DR . DAVID P . MURRAY

8 Ways to Develop Pastoral Antennae
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This is the first of several articles in which Peter Benyola interviews 
our editor on an address he gave in Orlando, Florida, recently about 
ten important fruits of the Reformation.

BENYOLA: Dr. Beeke, thanks for this opportunity to dis-
cuss your points. I wish we had time to ref lect on every one 
of them. Let’s talk about your first and second points on 
the list. You have referred to the five solas—sola gratia, sola 
fide, sola Christus, sola Scriptura and soli Deo Gloria—as “five 
battle cries of the Reformation.” All of this, of course, rests 
on the formal cause of the Reformation, which is the ques-
tion of what is our supreme authority. Will you please explain 
some major truths that the Reformers upheld in the churches 
to establish and retain Scripture alone as the ultimate author-
ity for God’s people?

BEEKE: First, the Reformers regarded the Bible as the great 
book of the covenant of grace, and the gospel as the final rev-
elation and purest distillation of the covenant of grace. So, at 
all points, they were concerned to identify and underline the 
Bible’s revelation of the grace of God in Christ, and the sheer 
and unmixed graciousness of the covenant bond by which He 
binds His people to Himself for salvation and eternal life. 

Second, the Reformers acknowledged that all the prom-
ises of God in the covenant of grace are made to faith; that 
is, to those who believe on the Lord Jesus Christ as the only 
Savior. Faith, we say, is the empty hand by which the sin-
ner lays hold upon the riches of God’s grace in Christ. “The 
principle acts of saving faith are, accepting, receiving, and 
resting upon Christ alone for justification, sanctification, and 
eternal life, by virtue of the covenant of grace” (WCF, 14.2).

Third, the Reformers affirmed with the apostle Peter 
that Christ is “the stone which was set at nought of you 
builders, which is become the head of the corner. Neither 
is there salvation in any other: for there is none other name 
given under heaven among men, whereby we must be saved” 
(Acts 4:11–12; cf. Ps. 118:22). Christ is the only Savior of 
sinners, and the sole Mediator of the covenant of grace.

Fourth, the Reformers were bold in proclaiming such 
truths because they found them set forth at large on all the 

pages of Holy Scripture. Indeed, they found Scripture to 
contain all that is necessary for man’s salvation, faith, and 
life. They were not anti-intellectuals, but valued knowledge 
of all kinds; yet they esteemed Scripture above all other 
books as the written Word of God.

Finally, the Reformers were set ablaze by the vision of the 
glory of God to be seen in the face of Jesus Christ, attested 
in Holy Scripture, visible to the eyes of faith, and empower-
ing and ennobling all the promises sealed in the covenant 
of grace. In all these ways, the theology of the Reformation 
resettled the church upon the foundation laid down by God 
as her Builder and Maker, Jesus Christ Himself being the 
chief cornerstone.

BENYOLA: Can you please summarize or clarify your posi-
tion on English translations of the Bible? Do you advocate 
the exclusive use of the King James Version of the Bible?

BEEKE: Behind every translation of the Bible stands the 
original text from which that translation was made. Since the 
early nineteenth century, scholars have been at work on the 
reconstruction of the Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek 
New Testament. Over time, many reconstructed or “critical” 
texts have been produced.

Sometimes the reconstruction is based upon evidence 
gleaned from manuscripts recently discovered by archeolo-
gists. These manuscripts are thought to be older than those 
already in the church’s possession, and these scholars regard 
them as more authentic or more reliable. Often, however, 
these reconstructions are based on speculation. A scholar sees 
a problem in the extant manuscripts, and proposes a solution 
according to his own light. Scholars disagree on many of 
these proposed solutions or emendations of the text. More 
recent editions of the reconstructed text have adopted a rat-
ing system based on how much agreement or disagreement 
there may be on the form of a particular verse in the Hebrew 
or Greek Scriptures.

The King James Version, like other Reformation or Post-
Reformation translations, was based on the text of the Bible 
as received and known in the church from earliest times. 

Ten Important Fruits 
of the Reformation (1) 
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This form of the text is known as the “received text” (textus 
receptus) or the “ecclesiastical text.” Scholars often refer to it as 
the “majority text” because it is the form of the text attested 
by the vast majority of extant manuscripts. Reformed Chris-
tians regard it as the form of the text that was “immediately 
inspired by God, and by His singular care and providence 
kept pure in all ages” (WCF, 1.7).

No translation is perfect, but the King James Version is 
an outstanding translation of the Hebrew and Greek Scrip-
tures based on the ecclesiastical text—the text of Scripture 
as received and known by the Reformers. That fact alone 
should make it required reading for Reformed Christians. 

After years of proposed alternatives, the KJV remains the 
standard of comparison for all other English versions. When 
read with attention, intelligence, and faith, the KJV still 
serves all the purposes for which English-speaking Christians 
need a translation of the Holy Scriptures. Other literal Eng-
lish translations may be valuable at time as helps to reading 
the KJV with more understanding and profit. Readers will 
also find much help in reading translations of the Bible in 
other languages, such as the Dutch Staten Bijbel or Luther’s 
German Biebel. 

I worked for five years with several colleagues to produce 
The Reformation Heritage KJV Study Bible. In the notes below 
the KJV text, this study Bible provides the modern equivalent 
of any archaic word, which should be a great help to those 
who occasionally stumble when reading such words. More-
over, this study Bible—rather surprisingly—is the first in 
which the notes that accompany the KJV text are thoroughly 
Reformed in their theology. Nearly all other KJV study Bibles 
have Arminian or Dispensational notes. It also includes sev-
eral major takeaway thoughts at the end of each chapter under 
the rubric, “Thoughts for Personal and Family Worship,” 
which is unique. With this combination of helps, no English 
reader should have much difficulty reading the KJV. 

BENYOLA: Let’s talk about your ninth point on the list. 
Luther said to wives and parents, “Through faith we are 
justified; through good works God is glorified…. And God 
wants to use your life to convert other nations, that the king-
dom of Christ may be expanded” (LW 29:57). Thus the 
ordinary duties of home and family, if pursued faithfully, 
will support the church’s evangelistic mission and impact the 

world for the glory of God. In your chapter in the anthology 
published last year, The Legacy of Luther, you pointed out 
that the good works of the Christian home are not limited 
to home, but also serve the purposes of mission and doxol-
ogy (Titus 2:5). Dr. Albert Mohler recently pointed out that 
people in all religions, especially the fastest-growing world 
religion which is Islam, evangelize their children—we all 
have a worldview and we’re going to pass on that worldview 
to the next generation. In what ways have you noticed that 
a mentality of evangelism in family life forms the missio Dei 
of the church and has led to an expansion of God’s kingdom 
in foreign mission fields?

BEEKE: It is a fact of human experience that the faith of 
parents often shapes the faith of their children. We are always 
teaching our children whether we know it or not. If we are 
not self-aware and intentional as Christian parents, we may 
be teaching our children the wrong things! And every par-
ent knows that what we do speaks louder than what we say. 
We must validate our profession of faith by a life consistent 
with it. 

It is a fact of Christian experience that missionary parents 
beget missionary children. The dedication of missionaries to 
their work, and the great value of that work, are contagious 
and compelling. The same is true in the Christian home. 
If Christ is loved and served by father and mother, if His 
gospel and His church are precious to them, their children 
will at least sit up and take notice! Of course, only the Holy 
Spirit can convert our children, but He delights to use the 
witness, instruction, love, and prayers of Christian parents 
as He works in the lives of their children.

Encouraging interest in and support for mission work 
should be high on the agenda of every pastor and every 
consistory or session. A mission-minded church will foster 
mission-minded families. More broadly, Reformed Chris-
tians think in terms of the great work that God is doing in 
the world, the missio Dei as you put it, and their part or call-
ing in that work. Each of us should ask the question posed 
by the newly converted Saul of Tarsus: “Lord, what wilt thou 
have me to do?” (Acts 9:6). 
Dr. Joel R. Beeke is president and professor of Systematic Theology and Homi-
letics at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, and a pastor of the Heritage 
Reformed Congregation of Grand Rapids, Michigan.
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Isaiah 12 is a poem of gratitude for grace that stands alone 
in its beauty. But in context, it is an inspired note of thanks-
giving for Christ’s birth. It is the climax of the Book of 
Immanuel (ch. 7–12). In chapter 7, the Lord announced 
that in a day of chaos a virgin would conceive and bear a 
Son, whose name would be Immanuel—a most unusual, 
unique, but real human birth whereby the eternal Son of 
God became incarnate. In chapter 9, the Lord identified the 
authority, character, kingdom, and success of the child that 
was to be born. It is a text that highlights the power and 
irony of grace, revealing the difference “Christmas” would 
make in a dark world. The light of the gospel would dispel 
the darkness. Ironically, the people walking in darkness that 
first witnessed the light were those of northern Israel—the 
first to be dispersed in God’s judgment because of their sin 
would be the first to see God’s salvation. In chapter 11, 
the mystery of the Incarnation is in view. Christ’s human-
ity is linked to David and His spiritual endowments for 
ministry are delineated. It is at the end of these outstand-
ing “Christmas” texts that Isaiah breaks forth in praise 
and thanksgiving for God’s unspeakable gift and for what 
that gift means for those who receive it. The song can be 
summed up under two principal heads: the motives and the 
manner of Praise.

MOTIVES FOR PRAISE
God’s goodness and greatness are the ultimate reasons for 
praise. Verse 5 says that God has done “excellent things” 
(i.e., sublime things): that expresses His goodness. Verse 6  
says explicitly that the Holy One of Israel is great in the 
midst of His people. How great is the grace of the holy, 
transcendent God, who condescends to be with His people. 
This sounds like Paul’s definition of the mystery of god-
liness that God was manifest in the f lesh (1 Tim. 3:16). 
Thinking about this good and great Immanuel generates 
praise for two specific reasons.

The first reason is because those of us who are believers have 
peace with God (v. 1). Christ arrived with the angelic decla-
ration of peace and good will to men (Luke 2:14). Without 
His coming, there would be no possibility of sinners ever 
being reconciled to God. Isaiah begins the song of praise by 
remembering the misery of his condition of alienation from 
God and his being the object of God’s just anger: “thou wast 
angry with me.” Literally, God was hot against him; the 
divine nose was “red,” an anthropomorphic image of intense 

and justified wrath. Sin is the great obstacle to peace with 
God; it is an insurmountable impediment to fellowship. 
And this divine anger is not passive. It is actively poured 
out against all unrighteousness. Consequently, the soul that 
sins will die; God is holy, just and righteously intolerant of 
sin. Significantly, Isaiah personalizes the fact of his plight 
under God’s wrath, which is directed not against sin in the 
abstract but sinners personally. Until we acknowledge the 
depth of the misery from which we have been delivered, we 
will not likely express the grateful praise that we should. 

But Isaiah was as conscious of his deliverance as he was  
of his misery: “thine anger is turned away” (v. 1). Divine 
anger had given way to reconciliation—what a remark-
able transition. God Himself did what was necessary to 
resolve the tension, to bridge the immeasurable chasm, to 
remove the enmity. God’s grace is not capricious. For this 
reconciliation to occur required the coming of the Curse-
Reverser. Verse 1 does not specifically mention that coming, 
but remember that chapter 12 is the climax of those three 
great Messianic texts that have made it explicitly clear the 
Immanuel was on the way. This is why context is such an 
important component in the interpreting process. This new 
peace with God is, therefore, the gift of Christmas. Beth-
lehem was the first step to Calvary where the blood of the 
cross would purchase peace (Col. 1:20–22). It is because 
God’s anger was turned away from the believer to Christ 
that peace is even possible; it is when that truth is person-
alized that there is reason for praise. The consequence of 
that peace is the enjoyment and experience of God’s mercy: 
“thou comfortedst me” (v. 1). This refers to God’s showing 
pity and mercy, resulting in rest for the soul. This restful 
peace is one of the benefits of the gospel. If there were no 
Incarnation, there would be no cross, and there would be 
no salvation. But thanks be unto God for His unspeakable 
gift of giving His Son in the likeness of our sinful f lesh to 
give us peace. Peace with God is certainly reason for praise.

The second reason for praise is because believers can claim 
God as a personal Savior. God’s wrath is not an abstraction, 
and neither is His salvation. It is personal: “Behold, God is 
my salvation” (v. 2). This is an affirmation of faith which 
leads to a testimony of the confidence of faith: “I will trust, 
and not be afraid” (v. 2). The word trust focuses on the 
objective side of faith. It expresses the confidence, the sense 
of safety and security, that results from resting in a secure 
refuge. The legitimacy of the confidence depends on the 

PRAISE FOR CHRIST’S BIRTH
Isaiah 12

OLD TESTAMENT BIBLE STUDY   DR. MICHAEL P. V. BARRETT
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reliability of the refuge; the object of faith always deter-
mines the value of faith. The God who is the salvation of 
His people is a worthy object of such confidence. Not being 
afraid is the subjective side of faith. It refers to the absence 
of trembling, anxiety, or dread. It is the experience of the 
peace of mind that is warranted because of the objective 
reality that is firm and unfailing.

This confession of faith leads to the experience of joy. 
The prophet exults that “the LORD Jehovah is my strength 
and my song; he also is become my salvation” (v. 2). The 
juxtaposition of the divine names “Ya” and “Yahweh” puts 
the whole focus on the person of God. He is the covenant 
making and keeping God who is worthy of praise and who 
generates joy in His redeemed people. Experiencing salvific 
joy should produce a desire for even more experience. There 
is something addicting about grace. Isaiah uses the image of 
drawing water from a well to describe the ongoing experi-
ence of grace. The well pictures that which is refreshing, 
reviving, sustaining, and enlivening; it is grace that brings 
to life and sustains life. God’s well of salvation is deep and 
will never run dry. So it is for every believer habitually to 
dip deep into that well to experience more and more of the 
joy of God’s salvation. Christ’s birth announced “ joy to the 
world.” It is our salvation if we can truly say, “ joy to me.”

MANNER OF PRAISE
On the human level, it is the polite and right thing to do 
when receiving gifts to express thanks. How much more is it 
the right thing to do in response to the unspeakable gift that 
God has given in the sending of His Son. Isaiah gives us a 
template for how we ought to thank the Lord for salvation.

First, we are to give thanks: “Praise the LORD” (v. 4). 
The word “praise” has the idea of giving voice to confession, 
praise, and gratitude. In praise, we confess or acknowledge 
the Lord for who He is and what He has done, and with 
gratitude of heart we express thanks to Him specifically for 
what He has done for us. Significantly, Isaiah 12 illustrates 
the logic of the catechism. God was angry: that’s misery. 
God is not angry anymore: that’s deliverance. Praise God:  
that’s gratitude. 

Second, we are to pray: “call upon his name” (v. 4). Prayer 
is the means by which we express our continuing debt of 

dependence on Him. Not to pray is spiritual insensitivity 
and ingratitude. One of the great consequences of recon-
ciliation (peace with God) is the fellowship, communion, 
and open access to heaven’s throne. All this has been made 
possible by Christ, who came into this world as Immanuel 
to bring His people to God. Again, on the human level, 
there is often excitement when receiving a gift, but soon the 
newness wears off and the gift is ignored. How tragic it is 
for a professing believer to “get used to” being saved. If we 
keep Christ in view, the newness will not wear off, and we 
will take advantage of all we have in Him, not the least of 
which is access to the throne of grace.

Third, we are to testify: “declare his doings among the 
people, make mention that his name is exalted” (v. 4). Part 
of the excitement about receiving a gift is telling others 
what you received. How much more should that testimony 
accompany the reception of the most precious gift given 
on that first Christmas day! The “gift of Christmas” is the 
gospel—the good news that God gave His Son to deal with 
sin. Believers should not be able to keep that to themselves, 
but rather should make known His mighty acts of salvation 
and deliverance. Evangelism is praise in action. Making 
mention of His exalted name has the idea of bringing it to 
mental focus by making His high and inaccessible great-
ness a matter of conscious thought. What we think about 
determines what we do. With a mind fixed on the Lord, 
we should so live that all who see and know us should be 
impressed with our God.

Fourth, we are to sing: “Sing unto the LORD” (v. 5). So 
often in Scripture, singing is a synonym of praise. Sing-
ing is a way to worship and honor Him. Verse 6 makes 
it clear that the sentiment of the heart is more important 
than the melody: “Cry out and shout.” So even if carrying 
or keeping the tune is difficult, a heart that is overwhelmed 
with grace will want to make a joyful noise unto the Lord. 
There should be a genuine spiritual excitement about what 
God has done in the gospel of saving grace. The bottom 
line is simply that we should never get over the wonder  
of Christ’s birth. 

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.



Studies in John (21)
NEW TESTAMENT BIBLE STUDY | DR. GERALD M. BILKES READ: JOHN 21

Do we ever grow beyond needing Christ to reveal Himself to 
us? To that question John would have answered a resounding 
“No.” When it seems like the gospel of John is done, we have 
another chapter, and Christ is still at the center, revealing 
Himself in all His glory and splendor. 

In terms of the order of events, John 21 records an event 
that took place between Christ’s resurrection and the ascen-
sion. Christ would soon leave the disciples physically, but 
before He did, He trained them to live for Him as their unseen 
Lord. He gave them tools to be His disciples even if He would 
not be physically present. As we see in John 21, He kept 
revealing Himself to the disciples, instructing them and car-
ing for them until He would depart to His Father in heaven. 

John is actually very explicit about Christ’s purpose. He 
focuses on how Christ revealed Himself to His people in their 
needs. Verse 1 says: “After these things Jesus showed himself 
again to the disciples at the sea of Tiberias; and on this wise 
showed he himself.” Verse 14 basically repeats this: “This is 
now the third time that Jesus showed himself to his disciples, 
after that he was risen from the dead.” There are three signifi-
cant ways in which Christ revealed Himself; we will consider 
each in turn. 

A TENDER PROVIDER (vv. 1–14)
It was on or near the Sea of Galilee (or, as it also was known, 
the Sea of Tiberias) that Christ had done most of His teach-
ing and miracles. One spring morning in Galilee, seven of 
the disciples were there again. Simon Peter and Thomas were 
present, as well as Nathanael, James, and John, and two oth-
ers. We don’t know where the other four were, but these seven 
were together. 

It had been a wearisome and frustrating night for the dis-
ciples. They had been up all night fishing, but in the end 
they caught nothing. As the disciples were rowing to shore, 
they spotted someone on the shore. They didn’t recognize the 
person or His voice when He asked: “Children, have ye any 
meat?” (v. 5). In other words: Did you catch anything? 

The disciples were forced to answer in the negative; they 
had come up empty-handed. The stranger didn’t leave it with 
a simple “No.” He said, “Cast the net on the right side of the 
ship, and ye shall find” (v. 6). So they follow His instructions 
and cast the net on the right side of the ship, and indeed, there 
was such a great catch, that they were unable to draw in all the 
fish. It’s at this point that John said to Peter, “It is the Lord.” 
They knew that no one else except their Savior could provide 
like this. He had filled their empty hands so often, and now 
He was doing it again.

In typical fashion, Peter grabbed his coat and cast himself 
into the water and hurried to shore. On the shore, he noticed 

a fire of coals and breakfast already in the making—fish and 
bread. The other disciples soon followed with the fish, and 
Peter helped bring the 153 fish to shore. The kind and caring 
Jesus invited His disciples to eat what He had prepared. “Come 
and dine,” He said to them. He had come to feed His weary, 
empty-handed disciples. It reminds us of the wedding at Cana 
(2:1–10), when there had been a lack of wine, or with the mul-
titudes, breaking the loaves and the fish (6:1–10). This Savior 
certainly is the same yesterday, today, and forever (Heb. 13:8). 

See how Christ revealed Himself in the everyday life of 
His disciples. Sometimes we think that unless we are doing 
something great for the Lord, He doesn’t care about our daily 
needs and struggles. But here it is in black and white: the 
Lord’s people might be doing something as simple as trying 
to provide for their basic needs, and He gently comes along-
side them in His characteristically calm way. And though 
He honors what they do, He also provides for them and calls 
them into fellowship with Him. He reminds us of how He has 
always dealt with us and reminds us of our calling. Especially, 
He makes us admire and love Him all the more. That’s the 
first lesson of this chapter. 

A RESTORING SHEPHERD (vv. 15–17)
After the meal, Jesus continued revealing Himself, this time 
specifically to Simon Peter. Of course, there was a particular 
reason why He was doing this to Peter now. And there was 
a reason he was doing it publicly. Peter had publicly denied 
Jesus with an oath three times, and now Christ would publi-
cally draw forth a confession from Peter that would prove His 
forgiving and restoring love to Peter. And the way He does it 
is simply to ask a question: “Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou 
me more than these?” Just a few weeks ago, Peter had said: 
“Though all deny thee, yet will not I.” He had put himself 
above all the other disciples, as if he loved Christ the most; as 
the saying goes, pride goes before a fall—and fall Peter did. 
And so Jesus asked him: “Simon, do you love me more than 
the others?” 

You know the story—how the Savior asked this searching 
question three times, in slightly different ways, and how Peter 
gave his answer, three times, hesitantly but affirmingly. And 
each time, the Lord gave him a task: “Feed my lambs, feed 
my sheep.” And again, “Feed my sheep” (vv. 15–17). Christ 
didn’t even rebuke Peter for denying Him. He didn’t put him 
to shame in front of the other disciples. But Christ did want 
Peter to reaffirm his love for and devotion to Him.

Though some have focused on the nuances of meaning in 
the words “love,” “feed,” and “sheep,” more important is how 
Christ revealed Himself. Notice the following:

“It Is the Lord”
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1. The seeking Shepherd. Peter had wandered like a lost 
sheep. But the seeking Shepherd found him and put the 
finger on the root problem in Simon’s life. “Lovest thou 
me?” He asked. There in the hall of Caiaphas, Peter had 
not been constrained by the love of Christ. He had not 
kept himself in the love of Christ (see Jude 21). Instead 
of arming himself with the love of the Savior, he had 
feared man and fallen.

2. The restoring Shepherd. Christ searched and probed 
Peter’s heart with these three questions: Do you love 
me? Do you love me? Do you love me? We only love 
because He first loved, and here the Shepherd was shed-
ding abroad His love in Peter’s heart so that Peter cannot 
deny it anymore: “Thou knowest.” He cast himself upon 
the Lord’s omniscience. “Thou knowest.” Peter knew 
that his knowledge had diminished in value. Christ 
could not count on his brave words. But he also knew 
that Christ knew his heart, and that even though words 
would fail, the Savior knew that Peter truly loved Him. 

3. The commissioning Shepherd. Once He had awakened love 
once again in Peter, He gave a renewed task to Peter. 
It would be a labor of love: “Feed my sheep. Feed my 
lambs.” Here the great Shepherd of the sheep entrusted 
even His little lambs to Peter. Without love for Christ, 
Christ cannot use you; but with love for Christ, Christ 
can and will use you, whoever you are, and in whatever 
calling you have. 

The way in which Christ dealt with Simon Peter reminds us 
of how He dealt with the Samaritan woman—gently, percep-
tively, winningly. He had not come to destroy and to judge, 
but to lead and care for His sheep. He knows them and makes 
them know Him, and they will hear His voice and follow 
Him, and they will indeed never perish (see 10:27–28). Which 
of God’s children doesn’t need Christ’s restoring grace in his 
life? We all sin and slide back. We all deny our Lord and our 
calling, even despite our best intentions and resolutions. No 
sin is greater than His sacrifice, and no sin will stand in the 
way of His plan to bring His kingdom close. He uses His 
brokenhearted sheep, as they have learned to find forgiveness 
and purpose in Him. 

A SOVEREIGN PILOT (vv. 18–23)
In the third section of this chapter, the Lord showed Himself, 
lastly, as the Guide or Pilot of His people. He prophesied con-
cerning Peter, “When thou wast young, thou girdedst thyself, 
and walkedst whither thou wouldest: but when thou shalt be 
old, thou shalt stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird 
thee, and carry thee whither thou wouldest not. This spake he 
signifying by what death he should glorify God” (vv. 18–19). 
In following the Savior, Peter would sacrifice his life just like 

Christ had sacrificed Himself for Peter. Both died to glorify 
God though only Christ’s sacrifice made it possible. 

The Savior compared Peter’s independence and self-will 
when he was young with how things will be when about thirty 
years later he would be led to his death. Indeed, we know from 
church history that Peter would later die as a martyr in Rome, 
crucified upside down so that he would not be crucified like 
his Lord had been. Peter testified for his Savior. The next 
time, his love for Christ was stronger than his fear of man. 
He didn’t deny Christ, but testified until the end. 

Yet Christ was doing more here than simply telling Peter 
how he would die. He was teaching Peter that he would not be 
an independent agent in charge of his own life. This is never 
easy to hear, especially for someone like Peter. Thus Christ’s 
final words in this Gospel cut deeply into Peter’s soul. “Follow 
me.” When you follow Him, He leads the way. He goes before. 
He shows the way to green pastures. He clears the path. He 
brings us to Himself. 

When Peter heard this command, he couldn’t resist look-
ing over his shoulder at John: “Lord, and what shall this man 
do?” In other words: What does the future hold for John? How 
frequently we compare ourselves to others! Christ instructed 
Peter and us, saying as it were: “Don’t go there, comparing 
yourself to John. I will do whatever I will with him, just as I 
will do it with you. It is not your duty to ‘figure’ but to ‘fol-
low.’” Christ is the Sovereign of life and death. And He leads 
each one personally, bringing glory to Himself through them. 

QUESTIONS:
1. Compare how Psalm 23 pictures Jesus and how we see 

Him in this chapter. Note at least five similarities. 
2. Some think that it was wrong for Peter to go fishing 

without the Lord’s direction; others don’t find any fault 
with Peter for doing so. What is more important in this 
passage than whether what Peter did was right or wrong? 

3. The last words of Christ in the gospel are: “Follow me.” 
In Revelation 14:4, John writes about “following the 
Lamb.” How is “following the Lord” so basic, so dif-
ficult, and yet so blessed?

4. If you look back over this chapter, you see how Christ 
asks three questions (vv. 5, 15, 23). Ref lect on how these 
questions show the heart of Christ.

5. Peter was not allowed to be concerned about God’s plan 
with John. What can we learn from this? Why is this hard  
for us?

6. Peter is to glorify God in his death (v. 19). What does it 
mean to glorify God in both life and death? 

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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To a large extent, the Reformation was the debate over the 
correct interpretation and application of the writings of St. 
Augustine. He wrote works touching on almost every impor-
tant aspect of Christian theology, including foundational 
works on the Trinity, the church, and grace, as well as one 
of the greatest religious autobiographies in the history of the 
church: The Confessions.

Augustine’s writings on grace were foundational to Luther, 
Calvin, and other Reformers. The Confessions is really writ-
ten as an extended prayer to God. Several times Augustine 
explodes into doxology and calls out, “Command what Thou 
wilt, and give what Thou dost command,” capturing in a 
nutshell what Christian grace is. This statement offended 
Pelagius—who thought the book gave place to laxity in Chris-
tian observance—and triggered the Pelagian controversy. 
What Pelagius did not realize, however, was that Augustine 
understood and analyzed the tragedy of the fallen human 
condition in a way unparalleled in Christian history since the 
apostle Paul and until the time of the Reformation. Written 
in the 390s to ref lect on his conversion, The Confessions is an 
intuitive ref lection on the nature of grace and a compelling 
study of the psychology of fallen man in a fallen world as 
he stands before God and is especially important in today’s 
peculiarly psychological age. The truths it discusses—truths 
like the power of sin, the power of the visual, and the power 
of entertainment—still apply today, and God can use the 
examples Augustine gives to transform those who read them.

For example, Augustine tells a story of himself as a 
teenager when he and a group of friends stole pears from a 
tree—not to eat or enjoy, but simply for “the potential for 
liking what was illicit.” By choosing such a “trivial” example 
of sin, Augustine draws the reader into the story because we 
can all remember doing something similar ourselves. And 
since we can all relate, the truths he goes on to discuss about 
sin feel more applicable to our own lives.

Augustine then points out the shear pointlessness of the 
crime he and his friends committed. There are sins for which 
one can see a rationale. For example, to rob a bank is to get 
money. But stealing these pears was pointless—they weren’t 
even delicious pears—and this fact allows Augustine to draw 
out an important lesson about the pointlessness of sin. The 
reason we break the law is because it is breaking the law. 
There is no other reason. God created the law and stands 
above the law and when we break it, we feel like we are God.

This simple example of a pointless crime draws us into 
the story for a vitally important reason. Think of the first act 
of stealing fruit in human history. When you read Augus-
tine’s paragraph and identify with him in stealing fruit from 
a tree, he draws you into that giant biblical narrative. The 
sin of Augustine becomes the sin of Adam. The sin of Adam 
becomes the sin of everyone, including you, and the power of 
sin as a way to feel like God is shown.

Another story Augustine shares tells of the power of the 
visual. He had a friend named Alypius who abhorred gladi-
atorial combat but was convinced by his friends to attend a 
fight. When he arrived, he shut his eyes and fixed his mind on 
other things, but the cheers of the crowd peaked his curios-
ity, so he opened his eyes and watched the fight. Augustine 
said that when he opened his eyes, he “was run through with 
a wound in his soul more lethal than the physical wounding 
he’d longed to look at, and he fell more pitifully than the one 
whose fall the shouting was about…. He was no longer the 
person he had been when he came.” After watching the fight, 
Alypius no longer abhorred the violence.

This story applies today because the way that the visual 
changed Alypius is the way that internet pornography is 
changing men and women today. One of the most amazing 
things about the human brain is its neuroplasticity, that it 
literally rewires itself. What we see with our eyes literally 
changes who we are. When pornography is viewed over and 
over again, a person’s brain is changed and the addiction is 
hard to break. Just as Alypius was “no longer the person he 
had been when he came,” the person who views pornography 
is no longer the same as he or she was before.

A final example of how Augustine applies today is when 
he discusses the power of entertainment. In The City of God, 
he observes that Roman citizens who had lost everything in 
the fall of Rome sought out not churches but theaters. They 
wanted to be entertained so that they did not have to think 
about anything deeper. Blaise Pascal builds on this idea by 
discussing why kings had jesters: “The king is surrounded 
by persons whose only thought is to divert the king and to 
prevent his thinking of self…. For he is unhappy, king though 
he be, if he think of himself.”

Think of the most highly paid people in North America 
today. They aren’t presidents. They are movie stars and sports 
stars. Why? Because we will do anything to avoid ref lecting 
on our own mortality. With more creature comforts, more 
security, better healthcare, and higher average salaries than 
at any point in human history, our material condition is no 
longer the main source of worry. Yet our age is characterized 
by anxiety because the lack of material worry leaves us time to 
think about our mortality. We cannot bear sitting in silence 
because then we would have to reckon with who we are before 
God. And we turn to entertainment, to visual stimulation, 
to sin, because, as Augustine says in Book 1, Chapter 1 of 
his Confessions, “The heart is restless above all things, until 
it finds its rest in Thee [God].” Reading Augustine will help 
you learn more and more about yourself and your world.
 
This article was adapted from a talk, “What Augustine Teaches us Today,” that 
Dr. Carl Trueman gave at the Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary Confer-
ence on August 24, 2017. Dr. Trueman holds the Paul Woolley Chair of Church 
History and is professor of church history at Westminster Theological Seminary 
and is an ordained minister in the Orthodox Presbyterian Churches (OPC).

The Confessions by Augustine of Hippo
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When we think of the Reformation’s roots found in early 
church figures, Augustine regularly receives mention as a 
great theologian of God’s sovereign grace in salvation. But 
Augustine is not the only church father whose strong work 
impacted later church history. Another stand-out reference 
from this age is John Chrysostom, the “golden mouthed” 
preacher of Antioch and Constantinople.

John Chrysostom (c. 349–407) was born in Antioch around 
the year 349. He was about six years old when Augustine was 
born near Carthage. Chrysostom’s father died soon after his 
birth, leaving his godly mother, Anthusa, a widow at the age 
of twenty. She never remarried, devoting herself to raising 
her son.1 One of John’s teachers, a pagan named Libanus, is 
recorded to have praised Anthusa, declaring, “O gods of Greece, 
what wonderful women these Christians have!”2 Chrysostom 
was raised within the faithful Nicene stream of Christianity in 
Antioch, discipled by the local bishop, Meletius the Confessor. 
He also studied under the great Antiochan exegete, Diodore of 
Tarsus, who emphasized the importance of the plain historical-
grammatical meaning of the text of Scripture over against the 
allegorizing tendencies found in Alexandria. 

After his studies, Chrysostom moved to join a group of her-
mits on a nearby mountain, seeking to grow in communion with 
God through a disciplined, ascetic life. While he later recorded 
that he had experienced sweet times of communion with Christ 
there, the rigorous life damaged his health and may have been a 
factor in his return to life in the city of Antioch. Re-engaging 
in church life, he was soon ordained a deacon and, only a couple 
of years later, found himself called to serve as a presbyter. This 
church office included preaching the word to the congrega-
tion. Chrysostom flourished. His simple, plain, yet profoundly 
rich preaching of the word attracted large numbers of people. 
His method was to preach consecutive, expositional sermons 
through books of the Bible, many of which were recorded, 
including series on the Psalms, Matthew, and John. 

Eventually, the acclaim over his preaching grew so great 
that the emperor sent troops to Antioch to kidnap Chrysos-
tom and forcibly make him accept a call to Constantinople. 
In this bizarre situation, Chrysostom acquiesced to the call. 
But the emperor and the nobles of Constantinople soon found 
they had received not merely eloquence but a Christ-centered, 
godly, direct application of the Word to their lives. It irritated 
them. Despite the common peoples’ deep appreciation for 
Chrysostom’s preaching, the nobility’s frustration, particularly 
that of the emperor Arcadius and his wife Eudoxia, even-
tually led to Chrysostom’s banishment from the city. Poor  
treatment—at the emperor’s orders—by the soldiers bringing 
him to distant exile led to his death.

Over a thousand years later, in the city of Strasbourg, 
a young John Calvin began to study Chrysostom’s writings 
carefully. Like Chrysostom, he had been banished from his 

church. While leading Genevans had been willing to sit under 
Calvin’s plain and direct preaching of the word, they were 
deeply upset by efforts to recover a biblical church discipline 
which impinged on their lives. 

We do not know exactly why Calvin was drawn to study 
Chrysostom’s sermons. Perhaps he had some sympathy with 
Chrysostom’s life story. Perhaps it was in part his own desire 
to grow in preaching—there was much to learn from the 
early church father’s exposition and application. But it seems 
Calvin’s interests went deeper. He wanted to see how Chrysos-
tom’s study and preaching of the word revealed the theology 
taught by Scripture. One modern theologian notes that Calvin 
often underlined sections of application as well as sections of 
theological discussion in Chrysostom’s sermons.3 The year that 
he arrived in Strasbourg, Calvin penned a preface for what he 
hoped would be the translation and publication of a collection 
of Chrysostom’s sermons: 

[Sermons] are something which consist of a variety of 
elements, the interpretation of Scripture is, however, 
their priority. In this area, no one of sound judgement 
would deny that our Chrysostom excels all the ancient 
writers currently extant. This is especially true when he 
deals with the New Testament…. [His] chief merit is 
this: he took great pains everywhere not to deviate in the 
slightest from the plain meaning of Scripture and not to 
indulge in any license in twisting the straightforward 
sense of the words.4

While Calvin warned against Chrysostom’s theological errors 
in areas such as free will and merit, he also noted his appre-
ciation of Chrysostom’s sound insights. The Institutes of the 
Christian Religion show significant fruit from Calvin’s read-
ing of Chrysostom during his Strasbourg years, and possibly 
into his early years of return to Geneva.5 It seems that in the 
long run what diminished Calvin’s engagement with Chrysos-
tom was following the church father’s example: engaging the 
Scriptures himself in steady teaching and preaching led to a 
diminished reliance on others. And, like Chrysostom, this 
Scripture-centeredness made Calvin profoundly fruitful and 
inf luential in his generation.

1. Nick Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, vol. 1, The Age of the Early 
Church Fathers (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus, 2016), 251.

2. Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, 252.
3. Peter Moore, “Gold Without Dross: Assessing the Debt of John Calvin 

to the Preaching of John Chrysostom” in Reformed Theological Review 68, no. 2 
(August 2009): 109–29.

4. Ian Hazlett, “Calvin’s Latin preface to his proposed French edition of Chry-
sostom’s homilies: translation and commentary” in Humanism and Reform (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1991), 144–46.

5. Moore, 114.

Dr. William VanDoodewaard is professor of church history at Puritan Reformed 
Theological Seminary in Grand Rapids. He is an ordained pastor in the Associ-
ate Reformed Presbyterian Churches (ARP).
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When Martin Luther hammered his 95 theses on the door of 
the Wittenberg Chapel, these blows reverberated throughout 
Europe. And when John Calvin penned his Institutes, the 
scratching sound of his quill reverberated throughout Europe 
and can still be heard to this very day.

Calvin’s life work can be summarized by his Institutes of the 
Christian Religion. At the end of his preface, Calvin explains 
why he wrote it: 

Moreover, it has been my purpose in this labor to pre-
pare and instruct candidates in sacred theology for the 
reading of the divine Word, in order that they may be 
able both to have easy access to it and to advance in it 
without stumbling. For I believe I have so embraced 
the sum of religion in all its parts, and have arranged 
it in such an order, that if anyone rightly grasps it, 
it will not be difficult for him to determine what he 
ought especially to seek in Scripture, and to what end 
he ought to relate its contents.

Calvin himself considered his work to be very rudimentary 
but desired that anyone with any zeal for religion would be 
shaped by godliness. “And I undertook this labor especially 
for our French countrymen, very many of whom I knew to be 
hungering and thirsting for Christ; but I saw very few who had 
been duly imbued with even a slight knowledge of him. The 
book itself witnesses that this was my intention, adapted as it 
is to a simple and, you may say, elementary form of teaching.”

Throughout his life, Calvin considered it to be his call-
ing to elaborate and further explain this book of instruction 
in Christian religion. It portrays a comprehensive ref lection 
of biblical practice and doctrine. In his dedicatory epistle 
to King Francis I of France, Calvin explains his theological 
thrust: on the one hand, he rejects the defective Christianity 
taught at the Romanist Sorbonne, the theological establish-
ment of the day. On the other hand, Calvin disassociates 
himself from the revolutionary and heretical Anabaptists. 
The Genevan Reformer simply wanted to assure the king 
that the Reform party was loyal to the crown, more faithful 
to Scripture and the early church fathers than the theologians 
of the Sorbonne, and clearly disassociated from the wild reli-
gious fanatics or Anabaptist radicals. 

The Institutes is antithetical in contending with Rome, 
Anabaptists, medieval scholasticism, and other heretics, while 
also positively explaining the doctrine of God’s Word. Fore-
most, Calvin let Scripture speak and shows biblical doctrine. 
He was a scriptural theologian but also made use of phi-
losophy, rhetoric, and logic. He was especially inf luenced by 
church fathers such as Augustine and Chrysostom, but also 
by contemporaries such as Bucer and Melanchthon. Through 
his Loci Communes Melanchthon exercised specific inf luence 

upon Calvin, except for his views on free will and predesti-
nation. Bucer inf luenced Calvin in the areas of prayer, the 
Lord’s Supper, and the four offices in the church.

The first edition of the Institutes was printed in Latin at 
Basel in 1536. The fifth and final edition appeared in 1559 
with a French translation in 1560. It was written and trans-
lated in the midst of great physical suffering and is the end 
result of a lifelong labor explaining Christian doctrine. 

The Institutes consists of 4 books and 80 chapters. 
   • Book 1: The knowledge of God as Creator and  

sovereign Governor of the world.
   • Book 2: The knowledge of God as Redeemer as 

shown in Jesus Christ.
   • Book 3: The manner of participation in the grace  

of Jesus Christ.
   • Book 4: The external means or aids which God uses 

to bring us to Jesus Christ His Son.
His Institutes is the theological summa of Reformed Prot-
estantism. Throughout history, it has wielded enormous 
inf luence on the life of the church and the thoughts of indi-
viduals. Even today, if someone wishes to learn the truth of 
Scripture and wants to live in daily devotion to the Lord, a 
careful reading of the Institutes is most helpful. This book 
leads us into the green pastures of God’s Word. 

Rev. Gerald Procee is pastor of the Christelijk Gereformeerde Gemeente in 
Middelharnis, the Netherlands. He has lectured at PRTS on the theology of 
John Calvin.
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The Heidelberg Catechism by Zacharias Ursinus  
and Caspar Olevianus (1563)

The Heidelberg Catechism was written in Heidelberg, Ger-
many, at the request of Elector Frederick III (1516–1576), 
ruler of the Palatinate, an inf luential German province. The 
pious prince commissioned Zacharias Ursinus (1534–1583), 
a twenty-eight-year-old professor of theology at Heidelberg 
University, and Caspar Olevianus (1536–1587), Frederick’s 
twenty-six-year-old court preacher, to prepare a Reformed cat-
echism for instructing young people and guiding pastors and 
teachers. Ursinus was primarily responsible for the content of 
the catechism, while Olevianus was more involved with final 
composition and editing. The learning of Ursinus and the 
eloquence of Olevianus are evident in the final product, which 
has been called “a catechism of unusual power and beauty, 
an acknowledged masterpiece.” Frederick indicates that many 
others, including the theological faculty and chief officers of 
the Palatinate church, contributed to the finished document.

After the catechism was approved by a Heidelberg synod 
in January 1563, three more German editions, each including 
small additions, as well as a Latin translation were published 
the same year in Heidelberg. The fourth edition has long 
been regarded as the official text of the catechism. The Dutch 
translation sanctioned by the Synod of Dort, from which our 
English text is rendered, was made from that edition.

When the f irst edition of the Heidelberg Catechism 
appeared, the German Bible had not yet been divided into 
verses. Consequently, the Scripture passages listed in the mar-
gin included only book and chapter. Moreover, the catechism’s 
questions were not numbered. A Latin translation soon recti-
fied these problems by including verse references and numbered 
questions. The catechism was also divided into fifty-two sec-
tions so that one section—referred to as a “Lord’s Day”—could 
be preached on each Sunday of the year.

The catechism contains more proof texts than most cate-
chisms because its authors wanted it to be “an echo of the 
Bible.” The proof texts were to be regarded as an important 
part of the catechism, as Frederick notes in the original pref-
ace: “The Scripture proof by which the faith of the children 
is confirmed, are such [texts] only as have been selected with 
great pains from the divinely inspired Scriptures.”

The Heidelberg Catechism’s 129 questions and answers are 
divided into three parts, patterned after the book of Romans. 

After a moving introduction about the true believer’s com-
fort, questions 3–11 cover the experience of sin and misery 
(Rom. 1–3:20); questions 12–85 cover redemption in Christ 
and faith (Rom. 3:21–11:36), along with a lengthy exposition 
of the Apostles’ Creed and the sacraments; questions 86–129 
cover true gratitude for God’s deliverance (Rom. 12–16), pri-
marily through a study of the Ten Commandments and the 
Lord’s Prayer. The catechism presents doctrines with clarity 
and warmth. Its content is more subjective than objective, 
more spiritual than dogmatic. Not surprisingly, this personal, 
devotional catechism, as exemplified by its use of singular 
pronouns, has been called “the book of comfort” for Christians.

Already in 1563 the catechism was translated into Dutch 
by Petrus Dathenus and published in his metrical Psalter in 
1566. Its experiential and practical content won the love of 
God’s people in the Netherlands. Within months after the cat-
echism was published in Dutch, Peter Gabriel set a precedent 
for Dutch ministers by preaching from the catechism every 
Sunday afternoon. The catechism was approved by the synods 
of Wesel (1568), Emden (1571), Dort (1578), the Hague (1586), 
and Dort (1618–19), which officially adopted it as the second 
of the Three Forms of Unity. The Synod of Dort also made 
weekly preaching of the catechism mandatory.

The Heidelberg Catechism has since been translated into 
all European and dozens of Asiatic and African languages. 
It has circulated more widely than any other book except the 
Bible, Thomas à Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ, and John 
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Soundly Calvinistic, yet moderate 
in tone and irenic in spirit, this “book of comfort” remains 
the most widely used and warmly praised catechism of the 
Reformation.

Whether you are just coming to the Reformed faith or 
seek to be refreshed in the basics of the Reformed faith, the 
Heidelberg Catechism is one of the enduring testimonies of 
God’s faithfulness in preserving doctrine wed with warm piety. 
While the Catechism is often expounded doctrinally, it can 
also be read devotionally. There is perhaps no better way of 
recapturing the vision of the Reformation than by reading, 
studying, and praying over this beautiful summary of the Word 
of God, as relevant today as it was in the sixteenth century.
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Perkins’s little classic became the main homiletics text-
book for Puritan preachers in seventeenth-century England. 
It provides a classic exposition of the Puritan practice of 
“prophesying,” i.e., preaching, or “speaking forth the truth  
of God’s Word.” Three things prompted Perkins to write it: 
the dearth of able preachers in Elizabethan England, the 
inadequate provision for the training of ministers, and his dis-
taste for the sermonic style and structure of the “High-Church  
Anglicans.”

In it, Perkins explains how preaching should be done. 
He presents the method by which Scripture must be inter-
preted, sets forth the principles by which Scripture must be 
expounded, and describes various ways in which Scripture 
must be applied to various kinds of hearers.

His method of preaching is first to set forth the exegesis 
of the text, then to draw one or more major doctrines from 
it and expound them, after which he applies the doctrine 
to the minds, hearts, and lives of his hearers. In preaching, 
the minister is to first address the mind with clarity, then 
to confront the conscience pointedly, and finally to win the 
heart passionately.

As for the various kinds of listeners, Perkins divides them 
into seven categories:

(1) Ignorant and unteachable unbelievers. They need to be 
prepared to receive the doctrine of the Word by clear, rea-
sonable teaching as well as by reproof and pricking of their 
consciences.

(2) Ignorant but teachable unbelievers. Perkins says these must 
be catechized in the foundational doctrines of the Christian 
religion. He recommends his book written for that purpose, 
Foundations of the Christian Religion, which covers the subjects 
of repentance, faith, the sacraments, the application of the 
Word, the resurrection, and the last judgment. 

(3) Those who have some knowledge but remain unhumbled. To 
them the preacher must especially proclaim the law to stir 
within them sorrow and repentance for sin, followed by the 
preaching of the gospel.

(4) The humbled. The preacher must not give comfort to such 
people too soon, but must f irst determine whether their 
humility results from God’s saving work rooted in faith 
or from mere common conviction. To the partly humbled 
who are not yet stripped of their righteousness, Perkins says 
that the law must be propounded yet more, albeit tempered  
with the gospel, so that “being terrified with their sins, and 
with the meditation of God’s judgment, they may together 
at the same instant receive solace by the gospel.” To the fully 
humbled, “the doctrine of faith and repentance, and the com-
forts of the gospel ought to be proclaimed and tendered.”

(5) Those who believe. Believers need to be taught the key doc-
trines of justification, sanctification, and perseverance, along 
with the law as the rule of conduct rather than its sting and 
curse. “Before faith, the law with the curse is to be preached; 
after conversion, the law without the curse,” Perkins writes.

(6) Those who are fallen, either in faith or in practice. Those 
who backslide in faith fall in knowledge or in apprehending 
Christ. If they fall in knowledge, they are to be instructed in 
the particular doctrine from which they have erred. If they 
fail to apprehend Christ, they should examine themselves by 
the marks of grace, then f ly to Christ as the remedy of the 
gospel. Those who fall in practice are those who fall into 
some sinful behavior. They need to be brought to repentance 
by the preaching of the law and the gospel.

(7) A mixed group. These people are not easy to categorize 
because they are a combination of the first six kinds of listen-
ers. Much wisdom is needed to know how much law and how 
much gospel to bring to them. 

The practical nature of this work, the plain language in which 
the subject matter is presented, and the depth of insight pos-
sessed by its author are all reasons why the modern reader 
should acquaint himself with this valuable work. This classic 
should not only be read repeatedly by ministers, but is also 
a great read for lay people to understand how ministers are 
to bring the Word of God to them. By the Spirit’s grace, the 
more we understand the holy art of preaching, the more we 
will receive from preaching.
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Westminster Confession of Faith (1647)
After the Early Church era, the Reformation stands as the 
second great epoch of creedal development. As the Refor-
mation spread throughout continental Europe, England, 
and Scotland, churches drafted and adopted confessions. 
These confessions were intentionally church documents, 
not private thoughts. Though the Reformed confessions of 
the period had their genesis in a localized city or region, 
there was much agreement and coherence between them, 
demonstrating a unity among Reformed thought regarding 
doctrine and worship. In addition to the Three Forms of 
Unity, the Westminster Standards enjoy a preeminent status 
among Reformed Confessions.

There are two historical factors contributing to the 
lasting significance of the Westminster Standards. First, its 
timing. The direction of reform in England took many turns 
with each monarch, beginning with Henry VIII in 1533. 
From Elizabeth I (1558–1603) to Charles 1 (1625–49), Puri-
tans played a major role in the effort to reform doctrine 
and practice within the Church of England. Events leading 
to the formation of the confession reached their climax in 
1643, when the Westminster Assembly was called. This 
later date provided the Assembly with over a century of 
Reformed doctrinal development to consider as they drafted 
the Confession. The Westminster Confession, therefore, 
represents a mature and precise statement of faith.

The second factor relates to those called upon to draft 
the confession. Parliament called leading pastors and schol-
ars from England, most of whom were Presbyterian. The 
divines were men of great learning and piety, resulting in a 
confessional document of deep experiential religion. Among 
their number were William Gouge, Thomas Goodwin, and 
Jeremiah Burroughs. Theologically precise statements of 
faith are combined with pastoral wisdom and guidance. One 
such example is the doctrine of God’s eternal decree. Rec-
ognizing both the mystery and the possible abuses of such a 
doctrine, the divines conclude the chapter with direction on 
how to approach and gain benefit from the truth of God’s 
decree. Chapter 3, section 8 confesses, “The doctrine of this 
high mystery of predestination is to be handled with special 

prudence and care, that men…may, from the certainty of 
their effectual vocation, be assured of their eternal election. 
So shall this doctrine afford matter of praise, reverence, and 
admiration of God; and of humility, diligence, and abun-
dant consolation to all that sincerely obey the gospel.” Such 
pastoral warmth permeates the confession.

In addition to historical factors, the content and struc-
ture of the Westminster Standards illustrate its lasting value. 
A remarkable feature of the Confession is its explicit biblical 
content. It includes more than just doctrinal propositions. 
It is scriptural through and through. In addition to content, 
the structure lends to lasting value. The Standards include 
not only a Confession of Faith, but also the Larger and 
Shorter Catechisms. These aided the instruction of clergy 
and children, respectively. While the Larger Catechism goes 
into greater depth than the Shorter, both follow the same 
structure: general doctrine, Ten Commandments, Sacra-
ments, and the Lord’s Prayer. This provides the believer 
with the basis of Christian knowledge and piety. The 
Shorter Catechism is a beneficial tool in raising children 
in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. Catechesis is a 
key instrument of Christian discipleship. It instructs us in 
what we are to believe, how we are to live, and guides in 
how we are to pray.

One of the ironies of the Westminster Standards is the 
fact that the nation that gave the Presbyterian world this 
preeminent confession of faith did not come to permanently 
adopt it. The Church of England returned to an Episcopal 
form of church government and the Thirty-Nine Articles 
soon after the formation of the Westminster Standards. Eng-
land’s rejection does not diminish the quality or spread of 
the Westminster Standards. Under Scripture, they continue 
to guide Presbyterianism the world over, as well as shape 
the faith, piety, and worship of believers in their walk with 
God. Truly, the Standards provide the twenty-first-century 
church and believer with one of the finest expressions of the 
Reformed faith ever penned.

Dr. Charles M. Barrett is a pastor at Wayside Presbyterian Church (PCA) in 
Signal Mountain, Tennessee.
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Written in prison, a century and 
a half after the start of the Ref-
ormation, John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 
Progress is the best-selling Chris-
tian book of all time. Told in the 
form of an allegory, Part 1 of Bun-
yan’s classic (published in 1678) 
imagines a man named Christian 
on a journey from the City of 
Destruction to the Celestial City, 
passing through such notorious 
and memorable locations as House 
Beautiful, Valley of Humiliation, 
Vanity (with its infamous Fair), 
By-Path Meadow, the Delectable Mountains, Beulah, and 
the terrifying description of the River of Death. Accompa-
nying him are dear friends, notably Help (who rescues him 
from the Slough of Despond), Faithful (whom he first meets 
just after he gets through the Valley of the Shadow of Death 
but is tragically killed in the city called Vanity), and Hope-
ful, who takes Faithful’s place as Christian’s companion for 
the rest of the journey.

The journey itself encapsulates all the major themes of the 
Reformation: justification by faith alone apart from works on 
our part, the delicate issue of law and gospel (though some 
have unjustly accused Bunyan of emphasizing the former 
at the expense of the latter), the fight against Satan (Apol-
lyon), inward temptation, and conf lict against the world and 
the f lesh as major components of the struggle Christians 
face throughout their regenerate lives. Every page signals 
Reformed theology, stressing total depravity, unconditional 
election, particular atonement, effectual calling, and the 
perseverance of the saints.

Part 2 (published in 1684) tells the story of Christian’s 
wife, Christiana, and her four sons as they later make the 
same journey, encountering some of the same obstacles and 
difficulties met by her husband. Fascinatingly, Christiana’s 
conversion (as well as the four sons) is less dramatic and 
agonizing than Christian’s, a fact that some have seen as 
an attempt on Bunyan’s part to correct a misunderstand-
ing derived from Part 1 of the allegory. The differences are 
better understood by recalling that Part 1 is, effectively, 
autobiographical, describing Bunyan’s own conversion.

Three key issues emerge in Pilgrim’s Progress ref lecting 
Bunyan’s dependence on key elements of the Reformation.

First, as a nod in the direction of Sola Scriptura, Bunyan 
underlines the authority and trustworthiness of Scripture. It 
was C. H. Spurgeon who inferred that if you pricked Bunyan, 
his blood would be “bibline” and Pilgrim’s Progress abounds in 
scriptural references. Its principal character appears holding 

a book in his hands, a book that 
has offended his conscience to 
the point of despair. Scripture’s 
promises and truthfulness are 
depicted as on three specific occa-
sions, aiding believers onward and 
upward—steppingstones through 
the Slough of Despond, a key 
that opens the doors of Doubting 
Castle, and crutches that enabled 
crippled Mr. Ready-to-Halt to 
keep hobbling forward.

Secondly, in deference to Mar-
tin Luther, not least the fact that 

he explicitly refers to his indebtedness to Luther’s Com-
mentary on Galatians, Bunyan deliberately follows a similar 
understanding of the shape of the gospel. The natural man is 
unable to save himself and must plead for sovereign, effica-
cious mercy to save and deliver him from both original and 
actual sin. Bunyan, like Luther, employs the language of the 
Great Exchange to parse the atonement: our sins were laid 
on Christ and Christ’s righteousness was imputed to us. In a 
lengthy conversation, Faithful makes it clear: “Unless I could 
obtain the righteousness of a man that never sinned, neither 
mine own, nor all the Righteousness of the World could save 
me.” Salvation is thus by grace alone (sola gratia), faith alone 
(sola fide), in Christ alone (solus Christus).

Thirdly, following the trajectory from Augustine through 
Luther and Calvin, Bunyan continues to view the Christian 
life as one of a fight against the world, the f lesh, and the 
devil. At every stage, temptations to drift away from the 
narrow path abound. Nor is Bunyan afraid to portray cata-
strophic falls as Christian stumbles off the path and into 
mortal danger. Urging an engaged and robust perseverance 
on our part, Bunyan’s view of sanctification mirrors Book 3 
of Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion.

Apart from the Bible, few books have captured the 
Christian imagination more than Bunyan’s classic, two-
part adventure. Its memorable characters and fantasy-like 
style add enormous effectiveness to Bunyan’s tale of heroic 
faith. There is a hint in our time that this tale is being by-
passed by younger generations of Christians. If allowed to 
continue, this would be a tragedy beyond words. For my 
part, if pressed to say which one book (other than Scripture) 
would I take to a desert island, my answer would be Bunyan’s 
famous classic, Pilgrim’s Progress (both parts).

Dr. Derek W. H. Thomas is Senior Minister, First Presbyterian Church, 
Columbia, South Carolina, and Chancellor’s Professor, Reformed Theological 
Seminary, Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries.
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Volume 6 of Owen’s writings contains three masterful 
summaries, sometimes collectively referred to as “Sin and 
Temptation.” The volume also contains a lengthy exposition 
of Psalm 130 (another masterpiece). The one treatise that 
has received more attention than any other is On the Morti-
fication of Sin. All three treatises on sin have been rewritten 
in modern English, condensed and republished many times.

Reading Owen takes time and concentration; he thought 
in Latin and his English prose sounds stately and pedantic 
to modern ears. And yet, Owen remains the most highly 
regarded Puritan of the sixteenth century, towering above 
all others for theological accuracy and pastoral insight. And 
his treatises on sin are among the most well-known, mainly 
because reading them has a way of undoing us, challenging 
us at the core of our being and engaging us at levels few 
other writings do. 

Temptation (1658), examines the inward morphology of 
temptation with the accuracy of a surgeon’s knife. Mortifica-
tion (1656, and an enlarged edition in 1658), written from 
what appear to be sermon notes given to adolescent boys 
at Oxford University (where Owen was Vice-Chancellor), 
searches the malignancy, motivation, and method of killing 
sin in the face of fierce and sustained temptation. Indwell-
ing Sin (1667) spells out in Augustinian terms the inward 
struggle against the f lesh and remaining impulses to sin.

Several features of Owen remain striking and once read 
and understood remain as life-long perspectives of sin’s power 
and down-drag on our lives. These include the following:

First, the significance of motivating desire. In the Bible, 
desire is the index of our heart, and motivation is a sig-
nificant indicator of whether actions are regarded as good 
or bad. As Jesus makes clear in the Sermon on the Mount, 
good actions lacking proper motivation are nevertheless bad. 
If the heart is wrong, lacking humility, forgiveness, and a 
desire to serve God first and foremost, and instead fester-
ing pride, self-seeking ambition, hatred, greed, and so on, 
nothing one does brings glory to God. Playing the Pharisee 
is a pastime too many of us excel in, to the detriment of real, 
earnest holiness that matters.

Second, the need for self-examination of a kind that is both 
serious and honest. Owen, like all Puritans, is a master at 
getting us to ask honest questions about ourselves. Surface 
holiness is just that: surface deep. Biblical holiness engages 
the heart, that inward disposition which is the result of 
who we are in Christ—a new creation, with a new heart 
and new affections. “Prepare for the knife,” was one reader’s 
response when told of a friend’s intention to read Owen 
on Mortification of Sin. Owen explains: “Mortify” means 

“kill” and “the end aimed at in this duty is destruction, as it 
is in killing: the utter ruin, destruction, and gradual anni-
hilation of all remainders of this cursed life of sin.”

Third, the need for a visible, measureable advancement 
in holiness that is genuinely progressive in nature. We play 
at holiness, pretending that small changes here and there 
will be sufficient. It is not enough to desire holiness; we 
must demonstrate it, and demonstrate it comprehensively. 
Holiness ought to be palpable and measurable. Owen’s treat-
ment of sin and temptation never rests in the theoretical  
and intangible.

Fourth, the need to see mortification as an evangelical (gos-
pel) grace. Without faith—faith in Christ alone apart from 
the works of the law—all effort on our part to destroy sin 
and manifest holiness is essentially legalistic. Only as we 
view what Christ has done for us and who we now are in 
Christ can positive holiness become a reality that truly sets 
us apart. And genuine holiness is possible, even against the 
most ingrained sinful habits. In hope-filled words, Owen 
writes thus: “Set faith at work on Christ for the killing of 
thy sin. His blood is the great sovereign remedy for sin-sick 
souls. Live in this, and thou wilt die a conqueror; yea, thou 
wilt, through the good providence of God, live to see thy 
lust dead at thy feet.”

Owen’s work on sin and temptation remains the gold-
standard. By the help of the Holy Spirit, Owen’s writings 
give us hope that we can be set free from sin’s grasp and the 
deceptive, hope-destroying lies that accompany it.
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A book commonly known as The Marrow, authored by some-
one who signed only his initials, is a strange candidate for a 
list of inf luential books. Moreover, were it not for a Scottish 
minister who found a copy fifty years later, the book would 
have remained in obscurity. Instead, it helped to transform 
the young minister’s life and preaching and went on to pro-
voke a theological controversy named after it. The book was 
The Marrow of Modern Divinity; the author was E.F., Edward 
Fisher; the young Scottish minister was Thomas Boston; and 
the book’s republication in 1718 precipitated The Marrow 
Controversy. As a result, Church of Scotland ministers were 
forbidden to recommend it to their congregations. 

What was this forbidden book? And why did it pre-
cipitate controversy? The Marrow of Modern Divinity was 
written in the form of a dialogue. Four characters par-
ticipate: Nomista (a legalist), Antinomista (an antinomian), 
Neophytus (a young Christian), and Evangelista, a faithful 
pastor. The work is in two parts (published in 1645 and 
1649, respectively).

The names of the participants provide clues to the book’s 
themes. Neophytus is wrestling with such basic issues as the 
nature of the gospel, the role of the law, the problems of 
antinomianism and legalism, and the character of faith and 
its relationship to assurance of salvation. These have always 
been foundational issues for Christians. They remain so 
today. They impact our lives and our enjoyment of Christ.

Fisher cleverly works his way through these issues by 
a wide variety of citations from Reformation and post- 
Reformation authors. Indeed, two of the greatest Puritan 
figures, Joseph Caryl and Jeremiah Burroughs, endorsed 
the book.

So how did The Marrow re-emerge as the cause of such 
controversy seventy-five years after its first publication? A 
major reason is found in two quotations Fisher used. One 
stated that God had made “a deed of gift and grant unto 
all mankind” (Ezekiel Culverwell); another, “Go and tell 
every man that there is good news for him: Christ is dead 
for him” (John Preston). 

To some these statements, especially quoted out of con-
text, advocated universal redemption and were therefore seen 
as the first step to Arminianism and antinomianism. But 
for Thomas Boston, they triggered a fresh understanding 

of the gospel. “Christ is dead for you,” he believed, did not 
mean the same as “Christ died for you.” The latter would 
imply universal redemption. But “Christ is dead for you” was 
another way of saying we “preach Christ crucified” to you  
(1 Cor. 1:23; cf. 2:2; Col. 1:28). He saw the heart of faith 
was not merely believing doctrinal truths and receiving vari-
ous saving blessings, but of trusting in Christ Himself, being 
united to Him as crucified and risen, and experiencing all 
the blessings of salvation in Him. This was the Ephesians 1 
gospel! What he now needed to learn to do in preaching was 
not to offer people peace with God if they met the condi-
tions, but to point them to the Lord Jesus and urge them 
to come to Him, to believe into Him, and to receive “every 
spiritual blessing” in Him (Eph. 1:3). 

Preaching the gospel, as, for example, George Whitefield 
later realized, was to set forth Jesus Christ as in Himself 
“able to save them to the uttermost” (Heb. 7:25) whoever 
comes to God through Him. The false step from which he 
believed this preserved him was seeing salvation as though 
it were an abstract commodity on offer in preaching, but 
separated from the Person of Christ. In the New Testament 
it was always Christ Himself who was preached and to whom 
people were called. Resting on Him, then, peace is found, 
confidence about salvation experienced, and obedience to the 
law of God restored. For God has done in Christ what the 
law cannot do—condemn sin; and if we are in Christ the 
righteousness the law commands is fulfilled in us through 
the Spirit (Rom. 8:3–4). Thus, almost at a stroke, issues 
related to gospel preaching, assurance, and obedience were 
all solved.

It is almost unnecessary to say that these are perennial 
issues. It is still vital to realize that the person of the Lord 
Jesus Himself is the gospel, and that when we are united to 
Him by faith, the seed of assurance has already been planted 
in us, and the life of obedience has already begun. Thus, the 
relevance of The Marrow is still as modern as it was in the 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 

Dr. Sinclair Ferguson resides in Scotland. He preaches and teaches 
around the world and has written many books. He has also written 
The Whole Christ: Legalism, Antinomianism, and Gospel Assurance— 
Why the Marrow Controversy Still Matters (Crossway, 2016) related to 
the Marrow Controversy.
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Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635–1711) is one of the pre-
mier and most widely read representatives of 
Dutch Reformed orthodoxy. The promi-
nence the Lord has been pleased to give 
this man, his ministry, and his written 
legacy is such that his name recognition 
exceeds nearly all the men of God in 
the history of the Reformed churches 
of the Netherlands, particularly those 
Reformed churches that esteem experi-
ential preaching. This is to be attributed 
to à Brakel’s magnum opus, De Rede lijke 
Godsdienst (The Christian’s Reasonable 
Service). Since its publication, the venera-
tion for this work among those of orthodox 
Reformed persuasion has been such that as recent 
as the pre-World War II generation it was customary 
in the Netherlands to read The Christian’s Reasonable Ser-
vice sequentially during long winter evenings. He was, and 
continues to be, affectionately referred to as “Father Brakel.” 
Since the initial publication of The Christian’s Reasonable 
Service in English (1995), appreciation for this remarkable 
work has spread throughout the English-speaking world. 

À Brakel’s ministry transpired during one of the most 
blessed periods of Dutch church history—the period of the 
Nadere Reformatie, or the Dutch Further Reformation. The 
Nadere Reformatie represented a period and movement in 
the history of the Reformed churches in the Netherlands 
that aimed at further and more thorough reformation. Its 
stated goal was that the f lower of the Reformation would 
come to full bloom and thus that Reformed doctrine would 
be an experiential reality, and would manifest itself in 
Reformed living.

Scholars generally agree that the ministry of Willem 
Teellinck (1579–1629) marks the beginning of the Dutch 
Further Reformation. Theodore VanderGroe (1705–1784) 
is considered to be the last clearly distinguishable repre-
sentative of this movement, and is therefore referred to as 
de hekkesluiter (the one who closed the gate). À Brakel and 
his ministry were found at the approximate center of this 
movement, both historically and theologically. In à Brakel’s 
ministry, both the discriminating treatment of saving faith 
as found in late Further Reformation divines Alexander 
Comrie and Theodore VanderGroe, as well as the detailed 
exposition of the life of sanctification as found in Willem 
Teellinck, were emphasized in a balanced manner. Justifica-
tion and sanctification function biblically as two inseparable 
sides of one coin. This scriptural balance does justice to the 

internal and external dimensions of Christian expe-
rience, and is the primary reason for à Brakel’s 

enduring inf luence as a premier divine of the 
Dutch Further Reformation.

When anyone conversant with the 
English Puritans reads à Brakel, he will 
be struck by the similarity between 
the Dutch Further Reformation and 
English Puritanism. This kinship 
and oneness of approach is evident in  
à Brakel’s writings—particularly in vol-

umes three and four of The Christian’s 
Reasonable Service. In these volumes,  

à Brakel gives us a thorough and detailed 
treatment of the life of sanctification, the con-

tents of which are clearly reminiscent of Puritan 
literature.

The availability of à Brakel’s magnum opus in the English 
language is significant. His work bridges English Puri-
tanism and the equally rich heritage of the Dutch Further 
Reformation, which until recently has largely been inac-
cessible to the English-speaking world. Those who have 
acquired a taste for the spiritual delicacies found in Puritan 
writings will find their spiritual appetite amply satisfied by 
the rich treasures found in The Christian’s Reasonable Service.

Finally, The Christian’s Reasonable Service occupies a 
unique place in the genre of Reformed systematic theolo-
gies. Though à Brakel breaks no new theological ground in 
The Christian’s Reasonable Service, it is a classic Reformed 
theological systematic theology nevertheless, and it is orga-
nized according to the classic framework of such systematic 
theologies. What makes The Christian’s Reasonable Service 
so unique, however, is that it is a devotional and experien-
tial systematic theology; that is, it is a systematic theology 
written specifically for the edification of the church. When 
reading The Christian’s Reasonable Service, you will quickly 
discover that à Brakel extracts spiritual instruction from 
the doctrines he expounds, making experiential application 
whenever and wherever possible—an application that is 
consistently Christ-centered and Christ-exalting.

As you read this work, you will discover many delight-
ful spiritual delicacies. In addition to being an excellent 
resource in terms of Reformed systematic theology and 
Christian ethics (with an unmistakable Puritan f lavor), you 
will also find it to be devotional reading at its best. Tolle lege!

 
Rev. Bartel Elshout is pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congregation of 
Hull, Iowa.
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Edwards’s pastoral concern for the congregation of 
Northampton and others in New England arose from New 
England’s Awakenings. The revival had brought a spiritual 
renewal, worked by Word and Spirit, for God’s people and 
for spiritual regeneration of the unconverted. These spiritual 
awakenings brought unity, but also division. Genuine conver-
sions were contrasted by “enthusiast” experiences, claiming 
extraordinary revelations, and unscriptural expressions of 
the life of faith. Furthermore, several ministers in Boston, 
who emphasized an order of conversion (preparationism), did 
not welcome the revivals. Edwards’s pastoral concern, then, 
was to discern between “false and true Christianity,” and 
refute the “enthusiasts” and the critics of the awakenings. 
Edwards preached this pastoral concern in the congregation 
of Northampton in the sermon series on the Parable of the Ten 
Virgins (1739), following the Connecticut Valley Awaken-
ings of 1735–1737. This sermon series was foundational for 
Religious Affections—published in 1746, following the Great 
Awakening of the British Colony in the early 1740s.

The work consists of three parts: Part I is Concerning the 
Nature of the Affections, and Their Importance in Religion—a 
definition of what religious affections are, and their place 
in the Christian life; Part II is Showing What Are No Cer-
tain Signs that Religious Affections Are Truly Gracious, or that 
They Are Not—an overview of twelve inconclusive signs or 
marks of conversion; and Part III is Showing What Are Dis-
tinguishing Signs of Truly Gracious and Holy Affections—an 
examination of twelve distinguishing marks of true and 
genuine conversion.

Part I is based on a sermon on 1 Peter 1:8, “Whom having 
not seen, ye love: in whom, though now ye see him not, yet 
believing, ye rejoice with joy unspeakable, and full of glory.” 
Arising from the biblical text, Edwards defines true religion 
as consisting in the spiritual, lively exercises of religion, 
affecting the whole person—heart, mind, and soul. Reli-
gious affections, then, are “the more vigorous and sensible 
exercises of the inclination and will of the soul.” A divine 
and spiritual work in the soul offers hope in God in Christ, 
rest in the promises of His Word, and longs for holiness and 
fellowship with God. A “religious sorrow” and “brokenness 
of heart” belong to true Christianity and religion, but the 
joy of God in Christ is “unspeakable.” In short, for Edwards, 
“True religion, in great part, consists in holy affections,” and 
“the way in which Christ, though unseen, is the foundation 
of it, viz. by faith; which is the evidence of things not seen.”

Edwards opens Part II by remarking that not all who 
have been “religiously affected, had true grace, and [were] 
therein the subject of the saving inf luences of the Spirit of 
God.” If one has religious affections that are very great, or 

raised very high, or is greatly affected on the body, or has 
them frequently or of various kinds, and at all times is “talk-
ing of the things of religion,” or that texts of Scripture are 
“remarkably brought to the mind,” and has comforts and joys 
seeming to follow awakenings and convictions of conscience, 
in a certain order, such persons ought not to conclude immedi-
ately to have true grace. Furthermore, one should be careful 
to concludes having spiritual life, when much time is spent 
in religion, and is “zealously engaged in the external duties 
of worship,” or is engaged in much praise and worship, and 
is exceedingly confident that what they experience is divine. 
Yet, Edwards warns not to judge the state of others, as he 
concludes the chapter, “’Tis against the rules of Scripture…
and it is against the doctrines of Scripture, which do plainly 
teach us that the state of others’ souls towards God, cannot 
be known by us, as in Revelation 2:17.”

With great discernment and caution, the pastor of 
Northampton commences Part III with noting “though good 
rules to distinguish true grace from counterfeit, may tend 
to convince hypocrites, and be of great use to the saints, in 
many respects…yet I am far from pretending to lay down 
any such rules, as shall be sufficient of themselves, with-
out other means, to enable all true saints to see their good 
estate.” However, he encourages the reader, “The way to 
know your godliness, is to renew the visible exercises of 
grace…. The more the visible exercises of grace are renewed, 
the more certain you will be. The more frequently these 
actings are renewed, the more abiding and confirmed your 
assurance will be.” With this in mind, Edwards notes that 
true religious affections are “operations on the heart” and 
are spiritual, supernatural, and divine; are primarily found 
in a love for divine things; and find a beauty and sweetness 
in a right and spiritual understanding of divine things. Holy 
affections, Edwards counsels, are attended not with a legal 
humiliation but with evangelical humiliation—a sense of 
one’s own insufficiency and total dependency, and refuge-
taking in Christ; tend to a lamblike, dovelike temper of 
Jesus Christ; and desire to promote fruits of the Spirit, such 
as love, meekness, quietness, forgiveness, and mercy, “as 
appeared in Christ.” The sum and ultimate holy affections is 
in its exercise and fruit in Christian practice. For Edwards, 
the doctrines of free grace, and justification by faith alone, 
are consistent with the importance of holy practice as a sign 
of grace, and he concludes, “Christian practice is the chief of 
all the signs of saving grace…. Thus the light of professors 
would so shine before men, that others seeing their good 
works, would glorify their Father which is in heaven.”

Dr. Adriaan C. Neele is a professor of Historical Theology and the Director of 
PhD Studies at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary.
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Edwards’s discourse on redemptive his-
tory was preached as a series of thirty 
sermons at Northampton between March 
and August 1739. This sermon series was a 
part of Edwards’s strenuous remedial effort 
addressing the spiritual backsliding of the 
congregation following the Connecticut 
Valley awakening of 1734–35. The revival 
resulted, on the one hand, in Edwards’s 
carefully constructed narrative, A Faith-
ful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God, 
published in London in 1736 and in Bos-
ton a year later. Although the publication 
propelled the preacher on the outskirts of 
the New World into a transatlantic world of revival-minded 
evangelicals, the prominence of his congregation did decline 
in Edwards’s eyes. Hence, an extended series of thirty ser-
mons on the work of redemption through history—a “body 
of divinity.” 

This is also how the editors, Jonathan Edwards Jr. (1745–
1801) and John Erskine (1721–1803), have understood and 
entitled the discourse in the posthumous publication of 1774, 
A History of the Work of Redemption containing the Outlines of 
a Body of Divinity, in a Method entirely new (HWR). Immedi-
ately circulating in Erskine’s network of evangelicals, a Dutch 
translation appeared in 1776 at Utrecht before Edwards’s 
HWR was published in 1782 in a newly founded America. 
The Edinburgh and Boston publication and the Dutch trans-
lation of the HWR were followed by many other reprints and 
translations, such as Arabic, French, and Welsh, and were 
widely distributed throughout the world by the nineteenth-
century missionary societies in America, England, France, 
Germany, and Holland. If Edwards’s Humble Attempt aimed 
for the promotion of revival, and The Life of David Brainerd 
was meant for a revival in missionary work, A History of the 
Work of Redemption may have been an encouragement for the 
missionaries—God continues His gracious and saving work 
of salvation, “From the fall to the incarnation of Christ,” “The 
time of Christ’s humiliation,” and “From Christ’s resurrection 
to the end of the world,” as Edwards divided redemptive his-
tory in three parts.

This chronological presentation of the redemptive drama is 
further subdivided with the first period in six epochs address-
ing divine redemptive activity during the time, “From the fall 
to the f lood,” the first epoch, followed by “From the f lood to 
the calling of Abraham,” “From the calling of Abraham to 
Moses,” “From Moses to David,” “From David to the Baby-
lonian captivity,” and “From the Babylonian captivity to the 
coming of Christ.” The second period concerning the era of 

Christ’s humiliation contains, besides a his-
torical-doctrinal exposition of the centrality 
of Christ’s salvific work, a contemporarily 
practical application encouraging read-
ers to trust in Christ for salvation. In the 
third period, the author moves from the 
time of Christ through Constantine to the 
era of the sixteenth-century Reformation 
and the “present state,” concluding with an 
eschatological dimension dealing with the 
future Millennium and Kingdom of God. 
In sum, Edwards moved between March 
and August of 1739 in the sermon series 
from the fall of Adam to the final judgment.

Edwards opens the first sermon by noting “the Work of 
Redemption as to those progressive works of God by which 
that redemption is brought about and accomplished, though 
not as to the fruits of it, for they as was said before shall 
be to all eternity. The work of salvation and the Work of 
Redemption are the same thing. What is sometimes in Scrip-
ture called God’s saving his people is in others called his 
redeeming them; so Christ is called both the Savior and 
the Redeemer of his people.” For Edwards, God’s wonder-
ful dealings with His people are shown throughout the Old 
Testament. He remarks in the sixth sermon,

God’s preserving his church and the true religion 
from being totally extinct in those frequent apostasies 
of the people in the time of the judges; how prone was 
that people to forsake the true God that had done 
such wonderful things for ’em, and to fall into idola-
try, and how did the land from time to time seem to 
be almost all overrun with idolatry. But yet God never 
suffered his true worship to be totally rooted out; his 
tabernacle stood still and the ark was preserved and 
the Book of the Law was kept from being destroyed 
and God’s priesthood was upheld, and God still had a 
church among the people. And time after time, when 
religion seemed to be almost gone and it was come 
to the last extremity, then God granted a revival and 
sent some angel or prophet or raised up some eminent 
person to be an instrument of their reformation.

Speaking about the Protestant Reformation, the pastor of 
Northampton shows in sermons 23–30 “how the success of 
Christ’s redemption was carried on from the Reformation to the  
present time,” in a reformation of doctrine and life. As such, 
this work is still important for today to see that God has not 
forsaken His people, but continues to gather them in for His 
glory, building His church. 

TOP 15 BOOKS THAT SHAPED THE REFORMATION AND BEYOND| DR. ADRIAAN C. NEELE |

A History of the Work of Redemption  
by Jonathan Edwards (1739/1788)
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The Christian world is awash with books. Most of these 
books, like the fads and fashions of today, will come and go 
(to quote C. S. Lewis). John Murray’s Redemption Accom-
plished and Applied is, however, a book that is destined to 
last and provide future generations of serious Christians 
with the richest of spiritual food.

I think it was in 1971 that I first came across Redemption 
Accomplished and Applied. I was not long converted and was 
beginning, in the Lord’s kindness, to develop an appetite 
for Christian books that would deepen my understanding 
of the gospel. Through a friend’s encouragement, I paid  
2 shillings and eight pence (fourteen pence in today’s coin 
of the realm, eighteen cents in US currency) for a slightly 
damaged copy of “the book” (what follows will explain why 
I call Redemption Accomplished and Applied “the book”). I 
had never read anything like this. Murray opened up to me 
the length, breadth, height, and depth of the gospel of the 
grace of God in Jesus Christ. To say I was stunned would, I 
think, be an understatement. I found his exploration of the 
work of Christ and its application to believers enthralling.

By setting the work of Christ within the rubric of His 
obedience to His Father as the last Adam and second Man, 
Murray wonderfully explains the unity of the Savior’s active 
and passive obedience. I remember thinking at the time, 
“This is wonderful. I didn’t know the gospel was so rich 
and so gloriously comprehensive.” Søren Kierkegaard, the  
nineteenth-century Danish philosopher-theologian, 
described life as “seventy thousand fathoms deep.” In 
Redemption Accomplished and Applied, Murray shows us that 
the gospel of God is even more, a bottomless deep, a depth 
that cannot be measured, a depth that will be explored 
throughout the ages of eternity.

Over the years, I have turned again and again to Redemp-
tion Accomplished and Applied, never wearying of Murray’s 
exposition of the gospel. His chapter on union with Christ 
was especially formative for me as a young Christian. To 
learn that my life as a Christian was lived in union with 
the Lord Jesus Christ and that His death and resurrec-
tion were my death and resurrection was transformative for 
my understanding of what it meant to be a Christian. For 

Murray, Paul’s exposition of union with Christ in Romans 
6 is of centrifugal significance. Like John Calvin before 
him, Murray highlights the duplex gratia (double grace) of 
Christ’s saving work. In union with the Savior, we receive 
by faith justification and sanctification synchronously, not 
sequentially. Murray is not downplaying the significance 
of progressive sanctification; rather, he is highlighting the 
New Testament’s teaching that through union with Christ, 
all believers have received every spiritual blessing (Eph. 
1:3). Growth in sanctification, in likeness to the Lord Jesus 
Christ, is rooted in the Christian’s prior union with Him in 
His life, death, and resurrection.

Murray’s exposition of the saving work of the Lord Jesus 
Christ is rooted in the Bible’s multi-faceted account of the 
predetermined, willingly given, substitutionary, penal sac-
rifice of God’s Son in our f lesh and in our place. The Lord 
Jesus Christ is set forth as the comprehensive Savior He is. 
Salvation is presented as God’s sovereign act of grace and 
love to a fallen, judgement deserving world; the necessity of 
repentance and faith are not only highlighted but explained. 
Murray’s explanation of what faith in Jesus Christ is reminds 
us that the glory of faith does not essentially lie in its char-
acter but in its object, the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. When 
I read Redemption Accomplished and Applied, I am always 
reminded that Jesus Christ Himself is the gospel.

At whatever stage you are in the Christian life, you can 
be assured that Redemption Accomplished and Applied will 
expand your understanding, warm your heart, and fill you 
with unbounded adoration. It has been an easy thing for 
me to commend this gospel gem. If I had one small book to 
take with me to a desert island, without any thought I would 
choose Redemption Accomplished and Applied. Read it; be 
instructed by it. Rejoice in the Savior whose accomplished 
and applied work is the ground of all your hope before God, 
in this life and in the life to come. Truly, as the Reform-
ers never wearied of reminding us, the Christian’s hope is 
wholly extra nos, or outside of us in Christ.

Dr. Ian Hamilton is a retired minister residing in Scotland, UK, frequently 
preaching and teaching around the world. He is a trustee of the Banner of 
Truth Trust.

TOP 15 BOOKS THAT SHAPED THE REFORMATION AND BEYOND | DR. IAN HAMILTON |

Redemption Accomplished and Applied  
by John Murray (1955)

READ FEWER BOOKS DEEPLY INSTEAD OF RUSHING THROUGH MANY
Master those books you have. Read them thoroughly. Bathe in them until they saturate you. Read and reread them…
digest them. Let them go into your very self. Peruse a good book several times and make notes and analyses of it. A 
student will find that his mental constitution is more affected by one book thoroughly mastered than by twenty books he 
has merely skimmed. Little learning and much pride comes from hasty reading. Some men are disabled from thinking 
by their putting meditation away for the sake of much reading. In reading let your motto be “much not many.”

—CHARLES SPURGEON
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It may seem odd to find a twentieth-century work featured 
among “The Top 15 Books that Shaped the Reformation.” 
However, J. I. Packer stands as a leading figure in cap-
turing the heart of the sixteenth century Reformation 
and effectively communicating it to the contemporary 
world. Nowhere is the heart of Packer’s Reformation com-
mitment more evident than in his classic work, Knowing 
God. Over four hundred years prior, John Calvin opened 
his own classic, The Institutes of Christian Religion, with 
these words, “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is 
to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the 
knowledge of God and of ourselves.” Knowing God follows 
intentionally in this longstanding Reformation tradition 
of knowing and glorying in God. It is this wise knowledge 
of God and of self that Packer sets forth. He writes about 
God both clearly and thoughtfully in a manner worthy of 
the subject.

The contents of Knowing God were not initially 
intended to be published in book form. The Evangelical 
Magazine began in 1959 with Packer serving as one of 
the consulting editors. Elizabeth Braund, managing edi-
tor, approached Packer with the idea of writing a series 
about God. Packer’s articles were released over a period 
of five years, after which he believed the material could 
benefit a wider readership. Beyond the lasting relevance of 
the subject at hand, other factors were in play that made 
the subject of knowing God of great value. Packer sug-
gested that the weakness of the church in his day, and 
really in any day, rested upon a fundamental ignorance of 
God. In the foreword of his book, he identifies two trends 
prevalent in the mid-twentieth century that led to this 
rampant ignorance. First, he states, Christians have been 
conformed to the modern spirit. Second, Christians have 
been confused by modern skepticism. Though couched in 
terms of modernism, Packer saw evidences of these trends 
in previous eras of church history. He considered Refor-
mation theology and its commitment to God’s Word and 
its belief in God’s sovereignty as the antidote to present 
day ignorance. Knowing God was published in 1973. The 
book continues to serve the visible church by exhibiting 
the grandeur of God and His glory. Since its publication, 
Knowing God has sold over one million copies.

Knowing God ’s continuing signif icance is deeply 
connected to Packer’s understanding of the function of the-
ology. Certainly, theology teaches the reader about God. 
But theology must be more than that. For Packer, theology 
must contribute to three areas of life, corresponding to the 
head, heart, and hands. It must deepen our understanding 
of who God is and who we are. Theology must also affect 
the way we live our lives. And finally, theology must move 
us to evangelism. In these ways, Packer demonstrates that 
he is not only committed to the doctrines of the Reformed 
faith, but also to the spirit of the Reformation. Calvin 
articulates this spirit well when he writes about the goal 
of our knowledge of God and self being manifested in the 
believer’s piety. Calvin defines this piety as “that reverence 
joined with love of God which the knowledge of his ben-
efits induces.” Packer’s goal is to present truth about God 
to lead the reader to love God, to live for God, and to see 
others come to know God.

The structure of Knowing God serves this goal. Packer 
organizes his material into three parts: “Know the Lord,” 
“Behold your God,” and “If God be for us.” These three 
parts instruct the reader how to apprehend God, how to 
apply truths about God (His attributes) to life, and how 
to adore God. As Packer sets forth the majesty of God, he 
does so clearly and worshipfully. The reader will not only 
be captivated by Packer’s pithy and memorable writing, but 
also by God’s beauty. Knowing God will increase your love 
of God, His Word, and your assurance that you are God’s 
child. It truly is one of the top books of the continuing 
Reformation. Hear Packer in his own words:

What matters supremely, therefore, is not, in the 
last analysis, the fact that I know God, but the 
larger fact which underlies it—the fact that He 
knows me. I am graven on the palm of His hands. 
I am never out of His mind. All my knowledge of 
Him depends on His sustained initiative in knowing 
me. I know Him, because He first knew me, and 
continues to know me. He knows me as friend, one 
who loves me; and there is no moment when His 
eye is off me, or His attention distracted from me, 
and no moment, therefore, when His care falters 
(pp. 41–42).

TOP 15 BOOKS THAT SHAPED THE REFORMATION AND BEYOND| DR. CHARLES BARRETT |

Knowing God by J. I. Packer

LIVE IN THE BIBLE
Visit many good books, but live in the Bible. All human books grow stale after a time—but with the Word of God 
the desire to study it increases, while the more you know of it the less you think you know. The Book grows upon 
you: as you dive into its depths you have a fuller perception of the infinity which remains to be explored. You are 
still sighing to enjoy more of that which it is your bliss to taste.

—CHARLES SPURGEON
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As assistant editor, my task was to sort out the choices 
for the Top 15 Books that shaped the Reformation and 
beyond. This was a challenging task, considering all the 
sound and helpful literature that exists from the Reforma-
tion and today. We needed a balance between the early 
church, medieval church, and the Reformation, but also 
to include contemporary books to demonstrate the endur-
ing work of God in preserving biblical truth. In working 
through many choices, my co-pastor suggested The Chris-
tian Life: A Doctrinal Introduction. He explained that “it 
is one of those under-rated but extremely valuable books.” 
Under-rated? Yes, because I had never even heard of it until 
he suggested it! Extremely valuable? I would have to decide 
for myself. I picked it up and began to read, knowing that 
anything written by Dr. Ferguson is usually a penetrating, 
convicting, and stimulating read. I was not disappointed!

Ferguson begins his book by demonstrating the need 
for balance in three key areas: doctrine, practice, and 
experience. If there is imbalance in one or the other, the 
Christian life, and also the Christian, becomes imbal-
anced. Dr. Ferguson not only argues for balance, but also 
beautifully displays that balance in taking the basic doc-
trines of the Bible and applying them to the life of the 
Christian with the hope of producing a vital Christian 
experience that glorifies God. His introductory chapter 
argues for the vital importance of the Christian’s knowl-
edge being informed by Scripture and that thinking 
Christians become believing Christians and also living 
Christians. This chapter highlights that much of Chris-
tianity today has either become too shallow or the truths 
of God have become inaccessible because of a poverty of 
thinking in the postmodern age. Certainly this is an echo 
of the Reformation where the Reformers sought to raise 
people from a shallow and superstitious faith and introduce 
them to the truths of the Bible that had been obscured by 
the superstructure of ritual and clerical abuses. As such, 
The Christian Life is an important book that continues to 
shape Reformation thought in the lives of Christians today.

The Christian Life expounds the nature of the Christian 
life by dwelling on the doctrines that were retrieved by the 
Reformers. There is healthy focus on the largely forgot-
ten doctrine of the depravity of humanity in the chapters 
titled “God’s Broken Image,” “Conviction of Sin,” “True 

Repentance,” “The Christian’s Conf lict,” and “Crucify-
ing Sin.” By focusing on human depravity, Dr. Ferguson 
highlights not only the heinousness of sin and its effects 
on humanity and the Christian, but he also magnifies 
the beauty of grace. He does this in chapters titled “The 
Plan of Grace,” “Called by God,” “Born Again,” “Justifica-
tion,” “Sons of God,” “Union with Christ,” and “Election.” 
These chapters demonstrate the grace of God in calling 
and awakening sinners to their own sin and their need 
for grace that comes only outside of themselves through 
Christ. He highlights the glorious realities that really 
belong to all believers here and now. In these chapters, 
Dr. Ferguson deals pastorally and helpfully with many 
misconceptions and misunderstandings. The Christian Life 
also focuses on the life of sanctification for a Christian in 
chapters titled “Sin’s Dominion Ended,” “The Christian’s 
Conflict,” “Crucifying Sin,” and “Perseverance.” The chap-
ter on perseverance is a very helpful chapter in the sense of 
encouraging Christians to press on in the Christian faith, 
but also warning those who are tempted to give up and 
turn away from Christ, particularly in today’s context. The 
last two chapters of The Christian Life focus the Christian’s 
gaze from this world to the world to come. It helps the 
Christian think about death biblically and realistically in 
the chapter “Asleep in Christ.” If you struggle with the 
thought of death or you are ministering to a loved one who 
is dying, this chapter alone is worth the price of the book. 
The final chapter, “Glorification,” focuses on the realities 
which are to come in heaven and the life to come. It whets 
the appetite for the clear and sin-free focus on Christ. 

The Christian Life is a contemporary echo of the Ref-
ormation. Having read this book and thoroughly enjoyed 
it, I can echo my brother’s comments, “It is one of those 
under-rated, but extremely valuable books!” Buy it imme-
diately. Read it slowly and meditatively. By God’s grace, 
be challenged to grow deeper and higher and more fruitful 
as a result. J. I. Packer aptly commented about this book, 
“Christian beginners will get the benefit and the Lord’s 
older sheep, grown tough and stringy maybe, will find 
themselves edified and perhaps tenderized, too.”

Rev. Maarten Kuivenhoven is a pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congrega-
tion of Grand Rapids, Michigan.

TOP 15 BOOKS THAT SHAPED THE REFORMATION AND BEYOND | REV. MAARTEN KUIVENHOVEN |

The Christian Life: A Doctrinal Introduction  
by Sinclair Ferguson

PRIORITIZE YOUR READING WITH WHAT NOURISHES YOUR SOUL
Give yourself to reading…. You need to read. Renounce as much as you will all light literature, but study as much as 
possible sound theological works, especially the Puritanic writers, and expositions of the Bible.

—CHARLES SPURGEON
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Several of the PRTS faculty were polled to gain an understanding of 
some of the most important works that shaped the Reformation and 
beyond. Below, some of their responses are included that highlight some 
of the most influential books of the Reformation and post-Reformation.

William Tyndale, The New Testament 
First published in English in 1526, this translation broke 
the barrier of the unintelligibility of the Latin Vulgate to 
the common English people. It suddenly meant that they 
could read the Word of God for themselves—and compare 
the teaching of both Protestants and Roman Catholics with 
that same Word. It also opened up the possibility of Bible 
teaching, and preaching, to those who could not read Latin.

—DR . BILL VANDOODEWAARD

Made available for the first time an English translation from 
the Hebrew/Greek to English. It provided a spark-plug for 
the Reformation in England. 

—GREG SALAZAR
 
Martin Luther, Commentary on Galatians
In this work, Martin Luther sought to establish a long-
obscured distinction and relationship, as taught in Galatians: 
the law and the gospel. His exposition was and remains pro-
foundly significant to the history of the Reformation. 

—DR . BILL VANDOODEWAARD

The importance of this Commentary on Galatians for the his-
tory of Protestantism is significant. It presents like no other 
of Luther’s writings the central thought of Christianity, the 
justification of the sinner for the sake of Christ’s merits alone. 

—DR . ADRIAAN NEELE
 
Martin Bucer, Concerning the True Care of Souls
Martin Bucer saw the urgent need in the Reformation for 
the recovery of the biblical offices in the church, and the 
recovery of shepherding and pastoral care. While he faced 
significant obstacles in implementing this, his friend, and for 
a time colleague, John Calvin, would take up Bucer’s vision 
and implement it in the French refugee congregation in Stras-
bourg, and then with the Company of Pastors in Geneva. 

—DR . BILL VANDOODEWAARD
 
Lewis Bayly, The Practice of Piety: Directing a Christian 
Walk, That He May Please God (1611) 
This book provides a comprehensive overview of basic aspects 
of the Christian life, specifically on structuring and ordering 
one’s life and time to maximize spiritual growth and use-
fulness to Christ. It was the most printed book in the 17th 
century (164 editions, 11 languages). —GREG SALAZAR

John Calvin, et al., Ecclesiastical Ordinances
The Ecclesiastical Ordinances were perhaps the most 

inf luential set of guidelines for the order and life of the 
Reformed and Presbyterian churches. They provided the 
foundation for the Reformation of the church and its life 
in Geneva, as well as for the French Huguenots, Dutch 
Reformed, and Scottish Presbyterians. English Puritans of 
Presbyterian conviction worked hard to try to implement this 
vision in the Church of England, but ultimately failed. 

—DR . BILL VANDOODEWAARD

John Calvin, Commentaries of Scripture
Calvin’s commentaries on various books of Scripture gave rise 
to a new generation of biblical commentators in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth century, gave impetus to the historical gram-
matical-analytical reading of the biblical text, and were read 
widely throughout Europe in the sixteenth–nineteenth centu-
ries because of the translations in various European languages. 

—DR . ADRIAAN NEELE
 
Heinrich Bullinger, The Decades 
A hospitable and generous Reformer, married to a very 
capable and caring wife, Bullinger was the lead minister in 
Zurich after the death of Ulrich Zwingli. The Decades were 
his sermonic expositions of Reformed systematic doctrine; 
they were particularly inf luential in the English-speaking 
world. Between Latin and English editions published in just 
one decade (from 1550–1560) this work was published over 
200 times in England. It was also significantly inf luential on 
the European continent. —DR . BILL VANDOODEWAARD
 
John Knox, Scots Confession, First Book of Discipline, 
Book of Common Order 
John Knox, along with six other Johns—John Willock, John 
Winram, John Spottiswoode, John Row, and John Douglas—
were instrumental in writing a confession of faith, church 
order, and pastoral and worship handbook which carried the 
Reformation not only through Scotland, but was also pro-
foundly inf luential among English Puritans; these works were 
foundational to the work of the Westminster Assembly in the 
following century, and in time to global Presbyterianism. 

—DR . BILL VANDOODEWAARD
 
William Ames, The Marrow of Sacred Divinity or Marrow 
of Theology (1629)
This work is a concise and precise presentation of Reformed 
theology, and was read widely throughout Europe and New 
England of the seventeenth and eighteenth century, was foun-
dational for many other works of systematic theology, and was 
a core text book for students at Harvard College (1636–1700) 
and Yale College (1701–1750). 

—DR . ADRIAAN NEELE

TOP 15 BOOKS THAT SHAPED THE REFORMATION AND BEYOND

PRTS Faculty Thoughts on Top Books  
that Shaped the Reformation



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 .BOOKTALK

JOEL R. BEEKE

NEW RHB BOOKS

Theology Made Practical:  
New Studies on John Calvin 
and His Legacy 
Joel R. Beeke, David W. Hall, and  
Michael A. G. Haykin
Theology Made Practical declares the 
significance of John Calvin’s life and 
ideas—particularly his contributions 
to systematic theology, pastoral theol-
ogy, and political theology—as well as 
the influence he had on others through 
the centuries. With focused studies 

related to the Trinity, predestination, the Holy Spirit, justifica-
tion, preaching, missions, principles of government, welfare, and 
marriage, this book demonstrates how Calvin’s thought has been, 
and still is, a dynamic wellspring of fruitfulness for numerous 
areas of the Christian life. More than 450 years since Calvin 
experienced the beatific vision, his thinking about God and His 
Word still possesses what our culture passionately longs for— 
true relevancy.

(PB, 264 pgs) $25.00|$19.00

Irenaeus — Simonetta Carr
Irenaeus is remembered for his work 
in helping the church to preserve the 
faith handed on by the apostles and 
to defend it when it was attacked. In 
this simply written and beautifully 
illustrated book, Simonetta Carr 
shows young readers the difficulties 
the early church faced and how Ire-
naeus taught Christians to discern 
truth from error by listening to the 

Bible. To Christians, the lessons Irenaeus taught are as important 
today as they were in his time. (Ages 7–10)

(HC, 64 pgs) $18.00|$13.50

CULTIVATING BIBLICAL GODLINESS SERIES

How Should We Pray at Prayer 
Meetings? — Ryan M. McGraw
Prayer meetings are a vital aspect to 
the life and ministry of the church. 
But experience shows that taking 
prayer requests and conducting Bible 
study often crowd out time for actual 
prayer. In this booklet, Ryan McGraw 
highlights common pitfalls experi-
enced in prayer meetings and offers 
practical remedies. By giving careful 
attention to the relationship between 
participants and the best manner of 

using our time, our prayer meetings can be better suited to glorify 
God, advance the gospel, and edify the saints. 

(PB, 22 pgs) $3.00|$2.25

How Should I Exercise Hospitality?
Rebecca VanDoodewaard
“This is one of those little booklets that 
could have massive consequences—for 
good and for eternity. As I read it, I caught 
a beautiful and inspiring vision of biblical 
hospitality. But I also got multiple common- 
sense practical suggestions to help turn the 
dream into reality. May God use these pages 
to transform many thousands of homes 
into welcoming havens of gospel-centered 
friendship and fellowship.”

—David Murray 
(PB, 32 pgs) $3.00|$2.25

What Grieving People Wish You  
Knew About What Really Helps  
(And What Really Hurts)
Nancy Guthrie
When someone we know is grieving, we want 
to help. But sometimes we stay away or stay 
silent, afraid that we will do or say the wrong 
thing, that we will hurt instead of help. In this 
straightforward and practical book, Nancy 
Guthrie provides us with the insight we need 
to confidently interact with grieving people. 

Drawing upon the input of hundreds of grieving people, as well as 
her own experience of grief, Nancy Guthrie offers specifics on what 
to say and what not to say, what to do and what to avoid. Tackling 
touchy topics like talking about heaven, navigating interactions on 
social media, and more, this book will equip readers to support those 
who are grieving with wisdom and love. 

(Crossway, PB, 192 pgs) $12.99|$9.75

Work and Our Labor in the Lord
James M. Hamilton Jr.
Work has been a part of God’s good creation 
since before the fall—created to ref lect His 
image and glory to the world. What are we 
to make of this when work today is all too 
often characterized by unwanted toil, pain, 
and futility? In this book, biblical scholar and 
pastor James Hamilton explores how work fits 
into the big story of the Bible, revealing the 
glory that God intended when He gave man 
work to do, the ruin that came as a result of 

the fall, and the redemption yet to come, offering hope for f lourish-
ing in the midst of fallen futility.

(Crossway, PB, 123 pgs) $14.99|$11.25

OTHER BOOKS
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The Puritans Day by Day: Puritan Quotations 
for Each Day of the Year
H. J. Horn, compiler
Everyone knows the value and the power of a 
brief and arresting saying. In this book, we have 
a noble army of memorable sayings. They have 
been drawn mainly from the writings of the 
Puritans, men who excelled in their power of 
deep insight into both the Word of God and the 
human heart and who also had the rare gift of 
quaint and distinctive expression. The compiler 

of these “pearls of wisdom” has traveled extensively through a wide 
range of devotional literature and has provided us with a year’s supply 
of thought-provoking sayings that are as fresh and new as they are 
piquant and tender. (Banner of Truth, HC, 408 pgs) $23.00|$18.50

Content Yet Contending: Jude
Daniel R. Hyde
The book of Jude is small enough to be easily 
passed over, but the author shows that to do 
so would be a mistake. Those who are content 
in knowing the triune God of grace are called 
to contend in the name of the triune God for 
that grace. Those who have been blessed with 
every spiritual blessing (Eph. 1:3–14) are to fight 
against every spiritual force of evil (Eph. 6:10–20).  
But there is more than that—Jude’s message is 
shown here to be urgent and timely for the day 

in which we live, the battles that the church was facing then full of 
relevance for our own day. (EP Books, PB, 138 pgs) $11.99|$9.00

Hungry: Learning to Feed Your Soul  
with Christ — Rondi Lauterbach
Our spiritual hunger is from God but has been 
corrupted by our sin—leaving us binging on 
“ junk food” like our idols and cravings. How can 
hungry souls find true satisfaction?  By feasting 
on the Word of God—and on Jesus himself. This 
book will teach you how to prepare a Bible study 
like a recipe for a spiritual banquet that will truly 
fill you. Learn how to consume the Bible instead 
of just reading it—and then how to share this 
meal with the hungry around you. 

(P&R, PB, 255 pgs) $12.99|$9.75

None Other: Discovering the God of the Bible
John MacArthur
The Bible’s teaching on God’s love, holiness, and 
sovereignty is often met with questions about 
human responsibility, suffering, and evil. If God 
is in control of everything, can we make free 
choices? If God is good and all-powerful, how 
can we account for natural disasters and moral 
atrocities? Answers to these questions are often 
filled with technical jargon and personal assump-
tions that don’t take into account the full scope of 

biblical truth. This book shows that the best way to discover the one 
true God is through a careful study of Scripture—the primary place 
where God has chosen to reveal Himself. 

(Reformation Trust, HB, 132 pgs) $15.00|$11.00

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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Ulrich Zwingli: Shepherd Warrior  
(Trail Blazers Series) — William Boekestein
By the end of his brief life Ulrich Zwingli would 
change the religious landscape of his home and the 
world. He became a pioneer Reformer used for the 
conversion of thousands. He fought for truth and 
righteousness with his mind and pen, he fought for 
lost souls to hear the good news of Jesus Christ, 
and he fought as an army chaplain until, at the age 
of forty-seven, he was killed on the battlefield. 
Even to the last, he continued his life’s passion of 
caring for the souls of others. The shepherd war-

rior, Ulrich Zwingli, fought the good fight. With his last strength, he 
voiced his victory: “They can kill the body but not the soul!” 

(Christian Focus, PB, 150 pgs) $8.99|$6.75

N is for Noah (Coloring Book)
Ken and Mally Ham
Following the story of Noah and the ark from 
start to finish, this book has a page for every 
letter of the alphabet with a picture to color 
and a poem to read. As they color, children 
will learn more about trusting God and His 
promises! 

(Master Books, PB, 28 pgs) $4.99|$3.75
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MEDITATION FOR CHILDREN | MARY BEEKE

It was recess time again. James stood by the wall, watching 
the boys playing soccer. He wanted to join in, and he wasn’t 
bad at the game. But he was kind of shy. And big Max was in 
there. Max was running the game as usual. Max didn’t like 
James. Every time he walked by he would say something like, 
“That’s an ugly coat!” or “What happened to your teeth? Did 
a truck run into you?” He would laugh, and others would, 
too. Sometimes Max shoved him. So James stayed out of his 
sight and just wandered around the playground. Recess lasted 
a long time. 

One day, a new kid came to school. Pedro was tall and 
good at sports. The other kids wondered how he would fit in. 
It wasn’t often someone new came to Hickory Creek. Pedro 
walked around checking things out on the playground. He 
wanted to join the soccer game, but the teams were even. He 
saw James, “Hey dude, let’s join the game. You go on one team 
and I’ll go on the other. What’s your name?” Pedro just started 
playing, so James did, too. 

Max wasn’t sure what to think. This new guy might be 
invading his turf. He was distracted from teasing James, but 
just to be safe, James passed Max the ball so he could score. 
Max paused and looked at James. But he turned his attention 
back to Pedro. He would test him. As Pedro dribbled the ball, 
Max came barreling up behind him, stole the ball and threw 
his shoulder into Pedro’s back. Pedro crashed to the ground, 
but he rolled and got back up. Then he maneuvered the ball 
away from Max and scored. Max was mad! This called for a 
confrontation! “Hey man, who do you think you are?” 

Pedro faced Max, reached out his hand, and said, “Hey, my 
name is Pedro. What’s your name?” 

“My name’s Max, and you better watch out!” 
“You guys are all pretty good at soccer. What other sports 

do you play?” His friendliness caught Max off guard. They 
went back to playing. 

This time Max took his frustrations out on James and 
intentionally kicked him in the shin. As he writhed on the 

ground in pain, Pedro came up, “You didn’t have to do that. 
He’s on your team.” Max was about to hit him, when Mr. 
Clark shouted, “Max! Stop!” As the two marched off, the 
game continued on in a more peaceful manner, everyone sort 
of wondering what was happening in the Principal’s office.

The next day, a special assembly was called. Mr. Clark 
looked very serious. He paused a long time between each sen-
tence. “Boys and girls, I want to ask you some questions. Don’t 
answer me. Just answer yourself. Are you strong? In what way 
are you strong? With your muscles? With your words? With 
your leadership? With your intelligence? With your character? 
Who gave you that strength? How are you using it? To make 
yourself look good? Or to make others look good? Are you 
using your strength to hurt others? Or to help others?

“It has come to my attention that a few of you boys are using 
your strength to knock people down. And a few of you girls are 
saying mean and false things about other girls. You are pro-
moting yourself, and you don’t mind hurting others. You have 
kids following you, but you are purposely leaving others out. 

“If you have been using your strength in the wrong way, I 
have an important message for you today. God gave you your 
strength! It is a gift from Him, to be used for one important 
reason: to love God above all, and your neighbor as yourself! 
If you are strong and if you are a leader, God wants you to help 
others, especially those who aren’t as strong. Anyone can pick 
on someone weaker, but it takes courage and real strength to 
defend, protect, and help others. Be a leader for good. Be strong 
and do good!

“Do you remember how the disciples argued about who was 
the greatest? Jesus answered with words that I pray you will put 
into action the rest of your life, ‘he that is greatest among you, 
let him be as the younger: and he that is chief, as he that doth 
serve.’ Then Jesus Himself said, ‘But I am among you as he 
that serveth.’ The one who serves others is the strongest one.”

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

ARE YOU STRONG?
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for children

ELINA VANDERZWAAG

Advent is a Latin word for “coming.” The time before Christmas is often 
called Advent. It makes us look back to the Israelites in the Old Testament 
who were longing for the birth of the promised Messiah. Therefore these 
promises and prophecies are called Messianic prophesies. Let us look up 
some of them and see what they specifically prophesied about the Lord Jesus.

v
ANSWERS TO LAST MONTH’S PUZZLE

 1. mighty
 2. withstand
 3. enemies
 4. people
 5. firmament
 6. scriptures
 7. amazed
 8. right

 9. received
10. Nazareth
11. salvation
12. ordained
13. believing
14. foolishness
15. fear

Remember when we celebrate Christmas that 
the Baby Jesus you hear so much sung about 
is not a baby anymore. He is now the King 
of kings, the Lord of lords, and He will come 
again! Are you ready for that day?
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 1. Where was the Promised Messiah to be born? Micah 5:2. In  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _    _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _

 2. In Genesis 49:10 we learn of which tribe the Messiah will come. It is the tribe of  _  _  _  _  _.

 3. In Isaiah 9:7 we read of a throne that will increase in government and peace. It is the throne of   _  _  _  _  _  _. 

 4. Isaiah 7:14 is a prophecy of who shall conceive the Messiah, a  _  _  _  _  _  _, and what His name shall be  
 _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _. 

 5. Hosea, in Hosea 11:1, prophecies that the Messiah soon after His birth would spend a time in the country 
of  _  _  _  _  _.

 6. Isaiah 40:3 prophecies of John the Baptist who would prepare “in the desert, a  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ for our God.” 

 7. In Psalm 110:4 we read that the Messiah would be a priest not after the order of Aaron, but after the order 
of  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _. 

 8. In Isaiah 61:1–2 Isaiah speaks of the Messiah who was anointed to “preach good  _  _  _  _  _  _ to the meek, 
to bind up the  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _,” and “to proclaim liberty to the  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _.”

 9. A lot of prophecies foretold of the suffering of the Lord Jesus. Read Isaiah 53. Verse 3 tells us that He  
would be despised and  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ ; a man of  _  _  _  _  _  _  _, acquainted with  _  _  _  _  _. In verse 5 we  
find out why He was punished. He was wounded for our  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ , he was bruised for our 
 _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _. 

 10. In Isaiah 53:7 we read that He did not open His mouth to complain or cry out. He is brought as a  _  _  _  _  
to the slaughter, and as a  _  _  _  _  _ before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not his mouth. 

 11. And in verse 9 of that chapter Isaiah foretells that the Lord Jesus would be “with the  _  _  _  _ in His death.” 

 12. In Psalm 24:7–10 David sings of the Messiah receiving a glorious welcome back in heaven. “Lift up your 
heads, O ye gates; and be ye lift up, ye  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _ doors; and the King of glory shall come in.” 



A MIRACULOUS RESCUE
STORY FOR CHILDREN |  ANDREA SCHOLTEN

When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: 
when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee (Isaiah 43:2).

A huge rattlesnake glided noiselessly through the woods. He 
was on the hunt for small rodents, and his hunger drove him 
on. But what was that ahead of him? There, in the middle  
of the forest, was a little tent. The big snake pushed its head 
under the tent f lap and slid into it. The tent was not empty, for 
in the middle was a man kneeling in prayer. His lips moved as 
he prayed to his heavenly Father. The snake saw the man and 
slid closer and closer until it reached the man’s feet. It then 
reared itself up as if to strike the man’s neck. The man, not 
knowing the great danger he was in, continued to pour out his 
heart to God. And then, the strangest thing happened! The 
snake, ready to strike, suddenly drew back and glided silently 
back out of the tent. The man was safe! 

But who was this man? Why was he on his own, in the 
middle of the forest? Why did the snake leave him so suddenly?

The man’s name was David Brainerd. He was born in the 
early years of American history, in 1718. He did not have an 
easy childhood. By the age of fourteen, he had lost both his 
father and his mother. How lonely he must have been! Yet the 
Lord, who is a friend to the orphan, began to work in David’s 
heart. Over the next seven years, the Lord opened David’s eyes, 
showing him his deep sin and separation from God, as well 
as his need for a Savior. When David turned twenty-one, the 
Lord showed Himself to David in an even deeper and more 
beautiful way. David’s thoughts were full of his dear Savior, 
and he couldn’t stop rejoicing in who God was for a poor sinner 
such as himself. He felt a burning need to share the good news 
of the gospel, and he became a minister. Afterwards, he was 
appointed to be a missionary to the Indians who lived with no 
knowledge of the Bible and the good news it contained. 

David heard of a savage tribe of Indians that lived in a for-
est, and he resolved to carry the gospel to them. His friends 
said that they would never see him alive again, but he knew 
that God was his protector. David carried a little tent with him, 
under which he slept each night. After weary days of traveling, 
he finally came near the Indian tribe. It was almost night time 
and so David pitched his tent. He fell asleep, knowing that the 
next day would bring him to the Indians that were so feared. 

How would they receive the gospel? Would they listen to him? 
Would they injure or even kill him?

The next morning, David awoke and began his day in 
prayer. He pleaded with God to help him as he preached the 
gospel to the savage tribe. As he prayed alone, little did he 
know that not far away some Indians were watching him. The 
night before, they had seen David pitch his tent. They had 
rushed back and told their Indian chief about the approaching 
white man. A council was held, and it had been decided that 
the white man must die. That morning, a group of Indians kept 
watch on the missionary’s tent, waiting for him to come out.

David continued for a long time in prayer. The watching 
Indians became impatient. Silently, they drew close to the tent 
and looked inside. They saw David on his knees, and then 
they saw the most amazing sight of the rattlesnake entering 
the tent, rising up to strike David, but then lowering itself and 
slithering away. 

The watching Indians were amazed! Surely some power had 
kept the snake from injuring the white man! They went back 
to their village and told the chief what had happened. They 
decided that the white man was under the protection of the 
Great Spirit and that they must not harm him.

When David finished his prayer, he took his Bible and 
walked toward the Indian village. To his surprise, the whole 
tribe went out to greet him! They treated him with great 
respect and listened to his preaching when he told them of 
Christ. Some Indians cried out in distress, and all appeared 
very concerned. David prayed with them and urged them to 
seek the Lord with all their heart. His own constant prayer was 
that God would send His Holy Spirit with His Word and set 
up His kingdom among the Indians. 

David ended up working and preaching among his beloved 
Indians until his death at the age of twenty-nine. One of his 
last prayers was that the blessed Redeemer might “see the tra-
vail of his soul, and be satisfied.”

Andrea Scholten is a school teacher, a writer for children, and a member of the 
HRC in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Adapted by Andrea from Children’s Story Hour. 
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I gave my heart to know wisdom…I perceived that this also is vexa-
tion of spirit (Eccl. 1:17).

Qoheleth, our Preacher, pursued meaning in life but his 
quest always ended in vanity. That was because his quest was 
limited to that realm which he describes as “under the sun,” 
which is another term for this world, after the fall, where 
man has been consigned to earn his bread by the “sweat of 
his brow” (Gen. 3:19). This fallen world operates within a 
closed system; it believes that all there is to life is to be found 
under the sun, taking no cognizance of a God who exists 
outside and above the sun. Any such search is bound to end 
in vanity, vapor, and a chasing after the wind. Qoheleth tried 
to find the meaning of life in such a world by going down a 
variety of avenues that this world presented to him, and each 
time his sad conclusion was that it was “vanity of vanities.”

At one point, he thought that he would pursue academic 
excellence as a means to attaining wisdom. He accomplished 
this in a most remarkable fashion, for he admits, “I have got-
ten more wisdom than all they that have been before me in 
Jerusalem.” He not only achieved his goal but he excelled 
everyone else. You might assume that he conducted his search 
in the high places of learning—the Oxford or Cambridge 
of his day—pursuing a broader education and giving him a 
broader exposure to the treasures of literature, music, and art. 
There was no limit to what he could explore. He conducted 
his search in all seriousness as he sought answers to life’s ulti-
mate questions and not simply as a tool to achieve success. 
“Surely answers will come if I apply myself in the broadest 
way to educating myself?” he might well have mused. 

What, however, was his conclusion? Sadly, “I perceived 
that this also is vexation of spirit. For in much wisdom is 
much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth 
sorrow.” So long as the pursuit of wisdom is bound to this 

world, the answers it gives will always bring vexation of spirit 
and the increase of sorrow. Instead of gaining an under-
standing of life, the more frustrated we become. In fact, the 
more answers we seem to get, the more distressed in mind 
we become. The more we learn about the world and its com-
plexities, the more sorrowful we become. There are some things 
we would rather not know at all. Ignorance truly is bliss. In answer 
to his assistant’s question as to when he was to resume his 
task of writing, Aquinas said, “I can write no more. I have 
seen things that make my writings like straw.” Education for 
education’s sake will never bring answers. Theological edu-
cation as an end in itself, too, will end in vanity of vanities. 

Solomon tells us that the fear of the LORD is the begin-
ning of knowledge. But this is not the way taken by our 
Preacher—he did not pray, nor consult the Scriptures. 
Leupold says, “He probed into the depth of matters by his 
unaided and unenlightened reason apart from any disclo-
sures of truth that God has granted man.” If we take the 
secular perspective trying to understand the world on our 
own terms rather than God’s terms we will never get out of 
Ecclesiastes 1. Study all philosophy, research all religion, do 
all the self-improvement courses you can, and it will end in 
vexation and frustration. “Let not the wise man glory in his 
wisdom…. But let him that glorieth glory in this, that he 
understandeth and knoweth me” (Jer. 9:23–24). God says, “I 
will destroy the wisdom of the wise.” Ecclesiastes is the one 
book in the Bible that demonstrates how God destroys all 
human pretensions to wisdom and shows how empty all our 
learning is without Him. It is exceedingly good to pursue 
education and academic excellence but let it always be done 
in humble acknowledgment and dependence on the Lord. 
May He at all times have the pre-eminence, and may our 
focus be above the sun. —DR. ARTHUR MISKIN
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PRTS NEWS

INTERVIEW WITH PHD STUDENT, BRENO MACEDO

Please tell me a bit about 
yourself. Where did you grow 
up? Anything you want to 
share about your family? Are 
you married? Children?
I was born in the northeast of 
Brazil, in a city named Recife. 
I lived there until 2006. From 
there I moved to a small rural 

town in my state to work as a church planter. While in Recife, 
I received my education, including my undergraduate degree 
in Electronic Engineering. It was there that I met and married 
my wife, Roberta. In 2007, we moved to the US for theologi-
cal education. I earned two degrees in theology and returned 
to Brazil in 2013. My children, the twins, Levi and Rebeca, 
were born in Recife in 2014.

Other than the obvious one of “studying theology,” what 
are your hobbies and interests? Do you have a favorite 
book? Why this book?
Apart from theology, I enjoy a good story and I enjoy tech-
nology. I am fascinated with electronic gadgets that can 
make our lives easier, giving us more time to spend reading 
and being with the family. An all-time favorite Puritan work 
for me is Jeremiah Boroughs’s Evil of Evils. It keeps remind-
ing me who I am and who it is that I need the most.

You graduated with the ThM from PRTS several years back, 
pastored and taught in Brazil for a couple years, and now 
you have just begun the PhD program. What attracted you 
to the PhD program here at PRTS? How would you describe 
your first courses in the program?
At least three factors attracted me back to PRTS: orthodoxy, 
faculty, and seminary life. It is wonderful to work in an 
environment where people share your theological convic-
tions. I understand that some believe a more controversial 
or plural academic environment is better for intellectual 
formation but I am not sure I agree with this position. It is 
very encouraging to be working with likeminded brothers.  
Why add more pain to an already hard endeavor? The fac-
ulty on my field of studies, historical theology, are not only 
highly qualified men, but they are also godly educators who 
care about both my academic and spiritual life. My meet-
ings with professors are a mix of deep theological discussion 
and sweet devotional time. PRTS staff for me is like family; 
returning to this seminary was like coming back home. The 
initial courses I am taking are extremely demanding and 
very balanced in engaging the mind and the heart.

What does your ideal ministry position look like?
I feel comfortable in both academic and ministerial positions. 
In Brazil, I spent two and a half years working in full time 
ministry and two years as a full time professor of historical 

STUDENT HOUSING
You may be already aware that our seminary has been strug-
gling to find suitable student housing for the past several years. 
We have developed relationships with generous landlords 
around the city; however, rental units have experienced signifi-
cant cost increases in the greater Grand Rapids area. Currently, 
an estimated $20,000 per month is being paid to landlords for 
student housing. 

We are very grateful that we received unanimous approval 
from the Grand Rapids City Planning Commission to proceed 
with building student housing on our campus. The plan is to 
build sixteen two-bedroom apart-
ments—to house 32 students or 16 
families right on campus. Besides the 
anticipated long-term financial gain 
for the seminary, the community will 
no doubt be a significant blessing to 
the residents.

On March 23, 2017, we presented 
a housing development plan to the city 

which involved land the seminary owns behind and to the west 
of our campus. We deemed this to be our best plan, but the 
city planning commission denied that request. We trust God’s 
sovereignty in all things and accept this new approved proposal 
as the better plan. The accepted plan is to build on the land 
immediately to the west of the seminary along Leonard Street. 

The concept for construction has been submitted to an 
architect and we will be requesting bids from contractors as 
soon as possible. We have an estimated cost of $2,400,000. 
Actual costs will be determined once we have the final draw-

ings and an accepted bid. 
Fundraising for this project has 

begun; we eagerly look to the Lord 
to provide through His people. Please 
pray that this will have the Lord’s 
blessing and that, as the seminary 
continues to experience growth, He 
would keep us all faithful to His 
Word and will.

—Henk Kleyn, VP for Operations
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PRTS STUDENTS study at Yale University
Each year, the faculty of Yale University Divinity School offers 
courses as part of the summer school program. Over the last 
nine years, the staff of the Jonathan Edwards Center at Yale 
University, Dr. Kenneth P. Minkema, and Dr. Adriaan C. Neele 
(director of the doctoral program and professor of historical 
theology at PRTS) have taught courses on Jonathan Edwards. 
This year, the course “Jonathan Edwards and the Enlighten-
ment: Will and Conversion” was offered from June 12–16, and 
Dr. Minkema and Dr. Neele were assisted by Prof. Paul Helm. 
Over twenty-five participants (professors, lecturers, students, 
and pastors) of various universities, colleges, churches, and 
seminaries attended the course, including students of PRTS, 
David A. Escobar (PhD program, DES) and Alan Stanton 
(PhD program, AS). They answered the following questions:

Why did you attend the Yale course?
AS. First, the PRTS PhD program requires two outside insti-
tution credits from cooperating universities/seminaries. The 
topic (Jonathan Edwards and the Freedom of the Will) was 
interesting to me, and the lineup of professors excited me, 
especially Paul Helm. I thought it was a great opportunity to 
study at Yale. As a bonus, it was quite affordable. 

DES. I attended the course for three reasons: (1) to fulfill 
course requirements for the PRTS PhD course; (2) to engage 
with Yale University’s Jonathan Edwards Center scholars since 
I will probably be working in my dissertation with an issue 
or theme related to its evolving and growing; and (3) to culti-
vate relationships with colleagues, ministers, educators, and lay 
people who share similar interests.

Did the course meet your expectations?
AS. The course exceeded my expectations! The lectures and 
discussions were most rewarding and I made some exciting 
new friends and connections from all over the country. 

DES. Yes, it did. I was greatly enriched and empowered.

What was it like to study with such a diverse group of people?
AS. I found it exhilarating to study with people from diverse 
areas of study, research, and interest. We had pastors, univer-
sity professors (including a political science and philosophy 
professor), as well as aspiring and established historians and 
theologians. This made for very lively and engaging discussion 
of ideas from a variety of viewpoints.

DES. This was a tremendous experience. To be able to listen 
and share with colleagues that were from a variety of geo-
graphic locations, denominations, vocations, ministries and 
careers, scholarly orientations, and spiritual and scholarly pur-
suits was a blessing.

In which way did the course enrich your studies at PRTS?
AS. Perhaps the greatest benefit of taking the course was 
the establishment of relationships. I met several people with 
research interests similar to my own and we have already 
begun communicating on these issues and exploring how we 
might help each other in the future. I think that these new 
contacts will enable me to do better research and enhance my 
work at PRTS and beyond. 

DES. It was eye-opening to witness not only the interest in 
the theology of Jonathan Edwards for the local church, but also 
to observe how such a diverse group of people can collabo-
rate and dialogue within theological orthodoxy bounds in a 
climate that marries piety and knowledge (doctrine), practice 
and knowledge, the heart and the mind.

Would a summer school be advantageous for PRTS?
AS. Of course! It is hard to see how such a program could do 
anything but enrich the community of scholarship at PRTS. 

DES. A summer school would be advantageous for PRTS. 

theology and homiletics. Maybe, because of my love for peo-
ple and for the pulpit, an ideal position for me would involve 
full time ministry and adjunct teaching in a seminary.

What has been the most rewarding thing since relocating 
to Grand Rapids? What has been the most challenging?
The most rewarding thing has been my access to the won-
derful library of books and other resources at PRTS. In 
Brazil I was limited to my own library. The most challeng-
ing has been teaching English to our children. Since we use 
mostly Portuguese in our home, they are learning English 
at a slower pace than we’d like.

To someone looking into the PhD program here, what 
one piece of advice would you give?
Be ready to work hard! PhD work is no picnic. The PRTS 
PhD program is very demanding.

After you graduate, Lord willing, what then?
My prayer is that the Lord will allow me the privilege of 
continuing to serve in His kingdom wherever He is pleased 
to send me and minister in whatever manner He desires.
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BE A BLESSING TO YOUR FAMILY AND THE MINISTRIES YOU CARE ABOUT
Over the last twenty-three years, the Lord has richly blessed 
the work of Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary and, 
because of it, many Christians around the world have been 
greatly impacted by the fruit of its labor. If you’ve been one 
of those, then consider this fact—the blessings you received 
were made possible by someone who supported the semi-
nary. You can continue that blessing and provide ministry 
to others by simply naming Puritan Reformed Theological 
Seminary in your will. It is as simple as stating in your will 
that you wish to leave a percentage of your estate to Puritan 
Reformed Theological Seminary.

It is vital for everyone to do basic estate planning, which 
includes a will. Decisions about who will be the executor of 
your estate, who will be the guardian of younger children 
if you have them, who will receive treasured possessions, 
what amount of resources are to be given to loved ones and 
how you wish to honor the Lord by remembering your 
favorite ministries in your estate plan—these are all prayer-
fully resolved in Christian-based estate planning.

If you don’t have a will, the government has one for 
you. U.S. state laws are put in place in each state to direct 
what will be done with the assets of an individual who dies 
without a will. Unfortunately, the State’s “will” does not 
take into account your personal values, Christian commit-
ment, goals, family situation, or needs. A will allows you to 
decide who will become the best steward of the resources 
God has entrusted to you. 

If you are a Canadian and die without a will, your prop-
erty will be distributed by a court-appointed administrator 
according to statutory rules for “intestate succession.” Your 
property will be divided among your surviving spouse, 
children, and possibly other relatives in whatever manner 
the law of your jurisdiction specifies. You will not have 
an opportunity to give your property away to family and 
friends according to your wishes. Additionally, if you have 
no relatives, your property will go to the state rather than to 
a friend or charity of your choice.

PRTS has supporters in Canada, Great Britain, and the 
US who have named our seminary in their estate plans. 
The seminary is grateful for such loving and thoughtful 
commitments! Such a lasting legacy helps to ensure that 
the mission of training students to serve Christ and His 
church through biblical, experiential, and practical ministry 
will continue for years to come, Lord willing.

If you have questions or would like more information 
on creating or updating your will and/or estate plan, contact 
Chris Hanna at (616)432-3407 or, if in Canada, please con-
tact Corney Les, the seminary’s Canadian Development 
Coordinator, at (604)795-6938.

Together we are training students today for service in 
Christ’s church tomorrow. 



Chris Hanna recently interviewed Dr. Beeke on writing books 
after the printing of his one hundredth book, Knowing and 
Growing in Assurance of Faith, published by Christian Focus.

CH: Dr. Beeke, tell us a little about how you got started 
in writing.
JRB: I have loved writing for as long as I can remember. 
As a child, I used to enjoy writing poetry. When I was con-
verted at the age of fourteen, I devoured the Puritan books 
in my father’s bookcase. The great comfort I obtained from 
those books moved me to desire to write Christian prose 
rather than allegorical poetry. When called to the ministry 
at age sixteen, I felt called simultaneously to a lifetime of 
writing. During my seminary years, in my early twenties, 
when one of my two instructors, Rev. W. C. Lamain, saw 
my passion for writing, he said to me, “Boy [that’s what he 
always called me], you must write, write, write all your life. 
The Lord has called all His servants to preach but only a 
few to write. And the church needs dedicated writers. You 
are called to be one of those.” At the time, that was a great 
encouragement for me—and thus far, I have felt compelled 
to follow that wise advice.

CH: What motivates you to write?
JRB: I write primarily for four reasons. Most importantly, 
by the Spirit’s grace, I desire to build up the kingdom of 
God and glorify Him through writing, and to break down 
the kingdom of Satan. As Luther said, “We must throw the 
inkpot at the devil.” Second, I feel closest to God when I 
write, especially when I get what I call a “writer’s high”—
that is, when thoughts flow freely beyond what I would 
normally think. Some of the sweetest moments of my life 
have occurred while writing sermons or books, such that 
I was weeping for joy even as I was writing with passion. 
Third, I learn the most when I write. I can say with Augus-
tine and Calvin that I count myself as one who learns more 
than my reader when I write. And finally, writing, though 
often strenuous work when one does not have a writer’s 
high, by grace greatly benefits the church of Christ by 
maturing believers and arresting unbelievers. 

CH: How does a writing ministry aid both the individual 
Christian and the church?
JRB: First, writing sound theological books helps the indi-
vidual believer to grow deeply in faith. My dad used to say 
to us children, “If you really want to grasp the richness 
and comprehensiveness of the Reformed faith, you need 
to be a reader. Three hours in church on the Lord’s Day 
can teach you much, but if you want to grow in depth, 
you need to read solid Reformed theology.” I believe he 
was right. Second, true for both individuals and churches, 
those who don’t read tend to remain rather ignorant of 
the Spirit’s work in church history. A church not aware of 

doctrinal errors in history tends to repeat them. Third, a 
church that is reading sound Reformed truth tends to have 
a higher level of understanding of biblical truth as well as 
greater holiness of life. Good reading is a boon both for the 
individual soul and for the church as a whole. 

CH: How many articles and books have you written or 
edited over the years, and do they get easier to write the 
more that you produce?
JRB: In addition to writing one hundred books, I have 
edited another one hundred books, which also can be 
intensive work. I have also been privileged to be the final 
proofreader/editor of every book that Reformation Heri-
tage Books has published in the last quarter century—I 
suppose about five or six hundred titles. I thoroughly enjoy 
feeding my mind and soul in this way also—by reading 
and publishing what others have written. And then, too, I 
have published about twenty-five hundred articles over the 
years for periodicals, books, journals, and encyclopedias. I 
love to write for scholars as well as for young children, and 
everyone in between. As I get older, I tend to write mostly 
for educated church members as I find them to be the most 
avid readers, and I think my writing, by God’s grace, does 
most for them.

Does writing get easier? My gut response is no! Writ-
ing is arduous, disciplined, intense work that makes one 
heavily dependent on the Holy Spirit. Some things do get 
easier, however. A writer learns much from his or her edi-
tors over the years on how to write better, I think. Also, as 
the years fly by, it becomes easier to publish with a variety 
of publishers because they come after you rather than you 
pursuing them. 

CH: What topics do you still want to write about, and 
why?
JRB: I don’t think our readers would want to read the list 
that I keep! I’m sure there are another one hundred titles 
on that list, most of which I know I will never finish. The 
two most important writing projects that I feel compelled 
to complete and publish are, first, a book on Reformed 
experiential preaching, which is presently being edited by 
Crossway Publishers, and, second, a four-volume set on 
systematic theology, which I am presently coauthoring 
with my teaching assistant, Paul Smalley, who is taking 
my notes from thirty years of lecturing and turning them 
into a first-draft manuscript. Recently, we signed a con-
tract with Crossway for this project, which we hope to 
complete in four years, God willing. In this way, I hope to 
leave behind a legacy of Reformed experiential theology—
both for preaching and for teaching. In fact, in one sense 
this theme fits my single-minded goal for all of life—for 
my preaching, my teaching, my pastoral work, my book 
ministry, my family, and my own life. I want to use every 
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On September 21, PRTS hosted its fall fundraising dinner at the Prince 
Conference Center. Seventy of the seminary’s local supporters turned 
out for the event. It was both a delightful and informative evening. Pas-
tor Mike Waters of the Heritage Reformed Baptist Church in Canton, 
Ohio, shared his amazing conversion testimony and his ongoing work 
as the pastor of an ever growing and diverse congregation. Dr. Stephen 
Myers, Professor of Historical Theology, delivered a stirring message 
from Acts 28:16–31. Dr. Joel Beeke, President of PRTS, closed the 
evening with a wonderful update on the new PhD program and the 
recently approved student housing project. 

From left to right: Chris Hanna, Mike Waters, and Joel Beeke.

GRAND RAPIDS, FALL FUND RAISING DINNER

minute of the rest of my life to promote Reformed experi-
ential truth in Jesus Christ to the utmost of my ability. For 
me, there is nothing more important in life.

To further that legacy, I would also hope someday, if 
the Lord spares me, to turn other classes I’ve taught into 
books as well, such as “Sermons for Special Occasions.” I 
would also love to write and edit a book on encouragement 
for discouraged ministers and another on how to face criti-
cism since there are so many faithful ministers in the world 
today who are deeply discouraged because they face much 
criticism and fear their ministry has borne little fruit.  

CH: What two pieces of advice would you give to pastors 
and theological students who have an interest in starting 
a writing ministry but don’t know where to begin?
JRB: Start with something small and popular—say a 
one-hundred-page paperback—that is on a biblical issue 

burning on your heart, which at the same time can do 
church members a great deal of spiritual good if they 
understand it rightly. Then send a proposal for your book 
to the publisher that could most fittingly publish that par-
ticular book.

CH: What two pieces of advice would you give to readers 
of books?
JRB: Read the great Christian classics of the past ages 
often. Meditate and pray often while you read. Don’t rush. 
Look up the scriptural texts cited. Let what you read sink 
deeply into your mind, your soul, your affections, and 
your emotions. Pray that what you read will conform you 
increasingly to the image of Christ.

The estimated cost associated with 
building sixteen two-bedroom apartments 
that will house a majority of on-campus 
students and their families will be $2.4 mil-
lion USD, of which $600,000 has already 
been pledged in matching gifts. Dr. Beeke 
went on to point out that the seminary’s 
Board of Trustees has given permission 
to start the project when half ($1.2 mil-
lion) of the funds have been raised. We are 
hopeful that this goal will be reached by mid- 
November, so as to break ground on the 
project by year-end. The remaining $1.2 
million will need to be raised by the end of 
the project, sometime mid-2018.

Not only are we hoping that faithful 
partners will step up to fund the student 
housing project, we also are looking for their 
help in raising an additional $1 million for 
the operation fund by December 31. These 
funds will allow the seminary to continue 
meeting its ongoing operational needs. 

Please prayerfully consider a matching 
gift to the student housing project ASAP and/
or a year-end gift to the seminary’s opera-
tion fund. Together, we are training students 
to serve Christ and His church around the 
globe. For more information please see the 
donation form on the back page or give me, 
Chris Hanna, a call at (616)432-3407.



MICHAEL BARRETT | Itinerary
January 2–18: Pretoria & Cape Town, South Africa: Grace Min-

ister’s Conference and preaching in various churches and then 
speaking at the opening exercise for Mukhanyo College. 

Recent Publications
Complete in Him: A Guide to Understanding and Enjoying the Gospel  

(rev. edition)

JOEL BEEKE | Itinerary
December 3: Clarkston, Mich.: preach/dedicate new church build-

ing for Redeemer Church
December 6: Stoney Creek, Comstock Park, Mich.: Expositors 

Seminary
December 7–11: Medellin, Colombia: conference, preaching in  

various churches, meetings
December 20: Kentwood, Mich.: Trinitas Chapel
January 4–6: Los Angeles, Calif.: Teach a course on Reformed  

Experiential Preaching for doctoral students at Masters Semi-
nary (connected with Dr. John MacArthur

January 7: Los Angeles, Calif.: Preaching 
January 8–12: Charlotte, N.C.: Teach course on Puritan Theology 

for Reformed Theological Seminary
January 18–20: Jackson, Miss.: Deep South Founders Conference
February 9–14: Campina Grande, Brazil: Conference 
February 16–18: Denton, Tex.: conference and preaching for 

Providence Chapel

Recent Publications
Knowing and Growing in Assurance of Faith. Ross-shire, Scotland: 

Christian Focus.
Theology Made Practical: New Studies on John Calvin and His Legacy. 

With David Hall and Michael Haykin. Grand Rapids: RHB.

JERRY BILKES | Itinerary
November 19: Zion Free Reformed, Fenwick, ON
December 10: Maranatha Free Reformed, Hamilton, ON
February 11: Immanuel Fellowship, Kalamazoo, MI

MARK KELDERMAN | Itinerary
December 17 and 24: Bradenton, Fla.: Florida Reformed 

Fellowship

DAVID MURRAY | Itinerary
January 20: Byron Center, Mich.: CRC Men’s Meeting on 

Burnout
January 25–28: Clarksville, Ind.: Youth Conference

Recent Publications
Exploring the Bible: A Bible Reading Plan for Kids

ADRIAAN NEELE | Itinerary
December 7–11: Medellin, Colombia: preaching and meetings

Recent Publications
A Jonathan Edwards Encyclopedia (Yale University / Eerdmans), 

co-editor.

DANIEL TIMMER | Itinerary
Teaching at the Faculté de théologie évangélique (Montreal)
November 15–17: Providence, R.I.: Evangelical Theological 

Society
November 18: Boston, Mass.: annual meeting of the Institute for 

Biblical Research
November 19–21: Boston, Mass.: annual meeting of the Society of 

Biblical Research

Recent Publications
E. Di Pede and D. Scaiola (eds.), The Book of the Twelve—One Book 

or Many?, Forschungen zum Alten Testament 2.91 (Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), review forthcoming in the Puritan 
Reformed Journal.

Else K. Holt, Hyun C. P. Kim, and Andrew Mein (eds.), Concern-
ing the Nations: Essays on the Oracles against the Nations in Isaiah, 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel, LHBOTS 612 (London: Bloomsbury  
T & T Clark, 2015).

WILLIAM VANDOODEWAARD | Itinerary
December 24: St. Thomas, Ontario: St. Thomas Free Reformed 

Church
January 3–11: South Africa: Mukhanyo Theological College

Recent Publications
Feed My Sheep: 1 & 2 Peter. Welwyn Commentary Series. Welwyn 

Garden City, UK: Evangelical Press, 2017.
The Quest for the Historical Adam [Korean translation]. Seoul, South 

Korea: Revival and Reformation, 2017. 

FACULTY ITINERARIES & PUBLICATIONS

REMEMBERING PRTS FINANCIALLY AT YEAREND
We want to thank our faithful supporters for partnering with us. We are humbled by the grace of God for such partnerships. 
Presently, we have three major financial needs:

First, as we approach yearend, we need to raise—with the Lord’s help—$1 million USD for the Operation Fund. 
Matching funds are available. A gift of any size will be doubled and will help close the gap as we move into the New Year. 

Second, each year, the seminary provides $300,000 in much needed scholarships. A yearend gift to the Scholarship 
Fund will go a long way in helping our students complete their seminary training. 

Third, with an increase of on-campus students, rental shortages, and ever increasing rental prices, PRTS students are 
finding it difficult to locate affordable housing close to the seminary. Therefore, the seminary’s Board of Trustees and the 
City’s Planning Commission have approved a PRTS proposal to build student housing on campus grounds. 

The projected cost to build 16 two-bedroom units is $2.4 million USD, half of which needs to be in hand or pledged 
by year end to begin building. Generous donors have pledged an initial matching gift up to $600,000. Please prayerfully 
consider a yearend gift, which will be doubled, to this much needed project.
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PU R ITAN R E FO R M E D TH EO LO G I C AL SE M I NARY

FINANCIAL REPORT
For period 8/1/2017–10/15/2017

       Year to Date    Annual   Percent of
  Income      Actual    Budget    Variance  Annual Budget
   Donations 232,715 2,129,404  (1,896,689) 11%
   Tuition Income 246,764 520,000 (273,235) 47%
   Scholarship Donations 9,850 285,000 (275,150) 3%
   Other Income        34,608        248,596       (213,988)   14%
  Total Income $ 523,938 $ 3,183,000 $(2,659,062) 16%

  Expenses
   Instruction $ 312,136 1,440,057 (1,127,920) 22%
   Scholarships 206,354 395,000 (188,645) 52%
   Administrative    321,719    1,347,943    (1,026,223)  24%
  Total Expenses $ 840,210 $ 3,183,000  $(2,342,790)  26%

  Net Income $  (316,272)   

YES, I WOULD LIKE TO DONATE!
q I would like to financially support PRTS by giving $      , designated for:
     q Operational Needs  q Scholarship Fund  q PhD Scholarship Fund
     q PRTS Foundation  q Puritan Resource Center
q I would like to enroll in the monthly giving program and give $      per month.
q I am enclosing $20 for a 2018 subscription to Puritan Reformed Journal.
q Send a free copy of Theology Made Practical: New Studies on John Calvin and His Legacy  
  by Dr. Joel Beeke, David W. Hall, and Michael A. G. Haykin

PAYMENT METHOD
q Check/cash enclosed  q Charge my credit/debit card:  
     Card type (circle one):  Visa  Mastercard  Discover  American Express
     Card #       
     Exp. Date     /     Security Code    

q Please send me a free copy of The Reformation Heritage KJV Study Bible — Genuine Leather 
   (for donations over $150).
q Send me a copy of the PRTS 2016–2017 catalog

Name                    
Address                   
City/State/Zip                   
Phone      e-mail                

Donations in the US need to be sent to:
   Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary
   2965 Leonard Street, NE
   Grand Rapids, MI 49525

Canadian Donors please write your checks to:
   Burgessville Heritage Reformed Congregation 
   Attention: PRTS
   685 Main Street, P.O. Box 105, Burgessville, Ontario N0J 1CO
       For credit card and pre-authorized debit transaction forms, visit us  
       online at prts.edu/investing-in-prts/

International Bank transfer information:
 • Beneficiary Bank: Mercantile Bank of Michigan • Beneficiary’s Bank Swift: MEMIUS33
 • Beneficiary’s Bank Fedwire ABA: 072413829 • Mercantile Bank: 100061175
 • Beneficiary Customer: Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

Please include this form with your check.

Please prayerfully consider 
a matching gift to either 
the Operations Fund or the 
Student Housing Project. 
Your generous support is a 
great encouragement to us. 
Thank you,   

— CHRIS HANNA

PURITAN REFORMED  
THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY
2965 Leonard Street NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49525
Tel: 616-977-0599  •  Fax: 616-855-5740    

Email: info@prts.edu  •  Web: www.prts.edu
Seminary EIN: 20-2394341 
Foundation EIN: 20-2394946



NATIONAL NEWS
GAY MARRIAGE SUPPORT AMONG WHITE EVANGELICALS HAS  
DOUBLED, BUT 59 PERCENT STILL OPPOSE: PEW
Americans’ support for gay marriage has hit an all-time high, according 
to a Pew Research Center survey, which says it also found “dramatic 
shifts” in opinions among evangelicals. The survey found that white 
evangelicals largely remain opposed to same-sex marriage, with 35 per-
cent in favor, and a 59 percent majority opposed.

That being said, white evangelicals’ support for gay marriage has more 
than doubled over the last decade, when it was only 14 percent. “Views on 
same-sex marriage have shifted dramatically in recent years,” Pew said, 
noting that as recently as 2010, 48 percent of all Americans opposed the 
legalization of gay marriage, compared to 42 percent who were in favor. 
The survey found that 47 percent of white evangelical millennials and 
those born after 1964 favor gay marriage, with only 26 percent of older 
white evangelicals supporting it. 

Pew noted that gay marriage support has risen across all religious 
groups in recent years, with black Protestants favoring gay marriage at 
44 percent today, compared to only 24 percent in 2007. “Wide majori-
ties of Catholics (67 percent), white mainline Protestants (68 percent), 
and—in particular—the religiously unaffiliated (85 percent) support 
legal marriage for same-sex couples,” Pew said.

Michael Brown, host of the nationally syndicated Line of Fire radio 
program, said in an op-ed published in The Christian Post that no matter 
how many people who say they are Christians embrace homosexuality, it 
“doesn’t make it true.” “First, to argue that greater acceptance of homo-
sexuality by churches is proof of spiritual growth is like arguing that 
greater acceptance of obesity by doctors is a proof of medical progress. 
The reverse is actually true,” Brown argued. “Second, the Bible often 
warns us against compromise and apostasy, both moral and creedal. And 
in every generation, there have been heretics who have departed from the 
faith. Should we therefore celebrate every heretical doctrine and practice 
as proof of our spiritual maturity?” (Christian Post)

ATHEIST GROUP FORCES ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TO REMOVE  
‘NUMBERS 6:24’ DISPLAY
The nation’s largest secular legal organization has pressured an Okla-
homa elementary school to remove a display that features the words of 
Numbers 6:24, which says, “The Lord bless thee and keep thee.”

The Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF), a Wisconsin-based 
atheist group that advocates for a strict separation of church and state, 
said that Comanche Elementary School in Comanche, Oklahoma, has 
acted on its request that a Bible verse on display on a wall above the 
school’s “front desk” be removed. “In response to your letter regarding 
the unconstitutional religious display at Comanche Elementary School, 
please be advised that the display has been removed,” Superintendent 
Terry Davidson was quoted as writing in response to an August 22 let-
ter from FFRF legal fellow Christopher Line. FFRF President Annie 
Laurie Gaylor claimed the decision to remove the display as a victory.

INTERNATIONAL NEWS
CHRISTIANITY COULD VANISH FROM MIDDLE EAST BY 2025 IF  
TERRORISM CONTINUES, BELIEVERS WARN
A draft document by members of the global Christian community is warn-
ing that unless the course is reversed, Christians could be driven out of 
their ancient homelands in the Middle East entirely in less than a decade.

Russian News Agency TASS shared details of the draft memoran-
dum of the 3rd International Christian Forum that opened in Moscow, 
which detailed how over the past ten years, the Middle East’s Christian 
population has shrunk by 80 percent. “At the beginning of the 2000’s, 
the number of Christians living in Iraq totaled about 1.5 million, which 

came to about 5% of the country’s population. By now, the figure has 
plummeted to about 100,000 people,” the document states. “The big-
gest Syria cities that lived through occupation by the militants have lost 
almost all of their Christian population.”

Todd Johnson, director of the Center for the Study of Global 
Christianity at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in Hamilton, 
Massachusetts, predicted that by 2025 the percentage of Christians in 
the Mideast could go down to just over three percent. By comparison, 
Christians made up 13.6 percent of the population back in 1910.

Some Christians have been looking to return to newly liberated cit-
ies in Iraq and Syria, but have faced great challenges, human rights 
advocates said. Former Rep. Frank Wolf (R-Va.), who is a distinguished 
senior fellow at the 21st Century Wilberforce Initiative, said that there’s 
still an opportunity “to save Christianity in the cradle of Christendom. 
There’s a willingness and desire on the part of the Christians to stay. I 
think given protection and coordination with housing and infrastructure, 
they will return,” Wolf added.

NATIONWIDE VOTE ON GAY MARRIAGE MOVES AHEAD IN AUSTRALIA
Australia’s High Court ruled that a national postal vote to gauge pub-
lic opinion on legalizing same-sex marriage could proceed as planned. 
Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull advocated for the vote as a 
way to let “every Australian have their say” on an important social issue. 
Pro-family groups called the vote “a referendum on freedoms and radical 
LGBT sex education in schools.”

The Australian-based Coalition for Marriage is advocating for a no 
vote. The group released a national television ad featuring moms talking 
about compulsory LGBT school programs—boys being told they can 
wear dresses and children being asked to role-play same-sex relation-
ships—arguing that in countries with legal gay marriage, parents lose 
their right to choose.

The group also warned that legal same-sex marriage would threaten 
religious freedom. While the government said it would ensure clergy 
members were not forced to officiate same-sex services, the coalition 
said everyday Australians remained at risk.

Most major polls have found a majority of citizens plan to vote in the 
postal survey and a majority also support legalizing same-sex marriage. 
Results of the survey will be released Nov. 15, and the Australian Parlia-
ment plans to vote on the issue Dec. 7. (WORLD News Service)

PERSECUTION FOCUS
TWO EGYPTIAN CHURCHES REOPEN WITH FULL SUPPORT OF LOCAL 
COMMUNITY
Local authorities in Egypt’s Minya Governorate reopened St. Mary and 
St. Michael Coptic Orthodox Church in Ezbat Al-Forn and St. Paula 
Coptic Orthodox Church in Kidwan village. Security authorities rou-
tinely close Egypt’s churches under the pretext that their existence would 
spark community controversy. However, the local Muslim community 
united with the Christian community in advocating for the reopening 
of Minya’s closed churches, leading President al-Sisi to recommend that 
the security authorities reopen the two churches.

Claire Evans, International Christian Concern’s Regional Manager, 
added, “Reopening these two churches in Minya is a positive step for-
ward in allowing Egypt’s Christians the opportunity to exercise their 
right to worship and practice their faith. However, this process further 
demonstrates how Egypt’s security forces will close a church, citing local 
objections even when none are present. The opportunity to peacefully 
practice one’s religious faith is a right which should not be denied. The 
Egyptian government should quickly make good on its promise to open 
the churches which remain closed and take steps that would prevent future 
closures based on false allegations.” (International Christian Concern) 
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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 .

BOUND COPIES OF “BANNER OF SOVEREIGN GRACE TRUTH”
Once again, we make available to our Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth read-
ership the possibility of purchasing bound copies of this periodical. Please 
place a check in the box corresponding to the option(s) in which you are 
interested and forward to the subscription manager by January 31, 2018.

q Enclosed please find $30.00 for the binding of the 2017 issues of the Banner of
 Sovereign Grace Truth. My six issues are enclosed.
q Enclosed please find $50.00 ($30.00 for binding and $20.00 for a set of six issues)  
 for a bound copy of the six 2017 issues of the Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth.
q I would like to pre-order a bound set of 2018 issues of the Banner of Sovereign  
 Grace Truth. Please put my name on reserve, and I will forward you $50.00 upon  
 receiving the bound volume in early 2019, D.V.
q Please charge my VISA/MC: #                                                                                    
 Exp. Date                     Signature                                                                                

Name                                                                                                                                      
Street                                                                                                                                      
City                                                                                                                                         
State/Province/Country           Zip/Postal Code         

Mail to: THE BANNER OF SOVEREIGN GR ACE TRUTH
540 Crescent St. NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49503 U.S.A.

RENEW NOW SO AS NOT TO MISS 2018 ISSUES
q Please renew my subscription to The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth for 2018.
     Payment is enclosed.
q Enclosed please find payment for                 gift subscriptions. Names and
     addresses of the gift subscriptions are enclosed.
q Enclosed please find a donation for a gift subscription for          prisoners.
q Please charge my VISA/MC: #                                                                                  
     Exp. Date                     Signature                                                                               

Subscription price: $25.00 in the United States; $30.00 in Canada, payable 
in U.S. funds. To foreign countries $35.00 (surface mail) or $65.00 (air mail), 
payable in U.S. funds. ($36.00 for The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth on CD.) 
As rates for North America do not cover expenses incurred, donations are most 
welcome. (Back issues are $4.25 each.)

Name                                     
Street                                      
City                                        
State/Province/Country           Zip/Postal Code         

Mail to: THE BANNER OF SOVEREIGN GR ACE TRUTH
540 Crescent St. NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49503 U.S.A.

RENEW NOW! RENEWAL AND GIFT  
SUBSCRIPTIONS

Most subscriptions to The Banner of Sovereign 
Grace Truth expire with the November/Decem-
ber 2017 issue. Please forward your renewal in 
the envelope provided prior to January 15 to 
avoid missing future issues (unless your church 
provides payment).

Subscription rates for 2018 have remained 
unchanged. As the rates fall below costs incurred, 
donations remain indispensable. As in former 
years, we are trusting that many of you will be 
able to assist with smaller or larger gifts to enable 
us to continue keeping our subscription rates low.

Our appreciation is also extended to those of 
you who have donated generously for free sub-
scriptions to seminaries, pastors, and prisoners. 
Please consider doing so again this year. If we 
had more donations for this purpose, we would 
be able to reach many more church leaders and 
prisoners with Reformed, experiential truth.

Please also prayerfully consider providing your 
friends with a gift subscription to the BSGT. That 
would be an excellent way to spread the Reformed 
faith and at the same time assist us in keeping our 
subscription prices as low as they are.

Finally, heartfelt gratitude to all who have 
assisted in providing material for The Banner 
of Sovereign Grace Truth: our ministerial broth-
ers, assistant editors, and others for their timely 
contributions; our subscription manager; our 
typesetters, secretaries, and printer; and our Ban-
ner of Sovereign Grace Truth Committee. Without 
you, this task would not be completed each issue. 
Above all, may God command His blessing upon 
this work to many hearts—saving the lost, edify-
ing His people, and glorifying His worthy name. 
For this, we are totally dependent on His free and 
sovereign grace.

— JRB

OBITUARY
BOOT, Johanna, aged 97, passed away on Wednesday, 
August 30, 2017 at Pilgrim Manor, Grand Rapids, 
Michigan. Preceding her in death were her husband, 
Len, 1995; her son, Carl, 2011; her granddaughter, 
Deena, 2009; She is survived by her son, Leo Boot 
(Jackie Middleton); daughters, Corrie (Glen) Wil-
liams, Betsie Boot; grandchildren, Ron (Mary) Boot, 
Joanna Boot, Carlie (Dominic) Sherpy, Kenneth 
(Shana) Oldenburg, Corey Oldenburg, Nicole Old-
enburg; six great-grandchildren. (Dr. Joel R. Beeke, 
Genesis 22:7-8.)

258  The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth  NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2017



TEACHERS NEEDED
PLYMOUTH CHRISTIAN ELEMENTARY AND HIGH SCHOOL are accept-
ing teaching applications for the 2017–2018 school year for at least one 
opening in the elementary and possible openings in the high school. 
There is also the possibility of open aiding positions at the Elementary 
School. Interested K–6 applicants can request an Elementary School 
application and email their resumés and/or questions to Mr. Nathan 
Bleeker (nbleeker@plymouthchristian.us). Interested 7–12 applicants can 
request a High School application and email their resumés and/or ques-
tions to Mr. James Bazen (jbazen@plymouth christian.us).

The Board of OXFORD REFORMED CHRISTIAN SCHOOL invites applica-
tions for an Elementary Vice Principal for the 2018/2019 school year.  

O.R.C.S. is a vibrant, unified parent-run school serving the needs of 

several local Reformed church communities around Oxford County.  We 
have been operating for over twelve years. We have been blessed with 
a new facility located in Mount Elgin, a rural village in south-western 
Ontario. Our present enrolment is over 325 students and we offer a 
Kindergarten through grade 12 program.  

We have a need for an experienced, energetic, motivated elementary 
school teacher/Vice Principal to complement our staff team. All qualified 
applicants passionately committed to the Reformed faith and to Christian 
education are encouraged to apply before January 31, 2018.

Applications must include a resumé, statement of faith, philosophy of 
Christian education, and references. Promptly send to: Oxford Reformed 
Christian School, c/o Mr. W. Van Brugge (principal), 333182 Plank 
Line, PO Box 87, Mount Elgin, ON, N0J 1N0. E-mail: principal@
orcschool.ca. Phone: 519-485-1142. 

How are we supposed to interpret the Bible? Is there a single 
method? Who gets to determine the approach? Can we ever 
really know we have rightly understood an individual passage? 
Hermeneutics may be a recent discipline, but questions about 
accessing the meaning of Scripture are anything but new. They 
were certainly not first raised during the Reformation, but this 
era did offer some helpful answers. The Reformation’s character 
as a developing phenomenon is observable through the theme 
of Protestant interpretation of the Bible. Sixteenth-century 
expositors, from the first-generation Reformers to the Puritans, 
offer insights rooted in the Christian tradition, insights that the 
church five hundred years later ought to revisit.

THE REFORMERS
The Reformers did not come to the task of biblical inter-
pretation as blank slates. In fact, they were not even first 
to call for a singular sense of Scripture. Protestant exegesis 
in general neither had a monopoly on the literal sense nor 
entirely discontinued the logic and intentions of the quadriga, 
the medieval categorization of four scriptural senses: literal, 
allegorical, moral, and anagogical, namely, the plain meaning 
and then what one ought to believe, do, and hope for (e.g., 
“Jerusalem” in the Old Testament could mean the actual city, 
the church, the individual soul, and heaven. So “dwelling in 
Jerusalem” might be understood as staying in the ancient city, 
abiding in the church, obeying God’s commands, and eternal 
life). Rather, the Reformers stood in a long and broadening 
line of biblical interpreters who took the natural meaning 
of Scripture’s words seriously while also wrestling with the 
implications of divine inspiration, which included both the 
reality of the Bible’s figures and types and its address to the 
church throughout the ages. Put simply, the sixteenth century 
was populated by pre-critical interpreters, those who came 
before the enlightenment and knew nothing of higher criti-
cism of the Bible. Their approach to Scripture has more in 
common with patristic and medieval exegesis than what is 
characteristic of the modern period.

This claim is not new. Richard Muller observes a “fun-
damental continuity of exegetical interest that remained the 

property of pre-critical exegesis as it passed from the medi-
eval fourfold model into other models that, in one way or 
another, emphasized the concentration of meaning in the 
literal sense of the text.”1 Such continuity manifests itself 
in the big three. James Preus demonstrates that Luther led 
a kind of theological recovery of the Old Testament in the 
Protestant Reformation and, in the process, outdid tradi-
tion in his Christological interpretations.2 W. P. Stephens 
explains that while Zwingli emphasized the literal sense, the 
moral sense always followed and the allegorical and anagogi-
cal senses, Zwingli often highlighted from its symbolism.3 
Muller shows that Calvin’s literal interpretation of the Old 
Testament prophecies of the kingdom include the reestab-
lishment of Israel post exile and establishment in Christ’s 
redemptive work, reform of the church, and final victory 
of the kingdom in Christ’s Second Coming.4 Here we see 
faith, love, and hope. What ought to be believed, done, and 
expected are all three present. This looks a lot like the four 
senses of Scripture, despite a hermeneutic far more grammati-
cal, philological, and focused on the literal meaning. 

Even this humanist emphasis on philological and textual 
examination of Scripture, the Renaissance shift adapted by 
the Reformers, had medieval precedent. For instance, Nicho-
las of Lyra learned Hebrew in the fourteenth century and 
focused first and foremost on the literal sense. The presup-
positions of divine inspiration and the canon’s authority over 
tradition were no more inventions of the Reformers than the 
drive toward the letter of the text and its grammatical mean-
ing. The transition, as will become apparent, was from the 
spiritual senses beyond the literal sense to spiritual meaning 
entirely in the literal sense.

None of the Reformers wanted to lose the f lexibility of 
reference afforded to the three spiritual, or non-literal, senses. 
The biblical text must be allowed to speak to the church. 
Calvin, the heralded champion of historical and grammati-
cal exegesis, would indeed only allow an extremely limited 
use of allegory, yet as David Steinmetz argues, he “wanted to 
find, if possible, the rich range of spiritual meanings inside 
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the letter of the text rather than behind or beyond it.”5 He 
commonly accomplished this in two ways. First, through 
analogies rooted in common humanity and a common cov-
enant in both Testaments, parallels could be made between 
people in Scripture and people in the present, especially in 
application. For example, in Psalm 137, Israel under Baby-
lon represents the church under the papacy. Second, Calvin 
makes generous use of typology in order to see Christ in the 
Old Testament. Steinmetz powerfully proclaims that “the lit-
eral sense was for Calvin what the allegorical sense had been 
for Origen, a sensus plenior, a generous, big-bellied letter filled 
with spiritual significance and unfailingly edifying. It was 
never reducible to a bare narrative of events.”6 The idea that 
Calvin was a modern interpreter, playing strictly by the rules 
of historical-grammatical method is untenable. When it came 
to spiritual readings, Calvin was certainly more reserved than 
traditional interpreters, even among his contemporaries. But 
he simply did not unconditionally reject them; Calvin used 
Scripture to interpret itself by carefully reading it in context, 
a context that included the whole canon.

THE ENGLISH SCENE
As I draw our attention to the English speaking world, allow 
me to note a few conclusions about the exegesis of the Puri-
tans as they stand within both the Reformed tradition and 
the history of literal biblical interpretation stretching as far 
back as the Middle Ages and the patristic era. In the Puritan 
mind, the disciplinary or ecclesiastical means of understand-
ing Scripture were both traditional and humanistic exegetical 
techniques. These means operated within the bounds of 
certain pre-critical presuppositions, namely, the coherent 
and consistent message of Scripture and its contemporary 
relevance. The Puritans strove for mastery of the original 
languages and labored to get Scripture’s grammar and syn-
tax right. They were sensitive to context, both historical and 
literary, and accounted for genre and rhetorical devices. But 
even as they approached each text like this—an approach 
many would consider narrow—we must not presume their 
affinity with modern exegetes. While the Puritans sought 
the scope of the text—its author’s focus, design, target, and 
intention—this was determined by biblical context rather 
than historical situation. They did give attention to historical 
situations, using language of “occasion” and “circumstance,” 
but these still found their explanation in the context of what 
comes before and after in the text. Meaning was located in 
the text for the Puritans, not behind it. 

The Puritans’ pre-critical presuppositions are clearer 
still in their analogies of faith and Scripture. The analogy 
of faith, when given explicit content, usually included the 
Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Decalogue, all 
robustly interpreted but also limiting the possible meanings 
the exegete could consider. That God cannot lie or contradict 
Himself, that Scripture is divine, and that the core of Chris-
tian doctrine f lows faithfully from the Bible are undergirding 

suppositions. The analogy of Scripture operates on a similar 
idea. Because of its divine author, Scripture cannot contradict 
itself. Therefore, Scripture is the best interpreter of itself. This 
legitimizes the process of bringing clarity to a text by com-
paring it with other portions of Scripture, both similar and 
dissimilar. In fact, the broader scope of the Bible—includ-
ing the biblical covenants and Christ as the substance of the 
whole—theologically ensures its unity. For most Puritans, 
federal theology offered a framework for understanding the 
sweep of biblical history. The old and new covenants repre-
sented by the two testaments are one in substance and differ 
only in their administration. The Christological focus of the 
whole Bible is demanded by this covenant theology. Christ is 
the scope of Scripture, and everything points to Him. This 
broad scope of Scripture makes Puritan exegesis more open 
to allegorical and typological interpretation.

Typology cannot be neatly separated from allegory, but it 
clearly differs in degree. The former is intrinsic to the literal 
sense, while the latter is extrinsic to it, even as both depend 
on single divine authorship. One scholar of Puritan exegesis, 
Brian Knapp, defines typology this way: “a method of inter-
pretation where one explains Old Testament events, persons, 
and practices, as prefiguring the coming person and ministry 
of the Messiah and his covenant people.”7 In other words, types 
presuppose reliable history. For example, Jonah really did spend 
three days in the belly of a great fish. Types also deal with the 
comparison of facts, which means they cannot be applied indis-
criminately. Even if the Puritans often explicitly reject multiple 
senses, they are keen to press a fuller sense with multiple layers 
of meaning and applications. Protestant allegory became a spe-
cialized type of the literal sense, and the moral and anagogical 
senses were often applied forms of the same meaning. Even the 
most vehement opponents of the quadriga could not get away 
from figurative language in the text. Further, no one wanted to 
forfeit the text’s direct address to their contemporary situation. 
The elucidation of Scripture for the sake of piety, declaring 
doctrine, and formulating theology was the enterprise of the 
medieval church and both the early generations of the Reform-
ers and the Protestant Orthodox.

THE CASE OF WILLIAM PERKINS
William Perkins’s The Art of Prophesying was not revolution-
ary in its presentation of interpretive method, not even in 
England. Though his preaching manual addressed the prepa-
ration and delivery of sermons, which included sustained 
attention to proper exegetical method, his contributions to 
homiletics and biblical interpretation were not new. Rather, 
Perkins remained consistently in the tradition outlined 
above. That said, what his work lacked in originality, it 
made up for with clarity, concision, and accessibility. He 
offered a usable, understandable, and repeatable summary 
of a Reformed method of interpretation, a kind of capstone 
to sixteenth-century biblical interpretation, which deserves 
our attention. Perkins’s renowned preaching ministry in 

260  The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth  NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2017



Elizabethan Cambridge and his international stature as a 
leading Reformed theologian helped give The Arte of Proph-
ecying traction. Following that, its widespread use ensured 
an enduring inf luence, especially among nonconformists and 
dissenters in the seventeenth century and beyond.

According to Perkins, interpretation is “the opening of 
the words and sentences of the Scripture, that one entire and 
natural sense may appear.” After describing the quadriga of 
the Church of Rome, he concludes that “her device of the 
four-fold meaning of the Scripture must be exploded and 
rejected.” Perkins goes on: “There is only one sense, and the same 
is the literal. An allegory is only a certain manner of uttering 
the same sense. The anagogy and tropology are ways whereby 
the sense may be applied.”8

Two things need to be highlighted at this point. First, 
while Perkins strongly dismisses the quadriga, the three spiri-
tual senses do not disappear in his determination of meaning. 
Second, Perkins uses the language of “natural sense” in his 
definition of interpretation, then moves to “literal sense” in 
his response to the exegesis he equates with the Church of 
Rome. Therefore, the “literal” and “natural” senses are used 
interchangeably, the former being an inherited designation 
and the latter being more helpful for our purposes. “Natural 
sense” allows for the necessary f lexibility when accounting 
for rhetorical devices and figures. It distances us from the 
historical-critical method, rigidity of language, and fixation 
on human authorial intent—three missteps often implicitly 
implied in the modern use of the term “literal.” For Perkins, 
interpretation requires arriving at the natural sense of the 
words on the page, words in the case of Scripture that were 
authored by God the Holy Spirit and are addressed to the 
church throughout the ages. 

Perkins transitions to how one arrives at this singular sense 
Scripture. Two related concepts are that “the principal inter-
preter of Scripture, is the Holy Ghost” and “the supreme and 
absolute means of interpretation, is the Scripture itself.”9 These 
are interrelated because Perkins has already expressed the 
necessity of reliance on the Spirit and the fact that the Word 
of God is limited to canonical Scripture. Beyond this, the fact 
that the Spirit is the divine author of Scripture makes him the 
best interpreter of it. Perkins proposes a three-fold method for 
interpreting Scripture according to Scripture: “The analogy 
of faith, the circumstances of the place propounded, and the 
comparing of places together”10 (by “place” Perkins refers to 
a specific text). He goes on to define each of the three tools. 

First, analogy of faith, which we have already brief ly 
looked at, “is a certain abridgement or sum of the Scriptures, 
collected out of the most manifest and familiar places.”11 This 
includes the Apostles’ Creed, a clear statement of belief, and 
the Ten Commandments, a distillation of love. It does not 
entail a reductionist understanding of the Creed and Deca-
logue, but rather a robust interpretation. Perkins expounds 
both the Creed and the Decalogue at length. Therefore, the 
analogy of faith as Perkins implements it is akin to systematic 

theology. Muller defines the analogy of faith as “the use of a 
general sense of the meaning of Scripture, constructed from 
the clear or unambiguous loci, as the basis for interpreting 
unclear or ambiguous texts.”12 This accurately ref lects Per-
kins’s belief. It is distinguished from the more basic analogy 
of Scripture, which is “the interpretation of unclear, difficult, 
or ambiguous passages of Scripture by comparison with clear 
and unambiguous passages that refer to the same teaching 
or event.”13 In summary, the analogy of faith is a distillation 
of the meaning of Scripture, while the analogy of Scripture 
speaks to the unity of the Bible. The analogy of Scripture 
allows for the comparing of places, but before getting to col-
lation, Perkins defines his second tool: context.  

Second, the circumstances of place propounded are “who? 
to whom? upon what occasion? at what time? in what place? 
for what end? what goes before? what follows?”14 Interrogat-
ing a text with this series of questions forces consideration of 
historical context, grammar, and immediate context—indeed, 
the words of the text itself. 

Third, “collation or comparing of places together, is that 
whereby places are set like parallels one beside another, that 
the meaning of them may more evidently appear.”15 Perkins 
goes on to describe collation in a number of ways. It may 
include comparing the place with other places where the 
verse(s) is cited, perhaps verbatim or with alteration. Colla-
tion includes the comparing of places that are either like or 
unlike. This exercise presupposes the analogy of Scripture, 
which itself depends on divine inspiration, inspiration that 
makes Scripture utterly authoritative and therefore the stan-
dard for its own interpretation. 

Perkins’s method of biblical interpretation uses Scripture 
to interpret itself through the analogy of faith, context, and 
collation. This order is significant and whenever summariz-
ing his method, Perkins remains true to it. The analogy of 
faith does not so much determine the meaning of a text as 
it rules out aberrant interpretations. It places the boundar-
ies within which accurate interpretation can take place. For 
example, when Christ institutes the Lord’s Supper with the 
words “this is my body,” the interpretive options are limited by 
the fact that Christ ascended into heaven and remains at the 
right hand of the Father. Therefore, any reading that suggests 
Jesus’ body is anywhere but heaven is out of bounds. 

Circumstances of place—or context—is where the heavy 
lifting of exegesis happens, including grammatical, rhetori-
cal, historical, and literary analysis. All contextual exegesis 
persists on an intense awareness that the meanings of words 
are largely determined by their surroundings. To again use 
the institution of the Lord’s Supper as an example, Christ’s 
words are a metonymy of the subject for the adjunct; the 
bread is a sign of Jesus’ body. This is fitting in this instance 
because the narrative says He broke the bread. He certainly 
did not break His own body with his hands, but the breaking 
of the bread was a symbol. Jesus says it is given for the dis-
ciples. Again, the bread cannot be said to be given for them, 
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but rather it symbolized Jesus’ giving of Himself. Christ ate 
the bread, but did not of course eat part of His own body. 
Again, the bread was a symbol. The meal is to be continued 
in remembrance of Jesus until He returns, which implies He 
is not corporally present. 

Collation then verifies or qualifies a given interpreta-
tion by comparison with similar and dissimilar passages. 
That the bread of the Lord’s Supper is a sign of Jesus’ body 
accords with other texts of Scripture. For instance, Genesis 
17:10 teaches that circumcision is a sign of the covenant. Acts 
22:16 asserts that baptism symbolizes the washing away of 
sins. In John 6:35, Jesus Himself uses the “bread of life” as a 
representative symbol. 

We may conclude that at its most basic level, Perkins’s 
method of biblical interpretation is that Scripture must inter-
pret itself. This method is based on the authority of Scripture 
derived from its nature as the Word of God. Right interpre-
tation for Perkins leads the reader and exegete to the single, 
natural sense of the words on the sacred page. Scripture inter-
prets itself through the analogy of faith, context, and collation. 
None of these three rise above Scripture, for even the analogy 
of faith is an extension of clear biblical teaching and only 
authoritative insofar as it remains consistent with Scripture. 
The tools are to be used individually or in tandem based 
on the demands of the biblical text. The analogy of faith, a 
robust interpretation of the Creed and Decalogue operates as 
a theological system and sets the boundaries of interpretation. 
Context is usually the determiner of meaning. Attention to 
the circumstances of place must account for a complex land-
scape of figures, as well as grammatical and rhetorical forms. 
Collation, made possible by the unity of biblical teaching 
articulated in the analogy of Scripture, verifies and nuances 
the interpretation. Via this method, Perkins interprets Scrip-
ture with Scripture.

CONCLUSION
In sum, insights and approaches of the first and second gen-
eration Reformers were refined and systematized by their 
Protestant descendants. This is clearly seen with the work of 
William Perkins at the close of the sixteenth century. The 
development took place in fundamental continuity with bibli-
cal interpretation from the early church through the Middle 
Ages. The paradigm of four distinct senses of Scripture 
shifted to the natural sense enveloping the spiritual senses. 
This demanded that interpretation be more controlled by 
the text, whose author was of course God Himself. And so 
sixteenth-century exegesis retained the emphases required 
by divine authorship, that of typology and direct address 
to the church, most often accessed through Christological 
interpretation and application, both of which imply a deeper 
meaning than the natural sense. But this deeper meaning was 
not located behind the text to be retrieved from the intent of 
the human author alone or by historical criticism. The seeds of 
these endeavors were laid by the Enlightenment and bloomed 

into modern exegesis. Rather, Reformation era interpretation 
found meaning in the inspired text as received, which by 
definition was without error or contradiction and possessed 
the characteristics of authority, perspicuity, and sufficiency. 
Scripture, therefore, interpreted rightly, interprets itself.

How sixteenth-century interpreters answered questions 
about the meaning of Scripture is worthy of our attention 
today. The Bible means first what the human author intended, 
the natural sense, accessed through a careful reading of the 
text in its historical and literary context. However, given that 
God is also the Author, one need account for divine intention 
as well. Inspiration does more than ensure the Bible’s purity 
and invest it with authority. While divine intent is never less 
than or contradictory to human authorial intent, it is indeed 
more. So, for instance, it is legitimate to see Christ typo-
logically in the Old Testament, even if it was not part of the 
prophet Jonah’s intention, for example. Further, this divine 
intention is the foundation of Paul’s assertion in 2 Timothy 
3:16 that all of Scripture is applicable to the Christian in any 
location in time or on earth. The faithful interpreter arrives 
at this meaning beyond the natural sense by understanding 
individual texts of Scripture as part of the whole, directly 
addressed to the church. The Holy Spirit is author of it all, 
so one can confidently shed light on a particular passage with 
the rest of the Bible within the systematic grid composed of 
the clearest scriptural teaching. In this way, interpretation is 
controlled by Scripture itself and proclamation freed to be 
faithfully Christian and eminently applicable.
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CORNER FOR TEENS | REV . MAARTEN KUIVENHOVEN

Back in the summer of 2008, my wife and I travelled to South 
Africa for a teaching internship. When we arrived, we were 
greeted to a landscape that was dry, brown, and barren. Once 
outside of the city limits, we noticed the ever-present smell 
of fire and smoke. We were told that soon we would see the 
fires that would blacken the landscape as the dry grass and 
shrubs would be burned off. From the ashes of those fires, 
both controlled and wild, new life would emerge after the first 
rains began. Sure enough, by the time our eight-week stay was 
over, the rains had come, and a greenish haze slowly spread 
over the once brown and barren landscape. Where there were 
only gullies and trenches before, water began to f low and pool. 
The landscape was transformed in front of our eyes—from 
death to life!

That is the picture of redemption we get from Psalm 
107:33–43. These verses picture transforming grace by using 
different scenes from nature. What was once dry and barren 
now teems with new life. What was an arid wilderness is 
turned into a lush oasis. Cities spring up, fields are planted, 
crops are harvested, f locks grow and expand. This is what 
God does for the humble, the hungry, and the poor: He trans-
forms their lives of barrenness into abundant fruitfulness. He 
infuses their lives with divine, spiritual life, spiritual abun-
dance, which in turn produces spiritual fruit.

Is this a picture of you and your life? Do you recognize your 
own barrenness of soul because of sin? It is only the refreshing 
rain of God’s Spirit that gives this divine life and causes the 
“greenish haze” of life to overspread your entire life. Do you 
recognize that, apart from the transforming grace of God, you 
cannot produce one single fruit worthy of repentance? This 
ought to humble you before God and lean on Him for grace 
to produce fruit that glorifies God and finds its root in the 
Spirit’s transforming grace (Gal. 5:22–23). Do you hunger and 
thirst for righteousness as pictured in this psalm? God takes 
the hungry and causes them to build cities and produce crops 

and expands their f locks. This is a profound picture of His 
transforming grace that He delights to produce in the lives of 
those who are humble and contrite (Isa. 57:15).

You live in a world that does not value humility or 
brokenness of heart. Our world today is full of pride and self-
exaltation, and our hearts contend with the same pride and 
self-exaltation. But God puts a high value on humility and 
contrition for sin. He rewards the humble and contrite person 
with the blessedness of His favor (see also the Beatitudes in 
Matthew 5:1–12). We need to put the same value that God 
does on a heart of humility and brokenness at the sight of 
your sin. That is how God produces abundant fruitfulness 
for His glory.

But the opposite is also true. God does not only trans-
form the humble by His grace, but He also breaks down the 
proud. He turns fruitfulness into barrenness because of wick-
edness (v. 34). What a grievous statement if this must be said 
about you in the final analysis. Because of your wickedness, 
God has taken the blessings and removed them because of an 
impenitent heart. He also brings low through aff lictions and 
oppression. He makes the proud contemptible (vv. 39–40). 

How do we respond to these pictures of redemption and 
of God’s transforming grace? Here is the response of the 
righteous: they see it and rejoice. Do you see God’s trans-
forming grace and redemption in your life? Has the “greenish 
haze” of spiritual life begun to overspread your life? Rejoice 
in the Lord’s redemption! The wise observe and understand 
the lovingkindness of the Lord. Do you observe the Lord’s 
faithfulness to you in spite of your unfaithfulness? Understand 
that His lovingkindness will continue to transform you as you 
continue in dependence upon Him, and it will fully transform 
you in glory. 
Rev. Maarten Kuivenhoven is a pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congregation of 
Grand Rapids, Michigan. Feel free to email him: kuivenhoven.maarten@gmail.com.
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There was never a prince so royal,
So worthy of deathless fame;
There was never a friend so loyal,
Such an ocean of love in a name!

There were never such springs of sweetness,
Such streams of ineffable bliss,
Such powers of holy meetness
As welled in that heart of His.

Ever busy His hands with kindness,
His lips overflowed with grace,
While His feet were impelled to mercy,
Love immortal illumined His face.

And yet never a fiend did fathom
Such depth of derision and shame,
And never the vilest traitor
Did bear such a burden of blame.

There were never such floods of sorrow,
Such grief as the Savior braved,
As were brimming His cup on Calvary,
When He drained it that we might be saved.

O, was ever a heart so hardened,
And can such ingratitude be,
That one for whom Jesus suffered
Will say, It is nothing to me?

O grace of God, so boundless!
O love of Christ, so true!
Has sin your soul so blinded,
That Jesus is nothing to you?

          —THOMAS SHIELDS




