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Meditation

The Cast Down Soul

Why art thou cast down, O my soul?
and why art thou disquieted in me?
hope thou in God: for I shall yet praise
him for the help of his countenance.
Psalm 42:5

salm 42 was written by the

sons of Korah. They were

a guild of singers from the
tribe of Levi that sang at the
Temple as the people of God gath-
ered for worship. They wrote as
one man. Throughout this Psalm,
therefore, they wrote in the singu-
lar. And so we will speak of the
psalmist (singular).

This Psalm was written in con-
nection with the flight of David
from Absalom into the wilderness
of Jordan. The psalmist experi-
enced the same terrible plight as
did David.

The theme of this Psalm is
“longing for God.” In the exile of
the wilderness the psalmist was far
from the house of God in Jerusa-
lem. He longed to return to the
house and presence of his God.

Rev. Slopsema is pastor of First Protes-
tant Reformed Church in Grand Rapids,
Michigan.

Due to the difficult circum-
stances that he faced, the psalmist
was cast down and disquieted. How
easily this happens. The psalmist
confronted himself. He rebuked
himself with a question, Why art
thou cast down? He turned his at-
tention to the help of God'’s counte-
nance that would surely come. On
that basis, he counseled himself to
hope in God. We must do the same
in times of discouragement.
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A horrible reality.

The psalmist’s soul was cast
down and disquieted within him.
One who is cast down is bowed
down. He walks in a stooped
manner, giving out sighs and
groans because he is dejected.
This goes along with being disqui-
eted. To be disquieted is to be in
turmoil. All peace and quiet have
been disrupted. This described
the psalmist. There was no peace
or quiet within his soul. His mind
was in turmoil. He knew only
grief and sorrow. He walked
about bowed down, sighing and
moaning. Tears had been his food
day and night.

ev. James Slopsema

That which brought about this
downcast state was the situation the
psalmist faced. He had accompa-
nied David and his small following
into the wilderness of Jordan as
they fled from Absalom. David’s
exile was God’s judgment on David
for his sin with Bathsheba. God had
said that the sword would never
depart from David’s house.
Absalom’s rebellion was just one of
many horrible incidents. David’s
exile was God’s judgment, not only
upon David, but in a real sense
upon all those who stood with
David. And so God seemed far
from them. It appeared to the
psalmist that God had forgotten
him (v. 9). Those who witnessed
David and his band concluded that
their God was strangely absent (v.
3). The psalmist panted after God,
even as a thirsty deer would stag-
ger in the wilderness, panting after
the water brooks (v. 1).

Small wonder the psalmist was
cast down and disquieted.

The psalmist’s experience is not
unique.

We find many similar examples
in Scripture. It was in the belly of
the fish that Jonah cried out, “I am
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cast out of thy sight” (Jonah 2:4).
David himself felt cast away from
God’s presence after his sin with
Bathsheba (Ps. 51:11). Even our
Lord Jesus Christ cried out on the
cross, “My God, my God, why hast
thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46).

This is also our experience
from time to time. We too can feel
that God has forsaken us, cast us
off, and no longer cares for us. Af-
fliction is often our companion in
life. Sometimes affliction comes in
the form of a debilitating illness.
Sometimes God takes a loved one
away and leaves us alone. Some-
times there is a family member that
causes us untold grief. Or it may
be that we are opposed for Christ’s
sake. Many are the afflictions of
life. As we struggle with the pain
of affliction, God often seems to
have forsaken us and cast us off.
Especially is this the case should
our affliction be an obvious judg-
ment of God for some sin or fault
in our life.

Then do we become downcast
and disquieted.
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Hope in God.

The psalmist counseled him-
self. He asked his soul, “Why art
thou cast down?” There is a note
of rebuke here. His cast down soul
was not in keeping with reality.
The psalmist then focused his at-
tention on the help of God’s coun-
tenance and counseled his soul to
hope in God.

Hope is an earnest expectation
and longing for some future good.
Hope has several elements. Hope
is an earnest expectation for some
future good. Yes, there is afflic-
tion for the present. But this will
not continue forever. Good things
await us in the future. Hope lives
in daily expectation of this future
good. Hope is also a longing for
this future good. Contrary to our
usage of the word, hope is also a
certainty of this future good. Those
who live in hope do not live in
doubt but in confidence. Finally,
hope is a patient waiting for deliv-

erance and the coming of a better
tomorrow.

The psalmist instructed his soul
to hope. When there is hope, then
one’s soul is not cast down. One
is cast down and disquieted within
only when he has lost hope. And
so the psalmist instructed his soul
to hope, to live in the expectation
of better things to come. We must
do the same. As you face afflic-
tion, make sure that you live in
hope.

The psalmist could live in hope
because of the help of God’s coun-
tenance. His hope was in God.
Without this help of God’s counte-
nance there is no hope, only false
hope.

One’s countenance is one’s
face. The help of one’s counte-
nance is the help provided by one
whose face is turned to you and
whose loving, caring eyes are
watching your every move. Think
of a parent who watches his little
child with loving eyes. His child
may not even be aware of it, but
his parent’s eyes are never diverted
from him. These loving eyes bring
help to provide for every need the
child has and to keep him in safety.

In like manner can we speak
of the help of God’s countenance.

God has His face turned to-
wards His people. They may not
know it. The circumstances of life
may even seem to contradict it. But
the truth is that His eyes are al-
ways upon His people, watching
them, loving them, and caring for
them.

Because His face is turned to-
wards them, He is always present
to help them.

His face was turned toward
them when they fell in Adam in
the garden. In love He sent His
only begotten Son into the world
as their Mediator to save them
from their sins. How wonderful
and powerful is the help of God’s
countenance!

The help of God’s countenance
is also present when it comes to
affliction.

Sometimes God helps us by

keeping us from affliction. One
way the powers of darkness would
destroy us is to afflict us with evil.
Satan thought that by touching Job
with evil he could get Job to curse
God and die. Satan would do the
same with us. We do not fully re-
alize just how much evil is averted
from our lives by the help of God’s
countenance that limits the power
of Satan to hurt us.

But sometimes God does send
evil into our lives. And when He
does, we often ask, Why? Some-
times this evil is to correct us. Let’s
be humble enough to acknowledge
that every child of God is in need
of correction. This correction of-
ten comes in the form of affliction.
Then again, God sends evil into our
lives simply for the sake of matur-
ing our faith. By maturing our
faith, God causes us to live closer
to Him. By the maturing of our
faith God also prepares us for
greater service in the future.

Because this is the nature of af-
fliction, we may be assured of the
help of God’s countenance. Al-
ways God’s face is turned towards
us in affliction. The eyes of God
are full of love and compassion.
He will indeed help in time of
need. He will preserve us in the
midst of our affliction. He will one
day deliver us from our affliction
and will even turn it to our profit.

This gives the child of God
hope for the future.

Hope in God! Look in hope
for the help of His countenance. Be
assured in hope that affliction is
only for a time. Great good awaits
us, even through affliction. This is
the cure of the cast down soul.
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I will yet praise Him for the
help of His countenance.

Certainly praise is the appro-
priate response for the help of
God’s countenance.

This praise consists in pointing
out and extolling the blessings of
God’s help. This is to be done in
prayer, in song, and in our confes-
sion to others.

March 15, 2004 /Standard Bearer/267



The psalmist speaks of prais-
ing God yet, i.e., yet again. In the
past the psalmist experienced the
help of God’s countenance. And
for that help he had praised God.
Now the psalmist anticipated do-
ing so again. Because He lived in
hope, he not only anticipated the
help of God’s countenance but also
anticipated praising God for it.

Let us not overlook the fact that
the psalmist could live in hope in
this present situation exactly be-
cause he had praised God for the

m
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help of His countenance in the past.
Those who receive the help of God
and fail to praise Him are those
who overlook and minimize that
help. Neither are they grateful.
This has sad consequences for them
in the future. For affliction will
come again. Because they have
overlooked and minimized God's
help in the past, they will not be
inclined to lay hold of the help of
God’s countenance for the present.
They suffer affliction without hope.
Quickly they are cast down and

disquieted within.

Let us praise God for the help
of His countenance. How faithful
God has been to us.

And when affliction comes
again, as it surely will, counsel
your soul to hope in God.

In hope look forward to prais-
ing God yet again for the help of
His countenance.

And the peace of God that
passes all understanding shall keep
your hearts and minds in Christ

Jesus. €%

Faith Is Assurance: Scripture

rue faith is assurance of
personal salvation. Be-
cause assurance is cer-

tainty—absolute certainty (to be re-
dundant)—true faith is certainty of
one’s own salvation. It is certainty
of deliverance from sin, death, and
hell. It is certainty of acceptance
into the fellowship of God, which
is life eternal. Faith is assurance
of salvation by the blood and Spirit
of Jesus Christ according to the
electing love of God in eternity.

True faith is assurance.

Assurance is not the fruit of
faith. Assurance is not the reward
of faith. Assurance is not a branch
or appendix of faith. Assurance is
not a later, heroic, rather rare de-
velopment of faith, after many
years of faith’s struggling with
doubt and working to attain to as-
surance.

Assurance is what faith is.

Assurance is of the very es-
sence of faith.

Strip faith of assurance (to
speak nonsense), and what is left
is not faith. What is left is unbe-
lief.
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Believers can sinfully doubt
their salvation. But this doubt is
not inherent in their faith. Doubt
is not an unfortunate aspect of the
faith of most Christians for much
of their lives. Doubt is not 75% of
faith along with 25% assurance, or
even 1% of faith along with 99%
assurance, until finally, for a few
of “God’s best and dearest
friends,” faith becomes 100% (full)
assurance. Doubt is not even an
evil that faith placidly puts up with
day after day, year after year, gen-
eration after generation, as the nor-
mal way of life of the believer.

Doubt of one’s own salvation
for a believer has its source in the
Christian’s depraved, unbelieving
nature. The spiritual father and
nourisher of doubt is Satan. He
created doubt in the beginning:
“Yea, hath God said?” Doubt is
sin. Undoubtedly, if we judge our
sins rightly, as God judges them,
the sin of doubting our salvation
is more heinous than adultery, or
stealing, or murder, or the other
gross fleshly iniquities. What are
these sins in comparison with mak-

ing God a liar in His promises to
us, or in comparison with account-
ing the suffering and death of the
Son of God inadequate to redeem
and forgive us?

Faith has nothing to do with
doubt, except to condemn it, fight
it, and overcome it.

Biblical Definition

Holy Scripture defines faith as
assurance of salvation in Hebrews
11:1: “Now faith is the substance
of things hoped for, the evidence
of things not seen.” The word
translated “substance” in the Au-
thorized Version means “firm con-
fidence,” or “assurance.” Luther
correctly translated the word as
“eine gewisse Zuversicht,” that is, “a
certain confidence.” Faith is assur-
ance that the things the believer
hopes for, according to the prom-
ise of the gospel, are both real and
for him personally. Similarly, faith
is the “evidence,” that is, the con-
viction, that the things not seen are
realities for the believer. Since the
things hoped for and the things not
seen are the things of salvation in



Jesus Christ, faith is the assurance
and conviction of salvation.

Assurance of salvation is what
faith is.

That the apostle refers to the
believer’s assurance and conviction
of his own personal salvation is put
beyond doubt by verse 2: “For by
it the elders obtained a good re-
port.” By faith the believer obtains
a good report, obviously, about
himself.

Certainty in the “Union” Texts

All the innumerable passages in
Scripture that describe faith as
union with Christ, so that the one
who has faith is “in Christ” and
Christ is in the one who has faith,
teach that faith is assurance of be-
longing to Christ. Such a passage
is Ephesians 3:17: “That Christ may
dwell in your hearts by faith.” Faith
receives Christ in the heart of the
believer. The one in whom Christ
dwells knows the love of Christ—
knows the love of Christ for himself
(v. 19). Union with Christ, which
is faith, is certainty of this Christ.
Union with Christ—with Christ—
cannot but be certainty of this Christ
for oneself. Union with Christ is as
much certainty that Christ is one’s
own as the marital union is a
woman’s certainty that the man to
whom she is united is her husband.
Who would teach that a woman—a
Christian woman—can be married to
a man—a godly man—but live in
perpetual doubt whether he is her
husband.

“Assurance of Faith”

Several passages of Scripture
explicitly attribute assurance to
faith. In previous articles in this
series, I have already quoted and
explained Hebrews 10:22: “Let us
draw near with a true heart in full
assurance of faith.” “Full assur-
ance” in the translation of the Au-
thorized Version is simply “assur-
ance,” which in the nature of the
case is always “full.” This assur-
ance of faith is not certainty that the
believer has faith. But it is the cer-
tainty that belongs to faith, indeed,

the certainty that is of faith’s es-
sence. It is faith’s certainty that,
washed with the blood of Jesus, his
own Savior, the believer may boldly
draw near to God Himself as his
God. It is certainty of salvation.

“By the term full assurance,”
Calvin explains, “the Apostle points
out the nature of faith, and at the
same time reminds us, that the
grace of Christ cannot be received
except by those who possess a fixed
and unhesitating conviction” (com-
mentary on Heb. 10:22).

“I am Persuaded”

The texts that characterize the
one who believes the gospel as cer-
tain of the love of God for him, cer-
tain of the death of Christ for him,
certain of the Spirit indwelling him,
and certain of his future life and
glory are legion. They are glori-
ous. How did the Puritans dare to
deny that faith is assurance? How
do their spiritual heirs dare to deny
this today? On the lips and in the
heart of every one who believes the
gospel of grace, every one who is
“in Christ Jesus” by faith (Rom.
8:1), the apostle puts these sublime
words of assurance: “Who shall
separate us from the love of Christ?
... For I am persuaded that [noth-
ing] ... shall be able to separate us
from the love of God, which is in
Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:35-
39).

By faith, every believer knows
with certainty the love of God in
Christ for him. By faith, every be-
liever is persuaded that he will
abide in this love forever.

This grand passage in its con-
text in Romans is by itself alone
the utter refutation of the notion
that assurance does not belong to
the essence of faith.

Justifying Faith as Assurance

In a class by themselves, as re-
gards the question whether assur-
ance is of the essence of faith, are
the passages that teach justification
by faith. Faith justifies. No one
supposes that justification is a
much later development of faith,

or a reward of faith, or an addition
to faith, or an appendix to faith.
Justification is the fundamental
benefit of faith. So soon as one be-
lieves, regardless that his faith is
weak or strong, God justifies him
by means of his faith in Jesus
Christ. But justification is the for-
giveness of sins, the imputation of
Christ’s righteousness, the adop-
tion unto sonship, and the appoint-
ment as heir of the world in the con-
sciousness of the justified sinner. “1
tell you,” said Christ about the
publican, “this man went down to
his house justified” (Luke 18:14).

If one hears the verdict of God
in his consciousness, “I forgive
your sins for the sake of Jesus
Christ in whom you trust,” he is
certain that God is favorable to him,
that Christ died for him, and that
he himself personally is saved. Jus-
tification involves assurance of sal-
vation. Since justification is the
fundamental benefit of faith, faith
is assurance.

If now, the advocates of doubt
respond that justification is not for-
giveness in the forum of one’s con-
sciousness, if they argue that it is
possible to be justified without be-
ing sure of it, if they contend that,
in fact, most Christians have faith
and are justified without any cer-
tainty that their sins are forgiven,
they sin against the basic gospel-
truth of justification, as against the
testimony of the entire Reforma-
tion.

And if they are right, the truth
of God’s free justification of sinners
leaves me cold. Justification does
me no good. It leaves me, believer
though I am, groaning in the mis-
ery of the guilt and shame of my
sins and sinful nature, and fearful
of a wrathful God. It sends me
home as condemned in my own
consciousness as the damned
Pharisee.

Of Psalm 23, as the confident
confession of every believer, and
of the model prayer—the “Our Fa-
ther”—as the confident prayer of
every believer, I have spoken be-
fore in this series on assurance.
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Both of these familiar passages of
Scripture are essential elements of
the Christian’s life. Both imply cer-
tainty of salvation. Both are the
expressions of faith. Faith says,
“The Lorp is my shepherd.” And
faith says, “Our Father.” Faith
says, “The Lorp is my shepherd,”
and, “Our Father,” because faith is
assurance of salvation.

Assurance by Virtue
of the Sure Promise

Faith is essentially and neces-
sarily assurance because of the
promise to which faith looks and
upon which faith depends. Faith
never exists by itself alone. Faith
is always trust in the promise of
God. The promise creates faith and
draws faith to itself. The promise
of God is true and certain alto-
gether. Faith is convinced of the
promise. Because the promise is
God’s sure Word of the salvation
of the one to whom the promise is
given, and who believes the prom-
ise, faith is certainty of salvation.

As certain as is the promise of
God, so assured is faith that re-
ceives and depends on the prom-
ise.

In Romans 4:13ff., the apostle
teaches that faith is assurance by

Letters

Silence concerning Murray
on Wesley in the UK

am a subscriber to the Standard

Bearer. 1 find constant encour-
agement and support from the
magazine, as also from the litera-
ture put out by the fellowship in
Ballymena, Northern Ireland and
from the books published by the
RFPA.

In the south of England, where
I live and work, there is a scarcity
of Reformed church life, although
I am not disparaging the small fel-
lowships with whom I huddle for
comfort in this evil day.

My letter concerns the editorial
on lain Murray’s book about John
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virtue of the sure promise that faith
has respect to. Abraham “stag-
gered not at the promise of God
through unbelief; but was strong
in faith, giving glory to God; and
being fully persuaded that, what
he had promised, he was able also
to perform” (vv. 20, 21). What was
true of Abraham is true also of ev-
ery one of us who has the faith of
father Abraham (v. 23). Our faith
too is “full persuasion” of God’s
promise of our salvation in Christ.

So much is God, the heavenly
Father of all His sons and daugh-
ters, determined that His dear chil-
dren not live in miserable, terrify-
ing, sinful doubt, that He adds an
oath to His promise. “God, will-
ing more abundantly to show unto
the heirs of promise the immuta-
bility of his counsel, confirmed it
by an oath: that by two immutable
things, in which it was impossible
for God to lie, we might have a
strong consolation, who have fled
for refuge to lay hold upon the
hope set before us” (Heb. 6:17, 18).
This implies all the more that faith,
which knows and rests on the
promise, is assurance,

Preaching Assurance
Believers and their children

Wesley, “Wesley and Murray, Who
Follows” (SB, Dec. 15, 2003).
Having heard of the impend-
ing publication of the book, I wrote
to Mr. Murray before he went to
press. I mentioned to him the seri-
ous criticisms of Wesley’s theology
as un-Reformed by A.M. Toplady,
]J. Mclean, and others. Murray dis-
missed my enquiries and told me
to comment after I read the book.
Having read the book, I began
to prepare a reply. Then I read
your editorial. Praise the Lord for
such a sound, truthful, and articu-
late response to Murray’s book.
Has Murray responded to your
critique?
I am going to send the issue of

must be taught that faith is assur-
ance. The Spirit of Christ works
assurance of salvation, that is, faith,
by the sound, healthy, and health-
giving preaching of the Word.
Healthy preaching assures the be-
liever that his faith may, must,
does, and will consist of certainty
of salvation.

Preaching that denies that faith
is assurance; preaching that sug-
gests that one can trust in Christ
for salvation without having assur-
ance; preaching that reserves assur-
ance for only a few believers, who
must make themselves worthy by
years of struggle with doubt;
preaching that delights in direct-
ing the spiritual gaze of men and
women who believe the gospel
away from Christ crucified to their
own experiences, questioning the
genuineness of their faith, the sin-
cerity of their sorrow for sin, and
the reality of their salvation—sickly
preaching—creates doubters. The
Spirit of Christ certainly does not
make such preaching His means to
work assurance, that is, faith, in the
congregation.

Good preaching always comes
“in much assurance” (I Thess. 1:5).

Not in much doubting.

—DIJE €

the SB containing your editorial to
the Protestant Alliance based in
Bedford, England. It ran an article
in the vein of Iain Murray to mark
the 300" anniversary of the
Wesleys.

It is amazing to me that, so far
as I know, no one in Reformed
circles in the United Kingdom has
responded to Murray’s book as you
have.

Once again, the Protestant Re-
formed Churches have proved to
be the churches standing firm in
this godless age of apostasy and
abounding error.

Jim Scoales
Portsmouth, England UK €



That They May Teach il

Iwo Different Covenants,
Iwo Different Schools (2)

he two different covenants

compared and contrasted

in the last installment are
the conditional and the uncondi-
tional covenants. By the uncondi-
tional covenant of grace is meant
the relationship of friendship that
God sovereignly establishes with
Christ (eternally) as the Mediator
and Head of the covenant, and in
Christ with all the elect. This cov-
enant is not merely a means unto
salvation, but is the very goal of
God, namely everlasting covenant
fellowship with His people. God
establishes His covenant unilater-
ally with His chosen in the line of
continued generations, that is, with
believers and their seed. At bap-
tism, God promises salvation, and
He always keeps His promises.
However, His promises are only for
the elect children, even as the
promises of the preaching are only
for the elect hearer. Upon this
foundation, Protestant Reformed
schools are established.

The conditional covenant view
holds that God establishes a cov-
enant as an arrangement in which
He will give the blessings of salva-
tion to some members of the cov-
enant. The covenant is not estab-
lished with Christ as Head, and
thus with the elect only; rather it
is established individually, with
each believer and every baptized
child. According to this view, God
gives to every child of believers the
promises of salvation and seals the

Prof. Dykstra is professor of Church His-
fory and New Testament in the Protes-
tant Reformed Seminary.

(Previous article in this series was
printed in the February 15, 2004 issue, p.
232.)

promises to each by baptism.
Nonetheless, God’s promises are
conditional, and whether or not
each child actually receives the
promised blessings depends on the
child’s believing the promises, thus
ratifying the covenant with God.

Reformed, Christian schools
have ever been founded on the cov-
enant of God with believers and
their seed. Since the foundation of
an institution determines much of
its character, the school established
upon the doctrine of the uncondi-
tional covenant is different in many
respects from the school estab-
lished on the foundation of a con-
ditional covenant. In order to set
forth these differences, we will first
examine the schools that are estab-
lished by parents who maintain the
doctrine of a conditional covenant.
Next time, these schools will be
compared and contrasted with
those founded on the doctrine of
an unconditional covenant.

Do recall the caution given in the
last article, namely, that not all
schools established on the doctrine
of a conditional covenant will be en-
tirely consistent with their founda-
tion for various reasons. Hence, not
everything presented in this article
will be found in every Christian
school in this group. Nonetheless,
what is presented is the logical work-
ing out of the conditional covenant,
and most has been corroborated by
documents and /or experience.

First of all, an examination of
schools associated with the condi-
tional covenant produces the star-
tling discovery that the covenant of-
ten is not specifically identified as
the foundation. The covenant is usu-
ally mentioned as an element in the
school. Other significant “stones”

' rof Russell Dykstra

are more prominent in the founda-
tion, especially that of preparing the
students for service in the kingdom.
(Recall the caution expressed in the
first article, how other factors influ-
ence the school. One wonders how
much of this is the result of the old
AACS [now ICS] movement.) The
covenant is usually cited, not as the
foundation for the instruction, but
as a reason why a child should at-
tend the Christian school. It is stated
that God created a distinction be-
tween the children of believers and
the children of unbelievers; believ-
ing parents must recognize this fact
and send their children to the Chris-
tian school. Or it is stated that these
children have been purchased by the
blood of Christ; they ought therefore
to be sent to a Christian school.

Secondly, the character and con-
tent of Christian education is shaped
by the teachers’ view of their stu-
dents. How would teachers that be-
lieve in a conditional covenant view
their students? To begin with, they
would believe that each of their stu-
dents has all the promises of God.
They do not believe that all the stu-
dents are regenerated, nor do they
like to emphasize regeneration.
They might well say that the ques-
tion whether the children are or are
not (yet) converted is immaterial.
What is important is that they have
the promises; God’s promises do not
fail. Yet, for the promises to be real-
ized, the students must keep the de-
mands that God placed upon them,
which are especially faith and obe-
dience.

On the basis of the conditional-
covenant view, one would presume
that a high priority of teachers would
be to call the students to believe and
obey — to fulfill the demands of the
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covenant so that they may enjoy the
blessings. I have not found this to
be the case, either in personal con-
tact with these schools, or in various
of their writings, though this may
vary from one teacher to the next.

There are, however, clear indi-
cations that three other serious er-
rors result from this covenant view.
The first is presupposed salvation.
Although conditional-covenant
folks inveigh against Abraham
Kuyper’s view of presupposed re-
generation (and rightly so), yet the
logical conclusion of their doctrine
of the covenant is that parents pre-
sume the salvation of their children.
Consider that they insist (rightly)
that God is sovereign, and thus His
promises never fail. In addition,
they maintain that God has prom-
ised salvation to the individual
children. Even the actual act of
faith, they agree, is by God’s grace.
The obvious conclusion is: All
these baptized children are or will
be saved. Even if they walk in sin
for a while, God’s promises are
true, and these baptized ones have
the promises of God guaranteed to
them to the day of their death. So
long as the child has not specifi-
cally become a covenant breaker by
renouncing his baptism, the par-
ents may (and do) take comfort in
the thought that the child will come
to salvation, for God’s promises
never fail. Presupposed salvation
is the logical working out of the
conditional covenant.

A second erroneous inference
of the conditional covenant is pre-
supposed unregeneration. Generally,
the adherents of the conditional
covenant also believe in mediate
regeneration, namely that God
works through the preaching to
give the new life of Christ. God
works salvation through conscious
knowledge. Such knowledge an in-
fant does not have. This is in per-
fect harmony with their belief that
the baptized children do not enjoy
the benefits of the covenant until
they fulfill the demands of faith
and obedience. Clearly no infant
can do this. At what age can this
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be done? No one is sure, but until
that happens, the child is unregen-
erate. This is not openly stated,
but it is a necessary conclusion of
the conditional covenant.

This has far-reaching implica-
tions for instruction in the Christian
school. The teacher cannot rightly
maintain that the student has the
power to obey, for the child is prob-
ably not regenerated. He must be
guided and channeled, but largely
in the same manner as the child in
the public school would be. The
teacher could try to have some good
influence on the child, and hope
that one day (after regeneration) the
instruction would be recalled and
then lived with conviction.

It is worth noting that most
who teach the conditional covenant
also maintain that God bestows a
common grace on all men, or at
least on all baptized children. Per-
haps the Christian schoolteacher
has some hope that this common
grace in the (unregenerated) bap-
tized child will apply the instruc-
tion for his good. At the same
time, this also places the covenant
child at the same level as the child
outside the covenant. The teacher
in the Christian school would have
no more hope or basis for influenc-
ing his kindergartner, at that time
at least, than a teacher in the pub-
lic school would have.

A third tragic consequence of the
conditional covenant is a practical
antinomianism. According to this
view of the covenant, God has spo-
ken His promise to this child by name
and sealed it to him by baptism. A
dissolute life does not dissolve those
promises. In the best of situations,
it is inevitable that a live-as-you-
please attitude develops among
some of the youth. However, the
conditional covenant’s conception
of children will allow a certain tol-
eration of such an attitude, a recipe
for disaster. For, according to this
view, until the child accepts the
promises, no one can expect him to
live as a child of God. One may
remind the covenant youth that God
has a claim on his life, but God has

a claim on the life of every creature.
One may enjoin the child to recall
that God made beautiful promises
to him, and that he must believe
these promises and receive the bless-
ings. But until the child has done
80, he has not the power to live a
sanctified life. Yet, he has the prom-
ises, and at any time in his life he
may claim them. But for now....

These are some of the evil fruits
of the teaching of a conditional cov-
enant as it determines how children
in the sphere of the covenant are
to be viewed. These are not Re-
formed fruits. The effect on the
instruction and atmosphere in the
school is disastrous, insofar as the
principles work through.

There are other implications of
the conditional covenant for the
Chazistian school. One has to do with
the question: Is Christ the center of
the instruction in the school? Christ-
centered instruction is the mark of
Christian education, as the very
name demands. However, if the in-
struction is consistently in harmony
with the conditional covenant, Christ
will not be at the center of the in-
struction, for Christ is not the center
of the conditional covenant. He is
the Mediator of the covenant, not the
Head. He earns the blessings of the
covenant, but the covenant is with
the individual, not with Christ. With
consistent conditional-covenant in-
struction, Christ is off to the side,
and the focus of the instruction is
on the child. If this be the case, it is
a serious indictment of the covenan-
tal foundation.

What are the implications of this
covenant view for the antithesis, an-
other significant Reformed doctrine?
Is the antithesis maintained? The
proponents of the conditional cov-
enant would affirm that it is, hold-
ing that the antithesis consists in the
fact that the children of believers are
separated by God from the children
of unbelievers. No doubt there is
truth in that — covenant children are
distinguished from the children of
this world by baptism. Although be-
lieving parents do not establish cov-
enantal schools on the principle of



world flight, they do not either de-
sire to send their children out into
the world and immerse them in the
filth and vile iniquity of the public
school. A Christian school is for cov-
enant children, for children of be-
lievers.

However, the antithesis is not
maintained merely by sending the
baptized child to a Christian school.
This is plain, on the one hand, from
the fact that the baptized children
include elect and reprobate (witness
Jacob and Esau), so in reality the
antithesis between the godly and
the ungodly is not being main-
tained. On the other hand, draw-
ing the line thus will militate against
living the antithesis. Living the an-
tithesis demands living unto God
and against sin, even when sin ap-
pears in the student in the next desk
— in the Christian school. The re-
ality is that in most conditional-cov-
enant circles, the concept antithesis
is rarely discussed, much less em-
phasized. If this same lack is re-
flected in the daily instruction, it is
a serious weakness in the Christian
school.

Search the Scriptures =

Discipline is a related concern
in every school that bears the name
of Christ. One would expect, logi-
cally, that the conditional-covenant
schools would tend towards legal-
ism, and that the discipline would
be according to laws and demands.
That has been the experience of this
writer. To be fair, it must be ac-
knowledged that virtually every
Christian school struggles with
good use of rules. Schools must
maintain order, and rules must be
made, and then enforced rather im-
partially. It is preferable that the
school avoid endless rulemaking
and operate out of principles. But
the conditional covenant has law
at its heart — demand and prom-
ise, conditions — and this ordi-
narily finds expression in the dis-
cipline exercised in the schools that
maintain this covenant view.

Connected to that is the ques-
tion of what is the motive for obe-
dience in this system. The ordi-
nary answer is: the motivation is
the student’s special status and
privilege as a covenant child. The
word gratitude is not ordinarily

used in these discussions. Respon-
sibility is! But not gratitude. The
children are not called to live anti-
thetical lives out of gratitude. Why
not? Could it be that, while the
child has the great privilege of be-
ing in the covenant, doing good is
his duty in the covenant, part of
the condition he must fill to main-
tain the covenant? And thus sal-
vation as God’s great work is not
consciously emphasized as reason
for grateful obedience?

It should be evident that there
are serious implications of the con-
ditional covenant, which are
worked out, to one degree or an-
other, in the Christian school that
is founded on it. Many of these
implications are contrary to the
very heart of Reformed education.

On the other hand, there are
significant implications for the
school built on the doctrinal foun-
dation of the unconditional cov-
enant. Those implications, when

worked out, mark significant dif-
ferences between the respective
schools. More on this next time.

L
" Rev. Ronald Hanko

Haggai: Rebuilding the Church (7)

The First Prophecy (continued)

13. Then spake Haggai the Lord’s
messenger in the Lord's message unto
the people, saying, I am with you,
saith the Lord.

he word of encouragement
that Haggai brings to the
people, who were now
obeying God’s command to rebuild

the temple, is simple and short, but
contains all that the people needed

Rev. Hanke is pastor in the Protestant
Reformed Church of Lynden, Washington.

(Previous article in the series can be
found in the March 1, 2004 issue, p. 259.)

to hear. It is for Judah the prom-
ise that the temple, though far less
glorious than Solomon’s, would be
the house of God Himself, who
would live among His people
there, bless them from that place,
and keep covenant with them.
That God speaks in the present
tense (the word “am” is not in the
Hebrew, but that is certainly the
idea here, as the KJV suggests) and
says, “I am with you.” This does
not only mean that now that they
had obeyed and begun working,
He would prosper their work and
bless them according to all the
promises, but it is also a reminder
that their obedience itself was the
result of His presence and grace.

In no other way could they possi-
bly have obeyed or been stirred up
out of their sloth.

This Word of God is, through-
out Scripture, the formula for the
covenant. In that covenant, the re-
lationship between God and His
people, the covenant is always de-
scribed in those terms, that God is
the God of His people and is with
them, and that He takes them as
His people. That promise is, of
course, realized fully in the new
heavens and earth (Rev. 21:3), but
even now it is realized in the
church as the body of Christ and
the house of God.

The Lord fulfilled that prom-
ise as well. Ezra tells us that the
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eye of the Lord was on them to pro-
tect them from their enemies and
to turn the heart of the king to fa-
vor their cause, so that the things
they needed for the work were pro-
vided by His decree. God’s words
of encouragement are not empty as
ours are, but are the powerful,
helping, saving words of the Al-
mighty. These words are like the
words of blessing with which many
New Testament books begin. Like
them, these words actually bring
God’s richest blessing to His
people.

The words that Haggai brought
are the heart of every word of en-
couragement God gives us. He
does not tell us what is ahead, He
never tries to reassure us by mini-
mizing future difficulties or by
promising that there will be none.
All He ever really says is this, “I
am with you.” We must remem-
ber that in all our work and not
judge the value and profit by vis-
ible results, by the lack of difficul-
ties, or by our own perceptions of
the work.

This encouragement is given
especially for the church and is
given because God loves His
church for Christ’s sake. The Bel-
gic Confession says this and states:

This church hath been from
the beginning of the world, and
will be to the end thereof... [and]
is preserved or supported by God,
against the rage of the whole
world; though she sometimes (for
a while) appears very small, and
in the eyes of men to be reduced
to nothing (Art. 27).

Let us notice, too, however,
that this encouragement is given
immediately upon evidence of re-
pentance. God does not put His
people on probation when they re-
pent of their sins, but blesses them
without delay, a great encourage-
ment to repentance.

Haggai is called here the Lord’s
messenger, and his word of encour-
agement the Lord’s “message.”
The word “messenger” or “mes-
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sage” is, in the Old Testament, the
same word that is often translated
“angel” (Gen. 16:7; 19:1; etc.). It
can, therefore, be used as a gen-
eral term for any messenger or for
those special messengers who live
in the presence of God in heaven.
That it is used here for Haggai is
somewhat surprising, because he is
always elsewhere referred to as a
prophet. It must be used here to
underline the fact that the encour-
agement given by Haggai comes
from heaven, and is of the same
order as the gracious messages of
angels so often recorded in Scrip-
ture.

14. And the Lord stirred up the spirit
of Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel,
governor of Judah, and the spirit of
Joshua the son of Josedech, the high
priest, and the spirit of the remnant
of the people; and they came and did
work in the house of the Lord of hosts,
their God,

15. In the four and twentieth day of
the sixth month, in the second year
of Darius the king.

The date recorded is not
merely a matter of historical
record, but proof that the obedi-
ence of Judah was without delay,
as all obedience to God and to men
ought to be. Within a month’s
time the people were once more
busy with God’s work after a lapse
of about twenty years. Their pre-
vious disobedience and sloth had
proved them unwilling and unable
to obey in and of themselves. The
credit for their obedience must all
be given to the grace of God, given
through his prophetic Word, and
worked by His Spirit in the hearts
of His people. Haggai’s contem-
porary, Zechariah, speaks of that
in chapter 4 of his prophecy: “Not
by might, nor by power, but by
my Spirit, saith the Lord of hosts”
(v. 6).

We must not miss the fact, ei-
ther, that the people began the
work before the decree of Art-
axerxes was repealed. Tatnai, the
governor of the territory in which
Judah was found, investigated the

news that they were building again
and wrote the king, suggesting that
it would be in his best interest to
have the work stopped. He also
reported the words of the people,
who had said that Cyrus had sent
them to rebuild the temple. When
investigation was made in Babylon
it was discovered that the Jews had
spoken the truth. Cyrus had de-
creed the rebuilding of the temple
and sent them to Judah to do it,
and so Darius not only forbad the
governor from interfering, but
commanded him to give the people
everything they needed for the
work and for sacrifices. In that
way God showed that He was with
them. But the people did not wait
for the matter to be investigated or
for the decree of king Darius, but
began and continued the work in
obedience to God.

That is the nature of true obe-
dience always. It does not wait for
men, not even for kings and rul-
ers, nor does it fear them and their
decrees, but insists that God has
spoken and that what He has said
must be done, no matter what the
consequences.

Such obedience is always the
fruit of God’s own grace. That is
evident from the testimony of these
verses. The people and their lead-
ers obeyed because God stirred up
their spirits. He did that by His
Word through Haggai and by the
internal work of the Holy Spirit.
His Word is always quick and
powerful, the way in which He
gives His grace to us, not only at
the beginning of our Christian life
but daily. May He so stir up the
spirits of His people today to obey
and to come and work in the house
of the Lord their God, that is, in
the church, which is also the pillar
and ground of the truth.

We should note that a stirred
up spirit is characterized by the
fear of the Lord. Such fear is not
the slavish terror of those who hate
God and who come under His
judgments, but a fear that trembles
in awe and reverence before the
presence of His majesty. Such fear



is sadly lacking among Christians
today and is the result of a lack of
knowledge of God and His glory.
Such fear is necessary if ever we
are to understand the importance
of His house and the urgency of
our calling to work in His house.

Having such fear, according to
Isaiah 8:13, means that we “sanc-
tify the Lord,” and Peter adds that
we do this in our hearts (I Pet.
3:15). To sanctify something is to
make it separate and holy, and we
sanctify God when we know in our
hearts the glory of His holiness and
esteem Him separate from all oth-
ers in glory and power. We hold
Him holy in our hearts when we
are governed by a deep awareness
of His holiness in everything we
say and do.

Judah showed that fear of God
when they once more put His glory
and His house first and set it above
their earthly concerns. They
showed the fear of God when they
turned to God in repentance and
conversion, remembering the
Lord’s holiness and turning from
sin.

A stirred up spirit is also char-
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acterized by quick and ready obe-
dience. That was so in the case of
the people of Judah. It is the case
also now. A stirred up spirit does
not make excuses, does not pro-
crastinate, does not continue idle,
indifferent, and careless, but imme-
diately does what God requires.
Such stirred up spirits are a great
necessity in the church of Jesus
Christ, for without them, the
people of God will continue to run
to their own houses.

Such stirred up spirits are the
work and gift of the Holy Spirit
and are given when the Holy Spirit
applies Christ and His work to
God’s people. The Spirit, in other
words, does not stir up their spir-
its by some secret and hidden op-
eration but by showing them the
loveliness of Christ and of the grace
of God in Jesus Christ. God does
that here by the promise, “I am
with you,” a promise that is really
the promise of Immanuel, God
with us.

Stirred up spirits are much
needed and seldom found in the
church today. People are often
stirred up, but by the wrong things
and for the wrong ends. They will

The Fundamental Work of the Deacons (3)
Determining Need

he first aspect of the fun-
damental work of the dea-
cons is that of collecting

the alms. This must be first in pri-
ority, as well as in time, for imme-
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(Previous article in this series was
printed in the January 15th issue, page
179.)

diate needs must be immediately
relieved. They must be relieved
immediately, partly because of
their urgency. Such needs must
also be relieved immediately as a
picture of how our Savior supplies
our needs. Our Heavenly Father
always gives us our immediate
needs immediately. Trusting He
will do this, we pray: “Give us this
day our daily bread.” And when
we seek the blessings of our Lord

be much stirred up about turning
the church into a soup kitchen,
about entertaining the young folk,
about speaking in tongues and
miracles, but few are stirred up at
the thought of fellowship with the
living God, with a desire to see His
house built and prosperous, to see
Him worshiped there as He has
commanded in His Word. These
Jews, as we ought to be, were
stirred up by a desire to obey God,
to work in His house, and to enjoy
once more the fellowship and
blessedness of His covenant in that
house. May God, by His Spirit, so
stir up ours.

Finally, let us note that for the
first time in the prophecy God
identifies Himself as the God of His
people, “their God,” not because
His favor and relationship to them
depend on their obedience, but be-
cause it is only in the way of obe-
dience that His people know and
can believe that He is “their God.”
How wonderful, after all His
former threats and judgments, to
know that He once more looks with
favor on His people and accepts

them as His own!

Rev. Doug Kuiper

and Savior Jesus Christ, He never
sends us away empty, telling us
that His storehouse of blessing is
empty, but He always has abun-
dance of blessing to bestow upon
us. So the deacons must collect the
alms, to have in hand the means to
relieve the needy when the needy
seek it.

After those alms have been col-
lected, however, the next step is not
simply to disburse them, but to de-
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termine need. This work involves
determining who is genuinely
needy, and exactly what that need
is. Conscientious deacons will not
quickly pass over this aspect of
their work but will carry it out
carefully.

4 b d

Although those documents that
speak of the duties of deacons in
Reformed churches do not specifi-
cally require the deacons to deter-
mine need, they do clearly imply
that this is part of the deacons’
work. For instance, the Form of
Ordination of Elders and Deacons
speaks of two fundamental duties
of the deacons: first, to collect and
preserve the alms, and second, to
distribute them. But in explaining
that second duty, the Form indi-
cates that the deacons must have
“discretion and prudence to bestow
the alms only on objects of char-
ity.” In the exhortation to the dea-
cons after they have made their
vows, the minister must tell the
deacons to “provide for the true
widows and orphans” (emphasis
mine, DJK). True widows, in this
sense, are not simply women
whose husbands have died, and
true orphans are not merely those
without parents; but true widows
and true orphans are those widows
and orphans who are poor and in
genuine need of the mercies of
Christ. Furthermore, the Church
Order, Article 25, requires deacons
to distribute the alms to the poor
“as their needs may require it.” Fi-
nally, the Belgic Confession, Article
30, speaks of the need to relieve
the poor and distressed, “accord-
ing to their necessities.” These
phrases imply that the deacons
must first determine need, before
distributing the alms.

The necessity of determining
need is clearly based on scriptural
principles.

In the early New Testament
church, the saints who sold their
possessions distributed their
wealth to others, “as every man
had need” (Acts 2:45; cf. also Acts

o
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4:35). Soon afterwards, the first
deacons were appointed to care for
the material needs specifically of
the Grecian widows (Acts 6:1ff.).
It was clear to the apostles that
these widows had genuine need.

The inspired apostle Paul says
to Timothy (I Tim. 5:16): “If any
man or woman that believeth have
widows, let them relieve them, and
let not the church be charged; that
it may relieve them that are wid-
ows indeed.” The elders, and es-
pecially the deacons, whom Timo-
thy ordains in the church at
Ephesus are to care for the poor in
their midst. In determining who
has true need, the deacons are to
investigate whether the needy have
other means of relief.

Why must the need of a family
or individual be determined before
alms are distributed?

First, need must be determined
because God calls the deacons to
be good stewards. To the deacons
are entrusted the alms that are
given to relieve the poor and
needy. These alms must not be
squandered or misused by the dea-
cons. The deacons must remem-
ber that they will answer to God
someday for how they did their
work. And God commands them
to serve the poor and needy.

Need must be determined, sec-
ondly, as a reminder to God’s
people that the deacons do not sim-
ply hand out money to anyone who
seeks it. Those who are truly
needy must not hesitate to come,
thinking that by seeking money
they will be a burden on the
church; nor must they be ashamed
to come — ashamed that they have
been brought so low as to need the
deacons. However, the church cer-
tainly does not encourage who
have the means and ability to pro-
vide for themselves those to come
to the deacons.

Finally, need must be deter-
mined so that the needs of those
who are truly needy are fully sat-
isfied. The goal of determining
need is not only to use the money
wisely, but also to be sure that the

needs of the poor are fully met. For
while one might overstate his need
because he is lazy or afraid of not
having enough, another might un-
derstate his need, trying to be fru-
gal, and to appear very humble.
The deacons must determine genu-
ine need, and supply that need in
full, whether it be greater or less
than the amount requested by the
members of the congregation.

e S e

Determining this need in a par-
ticular instance is not always an
easy task.

The fact that we live in such
an affluent and materialistic soci-
ety makes the task difficult. Not
easily answered, and the source of
much debate, is the question:
“What constitutes legitimate need
for a person living in a modern
country in the twenty-first cen-
tury?”

Those needing assistance from
the deacons can make the task dif-
ficult. To determine proper need,
the deacons must ask questions of
those in need of help, and those
needing help must be ready to an-
swer the questions honestly.

The circumstances unique to an
individual case can make the task
difficult. No two cases are alike.
The case of a destitute widow with
no family to help her must cer-
tainly be dealt with differently than
that of a previously successful busi-
ness man who has now fallen on
hard times. The most experienced
deacon surely finds that, while his
experience helps him greatly in his
work, he still does not have an an-
swer to every question that arises.

In determining need, deacons
must pay attention to at least three
factors.

The first factor is that of the
family’s immediate financial situa-
tion. The sum total of money the
family has on hand must be deter-
mined, as well as the sum total of
bills that are due or past due. The
deacons need not require of a fam-
ily that all its investments be com-
pletely depleted, and even less that



all its assets be liquidated, before
they give them aid; but the dea-
cons may take into account the
value of investments and assets in
determining the family’s need.
The second factor is that of the
family’s more general financial
situation. This includes the issue
of whether the total family income
is sufficient for the family’s legiti-
mate needs. Most would surely
agree that the legitimate needs of
a family living in America include
the means to support kingdom
causes (putting money in the col-
lection plates, and paying Christian
school tuition); to pay taxes; to pro-
vide for one’s needs of food, cloth-
ing, shelter, and medicine; and to
provide for the family’s utility and
transportation needs. In other
words, even though one might ar-
gue that many of today’s “needs”
are actually luxuries, no Christian
family living in a modern culture
should be expected, before coming
to the deacons for help, to sacrifice
the basic earthly comforts that their
Christian brothers and sisters en-
joy. Nor must the family be re-
quired, before being helped, to
work harder to provide for its own
needs, if the head of the family is
already being diligent in this re-
gard. To require mothers to work
instead of mothering their children,
or to require fathers to work two
or three jobs, with the result that
they cannot function well as fathers
and heads of their homes, is not in
keeping with biblical principles.
At the same time, those seek-
ing benevolence must be prepared
to demonstrate their need. They
must demonstrate that they are
diligent in working to provide for
the needs of the family. They must
demonstrate that their needs are
proper. Certainly one who seeks
diaconal help ought not claim as
“needs” those things that are luxu-
rious and extravagant, not even by
using the argument that he “needs”
them for his emotional health.
Those seeking the help of the dea-
cons must be ready to demonstrate
that their priorities are right, that

they are living within their means
to the best of their ability, that they
endeavor to live as pilgrims and
strangers on this earth, and that
they know their true riches to be
spiritual.

The third factor is that of what
other resources are available to the
family — particularly whether or
not their extended family is able to
help them, and if so, to what de-
gree. I Timothy 5:16 clearly per-
mits — even requires — the dea-
cons to consider this factor in de-
termining need. The principle is
that the near relatives of the needy
person show their love and care by
being the first to help him, enabling
the church better to help those who
have no family, or whose family is
unable to help.

In suggesting these factors, 1
give only the basic starting point
for deacons to use in determining
need. These three factors might not
have equal weight in any given in-
stance. In the case of a family with
large medical bills because of a re-
cent hospitalization, the first fac-
tor might weigh more heavily than
the second. In the case of a family
who chronically seeks the help of
the deacons, the second might
weigh more heavily than the first.

What if the head of the family
is unwilling frankly to discuss his
needs with the deacons? Peter Y.
DeJong insists on the right of the
deacons to refuse help in such an
instance:

After all, they [the deacons, DJK]
are not dealing with the needy in
their own right but come in obe-
dience to the mandate of Christ
and clothed with His authority.
Those therefore who refuse to dis-
cuss their need with them hon-
estly forfeit all right of assistance.
In most of these instances it will
become evident that assistance is
not needed. However, if it can be
shown that the family is actually
suffering hardship, then the dea-
cons in spite of the lack of proper
cooperation may feel obligated to
extend some help.!

S R S A S

To determine need rightly re-
quires the deacons to do this work
with a proper attitude.

A proper attitude is one of
compassion. After all, the deacons
represent Christ, who showed com-
passion on the hungry (Matt.
15:32). And John said that the child
of God manifests the love of God
by opening up his “bowels of com-
passion” to the brother that has
need (1 John 3:17). So must the
deacons have and show compas-
sion. Their genuine desire must be
to relieve the needs of the needy,
and they must manifest that to be
their desire in how they determine
need.

An attitude of compassion
will naturally be accompanied by
a gracious attitude. Christ, in
pity for us and to show compas-
sion, bestowed grace on us by de-
livering us from our spiritual
poverty (2 Cor. 8:9). So must the
deacons manifest favor to those
in need.

How will such an attitude be
manifest in determining need?

First, the deacons will not be
overly critical in doing their work.
Certainly the deacons must make
judgments regarding the family’s
need, and perhaps even regarding
how the family uses its money. But
they must be careful not to pass
judgment on every aspect of the
family’s financial dealings in such
a way as to convey the impression
that, if the deacon himself were in
that family’s circumstances, he
would have been able to get by
without needing any help.

Second, in determining need,
the deacons will be ready to hear
from the family why they consider
certain things to be needs. What
one might consider a necessity, an-
other might consider a luxury. The
deacons might have to tell people,

1. Peter Y. DeJong, The Ministry
of Mercy for Today (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1963), pages 145-
146.
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sometimes, that what they think
they need, they do not really need.
But the deacons should not do so
before hearing from the person
seeking help the reason why he
considers himself to need this or
that.

Third, the deacons will not pry
into the family’s financial matters
any further than they think is nec-
essary to determine genuine need.
While the family must be ready to
discuss their needs, the deacons
must not think that every instance
of benevolence requires a detailed
investigation into how the family
uses its money.

Fourth, the deacons will, upon
having determined need, be ready
to supply that need in full, even if
that means giving more than was
requested.

All Around Us

“The Passion of Christ” —

A Movie Review

movie review?? A movie re-

view in the Standard Bearer?
Really?? Why? Do not our
churches strongly frown upon and
condemn movie attendance? Not
too many years ago most Reformed
churches forbad movie attendance.
(And that was at a time when the
movie was relatively “tame.”) To-
day these churches have rather ad-
vocated that children of God strive
to “redeem” both the dance and the
movie. The result is that some
movies featuring violence, sex, and
the vilest profanities have been rec-
ommended for their “art.” One
wonders if the churches have be-
come so much more spiritually dis-
cerning that they can now do what
their forefathers strongly con-
demned.

Rev. VanBaren is a minister emeritus in
the Protestant Reformed Churches.
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Finally, the deacons will keep
the matter confidential. Not only
the details of the family’s financial
affairs, but even which families are
being worked with, is not a matter
for public discussion, or even pri-
vate discussion with one’s wife.

Such an attitude will encour-
age those whose needs are genu-
ine to seek out the mercies of
Christ. Nothing scares the people
of God away from coming to
Christ’s officebearers more than the
fear that they will not be treated
as Christ would treat them! God
encourages His people to come
boldly to His throne, in order to
obtain mercy and find grace to help
in time of need (Heb. 4:16). This
encouragement is based on the fact
that Jesus Christ, our high priest
who understands our infirmities, is

We have condemned all such
movie attendance and dramatiza-
tions for several reasons. First,
there is the question of attempting
to take on the personality of an-
other and pretending to do what
the portrayed character has done.
May an actor take on the character
of one who has committed murder
or adultery, doing it in such a real-
istic manner that the viewer con-
siders it actually done? May one
pretend to curse and swear with-
out at the same time violating the
third commandment? Or may one
pretend to be Martin Luther and
utter some of his heart-wrenching
prayers? God approves sincere
prayer—not pretense, for whatever
the reason.

Even unbelievers are appalled
by the filth, corruption, and evil ex-
amples portrayed on the screen.
How much more so should the
Christian, who still loves the law
of God!

Yet a movie, soon to be re-
leased, has been attracting wide

at God’s right hand (Heb. 4:14ff.).
So will God's people be encour-
aged to come to the deacons, in
knowing that the deacons will
work hard to understand their in-
firmities, and supply their needs
with the compassion of Christ our
Lord.

When the people come to the
deacons with such trust, and when
the deacons perform their work
with this attitude — what a mani-
festation of God’s blessing on that
church! What a marvelous dem-
onstration of the presence and
working of Jesus Christ Himself in
her midst! What a token of God'’s
grace to us sinners!

God grant that deacons in our
churches always treat the needy
with such grace and compassion.

¢

Rev. Gise VanBaren

attention. It is to be released on
February 25 (Ash Wednesday)
and is called: “The Passion of
the Christ.” Why it is worthy of
note is especially that churches
(among Reformed as well) are
strongly recommending their
people, especially the youth, to
see it. Many well-known reli-
gious leaders have been said to
weep as they saw the portrayal.
It is said to be as close to the bib-
lical gospel accounts as would
seem possible. Even the original
languages are used in the film.
It is claimed to be in fact a won-
derful evangelical tool. Church
people can take their unbeliev-
ing neighbors to see it. It has
already led some unbelievers to
conversion—such is the claim.
So perhaps the movie is one we
can see and use too? Is this
movie to be an exception to our
usual condemnation of the drama
in movies? We ought to consider
some of this lest we also be led
astray.



First, it should be understood
that normally one who reviews ei-
ther a book or movie should read
it or see it himself. How else can
he give a fair evaluation?

Secondly, this “reviewer” has
no intention or desire to see the
movie mentioned in the title. He
has read sufficient reviews of oth-
ers to come to some conclusions.

Thirdly, we must be aware that
this movie, like many others, can
have a tremendous effect on how
we view certain things. The movie,
so it is said, will have an “R” rat-
ing—not suitable for children (and
perhaps many adults as well).
Those who have seen the film
speak of the way it has affected
them emotionally. There is no
doubt but that a capable director
can do that for the audience.

What has been said about the
movie? Paul Harvey, well-known
conservative radio commentator,
wrote:

...this was not simply a
movie; it was an encounter, un-
like anything I have ever experi-
enced.

In addition to being a mas-
terpiece of film-making and an ar-
tistic triumph, “The Passion”
evoked more deep reflection, sor-
row and emotional reaction within
me than anything since my wed-
ding, my ordination or the birth
of my children. Frankly, I will
never be the same. When the film
concluded, this “invitation only”
gathering of “movers and shak-
ers” in Washington, DC were
shaking indeed, but this time from
sobbing. I am not sure there was
a dry eye in the place. The crowd
that had been glad-handing before
the film was now eerily silent. No
one could speak because words
were woefully inadequate. We
had experienced a kind of art that
is a rarity in life, the kind that
makes heaven touch earth.

David Limbaugh wrote another
commentary:

During the filming, Gibson,
a devout Catholic, attended Mass

every morning because “we had
to be squeaky clean just working
on this.” From Gibson’s perspec-
tive, this movie is not about Mel
Gibson. It’'s bigger than he is.
“I'm not a preacher, and I'm not a
pastor,” he said. “But I really feel
my career was leading me to make
this. The Holy Ghost was work-
ing through me on this film, and I
was just directing traffic. I hope
the film has the power to evange-
lize.”

Even before the release of
the movie, scheduled for March
2004, Gibson is getting his wish.
“Everyone who worked on this
movie was changed. There were
agnostics and Muslims on set con-
verted to Christianity ... [and]
people being healed of diseases.”
Gibson wants people to under-
stand through the movie, if they
don’t already, the incalculable in-
fluence Christ has had on the
world. And he grasps that Christ
is controversial precisely because
of WHO HE IS - GOD incarnate.
“And that’s the point of my film
really, to show all that turmoil
around him politically and with
religious leaders and the people,
all because He is Who He is.”

A review in The West Michigan
Christian, February 2004, by Dick
Rolfe likewise very favorably re-
views the film:

The cast is made up of a
well-rounded ensemble of actors
who are true to their characters
and decidedly believable. Actor,
James Caviezel (The Count of
Monte Cristo, Frequency) who
performs brilliantly as Jesus is a
relatively unfamiliar face to movie
audiences. Caviezel was totally
given over to his character. His
depiction of the range of emotions
Jesus must have experienced dur-
ing those agonizing twelve hours
is riveting. Caviezel’s shoulder
actually became dislocated while
he was hanging on the cross dur-
ing the hours it took to film the
crucifixion. In what he describes
as “an oddly poetic coincidence,”
Caviezel was also struck by light-
ning during the filming, which
took place on the outskirts of
Rome, Italy....

The Passion of the Christ is
a movie that every Christian adult
must see. It is transforming to
watch the words of the Gospels
come to life before your eyes and
your heart. It was difficult to
separate myself from the spiritual
meaning of this story....

Even the Pope, after seeing the
film, is said to have remarked, “It
is as it was.”

Newsweek magazine, February
16, 2004, has a cover story about
the film. In a lengthy article the
writer, Jon Meacham, writes about
the film and his evaluation of it. It
is clear that he writes first from the
perspective of one who denies the
infallibility of the Bible—and the
Gospel accounts. He also claims
that much of that presented in the
movie is either not found in the
Gospel accounts or are distortions
of that. Of the film, he writes:

Shot in Italy, financed by
Gibson, the $25 million film is
tightly focused on Jesus’ final 12
hours. In the movie there are
some flashbacks giving a hint—
but only a hint—of context, with
episodes touching Jesus’ child-
hood, the triumphant entry into
Jerusalem, the Sermon on the
Mount, the Last Supper. The char-
acters speak Aramaic and Latin,
and the movie is subtitled in En-
glish, which turns it into a kind
of artifact, as though the action is
unfolding at a slight remove. To
tell his story, Gibson has amal-
gamated the four Gospel accounts
and was reportedly inspired by
the visions of two nuns: Mary of
Agreda (1602-1665) of Spain and
Anne Catherine Emmerich (1774-
1824) of France; Emmerich expe-
rienced the stigmata on her head,
hands, feet and chest—wounds
imitating Jesus’. The two nuns
were creatures of their time, of-
fering mystical testimony that in-
cluded allusions to the alleged
blood guilt of the Jewish people.

The arrest, the scourging
and the Crucifixion are depicted
in harsh, explicit detail in the R-
rated movie. One of Jesus’ eyes
is swollen shut from his first beat-
ing as he is dragged from
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Gethsemane; the Roman torture,
the long path to Golgotha bearing
the wooden cross, and the nailing
of Jesus’ hands and feet to the
beams are filmed unsparingly.
The effect of the violence is at first
shocking, then numbing, and fi-
nally reaches a point where many
viewers may spend as much time
clinically wondering how any man
could have survived such beatings
as they do sympathizing with his
plight. There are tender scenes
with Mary, Jesus’ mother, and
Mary Magdalene. “It is accom-
plished,” Jesus says from the
cross. His mother, watching her
brutally tortured son die, mur-
murs, “Amen.”

The film, according to these ac-
counts, does not do as other films
about Jesus have done: portray
Him as a homosexual, or some sort
of pervert, or an adulterer. He is
presented as One who has come to
redeem mankind of sin.

Many who claim it is anti-
Semitic raise their criticism of the
film. The same claim has been
made of the Gospel accounts them-
selves. But this criticism, for the
Christian, is not the problem. The
arguments showing that it is not
anti-Semitic are quite convincing.
The fact is obvious: He came to
His own (Jews), who were sup-
posed to be looking for the Mes-
siah, and His own received Him
not. But the sad fact is that the
nature of all peoples is to reject
Him. It was not because we first
loved Him, but because He first
loved us, that we are saved.

But we would have other very
serious objections to the film. The
first, of course, is the matter of the
drama itself. I recall many years
ago when I attended a Christian
high school (where dramatic pre-
sentations at that time were not al-
lowed), that one teacher defended
the movie with its drama. But
there was one exception, he in-
sisted. It would be absolutely
wrong to try to portray Christ. He
is the perfect and sinless Son of
God in our flesh. It would be pre-
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sumptuous, to say the least, for any
sinner to try to portray Him. He
was right in saying that it is horri-
bly wrong for any sinful man even
to try to portray the perfect and
sinless One. It is shocking that any-
one would want to see such a por-
trayal of the sinless One by a sin-
ful man.

No doubt the portrayal of this
film is deliberately made very gory.
One sees an individual severely
beaten. He is treated horribly. He
is nailed to the cross. No doubt
such a presentation can move one
emotionally. But it is too emo-
tional, too dramatic, for children—
therefore its rating: “R.” So it's
“evangelism,” but not for children
or even squeamish adults.

But it is also a way to present
heresy in a convincing manner.

There is, first, the blasphemy
of portraying the Son of God in the
flesh by way of a human actor.
Who can ever assume the likeness,
the holiness, the infinity, and the
wisdom of the Son in the flesh?
Though one strives to follow as
much as possible the testimony of
the Gospels, it is audacious, to say
the least, that the actor should
think himself capable of portray-
ing our Savior through human
drama. Besides, however terrible
His physical suffering must have
been (and it was very great), there
is no way the horror of the wrath
of God, the agony of hell, which
He must bear, could be presented
visibly. The greatest, the most aw-
ful, aspect of His suffering goes be-
yond human portrayal or even full
comprehension.

Secondly, the director has, ac-
cording to the reports, taken both the
Gospel accounts and the testimony
of two Roman Catholic “saints” in
the portrayal he presents. That is,
to say the least, disquieting.

Thirdly, all of the reports indi-
cate that the portrayal is of Christ
who dies for the sins of all—uni-
versal atonement. Surely that’s not
what Christ taught in John 6 and
10 and elsewhere in the Gospels.
If the presentation is as powerful

as the reports indicate, what effect
will this false doctrine have on
those who behold? Will one hold
to Scripture—or to this false pre-
sentation of Scripture?

Fourthly, one must recognize
that this sort of drama will surely
have a powerful effect on the feel-
ing or emotion of the observer.
When suffering is portrayed
through drama, and it looks very
real to the observer, how can he
not be affected emotionally? But
is this the way of proper evange-
lism? Are converts made on the
basis of intense emotion?

Fifthly, the reports indicate not
only that Muslims and agnostics
have been converted already in
viewing the film, but also that
people have been healed of their
illnesses as a result of viewing the
movie. One cannot help but think
of those Roman Catholic shrines
where, presumably, other healings
take place. Will this film be an-
other Lourdes? How many will be
impressed by the “conversions”
and the “healings”? How many
will even be persuaded to seek this
film for such healings?

Finally, the film makes a mock-
ery of the testimony of Scripture
about the “weak means of preach-
ing” (I Cor. 1:17). “For Christ sent
me not to baptize, but to preach
the gospel: not with wisdom of
words, lest the cross of Christ
should be made of none effect. For
the preaching of the cross is to
them that perish foolishness; but
unto us which are saved it is the
power of God.” And in verse 21,
“For after that in the wisdom of
God the world by wisdom knew
not God, it pleased God by the fool-
ishness of preaching to save them
that believe.”

But now we have presented
something other than the “foolish-
ness of preaching.” Mel Gibson is
wiser than God. With dramatic
presentations of the crucifixion, he
will convince sinners. He will
bring many to the cross of Christ.
It is disturbing, to say the least.

Striking, too, is the account of



the man portraying Christ. He was
asked by one interviewer, “You got
struck by lightning?” His answer:

Oh, yeah. We were shoot-
ing the Sermon on the Mount.
About four seconds before it hap-
pened it was quiet, and then it
was like someone slapped my

ears. I had seven or eight seconds
of, like, a pink, fuzzy color, and
people started screaming. They
said I had fire on the left side of
my head and light around my
body. All I can tell you is that I
looked like I went to Don King's
hairstylist.

“Did it occur to you that if
you're playing Christ and you get
struck by lightning, maybe....”

[Laughs, then, as if speaking to God:]
“Didn’t like that take, huh?”

And this is what preachers and
churches are recommending to
their congregations? God grant
that His people may flee such
abomination and hold to the faith-
ful preaching of the Word. €

The Hasty Fruit Before Summer

Summer

ightly viewed, the Scripture
R knows but two seasons of
year: summer and winter.

You hear this in the divine ut-
terance after the Flood: “Hence-
forth, while the earth remaineth,
cold and heat, summer and winter
shall not cease” (Gen. 8:22).

So in Psalm 74:17, in silence
passing spring and autumn by:
“Thou hast made summer and win-
ter.”

And in the vision of Zechariah
(14:8) it is said that “living waters
shall go out from Jerusalem, and
that these waters shall be in sum-
mer and in winter.

Spring and autumn are transi-
tions, they form no antitheses.
There is heat or cold, there is life
or death, there is light or darkness;
and everything that lies in between
may differ in degree but is no third,
new something.

When Jesus says: “Now learn
a parable of the fig-tree, when his

Reprinted from When Thou Sittest In
Thine House, by Abraham Kuyper, Wm.
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., Grand Rap-
ids, Michigan. 1928. Used by permis-
sion of Eerdmans Publishing Co.

branch becomes tender, and
putteth forth leaves, then know that
summer is nigh” (Matt. 24:32), and
from Matthew 21:19 you observe
how already before Passover the fig-
tree was in leaf, it is clear, that “the
nearness of summer” means what
we call spring.

That this antithesis between
summer and winter is altogether
the outcome of the curse and is
come upon us exclusively on ac-
count of sin is difficult to accept.

The curse certainly operates
definitely in the intense cold of se-
vere frost, and in the sultriness of
excessive heat, which makes breath-
ing difficult.

Frost that is too severe in win-
ter kills man, even as sunstroke at
too great summer-heat is always
death by reason of the curse.

So there is ground of accep-
tance that the curse has intensified
the antithesis between summer and
winter; but from this it does by no
means follow that this antithesis
originated from the curse.

Already at the creation, before
sin came in, you come upon the an-
tithesis between day and night, be-
tween light and darkness, and it is
evident that the antithesis between
cold and heat, and also between
summer and winter, is of one piece.

Night cools off, day brings a
softer atmosphere.

And so we may accept that the
antithesis between summer and
winter, i.e., between two periods
of time during the course of the
year, in which now cold predomi-
nates, and again heat prevails, be-
longs to the ordinance of creation.

444 444 44+

Summer abounds in wealth of
nature, but winter also exhibits a
glory of its own, and in both of
these God glorifies His majesty.

If you subtract from winter the
cutting sharpness of the wind and
the stiffening of nature by reason
of too great severity of cold, win-
ter has a beauty altogether its own
and an attractiveness which noth-
ing else can supply. There are days
in winter, so tempered in cold, with
high, clear skies, that in beauty of
kind is by nothing excelled.

To suppose that this winter
beauty would forever have re-
mained hidden if man, had not
fallen falls short of the glory of
God'’s work.

That a result of sin has its af-
termath in winter as it now is, even
as in summer, which frequently
loosens every restraint of human
elasticity, is clear; and it also ap-
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pears from John's Revelation, in
which the Tree of Life blooms
twelve months together and bears
fruit, that in the state of glory this
antithesis also, even as that of day
and night, of light and darkness,
falls away; but this does not take
away the fact that in this provi-
sional dispensation, both summer
and winter were made to give us a
speech of God’s majesty; and it is
this speech that goes out not only
from winter, but also from sum-
mer, to all nations and to all parts
of the earth.

R R

That speech of summer is the
language of brightness and ardor,
of fullness of life and of super-
abounding wealth.

The nights are short, and even
in their brevity less dark. The day
is long begun before you leave
your couch, and reaches almost to
the hour of retiring.

Artificial light is little needed,
and fire, indispensable for the
preparation of food, is put out as
soon as possible.

So in summer there is far less
suffering. The lot of the poor, in
winter oft so bitter and so hard, in
summer is far more enjoyable. Hu-
man need grows less. Food is more
abundant. Even all fruit and veg-
etables do not pass by the dwell-
ing of the poor. His frugal home
no longer shuts him in. Windows
are opened wide. In streets and
byways one runs out, and even sits
down, to enjoy the freer life.

The misery of the sickroom is
lessened with the coming of summer.

The consumptive, who fetched
the summer, revives again with the
feeling of recuperation. Unless an
epidemic breaks out, hospitals de-
populate.

All suffering of troubled hu-
manity summer cannot dispel, but
summer brings moderation and
amelioration of pain.

Even where fullest enjoyment
of summer is not possible, the
warm, softer season of year renders
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almost everyone’s lot in life more
bearable.

44 44 e

Summer has also this won-
drous good to its credit, that it ac-
customs us again to life in and with
nature.

Compelled by necessity, life in
our homes is for the most part ar-
tificial, and in many respects un-
natural. Too narrowly enclosed.
Too greatly crowded. Too greatly
separated from God’s rich creation.

But when summer is come, na-
ture entices us again out of doors.
The full impression of God’s glori-
ous creation is upon us. Nature
fondles us to her heart and affects
us benignly by her soft embrace.

We become as children again,
who revel in what God gives us to
enjoy.

And this life with nature reju-
venates physical powers, enriches
the blood, and opens the heart to
purer sensations.

The motion and struggle of
spirits takes a surcease during the
summer months, as though we
refuse to disturb the pleasure
which God grants us in the wealth
of summer.

Schools are closed for many
weeks. Children are at liberty.
Parents and children, brothers and
sisters, live together again the live-
long day.

Even the heavy-hearted feel
moods of cheer come upon them.
The end of it all is that life is lived
in a happier way.

True, thunder sounds time and
again from on high, and lightning
darts through the clouds, as though
to remind man of God, and in the
midst of so great wealth not to for-
get Him; but even that thunder-
shower leaves a blessing behind, and
when the skies clear, and the sun
breaks out, for everything that hath
breath, there is fuller happiness.

RS R

But harvest is not yet. This fol-
lows in autumn days. At least the

harvest of the finer fruits. So ev-
erything together bears the charac-
ter of preparation for the harvest
that comes later.

In the wealth of summer, the
work of God which aims at fruit
goes restlessly on.

There is brightness, there is
richness and splendor, there is fra-
grance and choice of blossom and
flowers, but in all this life aims at
a still higher something.

The wealth of summer is not
simply for its own sake, but finds
its consummation only when pres-
ently the full harvest is brought in.

Herein lies the admonition to
seriousness.

In our human life there may be
much beauty, and much may be
granted us to enjoy, but in that
beauty and in that wealth our life
must not lose itself.

The most beautiful and richest
life is worthless, when in the end
nothing buds but leaves.

Presently the heavenly Hus-
bandman comes to gather fruit
from us.

And woe unto him, in the hour
when his life is cut off, on whose
branches fruit, well-ripened fruit
for the barns of heaven, is want-

ing.
444 44e e

Yea, there is more.

Though summer is only con-
summated in autumn harvest, yet
the Scripture speaks of a summer
fruit, and of a “hasty fruit before
summer” (Is. 28:4).

Such is God’s ordinance in na-
ture that already in summer itself
there is fruit ready to be gathered,
and so is His ordinance with re-
spect to you, that already in the
summer of your life fruit shall not
be wanting.

The spring of your life is your
youth, and harvest reminds you of
old age, but the summer of your
life is the years of your full manly
strength.

From you, therefore, it is de-
manded that the years of your



manly strength are not merely
marked by harmony of character
and enriched by the unfolding of
your God-given talents, but that
they shall cast off those desired
summer fruits, in behalf of your
environment, of yourself, but above
all for the glory of God.

In the summer of your life

Go Ye Into All the World 8

something must ripen for the great
day of harvest, when the angels

shall put forth the sickle into the |

corn; but there must already now
be fruit ripened, a summer fruit
that can be picked already on earth,
a fruit received from God, and
therefore in deep humility laid on
His altar.

And when the years run their

course, and every time again sum-
mer comes after spring, that new
summer always comes back to you
with the old inquiry: whether at
length you will become wise not
merely to make a show of leaf and
blossom, but also to be mindful of
the fruit of your life, which must
ripen to the glory of God. €

Rev. Jason Kortering

Nurturing Godliness in Missions

mand to make disciples of all

nations, the church sends
forth missionaries. The task of
making disciples is both joyful and
difficult. We experience the bless-
ings of this activity when God
gives converts. The early church
rejoiced when they learned by first-
hand experience that the Lord
added daily to the church such as
should be saved (Acts 2:47). Many
a missionary, along with his send-
ing church, experiences that joy to-
day as well. It is a never-ending
wonder of God.

Mission work does not end
with the confession of faith and
baptism of a new convert. Jesus
made this very clear by His par-
able of the different kinds of soil
(Luke 8:5ff.). The word preached
falls on different kinds of hearers.
Some respond in true faith, others
respond in pseudo faith, which is
determined over a testing period.
For the most part, the missionary
and his church cannot judge at the
moment of conversion which is
which. In due time, and that is also

g m n obedience to Christ’s com-

Rev. Kortering is a minister emeritus in
the Protestant Reformed Churches.

God'’s time, it becomes evident and
the church has to deal with it. That
is why Christian discipline in the
mission church is just as vital as it
is in the mature congregation,
where the youth of the church must
be disciplined if their confession of
faith proves pseudo.

The labors of the missionary
and the mission church upon such
a convert are crucial. In a general
way, this labor distinguishes Re-
formed missions from Arminian.
Because Arminianism is so indi-
vidualistic, Arminians are focused
upon getting souls saved, and they
seem to neglect the nurture of those
whom God saves. Reformed mis-
sionaries recognize this great need
from two points of view. First, for
the good of the convert, if he is go-
ing to “endure unto the end,” his
young faith has to be exercised and
trained. Second, we realize the im-
portance of the church and the
place of the convert in the body of
Christ. Great effort has to be ex-
pended to prepare the new convert
to take up the Christian commit-
ment to let his light shine and be-
have as Christ wants him to act.
Only then is he an additional bless-
ing to the witness of the church in
the midst of the world.

There are two aspects to his
spiritual growth.

First, his knowledge of the
truth must grow into the convic-
tion of the truth. In the early stages
of his spiritual development, he
learns so much that is new and
wonderful. His perspective of the
world changes, for example, from
that of insignificant material pro-
pelled by spiritual energy to that
of a significant material world con-
trolled by a personal God. His own
personal importance changes, from
that of a blob of cells floating on
the merry-go-round of reincarna-
tion, to that of one who was re-
created in the image of God and is
renewed in Jesus Christ and there-
fore has a purpose in serving such
a sovereign God. The goal is that
this newfound knowledge be more
to the convert than an intriguing
theory to be contemplated. It be-
comes truth bound upon his con-
science because it is knowledge
given from the infinite God of rev-
elation.

Second, his life-style must
change into a life of obedience be-
fore God. This is just as amazing
as the substance of faith. When a
person becomes a Christian, his en-
tire value system and sense of right
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and wrong are shaken to the core.
In the early days of his searching,
he learns much about the holiness
of God and how he is to respond
to it as a Christian. The entire law
of God sets before him a different
way of thinking and acting. The
Bible expounds on this law and
gives further details as to how we
are to act in our relation to God
and our neighbor.
There are many
things forbidden that
before he practiced.
There are many
things that the Chris-
tian is exhorted to
do, but he never con-
sidered them as
worth doing or even cared about
them. The law touches him on ev-
ery level, especially the first table.
He rejects idols and all the activity
associated with their worship. He
worships God in an entirely differ-
ent way, and that too on the Lord’s
Day. His prayer life changes. He
learns to reverence the name of
God both in prayer and when
speaking about Him to others.

The second table of the law is
just as radical. His honor of father
and mother is far more profound
than “filial.” It is a true love for
his parents, so much so that he de-
sires above all else their eternal sal-
vation. Even though most of his
family members and colleagues at
work may reject him for his new
faith, yet he does not hate them but
loves them so much that he wants
to share the gospel with them.
Many of the Christian sisters and
brothers learn to honor God'’s gift
of marriage to such an extent that,
rather than marry a non-Christian,
they forego marriage for God’s
sake. Their value of earthly, mate-
rial things changes from a pursuit
of riches to using money for the
sake of the kingdom of heaven.
Their mouth is an important ve-
hicle for good or evil. Uncontrolled
anger and wrath expressed in harsh
words quickly spoils their godly
witness, so they have to learn to
control their tongues. And, last of

to the core.
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When a person
becomes a Christian,
his entire value system
and sense of right

and wrong are shaken

all, they learn to covet the best gifts
rather than seek after that which
destroys their faith.

The part of this spiritual ma-
turing that we want to focus upon
now is that of obedience to God
and His law. Obviously, we can-
not separate this from faith and
knowledge. The maturing process
is one whole, both faith and life,
and they cannot be
separated, but go to-
gether. We can at
least distinguish the
two and focus our at-
tention upon obedi-
ence to God’s law.
How can we help a
new convert become
an obedient Christian who loves
God and practices His law in all
areas of his life? How beautiful he
is when he says no when God says
no, yes when God says yes, and
learns to use Christian liberty prop-
erly. In many ways he is a weak
Christian. He may know some
guiding principles of holiness from
the Bible, but he lacks the ability
to apply them to his own life. He
struggles with his own failures,
since he too has a nature that op-
poses everything that is good. He
faces keen opposition and even
persecution from those who ought
to support him, e.g., parents, sib-
lings, and even friends. Such a fel-
low saint needs guidance. How
must we give that to him?

There is a wrong way that is
very tempting for a missionary to
follow because it seems so right
and effective. It consists of three
elements, and notice with me that
each one of the three is right and
good in itself. The error is that,
when taken together, and empha-
sized to the exclusion of love, it be-
comes a mind-set that produces
wrong results. First, God is sover-
eign over all creatures and there-
fore has the right to determine
right and wrong. He is the su-
preme authority. Second, as the
sovereign God, He has the perfect
right to set forth the demands of
the covenant. He expects obedi-

ence to His law; He threatens all
disobedience with punishment. To
make this crystal clear to all the
hearers, the demands of the law are
spelled out in detail, usually a list
of do’s and don’ts. The young con-
verts need to know right and
wrong, and the missionary is right
there to indicate under each com-
mandment what is expected and
what is forbidden. He may even
be tempted to flip off a list of “Re-
formed distinctives” or go so far
as to legislate in areas of Christian
liberty. Thirdly, the young Chris-
tian is told that it is his duty to
obey God’s required law. If he
wants to be a Christian, then he has
to abide by its rules and conform
to its practices as the church is
teaching.

You see what I mean when I
say that all three are perfectly cor-
rect if placed in a right context.
The above context is incomplete
because it emphasizes exclusively
external conduct and does not deal
with the inner workings of grace
and the Holy Spirit. It is the teach-
ing of morality that Christ criti-
cized when he addressed the Phari-
sees. Work righteousness is inti-
mately connected with authority,
rules, duty, and such like. It at-
tempts to make Christians by ex-
ternal compulsion, by rules and de-
mands. The result of such attempts
is to produce hypocrites, who con-
form to the rules outwardly, but
give precious little attention to the
heart.

Jesus condemned all such
wrongful attempts to teach moral-
ity when He said to the rich young
ruler, who had just testified that
he kept the entire law from his
youth onward, “Go and sell that
thou hast, and give to the poor, and
come and follow me” (Matt. 19:21).
Yes, he externally kept the law, but
internally he didn’t know the first
thing about love (the heart of the
law). The way to prove love would
be literally to sell all his goods and
give it to the poor and become
Jesus’ disciple. That made him sad.

The antidote to the above is to



teach godliness. Do we not read
in the Proverbs of old, “The fear of
the Lord is the beginning (prin-
ciple) of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10)? The
message of Galatians is that we are
no longer under the law as a
schoolmaster, “for we are all the
children of God by faith in Christ
Jesus” (Gal. 3:24ff.). In contrast to
the law and its teaching as used
by the Pharisees, Jesus called to the
people, “Come unto me, all ye that
labor and are heavy laden, and I
will give you rest. Take my yoke
upon you, and learn of me; for my
yoke is easy and my burden is
light” (Matt. 11:28ff.). Why is it
easy? It is easy because doing the
will of the Father out of love, rather
than duty, is a pleasure. This can
be forgotten in a zeal to get con-
verts to shape up in a hurry.
Teaching godliness is far more dif-
ficult and takes more time, espe-
cially prayer, because we admit
that we cannot get people to
“shape up,” we can only be agents
in God’s hands for His Spirit to do
this work.

Yes, God is sovereign and pos-
sesses all authority to demand obe-
dience to His law. When we teach
respect for God and obedience to
His law, we must include references
to God as the covenant God, the
God of love and mercy. The de-
mands of the law were laid upon
Jesus Christ; the punishment for dis-
obedience fell upon Him as He bore
the guilt of our sins. He fulfilled
the law for righteousness, both in
His suffering the pains of death and
hell imposed by the holy law of God
and in living a perfect life of love
before God and His neighbor. No
one has greater love than “to lay
down his life for his friends” (John
15:13). The amazing thing is that
this love God gives to us when we
become a Christian. We are
changed, in our legal standing be-
fore God, from guilty to righteous,
but also, in our personal relation-
ship, from enemies to friends. We
become the friends of the living
God, and He is our Friend. Love
dominates this relationship. Our

obedience to the law of God is not
simply out of duty in response to
His demands. It is much more. We
freely, out of love, desire God’s
friendship; and we know we can en-
joy it in the way of keeping His law.

The same is true for us in our
earthly relationships. A wife may
say to her husband, “I submit to
you and obey you because it is my
duty.” That is of course true. But
as every husband knows, it means
much more to him if she says, “I
submit to you and obey you be-
cause I love you and I love God.”
By such an expression, the delight
is there and the yoke of Christ is
easy then. Itis rooted in our heart-
felt relationship of love to God and
His Son, Jesus Christ.

Such godliness must be nour-
ished.

First, the missionary himself
must be a godly man. His power
is not to throw his weight around
because he has authority, even if it
is from God. His power is in
prayer, zeal for God, and holy liv-
ing. All who observe his life know
he is a man of God who lives in
close fellowship with God. He be-
comes an important
role model to the young
Christians around him.

Second, in both his
preaching and teaching
he administers the
Word of God not with
some high-handed warning of au-
thority (you had better listen to my
preaching because I represent God,
and you had better do what I say
because I am the preacher), but
with humility. He knows his own
sin and openly leads the congrega-
tion both in public prayer and per-
sonal conversation to admit and
confess sins earnestly before God.
In my limited mission experience,
I found that the three parts of our
beloved Heidelberg Catechism
served as the framework, not only
for all my preaching, but for my
pastoral counseling as well. Com-
fort is found only in admitting sin,
seeking forgiveness in Jesus, and
living a grateful life according to

True obedience

is a spiritual act
that flows

from a godly heart.

God’s ways. Such a pastor or mis-
sionary is kind, understanding, pa-
tient, and non-judgmental when he
labors with young converts. Yes,
he must be firm and uncompromis-
ing, yet it is in a way that exudes
mercy and forgiveness. After all,
that is the way our heavenly Fa-
ther deals with us, no matter how
mature we may be. Only then will
obedience be more than just neces-
sary, it will be delightful.

Finally, because our entire min-
istry, whether as missionaries or
pastors, is completely dependent
upon God, and obedience to God's
law and holy living is His work of
sanctification, we realize that
prayer is vital. Again, our cat-
echism expresses it so well, “God
will give His grace and Holy Spirit
to those only who with sincere de-
sires, continually ask them of Him,
and are thankful for them” (Q.
116). Sin has a devastating effect
in the life of any person, including
new converts. It works havoc in
the church, whether mission or es-
tablished. We need and therefore
must seek holy living. Such living
comes from God, who continues to
give His Holy Spirit to
work grace in the
hearts of His children.
Prayer is the God-ap-
pointed way for such
spiritual presence and
blessings. Just as we
parents must pray for the indi-
vidual needs of our children and
families, so we must pray for the
individual needs of struggling con-
verts, backsliders, and persecuted
ones, that God may give them
strength to be faithful and thus to
be useful in His kingdom to His
glory.

True obedience is a spiritual act
that flows from a godly heart.

If we stop to think about it, this
is also true as we lead our children
and youth to obey God'’s will and
way. We need to nurture godli-
ness in them.

May God bless every effort to
nurture such godliness whether at
home or in the mission field. €%
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The Irish Puritans: James Ussher
and the Reformation of the Church,
by Crawford Gribben. Darlington,
England: Evangelical Press, 2003.
Pp. 160.£7.95(UK)—$14.99(US) (pa-
per). [Reviewed by the editor.]

ittle is known among us about

the Irish Reformed theologian
and churchman, James Ussher
(1581-1656) than that he deter-
mined from his biblical studies that
God created the world in 4004 B.C.
This is unfortunate. Crawford
Gribben supplies our lack in the
well-written, interesting book, The
Irish Puritans.

Ussher was a significant Cal-
vinist in his day. As archbishop of
Armagh, primate, or leader, of the
Irish [Protestant] Church, he
worked at making Ireland Calvin-
istic. He was a defender of the Re-
formed faith against the Roman
Catholicism that dominated Ireland
and against the Armin-ianism that
was taking over the Anglican
Church through Laud. A great
scholar, his 10,000 volumes became
the basis of the library of Trinity
College Dublin.

The time of Ussher’s life was
the period of dramatic history in
Great Britain. Around the middle

News From Our Churche:

Evangelism Activities

n February 19 the Evangelism

Society of the Covenant PRC
in Wyckoff, NJ sponsored a view-
ing of the video of the Engelsma/
Mouw debate on Common Grace,
held this past summer in Grand
Rapids, ML

Mr. Wigger is an elder in the Protestant
Reformed Church of Hudsonville, Michi-

gan.
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of the seventeenth century, first
Parliament and Scotland withstood
Charles I and then Cromwell and
his New Model Army defeated and
executed Charles and put the Scots
in their place. Ussher was involved
in this history. As an Anglican
archbishop and as a Reformed
Christian, Ussher supported the
monarch.

Ussher and the movement on
behalf of the Reformed faith in Ire-
land, which movement the author
chooses to describe as Puritan, are
the subject of the brief, but thor-
ough study, The Irish Puritans. The
author is research fellow in the
Center for Irish-Scottish Studies at
Trinity College Dublin.

Ussher’s greatest and lasting
accomplishment was authoring the
Irish Articles (1615). This confes-
sion, “agreed upon by the Arch-
bishops and Bishops, and the rest
of the Clergy of Ireland in the Con-
vocation holden at Dublin in the
year of our Lord God 1615, for the
avoiding of Diversities of Opinions,
and the establishing of Consent
touching true Religion,” is a solid,
full statement of the Reformed
faith. These 104 articles were in-
fluential in the formulation of the
Westminister Confession of Faith

The Byron Center, MI PRC
sponsored a lecture entitled “The
Christian, Politics, and the Anti-
christ,” by Rev. R. Cammenga, pas-
tor of Southwest PRC in
Grandville, MI, on February 12 at
their church. Anyone interested
was encouraged to join Byron Cen-
ter for a timely discussion on our
calling towards government and
our call to watch for the coming of
Antichrist. The lecture was fol-
lowed by a question and answer
period and refreshments.

B M. Benjamin Wigger

some thirty years later.

Article 12 of the Irish Articles
confesses double predestination:
“By the same eternal counsel, God
hath predestinated some unto life,
and reprobated some unto death:
of both which there is a certain
number, known only to God, which
can neither be increased nor dimin-
ished.”

Articles 26 and 27 teach that all
works done by the unbeliever “are
not pleasing unto God” and are
“sinful.” Among these deeds, all
of which are alike sinful, “some
[are] far more heinous than others.”

In Article 80, coincidentally nu-
merically the same as the great ar-
ticle in the Heidelberg Catechism
condemning Roman Catholicism,
the Irish Articles identify the
Bishop of Rome as Antichrist:
“that man of sin, foretold in the
holy scriptures, whom the Lord
shall consume with the Spirit of his
mouth, and abolish with the bright-
ness of his coming.”

The Irish Puritans includes the
full text of the Irish Articles as an
appendix.

In North America, the book is
available from Evangelical Press,
P.O. Box 84, Auburn, MA 01501.

¢

Starting February 12, and then
again on February 18 and 26, the
Evangelism Committee of First
PRC in Holland, MI hosted what
has become their annual Winter
Conference. The topic of this year’s
conference was “God’s Covenant of
Grace with His People.” Thursday,
February 12, Prof. D. Engelsma
spoke on “God’s Sovereign Cov-
enant with His People,” followed
the next Wednesday with Rev. G.
VanBaren speaking on “Sovereign
Election and the Particular Prom-



ise,” and Rev. C. Terpstra speak-
ing the last Thursday on “The Par-
ticular Implications of the Cov-
enant of Grace.”

Mission Activities
The Steering Committee of our
denomination’s mission work
in Pittsburgh, PA recently made a
decision to advertise their Fellow-
ship and its activities in Faith Talk
magazine. This magazine was re-
ferred to Pittsburgh by WORD FM,
where one can hear our eastern
home missionary, Rev. ]J. Mahtani,
speak throughout the year and the
Reformed Witness Hour each week.
There are over 16,000 people who
receive each issue of this magazine.
Recently a committee made up
of members of the Pittsburgh Mis-
sion and of the Covenant PRC in
Wyckoff, NJ organized under the
name Eastern Mission Retreat
Committee. At their first meeting
in late January, this committee de-
cided to have the Eastern Mission’s
Retreat May 26-30, 2005, which is
Memorial Day weekend. The pur-
pose of the retreat will be for a time
of fellowship and instruction
among the isolated contacts we
have in the Eastern United States,
as well as those who are new to
the Reformed faith, and a limited
number of members of our denomi-
nation. The theme of the retreat
will be “Reaching the Nations with
the Gospel of Grace,” with an em-
phasis on the content of the gospel
and how we reach the nations, and
how we do evangelism work. The
committee is working out addi-
tional details regarding the venue,
guest speakers, activities. etc. The
Lord willing, the committee will
meet next in New Jersey, July 1-5.

Contact Committee Activities

ev. K. Koole, of our de-
R_nomination’s Contact Commit-
tee, and Mr. John Buiter, from the
Hope PRC in Grand Rapids, MI,
the calling church for our mission-
ary-on-loan in Singapore, left Tues-
day, February 17, for a two-week
trip to visit our sister churches

there and Rev. A. denHartog, our
minister-on-loan. This was accord-
ing to a synodical mandate to visit
the Evangelical Reformed Churches
of Singapore, as well as Rev.
denHartog and his family. The
timing of this trip also made it pos-
sible for the emissaries to visit the
Classis of the ERCS, which met
during the time that the emissaries
were there. They planned to re-
turn, the Lord willing, on March 1.

School Activities
The Eastside Christian School

Promoters invited interested
supporters of their school to gather
together on February 19 at First
PRC in Grand Rapids, MI to hear
Prof. Robert Fortner of the Com-
munications Dept. of Calvin Col-
lege speak on the topic, “The Com-
puter and the Human Condition:
Help or Hindrance for the Soul?”

On Thursday, February 12, par-
ents and teachers of Hope PR
Christian School in Grand Rapids,
MI met for one of their semi-an-
nual PTA meetings. At this meet-
ing, Mr. Joel Minderhoud, a science
teacher at Covenant Christian High
School, spoke on the theme, “The
Unity of the Human Body and the
Unity of the Church.”

Heritage Christian School in
Hudsonville, MI had their All-
School Program on February 19 at
the Fairhaven Ministries in Jenison,
MI. The theme for this year’s pro-
gram was, “A Wonderful Savior.”

Minister Activities

ev. and Mrs. J. Laning, serving
R the Hope PRC in Grand Rap-
ids, MI, were blessed with the birth
of a daughter, Julianne Rose, born
on Wednesday, February 4.

Announcementss

The congregation of the Byron
Center, MI PRC was to call a pas-
tor on Sunday evening, February
22. From a trio of Rev. C. Haak,
Rev. D. Kleyn, and Rev. R. Van
Overloop, Byron Center called Rev.
VanOverloop.

Young People’s Activities
e Young People’s Society of
the Lynden, WA PRC planned
a dinner for their church members
on the evening of Saturday, Janu-
ary 17 in the gym of Covenant
Christian School. Dinner began at
5:30 p.M., with games and fellow-
ship following.

A Candlelight Supper was
planned by the young people of the
First PRC of Edgerton, MN for
Monday, February 9. Group seat-
ing was available for those who
preferred it, as well as babysitting
for those who needed it.

Friday, February 6, the Young
People’s Society of Byron Center,
MI PRC hosted a Valentine Ban-
quet, and on Saturday, the 7*, the
Young People of First PRC in Hol-
land, MI sponsored a Soup Supper,
with proceeds going for the 2004
Young People’s Convention.

Which reminds me that regis-
tration for this year’s convention is
due by April 9. Young people,
have you sent your registration
forms in? This year’s convention,
hosted by Southwest PRC Young
People’s Society from July 12-16 at
Covenant Hills Camp in Otisville,
MI, will provide you with an op-
portunity to spend a week with
like-minded young people from
many different churches and mis-
sions. What a wonderful way for
you to “Draw Near to God.” €

_
e

The Lord willing, a spring lecture on the subject,
“Is the King James Version Still The Best Translation Available?”
by Prof. Hanko.
The lecture is sponsored by the Evangelism Committee of
Peace PRC of Lansing, lllinois
18423 Stony Island Ave., Lansing, lllinois.
Plan to attend this timely lecture on Friday, April 16 at 8:00 p.m.
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P.O. Box 603
Grandville, MI 49468-0603
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RESOLUTION OF SYMPATHY

The council and congregation of
Edgerton PRC express their Christian
sympathy to the Glenn and Irene
Gunnink family in the death of Irene’s
father,

HARVEY SAMUELSON.

May their comfort be found in
God’s Word in Psalm 23:4; “Yea,
though | walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, | will fear no evil: for
thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff
they comfort me.”

Rev. Daniel Kleyn, Pres.
Al Brummel, Clerk
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Dorothy Kamps
3315 CALVIN CT SW
GRANDVILLE MI
USA

PUBLIC LECTURE
“Jesus Christ in the Movies”
March 26, 2004, 7:30 .M. at
Trinity Protestant Reformed Church,
3385 VanBuren St.
Hudsonville, MI, 49426
Speaker:

Rev. R. Kleyn
Recordings of the lecture will be avail-
able by contacting Chuck Ensink at

(616) 669 2412 or
chensink@iserv.net.

For more information go to our website

www.prea.org/trinity

or call (616) 669-7024.

PERIODICAL

Postage Paid at

81 Grandville,
Michigan

49418-2469

o

British Reformed Fellowship
Family Holiday Conference

High Leigh Conference Centre
Hertfordshire, England
13-20th August 2004

Conference Theme:
Keeping God’s Covenant

Conference Addresses:
Professor David Engelsma & Professor Herman Hanko

1) The Covenant that we must keep

2) Keeping God’s Covenant in the Church

3) Keeping God’s Covenant in Marriage

4) Keeping God’s Covenant in the Home

5) Keeping God's Covenant and the Exercise of Discipline
6) Keeping God’s Covenant and the Antithetical Life

Plus — Special Lecture by Mr. Chad van Dixhoorn
The Westminster Assembly and Its Catechisms

The conference is to be held at High Leigh Conference Centre, a beautiful
Christian centre with 40 acres of lawns, parkland, and woodland. For more
information, see www.cct.org.uk.

The conference will be of a relaxed nature, and adequate time will be avail-
able for recreation with family and friends. Meetings will be held in the mornings
or evenings in the Conference Centre hall, and trips to local places of interest
will be arranged. Two optional day trips are being planned. The first is to
Cambridge (16™ August, DV), including Christian Heritage tour of this breathtak-
ing University City and centre of the Protestant Reformation. The second is to
London (18" August, DV) including a guided tour of Westminster Abbey, where
the Westminster Assembly met to draw up the Westminster Standards.

288/Standard Bearer/March 15, 2004

WEDDING ANNIVERSARY
On March 25, 2004, our parents
and grandparents,
ARIE and ANN GRIFFIOEN,
will celebrate their 50™ wedding anniver-
sary. We are thankful for the many years
that God has blessed them in their mar-
riage. We are thankful for the love, pa-
tience, and covenant instruction they have
given us. We pray that God will continue
to bless them. “But the mercy of the Lord
is from everlasting to everlasting upon them
that fear him, and his righteousness unto
children’s children” (Psalm 103:17).
Kurt and Debra Griffioen
Roger and Farrah
Gerald
Douglas and June Griffioen
Jeffrey, Emily, Steven, Todd,
Esther, Betsy, Lucy
David and Phyllis Griffioen
Jennie, Joy, Joel, Jacob
Jill and Chad Rus
Robert and Kristi Buiter

Thomas, Michael, Molly
Jenison, Michigan

NOTICE!!

All standing and special committees
of the synod of the Protestant Reformed
Churches, as well as individuals who wish
to address Synod 2004, are hereby noti-
fied that all material for this year's synod
should be in the hands of the stated clerk
no later than April 1. Please send mate-
rial to:

Don Doezema
4949 Ivanrest Ave.
Grandville, Ml 49418

For more information

and booking forms contact:
Conference Secretary:

North American Booking Office:

Dr. Jonathan D. Moore
31 Chapmans Way, Over
Cambridge CB4 5PZ, UK

jdm @cantab.net
+44 (0)7799 764312

Mr. Bill Oomkes
6299 Wing Avenue SE
Grand Rapids, Ml 49512, USA
oomkes @iserv.net
+1 (616) 541-4444

www.britishreformedfellowship.org.uk



