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SIN, TEMPTATION, AND SUFFERING
As we enter the season in which we focus more than usual on the sufferings of our 
precious Savior and Lord, we pray that our consciences will be sensitized to sin, our 
wills will be fortified against temptation, and our hearts will be moved by the sufferings 
of Christ so that we would glorify the triune God for His free grace salvation with 
soul, mind, and strength. May the articles on this special theme be a blessing for you. 



MEDITATION | REV . BARTEL ELSHOUT

In these words, God responds to Solomon’s Spirit-inspired 
prayer at the dedication of the temple. In this prayer, Solo-
mon anticipates numerous calamities with which the Lord 
might afflict His people due to their sinful departure from 
His ways. Knowing his own heart and the history of his 
people, Solomon knew such days would come. And yet, 
throughout his prayer, he repeatedly pleads with the Lord to 
forgive His people for His name’s sake if they would return 
to Him in repentance. We read of one of these instances in 
2 Chronicles 6:26–27: “If they pray toward this place, and 
confess thy name, and turn from their sin, when thou dost 
afflict them; then hear thou from heaven, and forgive the sin 
of thy servants, and of thy people Israel.”

Then, following the Lord’s dramatic response with fire 
and the conclusion of the ensuing elaborate festivities, the 
Lord appears to Solomon, saying, “I have heard thy prayer, 
and have chosen this place to myself for an house of sacri-
fice” (7:12). He thereby affirmed that, based on the bloody 
sacrifice (typifying the future sacrifice of Christ), He would 
hear the prayers of His repentant people and forgive their 
sins. In fact, we could say that by His response, the Lord 
transformed all Solomon’s petitions into promises. 

Our text remarkably illustrates this. Here the Lord not 
only mentions the various means He might use to chastise 
His people for their sins but also His readiness and willing-
ness to be gracious to them if they would return to Him in 
repentance.

We undoubtedly live at a time when God, in response 
to the idolatry and wickedness of our culture, has sent a 
pestilence among us. Whatever the secondary causes may 
be that have led to the pandemic currently afflicting us, 
we need to recognize that God has dealt a mighty blow to 
our nation—a nation so highly favored among the peoples 
of this world, and yet a nation that tramples with arrogant 
impunity on His precepts and institutions. Consider only the 
unabated slaughter of unborn children—the worst holocaust 
in history—and we should be astonished that far greater 
calamities have not come upon us.

Sadly, we must conclude, however, that God’s judgment 
has not yet resulted in nationwide repentance. Instead, we see 
a clamoring to return to “normal”—that is, to the uninhibited 
pursuit of pleasure, possessions, and perversion. Therefore, 

unless God sends a Spirit-wrought revival, our nation will 
have learned nothing from our present circumstances. 

It is for such revival that we must be praying fervently, 
and that revival must begin with those who are called by 
God’s name—His people! First and foremost, we need to 
humble ourselves and take our place in the dust before God, 
taking full responsibility for the alarming moral decline of 
our nations. We have failed to be the light on the hill and 
the salt of the earth. Instead, we have become intoxicated 
with the prosperity of our culture and thereby have become 
conformed to this present world. 

How it thus behooves us to pray as Jeremiah and Daniel 
did: “We lie down in our shame, and our confusion covereth 
us: for we have sinned against the LORD our God” (Jer. 
3:25); “And I prayed unto the LORD my God, and made my 
confession.…We have sinned, and have committed iniquity, 
and have done wickedly, and have rebelled, even by departing 
from thy precepts and from thy judgments” (Dan. 9:4–5). 

Since judgment begins at the house of God (1 Peter 
4:17), restoration must begin at the house of God. Conse-
quently, God exhorts us to pray, seek His face, and turn from 
our wicked ways—three components inseparably connected. 
But as troubled and contrite as we should be regarding our 
wicked ways, so encouraged we should be that the God 
against whom we have so grievously sinned exhorts us to 
seek His face. God’s face is symbolic in Scripture of His 
gracious revelation in Jesus Christ and Him crucified. In 
Christ, God is more ready to forgive than we are to repent 
of our sins! 

In Him, God can therefore say to a “sinful nation, a 
people laden with iniquity, a seed of evildoers, children that 
are corrupters: [who] have forsaken the LORD, [who] have 
provoked the Holy One of Israel unto anger, [who] are gone 
away backward,” “Come now, and let us reason together, saith 
the LORD: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as 
white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall 
be as wool” (Isa. 1:4, 18).

Let us thus prayerfully and repentantly seek His face, 
pleading upon His promise that when we do, He will hear 
from heaven, forgive our sins, and heal our land.  

Rev. Bartel Elshout is pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congregation of  
Hull, Iowa.

A Compelling  
Exhortation to Seek 

God’s Face

If I shut up heaven that there be no rain, or if I command the locusts 
to devour the land, or if I send pestilence among my people; if my 
people, which are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and 
pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways; then 
will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal 
their land. —2 Chronicles 7:13–14
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On Good Friday, we commemorate the death of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who died in the place of sinners. It is a most sol-
emn and amazing day, a day when the sword of God’s justice 
was unsheathed and the Shepherd died for His sheep. This 
event was foretold by the prophet Zechariah when he said, 
“Awake, O sword, against my shepherd, and against the man 
that is my fellow, saith the LORD of hosts: smite the shepherd, 
and the sheep shall be scattered: and I will turn mine hand 
upon the little ones” (Zech. 13:7). 

As we read the book of Zechariah, there are many texts 
that point us to Christ. Specifically, when we think about 
Christ’s death, Zechariah has already foretold the betrayal of 
Jesus by Judas in chapter 11. And in chapter 12, he mentions 
how God will pour out on the house of David the spirit of 
grace and supplication and they shall look on the one whom 
they pierced, and mourn. In the chapter we are consider-
ing, Zechariah begins by mentioning there will be a fountain 
open for the cleansing from all sins. This is also evidenced by  
verse 6, which tells us the wounds in His hands were received 
in the house of friends. All this points to our Lord.

We need to take note, then, in verse 7, that the speaker 
is not the Shepherd. The speaker is the Lord of Hosts, or 
the Lord of Armies or Sabaoth. This is none other than the 
Most High God, the Father of glory, the Creator and ruler of 
all things. And He calls the Shepherd His fellow—in other 
words, someone just like Himself as God. This One who is 
speaking calls for the sword to smite the Shepherd. If you 
would ask a child who this Shepherd is, they would easily 
answer, “It is Jesus.” Did not Jesus call Himself the Good 
Shepherd who lays down His life for the sheep? Does He not 
feed, care for, protect, and watch over His sheep? But what 
does Zechariah say is happening? The sword is unsheathed, 
and it smites the Shepherd, and the sheep are scattered.

We all know what a physical sword looks like, but what is 
the imagery here referring to? Does this simply refer to the 
sword cutting someone to death? No. While the sword is used 
in battle for killing enemies, here it has the idea of the just 
sword of the Lord used to slay the unrighteous. When you 
read the book of Revelation and the Prophets, such as Isaiah 
and Ezekiel, the sword of the Lord is clearly connected to 
issuing justice. In other words, the sword is justly wielded to 
smite, kill, and destroy those who have offended God. Those 
who have broken His law are under the sentence of the sword. 
The reality is that the sword that barred the way back for 
Adam and Eve into Paradise was a reminder that the only 
way back was passing by the sword. Justice must be paid. Sin 
must be dealt with. Just payment could only be had by way 
of the sword. 

Friends, if we are honest before God, we realize that we 
are the ones who are worthy that the sword be used against us, 
to kill and destroy us. Isn’t this the fear that plagues everyone 
who has any knowledge of their sin? Yet, amazingly, what hap-
pens here in this passage? The sword is lifted up against the 
Shepherd, the innocent one who was actually protecting and 
caring for the sheep! Why? Because at the cross, at Calvary, 
when Christ the Good Shepherd is lifted up and the sword of 
justice falls on Him, He is smitten not for His own sins but 
because He is bearing the sins of each of His sheep. So, what 
do we see on Good Friday? Is it Caiaphas or Pilate or the devil 
or Judas or maybe the soldiers who are lifting up the sword 
against the Shepherd? No, none of these, ultimately. It is the 
Lord of Hosts who is doing this. He speaks in justice, “Lift up 
in justice, O sword, and fall on Him.” Jesus, in these moments, 
experiences the sentence of just wrath; the sword falls on Him. 
There was no blow that hit Christ so hard and devastatingly 
as this blow. It was not the soldiers slapping Him in the face. 
It was not the reeds that hit the crown of thorns. It was not 
the tip of the soldier’s spear that cut as this sword did. 

There on the cross, when the Shepherd cried, “My God, 
My God, why hast thou forsaken me?” the sword is plunged 
into the very heart of Christ. No suffering, no pain, no agony 
can compare to it. The wrath of divine justice smote the fellow 
of the Lord of Hosts. How is this justice, you ask? It is in this 
very way that the gospel message comes forth—He for me. 
The Shepherd comes under the sword of justice in the place 
that I deserve so that as He dies, I live. He became sin for us 
so that we might become the righteousness of God in this 
Shepherd. This is the love of God that is commended toward 
us, that while we were still in our sins, the Shepherd dies 
for the ungodly sheep. The sword of justice must be wielded 
against sinners, but praise be to God, when this sword came 
against Christ, He stood in the very place we deserve. The 
evidence that the sword was satisfied was when Jesus rose 
again from the dead, and now He can turn His hand upon 
the little ones. 

The smiting of the Shepherd has this glorious effect: 
He “will turn [His] hand upon the little ones” (Zech. 13:7).  
Who are these little ones? We know they are the poor in spirit, 
the humble and contrite, the weak and downcast, the sheep, 
the lambs, those who hunger and thirst after righteousness. 
They are the little ones whose mother and father have brought 
them to Jesus. They are the ones to whom a drink of cold 
water was given in the name of Jesus. They are the little flock 
who possess the kingdom. Not one of these little ones will 
perish from the Shepherd’s hand. Dear friend, do you think of 
yourself as a little one—little in holiness, little in significance, 

The Sword Slays the Shepherd
MEDITATION | DR . MARK KELDERMAN
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MEDITATION | DR . ARTHUR MISKIN

One writer aptly said that these words of our Lord Jesus—
the “little while” during which Jesus is crucified, is dead and 
seen no longer, is resurrected and seen again—are the most 
important words in all history, for once this little while has 
passed, the direst lamenting and sorrow will be transformed 
to unspeakable joy. What is about to happen will cause their 
horizon to be flooded with a new understanding of the dimen-
sions of this great salvation accomplished in our Lord Jesus 
Christ. But now, they still do not understand, not because they 
are intellectually incapable but because they are still spiritually 
blind. “And so,” they ask one another, “what does our Master 
mean when He says, ‘A little while, and ye shall not see me: 
and again, a little while, and ye shall see me, because I go to 
the Father’?” At least they are now beginning to discuss these 
hard sayings of our Lord among themselves. 

Jesus interrupts the conversation to clarify their confu-
sion, as He will do in a few days’ time with two disciples on 
the road to Emmaus. When Jesus speaks of going to His 
Father, it is always shorthand for His passion—His crucifix-
ion, death, burial, and resurrection, leading to His ascension 
to the right hand of God. In a few hours, He will be dead 
and buried, and for “a little while” they will not see Him. 
For them, it will feel as though they would never see Him 
again. But “in a little while” (repeated seven times in these 
verses), they will see Him again—that is, when He is res-
urrected. If there is no resurrection, the incarnation loses 
its profound meaning, and we are left in chaos and confu-
sion. At this point, the disciples are deeply confused because 
they are trying to understand Jesus apart from the resurrec-
tion. A gospel without the resurrection is no gospel at all 
because then, as Paul says, “we are of all men most miserable”  
(1 Cor. 15:19). The fears arising from His departure can only 
comprehensively be dealt with in the knowledge that He will 
rise from the dead. 

The Lord now makes one of those solemn pronounce-
ments preceded by the double amen (“Verily, verily I say”), 
which serves to doubly emphasize the truth of what He is 

about to say: “Ye shall weep and lament, but the world shall 
rejoice: and ye shall be sorrowful, but your sorrow shall be 
turned into joy” (John 16:20). The joy they will experience in 
“a little while” will be like the joy a laboring mother has upon 
the delivery of her infant. The Lord Jesus Christ here unfolds 
a key spiritual principle regarding discipleship. The joy of 
childbirth is not something that simply follows the birth of 
the child but is a joy produced through the travail of child-
birth. Joy arises out of, is produced by, the suffering. The New 
Testament is consistent in teaching this very thing: tribulation 
is followed by joy, suffering by glory. Indeed, it is out of the 
raw materials of suffering that joy is produced. The suffering 
Christian can in no way, therefore, view tribulation in barren 
isolation; weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with 
the morning (Ps. 30:5). There is purpose and meaning for the 
Christian even in the deepest darkness. At the right time, the 
Lord appears in resurrection power, heralding His gracious 
and joyful deliverance. The Christian knows “the Lord is at 
hand” (Phil. 4:5), and “yet a little while,…he that shall come 
will come, and will not tarry” (Heb. 10:37, emphasis added).

At times in the lives of God’s people, confusion and chaos 
come upon us that lead to mental uncertainty, even panic, and 
it may be the Lord’s doing in loosing us from wrong beliefs 
and perceptions. And only after a period of intense shaking 
up do we begin to think clearly. 

We can never see the details behind God’s dealings. He 
plants His footsteps in the sea and rides upon the storm, yet 
still He leads His people like a flock (Ps. 77:19–20). In our 
times of desperate trial, the time span between suffering and 
glory may be unbearably long, but we may be assured that in 
“a little while,” our “sorrow will be turned into joy,” which “no 
man taketh from you” (John 16:20, 22). What will be true 
for Jesus Himself, “who for the joy that was set before him 
endured the cross, despising the shame and is set down at the 
right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:2), will be true for 
the disciples. The events of the following few days will set the 
pattern for the rest of their lives and ours. Understanding this 
sustains disciples through their suffering.

Dr. Arthur Miskin is an emeritus minister of the HRC residing in  
South Africa.

A “Little While” 
John 16:16–24
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little in importance? Do not despair; it is precisely for you that 
He took the sword against Himself. 

There is so much love in these words. Notice that when 
they came for the Shepherd in the garden, the sheep, the 
disciples, were scattered (Matt. 26:31). But when He arose, 
He gathered them as His little ones. He comforts Mary at 
the grave; He meets with Peter alone and commissions Him 
to feed the little ones; He reveals Himself to a doubting and 

absent Thomas. What a Shepherd, what a Savior! The sword 
of justice cannot be brought to bear twice upon the same 
sin. If the sword has come against the Savior, then it shall 
never fall on you, dear little one. This is the significance of  
Good Friday.

Dr. Mark Kelderman is the Dean of Students and Spiritual Formation at Puri-
tan Reformed Theological Seminary, and an ordained minister in the Heritage 
Reformed denomination.

(continued from page 48)
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John Cotton was one of the most renowned New 
England Puritans. He should be known far bet-
ter than he is. In this article, I aim to do two 
things: first, provide a brief biography of 
Cotton’s influential life, and second, sum-
marize the Puritan view of singing the 
Psalms in public worship and reflect on 
Cotton’s influence on this view through 
his major work on the subject—a work 
presently being reprinted in Portuguese.

Life of Cotton
John Cotton is remembered as “the 
patriarch of New England.” He was 
born in Derby on December 4, 1584, the 
son of Roland Cotton, a lawyer, and Mary 
Hurlbert. His parents were sympathetic to 
Puritanism. Cotton entered Trinity College, 
Cambridge, at the age of thirteen, graduating with 
a bachelor’s degree in 1603. He was not yet converted. He 
said later that he inwardly rejoiced when he heard death bells 
toll for William Perkins, for Perkins’s strong preaching on 
human sin and divine judgment “laid siege to and beleaguered 
[Cotton’s] heart.” 

Cotton became a fellow in the more Puritan-minded 
Emmanuel College, Cambridge, under Laurence Chaderton, 
where he earned his master’s degree in 1606. During the 
next six years, according to his friend and biographer, Samuel 
Whiting, Cotton was “head lecturer and dean, and catechist,” 
and “a diligent tutor to many pupils.” In the midst of those 
years, Cotton was converted under the ministry of Richard 
Sibbes, whose sermons convinced him that he had been build-
ing his salvation on intellectual prowess rather than on Christ 
alone. Through Sibbes’s sermons on regeneration, Cotton 
embraced God’s promises of salvation.

Cotton’s conversion had private and public consequences, 
for he could no longer use the elegant pulpit style that had 
impressed others. Denying his natural inclinations, he opted 
for Perkins’s method of plain style preaching. 

Cotton obtained a Bachelor of Divinity degree from 
Emmanuel College in 1610 and later that year was ordained 
at Lincoln. In 1612, he became vicar of the large parish 
church of St. Botolph’s in Boston, Lincolnshire, at the age 
of twenty-seven and remained there for twenty-one years. 
According to Cotton Mather, Cotton was brought to full 
assurance of faith on the day he married Elizabeth Horrocks, 

shortly after his installation at St. Botolph’s. On 
that day, Mather said, Cotton “first received that 

assurance of God’s love unto his own soul, by 
the Spirit of God, effectually applying His 

promise of eternal grace and life unto him 
which happily kept with him all the rest 
of his days; for which cause, he would 
afterwards often say, ‘God made that 
day, a day of double marriage to me!’” 
(Magnalia, 2:237).

During his years at St. Botolph’s, 
Cotton’s Nonconformity cost him brief 
suspensions from his ministry in 1615 

and 1621, but his supportive relations 
with his diocesan bishops and the Boston 

community helped lift those suspensions. 
Cotton’s preaching (twice on the Sabbath as 

well as Thursday and Friday early mornings and 
Saturday afternoons) and ministry defeated the local 

Arminian faction, helped Reformed believers grow in the 
grace and knowledge of Christ, and assisted numerous col-
leagues and theological students vexed by the bishops’ policies 
or seeking deeper insight into various doctrines. For example, 
James Ussher spoke at length with Cotton about the doctrine 
of predestination. John Preston had his theological students 
complete their ministerial preparation under Cotton. William 
Ames sent some German students to Cotton from Franeker. 
Other students from the continent, such as Maximiliaan Teel-
linck (the oldest son of Willem Teellinck, father of the Dutch 
Further Reformation), came to live with and study under 
Cotton. John Norton, who would later be Cotton’s successor 
in Boston, New England, and his first biographer, said that 
“Cotton answered many letters that were sent far and near, 
wherein were handled many difficult cases of conscience, and 
many doubts by him cleared to the greatest satisfaction” (Abel 
being Dead yet Speaketh, 1658).

Anthony Tuckney, a cousin of Cotton’s wife, was appointed 
assistant to Cotton in 1629. Tuckney would eventually suc-
ceed Cotton at St. Botolph’s and would also serve as a member 
of the Westminster Assembly. The timing was providential, 
for the following year, both Cotton and his wife were disabled 
for a year from malaria. Elizabeth died from it in 1631.

Theophilus Clinton, fourth earl of Lincoln, hosted the 
Cottons while they were sick. At his manor, Cotton became 
well informed about the colonization of New England. His 
interest had already been piqued, as can be seen in the farewell 
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sermon he preached to John Winthrop’s company just before 
they departed for America. 

After his wife’s death, Cotton traveled extensively through-
out Europe while recuperating. Increasingly, he realized how 
good he and his church had it amid the growing ecclesi-
astical persecution of Nonconformity. But Cotton’s turn to 
suffer oppression would soon come. Shortly after he married 
Sarah Hawkridge, widow of John Story, in 1632, Cotton was 
summoned to appear before William Laud’s Court of High 
Commission. He escaped, however, to London, where he 
remained in hiding for several months as he contemplated 
his future. On the way to London, he consulted the venerable 
John Dod, who said, “I am old Peter, and therefore must stand 
still, and bear the brunt; but you, being young Peter [Cotton 
was already forty-seven years old], may go whither you will, 
and ought, being persecuted in one city, to flee unto another.”

Thomas Goodwin and John Davenport tried to persuade 
Cotton that conforming was not an evil, but in their discus-
sions Cotton actually persuaded them that conformity was 
no longer an option. Cotton was deeply interested in the 
colonization of New England from its beginnings through 
his friendship with John Davenport and John Winthrop. 
Eluding the watch set for him at various English ports, he 
immigrated to the colony of Massachusetts Bay in July 1633 
with his colleague, Thomas Hooker. He arrived in Boston 
early in September. 

Cotton was joyfully received in New England and quickly 
given the most important position in the largest church of the 
colony. On October 10, he was chosen to be teacher of the 
First Church of Boston, of which John Wilson (1588–1667) 
was pastor. In the first year of Cotton’s ministry, the church 
took in 117 new members. Winthrop commented, “More 
were converted and added to that church than all the other 
churches in the Bay” (Journal of John Winthrop, 106). 

Cotton was very popular in Boston. His influence, both 
in ecclesiastical and in civil affairs, was probably greater 
than that of any other minister in New England at the time. 
According to the historian William Hubbard, “Whatever he 
delivered in the pulpit was soon put into an order of court, if 
of a civil, or set up as a practice in the church, if of an eccle-
siastical concernment.” Vernon Parrington commented, “The 
New England which the immigrant generation bequeathed 
to its sons bore upon it the marks of John Cotton’s shaping 
hand more clearly than those of any other minister” (Main 
Currents in American Thought, 27).

Cotton took an active part in three major theological 
and political controversies of his time. First, he was at the 
center of the antinomian controversy that swirled around 
Anne Hutchinson. Hutchinson, who had followed Cotton to 
the New World and Boston, claimed to adhere to Cotton’s 
emphasis on the primacy of grace and divine sovereignty in 
conversion, and accused all the other New England ministers 
(except her newly arrived brother-in-law, John Wheelwright) 
of preaching a covenant of works rather than the covenant of 

grace. Enthusiastically embracing the doctrine of immediate 
revelation, she asserted that assurance of faith is experienced 
by inner feelings of the immediate testimony of the Holy 
Spirit rather than the evidence of good works. She thus 
downplayed the need for sanctification and for the law as a 
rule of life. This gifted woman attracted many believers into 
her fellowship and managed to cause friction between Cotton 
and other ministers, even to the point that some of the minis-
ters, particularly Thomas Shepard, began to question Cotton’s 
orthodoxy. Cotton initially seemed to support Hutchinson 
and a few of her ideas, particularly a clerical overemphasis on 
sanctification as evidence of election and on preparationism. 
Cotton clearly embraced both doctrines but felt uncomfort-
able with the emphasis they were receiving among the New 
England clergy. 

Hutchinson’s aberrational views were gradually brought 
out into the open, however, and when she openly lapsed into 
mysticism, Cotton sided with the other ministers against 
her. That became evident when Cotton’s fellow clergymen 
presented him with a list of questions to clarify his views in 
relation to Hutchinson, after which the synod detailed a list 
of Hutchinsonian errors. The controversy ended dramatically 
with Hutchinson’s trial and conviction both by the colony’s 
general court and the Boston church, leading to her banish-
ment from the colony.

Second, Cotton debated extensively with Roger Williams 
on such issues as the separation of church and state and 
the liberty of individual conscience. Williams maintained 
that the biblical precedent for the spiritual authority of the 
state was no longer valid after the coming of Christ because 
it had only been symbolic. Cotton responded that such an 
argument could be used to deny divine sanction of all civil 
government. Cotton also rejected Williams’s attempt to deny 
the religious power of the state because he believed that with-
out that power, there could be no reformation. If Williams 
had his way, Cotton reasoned, no ecclesiastical means would 
be available to root out heresy, which would tempt God to 
destroy all of society. Cotton believed that punishment for 
false doctrine, however sincerely believed, was permissible 
after several admonitions, for then one, having been better 
instructed, “is not persecuted for cause of conscience, but for 
sinning against his own conscience.” Cotton tried to fend off 
Williams’s banishment yet ultimately approved of it as “righ-
teous in the eyes of God.” Ultimately, his banishment was a 
great relief for nearly all concerned.

Third, in 1646, Cotton was one of a committee of three 
chosen to frame a model of church government. The choice 
was no surprise, for he had already written The Way of the 
Churches of Christ in New England (1641) and The Keys of 
the Kingdom of Heaven, and the Power Thereof (1644). These 
books, which went through several printings, were used exten-
sively by the Independents at the Westminster Assembly. 
After being attacked by Robert Baillie, a Scottish attendee 
who advocated a Presbyterian settlement for England, 



Cotton responded in 1648 with his The Way of Congrega-
tional Churches Cleared, in which he presented New England 
Congregationalism as steering between strict independency 
and Presbyterianism. All these writings were followed up with 
a final call to accommodation in Cotton’s Certain Queries 
Tending to Accommodation (1655). No New England minister 
was as influential as Cotton in promoting congregational 
church practice.

Cotton wrote nearly forty works in his lifetime, many of 
which have never been reprinted. His catechism, Milk for 
Babes (1646), bound with the New England Primer, became 
standard fare for New England children down to the late 
nineteenth century. His Exposition upon the Thirteenth Chapter 
of Revelation (1655) dealt with millennial issues, and together 
with The Pouring Out of the Seven Vials (1642) and The Churches 
Resurrection (1642), strongly opposed Roman Catholicism. 
These writings and others often touched on issues transpiring 
in England with which Cotton always stayed abreast. 

Cotton was equally known for his Christ-like humility. 
For example, when one of his parishioners admonished him 
that his preaching had become dark or flat, Cotton responded, 
“Both, brother, it may be both: let me have your prayers that 
it may be otherwise.” That kind of humility sustained him 
in many conflicts. It also helped him maintain peace among 
his colleagues and made him very influential in fostering the 
New England way. Whether as an overseer of Harvard Col-
lege or writing on issues of the day in New England, as in The 
Grounds and Ends of the Baptism of Children (1647) and Sing-
ing of Psalms a Gospel Ordinance (1646), Cotton was a leader 
among leaders and a towering force to be reckoned with by 
any who opposed his views. 

Cotton remained at First Church until his death on 
December 23, 1652. John Wilson was at his side in his last 
moments, praying that God would lift up the light of His 
countenance upon his dying colleague. Cottons’ replied, “He 
hath done it already, brother.” He then committed his children 
to God’s gracious covenant as their never-failing portion, after 
which he requested to be alone. He died a few hours later.

Cotton was survived by his second wife, Sarah (who sub-
sequently married Richard Mather), and several children. One 
son, Seaborn, so named because he was born on their voyage 
to America, graduated from Harvard and became a minister 
at Hampton, New Hampshire, for twenty-six years. Another 
son, John Jr., became minister at Plymouth, Massa chusetts, 
and Charleston, South Carolina. He preached to the Indi-
ans and revised John Eliot’s Bible translation. A daughter, 
Mariah, married Increase Mather and was the mother of Cot-
ton Mather. Increase and Cotton Mather, both noted New 
England theologians, took up Cotton’s mantle. 

Singing the Word of Christ in Public Worship
In obedience to Colossians 3:16, the Puritans employed an 
ancient method of worship largely forgotten in the modern 
church: singing the biblical psalms.1 The singing of psalms by 

monks and priests was the heart of the liturgy in the Middle 
Ages.2 When Luther led the Reformation, he sent out a call 
for men to translate the Psalms into the language of the 
common people as “spiritual songs, so that the Word of God 
may be among the people also in the form of music.”3 He 
regarded the Psalter as such a rich declaration of the gospel 
and kingdom of Christ that he said that “it might well be 
called a little Bible.”4

When Calvin joined the Reformation in Geneva, the 
church there was not singing at all out of concern to avoid 
the errors of the medieval church.5 Calvin had to labor for 
years before the church began to sing. Calvin’s plan of wor-
ship consisted of congregational singing of psalms without 
instrumental accompaniment. His aim was to focus attention 
on the words of the songs.6 Based on 1 Corinthians 14:15 and 
Colossians 3:16, Calvin said that “we should sing with voice 
and heart,” and we should sing “spiritual songs” that edify 
the godly. He realized that music has great emotional power. 
Singing should be done with “gravity” appropriate for the 
presence of God, but it “has the greatest value in kindling our 
hearts to a true zeal and eagerness to pray.” Still, he wrote, we 
must be careful not to get carried away by the sweet melody 
but instead to focus our attention on “the spiritual meaning 
of the words.”7

This is one reason why Calvin emphasized singing the 
Psalms, for they are God’s inspired words of prayer and praise. 
Calvin quoted Augustine: “When we sing these songs…we 
are certain that God puts the words into our mouths as if 
he were singing in us to exalt his glory.”8 Psalm-singing dis-
ciplines the heart’s affections with the Word of God and 
amplifies the effect of the Word upon the heart with spiritual 
energy. Calvin wrote, “The psalms can stimulate us to raise 
our hearts to God and arouse us to an ardor in invoking as 
well as in exalting with praises the glory of his name.”9

Though some Reformed Christians continued to object 
against corporate singing in the church, the Puritans generally 
loved to sing the Psalms.10 William Ames (1576–1633), a very 
influential student of Perkins, wrote that singing the Psalms 
has the following advantages over merely reading them: “it 
brings a kind of sweet delight to godly minds,” it enables “a 
more distinct and fixed meditation,” and it results in more 
“mutual edification.”11

John Cotton served prominently in the preparation of The 
Whole Booke of Psalmes Faithfully Translated into English Meter 
(1640), most commonly known as The Bay Psalm Book—the 
first book ever printed in North America!12 Cotton taught 
that the Psalter’s divine inspiration is the core of its unique 
value. He said it made no sense to prefer uninspired music 
over the inspired psalms. He wrote, “Must the ordinary gifts 
of a private man quench the spirit still speaking to us by the 
extraordinary gifts of his servant David?”13

In response to the charge that the Psalter cannot 
meet the needs of new covenant public worship, Cotton 
insisted that the Reformed have always shown that the 
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Psalter’s Christ-centeredness, spiritual strength, and variety 
of responses to the works of God provide a completeness that 
graces public worship with the whole counsel of God. Even if 
some of the metrical psalms are not as eloquent and smooth 
as we might desire, Cotton argued that we should consider 
that “God’s altar does not need our polishings,” for fidelity is 
more important than eloquence.14

In his longer book on the singing of psalms (Singing of 
Psalmes a Gospel-Ordinance), Cotton stresses that psalm-
singing is so essential that those who criticize it are doing 
the devil’s work. He then addresses several major topics, 
showing that psalm-singing is (1) required, (2) desired, and 
(3) inspired.15 Cotton also believed that God willed for the 
church to sing on occasion other songs found in Scripture, 
such as the Song of Mary (Luke 1:46–55).16 He argued that 
psalms should be sung without instrumental music.17 Privately 
composed hymns could also be sung, perhaps accompanied by 
musical instruments, but only in private worship, not public 
worship. In special gatherings for public thanksgiving, some 
gifted man might sing a song he composed while the congre-
gation listened and said, “Amen.”18

W. Robert Godfrey summarizes Cotton’s contribution to 
psalm-singing well by concluding, 

John Cotton spoke for most in the Reformed churches in 
the seventeenth century when he wrote about the duty, 
the character, and the blessing of psalm-singing. Today 
some Reformed Christians seem to have forgotten their 
heritage and missed the blessing…. Cotton’s call to sing 
Psalms is not just an old-fashioned tradition or an ill-
considered conviction. It is a strong position. Even those 
not persuaded by Cotton’s case for exclusive psalmody 
should be convinced that the singing of Psalms should 
be increased among us as a vital path to seeking the Lord 
and receiving His blessing.19

The crux of the Reformed and Puritan argument for sing-
ing the Psalms of the Bible was Colossians 3:16, and the 
parallel statement in Ephesians 5:19, “Speaking to yourselves 
[or one another] in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord.” Cotton 
noted that these same words “psalms,” “hymns,” and “songs,” 
are “the very titles of the songs of David, as they are delivered 
to us by the Holy Ghost himself.”20

Some objected that the Holy Spirit leads men to compose 
“spiritual songs” today in the church. But, Cotton replied, 
how much more are the Holy Scriptures given by the Spirit, 
who carried the prophets along (2 Peter 1:21): “which putteth 
this difference, that such as are led by the Spirit may err, but 
such as are carried by the Spirit, are carried and lifted above 
themselves by the Holy Ghost, and cannot err: and so was 
David and Asaph.”21 The Puritans believed that songs of 
mere human origin have their place, but “our devotion is best 
secured” when our songs come from “divine inspiration,” that 
is, the inspired Scriptures.22 May God bless their convictions 

to many, and may we follow them insofar as they followed 
Christ Jesus.
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bbThe Message of Marriage
Lessons from Hosea

God has made marriage the choice symbol of His own rela-
tionship with His people. The spiritual parallel lifts family 
life to a high and significant plane. The love of Christ for 
His people regulates and defines the love the husband should 
show to his wife, and the loyalty of the church to Christ 
indicates the faithful loyalty the wife should show to her 
husband. Christian husbands and wives owe Christ the 
purification of their relations and the sanctification of their 
homes. God ordained marriage for the lifelong companion-
ship, help, and comfort that husband and wife ought to 
have for each other. In this covenant of marriage, both the 
husband and wife must commit themselves to each other 
completely in compassion and understanding. Marriage is a 
covenant of faith and trust between a man and a woman, a 
covenant of hope that endures all things, a covenant of love 
in which both husband and wife empty themselves of self 
and their own concerns and esteem each other more highly 
than themselves. It is not surprising that God so often uses 
marriage to communicate spiritual truths to His people. 
Indeed, a good marriage that fulfills all the requirements of 
love and loyalty becomes a never-ending living sermon of the 
gospel itself. Though a marriage that fails is tragic and con-
trary to expectation, it is spiritually instructive, nonetheless. 
One way or another, there is always a message in marriage.

The message of marriage is an integral part of the proph-
ecy of Hosea. Whereas most prophecies begin with some 
command for the prophet to prophesy, Hosea begins with 
the Lord’s instruction for him to get married. God intended 
Hosea’s family life to be a symbol, a visible picture or object 
lesson, of the message he was to preach to Israel. Hosea 
3:1, the key verse of the prophecy, explicitly links Hosea’s 
marriage to Gomer with God’s marriage to Israel: “Love 
a woman…according to the love of the LORD toward the 
children of Israel.” It was not unusual for the Lord to instruct 
His prophets to use some symbolic act to accompany a part 
of the message. But Hosea was unique in that his whole life 
was symbolic, an object lesson of his message. Anyone who 
saw or knew about Hosea’s ordeal could only feel sorry for 
him. The Lord was using his whole miserable, tragic expe-
rience of personal sorrow and emotional distress to portray 
a vivid lesson to Israel. Hosea’s constant love and loyalty to 
Gomer was a beautiful picture of the Lord’s unfailing love 
and loyalty to Israel. Gomer’s unfaithfulness to Hosea was a 
tragically clear picture of Israel’s treacherous unfaithfulness 
to the Lord. 

To miss the connection between Hosea’s marriage to 
Gomer and the Lord’s marriage to Israel is to miss the 
obvious. Indeed, at the beginning, the Lord explained His 
command for Hosea to marry a wife of whoredoms in terms 
of Israel’s departing from Him: “for the land hath committed 
great whoredom, departing from the LORD” (1:2). Though 
many in the nation were deaf to Hosea’s preaching, even the 
dullest of them could see Hosea’s grief, sympathize with his 
sorrow, and wonder at his persistent love. Hosea’s marriage 
became a living sermon: what Hosea did for Gomer, God 
did for Israel; what Gomer did to Hosea, Israel did to God. 
Hosea’s was “lifestyle” evangelism in the most appropriate 
sense. Humanly speaking, Hosea’s love for Gomer did not 
make any sense. But that is the very point of the message. 
God’s love for sinners does not make any sense apart from 
His free and sovereign grace.

Hosea’s preaching to the nation focused on three basic 
themes that mirrored his personal experience: God’s love, 
Israel’s sin, God’s faithfulness. 

God’s Love
Hosea 2:19–20 explicitly states that God proposed mar-
riage between Himself and Israel. Hosea 3:1, 14:4, and 11:1 
(father/son image) all draw attention to God’s love. The 
picture of marriage suggests strong affection between the 
parties, but the primary focus of God’s love for Israel is more 
on the inclination of His will, His choice. This idea of choice 
is not foreign to human relationships. A man may know any 
number of women, but he chooses one to be his wife, the 
special object of his love. This does not mean that he has an 
abhorrence for all other women or that he is treating other 
women unfairly, but it does mean that he rejects all others 
for the one he has chosen. Similarly, a woman has the pre-
rogative to accept or reject whatever proposals come her way. 
Prospective husbands do not typically pick their brides by 
drawing straws—there is something about their prospective 
bride that attracts them and generates love. Although God’s 
love for His elect specifically testifies to His loving choice, 
the motive for the choice is not found in the attractiveness 
or worthiness of the chosen. God’s love is totally of grace. 
The reason and motive of God’s gracious electing love are 
within Himself, not within the objects of His choice. That 
is what makes grace amazing. God chose Israel despite what 
they were, not because of what they were. He knew their 
sin, their weakness, their bent to evil. God’s love for Israel 
was not “blind,” and neither was Hosea’s love for Gomer. 
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Hosea knew from the beginning Gomer’s weakness and 
inner propensity to sin, but nonetheless, he loved her with 
love according to that of the Lord.

Israel’s Sin
Israel’s response to God’s love should have been humble 
gratitude, devotion, and loving obedience. There is some 
indication that, at least in part, the beginning of Israel’s 
relationship to the Lord was according to expectation. Jer-
emiah referred to the former condition of the nation with 
these words: “Thus saith the LORD; I remember thee, the 
kindness of thy youth, the love of thine espousals…. Israel 
was holiness unto the LORD” (Jeremiah 2:2, 3). Likewise, 
Hosea 2:15 anticipates the future restoration of the people in 
a way that suggests previous blessing: “She shall sing there, 
as in the days when she came up out of the land of Egypt.” 

But it did not take long for Israel to reveal its latent idol-
atrous heart. As soon as Moses was out of sight, they erected 
the golden calf. Neither was it long before Gomer put Hosea 
out of sight and revealed her immoral character. Hosea 2, 
using the imagery suggested by Gomer’s fornication, details 
how the nation had played the harlot in departing from 
the Lord. Hosea 6:6–7 declares that Israel failed to give 
the Lord the covenant loyalty He deserved and demanded 
and that they had overstepped the bounds of the covenant 
agreement and behaved treacherously against the Lord. The 
word “treacherous” is significant because it refers to deceitful 
behavior and frequently designates the violation of marriage. 
Israel was doing to God just what Gomer did to Hosea. 
A big part of Hosea’s message to the nation exposed and 
condemned the sin of forsaking the Lord (4:10–19; 5:2–7; 
6:10; 7:4; 11:7).

God’s Faithfulness
Whereas Israel was bent on backsliding (11:7), God purposed 
to remain faithful (11:8; 14:4). Whereas Israel’s covenant 
loyalty was like the passing cloud and dew (6:4), the Lord’s 
covenant loyalty was central to the relationship He initiated 
and established (2:19–20). He would not quit His love, and 
He told Hosea again to love a woman despite her actual, 
not potential, unfaithfulness (3:1). By example and precept, 
the prophecy of Hosea establishes three essential principles 
about loyalty.

First, discipline is an evidence of loyalty. Love does not 
overlook sin. Those who have received great privilege from 
the Lord are in jeopardy of greater punishment (see Amos 
3:2). Hosea makes clear that sin brings a day of recompense 

(9:7, 9) and that the consequences of sin are inescapable 
(8:7; 10:13—the sowing/reaping principle). This chasten-
ing is not to destroy but to restore: “I will go and return to 
my place, till they acknowledge their offence, and seek my 
face: in their affliction they will seek me early” (i.e., diligent, 
earnest seeking; Hos. 5:15). This theme of discipline is most 
clearly expressed by the obviously symbolic names of the 
three children. Each one speaks of the necessary judgment: 
Jezreel, the irony of it (1:4); Lo-Ruhamah and Lo-Ammi, 
the tragedy of it (1:6, 9).

The statement concerning Jezreel is somewhat difficult 
because it seems to contradict 2 Kings 10:30. In the his-
toric narrative, the Lord directly commends Jehu for doing 
what was right in God’s eyes in fulfilling the Lord’s heart 
in the execution of Ahab’s house in Jezreel. But the idea 
expressed by Hosea 1:4 that the Lord will “avenge the blood 
of Jezreel upon the house of Jehu” suggests that now the 
Lord is punishing Jehu’s house for what in the other text 
brought commendation. The solution is in the verb trans-
lated “avenge.” This word can mean nothing more than to 
inspect or give attention to something. Although when it 
occurs with the preposition translated “upon,” it frequently 
has the sense of “punish,” it literally has the idea of seeing the 
direct object (here, the blood of Jezreel) to be on the object of 
the preposition (here, the house of Jehu). As Ahab’s dynasty 
ended in bloodshed, so will Jehu’s house end in bloodshed. 
The point is that punishment will indeed come to Jehu’s 
dynasty, but there is no direct blame being put on Jehu. 
Here is the irony of this judgment: The act of obedience 
that initiated the dynasty of Jehu will, because of sins as hei-
nous as those associated with Ahab’s house, bring the same 
judgment. The message of the other children is tragically 
clear. Lo-Ruhamah declares that God will not have pity or 
compassion on the pitiable nation. Lo-Ammi declares that 
God does not regard the sinners of Israel to be His people.

Second, restoration is the goal of loyalty. Just as Hosea 
was to take Gomer back, so the Lord would take back His 
people. Chapter 2 reveals the Lord’s threefold plan to bring 
the nation back to Himself: isolation, impoverishment, 
enticement. He would isolate them so they might learn to 
recognize His superiority (2:6–7). He would bring them to 
poverty so that they might learn to depend utterly on Him 
(2:9–12). He would allure them, persuading them irresistibly 
to return (2:14–23). Achor, the place of judgment, would 
become a place of hope. They would recognize God’s mercy 
and call Him Ishi (my husband) instead of Baali (my master). 

bbOld Testament Bible Study
Dr. Michael P. V. Barrett
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Strengthen the Things That Remain
REVELATION 3:1–6
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The seven churches of Asia Minor received letters, not from 
John or the synod but from heaven, from Christ in heaven. 
The letter to the church of Sardis is the fifth letter, and it 
is a very solemn letter, perhaps the most solemn. Sardis 
was the capital of the kingdom of Lydia in Asia Minor and 
was known for its purple dye, textile industry, and jewelry. 
For centuries it had been a famous, fabled, and prosperous 
place. It was strategically located in a mountainous region 
with steep cliffs around it. Because of these cliffs, there was 
only one way of approach into it, which would be carefully 
guarded. This protected Sardis from invaders and marauders, 
and only twice in its long history had Sardis been captured, 
when those who were to guard the entrance of the city had 
fallen asleep. 

A Solemn Indictment
When the Lord Jesus wrote His letter to the church in 
Sardis, it had enjoyed a good reputation. It appeared to be a 
model church, vibrant and orderly: they had a name that they 
were alive (v. 1). Yet, despite the appearance of life, Christ 
saw death. He had introduced Himself to Sardis as the One 
who has the “seven Spirits” (v. 1), which is the fullness of 
the Holy Spirit of God. He saw Sardis accurately and thor-
oughly. Christ’s verdict is this: “I have not found thy works 
perfect before God” (v. 2). The word translated “perfect” 
here means “full, fulfilled, strong.” Their works were formal, 
feeble, and halfhearted. No evident life could be found in 
Sardis. Though this was not an absolute death, without radi-
cal change, it would be imminent death, as verse 2 makes 
clear: this church was “ready to die.” 

It is critical to realize that the church can come into a 
state where it is ready to die without outside forces work-
ing on it. Sardis did not have a problem with false teachers 
like Thyatira. They did not have to battle with the Nicolai-
tans like Ephesus, and they did not suffer persecution like 
Smyrna. You could say it like this: Satan did not need to 
resort to these things because this church on its own came to 
be practically dead. Thankfully, there were a few exceptions. 
A few kept their garments unspotted (v. 4). They sought and 
held communion with God and kept themselves unspotted 
from the defilements of the world” (see James 1:27), but 
these were just a few.

This message to Sardis is also to the church of all times 
and places. Your congregation may not be a Sardis now, but 
it is a warning to us all. There are erosive forces at work bent 
on one thing: beating down, driving out the full vitality of 

gospel life, gospel hope, and gospel witness from the church 
of Jesus Christ. This is the solemn reality we all face at one 
time or another. We can’t count on things continuing just 
because they were once there. We can’t depend on things 
being there even when the reputation of them being there 
is there. 

An Urgent Command
The central words of our text are found in verse 2: “Strengthen 
the things which remain.” This is a military or strategic ter-
minology and tone: “Shore up your defenses. You have lost 
a lot. If you don’t follow my orders, the whole will be lost. 
“Strengthen or die!” is the urgent command of the Captain 
of our salvation.

Notice that the Lord doesn’t say what many are saying 
in our day: “The church is dead—so try new things, import 
new customs! Throw out the old, which doesn’t work.” No, 
the Lord Jesus says the exact opposite: Strengthen the 
remaining things!

We can infer from the letter and the rest of Scripture that 
these things included reading the Word of God. Witness the 
fact that Christ was still speaking to Sardis. Likely, there was 
also the preaching of the Word of God, though it has become 
flat and lifeless. There was probably the semblance of wor-
ship, the off icers of the church, and so on. 

What does it mean to strengthen these things that do 
remain? The word means to fortify, settle, establish, give 
solidity to these things. Think of the biblical example of 
Nehemiah. When Nehemiah heard that the remnant back in 
Jerusalem was in trouble, that the walls were ruined and the 
gates burned, he had a burden to go back and strengthen the 
city. The broken walls needed to be built back up, the gates 
fixed and put back on. The remnant needed to be encour-
aged in their hearts and strengthened against their enemies. 

Applying this to ourselves, how can we strengthen things 
that remain among us? First, there is preaching. Preachers, 
let us strengthen the preaching of the Word of God. Let 
fidelity, clarity, conviction, earnestness, and power mark our 
preaching. The proclamation of the Word is the appointed 
means where God saves the lost and strengthens His people. 

Second, there is prayer—personal prayer, family wor-
ship, congregational prayers, prayer meetings, etc. Prayers are 
apt to become cold and even neglected. Shall we not hear 
Christ’s commandment and strengthen these things?

Third, let us strengthen the next generation. Though some 
have left our churches and even Christianity altogether, 
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others thankfully remain. Should we not seek to strengthen 
those who remain and prepare them for the future, whatever 
it may hold (see 2 Tim. 2:1)?

Fourth, let us strengthen the unity of the church. There is 
much attacking the unity in the body of Christ. Let us be 
sure in all things to heed the command to “keep the unity of 
the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3). Whatever unity 
is there in the gospel and in the Spirit, let us strengthen it 
in obedience to Christ’s command. 

A God-Reliant Manner
What is the mindset and heart needed to strengthen the 
things that remain? First of all, we need to look away from 
our own wisdom and resolve, and in all our weakness, confu-
sion, and danger, rely on omnipotence. We must lean on the 
Lord’s Word, looking to the Lord Himself. In our passage, 
the Lord prescribes a specific path for this when He says, 
“Remember therefore how thou hast received and heard, and 
hold fast, and repent” (v. 3).

1. Christ starts by urging watchfulness: “Be watchful” 
(v. 2). The word means “to become awake and stay 
awake.” How easy it is to become drowsy, worldly, 
formal, battle-weary. Remember that the city of Sar-
dis had fallen to enemies twice because watchmen 
had fallen asleep. The Lord presses this home: “If 
therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come on thee 
as a thief, and thou shalt not know what hour I will 
come upon thee” (v. 3) How awful that will be to be 
woken from a life that was only a sleep of death and 
to go to eternal death forever! 

2. Next, Christ emphasizes spiritual memory, or remem-
bering: “Remember therefore how thou hast received 
and heard” (v. 3). If you are a Christian, remember 
how things were when you first embraced the gos-
pel of grace. Do you remember, child of God, the 
first time you consciously received the grace of God? 

Remember the way you listened to sermons then? 
All seemed so real, so true, so personal, so suited. 
Remember that! Aim for that again! 

3. Next, the Lord commands spiritual retention: “hold 
fast” (v. 3). That means “hold on to the way you 
received the Word of God when it first came to you. 
That needs to be the norm again.” Recapture this time 
and how you gripped the Word that came to you. 

4. Finally, the Lord exhorts repentance: “Repent” (v. 3). 
Nothing strengthens the things that remain more 
than having the lively grace of repentance. Repen-
tance mourns over sin, mortifies it by the Spirit, for-
sakes it, and then finds its joy in God alone. 

These things are the Lord’s prescribed path to strengthen 
the things that remain. In it all, we must look to the Lord’s 
power and mercy. We must rely on the very Christ who 
speaks to us. Left to ourselves, we are not just ready to die; 
we are dead. But in Him is all the life we need, and He 
can give it more abundantly. Because He lives, we can live 
also. Christ introduced Himself to Sardis as follows: “These 
things saith He that hath the seven Spirits of God” (3:1). In 
other words, He has the fullness of the Holy Spirit. Christ 
has all the grace, power, and love we need in our backslid-
den condition. Shall we not look to Him? Shall we not cry 
to Him? Shall we not constantly pray as Nehemiah did as 
he was rebuilding the fallen walls of Jerusalem, “O God, 
strengthen my hands” (Neh. 6:9)? 

If Christ’s Word finds us entirely dead in sins and tres-
passes, there is still hope. Even today, Christ graciously offers 
Himself to sinners. But don’t delay. Don’t continue asleep. 
Let us all be watchful and strengthen the things that remain, 
that are ready to die. 

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

MARCH/APRIL 2022  The Banner of Sovereign Grace Truth  57

Likewise, Hosea isolated Gomer from her former lovers and 
enticed her with bridal gifts; once again, she would be his. 
Hosea 2:22–23 also suggests the restoration theme in terms 
of the children. There was to be a reversal. “Scattering” ( Jez-
reel) becomes a sowing; “No-pity” will receive mercy; “not 
my people” will become my people.

Third, repentance is the response to loyalty. Without 
repentance, there could be no enjoyment or experience of 
reunion. God made the terms of the covenant clear. To 
repent simply means to return, to reverse direction. Israel 
had been backsliding, turning away from God (11:7). God 

called them to turn around and come back to Him (6:1–3; 
14:1–3). He left the door open for the estranged wife to come 
home. Similarly, Hosea, although keeping the door of their 
marriage open, placed certain demands on Gomer when he 
restored her. He demanded that she no longer play the harlot 
and that she would not be for another man (3:3). That was 
only reasonable.

Dr. Michael P. V. Barrett is Academic Dean and professor of Old Testament 
at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, Grand Rapids, Michigan, and an 
ordained minister in the Heritage Reformed denomination.
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You may have heard the following expressions, “Just because 
you were tempted does not mean you sinned,” or “Tempta-
tion is not the sin; giving into it is.” In this short article, I 
want you to think more deeply about this subject. While 
there is truth in those statements, it is not the whole truth 
concerning temptation and sin. It is true that if you are 
tempted by someone or something but you do not actually 
sin, you have not committed a sin. That temptation was not 
sinful. For example, if someone says to you, “Let’s go steal 
some clothes from the store.” Even though you might be in 
a position of great need at that moment, you tell them, “No, 
I cannot do this.” In this case, you have not sinned when 
faced with this temptation that arose from without. But 
this illustration of temptation in relation to sin does not tell 
us the whole story because it does not get to the heart of 
temptations that arise from within us. Thankfully, James, the 
brother of Jesus, does address this in James 1:13–15.

Before we look at temptations in relation to sin, two 
things in this passage need to be made clear: God cannot be 
tempted by evil, nor does He ever tempt anyone to sin. First, 
God cannot sin. It is contrary to His being and nature. It is 
impossible for Him to sin. Just like water runs off a newly 
polished car, temptation finds no place in God to stick to or 
hold on to. This is true regarding our Lord Jesus as well: sin 
and temptation could find no place in Him. When the devil 
set bread before Him while Jesus was hungry, the possibility 
of doing something contrary to His Father’s will never found 
any place in Christ’s heart, even though He was naturally 
hungry. Second, God does not tempt anyone. God does test 
our faith (see James 1:3), and He even permits temptations 
to come upon us from outside. But He never tempts us or 
entices us to sin. God allows this kind of testing or tempta-
tion to come to us so we might be transformed through the 
trial and trust in Him more. In other words, “the trying of 
your faith worketh patience. But let patience have her perfect 

work, that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting nothing” 
(vv. 3–4). Therefore, while God does not tempt us or try us 
to get us to sin, He does send trials or allow temptations so 
that, by His grace, we will be sanctified. When the person 
who faces temptation and trial endures, he shall be given a 
crown of life (v. 12).

The text, in verse 14, goes on to say that while we are not 
tempted by God, we are tempted by something else. Now 
keep in mind that what James describes here is not including 
every kind of temptation. Instead, he lays down a very clear 
principle for the kind of temptation to which he is refer-
ring: it includes all men and is expressly linked to a person’s 
own desire. Everyone reading this can relate to what he is 
saying, Jesus being the exception. Another way of looking 
at verse 14 is that every person is tempted by his own desire 
when he is dragged along or carried away and enticed. The 
key word here is “desire” or “lust.” It is from our desires that 
the temptation arises. We need to ask the question: Can 
this desire or lust be morally neutral? The word in Greek, 
epithumia, means “a desire for something,” or “a strong long-
ing or hankering after something.” The word can be used in 
a positive or negative way, and the context serves to let us 
know which one it would be. Take, for example, Luke 22:15. 
Jesus says there, “With desire [epithumia] I have desired to 
eat this passover with you before I suffer.” Clearly, this is a 
morally good and right desire. But in many other instances, 
the word is used in a negative sense and context. Jesus said in 
John 8:44, “Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts [epi-
thumia] of your father ye will do.” Evidently, this is a morally 
evil desire. In other places, it is used in connection with the 
idea of our sinful flesh (e.g., Rom. 1:24; 6:12; 7:7–8; 13:14; 
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Gal. 5:16, 24; Eph. 2:3; 4:22). It would be worth your time 
to look up these texts and reflect on how this word is used in 
the New Testament, bearing in mind that the context helps 
us understand what kind of desire is being talked about. 

When we look at our text in James again, we see that 
this desire is referring to something in a morally negative 
way. We see its close connection to sin in the very next verse, 
“When lust [epithumia] hath conceived, it bringeth forth 
sin.” The only conclusion we can draw from this passage is 
that the desire itself is not morally neutral but rather, it is 
morally wrong because it is directed toward evil or sin. It 
is a desire, according to the text, that inclines or drags one 
toward evil. Therefore, the desire itself is evil. And once 
the desire gives birth and is acted on, it becomes sin. This 
is understandable when we look at desire in relation to our 
hearts, the center or core of our being. Our hearts are who 
we really are. Jesus made this point when He said, “A good 
man out of the good treasure of his heart bringeth forth that 
which is good; and an evil man out of the evil treasure of his 
heart bringeth forth that which is evil: for of the abundance 
of the heart his mouth speaketh” (Luke 6:45). Jesus is saying 
that sin does not begin with some outward act but begins 
in the heart. Out of the heart come murders, adultery, and 
all other sins.

People often try to avoid examining the root of their 
own sins and desires so they can blame the temptation when 
they commit a sin. They fail to realize that if we do not 
have a root of sin within ourselves, we would not have been 
tempted in this way in the first place. So, the fact that we 
are tempted in this case is not an excuse but a liability. To 
illustrate this point, let’s apply this thought to Christ. Was 
Christ ever tempted in the way that James is describing here? 
Never—He could not sin! Take, for example, the woman He 
met at the well in John 4. Could it be that this woman was 
beautiful, that she was desired by many men? Remember, she 
had five husbands. Does that mean Jesus could have been 
tempted lustfully by her beauty too, or would that kind of 
thought and desire never enter His heart? Absolutely the 
latter! We, according to James, experience from within us a 
desire that can be sinful, but Jesus never had such a desire. 
Every temptation Jesus faced arose from without. The temp-
tations were external to Jesus since He never suffered from 
internal temptations. Every single desire and the root within 
Jesus arose from a good principle. His desire was always to 
do His Father’s will. He never faltered. And this makes His 
temptations all the more severe than our own. We give in 
to the sinful desires of our hearts, hardly noticing it when 
we cross that line, but He never did. Therefore, He is our 
perfect Savior. 

James makes it clear that every natural man has these 
evil desires or concupiscence. These desires, when sought 
to be fulfilled, give rise to actual sins, which bring with 
them death. Jesus expanded our understanding of this 
in His sermon on the mount: “But I say unto you, That 

whosoever looketh on a woman to lust [epithumeo] after 
her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart”  
(Matt. 5:28). This word “lust” or “desire” here is not to be 
viewed as indicating different degrees, as if there can be 
a strong lust that is sinful and a weak lust that would not 
be classified as a sin. Nor do His words limit this lust or 
desire to the act of looking—the focus is the lust or desire. 
Remember, Jesus’s very point is that many had resorted to 
calling only sinful behaviors sin, but He makes it very clear 
that to have this desire in our heart is the origin of the sin. 
The question of degree is irrelevant because any degree of 
lust after something forbidden is sin. It is this desire after 
another man’s wife that is forbidden, and whether this lust 
within is strong or weak, chosen or not, it is still sin. 

When we look at this anatomy of temptation, we find 
some very practical applications for today’s world. There 
are those in the world, but even more concerning, some 
in the church, who express that somehow people are not 
responsible for having sinful desires. It is biblical to say that 
any desire that arises within us contrary to the law of God 
is sin and that we need to own it as such. Yet some want to 
argue that since they have been born with certain unwanted 
desires, they are not responsible for them. While we should 
come alongside them in compassion and understanding in 
their struggles, if we say we are not responsible for these 
desires, we clearly contradict what James is teaching us here 
about temptation and sin. The point is not whether I have 
chosen to desire my neighbor’s wife sexually or not, to lust 
after someone of my own sex, or to desire to be a male when 
I was born female. The point is that simply having this desire 
is sin because it flows from a corrupted and sinful heart, for 
by nature, I am united to the first Adam. You see, James is 
not concerned about whether a man’s desire for his neigh-
bor’s wife is chosen or unwanted or whether he remembers 
choosing it or not. His point is that any desire in me that 
is contrary to the law of God is sin and cannot simply be 
labeled as a neutral temptation. Both the evil deed and the 
desire for it are sinful. The call for the believer, then, is not 
merely to flee from outside temptations but also to be trans-
formed in the inner man so that we would be delivered from 
our own sinful desires. Through Jesus’s resurrection power, 
we must crucify both the flesh and the sinful desires within.

There are many good articles and sources of explanation 
on this, but perhaps a quote from the Puritan John Owen 
will be helpful:

Now, what is it to be tempted? It is to have that pro-
posed to a man’s consideration which, if he close withal, 
it is evil, it is sin unto him. This is sin’s trade: πιθυμε—
“It lusteth.” It is raising up in the heart, and proposing 
unto the mind and affections, that which is evil; trying, 
as it were, whether the soul will close with its sugges-
tions, or how far it will carry them on, though it do not 
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Temptation is like a mirage. Imagine a traveler in a scorching 
desert. Suddenly he sees something blue on the horizon. An 
oasis! He begins running toward it, but when he arrives, he is 
grievously disappointed. There is nothing but sand. The oasis 
was a mirage, an illusion. Sin is like a mirage that promises 
to quench thirst but never fulfills its promise. When we 
are tempted, the world, the flesh, and the devil promise us 
ultimate satisfaction through sin, but sin is quickly revealed 
as a cruel taskmaster that leaves the sinner still thirsting for 
happiness. We need a Savior to deliver us from the guilt, 
pollution, power, and punishment of sin because we are so 
easily allured and entrapped by temptation.

The Lord Jesus’s righteousness is imputed to His peo-
ple because of His perfect obedience to the Father, even in 
the face of Satan’s temptations. In His acquaintance with 
temptation, He compassionately intercedes for believers. 
His victory sets a pattern for our battles with temptation. 
Our Lord resisted the temptations of Satan in a desert, but 
in this desert, He viewed the mirage of temptation through 
the lens of Scripture and was victorious. 

The context of Christ’s temptation in Matthew 4:1–11 
is His baptism and the beginning of His public ministry. 
At Christ’s baptism, the Father proclaimed Christ as His 
beloved Son (Matt. 3:17) and gave Him the Holy Spirit 
without measure to empower Him for His messianic work 
(Matt. 3:16; John 3:34). Then the Spirit led Christ into the 
wilderness to be tempted by the devil (Matt. 4:1). The Greek 
is passive: He “was led up.” This usage underscores that 

Christ constantly submitted to God’s will and the Spirit’s 
leading.1 A natural question emerges: Why would the Holy 
Spirit do this? Thomas Manton, a seventeenth-century Eng-
lish Puritan, offers four reasons: 

1. To succeed as the second Adam in obedience 
where the first Adam failed in disobedience 
(Rom. 5:12–21)

2. To conquer sin and Satan by His active obedi-
ence of submission to the Father’s revealed will 
as well as His passive obedience in submitting to 
the death on the cross

3. To qualify Him to be a compassionate High 
Priest (Heb. 2:17–18)

4. To demonstrate the sincerity of Christ’s obedi-
ence and submission to the Father’s will.2 

After His conflict with Satan, Christ emerges victorious and 
is strengthened to begin His public ministry in the Spirit’s 
power (Luke 4:14). 

In the wilderness, the devil tempts Christ to faithlessness, 
to presumption, and to idolatry paired with renunciation 
of His Father’s ordained path of suffering and humiliation 
before entering into glory. Empowered by the Spirit, Christ 
resists all three of Satan’s temptations by standing on God’s 
promises and commands in Scripture. This passage encour-
ages us as believers to trust in Christ’s perfect obedience, 
active and passive, as our second Adam. It also encourages us 
to rest in His intercession as our compassionate High Priest 
as we battle against Satan’s enticements to sin and unbelief. 
In this brief discussion of Christ’s temptation in the wilder-
ness, based on Matthew 4:1–11, we will consider, first, the 
nature of Satan’s temptations in the wilderness; second, our 
Lord’s victorious response to these temptations, and third, 
our hope as believers in our own struggles with temptation 
in the light of Christ’s victory. 

Christ Tempted  
in the Wilderness
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Satan’s Challenges 
Matthew 4:1–11 is not just about temptation and how to 
overcome it. It is that, but so much more, so much bigger, 
than that. Christ’s temptation in Matthew 4 is a reprise of 
Adam’s temptation in the garden of Eden. Satan launches 
an intense and concentrated attack on Christ as the second 
Adam. In some ways, the temptation Christ faces is a temp-
tation none of us can be tempted with. He is being tempted, 
as Geerhardus Vos says, to “messianic sin.”3 He is being 
tempted to do things only the Messiah could be tempted 
to do: to turn stones into bread, to cast Himself off the 
temple as an expression of faith, to possess all the kingdoms 
of this world. This is unique to the Messiah. So, yes, Mat-
thew 4:1–11 is about temptation and how to overcome it in 
Christ, but ultimately, it is about Christ standing as the last 
or second Adam (Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:21–22, 45–49) 
and as the true Israel (Matt. 2:15; Hos. 11:1) to do for His 
people in His active and passive obedience all that the first 
Adam “undid” for the human race and the nation of Israel 
had left undone in their covenant with the Lord. Led into 
the wilderness, Christ enters the condition into which we 
fell in Adam because man, by falling, was banished from 
the garden of Eden. Christ was victorious in keeping the 
Deuteronomic covenant and succeeded in an intense forty-
day wilderness sojourn where the Israelites failed in their 
forty-year wilderness sojourn. 

The devil’s goal in the series of temptations he laid before 
Christ in the wilderness was for Christ to fail in His obedi-
ence through faithlessness, presumption, and abandonment 
of His messianic mission. In his first temptation, the devil 
urges Christ, who was intensely hungry, to transform desert 
stones into bread (Matt. 4:3). He begins by questioning 
the veracity of God’s Word in declaring Christ’s Sonship  
(v. 3; Matt. 3:17; Ps. 2:7). Challenging God’s Word is Satan’s 
age-old strategy. It is as old as the garden of Eden, where 
the devil tempted the first Adam (Gen. 3:1, 4). The devil 
was tempting the Lord Jesus to seek confirmation of His 
Sonship beyond the oracle given at His baptism. The core 
of the temptation was unbelief. The devil incited the Lord 
Jesus to distrust His Father’s goodness and provision.4 Satan 
highlighted the Lord’s present hunger and suggested that 
such suffering was inconsistent with Christ’s Sonship. Our 

Savior responded by leaning on His Father’s love, care, and 
provision to supply His every need, both body and soul. 

In the second temptation, Satan’s temptation pendulum 
swung from inciting Christ to unbelief to encouraging Him 
to presumption. He tempted our Lord to leap off the pinnacle 
of the temple. Seeing that Christ resisted the first tempta-
tion with Scripture, Satan cites Psalm 91, which is a moving 
declaration of the security of God’s people, as a rationale 
for Christ to act presumptuously. The devil intentionally 
misquotes the passage, however. He does not include “ways” 
(v. 11), a Hebrew word referring to “roads” or “paths.” The 
promise only applies to believers treading the paths marked 
out for them by God in His Word. By listening to the devil, 
the Lord would have been acting in self-will, pride, and 
presumption, avoiding the path of suffering by convincing 
Jerusalem Jews of His messiahship through a stunning and 
ostentatious spectacle of divine power. Our Lord avoided 
using God’s promises to test His Father, act presumptuously, 
and neglect the path of suffering marked out for Him. 

In the third temptation, the devil’s brazenness reaches a 
climax. The devil tempts Christ to abandon His messianic 
mission by casting Himself down in idolatrous worship in 
exchange for immediate possession of worldly power and 
glory. In the previous temptation, Satan encouraged pre-
sumption. In this temptation, the devil proposes outright 
apostasy from God, enticing Christ to seek good things 
from him rather than from the Father (Matt. 4:6). The devil 
tempted Christ to enjoy glory without suffering. Indeed, the 
Father had promised Christ glory (Pss. 2:8; 16:11; 22:31; 
110:5–7; Isa. 53:10–12), but this glory would follow His 
suffering and humiliation (Ps. 22:1–21; Isa. 52:13–53:9;  
1 Peter 1:11). Happily, the Lord trusted the Father’s perfect 
plan and chose the path of suffering. 

Christ’s Victory over Temptation 
Christ was victorious over Satan’s temptation as the sec-
ond Adam and the true Israel. As the second Adam, He 
persevered in obedience where the first Adam failed in dis-
obedience (Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:45). He is the true 
Israel (Matt. 2:15; Hos. 11:1). He wielded Scripture effectu-
ally to resist the devil. 

In the first temptation, Satan attempted to divert Christ 
from His messianic ministry by saying, “If thou be the Son of 
God, command that these stones be made bread” (Matt. 4:3).  
In response, our Lord, who was a real man and had been fast-
ing many days and was perhaps closer to death than He ever 
was except for when He was in the garden of Gethsemane 
and at His crucifixion, quoted Deuteronomy 8:3: “It is writ-
ten, Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word 
that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). Jesus 
is saying that just as the Israelites survived by the power of 
God’s Word in sending manna, so man’s survival does not 
depend on physical means but on God’s power, care, and 

Ultimately, Christ enters this  
wilderness to stand, to gain the 
victory, to merit the right that His 
people—by His active obedience of 
the law and passoive obedience in 
paying for sin—would be saved  
and stand secure in Him forever.



provision. Food may keep us alive physically, but life that is 
purposeful, abundant, and eternal is maintained only by faith 
in and obedience to God’s Word. Believer, when the devil 
suggests that your circumstances contradict God’s Word and 
His goodness, rest in the Lord’s perfectly true Word and His 
perfectly faithful character. The lesson for us here is obvious, 
dear believers: Satan will propose sinful ways to obtain good 
and even necessary things, but do not trust him. He is a liar 
from the beginning. Remember, his allurements are nothing 
but a mirage. God’s Word is the perfect eyeglass through 
which we can see that the devil’s suggestions for happiness, 
whether in pleasure, pride, or power, are illusions and that 
God’s perfect character is unchangeable despite apparently 
dark providences.

True life is all about trusting and obeying God. There 
is no other way. Do you trust that God and His Word will 
never lead you one step out of the way that He determines 
is wisest and best for you? Does that make you patient in 
waiting on His will today? Does it make you eager to obey 
His Word, to live by it and out of it?

Though defeated, subtle Satan was not finished. In a 
second temptation, he took Jesus into Jerusalem, set him on 
a pinnacle of the temple, and then quoted Psalm 91, a mes-
sianic psalm: “If thou be the Son of God, cast thyself down: 
for it is written, He shall give his angels charge concerning 
thee: and in their hands they shall bear thee up, lest at any 
time thou dash thy foot against a stone” (v. 6). Refusing to 
put His Father’s faithfulness on trial, our Lord responded by 
citing Deuteronomy 6:16: “It is written again, Thou shalt not 
tempt the Lord thy God” (Matt. 4:7). In this passage, Moses 
alluded to the Israelites’ unbelief in the Lord’s presence  
(Ex. 17:7). They put Him to the test by demanding water 
as proof of His presence. Christ’s meaning is clear: even the 
highest and best ends do not justify operating contrary to 
God’s Word and will. For contradicting God’s will by strik-
ing the rock in the wilderness instead of speaking to it to 
provide water for the children of Israel, Moses was prevented 
from entering the promised land. Whatever we do, we must 
measure it against the authority of God’s Word. 

Dear believer, Christ is teaching us here to trust God’s 
Word on its own authority. Do not presumptuously demand 
the Lord to keep His promises when you are not in the obe-
dient “path” of using natural or divinely appointed means. 
For example, it is a temptation for pastors and teachers to 
neglect prayer and study because they claim to depend on 
the Holy Spirit’s empowerment when they preach. We can-
not expect the Lord to bless our labors if we do not use the 
ordinary means He has provided. 

Satan had yet another temptation for our Lord. In this 
third temptation, He took Jesus to a high mountain, showed 
Him “the kingdoms of the world,” and then audaciously 
said, “All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down 
and worship me” (Matt. 4:9). Christ responded by quoting 
Deuteronomy 6:13 and 10:20: “Get thee hence, Satan: for it 

is written, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him 
only shalt thou serve” (Matt. 4:10). The command is to wor-
ship and fear the Lord God alone. Israel failed this covenant 
obligation, but Christ kept it perfectly. 

Child of God, Christ is teaching us here to worship 
God and not His gifts. Expect suffering and humiliation in 
this life because we are not greater than our crucified Lord 
(Matt. 10:25) but rejoice in knowing that the Lord will exalt 
you in due time (Matt. 25:21; 1 Peter 5:6).

The Believer’s Hope in Temptation 
As we meditate on this passage, we should be encouraged to 
trust in Christ’s active and passive obedience for our salva-
tion. Christ depended on His Father’s faithfulness, sustaining 
grace, and final vindication. Christ is the victorious second 
Adam and the true Israel who has vanquished the devil. We 
ought to worship Him as our victorious King. Believer, be 
encouraged afresh to resist the vanquished foe. You are no 
longer under the devil’s power. Christ has defeated him in 
His active obedience. Always beware of the devil’s machina-
tions, especially during times of spiritual victory and service. 
Don’t let your guard down (2 Cor. 2:11). Rejoice that no 
temptation overtakes us except what is common to man, and 
God always provides a way of escape that we may be able to 
bear it (1 Cor. 10:13). 

In James 4:7, the Holy Spirit commands us to resist the 
devil. Appended to this command is a promise that Satan 
will flee from you. The Lord Jesus used Scripture to fight 
against temptation because He had memorized, appropri-
ated, and internalized it. We must do the same (Ps. 119:11). 
We must learn to wage war against the devil’s lies, first, with 
the indestructible weapon of God’s Word. The Lord Jesus Christ 
responded to Satan’s temptations with three statements of 
“it is written”—all drawn from the book of Deuteronomy  
(vv. 4, 7, and 10). The Greek word used here is in the per-
fect tense. This means that God’s Word is in the state of 
having been written. It is encoded, stable, settled, enduring, 
fixed, and eternal. Take heart, believer! The devil is powerless 
against God’s mighty and eternal Word. 

The believer’s second weapon against temptation is 
Christ’s compassionate and prevailing intercession. Our High 
Priest can sympathize with our weaknesses because He was 
tempted like us, but without sin (Heb. 4:15). He is perfectly 
suited to help those undergoing the devil’s temptations with 
His perfect power and sympathy (Heb. 2:18). Our Savior has 
close, personal experience in suffering and temptation. He 
is perfectly qualified to intercede for us before His heavenly 
Father. He will compassionately hear you and plead for you. 
While you wield the written Word against the tempter, flee to 
Christ, the Incarnate Word, trusting His promises—especially  
His promises of intercession, such as Romans 8:34 and 
Hebrews 7:25—all the while pleading with Him for divine 
strength to obtain victory. 
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As you fight against temptation with God’s promises, 
rest assured that God will keep His promises. He cannot lie 
(Titus 1:2). We have an excellent example of God’s faithful-
ness in the passage before us. Notice that angels minister to 
Christ in verse 11. Through these angels, the Father vindi-
cates His Son and fulfills the promises Christ rested on in 
each temptation. First, the Father provides Christ with the 
physical provision He depended on Him for through these 
ministering angels. Second, the Father vindicates His Son’s 
messiahship through the provision of angels in fulfillment 
of Psalm 91. Third, He shows that He will give strength to 
Christ for the suffering that precedes glory. 

The Father has given Christ the glory promised. This 
glory is infinitely greater than what the devil could give. Hav-
ing completed His path of suffering and humiliation, Christ 
has been crowned with glory and honor (Heb. 2:7; Ps. 8:5)  
by the Father, who highly exalted Him and gave Him a 
name above every name (Phil. 2:9–11). Matthew 4:11a is 
brief: “Then the devil leaveth him.” Those words are succinct 
but packed with meaning: God fulfilled His promises to 
Christ because He rested on the written Word. Standing on 
the Word, Christ can dismiss Satan. Satan, the strong man 
armed, was defeated and slunk away. Based on Christ’s obe-
dience, the same will be true of us as we stand on Scripture.

Christ’s active and passive obedience is the basis of our 
salvation. In the wilderness, He obtained victory against the 

devil by perfectly submitting to the Father’s will and suc-
ceeding as the second Adam and true Israel where the first 
Adam and Israel failed. As believers, let us fight the good 
fight in God’s strength against the devil’s temptations to 
sin and unbelief, armed with His indestructible Word and 
the promise of Christ’s compassionate and prevailing inter-
cession. Believer, the next time you are confronted with the 
mirage of temptation, remember our Savior in the wilder-
ness. His perfect life of obedience and atoning death was 
for our salvation, with the intent that we would live for His 
glory (2 Cor. 5:15). Fight temptation with the weapon of 
Scripture, and flee to our victorious and compassionate High 
Priest for strength in the battle. Victory for Christ and His 
people against the devil is certain, as Paul puts it so decisively 
in 1 Corinthians 15:25, “For he must reign, till he hath put 
all enemies under his feet”! 
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wholly prevail. Now, when such a temptation comes 
from without, it is unto the soul an indifferent thing, 
neither good nor evil, unless it be consented unto; but 
the very proposal from within, it being the soul ’s own act, 
is its sin.

Understanding these things about temptations is helpful in 
combatting them. If we do not believe these temptations 
originate from within or that we are responsible for them, 
we might ignore or suppress the guilt we feel associated 
with them or even not fight against them. But knowing 
that if we are outside Christ, we are utterly corrupted sin-
ners, we realize afresh that we have a dire need of a full and 
complete Savior. And knowing that even after having been 
made alive as a new creature in Christ, we still struggle with 
fleshly temptations arising from within, we recognize we 
must fight fiercely against them. This means our confes-
sion of sin should include both our succumbing to those 
outside temptations and having sinful temptations that arise 
from our Adamic nature. When we pray, “Lead us not into 
temptation,” we are asking God to deliver us from those 
temptations that arise from without, particularly from the 
Evil One himself, but we are also praying that those internal 

sinful desires would not plague us, nor that we would carry 
them out in actual sinful behaviors. This means if we have a 
prideful thought arising in our hearts or if we are tempted to 
think evil of someone who has disappointed us, these things 
need to be repented from and killed. And praise God, God 
knows us better than we know ourselves, and as we continue 
to battle against temptation, He gives us sufficient grace and 
strength so that even the beginnings of these sinful desires 
in our hearts can be put to death, and this small beginning 
of obedience we have will soon be perfected when we see 
Him face to face.
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The Reality of  
Christian Experience

How should I feel after coming to Christ? What is a realistic 
and biblical experience? Should my experience be one where 
I experience perfection and never wrestle with sin again? 
Should my experience be that I never struggle with lust or 
with fear or discontentment again? If justification declares 
me righteous before God in Christ by faith, how does that 
look in ordinary, daily living? If I am a new creature in 
Christ, what happens to the old nature? Does it disappear 
entirely? These are some questions that often arise through-
out the Christian life. We need to consider what Scripture 
teaches regarding the reality of the Christian experience 
on this side of glory. What Paul sets before us is realistic, 
biblical, and hopeful. The Christian life is not one of defeat 
by sin, though sin’s presence is still felt daily. It is one of 
conflict, certainly, but not a conflict without hope or without 
progress. It is a conflict that takes place internally, but it is 
not a Christless one. 

Paul builds his case using a series of contrasts in the 
opening verses of Romans 7:14–25. The first contrast we 
need to understand here is the contrast between the law and 
the human heart. In verses 1–13, Paul argues that the law is 
good. The law reveals sin, but we can never blame the law 
for sin. The law works like salt on a wound. It aggravates sin 
because the law points out sin’s presence. But why, then, is 
sin aggravated? Because the law is good. The law is perfect. 
It is a perfect transcript of God’s holiness. If you turn on 
the light in an abandoned shed, what does the light do? 
It reveals the dust bunnies and cobwebs and the mice and 
cockroaches that scurry again for the cover of darkness. Just 
because the light reveals these things that make us shudder 
doesn’t mean that the light is bad. No, the light is good and 
should be a welcome presence as it points out what we need 
to avoid. The law is like that light. The law is good because 
it reveals the sin that lives within a believer. Even though it 
aggravates and points out sin, and that can be painful, the 
law can never be faulted, and so Paul concludes in verse 14, 
“For we know that the law is spiritual.” In Christian experi-
ence, then, the law is spiritual in that it does the Spirit’s work 
of revealing sin. 

On the one side of the contrast, the law aggravates sin, 
“That sin by the commandment might become exceeding 
sinful” (v. 13). On the other side of the contrast, we have 
this statement: “But I am carnal, sold under sin” (v. 14). The 
law is spiritual, but I am carnal. The spiritual is that which 
flows from God, that which the Holy Spirit uses. That which 
is carnal is fleshly, or that which proceeds from the flesh 

because of sin. Paul says he is carnal, sold under sin. Paul is 
affirming something here as a believer, as a regenerate man. 
He is fleshly. He is sold under sin. There is still that part of 
the old man that produces sin, but it is important to note 
here that the word “sold” is not in the active sense but in the 
passive sense. Sin is relegated to the back seat of a believer’s 
life. Sin is no longer in the driver’s seat, losing the dominance 
it once had. Yet Paul’s statement speaks to the reality of sin 
in a believer’s life. He recognizes that a believer’s flesh is 
still active, trying to give direction from the back seat. And 
because of this contrast of spirit and flesh, between the law 
and the believer’s indwelling sin, there is a contrast in action.

Paul describes this contrast in verses 15–16: “For that 
which I do I allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but 
what I hate, that do I. If then I do that which I would not, 
I consent unto the law that it is good.” Paul highlights the 
internal contrast that takes place in a believer’s life between 
what a believer wants and what a believer hates. Paul says 
in the first instance that he disapproves of what he does 
in terms of sin: “For that which I do I allow not.” Then he 
says that what he wants to do in terms of the new man, he 
does not do because of indwelling sin. In fact, he says he 
does what he hates. It’s critical to understand what Paul is 
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teaching about the presence of sin in a believer’s life. He 
does not approve of sin. In fact, he hates sin even as he finds 
himself sinning. This is key to understanding the presence 
of sin. A believer hates sin despite its ongoing presence. An 
unbeliever, an unregenerate person, will not hate sin but will 
embrace it and live it out. In the final point, Paul concludes 
that when he does the things he really does not want to do, 
he affirms the goodness of the law. The law convicts him of 
sin and points out sin. He reaffirms the distinction that the 
law is good and the flesh (sinful desires) is evil. There is this 
contrast, then, between what Paul wants to do in terms of 
the good and what he hates to do in terms of sin. There is a 
contrast of desires between the old and the new that marks 
out the reality of the Christian experience. 

The law is spiritual and good, but we are fleshly, and 
because of this, there are competing desires within. On the 
one hand, a believer will want what is good, and on the other 
hand, they will hate what is evil. We must understand this 
contrast. If we don’t understand it, we will end up in the 
weeds of hopelessness or despair. This contrast is vital to 
evaluating your Christian experience and, even more impor-
tantly, your relationship with Christ. If you understand this 
contrast and it is your lived experience, then there is every 
source of encouragement and hope to battle with sin. If 
there is no contrast and you are still embracing sin, you are 
called to repentance. Where this contrast is, then, there will 
also be an engagement in a frustrating conflict with sin in 
a believer’s life internally between the regenerate mind and 
the flesh. This is clear from verses 17–23. 

As Paul continues his argument showing the presence 
and reality of indwelling sin, he concludes in verse 17, “Now 
then it is no more I that do it.” The same “I” that is carnal 
and sold under sin is now the “I” that no more engages in 
sin. There is a duality here. The believer is made up of the 
old man and the new man (see Ephesians 4). The old man 
is the “I” that is fleshly and sold under sin, but the new man 
is the “I” here that no longer is engaged in sin. 

This is the new man of regeneration, not the old man of 
sin. This is important to properly understand the reality of 
Christian experience. A believer is not called to engage in 
this frustrating conflict with sin simply as someone who can-
not do anything about sin. No, we need to understand that if 
you are in union with Christ, you have a new identity, which 
Paul speaks of here, “It is no longer I that do it.”

But how does a believer square away the presence of sin 
with the fact that “it is no longer I that do it”? Paul answers 
this way: “But sin that dwelleth in me” (v. 17). Sin does not 
define a believer’s foundational identity, but sin does dwell 
in a believer. It is a fleshly intruder. The word Paul uses here 

for “dwelleth” means that it is housed temporarily. It is not 
a permanent dwelling. In the conflict with sin, you need 
to remind yourself that this intruder is temporarily housed 
within. That’s why Paul ends in the cry of verses 24 and 25. 
It is frustrating to know that this intruder still lives. We are 
to reckon ourselves dead to sin, but the frustrating reality 
is that sin is still very much part of our existence, though it 
ultimately does not define us. The question is, Where does 
this indwelling sin, this foreign intruder, bring us?

It leads us to a frustrating reality that Paul expresses in 
verse 19 and then again in verse 21: “For the good that I 
would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do…. 
I find then a law, that, when I would do good, evil is present 
with me.” This speaks to the reality of the conflict between a 
desire for the good and the manifestation of sin. What Paul 
is describing is the reality of the regenerate man. Do you not 
find this true to your own experience, believer? We have a 
strong desire to do what is good. But the sin housed within 
drags us down, and we leave off doing the good. And then 
there is the evil we don’t want to do, and we find ourselves 
doing the very thing we hate. It is a frustrating reality, a prin-
ciple that runs through the believer’s heart and mind. And 
without Christ, this frustrating reality would indeed render 
us hopeless and utterly helpless. But this reality is part of the 
conflict between what is spiritual and what is carnal, what is 
the new man and what is the old man. 

This reality reminds us that the battle with sin is a fierce 
conflict. That is what Paul affirms in verses 22–23: “For I 
delight in the law of God after the inward man. But I see 
another law in my members, warring against the law of my 
mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which 
is in my members.” In no uncertain terms, Paul draws the 
lines in this conflict. He uses the word “law” to point out 
how this battle is fought. In verse 21, he says, “I find then a 
law.” There, “law” means “principle.” There is a general prin-
ciple at work in my life that when I want to do good, evil is 
rearing its head right there, trying to prevent me. Then in 
verse 22, he uses the word “law” again: “For I delight in the 
law of God.” There, “law” refers to the Word of God, the 
commandments, what God requires. He delights in these 
commandments, for this law is spiritual. It is the spiritual 
principle of holiness in which Paul delights. It speaks to the 
identity that we saw earlier. There is a desire for the good. 
There is even a battle for the good. There is a delight in what 
is good and holy. It speaks to the expulsive power of a new 
affection. But over against this desire for the law of God 
and what is good, Paul finds yet another law. He uses the 
word “law” to refer to a general principle again. The foreign 
intruder is at work here. This is where the war occurs—in 
the mind or the heart. The principle of the renewed mind 
is that it desires the good and wants to do the good, but the 
believer finds himself leaving off the good, and then the 

The believer now has a new identity. 
This is the new man of regenera-
tion, not the old man of sin.

(continued on page 68)



The direction for the carrying out of mortification in believ-
ers so that they may receive order and perspicuity, I shall lay 
the foundation of it in those words of the apostle, Romans 
8:13, “If ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the 
body ye shall live.” The whole is reduced to an improvement 
of the great evangelical truth and mystery contained in them.

The apostle having made a recapitulation of his doctrine 
of justification by faith, and the blessed estate and condition 
of them who are made by grace partakers thereof, in verses 
1–3 of this chapter, proceeds to improve it to the holiness 
and consolation of believers.

The first things occurring in the words as they lie in the 
entire proposition is the conditional note, “But if.” Condi-
tionals in such propositions may denote two things:

1. The uncertainty of the event or thing promised, in 
respect of them to whom the duty is prescribed. And this 
takes place where the condition is absolutely necessary 
unto the issue, and depends not itself on any determinate 
cause known to him to whom it is prescribed. So we say, 
“If we live, we will do such a thing.” This cannot be the 
intention of the conditional expression in this place. 

2. The certainty of the coherence and connection that is 
between the things spoken of; as we say to a sick man, 
“If you will take such a potion, or use such a remedy, you 
will be well.” The thing we solely intend to express is  
the certainty of the connection that is between the potion 
or remedy and health. And this is the use of it here. The 
certain connection that is between the mortifying of the 
deeds of the body and living is intimated in this condi-
tional particle.

The intendment, then, of this proposition as condition is, 
that there is a certain infallible connection and coherence 
between true mortification and eternal life: if you use this 
means, you shall obtain that end; if you do mortify, you shall 
live. And herein lies the main motive unto and enforcement 
of the duty prescribed.

2. The next thing we meet withal in the words is the persons 
to whom this duty is prescribed, and that is expressed in 

the word “Ye.” “If ye mortify”—that is, ye believers; ye to 
whom “there is no condemnation,” verse 1; ye that are “not 
in the flesh, but in the Spirit,” verse 9; who are “quickened 
by the Spirit of Christ,” verses 10, 11; to you is this duty 
prescribed. The pressing of this duty immediately on any 
other person is a notable fruit of that superstition and self- 
righteousness that the world is full of—the great work and 
design of devout men ignorant of the gospel, Rom. 10:3, 4;  
John 15:5. Now, this description of the persons, in conjunc-
tion with the prescription of the duty, is the main foundation 
of the ensuing discourse, as it lies in this thesis or propo-
sition: the choicest believers, who are assuredly free from the 
condemning power of sin, ought yet to make it their business all 
their days to mortify the indwelling power of sin.

3. The principal eff icient cause of the performance of this 
duty is the Spirit, “If by the Spirit.” The Spirit here is the 
Spirit mentioned in verse 11, the Spirit of Christ, the Spirit 
of God, that “dwells in us,” verse 9, that “quickens us,” verse 
11; “the Holy Ghost, verse 14; the “Spirit of adoption,” verse 
15; the Spirit “that maketh intercession for us,” verse 26. 
All other ways of mortification are vain, all helps leave us 
helpless; it must be done by the Spirit. Men, as the apostle 
intimates, Rom. 9:30–32, may attempt this work on other 
principles, by means and advantages administered on other 
accounts, as they always have done, and do: but saith he, 
“This is the work of the Spirit; by him alone is it to be 
wrought, and by no other power it is to be brought about.” 
Mortification from a self-strength, carried on by ways of 
self-invention, unto the end of a self-righteousness, is the 
soul and substance of all false religion in the world. And this 
is a second principle of my ensuing discourse.

4. The duty itself, “Mortify the deeds of the body,” is to be 
remarked on next. Three things are here to be enquired into: 
(1) What is meant by the body; (2) What is meant by the 
deeds of the body; (3) What is meant by mortifying them.

(1) The body in the close of the verse is the same with 
the flesh in the beginning: “If ye live after the flesh ye shall 
die; but if ye…mortify the deeds of the body,” that is, of the 
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flesh. It is that which the apostle hath all along discoursed 
of under the name of the flesh; which is evident from the 
prosecution of the antithesis between the Spirit and the 
flesh, before and after. The body, then, here is taken for that 
corruption and depravity of our natures whereof the body, 
in a great part, is the seat and instrument, the very members 
of the body being made servants unto righteousness thereby, 
Rom. 6:19. It is indwelling sin, the corrupted flesh or lust, 
that is intended. The “body” here is the same with the “old 
man,” and the “body of sin,” Rom. 6:6, or it may express the 
whole person as considered corrupted, and the seat of lusts 
and distempered affections.

(2) The deeds of the body. The word denotes the outward 
actions chiefly, “the works of the flesh,” as they are called in 
Galatians 5:19; which are there said to be “manifest,” and 
are enumerated. Now, though the outward deeds are here 
only expressed, yet the inward and next causes are chiefly 
intended; the “axe is to be laid to the root of the tree,” the 
deeds of the flesh are to be mortified in their causes, from 
whence they spring. The apostle calls them deeds, as that 
which every lust tends unto; though it do but conceive and 
prove abortive, it aims to bring forth a perfect sin.

Having, both in the seventh and the beginning of this 
chapter, treated of indwelling lust and sin as the founda-
tion and principle of all sinful actions, he here mentions 
its destruction under the name of the effects which it doth 
produce. 

(3) To mortify. “If ye put to death” is a metaphorical 
expression, taken from the putting of any living thing to 
death. To kill a man, or any other living thing, is to take away 
the principle of all his strength, vigour and power, so that 
he cannot act or exert, or put forth any proper actings of his 
own; so it is in this case. Indwelling sin is compared to a per-
son, a living person, called “the old man,” with his faculties, 
and properties, his wisdom, craft, subtlety, strength; this, says 
the apostle, must be killed, put to death, mortified. That is, 
have its power, life, vigor, and strength, to produce its effects, 
taken away by the Spirit. It is, indeed, meritoriously, and by 
way of example, utterly mortified and slain by the cross of 
Christ; and the “old man” is thence said to be “crucified with 
Christ” (Rom. 7:6) and ourselves to be “dead” with him (v. 8)  
and really initially in regeneration (Rom. 6:3–5), when a 
principle contrary to it, and destructive of it (Gal. 5:17), is 
planted in our hearts; but the whole work is by degrees to be 
carried on towards perfection all our days. The intendment 
of the apostle in this prescription of the duty mentioned is, 
that the mortif ication of indwelling sin remaining in our mortal 
bodies, that it may not have life and power to bring forth the 
works or deeds of the flesh is the constant duty of believers.
5. The promise unto this duty is life, “Ye shall live.” The life 
promised is opposed to the death threatened in the clause 
foregoing, “If ye live after the flesh, ye shall die,” which the 
same apostle expresses, “Ye shall of the flesh reap corruption” 
(Gal. 5:8), or destruction from God. Now perhaps the word 

may not only intend eternal life, but also the spiritual life in 
Christ, which here we have; not as to the essence and being 
of it, which is already enjoyed by believers, but as to the joy, 
comfort, and vigor of it, as the apostle says in another case, 
“Now I live, if ye stand fast” (1 Thess. 3:8). Now my life will 
do me good. I shall have joy and comfort with my life. Ye 
shall live—lead a good, vigorous, comfortable, spiritual life 
while you are here, and obtain eternal life hereafter.

Supposing what was said before of the connection 
between mortification and eternal life, as of means and end, 
I shall add only, as a second motive to the duty prescribed, 
that the vigor, and power, and comfort of our spiritual life depend 
on the mortif ication of the deeds of the flesh.

Having laid this foundation, a brief confirmation of the 
forementioned principal deductions will lead me to what 
I chiefly intend. The choicest believers, who are assuredly free 
from the condemning power of sin, ought yet to make it their 
business all their days to mortify the indwelling power of sin.

So the apostle says, “Mortify therefore your members which 
are upon the earth” (Col. 3:5). To whom does he speak? Such 
as were “risen with Christ,” such as were “dead” with him, 
such as whose life Christ was, and who should “appear with 
him in glory” (Col. 3:3–4). Do you mortify; do you make it 
your daily work; be always at it whilst you live; cease not a 
day from this work; be killing sin or it will be killing you. 
Your being dead with Christ virtually, and your being quick-
ened with him, will not excuse you from this work. And our 
Savior tells us how his Father deals with every branch in him 
that beareth fruit, every true and living branch, “He purgeth 
it, that it may bring forth more fruit” (John 15:2). He prunes 
it and that not for a day or two, but whilst it is a branch in 
this world. And the apostle tells you what was his practice, 
“I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection” (1 Cor. 
9:27). He says he does it daily; “it is the work of my life: I 
omit it not; this is my business.” And if this were the work 
and business of Paul, who was so incomparably exalted in 
grace, revelations, enjoyments, privileges, consolations, above 
the ordinary measure of believers, where may we possibly 
bottom an exception from this work and duty whilst we are 
in this world? Some brief account of the reasons hereof may 
be given.

1. Indwelling sin always abides whilst we are in this 
world; therefore it is always to be mortified.

2. Sin doth not only still abide in us, but is still acting, 
still laboring to bring forth the deeds of the flesh.

3. Sin will not only be striving, acting, rebelling, trou-
bling, disquieting, but if let alone, if not continually 
mortified, it will bring forth great, cursed, scandalous, 
soul-destroying sins.

4. This is one main reason why the Spirit and the new 
nature are given unto us—that we may have a prin-
ciple within whereby to oppose sin and lust.
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5. Negligence in this duty casts the soul into a perfect 
contrary condition to that which the apostle affirms 
was his, “Though our outward man perish, yet the 
inward man is renewed day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16).

6. It is our duty to be “perfecting holiness in the fear of 
God (2 Cor. 7:1); to be “growing in grace” every day 
(1 Peter 2:2, 2 Peter 3:18); to be “renewing our inward 
man day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16). Now, this cannot be 
done without the daily mortifying of sin.

This, then, is the first general principle of our ensuing 
discourse. Notwithstanding the meritorious mortification, 
if I may so speak, of all and every sin in the cross of Christ; 

notwithstanding the real foundation of universal morti-
fication laid in our first conversion, by conviction of sin, 
humiliation for sin, and the implantation of a new principle 
opposite to it and destructive of it, yet sin does so remain, so 
act and work in the best of believers, while they live in this 
world, that the constant daily mortification of it is all their 
days incumbent upon them.

Bibliography
Adapted from John Owen, Temptation and Sin, in The Works of 
John Owen, ed. William H. Gould (Edinburgh. Banner of Truth, 
2000), 6:5–15. 

principle or law of sin calls him back to the very thing he 
hates. It is such a fierce conflict! 

What do we make of this conflict of principles? Con-
flict is a sign of life, isn’t it? The reality of conflict in your 
heart and mind is a sign of a new identity in Christ. It is an 
encouragement to confirm believers and aids them to under-
stand the reality of the Christian experience. The conflict 
itself shows that the Spirit has begun, continues, and will 
finish His work in you. 

How, then, do we live, considering this frustrating con-
flict? Do we give up in hopelessness and say, “If this is 
normative Christian experience, where are the hope and the 
joy and the victory?” No, there is victory in this battle in the 
cry of Romans 7:24–25.

There is a cry of recognition. Paul cries out, “O wretched 
man that I am!” Indeed, this battle renders me miserable 
because it is so frustrating. These opposing principles in 
my mind and heart are always at work. There is no rest, it 
seems, in this battle. As we’ve seen, the overriding principle 
is the desire to do the good. This speaks to a renewed will, a 
regenerated heart, yet there is the misery of contending with 
sin. It is a cry of realism, not minimizing the presence of sin 
but a simple statement of fact. 

There is a cry for rescue. This cry of recognition and 
realism leads Paul to cry out for rescue. As he sees these 
principles at work in his inner life, he recognizes his mis-
ery and cries out for rescue because he recognizes that this 
frustrating conflict is too powerful for him to wage alone. 
He cries out, “Who shall deliver me from the body of this 
death?” It is a cry of longing, a cry for full and final deliver-
ance from sin and its power in his life that prevents him from 
doing what he wants to live out his new identity. He looks 
about for help and rescue that he can’t find within himself. 

There is a cry of redemption. The rescue that Paul is look-
ing for is not found in himself. He does not want to remain 
in his misery, but a crucial and life-giving part of this cry 
follows in verse 25: “I thank God through Jesus Christ our 

Lord.” This is where Paul comes in this conflict—to Christ. 
This is where deliverance is found for the daily battle against 
indwelling sin. The daily conflict with the law of sin should 
not lead to despair, but it should lead us with thanksgiving 
to Christ. It is a battle fought with a new identity from the 
position of victory in Christ Jesus. This is the hinge, as it 
were, on which the battle turns. The conflict can be fierce 
and real, but the victory is equally real. We are brought full 
circle again, back to Christ: “I thank God through Jesus 
Christ.” This is where deliverance is found for weary saints. 
As you face the battle, remember this cry of victory. We 
look to Christ for present and daily victory over sin through 
repentance, faith, and forgiveness in His blood. We look to 
Christ for the future when this victory is final and complete, 
and sin will be no more. We will then only have the principle 
of the mind seeking and doing the good unfettered by the 
principle of sin. Thanks be to God—deliverance is through 
Jesus Christ!

There is a cry of rivalry that confirms this ongoing battle 
with sin, “So then with the mind I myself serve the law of 
God, but with the flesh the law of sin.” These opposing 
principles will conflict for as long as we live. That is the 
reality of the Christian experience. There is competition 
between the mind and the flesh, but there is a note of hope 
and victory again. The new identity has the ascendancy in 
every believer. They are willing slaves to do the law of God. 
What they delight in becomes the norm and guide for their 
lives. There is this new principle that we live by now. It is 
this principle that has the ascendancy in the believer’s life 
and experience. Don’t despair! Hope in Christ! May God 
help us, as we engage in this battle, to rely wholly on Christ 
alone. And when sin rears its head, we cry out in anguish, 
but we also cry out in victory.

Dr. Maarten Kuivenhoven is a pastor of the Heritage Reformed Congregation 
of Grand Rapids, Michigan.
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The title of this article can be understood in a variety of 
ways. If one would emphasize the word “culture,” the article 
might describe various products that display a lack of sense 
of sin. If one would make “sin” the emphasis, the article 
might explain how horror against historical sins has faded. 
If one would combine these two emphases of sin in culture, 
the article might point to trends such as secularism or post-
modernism. But it is not the intention of this article to do 
any of those things. This article focuses on the disappearance 
of sin in culture, which may seem counterintuitive because 
sin is abounding. 

But “disappearance” is a word of perception, of sight. And 
it is my contention here that sin is disappearing in culture, as 
God darkens the thinking of people (Rom. 1:20). Consider 
the following three arguments: 

1. Sin is disappearing as people no longer under-
stand human nature. 
Human nature is understood today as physical existence. 
The priority of society is related to physical aspects of life 
such as material goods, food, and medicine. Even mental 
health is often geared around body image and self-image. 
The physicality of individual people impacts arguments 
around abortion and medical assistance in dying. And since 
a person’s body is just a clump of cells, there is nothing wrong 
with whatever they want to do with their body. 

Human nature is also understood in Darwinian terms. 
While society may no longer promote the racial survival 
of the fittest, there is still a drive to get rid of bad genetics. 
There is a drive to shape genetics by modifying and spread-
ing superior genes.

Human nature is understood as science. Just think of the 
applications of biology, chemistry, and kinesiology. Even psy-
chology is seen as social science, which measures and studies 
the mind quantitatively. Such a scientific approach tries 

to eliminate every negative foreign influence: “This myth 
deludes people into thinking that they are always victims, 
never villains; always deprived, never depraved. It dismisses 
responsibility as the teaching of a darker age. It can excuse 
any crime, because it can always blame something else.”1 

Such an understanding of human nature leads to the 
goal to go beyond being merely human and merge human 
nature with artificial intelligence: “Transhumanists seek to 
make their dreams come true in this world, by relying not 
on supernatural powers or divine intervention but on ratio-
nal thinking and empiricism, through continued scientific, 
technological, economic, and human development. Some 
of the prospects…are being discussed by transhumanists as 
hypothetical future engineering achievements.”2

What is disappearing is the understanding of the concept 
of embodied souls. Human nature is mind and will, soul and 
body, together. As embodied souls, people are born affected 
by sin in both body and soul. We have lost the biblical under-
standing of a unified psychosomatic being. This means we 
also miss the horror of death where the soul is torn from 
the body. 

2. Sin is disappearing as, and since, people no longer 
think of principles that apply to all of life.
People are thinking in terms of rules for events and circum-
stances. This turns events into issues of etiquette, not ethics. 
Culture no longer has norms but merely expresses the col-
lection of everybody’s preferences. Anything dared will be 
permitted in a particular context. 

This is done with the appearance of virtue. As Al Mohler 
has said, we pretend we live in a “middle-class middle level 
where we think we are doing well. We cut the grass. We 
don’t double park…. We want our kids to play well in the 
sandbox and know their place in line. We want people to do 
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things decently and in order. But it’s morality of etiquette 
without the ethics.”3

People are thinking in terms of personal choice in the 
moment and not in terms of principles. There is a push for 
freedom to experience everything at least once. This is even 
the marketing technique in such regular things as dessert. 
As one example, the UK company GUPuds has printed on 
their entrées slogans such as “Pleasure is everything,” “Give 
in to happiness,” “Reject propriety—Embrace variety,” “Pru-
dence is soooo 1658,” “Seek delight,” “Trust your impulses,” 
and “Break free.”4 If everything is a personal choice in the 
moment, nothing is wrong—not just in dessert but in life.

People also think of events as issues of power and not 
ethics. This comes through most clearly in cancel culture, 
where society struggles over the smallest issues in a competi-
tion to be the latest victim.5 Events, groups, and parties have 
lost their foundational philosophical basis and become about 
control and power. 

What is disappearing are eternal principles that apply to 
all humanity. Culture and society no longer see the value of 
“love your neighbor as yourself.” And what has emerged? We 
have become futile in our thoughts, and foolish hearts are 
darkened as we seek to serve the creature (Rom. 1:21, 25).

3. Sin is disappearing as people no longer believe in 
the transcendent.
The transcendent is that which is beyond the limits of expe-
rience. But today, people understand the transcendent God 
as a historical relic suitable only for the medieval past. 

In the medieval era, God was allowed in public spaces. 
Medieval people were simple and superstitious and had no 
sense of modern science. When people had nothing else to 
do, then they believed in God and practiced following God. 
It seems that in medieval times, God was unchallenged.

But in the secular age, there is no place for the one and 
only divine Being in public space. There is science and 
medicine and bureaucracy. After all, God is suddenly one 
option of many that people may experience.6 Even an “act of 
God” is no longer the Almighty displaying His power but an 
uncontrollable event that has not been caused or controlled  
by humans. 

The transcendence of God is seen as medieval, in part, 
because religion is seen as untrustworthy and abusive. In 
recent years, the actions and cover-ups of various churches 
and organizations have only solidified that. In 2011, the 
artist Banksy made a sculpture titled Cardinal Sin. It was a 
replica eighteenth-century stone bust of a Catholic cardinal 
with the face cut off and replaced with mosaic bathroom 
tiles. In its presentation, Banksy said, “It is easy to forget 
the true meaning of Christianity—the lies, the corruption, 
the abuse.”7

The transcendence of God is seen as medieval and 
unnecessarily dramatic, and instead, morality is becoming 
individual and shallow. Even the former drama of unholy 

places has turned into the “deadening lone interaction with 
a machine.”8 It has also made much of morality about tech-
nology. The internet is seen as a human right so that people 
can be connected—to hide behind their personal screens, 
that is. And supposedly, what happens on the screen, stays 
on the screen. What is disappearing is a God who is beyond 
a screen, who is holy and concerned with everything that 
happens in this world.

These three things—the understanding of the tran-
scendent, life principles, and human nature—have been a 
humanizing, civilizing influence of the Judeo-Christian heri-
tage. But they are disappearing. 

And the response is not to be reactionary on the part of 
Christians because we also forget. Consider three concerns:

The first concern is that Christians also struggle to 
understand human nature. On the one hand, we neglect what 
non-Christians are learning, to our detriment: “Whenever 
we come upon these matters [arts and science] in secular 
writers, let that admirable light of truth shining in them 
teach us that the mind of man, though fallen and perverted 
from its wholeness, is nevertheless clothed and ornamented 
with God’s excellent gifts.”9 Further, we still address abor-
tion as a debate about the legal definition of a person; we 
use pictures of gelatinous human cells, bumper stickers about 
beating hearts, and the like. 

On the other hand, we also fall into the same trends 
as they do. We address issues such as abortion in physical 
terms of cells and beating hearts. Christian counseling also 
struggles to keep both body and soul together. One camp 
overemphasizes body, and the other overemphasizes soul.10 

And when believers die, we think all is well, not realizing 
that their soul was torn from the body to which it is to  
be attached.

The second concern is that Christians struggle to make 
rules for living rather than just responding to events. Our 
churches are so often reactionary. We respond with rules only 
after we see a problem. This, too, can be etiquette without 
the ethics. Decisions are made according to old policies but 
against common sense and compassion.

This turning from ethics to procedure can also be seen 
in Christian education. Too many Christian schools have 
dismissed or minimized the humanities in preference for 
the maths and sciences. We have chosen the methodical 
and procedural over the creative and the ethical. It is also 
Christians who no longer think through history and the big 
picture, tracing lines of thought. 

The third concern is that Christians struggle to priori-
tize the transcendent. We no longer appeal to a repressed 
knowledge of God because we do not believe there is a sensus 
divinitatus (Romans 1). Instead, our focus is personal expe-
rience and laws for our country. With Jonathan Edwards, 
Christians should be asking themselves, “Was there ever a 
[society where] extent of learning, exactness of distinction, 
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Any discussion on the doctrine of sin is incredibly difficult. 
This is partly because sin is inherently irrational and so defies 
logical explanation. Further, sin loves to hide. Trying to find 
sin can be like trying to find a chameleon camouflaged in 
the trees. You saw it one moment, but it disappeared on you 
the next. Of course, it didn’t actually disappear; it only dis-
appeared from your perception. Try putting your finger close 
to where you last saw it, and you may well feel its painful bite. 
The similarity with “the disappearance of sin” is obvious. Sin 
doesn’t actually disappear. It is always there, but it can change 
its colors, and it is able to give a deadly bite.  

This is why we need the Word of God—law and  
gospel—to not only expose the chameleon of sin but also 
show the remedy for its deadly bite. From this, we can say 
that the disappearance of a sense of sin poses a great and a 
real danger to the church of God and is primarily remedied 
by the awakening work of the Spirit of God in the preaching 
of the whole counsel of God. 

The Danger of the Disappearance of Sin
First, we must recognize that the disappearance of sin poses 
a great and real danger to the church of God. We should 
stop and soberly ponder what we are speaking about—the 
disappearance of sin! The disappearance of certain things 
could be deadly. Imagine if rat poison disappeared from your 
cupboard around the time you were making a pan of soup. 
Or imagine you heard a serial killer had disappeared from 
the local prison and was last seen in your neighborhood. In 
both these scenarios, you would take immediate and drastic 
action. You wouldn’t eat the soup until you knew where the 
poison had gone, and you would get everyone inside the 
house and lock the doors until you knew the killer was found 
and back in jail.  

But what about sin? What if sin has disappeared from 
our thinking? What if sin is roaming around our homes, 
walking freely in our minds, making suggestions about what 
we should eat, drink, watch, listen to, and so on? Chameleon-
like, it hides its true colors; serpent-like, its intention is to 
kill and destroy. “Sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth 

death” (James 1:15). Sin is the greatest evil. If it disappears 
from our thinking, we are in great danger. 

But, perhaps surprisingly, this danger is also a real danger 
in our Reformed churches. We might be tempted to think—
with our weekly reading of the Ten Commandments, our 
regular and consecutive exposition of the great themes of 
misery, deliverance, and gratitude—that we will see through 
sin’s camouflage. Hence, the danger is more for the broader 
evangelical church “out there.” Indeed, we profess to preach 
“the ten commandments so strictly” that “all our lifetime we 
may learn more and more to know our sinful nature” (Lord’s 
Day 44, Q. 115). This is all well and good and, indeed, with 
God’s blessing, will convince of sin. Yet, sin is incredibly 
subtle, and we in Dutch (or Scottish) Reformed churches are 
not immune to this danger. So, I’d like to suggest two warn-
ing signs that sin may be disappearing from our Reformed 
churches.

The first warning sign is prioritizing love to neighbor over 
love to God. When Jesus summarized the Ten Command-
ments, He affirmed that love to God (commandments 1–4) 
was the “first and great commandment” (Matt. 22:38). He 
was not affirming the chronological order of the command-
ments but rather prioritizing the first four. “Man’s chief end 
is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever” (WSC 1, with 
emphasis). God is first. His glory is supreme. And Christ 
affirms the supremacy of love to God by prioritizing the 
commandments that speak to the glorious God who is wor-
shiped (first), what is to be done in His worship (second), 
how He is to be approached in reverence (third), and when 
we are to worship Him (fourth). “This is the first and great 
commandment.” 

Of course, it’s not that the commandments stand in any 
tension in the mind of God or to the eye of faith. This pri-
ority does not relegate the command to love our neighbor 
to a level of unimportance. In fact, it is the exact opposite. 
When God is given first place, it is only then you can really 
love your neighbor. In premarital counseling, we often tell 
the man and woman that the way to love each other best is 
to love God first. The same is true right across the board. 
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Yet, practically speaking, we can ask ourselves whether the 
same priority Jesus gives to the First Table of the Law mani-
fests itself in our thinking and experience. We feel insulted 
when someone calls us a bad name (sixth), we denounce 
sexual perversity in society (seventh), we are irritated when 
people waste our time (eighth), we are frustrated by lying 
politicians (ninth), and we warn against rampant material-
ism (tenth). Rightly so. But do we have the same zeal and 
sense of indignation when we see a sports star referred to 
as a god (first), or when God’s revealed will in worship is 
ignored (second), when His name is used in a casual man-
ner (third), or when the time set apart for His worship is 
desecrated (fourth)? 

The second warning sign that sin is disappearing is when 
the means of grace are carelessly used. When someone refuses to 
see a doctor, keeps missing their appointment, or keeps for-
getting to take their supplements or medication, it suggests 
they are not taking their sickness seriously. Similarly, if we 
refuse or are careless with the “balm in Gilead [and]…phy-
sician there” (Jer. 8:22), if we regularly miss the appointed 
times of our “assembling of ourselves together” (Heb. 10:25), 
if we refuse or are irregular in our eating and drinking from 
the Word of Life, does it not suggest that we are not taking 
our sickness seriously? When we don’t value the means of 
grace, it is a warning that the seriousness of sin has dis-
appeared from our conscience.

You could go through all the means of grace—baptism, 
reading Scripture, prayer, preaching, the Lord’s Supper—
and connect our attitude to them with our sense of sin. For 
example, do our prayers show that “we rightly and thor-
oughly know our need and misery, that so we may deeply 
humble ourselves in the presence of His divine majesty”? 
(Lord’s Day 45, Q. 117). Do we “improve our baptism…by 
being humbled for our sinful defilement, our falling short of, 
and walking contrary to, the grace of baptism”? (WLC 169). 
Do we prepare for the Lord’s Supper by humbling ourselves, 
examining ourselves, with prayer, wonder, and thanksgiv-
ing for God’s mercies (see 1 Cor. 11:28, Ps. 103:1–13)? Is 
a frequent effect of our preaching that we hear “the basic 
religious question”: “What must I do to be saved?” In an 
address on Some Necessary Emphases on Preaching, John Mur-
ray writes, “There is an amazing and distressing paucity of 
the agonizing question which is, after all, the basic religious 
question: how can a man be just with God? And there is 
likewise, and inevitably as a consequence, a paucity of the 
exultant joy which comes with the realization of complete 
and irrecoverable justification by free grace through faith. 
The root from which all such impoverishment proceeds is 
the absence from our thinking and from our preaching of 
the divine judgment upon sin.”1 

The Remedy for the Disappearance of Sin
We must therefore recognize that the disappearance of a 
sense of sin poses a great and real danger to the church of 

God. But what then is the remedy? Thank God there is a 
remedy. The disappearance of a sense of sin is primarily 
remedied by the awakening work of the Spirit of God in 
the preaching of the whole counsel of God. Here, we must 
underscore Jesus’s words when speaking of the Holy Spirit, 
“When he is come, he will reprove the world of sin, and of 
righteousness, and of judgment” (John 16:8). In one of his 
sermons, Spurgeon uses a somewhat crude illustration that 
nevertheless makes this point well. He speaks of the devil 
taking the place of a minister in the pulpit, preaching pow-
erfully and persuasively to the congregation to flee from the 
wrath to come. When the devil is later discovered and asked 
why he dared to preach on such a theme, he said, “Oh, it will 
do no hurt to my kingdom, for I have no anointing.”

This is a sobering reality. We can preach impressive ser-
mons and make the most affecting appeals, yet without the 
anointing of the Holy Spirit, there is no saving power. But 
what is a sobering reality is also our great hope and expec-
tation. Jesus did not say, “If the Spirit of truth comes, he 
might reprove the world of sin.” No, He said, “When he is 
come, he will reprove the world of sin.” A total dependence 
on the Holy Spirit’s work is where our hope and expecta-
tion of blessing is fanned and fueled. Spurgeon, unlike the 
one who has no anointing, repeated to himself on every step 
to his pulpit, “I believe in the Holy Spirit. I believe in the 
Holy Spirit.”

We must preach and listen to the Word with such depen-
dence and expectation. The Shorter Catechism tells us, “The 
Spirit makes the reading, but especially the preaching of 
the word an effectual means of convincing and converting 
sinners” (WSC 89). In preaching, here are three necessary 
emphases as we aim at a thorough conviction of sin and the 
wonderful conviction of righteousness (John 16:8–11). 

First, we need to emphasize the majesty of God. A care-
ful reader of Scripture will notice the connection between 
the sense of the majesty of God and the sense of sin in the 
believer. Think, for example, of Job: “I have heard of thee 
by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee. 
Wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” 
(Job 42:5–6). Or think of Isaiah in the temple: “Then said I, 
Woe is me! for I am undone; because I am a man of unclean 
lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips: for 
mine eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts” (Isa. 6:5). 
This is the fear of God the Bible everywhere commends as 
the soul of piety. 

Second, we need to emphasize the spirituality of the law. 
This is what will bring about the uncovering work our 
forefathers so often spoke about. The law must expose the 
chameleon of sin. The words of Paul must echo in our pul-
pits, pews, and consciences: “By the law is the knowledge 
of sin” (Rom. 3:20). But perhaps what we must emphasize 
most here is the beauty and holiness of the law. Profes-
sor Wisse captures this well, speaking of Christ’s prophetic 
work: “When Christ as Prophet holds before us the mirror 
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of God’s holy law, He does so in order that we would under-
stand how very holy and delightful that law is indeed. The 
law then acquires the dimension of love for us. Then we 
perceive how becoming—yes, how delightful it is to love the 
law of the Lord. What dreadful disparity we then discover 
within ourselves: we are not able to observe that law as a law 
of love—and are neither willing nor able to do so.”2

Third, we need to emphasize the love of God in the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Part of the difficulty in speaking about sin is that 
we feel it to be heavy and even depressing. But the aim is not 
to make people wallow more. It’s not to beat people up and 
leave them in that condition. The great purpose is to point 
sinners to the love of God in Christ, to the place where sin 
does actually and literally disappear. Just as the scapegoat, on 
the great day of atonement, would eventually disappear off 
the horizon, never to be seen again, so God is teaching His 
people that in His great love, He has found a way to make 
our sin disappear—really, literally, forever. He did not do this 
by camouflage, by making holiness a little less holy or sin a 

little less sinful. Rather, He did it by placing every sin upon 
Christ as the sin-bearer and by pouring upon Him the infi-
nite wrath that sin deserves. And there on Calvary’s tree, as 
far as the east is from the west, God removes from us, in His 
love, all our iniquity. This is the place where sin disappears 
forever. Here, the God who cannot forget anything says, “I 
will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no 
more” (Jer. 31:34). Hence, James Buchanan points us to the 
remedy: “We believe that the Gospel of Christ, and espe-
cially the doctrine of the cross of Christ, is the most powerful 
instrument for impressing the conscience of a sinner, and for 
turning convictions into genuine contrition of heart.”3 
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of Truth, 1966), 65.
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correctness of style, and clearness of expression, did so 
abound? And yet was there ever an age wherein there has 
been so little sense of the evil of sin, so little love to God, 
heavenly-mindedness, and holiness of life, among the profes-
sors of the true religion?”11 

If the disappearance of sin can be evidenced in “debased 
minds” that no longer believe in the transcendent or under-
stand principles for life and human nature, that might mean 
God is darkening our understanding as well. The solution, 
then, is not to go after laws, media, and people in politics. 
Our response to the disappearance of sin must be to ask for 
divine intervention in our thinking. Yes, we live amid a severe 
decline in culture. There are significant issues surrounding 
identity, sexual boundaries, economic common sense, political 
leadership, healthcare, and mental health needs. And yes, we 
want to be problem-solvers and fix the tangible things before 
we think of invisible things. But listen to J. Gresham Machen: 

I have much sympathy with persons who speak in that 
way. I do not mean that I agree with them. On the 
contrary, I disagree with them with all my soul.…

Humanity is drowning in the water, or, to change the 
figure slightly, is sinking in the mire. The first thing to 
do might seem to be to pull it out, in order that after 
it has been pulled out we may ask it to deal with the 
unseen things. Let the church show what it can do with 
the plain emergency as it actually exists in the world—
the argument might run—and then, if it proves able to 
do that, the world may think it worth listening to if it 
talks about God. 

Plausible reasoning, this is—plausible, but utterly 
untrue.…

The truth is that the analogy of the drowning man does 
not apply to the evils of society. To pull a drowning 
man out of the water is a simple physical effort. But to 
pull society out of the mire into which it has fallen is 
not a simple physical effort at all, but a highly complex 
matter; and at the very heart of it is that mysterious 
portion of the mechanism known as the soul of man.12

For too long, we have just pointed the finger at culture and 
society. We wag our fingers and shake our heads, not real-
izing the same sins live in us. Our response, then, should be 
careful thinking about humanity, principles, and the tran-
scendence of God. 
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Truths about the Holy Spirit
It is sufficient that God’s Word speaks much of the Spirit, for 
the only warrant we need to study a truth is that God teaches 
it in His Word. However, to strengthen our motivation to 
study this topic deeply, let us consider ten reasons why it is 
crucial we study the Holy Spirit.

1. To know the Spirit is to know our God.
The Holy Spirit is God. Therefore, to study the person and 
works of the Holy Spirit is a great opportunity to know 
God in a better way. Nothing is more valuable, transform-
ing, or life-giving than the knowledge of God (Jer. 9:23–24; 
31:33–34; John 17:3). In particular, the Holy Spirit is the third 
person of the Trinity, who especially brings us into commu-
nion with the Father and the Son (2 Cor. 13:14; Gal. 4:4–6). 
Millard Erickson writes, “The Holy Spirit is the point at 
which the Trinity becomes personal to the believer.”1 Christ 
promised that when He ascended to heaven, He would not 
leave His disciples as orphans but would come to them and 
dwell in them with the Father—all by the Holy Spirit (John 
14:16–23). Wayne Grudem observes, “The work of the Holy 
Spirit is to manifest the active presence of God in the world, 
and especially in the church.”2

2. To know the Spirit is to know our salvation.
Man cannot discover the wisdom of God, but God reveals 
His salvation by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 2:9–16). Man by his 
own power cannot see or enter into the kingdom of God, but 
God brings sinners into the kingdom by causing them to be 
born again by the Spirit (John 3:3–5). No one can confess 
Jesus as Lord without the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3). Thus, 
in the Nicene Creed, the church confesses that the Spirit is 
“the Lord and Giver of life.”3 Just as the Father especially 
ordained salvation and the Son accomplished salvation, so 
the Spirit applies salvation to people’s lives.4 The Westminster 
Shorter Catechism (Q. 29) says, “We are made partakers of 
the redemption purchased by Christ, by the effectual appli-
cation of it to us (John 1:11–12) by his Holy Spirit (Titus 

3:5–6).”5 The doctrine of the Spirit is crucial to knowing how 
God saves sinners and knowing whether or not you are saved.

3. To know the Spirit is to understand sanctification, the  
process of spiritual growth in holiness.
Sanctification is “of the Spirit” (2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Peter 1:2). 
William Perkins (1558–1602) said, “The Father sanctifies by 
the Son and by the Holy Ghost; the Son sanctifies from the 
Father and by the Holy Ghost; the Holy Ghost sanctifies 
from the Father and from the Son by Himself immediately.”6 
Owen said that sanctification is “the universal renovation 
of our natures by the Holy Spirit into the image of God, 
through Jesus Christ.”7 He noted, “All this increase of holiness 
is immediately the work of the Holy Ghost.”8 It is by the Holy 
Spirit that the people who belong to Christ are made holy (1 
Cor. 3:16–17; 6:19–20), overcome sin (Gal. 5:16), pray (Rom. 
8:15; Eph. 6:18), receive illumination (Eph. 1:17–20), are 
transformed into Christ’s glory (2 Cor. 3:17–18), and magnify 
Christ in life and death (Phil. 1:19–20). If we listed every 
aspect of the Christian life, beside each item, we could add 
“by the Spirit.”

4. To know the Spirit is to balance the Christian life.
Christians and churches are prone to become imbalanced in 
their preaching and experience. We must maintain a proper 
balance between knowledge of doctrine and experience of 
spiritual life. This is the balance of the Word and the Spirit. 
To overemphasize the Word or the Spirit results in the cold-
ness of intellectualism or the confusion of emotionalism, 
either of which can harden hearts so that people fall away 
into skepticism. J. van Genderen (1923–2004) and W. H. 
Velema (1929–2019) wrote, “The Word does not exist apart 
from the Spirit. It is the Word of the Spirit. The Spirit does 
not come without the Word. He is the Spirit of the Word. 
Whenever the Word is believed, it is entirely due to the work 
of the Spirit, who opens the heart to it.”9

5. To know the Spirit is to worship God rightly.
Our worship should be Trinitarian, just as we are baptized 
“in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
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Ghost” (Matt. 28:19). We worship one God in three per-
sons and three persons in one God.10 Thomas Watson  
(c. 1620–1686) wrote, “There is an order in the Godhead, but 
no degrees…therefore we must give equal worship to all the 
persons.”11 Furthermore, an appreciation for the Holy Spirit’s 
work is essential to worship. Under the old covenant, God’s 
people worshiped in a physical temple using a complex sys-
tem of rituals through which the Spirit revealed Christ (Heb. 
10:1). In the new covenant, the outward rituals have given 
way to simplicity as the church worships through Christ, with 
access to the Father, and in one Spirit (Eph. 2:18). It is the 
Spirit who binds us together in unity and peace despite our 
personal, ethnic, and social differences so that the church is 
one body of worshipers (1 Cor. 12:12–13; Eph. 4:3–4). The 
Spirit fills us with truth and joy so that we sing psalms, hymns, 
and spiritual songs to the Lord (Eph. 5:18–20). Therefore, 
the knowledge of the Spirit protects the simplicity, unity, and 
spirituality of worship.

6. To know the Spirit is to appreciate historic Christian 
orthodoxy.
From the beginning of the church, Christians have treasured 
the fundamentals of right doctrine (“orthodoxy”) and con-
fessed it in their creeds. In the Apostles’ Creed, the Christian 
confesses, “I believe in the Holy Ghost.”12 The doctrine of the 
Holy Spirit is rooted in the Scriptures, was developed in the 
early church, and was renewed and made all the more fruitful 
in the Reformation of the sixteenth century. B. B. Warfield 
(1851–1921) called John Calvin (1509–1564) “the Theologian 
of the Holy Spirit.”13 Warfield said, “The developed doctrine 
of the work of the Holy Spirit is an exclusively Reforma-
tion doctrine, and more particularly a Reformed doctrine, 
and more particularly still a Puritan doctrine.”14 Therefore, 
to neglect this doctrine is to neglect our Christian and  
Reformed heritage.

7. To know the Spirit is to be equipped to speak to our culture.
Science has provided us with much technology but no answers 
to life’s deepest questions. People desire to experience some-
thing transcendent and glorious, but our nations are adrift 
without direction from moral standards or divine wisdom. 
The doctrine of the Holy Spirit equips us to show people 
that Christianity offers true knowledge and genuine spiritual 
experience. As Erickson writes, “In a culture that stresses the 
experiential, it is primarily through the Holy Spirit’s work 
that we feel God’s presence within and the Christian life is 
given a special tangibility.”15 As long as people view Chris-
tianity as a mere social institution, system of beliefs, or set 

of behaviors, they will not recognize its uniqueness. George 
Smeaton (1814–1889) wrote,

Wherever Christianity has become a living power, the 
doctrine of the Holy Spirit has uniformly been regarded, 
equally with the atonement and justification by faith, as 
the article of a standing or falling Church. The distinc-
tive feature of Christianity, as it addresses itself to man’s 
experience, is the work of the Spirit, which not only 
elevates it far above all philosophical speculation, but 
also above every other form of religion.16

8. To know the Spirit is to be prepared for spiritual warfare.
The Christian life consists of a battle against enemies we can 
conquer only by means of the Spirit as our supernatural ally. 
When Christ engaged in direct combat with the devil in the 
wilderness, Jesus did so as a man “full of the Holy Ghost” 
(Luke 4:1). Our great offensive weapon in the battle against 
the unseen powers of darkness is “the sword of the Spirit, 
which is the word of God” (Eph. 6:17), the same weapon 
Christ used. The only way for us to make effective use of 
the armor of God is by “praying always with all prayer and 
supplication in the Spirit” (Eph. 6:18). Though this world is 
full of evil spirits that would draw us away from Christ, as 
John wrote, “ye are of God, little children, and have overcome 
them: because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in 
the world” (1 John 4:4).

9. To know the Spirit is to feel our dependence.
The doctrine of the Holy Spirit is full of man’s inability and 
God’s sovereignty. The Lord’s word to Zerubbabel remains 
the banner that flies over all Christian endeavors: “Not by 
might, nor by power, but by my spirit, saith the LORD of hosts” 
(Zech. 4:6). While the doctrines of sovereign grace empower 
human activity (Phil. 2:12–13), they undermine the indepen-
dence of man’s proud spirit. A. W. Pink (1886–1952) warned, 
“In the great majority of cases, professing Christians are too 
puffed up by a sense of what they suppose they are doing for 
God, to earnestly study what God has promised to do for and 
in His people.”17 As Irenaeus (f l. 180) said, we are but “dry 
earth,” and the Holy Spirit is the “water from heaven…[and] 
dew of God” that we must have in order to bear fruit pleas-
ing to God.18 John Dagg (1794–1884) said, “No believer, who 
has any just sense of his dependence on the Holy Spirit, for 
the divine life which he enjoys, and all its included blessings, 
can be indifferent towards the Agent by whom all this good 
is bestowed…. And to him, therefore, the study of the Holy 
Spirit’s character and office, will be a source of delight.”19

(continued on page 77)



Luther’s Hymn and the Black Death
CHURCH HISTORY | DAVID HERBERT

When Martin Luther (1483–1546) is mentioned, he is 
undoubtedly remembered for posting his ninety-five theses 
on the church door at Wittenberg in 1517. But it is lesser 
known that he was an exceptional musician and composer. 
Luther not only wrote numerous hymns based on the Scrip-
tures but also introduced congregational singing in the 
German language in place of Latin. Being convinced of the 
power of music to move the hearts and minds of his people, 
he wrote, “We can mention only one point (which experience 
confirms), namely, that next to the Word of God, music deserves 
the highest praise. She is a mistress and governor of those 
emotions,…whether you wish to comfort the sad, to terrify 
the happy, to encourage the despairing, to humble the proud” 
(Luther’s Works, 53:323, italics added).

One of Luther’s most recognized hymns is “A Mighty 
Fortress Is Our God.” Most Lutheran scholars believe this 
hymn was composed sometime after the Black Death struck 
Wittenberg in August 1527. Suffering from his recurring 
Anfechtungen—a deep, dark depression—Luther found that 
this hymn, based on Psalm 46, brought him much-needed 
spiritual solace.

Even though we are presently dealing with COVID-19, 
we are not able to understand the intense apprehension and 
consuming fear the bubonic plague or Black Death had on 
those living in the sixteenth century. This dreaded scourge 
was believed to have originated in the Far East; it was trans-
mitted by Yersinia pestis bacteria found in fleas on rodents. 
Once contracted, it manifested itself with symptoms such 
as delirium and puss-filled boils or buboes (hence the name 
bubonic) the size of hens’ eggs that appeared on the neck, 
legs, and armpits. During the four centuries the Black Death 
harassed Europe, an estimated 100 million people died. 

In July 1527, Pastor Johann Hess of Breslau, Silesia, sent 
a letter to Martin Luther asking what advice he would give 
if the Black Death were to strike his city. Even though ten 
years had passed since Luther took a decisive step to chal-
lenge long-established practices within the Roman Catholic 

Church, his advice in such dire matters was sought. In a 
fourteen-page letter, known today as “Whether One May 
Flee from a Deadly Plague,” Luther responded, “Those 
who are engaged in a spiritual ministry such as preachers 
and pastors must likewise remain steadfast before the peril 
of death.… For when people are dying, they most need 
a spiritual ministry which strengthens and comforts their 
consciences by word and sacrament and in faith overcomes 
death” (Luther’s Works, 43:121).

In light of our experience with COVID-19, Luther’s 
suggestions given to Hess have a great deal of merit. First, 
he mentioned that one should pray for God’s protection. 
Then he recommended several necessary precautions. First, 
one should take the prescribed medicine and fumigate one’s 
home. He suggested that unnecessary contact with those 
who were sick should be heeded to ward off contagion. 
Hospitals should be set up to treat the afflicted instead of 
people’s homes. A more radical appeal was to locate ceme-
teries outside of the city rather than within its limits, as was 
the custom of the time. 

Luther also urged every person to maintain a healthy 
physical regimen to keep this disease at bay. But, “in an 
emergency, however, we must be bold enough to risk our 
health if that is necessary. Thus we should be ready for 
both—to live and to die according to God’s will. For ‘none 

q

“A mighty fortress is our God” 
lifts up a God who brings spiritual 

strength in times of crisis.
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of us lives to himself and none of us dies to himself,’ as Paul 
says, Romans 15” (Luther’s Works, 43:136).

A week after the plague appeared, Elector John of Saxony 
ordered the faculty of the University of Wittenberg—Luther 
included—and the student body to relocate south to Jena. 
Luther and John Bugenhagen, a colleague, refused. Knowing 
that they were exposing their families to the plague, they still 
felt they had to stay and minister to both the physical and 
spiritual needs of the people of Wittenberg. Since Luther had 
been granted the former Augustinian monastery known as 
the Black Cloister as his personal residence, he and Bugen-
hagen began converting some of the twenty-four rooms for 
families to stay in and as a hospital for those in need. 

Luther’s secretary, George Rorer, and his pregnant wife, 
Hanna, sought refuge at the Black Cloister. She had con-
tracted the plague, and after a difficult delivery, the baby was 
stillborn. Shortly afterward, Hanna died. Katharina, Luther’s 
wife, was also pregnant at this time. In a letter to Justus 
Jonas, another colleague, Luther wrote, “I am concerned 
about the delivery of my wife, so greatly has the example 
of the Deacon’s wife terrified me” (Luther’s Works, 49:173).

Luther had no doubt the battle against the Black Death 
was a spiritual one. To many, whether Christian or not, this 
scourge signaled the Antichrist was upon them and that in 

a short time, this tribulation of unbearable woe would come 
to an end with the Lord’s return. 

Finally, in November, the plague came to an end. Ten 
days later, Katharina gave birth to their first daughter, Eliza-
beth. Sadly, the joy this baby brought was short-lived; she 
died a few months later.

Some five hundred years later, “A Mighty Fortress Is 
Our God” has been translated into more than two hundred 
languages. As was its original intent, this hymn continues to 
bring spiritual strength in the crises of life.

A mighty fortress is our God,
A bulwark never failing;
Our helper He, amid the flood
Of mortal ills prevailing….

Let goods and kindred go,
This mortal life also;
The body they may kill:
God’s truth abideth still.
His kingdom is forever.

David Herbert, a retired elementary and secondary history teacher, has authored 
a number of books. He attends Southdale Bible Chapel in London, Ontario.

10. To know the Spirit is to know Christ.
This is so because of both the triune nature of God and the 
plan of salvation. In the Trinity, the Son and the Spirit are dis-
tinct in their personalities but inseparable in their being and 
activity. So closely united are they in all their works that Paul 
could write of Jesus Christ, “Now the Lord is that Spirit” (2 
Cor. 3:17). Furthermore, God has so ordered salvation that 
the Spirit comes to apply what the Son has accomplished 
(John 16:13–14). The great work of the Spirit is union 
with Christ: “He that is joined unto the Lord is one spirit”  
(1 Cor. 6:17). Calvin wrote, “The Holy Spirit is the bond by 
which Christ effectually unites us to himself.”20 This union 
in the Spirit is the means of our personal communion with 
Christ. Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635–1711), echoing the Hei-
delberg Catechism, wrote, “The Holy Spirit makes believers 
partakers of Christ and His benefits…. This union results in 
the mutual use of possessive pronouns. ‘My beloved is mine, 
and I am His’ (Song 2:16).”21
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In 2019, a dad in British Columbia was ordered to refer to his 
daughter as his son and to refer to her with male pronouns. 
He refused. Rob Hoogland was accused by Judge Francesca 
Marzari of “family violence” for using female pronouns when 
speaking about his daughter. Police were given a warrant to 
arrest him if he used language that acknowledged his child 
was biologically female. The mother, the medical system, and 
the courts all insisted that the girl should be given puberty 
blockers. Rob opposed this, believing she might grow up to 
regret the decision. In April 2021, B.C. Supreme Court Justice 
Michael Tammen ordered him to serve a six-month jail sen-
tence for speaking of his daughter as a girl. Rob Hoogland’s 
actual crime? Attempting to protect his daughter from the 
false claims of gender ideology.

What Is Gender Ideology?
Just what is gender ideology? One LGBT group tells young 
people, “Everyone has a gender identity. This is the gender that 
someone feels they are. This might be the same as the gender 
they were given as a baby, but it might not. They might feel 
like they are a different gender, or they might not feel like a 
boy or a girl.” Note the emphasis on feeling—not truth, sci-
ence, or reason. In a therapeutic society, personal feeling often 
trumps everything else. But gender ideology is based on four 
false claims:

1. “Binary is bad.”
Humanity is made up of male and female people. The word 
“binary” simply means “relating to two.” “Binary” is the founda-
tion of LGBT. Lesbians are women attracted to other women. 
Gays are men attracted to other men. Bisexuals are attracted 
to men and women. Trans people want to live as the “other” of 
the two sexes. Each category is defined by “binary” differences.

2. “Gender is a spectrum.”
We live out our lives as male and female in an infinite number 
of ways. That doesn’t mean there are seven billion different 
gender identities. It doesn’t negate the reality that we are men 
or women.

3. “Boy/girl and man/woman are just social constructs.”
The social roles lived out by men and women vary from place 
to place and from time to time. But sexual differentiation is a 
biological reality, not just a social construct.

4. “We all have a ‘gender identity’ that may be separate from 
our sex.”
A comprehensive survey of the scientific evidence that we are 
born male or female was published in 2016, which examined 
over two hundred peer-reviewed studies in the biological, 

psychological, and social sciences. It concluded that “the 
hypothesis that gender identity is an innate, fixed property 
of human beings that is independent of biological sex—that 
a person might be ‘a man trapped in a woman’s body’ or ‘a 
woman trapped in a man’s body’—is not supported by scien-
tific evidence” (Meyer and McHugh, “Sexuality and Gender,” 
The New Atlantis 50 [Fall 2016], 8).

To be human is to be male or female (this is not negated by 
the small number of infants born with genitalia of ambiguous 
appearance). We are all born from the union of a man and a 
woman (even if their gametes have been artificially united in 
a laboratory). To be male or female is not about having par-
ticular body parts that can be removed. It is written into the 
DNA of nearly every cell of your body.

And yet, many children today are being told such things 
as these:

• Your sex is “assigned” at birth; it’s not innate or 
biological.

• Your “gender identity” is something you’re born with, 
but it may not line up with your body.

• Your “gender identity” is determined by feelings and 
the things you like.

• If you have a girl body but like making things and 
fixing things, you may really be a boy trapped in the 
wrong body.

• If you have a boy body but like pretty things, you 
may really be a girl trapped in the wrong body.

How Does This Impact Children?
Some children exhibit “gender nonconforming behavior” from 
an early age. They may behave like the other sex concerning 
clothing, play styles, playmates, interests, and so on. Sadly 
and wrongly, in the past, a gender-nonconforming boy might 
have been ostracized or bullied by others who shamed him 
with terms such as “sissy.” A gender-nonconforming girl may 
have been teased as a “tomboy.” Some of these children are 
unhappy with their birth sex and may even believe they have 
been “given the wrong body.” But there’s a natural solution. 
It’s called puberty.

When gender nonconforming children are not encouraged 
to identify as the opposite sex, the great majority (between 
60 and 90 percent) adjust to their birth sex once puberty 
has occurred. That’s why, in the past, “watchful waiting” was 
advised by professionals.

Now, however, due to pressure from activists, there is an 
increasing insistence that such children should be allowed, 
if they wish, to “socially transition.” Social transition means 

CONTEMPORARY ISSUES | DR . SHARON JAMES

What is Gender Ideology?  
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adopting the name, pronouns, clothes, hairstyle, and the like 
of the opposite sex and allowing the child to use the toilet 
and other facilities of the opposite sex. When social transi-
tion is permitted, the child’s dysphoria is far more likely to 
persist because those who socially transition almost always 
then demand drugs to suppress puberty, denying themselves 
nature’s own remedy for dysphoria. Those who are pre-
scribed puberty blockers almost invariably go on to be given  
cross-sex hormones.

There are encouraging signs of pushback, including the 
exposure of malpractice at the Tavistock Clinic in London, 
England, and the high court judgment in the Kiera Bell case 
in December 2020, also in England. Judges ruled that under-
age children are unlikely ever to understand the life-changing 
impact of puberty blockers. But this decision was overturned 
on appeal in September 2021, and Bell is now seeking to take 
the case to the UK Supreme Court.

How Does This Impact Adolescents?
As well as young children, in recent years, a growing number 
of adolescents who have not previously demonstrated gender 
nonconformity experience what’s been described as “rapid-
onset gender dysphoria” (ROGD). This seems mostly, but not 
always, to occur among girls. The number being referred for 
“gender treatment” has increased by more than 1,000 percent 
in the United States and more than 3,000 percent in the 
United Kingdom. Clinics in other Western countries report 
similar increases.

This sometimes seems to come from nowhere, and parents 
are bewildered. The first—and still only—major study of this 
was conducted by Lisa Littman, and her findings were pub-
lished in 2018. She found that adolescents experiencing ROGD 
tended to either belong to a group of friends in which multiple, 
or even all, members became transgender-identified around  
the same time or were immersed in social media, or both.

She described this as “social contagion.” A peer group 
(either real or virtual) fosters the mutual belief that anxiety 
and unhappiness may be caused by being “transgender” and 
that “gender transition” will provide the solution. A trawl 
through social media sites such as Tumblr reveals an array of 
heartbreaking posts evidencing deep self-hatred coupled with 
a naïve confidence that “transition” will lead to acceptance 
by peers and internal peace. The angst of such youngsters is 
shamelessly exploited by the commercial promotion of vari-
ous products.

Young people learn what to demand and what to say from 
others, especially online. They are told by trans-affirming peers 
that parents who resist such demands are transphobic. There 
is a sense that the world is divided between “us” (those who 
understand trans issues) and “them” (the enemy). They are told 
that young people who aren’t allowed to transition are “likely 
to commit suicide,” and misleading suicide statistics are spread 
around. There is mutual pressure in such groups to demand 

hormone treatments. Around the age of sixteen, they are usu-
ally given “cross-sex hormones.” 

We are now hearing an increasing number of testi-
monies from desisters and detransitioners. Abigail Shrier has 
documented many of these in her recent compelling book 
Irreversible Damage (Regnery, 2020). And in 2018, a group of 
professionals and others contributed to a symposium entitled 
Transgender Children: Born in Your Own Body. They all chal-
lenge the trend toward affirming the desire of some children 
to “change sex” and agree that “transgendering children is not 
progressive but politically reactionary, medically dangerous 
and abusive of children” (Brunskell-Evans and Moore, eds., 
Transgender Children: Born in Your Own Body [Cambridge 
Scholars, 2018] 3).

Ten Ways Christian Parents  
Can Help Their Children

1. Teach children and young people God’s good design and the 
bigger picture.
We have not evolved by chance. God created man and woman 
in His own image, and He created men and women different 
by design. This liberates us from the pressure of having to 
construct our own gender identity. We may be different from 
others in all sorts of ways, but the one reality of being male or 
female is not a choice.

Children brought up with a Christian worldview can place 
their lives in a bigger context: we are here for God’s glory, and 
we are called to love God and love others. We don’t have to 
construct our own identity and purpose from scratch.

We need to encourage children and young people to respect 
their bodies, as we are all created by God. We live in an age 
that puts cruel pressure on young people to focus on how they 
look. We need to reassure our children that each one is special 
to God. Our value and dignity do not rest on how other people 
judge our appearance.

2. Teach your children that everyone should be treated kindly, 
no matter how they behave or what they believe.
But teach them also that we should not be forced to agree with 
the beliefs or actions of others. Disagreement is not hatred. 
All bullying is wrong. That also means that our religious or 
conscientious beliefs should be respected by others. And teach 
them that real kindness is based on truth. Be well informed 
about the testimonies of those who regret their “transition.”

3. Avoid exaggerated stereotypes of masculinity and 
femininity.
Superficial cultural expectations can be enforced in an unhelp-
ful way. Just because a little boy is unusually artistic and gentle 
does not mean he should be pushed into thinking of himself 
as homosexual or transgender. A little girl may be sporty and 
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tomboyish, but that doesn’t mean she should be pushed into 
identifying as lesbian or “trans.”

Behaviors that would have been accepted as within the 
normal range even a few years ago (e.g., girls wanting to join 
in with boys’ games) are now being interpreted as “gender 
confusion.” This defies common sense. Children have different 
aptitudes and gifts, which should be encouraged and nurtured, 
even when they may not be stereotypically male or female.

4. Check out what your child is learning at school and what 
they are reading and watching.
Parents should resist explicit and permissive sex education. 
Before puberty, children should be allowed to remain innocent. 
It is abusive and dangerous to expose them to sexual activity 
or images before their brains and bodies are ready.

Gender ideology is uncritically promoted on social media 
platforms. Parents need to be aware of the messages being 
imbibed and must be alert to the ever-younger age at which 
children may be sharing links to pornography. Internet usage 
should be closely monitored.

5. Help children and young people to be critical of the claims 
of gender ideology.
Discuss questions such as “Do we really have to accept what 
people think they are? How far must this go?” In 2017, Rachel 
Dolezal, a white American woman, wrongly claimed to be 
black. Logically, if we can self-identify our gender, why not 
our race? In 2018, a sixty-nine-year-old Dutchman went to 
court to assert the right to self-identify as a forty-nine-year-
old. Logically, if we can self-declare our sex, why not our age?

6. Address other mental health concerns.
If your child claims to be transgender, there may be underlying 
issues. Are they suffering from depression, anxiety, or an eating 
disorder? Are there peer/social or learning difficulties? Are 
there difficulties with relationships? Is there a pattern of alco-
hol or drug use? Use open-ended questions to try to find out.

Adolescents often experience rapidly shifting ideas and 
emotions. Empathize without affirming. Don’t reinforce an 
idea that might otherwise pass. Be cautious about whom you 
look to for professional help. Many psychologists and psy-
chiatrists may be far too hasty in advocating transition. Try to 
find a mental health professional who is competent to address 
underlying issues without jumping to the conclusion that gen-
der confusion must only be “fixed” through “transition.”

7. Don’t encourage social transition or permit access to 
puberty blockers.
In general, for most young children, gender dysphoria desists 
around the time of puberty. When social transitioning is 
allowed, the dysphoria is far more likely to persist.

There have been no clinical trials showing the long-term 
safety or effectiveness of puberty blockers. Drugs are prescribed 

without proper medical diagnosis and threaten future fertility, 
possibly brain development, and likely result in decreased bone 
mineralization (meaning a higher risk of fractures).

8. Don’t be intimidated by threats of suicide.
False statistics are routinely repeated in this area. In reality, 
those who transition are still often likely to attempt suicide. 
Parents need to remember that their child should be treated 
for co-morbid conditions (shockingly, these are often ignored 
in the rush to “affirm transition”). The safest approach is to 
seek to line up their child’s perception of themselves with their 
biological sex.

9. Take the long-term perspective.
When children genuinely experience discontent with their 
biological sex, if puberty is allowed to take its natural course 
and you allow testosterone to kick in for boys and estrogen 
for girls, in the vast majority of cases, gender confusion is 
resolved. Children and young people are impressionable and 
immature. We don’t allow them to make big decisions in other 
areas. In many countries, they are not allowed to drink alcohol 
or smoke or get a tattoo until they are eighteen or even older. 
Some experts say that our brains are not fully wired for mature, 
forward thinking until the age of twenty-five. In time, your 
child may thank you for resisting their demands.

10. Gather prayer support.
The lie of gender ideology has permeated our culture. This 
is spiritual warfare. We need to be united in prayer for our 
children. Married couples should pray together for their own 
children. Also, when our children were young, I found it 
helpful to pray with other mothers, praying Scripture-soaked 
prayers for our children. Be intentional in prayer that your 
children be protected from the lies of the Evil One. Find reli-
able and trustworthy people to support you in these prayers.

The power of our surrounding culture can seem over-
whelming. But rejecting belief in the creation design for male 
and female dishonors our Creator. We must resist gender ide-
ology, not only for the protection of our children but supremely 
because it dishonors God.

We are to honor God by upholding truth. And we are to 
extend His free offer of grace to those who have been deceived 
by lies. To all those who struggle, including those who weary 
of having to “perform” a role alien to their biological identity, 
Jesus Christ extends both an invitation and a promise: “Come 
unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give 
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am 
meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. 
For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28–30).

Dr. Sharon James works for The Christian Institute, UK, and is author of 
several books, most recently How Christianity Transformed the World (Christian 
Focus, 2021).
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QUESTIONS ANSWERED FOR TEENS | DR. MAARTEN KUIVENHOVEN

When you ask this question, what does it reveal? Does it reveal 
the severity of your need or your view of God? Perhaps it reveals 
both, but the more important thing it reveals is your view of 
God. If your view of God is correct, the answer to this question 
will come on its own. Let’s put it this way—if you serve a small 
God, then He is limited in caring for only small needs. If you 
serve a big God, that will determine what needs He will care 
for. Indeed, if you serve a big God, the God of the Bible, you 
can bring all your cares to Him. 

The passages listed above (if you haven’t read them yet, do 
so before continuing) never qualify what needs to bring to God. 
Look at 1 Peter 5:7, “Casting all your care upon him; for he 
careth for you.” Notice what it says there: “Casting all your care.” 
We are whole human beings. We cannot divide the soul or the 
mind from the body. What affects one part of our person will 
affect the other. Our spiritual cares affect our physical cares. 

Our physical cares affect our spiritual cares. Our mental cares 
affect both our physical and spiritual cares. Thus, there is not one 
cate gory of cares we bring to God and not another. It is not as if 
God is only sufficient to care for our physical needs but not our 
spiritual ones. No, we bring all our cares to God. Why? Because 
he is sufficient. The word “casting” means “to throw.” In Psalm 
37:5, the idea is to roll our cares onto God. He is the Almighty 
One. We can roll and cast all our cares onto Him and leave them 
there for Him to deal with. 

What cares do you have? Physical cares? Cast them upon 
God. Spiritual cares? Cast them upon God. Mental cares? Cast 
them upon God. Emotional cares? Cast them upon God. He is 
sufficient to care for us. He knows what we need when we need 
it. He is God. He is bigger than our needs, and the best part is 
that He hears the needy when they cry—no matter what their 
needs are (Ps. 72:12)!

CARES AND GOD’S SUFFICIENCY
Suggested Reading: Psalm 55; Psalm 37; 1 Peter 5

Referring to the Scripture, “[Cast] all your care upon him; for he careth for you” (1 Peter 5:7), is this primarily 
referring to spiritual cares, or does it literally mean all cares (emotional, physical, mental)? 

How do you think about God? How will that determine what needs you bring to Him?

CONVERSION EXPERIENCE
Suggested Reading: Luke 15; 2 Timothy 1:1–8; 3:14–15

For a youth who is raised in a Christian home and may have come to faith at a young age before having gone out 
“into the world,” how can they know if they are saved? That is, they may not have had a prodigal son experience.

This is an important question many young people who have 
grown up in the church and in Christian families have. The 
normal way God works is to save young people within the 
church. This is the spiritual promise provided by God Himself 
at baptism. You should not be afraid to follow up that promise 
with God and plead upon His grace for the good of your soul. 
You must avoid making a prodigal-son conversion the usual 
way God works. As a young person, you should never think 
that a life of sin and immorality is preferable in order to know 
whether you are saved since the change will be so drastic. Your 
youthful years should be spent in serving the Lord, not in “sow-
ing your wild oats” and then hoping that God will save you. 
Remember Timothy? He grew up from an early age knowing 
the Scriptures, having been taught by his mother and grand-
mother. He likely knew the Lord from an early age, having 
experienced heart change by the Holy Spirit (2 Tim. 3:14–15).

So then, how do you know God has saved you? Let me ask 
you a few questions to help you think this through biblically. Do 
you have a hatred for sin? Is that hatred for sin growing to some 
degree? Do you love the Lord Jesus Christ, and is He your only 
hope for salvation? If you can answer yes to these questions by 

the grace of God, then you can know you are saved. You are tak-
ing refuge in the blood of Christ alone. This makes conversion as 
real and as powerful for you as it does in the case of a prodigal son 
conversion. It might not be as clear-cut, but it is no less miracu-
lous that God has had mercy on you in your sinful state than on 
the prodigal who has departed and then returned. Both require 
the power of the Holy Spirit to make alive. Both require the 
righteousness of Christ to stand before the bar of God’s justice. 
Both are undergirded by the promises of the gospel in Christ.

Finally, there is also the reality of spiritual fruit. Think of 
John 15 where Jesus says that those who abide in Him will bear 
fruit. If you remain in Christ, you will bear fruit. What kind? 
That found in Galatians 5:22–23, “The fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meek-
ness, temperance.” There are also different marks of those who 
love God found in the first epistle of John—love for the com-
mandments, love for the brethren. Are these fruits appearing in 
your life? Perhaps they are not there to the degree to which you 
would like them, but is the essence and a strong desire for these  
fruits present? 
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What elements of conversion are necessary for the young person growing up in a Christian home  
or for the prodigal son? How does a Christian upbringing give you a weighty responsibility  

for your soul but also an encouragement to flee to Christ?
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BOOK TALK
The titles below are recently published or reprinted. The first price is retail, and the second is our discounted price.  

PB = paperback, HC = hard cover.

Second Timothy: The Lectio Continua Expository Commentary
Michael Brown
Second Timothy encourages pastors to guard, entrust, suffer for, and above all, preach the gospel. 
Yet it is also full of encouragement for Christians living in a hostile world. Like Timothy, we need 
reminding that “God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind.” 
We need to “be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” and confident in the Scriptures, which 
are “given by inspiration of God.” And we need to hope in Christ’s return, when He will award the 
crown of righteousness “to all who have loved His appearing.” Michael G. Brown’s exposition of 
2 Timothy is not only Christ-centered, redemptive-historical, and gospel focused, but also packed 
with pastoral and practical application. 

(HC 224 pgs.) $30.00|$23.00

NEW  
RHB  

BOOKS

OTHER TITLES

ERIN WILLIS OLSEN

Following God Fully: An Introduction to the Puritans
Joel R. Beeke & Michael Reeves
Who are the Puritans? Why are they important for me today? If you have asked questions like 
these and still await adequate answers, this book is for you. Following God Fully provides a basic 
introduction to the Puritans that reveals a people intent on pursuing God with all their heart, soul, 
mind, and strength. Joel R. Beeke and Michael Reeves introduce us to nine Puritan stalwarts that 
we all should be familiar with. Then they show us the practical contribution the Puritans made in 
discussing doctrines related to God, salvation, church, and daily life. Read this book and be moved 
to following God fully like the Puritans.

(HC, 168 pgs.) $20.00|$15.00

The Best Day of the Week: Why We Love the Lord’s Day
William Boekestein
What is so great about the Lord’s Day? In this book, children will hear the story of what 
happens on any given Sunday and why. From resting from our usual jobs to gathering 
as a church to worship, the Lord’s Day is a special day for honoring the Lord—it’s all 
in the name! Children will see how the Lord’s Day also helps them trust in Jesus and 
get ready to live for God on all the other days of the week. Let us learn to love the 
Lord’s Day. After all, it is the best day of the week! For ages 2–7 years (2–4 read to 
me; 5–7 read myself)

(HC, 40 pgs.) $15.00|$12.00

What Jesus Did: 31 Devotions About  
the Life of Jesus
Sinclair B. Ferguson
Since before the beginning of time God has 
been at work. He created the world; He prom-
ised to send a Savior; and He sent His Son to 
die for us. With these thirty-one devotions 
and prayers you will see the impact of the life 
of Christ from before Creation to the Res-
urrection. Find out What Jesus Did through 
stories such as: When Jesus Became a Refugee 
and How Do I know Jesus Loves me?
(Christian Focus, HC, 104 pgs.) $12.99|$8.00

What Jesus Does: 31 Devotions About  
Jesus and the Church 
Sinclair B. Ferguson
What is a life with Jesus like? How does the 
Son of God impact me? Through thirty-
one devotions about Jesus, family, and the 
church we discover what being friends 
with Jesus really means. Find out about 
Jesus, His friends and family, the disciples  
and the church through stories such as: Jesus 
Knows Your Name; Ready Steady Think; and 
Who Loves Church?
(Christian Focus, HC, 104 pgs.) $12.99|$8.00



Why Did Jesus Live a Perfect Life?: The Neces-
sity of Christ’s Obedience for Our Salvation
Brandon D. Crowe
How does Christ’s obedience relate to our salvation? 
Speaking into current conversations about the nature 
of salvation, New Testament scholar Brandon Crowe 
sets out a new, comprehensive account of the nature 
of the atonement, exploring how this doctrine affects 
our participation in the life of God and in the shared 

life of the Christian community. Crowe builds on key insights from other 
historic substitutionary views, especially those associated with penal 
substitution, while clearing up persistent misunderstandings regarding 
those models. Crowe argues that we are saved by Christ’s perfect obe-
dience, which has implications for understanding the gospel message, 
Christian hope, and discipleship. Not only is Jesus the quintessential 
model of faithfulness in a fallen world, but his unique work frees us from 
the burden of perfect obedience. This book will appeal to professors and 
students of the New Testament, pastors, and laypeople.

(Baker Academic, PB, 210 pgs.) $22.99|$15.00

Tranfiguration and Transformation
Hywel R. Jones
Our Bibles consistently use the noun “Transfigura-
tion” with regard to Jesus but “Transformation” with 
regard to the Christian—and yet it is one and the 
same verb, transliterated “metamorphosed,” that is 
used in those places in the original text. Why is 
that so? Is there an important difference between 
them? And why does the noun “metamorphosis” 

which is familiar to us never occur in the New Testament? And yet is 
there some connection between the Transfiguration of Jesus and the 
Transformation of the Christian? Hywel R. Jones presents answers to 
these questions in this book. In the course of doing so he shows how 
the divine can penetrate the human without destroying it as in the 
person of Christ, and how the human can become conformed to the 
divine without its ceasing to be human as in the case of the Christian. 
That kind of metamorphosis accords and exalts the Christian gospel 
over against the humanism of our culture, whether secularized or 
spiritualized. (Banner of Truth, HC, 201 pgs.) $20.00|$15.00

Called to Preach — Steven J. Lawson
In every generation, the church stands in dire need 
of God-called people to preach the Word with pre-
cision and power. Preachers who will not replace 
sound theology with culturally palatable soundbites. 
Preachers who will clearly and faithfully share the 
gospel and inspire those in their churches to live 
godly lives. Through in-depth biblical analysis and 
inspiring examples from church history, Steven J. 

Lawson paints a picture of God’s glory magnified through faithful 
preaching, reclaiming the high ground of biblical preaching for the 
next generation. With helpful advice and practical guidance gleaned 
from 50 years in ministry, Lawson helps aspiring preachers know if 
they are called to preach; understand the qualifications for ministry; 
and develop, improve, and deliver strong expository sermons that 
illuminate the Word of God in a dark world.

(Baker Books, HC, 203 pgs.)$22.99|$15.00

The Trial of the 16th Century:  
Calvin and Servetus — Jonathan Moorhead
The execution of Michael Servetus is one of the most 
debated events in the life of John Calvin. It has left 
an indelible stain on Calvin’s reputation, and unfor-
tunately, the retelling of the story is often dependent 
on the historian’s relationship to Calvinism. Jonathan 
Moorhead here seeks to give a faithful narrative of the 

Send orders for the above titles to:

REFORMATION HERITAGE BOOKS
3070 29th St. SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49512
616-977-0889
www.heritagebooks.org; e-mail: orders@heritagebooks.org

Qty. Author/Title Price Total

Sub-total
Sales Tax

Postage
Total

Name  __________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Address  _______________________________________________________________________________________________________
 _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

VISA/MC #  _______________________________________________________________________________________________
Exp. Date ________________________________________   Security Code ______________________

All orders must be accompanied with payment in U.S. funds. Canadian Cus-
tomers: Write U.S. Funds behind total amount of your check or pay by VISA 
or MasterCard.

Mich. residents add 6% sales tax. 
Postage (US 12%, min. $3.99; 

Canada: 20%, min. $7.50; 
Overseas: 28%, min. $10.00)

230 Lynden Road, Unit 5A (behind Galaxy Car Wash)
Brantford, Ontario CANADA N3R 8A3

Phone: 519.304.4709; Email: sales@reformedbookservices.ca
www.reformedbookservices.ca

In Canada these books are available at comparable prices from:

role of John Calvin in the execution of Michael Servetus. He examines 
the life of Servetus, with emphasis given to his education, publications, 
and relationship with John Calvin. Moorhead also gives attention to the 
role of Calvin in Servetus’s arrests, trials, and execution. This book will 
challenge readers to think critically about the ethics of telling history, 
the standards of properly judging previous generations, and the benefits 
of this study for the building up of the church of Christ.

(Christian Focus, PB, 104 pgs.)$13.99|$9.00

The Fiery Edge of Love: A Collection of 
Quotes from Samuel Rutherford
Samuel Rutherford
Samuel Rutherford was a seventeenth century 
Scottish Presbyterian preacher whose writ-
ings have had a profound impact on Christians 
throughout the generations. He was one of the 
Scottish Commissioners to the Westminster 
Assembly, and his best-known work, Lex Rex, 

had far-reaching inf luence. This collection of quotes, collated by 
editor Malcolm MacLean, gives an idea of the power his words had. 
Although no more than a sentence or two, each of these quotes has a 
profundity which leaves the reader thinking long after having closed 
the book. For those who have never read Samuel Rutherford’s works 
before, this is a delectable introduction, encouraging you to seek out 
his full works. For those who need no introduction to his writings, 
these quotes are a quick reminder of the great truths he strived to 
preach and the great God he strived to proclaim.

(Christian Heritage, HC, 80 pgs.)$12.99|$8.00
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While Benjamin Sleeps
But ask now the beasts, and they shall teach thee; and 
the fowls of the air, and they shall tell thee: or speak 
to the earth, and it shall teach thee: and the f ishes of 
the sea shall declare unto thee. Who knoweth not in all 
these that the hand of the LORD hath wrought this? 
In whose hand is the soul of every living thing, and 
the breath of all mankind. —Job 12:7–10

It is night. Stars twinkle in the darkening sky. The rob-
ins have finished their evening song and now sit huddled 
on the branches of a tree. It is time to sleep. Inside the 
farmhouse, little Benjamin Hall looks out of his bedroom 
window and says goodnight to the moon. His mom tucks 
him into bed and turns off his light. She softly goes down-
stairs and finishes cleaning up the house.

Meow! An orange-striped cat appears at the sliding 
door. I’m hungry, he meows. The door opens, and Mrs. Hall 
steps out onto the deck. She gives the cat a scoop of cat 
food. A deep rumbling purr is his thank you, and he eagerly 
begins to eat. Crunch, crunch, crunch! Mrs. Hall stands 
quietly on the deck, listening to the night sounds. First, 
she only hears the crunching noise from the stray cat. But 
as she listens more carefully, she notices a rustling sound 
from under the deck. Is it a mouse? Or perhaps a raccoon? 
She shrugs her shoulders and goes back inside. It is time 
to sleep. She too goes to bed, and the house becomes dark.

Underneath the deck, a long pink nose sniffs the air. 
Mama Opossum has woken up. She has been sleeping all 
day long, and she is very hungry! Not only is she feeding 
herself, but eight tiny opossums are snuggled in her pouch. 
They too are hungry and drink the delicious milk she gives 
them. But this makes Mama Opossum even hungrier, and 
so she crawls out from under the deck. 

Mama Opossum has a good memory and knows exactly 
where to look for food first. She climbs the steps of the 
deck and heads straight for the cat food bowl. Yes! There is 
still some cat food left. She quickly eats it and then moves 
off, her sensitive nose leading the way. Mama Opossum is 
not a fussy eater. She will eat almost anything she comes 
across. As she circles around the house, she nibbles on some 
grass. Pausing, she sniffs closer to the ground. Under the 
soil, a fat, round, white grub is eating the roots of the grass. 
Using her sharp claws, Mama Opossum digs into the soil, 
and out pops the grub—a delicious snack! Moving along, 
she finds four more grubs to eat.

Whooo, whooo! cries a barred owl. He too is on the hunt 
for food. Both the barred owl and Mama Opossum eat mice 
and voles. But the barred owl hunts from the sky or a high 
perch in a tree, while Mama Opossum creeps along the 
ground. The barred owl also can see very well, while Mama 
Opossum relies on her senses of smell and hearing to catch 
her prey. Tonight, both are hungry; both are on the hunt.

But the mice and voles seem to be hiding very well this 
night. Mama Opossum doesn’t worry. There are plenty of 
other things to eat. She moves toward the road where a 
speeding car hit a rabbit. She eats part of the dead rabbit 
and then moves on to some nuts still on the ground from 
last autumn. Because she is an omnivore, she eats both 
plants and animals.

The night has flown by, and soon it will be getting light. 
Mama Opossum heads back to the farmhouse and the 
deck under which she sleeps. But first, she wants a drink of 
water, and she knows the perfect place! She pushes her way 
through the hostas in the garden. Reaching up, she sticks 
her long, pink nose over the edge of the birdbath. But it is 
almost empty! Mama Opossum has to reach her nose even 
further in. Suddenly, the whole birdbath tips over—right 
onto Mama Opossum!

Mama Opossum is trapped! She is stuck under the 
heavy cement of the birdbath. She tries to wiggle and pull 
herself out. She pulls one leg and then the other. But she 
is stuck! Soon it will be daylight, and she won’t be in her 
snug bed of leaves, safe and sound.

An hour passes by, and the sun rises. In the farmhouse, 
Benjamin wakes up and goes downstairs. He climbs onto 
the counter to get the cereal box down from the cupboard. 
As he pulls down the crispy rice, he glances out the kitchen 
window and sees that something is wrong! The birdbath is 
tipped over—and under it is a pile of fur!

Benjamin races to his parents’ bedroom. “Mom, Dad, 
wake up!” All three of them go down to the kitchen and 
look out the window.

“Hmm,” says Dad. “Let’s go see what it is.”
Dad and Benjamin put on their shoes and approach the 

tipped-over birdbath. As they near it, they hear a hissing 
sound. Dad reaches over and gently pulls up the birdbath. 
Two black eyes look up at him and then close tightly.

“What kind of animal is it, Dad?” Benjamin asks. He 
sees a ball of fur the size of a cat, with a long scaly tail 
coming out one end. 

STORY FOR CHILDREN |  ANDREA SCHOLTEN
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“It’s an opossum,” Dad answers. “And it looks like it 
just died.”

“And it smells dead too!” says Benjamin, wrinkling his 
nose.

Mama Opossum sees Benjamin and his dad coming to 
her. And when the birdbath lifts off of her, her body does 
what it always does when she feels threatened. She closes 
her eyes and lays still, unable to move. Her breathing also 
becomes slower, and her body gives off an odor that smells 
terrible! Her mouth opens, her tongue hangs loose, and 
drool spills out. 

Benjamin backs away. He doesn’t like to look at dead 
animals. He feels sorry that the opossum has died under 
their birdbath.

“Just a minute,” Dad says. “Maybe this opossum is just 
playing dead. I know that they do that, even though I’ve 
never seen it. Let’s wait and see what happens.” He nudges 
Mama Opossum with his shoe, but she still doesn’t move.

Dad and Benjamin head back to the house, where Dad 
quickly searches for information about opossums. “Yes, 

they’ll play dead for minutes up to hours. They can’t control 
how long they’re lying there, so we’ll have to wait and see.”

Benjamin doesn’t want to miss seeing if the opossum 
will wake up and be okay, and so he eats his cereal at the 
window. 

Twenty minutes pass by, and suddenly Mama Opos-
sum’s eyes open. She looks around her. It is bright daylight, 
and she is not in her snug little nest of leaves! Quickly she 
gets up and crawls underneath the deck. She finds her nest 
and curls up. While Benjamin and his family have a busy 
day ahead of them, Mama Opossum is tired. For her, it is 
now time to sleep.

Something to Think about:
What do the animals we see around us teach us about God? 
In what way does God care for the animals? How are we 
different from animals, and how does God care for us in 
different ways?

Andrea Scholten is a school teacher, a writer for children, and a member of the 
FRC in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Adapted from Open Windows.
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IS GOD TRYING TO GET YOUR Attention?
MEDITATION FOR CHILDREN | MARY BEEKE

And call upon me in the day of trouble: I will deliver 
thee, and thou shalt glorify me. —Psalm 50:15

Jonas was happy. School wasn’t too hard for him. Tyler and 
Henry were his best friends, and they all hung out with a 
group of fun guys. He was getting along fine with his siblings 
and his parents. He was obedient most of the time. He went 
to church, even though he often tuned out. 

But one day, he came home from school, and his mom 
was crying. At suppertime, Dad shared with the family, 
“Children, we have some difficult news to share with you. 
I’ve been having headaches lately, so I went to the doctor 
and found out I have a tumor in my brain. We don’t know if 
it’s cancer or not, but I need to have surgery. I won’t be able 
to work for a while.”

Jonas was stunned! It seemed like his happy, secure world 
was caving in around him! Dad was always so strong. He 
worked hard, and he played sports with the kids. What 
would happen? Jonas didn’t dare think about the future.

The whole family shed many tears. At family worship 
that evening, Dad read Psalm 50. His voice got shaky when 
he read verse 15: 

He paused and looked at Mom, Jonas, and the other 
kids and said, “My dear family, this is where we have to go 
for strength. God made each of us. He knew I would get a 
brain tumor. We are surprised, but He isn’t. To be perfectly 
honest, I’ve been wandering away from God a bit. I’m so 
busy with my work. But now, I feel like God is trying to get 
my attention. He is tapping me on the shoulder and saying, 
‘My friend, you are forgetting about Me. You need to come 
back to Me.’” Jonas’s dad then prayed earnestly that he and 
the whole family would receive strength from God in their 
time of need.

Boys and girls, some of you are going through hard times 
right now. Others of you have a comfortable life right now, 
but we all have hard times at different points in our lives. 
How do we get through them? What do we do?

God speaks to us when He gives us blessings and when 
He gives us trials. He wants us to recognize His presence 

and His power. He wants us to say, “I know it is You, Lord, 
who is sending my circumstances to me. You are right and 
good to do so.” 

But God also wants you to cling to Him, to go to Him 
for help. You can go to Him when you are afraid, when you 
don’t know what the future holds, or when you are hurting. 
God is strong to save! He is telling you that life is short and 
eternity is long. He is telling you to prepare to meet Him. 
He is telling you, “Come unto me, all ye that labor and are 
heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). He 
invites children to come to Him. 

God is just, and He cannot excuse your sin. But He sent 
His Son, Jesus Christ, to live on this earth without sin, to 
suffer and die on the cross, and to be raised from the dead 
so that sinners like you can be saved. Pray to Him, “God be 
merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13). God promises He will 
give the Holy Spirit to those who ask (Luke 11:13). 

Jonas’s dad went through surgery well, and the 
tumor was not cancerous. After months of recovery, 
his dad was better, and life started getting back to nor-
mal. One Sunday evening after church, Dad shared  
Hebrews 12:11, a verse that had become very precious to 
him: “Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be 
joyous, but grievous: nevertheless afterward it yieldeth the 
peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exer-
cised thereby.” He said, “These last months have been very 
hard, but I am so thankful and happy that God sent us this 
trial because now I see that we are walking close to the Lord 
because we can’t live without Him! I love God so much more 
than I did before!”

Boys and girls, is God trying to get your attention? Are 
you listening? By His grace, are you praying to Him and 
following Him? Are you repenting of your sins and truly 
trusting in Him?

Mary Beeke is a homemaker, wife of the editor, and member of the Grand Rapids 
Heritage Reformed Congregation.
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CHERYL DEWAALBIBLE QUIZ  for ch i ldren
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Who is Jesus?
This is a question that people have 
been asking for thousands of years. 
When Jesus calmed the storm in 
Matthew 8, the disciples said with 
amazement, “What manner of man is 
this, that even the winds and the sea 
obey him!” When Jesus stood before 
the high priest in Mark 14, He was 
asked, “Art thou the Christ, the Son 
of the Blessed?” Jesus is the Christ, 
and so much more! We know Him as 
Savior, Redeemer, Messiah, and the 
Good Shepherd, to name a few. Each 
of Jesus’s many names tell us some-
thing wonderful about Him and what 
He has done. You also have a name. 
What do people think about when 
they hear your name? Proverbs 22:1 
tells us that “A good name is rather 
to be chosen than great riches.” Ask 
God to help you live in such a way that 
people will see Jesus, the Light of the 
World, ref lected in you!

1 .

2 .

3 .

4 .

5 . 6 .

7 .

8 .

9 .

10 .

11 .

ANSWER KEY FOR LAST MONTH’S PUZZLE

ACROSS

 2. John 10:9

 4. Prince of              (Isaiah 9:6)

 5. Son of              (Matthew 27:54)

 6. John 14:6

 8. Mark 6:3

 9. Son of              (Matthew 16:27)

11. Revelations 1:8

DOWN

 1. Corner              (Ephesians 2:20)

 3.              Son (Matthew 3:17)

 6. John 1:1

 7. Isaiah 11:1

10.              of God (John 1:29)
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and
announcements

Obituary notices, church events, and marriage and 
anniversary notices will be printed free of charge 
and under no obligation of a gift received . Other 
announcements and/or requests will be approved 
by the editorial committee on an individual basis 
as received .
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MINISTERIAL CALL
Rev. Joel Overduin, pastor in Vineland, Ontario, FRC, declined a pastoral 
call from the Grand Rapids HRC congregation. 
 

HRC 2022 SYNOD MEETINGS
The HRC 2022 Synod will be held at the Grand Rapids HRC on June 
7–8—each day commencing at 8:30 a.m. Please honor the March 15, 
2022 deadline for all agenda submissions. The Pre-Synod Prayer Ser-
vice is planned for the evening of June 6 in Grand Rapids. All the Lord 
willing.

In anticipation of the 2022 Synod Meeting, the HRC Theological 
Student Committee (TSC) encourages men considering a call to the min-
istry to talk to their pastor and/or consistory for guidance before March 
15 (if you have not already done so). If the consistory decides to forward 
you further, the consistory will correspond with the TSC and the TSC 
will prepare the application for Synod’s consideration. Please pray ear-
nestly that God would provide converted and called men for theological 
training in the HRC and from other denominations all across the globe. 
The fields are white and ready to harvest.

OBITUARY
VAN REE, Nancy Lynne, age 65 of Grand Rapids, Michigan, went to be 
with the Lord on Wednesday, December 15, 2021. Nancy was preceded 
in death in September by her twin sister, Laurie; her parents Daniel 
and Elizabeth Van Ree; brothers, Dan and Tim Van Ree; brother-in-
law Don Staal; and nephew Eric Van Ree. Surviving are her children 
Carey (Chuck) VanderBoon, and Chad (Andrea) Van Ree; grandchil-
dren Vanessa and Tevin; brothers and sisters Janice (Alan) Supran, 
Tom (Mary) Van Ree, Susan (Brian) Ring, Priscilla Staal, Bob (Lesa) 
Van Ree; sisters-in-law, Sally Van Ree and Candace Van Ree; brother-
in-law, Bill Thomas; and numerous nieces, nephews, and cousins.  
(Dr. Joel R. Beeke, Hebrews 9:27–28; Isaiah 49:15.)

CAN YOU HELP THE HERITAGE REFORMED  
CONGREGATION OF HULL, IOWA?

The Lord has enabled our congregation recently to purchase a very suit-
able 3.5-acre property east of Rock Valley, Iowa, for the potential future 
construction of a new church facility.

Building a new church facility will be a significant financial undertak-
ing for our small congregation. Though we have considered renovating 
our current facility in Hull, it would be a major expense that would yield 
a building that is still not wheelchair-accessible and has only limited 
parking. We have thus concluded that the construction of a new facility 
would be a more prudent financial investment. 

Our major challenge now is to raise the required funds to construct 
this facility. The projected cost of the initial phase of this facility is $1.2 
million. Therefore, a decision was made that we must raise $600,000 in 
gifts and/or pledges before we seek to secure a bank loan for the remain-
ing balance—and thus before we actively proceed with this building 
project.

Following the purchase of our property ($133,000), we have 
$161,000 in our Construction Fund. An anonymous party has com-
mitted $300,000 in matching funds. However, these funds will only 
become available when we raise $300,000. Thus, we need to raise an 
additional $139,000 to reach that goal. Once we raise these funds, 
the promised matching funds will bring us to the stipulated threshold  
of $600,000.

Though we are encouraged by the generosity of our small congre-
gation, we would be deeply grateful if you would prayerfully consider 
donating to our Construction Fund, thereby assisting us in raising the 
needed $139,000. 

Our hope and expectation are in our God who has remarkably sus-
tained our congregation, has led us to a suitable property, and to whom 
belong the gold and the silver.

—The Consistory of the Heritage  
Reformed Congregation of Hull, Iowa  

TEACHERS NEEDED
REHOBOTH CHRISTIAN SCHOOL invites applications for the 2022–2023 
school year:

• Secondary teacher      • Secondary French teachers
We are looking for qualified individuals with a vision for Christian 

education to join our committed, vibrant community of learners. We are a 
K-12 parent-run school serving the families of four local Free Reformed 
Churches and beyond. Located in a beautiful rural setting between Ham-
ilton and Brantford, RCS has been blessed with a strongly supportive 
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community, and since our inception in 1978, has grown to an enrollment 
of 320 students. Please send a cover letter, resumé, statement of faith, and 
references, including a pastoral reference (teacher applicants are also asked 
to include a philosophy of education) to the attention of:

Adam Kloostra, Principal
198 Inksetter Road P.O. Box 70, Copetown, ON L0R 1J0
905.627.5977  e. principal@rehoboth.on.ca    w. www.rehoboth.on.ca

OXFORD REFORMED CHRISTIAN SCHOOL invites applications for the 
2022–2023 school year:

• Full-time elementary teachers    • High-School teachers
About us:

• An expanding student body of 350+ students from K to 12
• A dedicated, Reformed, parent-run school community
• New facilities in a rural setting in south-western Ontario (Mount Elgin)
• A unified, professional staff committed to a Christ-centered education
We are looking for enthusiastic, qualified teachers who have a passion for 

Christian education, and submit to the Holy Scriptures as summarized in 
the Reformed confessions. Seasoned veterans looking for a positive change, 
or young beginners looking to gain experience are both encouraged to apply.   

Applications must include a resumé, statement of faith, philosophy of 
Christian education, and references. Email applications to Mr. William Van 
Brugge (principal@orcschool.ca).  Visit our website (orcschool.ca), or come 
and visit our school: 333182 Plank Line, Mount Elgin, Ontario. 

TIMOTHY CHRISTIAN SCHOOL, CHILLIWACK, BRISTISH COLUMBIA
is looking for teachers who are excited about teaching and have a particular 
love for the hearts of young people. We have an urgent need for primary 
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Providence Christian School is situated in a beautiful, 

southern Alberta rural community, minutes from 

Lethbridge.  It has grades K-12 with about 170 students 

and 18 staff members.   
Our desire is to train our students to become 

responsible citizens who are true Christians and who will 

worthily occupy their places in society, church and state.   

The principal at PCS will be called on to 
‣ provide spiritual leadership  
‣ engage in transparent, ethical and responsible decision 

making 
‣ lead staff members in deÞning, developing and 

delivering learning for all students 
‣ provide insightful stewardship of funds entrusted to the 

operation of the school 
‣ be a spokesperson for the school to the community 
QualiÞcations 
‣ Experienced teacher with training and understanding 

of the meaning and value of Christian based 
pedagogies and methodologies 

‣Having a Masters in Leadership or equivalent training is 
considered an asset 

‣Alberta principal certiÞcation or ability to obtain it 
‣ Experience within the Reformed Christian school 

movement 
‣ Rooted in the Reformed faith and by experience 

acquainted with the history, culture, doctrines, and 
practices of the Reformed churches and schools.

Find additional details at 
www.pcsmonarch.com 

Please submit a resumé 
with a cover letter, 
statement of faith, and 
philosophy of Christian 
Leadership and 
Teaching.    

Providence Christian School  
is currently accepting applications  
for the 2022-2023 school year  
for a full-time principal.   

Direct inquiries  
and/or applications  
to Mr. Bill Pas,  
Board president  
and chair of the  
Principal Search Committee:  
recruitment@pcsmonarch.com  

OPEN POSITIONS
Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary (Grand 
Rapids, MI) is looking to fill the DIRECTOR OF 

ADMISSIONS AND REGISTRAR and DIRECTOR OF 
ONLINE LEARNING positions. Applications will  

be accepted until the positions are filled. The start 
date for the positions is AUGUST 1, 2022.

If you love the biblical, experiential, Reformed faith and have 
the gifts and experience necessary for this position we would 
like to hear from you. For more information about the admis-
sions director, please visit prts.edu/open-position-at-prts/. 
To apply, send CV and cover letter to Dr. Jonathon Beeke at 
jonathon.beeke@prts.edu. 
For more information about the online learning director, 

please visit prts.edu/director-of-online-learning/. To apply, 
send CV and cover letter to Dr. Adriaan Neele at adriaan.
neele@prts.edu. 

teachers but would also consider/encourage secondary and inter-
mediate grade-level applicants. If you are such a teacher, please 
apply to join our team. Applicants need to be certifiable to teach 
in British Columbia. For certification requirements and more 
information regarding the above positions and/or an application 
form, please do not hesitate to contact either the principal, Mr. 
Doug Stam, at 604-794-7114 or dstam@timothychristian.ca, or 
the school board president, Mr. Wim Neels, at 604-858-8834 
or wimneels@timothychristian.ca.



A WEARY WORLD: COVID, GOVERNMENT  
OVERREACH, AND INFLATION

As 2021 flipped the page into a new year, it did so with the uncer-
tainty and instability we’ve become accustomed to for two years. 
COVID-19 took more lives, while censorship of data and informa-
tion continued to increase. Governments around the world pressed 
forward with tyrannical mandates and bloated spending bills as a 
default response. Industry supply chains all over the world were dis-
rupted, and inflation, the infamous “tax on the poor,” hit a forty-year 
high in the United States. Freedom to speak, work, worship, and 
move freely have come under increased attack. The shoulders of the 
citizens grew heavy. Fall on your knees and repent, O weary world! 
“But they that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength; 
they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not 
be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint” (Isa. 40:31).

JOHN MACARTHUR ISSUES A  
CALL-TO-ACTION TO THE CHURCH

In December, Pastors John MacArthur, Andrew DeBartolo, and 
James Coates sounded the alarm to pastors and congregations 
all over North America following the passage of Bill C-4 by the 
Canadian government. As excerpted from a letter sent to Mac-
Arthur from Canadian pastor Andrew DeBartolo, “the Bill will 
amend the Criminal Code in Canada to ban conversion ther-
apy. It will criminalize, among other things, “causing another 
person to undergo conversion therapy; promoting or advertising  
conversion therapy.”

The preamble of the bill states that the belief that “heterosexual-
ity, cisgender gender identity and gender expression that conforms 
to the sex assigned to a person at birth are to be preferred over 
other sexual orientations, gender identities and gender expressions” 
is a “myth.” According to Canadian law, as of January 8, 2022, the 
belief in God’s design for marriage and sexuality will now be seen 
as a myth.

The bill defines conversion therapy as “a practice, treatment or 
service designed to change a person’s sexual orientation to hetero-
sexual; change a person’s gender identity to cisgender; change a 
person’s gender expression so that it conforms to the sex assigned 
to the person at birth; repress or reduce non-heterosexual attraction 
or sexual behavior; repress a person’s non-cisgender gender identity; 
or repress or reduce a person’s gender expression that does not con-
form to the sex assigned to the person at birth.” The definition is 
intentionally broad, and it can clearly be used against any preacher 
or elder who either speaks against homosexuality or transgender-
ism or who counsels a person to obey Christ and abandon their 
homosexual/transgender actions and lifestyle. This means that as 
of January 8, 2022, it will be against the law to preach, teach, or 
counsel regarding God’s design for marriage and sexuality.

Similar legislation has been passed in the state of California, and 
John MacArthur encourages pastors everywhere to take a strong 
stance on biblical sexuality from the pulpit as a response to this 
type of immoral legislation, citing 1 Corinthians 6. To read the full 
letter, visit gracechurch.org.

SUPREME COURT UPDATE
The Supreme Court has blocked the Biden administration’s 
COVID-19 vaccine mandate for private businesses but has decided 
to allow a separate regulation that requires health care workers to 
get a vaccine to take effect. In a 6-3 ruling on January 13, the court 
halted the mandate for all private employers with one hundred 
or more workers, ruling that the states and companies that chal-
lenged the rule were likely to succeed. Cases involving the health 
care mandate will now go back to appeals courts for disposition. 
(Epoch Times)

The court is expected to rule later this summer on Dobbs v. 
Jackson Women’s Health Organization, which concerns a 2018 
law in Mississippi that bans most abortions after fifteen weeks of 
pregnancy. As the law stands now, Roe v. Wade and the decisions 
that came after it hold that states must allow a woman to be able 
to get an abortion up to the point of viability, or when the baby can 
survive on its own outside the womb. Most states hold this mark 
at around twenty to twenty-four weeks. If Mississippi is successful, 
and the law is upheld, it would directly go against precedent already 
set by the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision and would also cut against 
Planned Parenthood v. Casey, decided in 1992. (Daily Wire)

Anna Timmer is married to Jonathan Timmer; they are members of the Heritage 
Reformed Congregation in Grand Rapids, and have three children. 
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INHERITANCE PUBLISHERS
FROM A FRIEND:
Our good God’s timing was perfect in the arrival of Winslow’s “This God Is Our 
God” to my mailbox recently. Sunday was one of the most discouraging days in 
my 65 years of walking with my Lord. Winslow gloriously affirmed my attempts 
to proclaim my covenant God’s faithfulness to a COVID fearful people. Oh that 
the Spirit would give ears to hear to the professed people of God! 

PURITAN REFORMED THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY
FROM A PASTOR:
I’m writing to express my deep gratitude for teaching, and publicly posting the 
lectures from the Reformed Experiential Preaching class. I started watching the 
lectures, hoping to simply sharpen my preaching, and never guessed how the Lord 
would use this material. I struggle to put into words how deeply impacted I have 
been through these lectures; not only my preaching, but especially my personal 
devotional times have been greatly enriched, through meditation, reading the 
Puritans (I’m halfway through The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment) and the 
recognition of my need for a deep experience of God. Having come into Reformed 
theology from what I considered a shallow emotionalism/pietism I think I may 
have somewhat thrown out the baby with the bathwater and lost a proper emphasis 
on piety. Thank you for teaching me about the rich tradition of Reformed piety. It 
has blessed me immensely, and I trust will continue to bear fruit in my own min-
istry and congregation, as I seek to pass on these emphases. May God bless you, 
and may many more ministers be impacted through your ministry as I have been.

REFORMATION HERITAGE BOOKS
AN E-MAIL FROM JERUSALEM:
I want to send this note thanking you very much for the book Prepared by Grace, 
for Grace. I agree with every word in that book. Very important, really, that book. 
The fact that the LORD deals with His elect as rational creatures, and therefore, 
deals with them rationally, in bringing them to contrition for sin, and to consider 
the cost of forsaking all to follow Christ. And therefore, while God can convert 
a man in a moment, yet He deals with him as a rational creature, through Provi-
dence, conscience, and the Word.

I especially appreciated how your book shows that it is not good to put too 
much confidence in what might be a preparatory work alone. Preparatory works 
can abort. A saving work leads to Christ. I myself still much believe that regenera-
tion occurs when faith in Christ is implanted in the soul, and I think that with 
persons come to years of discretion, this same faith exercises in some degree. There 
is a sight of Christ that works evangelical repentance. That said, the way the LORD 
works faith and repentance can be quite marvelous and various. Some can be very 
much under evangelical humiliation for their sins, and the person of Christ for a 
time in the background, but He is there, I believe. They know Him, even though 
their attention may be for the time directed elsewhere.  It is His presence, and the 
knowledge of Him, however slender, that changes the will, and makes the man 
willing to seek and find, and to ransack his own soul.

I much appreciate all the comments on Bunyan. Also, on how regeneration 
primarily affects the will. For indeed, even unregenerate men carry much of the 
knowledge of God, but they suppress it. Their hearts are infatuated with sin and 
with the world. Accordingly, they willingly fight against the knowledge they have. 
But when the Spirit works, and begins to prepare the man to see the danger of his 
way—and then, the Lord gives some sight of His glory in the way of salvation 
through Christ, and the heinousness of sinning against that way—then the will 
is changed, and I think that’s the point of regeneration. 

I also much appreciate the various views of these matters which, though 
slightly different, yet are still biblical and orthodox.

FROM OUR MAILBOX
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The blood of Christ, Thy spotless Lamb,
O God, is all my plea;
Naught else could for my sin atone;
I have no merit of my own
Which I can bring to Thee.
 
No sacrifice save His who bore
My load upon the tree;
No other plea which lips could frame,
No other blood, no other name,
Accepted is for me.
 
Since Christ has entered by His blood
The holiest on high;
By that same hallowed blood-stained track,
Thou welcomest the wanderer back,
And biddest me draw nigh.
 

O wondrous cross! O precious blood!
O death by which I live!
The sinless One, for me made sin,
Doth now His wondrous heart within,
Eternal refuge give!
 
By that blest cross, that cleansing blood,
I know His power to save;
The merits of His work confessed,
I stand in Him completely blest,
A conqueror o’er the grave.
  —WILLIAM SAMUEL WARREN POND 

(1858–1919)  


