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Remembrance

We all have remembrances.  They may be of joyful or sorrowful things, 
of exciting or mundane events, or of words spoken to us.  Remembrances 
may have national impact, like Pearl Harbor Day or 9-11, or be more per-
sonal like wedding anniversaries or birthdays and may ranked in order of 
importance. And how many times should we have remembered some-
thing considered important but did not. How could you not remember 
__________! (you do have a fill for that blank, right?) Sometimes what we 
ought to remember has to be brought to our remembrance.

For us who belong to Protestant churches, the remembrance of the 
Protestant Reformation should be a given, but its celebrations, Reforma-
tion Day programs, sermons, and lectures are designed to bring it to our 
remembrance. It’s an important remembrance primarily because the  
Protestant Reformation championed the primacy of the Holy Scriptures 
and particularly its teaching aptly summarized by the Reformation prin-
ciple: “Justification by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone” 
Holding to “Sola Scripture” yields that principle. The remembrance of the 
Reformation is useful to contending earnestly for the faith which was once 
for all delivered to the saints (Jude vs. 3) and its an evangelical witness to a 
culture whose “faith” is pervasively not grounded in “Sola Scriptura.”

The Reformation reaffirmed the doctrines that the Holy Spirit had 
brought to the remembrance of Jesus’ closest disciples.  These were the 
doctrines, the teachings, that Jesus had taught them before He left them 
via His crucifixion and ascension to His heavenly Father’s right hand.  
Jesus had said to them, John 14:26, NKJV: “But the helper, the Holy Spirit, 
whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and 
bring to your remembrance all things I have said to you.”  The Spirit of 
Christ not only brought Jesus’ teachings to the remembrance of those 
who would write them as part of the completed Holy Scriptures, but he 
also taught them all things; that is, gave them the understanding of the 
words of Jesus that they had lacked as they heard Him teach on the way 
to the cross.  The Spirit of Christ taught them all things He had spoken to 
them, so they were enabled to set forth the doctrines of Christ Jesus that 
the reformers, some 1500 years later, championed, over against error, on 
the basis of Sola Scriptura.

Christ Jesus, the eternal Word made flesh, taught, by His words and 
actions, justification by faith alone in Him alone.  The Protestant Reforma-
tion championed His teachings as the One who fulfills all righteousness.

Justification is all about sinners having a standing of righteousness 
before God the holy and righteous judge. As the Heidelberg Catechism 
so well puts it:

60. How art thou righteous before God? 

Only by true faith in Jesus Christ; that is, although my conscience 
accuse me, that I have grievously sinned against all the command-
ments of God, and have never kept any of them, and am still prone 
always to all evil; yet God without any merit of mine, of mere grace, 
grants and imputes to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and 
holiness of Christ, as if I had never committed nor had any sin, and had 
myself accomplished all the obedience which Christ has fulfilled for 
me; if only I accept such benefit with a believing heart.
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Jesus taught his disciples the unrighteousness, or 
uncleanness of man.  Of course, that doctrine was 
known to them already from the Old Testament 
Scriptures, to which Jesus referred (Mark 7:13) as the 
“Word of God,” thus, His Word, He being Christ, God 
incarnate. The unrighteousness of man descended 
from fallen Adam was declared, for instance, in Gen-
esis 6:5, by Jeremiah 17:9, by Isaiah 64:6 and Jesus 
speaks in Matthew 15 and 23 of the defilement of 
man’s heart and internal uncleanness (lawlessness) 
in reference the Pharisees. And Jesus told the young 
ruler (Luke 18) that no one is good (righteous) but 
One, that is, God. And in John 8 Jesus speaks of sin-
ners as slaves of sin whose father is the devil. 

 Jesus speaks of His coming into the world to save 
and seek that which is lost (Luke 19:10); to call not 
the righteous, but sinners to repentance (Mark 2:17). 
When Jesus healed the paralytic (Mark 2), he said 
your sins are forgiven you. That is Jesus justifying 
by action, for the forgiveness of sins is to be declared 
innocent of the guilt of sin, no longer under condem-
nation, or as Jesus also put it: set free. . . free from 
slavery to sin, and only Christ Jesus, the Son of God 
and Son of Man, who made the only all-sufficient 
sin-atoning sacrifice on the cross, can make a sinner 
free, justified, reconciled God. When the tax collector 
(Luke 18), with downcast eyes and beating his breast, 
was saying: God be merciful for to me a sinner! Jesus 
declared him justified. That man who had humbled 
himself before God received the justifying mercy he 
cried out for through Jesus Christ who stated (Luke 
4:18) that He was the fulfillment of the mercy foretold 
by the prophet Isaiah:  

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon Me,
Because the Lord has anointed Me
To preach good tidings to the poor;
He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted,
To proclaim liberty to the captives,
And the opening of the prison to those who are
 bound;

Jesus, who said (Matt. 20:28) that He came not to be 
served, but to serve, and give His life as a ransom 
for many was in view when Isaiah prophesied (54:6b, 
11b) that the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us 
all. . . my righteous servant shall justify many for he 
shall bear their iniquities. (my underline – editor)

In the parable of the wedding feast, Matt. 22, accep-
tance by the King within the wedding hall was to be 
properly robed, pointing to being robed with the righ-
teousness of Christ, justified. That robe of righteous-
ness was foreshadowed by the robe of animal skins 

with which God provided in His mercy to fallen Adam 
and Eve to cover their nakedness, the shame of their 
sin.  Isaiah once again looked ahead to the blessings 
of Christ’s righteousness imputed in chapter 61:10:  

I will greatly rejoice in the Lord,
My soul shall be joyful in my God;
for he has clothed me with garments of salvation.
He has covered me with robe of righteousness.

Jesus taught his disciples that He was the only justi-
fier of sinners by His words and by His actions, cul-
minating in His death that satisfied the justice of God 
while being the very means of God’s mercy to sinners 
like us. Jesus proclaimed justification by his actions; 
by His forgiving sins, by His perfect obedience to his 
Father in heaven, by his bearing, paying, for our iniq-
uities on the cross. Jesus proclaimed, by His words 
and actions, the justification in Him alone champi-
oned by the Protestant Reformation.  

Jesus teaching of justification by faith alone in Him 
alone needed to be brought to His disciples’ remem-
brance by his poured-out Spirit.  That remembrance 
became the good news of the gospel.  Christ Jesus, 
full of grace and truth come to save that which is lost. 
Justification is by grace alone, through faith alone, in 
Christ alone, as the Protestant Reformation reaffirmed 
over against the error of the medieval church.  Jus-
tification is as Jesus taught his disciples, as His Spirit 
brought it to their remembrance, as they set it forth in 
the inspired New Testament Scriptures.

Justification is only as the Scriptures authorita-
tively teach it; it is only by Christ Jesus’ work who 
alone fulfilled all righteousness.  And thus, the faith in 
Him that imputes His righteousness is the only way 
back to a blessed, righteous, standing before God that 
grants everlasting life in fellowship with Him. As Jesus 
declared: I am the way, the truth and the life. No one 
comes to the Father except through Me (John 14:6).

Let us remember the Protestant Reformation.  But 
let us be sure that its remembrance is a remembrance 
of the teachings and work of Christ Jesus, the fulfiller 
of all righteousness.  May the Reformation “solas” 
always renew our trust in our Lord and Savior through 
whom alone, by God’s sovereign grace, through faith, 
we are right with God, justified, now and forever.  

Sola Scriptura, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide, Sola Christus, 
Sola Deo Gloria. . . Indeed!!!

George Horner

Editor

hr
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One of the chief elements of worship is thanks-
giving.  Being thankful lies right at the heart 

of the reason for our existence, because we are created 
to be in relationship with a gracious God and thank-
fulness recognizes that relationship.  

Thankfulness does not mean being happy that I 
have something good.  It means recognizing the good 
gift I have received and acknowledging the goodness 
and benevolence of the one who gave it.  Romans 1:21, 
in discussing the essential nature of sin closely links the 
refusal to acknowledge God with a lack of thankfulness.

This means that the one who does not believe in 
God cannot be thankful, because he cannot recognize 
where his good things have come from.  He thinks they 
just happened through random happenstance or were 
the result of his own hard work or character.  If I give 
my child some good gift, and he is very happy that he 
has it and goes off and tells his friends that he bought 
it himself at the store, is he thankful?  Thankfulness 
requires acknowledging where something comes from.

Directly connected to this truth is the idea that if 
I am truly thankful to God for the things I have, then 
I will seek to use those things the way God says to 
use them.  This is because I will always want to use 
things according to what they are.  For instance, if I 
buy something from a manufacturer then, if I am wise, 
I will use it the way the manufacturer specifies.  Like-
wise, if the things in the world were given to me by 
God, then I can only use them the way God specifies, 
since He is the manufacturer. But if I think the things 
in the world just happened, then I am the only real 

judge of how to use them.  If I believe that, then the 
misuse of those things is inevitable, because I will not 
understand the nature of those things.

Food, drink, clothes, my body, money, relation-
ships, and everything else about this life are all given 
to me by God.  If I am truly thankful, then I will learn 
to use things the way God teaches.  This is why Paul 
can tell Timothy in 1 Timothy 4:4 that everything 
God created is good and to be used with thankfulness.  
Acknowledging God as the source of everything is the 
first principle that will guide us to its right use.

In our worship, therefore, we have a wonderful 
opportunity to be trained in thankfulness.  We gather 
together to give thanks to God and acknowledge Him 
as our creator.  We are reminded that our very lives 
are gifts from God and therefore are to be used in His 
service.  Worshiping God trains us to be true human 
beings, because the creator / creature relationship 
defines us, and if we are to have any hope at all of a 
profitable existence, we must understand the relation-
ship we bear to the God who made us.  We are cre-
ated by God for amazing things, and restored to that 
purpose from the ruin of sin by the death of Christ.  
Thankfulness for that creation and restoration will 
enable us to understand how to rightly use our exis-
tence and enjoy the great gift God has given us.

Matt Powell

Casper, WY

hr

Thankfulness in Worship

Food, drink, clothes, my body , money, relationships, and 
everything else about this life are given to me by God.   
I am truly thankful then I will learn to use things  
the way God teaches.
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Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for the 
brethren to dwell together in unity.” (Psalm 133:1) 

This was the testimony of many campers during the 
Heidelberg Youth Camp ( July 22-July 26). One gradu-
ating senior said (paraphrased), “I love coming to HYC 
because I get to hang out with other young people my 
age who share the same understanding of God’s sover-
eign grace.” Indeed, we do give thanks to our heavenly 
Father for His sovereign work in creating a successful 
camp experience, in guiding the pastors in teaching the 
campers, and in protecting us from the thunderstorms 
that passed through during the week. All these events 
show us His power, His wisdom, and His love for us, 
His redeemed people. 

The theme for HYC this year was “The Doctrines of 
Grace and the Sovereignty of God.” Specifically, these 
teachings were expositions of the five heads of doctrine 
from the Canons of Dordt. This is appropriate, since 
we are still celebrating the 400th anniversary of the 
publication of the Canons of Dordt (1619). The pas-
tors (and student under care) provided excellent teach-
ing for both the junior and senior campers during the 
morning sessions and our evening services. Aside from 
the lectures and cabin discussions, the campers also 
asked a number of questions during the Ask-a-Pastor

session (some questions this year included angels, 
aliens, and President Trump). If you are reading this 
and do not know whether to send your kids to HYC 
in the future, if for no other reason, send them because 
of the pastoral teaching, for it is a blessing to have the 
younger members of the body of Christ trained and 
instructed by so many pastors and teachers. 

While the teaching was wonderful, the activities 
were the highlights for many campers and counselors 
alike. Monday evening began with icebreaker games 
that were more fun than most people expected. Tues-
day afternoon featured the annual HYC Cup, a compe-
tition where teams of campers had to excel in 4 events 
(canoe racing, blind obstacle course, Genesis trivia, and 
Kung Fu balancing) to win special prizes. On Wednes-
day night, the campers and counselors displayed a 
wide variety of skills such as acting, piano playing, and 
singing. Phoebe Dawn’s art classes on Tuesday and 
Wednesday were also well attended by eager young 
artists. Free time activities included fishing, canoeing, 
riflery (BB gun), archery, and volleyball to name a few. 
In the junior campers vs. counselors Capture the Flag 
game and the senior campers vs. counselors Volleyball 
tournament, the competition was intense, but both 
groups of campers were able to snatch victory (by a 

Report on the 2019 Heidelberg 
Youth Camp 

”
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hair). Despite the rain the evening before, we had a 
bright and sunny Thursday afternoon, where campers 
had the choice of hiking Harney Peak, Sunday Gulch, 
Sylvan Lake, or staying at camp to play board games. 
But the surprise of all was the introduction and sub-
sequent popularity of contra (line) dancing led by 
Rev. Voytek and his son David. Even after the official 
dances were finished, some of the campers and coun-
selors were dancing into the late-night hours. Many 
thanks to all the counselors and staff who made these 
activities a delight to everyone. 

We want to give attention to our volunteers who 
were exemplary in service. Thanks to Warren and 
Laura Nuss and the cooks for serving us delicious 
food. Thanks to our new and returning counselors, 
many of whom were campers last year and returned to 
serve this year. Thanks to our medic, Travis Lasseter, 
and his assistant Ben Jacobs, for assisting with injuries 

during the week. Thanks to our pastors who took the 
time to come and not only teach but offer counseling 
to campers who were struggling with various issues. 
We especially want to thank our director and his wife, 
Matt and Heather Fickbohm, for all the energy and 
love they have poured into this camp to make it possi-
ble. Above all, we thank our God and Father, our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit, our Triune God, for 
blessing us and guiding this next generation of His 
covenant people to serve in our ever changing culture. 

Thank you all who have supported and prayed for us. 
We hope to see you at camp next year!

In Christ, 

David Voytek

SDG

hr
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As I reflect on my recent trip to the Philippines, 
there are a number of thoughts which come 

to mind. The experience was both richly rewarding 
and a real struggle.  Dealing with long flights, extreme 
heat, different food, along with a very taxing teaching 
schedule is not at all easy. Yet, I have found that to be 
able to teach Reformed doctrine to men who are hun-
gry for this training and to develop a close relationship 
with these students make the trip very worthwhile.   

The dominant thought, which keeps coming back 
to me, is the stark contrast of experiencing a totally 
different world. It is an amazing thing to think about 
stepping into an airplane and 20 hours later being on 
the other side of the world, but it is even more amazing 
to think about the world that we live in and the world 
the people in places like the Philippines live in. There 
is a sharp contrast in reality, a contrast, which cannot 
really be explained, but can only be experienced. 

I was in the Philippines from June 13 through July 
2. The first full week I taught two intensive courses 
in Baguio City, with 26 students in class.  For a num-
ber of these students, this was the third time that they 
were in the classroom with professors from Heidel-
berg Seminary delivering the lectures. I taught two 
courses in 2017, Professor Travis Grassmid taught 
two courses in 2018, and now in 2019, I again taught 
two courses. During the interim between these classes, 
the students have been receiving lectures on additional 
courses by means of distance learning (electronically 
recorded lectures).  

The courses, which I taught this year during the 
first week, were Biblical Theology and a combination 
Hermeneutics/Homiletics course. The students who 
have been with the program from the beginning have 
now completed more then 50% of the curriculum. 
They will again be taking courses through distance 
learning until a professor returns in 2020.   

During the past year, there has been growing 
interest in this program provided by HTS, leading to 
a number of additional students joining the program. 
This has also led to the establishment of study cen-
ters located in a number of different places through-
out the Philippines. As students take courses via 
distance learning video modules, they meet in groups 

to watch the lectures, discuss the material and study 
together. HTS also provides some textbooks for the 
students and in some cases covers the expenses for 
travel and meals. 

Due to the large number of students, it was deter-
mined to hold classes at two locations. Baguio City, 
where the first class was held, is located in the north-
ern area of the Philippines called Luzon.  The class 
taught during the second week was in the southern 
area called Mindanao in the City of Cagayan de Oro.   

The makeup of the second class was different, as 
most of the students were new to the program and are 
currently pastors of independent churches. These men 
are transitioning towards a greater expression of the 
Reformed faith. For this reason, the courses taught 
during the second week were Biblical Theology and 
Reformed Worship.  Reformed Worship is a founda-
tional course which the new students needed. There 
were 40 students in this class. 

The men received the instruction with great inter-
est and appreciation for the opportunity to learn 
Reformed doctrine.  With these developments and 
the additional students, there will now be nine or ten 
study centers where students will continue to study. 
These centers are located throughout the Philippines, 
with four in Luzon, one in Visayas, and at least four in 
Mindanao with a total of at least fifty students. Some 
of the study centers are still being formed. 

The Philippines is largely a Roman Catholic nation. 
There are nearly 105 million people with four-fifths of 
the population being Roman Catholic. Amongst evan-
gelicals, there is a popular Pentecostal and prosperity 
gospel movement. Yet, many find this to be unsatisfac-
tory and by means of the Internet and other sources 
find answers to their questions, which then leads them 
to the Reformed faith. 

The POCRC, Pearl of the Orient Covenant 
Reformed Church, which began about 12 years ago 
with the help of the RCUS, currently has four con-
gregations and three pastors. However, they have 
received considerable interest from many individuals 
and groups.   

The primary purpose for the ministerial train-
ing program by Heidelberg Seminary is to meet the 

Reflections from Teaching in the 
Pearl of the Orient
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needs of the POCRC to have men who are trained to 
preach the gospel and minister to the congregations. 
This program has already resulted in growth for the 
POCRC. This next month three men will be exam-
ined for ministry and their congregations received into 
the POCRC. 

The churches are small, but they are all doing out-
reach and planting additional churches. This work of 
outreach is being carried out by the students who are 
being trained by HTS. I am told that there are many 
more inquiries being received beyond which current 
pastors are able to respond. Often it is said that when 
a church plant outgrows its rental space, it’s a wonder-
ful problem to have. Well, in the Philippines, we have 
a wonderful problem of not providing enough trained 
men to meet the demand of those wanting to receive 
the gospel and establish churches.  I have found that 
there is a general respect for Christianity in the Phil-
ippines. It is also apparent to me that there is an open 
door for the Reformed faith. Please pray that the work 
being done in the Philippines will bear much fruit, 
that many churches will be planted, and that there will 
be sufficient men ready to minister the Word of God. 

The work of HTS in the Philippines is totally 
dependent upon the support received by constitu-
ents. Originally the seminary sought support for 

individual students. Many of you responded gener-
ously, and we are so grateful to you. As things have 
providentially developed, we have discovered that 
it is more efficient to look at receiving support for 
the different centers where students study. If you are 
interested in supporting the needs of these centers, 
please contact the seminary.  

The growing number of interested students is stag-
gering. While there will surely be some who are unable 
to complete the program for a number of reasons, and 
some may not be suited for the actual ministry, I am 
convinced that there is potential for most of the stu-
dents to be used of the Lord in ministry.   

While it is very fulfilling to teach these men, what 
has become even more precious to me is the relation-
ships I have established with many of them. I consider 
them not only to be co-laborers in the work of the 
Lord but also very much brothers in the Lord.    In 
addition to enjoying relationships with the students, I 
was given the privilege to preach the Word of God in 
Reformed churches on four occasions. This provided 
the opportunity to gain a greater sense of our brothers 
and sisters in the Philippines. 

 I have a great deal more to tell you about our work 
in the Philippines. Look for a video presentation, 
which will be made available to you in the near future. 
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In future issues of The Heidelbrief, I will be introduc-
ing more of our Filipino colleagues and students.  

Allow me to conclude with another word of grati-
tude. To our faithful constituents, thank you for your 

prayers and financial support. Thank you for your 
kindness in giving to the work in the Philippines and 
here in the States. I praise God for the partnership in 
spreading the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
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Students in Cagayan De Oro

Students from General Santos
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When students begin classes this week, it will 
mark the commencement of City Semi-

nary’s 20th year of service to the church. What bet-
ter way to celebrate than with a Convocation Service 
honoring the graduation of students Matthew David 
and Printis Pearson.

The Annual Convocation service is also a celebra-
tion of the catholicity of the believing church, as local 
pastors from the community who share the seminary’s 
commitment to the infallible Word of God deliver the 
“charge” to the faculty and students, respectively. This 
tradition recognizes the warm relationship the semi-
nary has with the theologically conservative churches 
in the region from many different denominations.

This year, the charge to the faculty to remain faith-
ful to the Gospel was preached by Rev. Jeff Oliver 
from Grace Reformed Baptist Church, Placerville; 
the charge to the students was preached by Rev. Scott 
Barham of Pleasant Grove Baptist Church. Refresh-
ments were provided by Phoebe League.

Charity Buzz Update

Phoebe League, the women’s auxiliary of City 
Seminary has embarked on a fun-raising adventure, 

asking celebrities to auction off a little of their time 
to benefit the scholarship fund of the seminary. The 
first auction featured the opportunity to train with 
Olympic Medalist Paige McPherson. Pictured above 
is Paige and winning bidder Alex Eisdorfer. The 
money raised provided a scholarship for first-year 
student Deonte Walters. Special thanks to Paige and 
Phoebe League!

Third Annual Monster Golf Jam Set 
for November 2

Once again, Phoebe League is sponsoring its 
unique mini-Golf tournament where sponsors sup-
port the seminary’s scholarship fund while all the 
player spots go to local foster kids. To sponsor a hole 
or make a donation to support the event, visit the 
Eventbrite sign-up page.

Guidestar Awards City Seminary it’s 
Gold “Seal of Transparency”

The charity rating organization Guidestar tracks 
thousands of charities and monitors them for finan-
cial transparency with donors. Once again, City Semi-
nary has been awarded Guidestar’s Gold Seal.

Year 20 and Counting
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The doctrine of conversion is central in Scrip-
ture and Reformed theology.  The Word of 

God and the Fourth Head of the Canons of Dort 
insist that we must be converted and that God alone 
brings conversion.  We want to reflect briefly upon 
these truths along with the reality that God truly 
desires that we be converted and that our only hope 
is for us to receive an irresistible summons from God 
that brings us to Christ.  We shall note along the way 
that in Reformed orthodoxy there is the recognition 
that conversion has two aspects: there is the human 
side (repentance) and the divine side (regeneration).

We Must Be Converted
On one occasion in the ministry of Jesus, the dis-

ciples were debating the question as to who is the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  Jesus responded 
by directing their thinking to an even more important 
consideration: “Assuredly, I say to you, unless you are 
converted and become as little children, you will by 
no means enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:3).  
The real issue according to Jesus is not greatness in the 
kingdom, but whether or not a person will even be in 
the kingdom!  Jesus here insisted that entrance into 
the kingdom necessitates conversion – there has to be 
a turning around (strepho), an inward change leading 
to a change in the fundamental direction of one’s life. 

Peter laid down the same requirement when he 
addressed the Jews who had rejected the Messiah Jesus.  
He first confronted them with the gravity of what 
they had done: “You denied the Holy One and the Just 
and killed the Prince of life” (Acts 3:14-15).  He then 
announced that forgiveness is offered in the gospel, but 
only if there is a deep inward change: “Repent therefore 
and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out.”  
There has to be repentance, a radical change in one’s 
thinking (metanoeo); and there has to be conversion, a 
complete turning around (epistrepho).  Repentance and 
conversion alone bring the blessing of the wiping away, 
the erasure of sin (exaleipho).

The demand of the gospel is “repent and be con-
verted.”  There is clearly an inseparable relationship 
between conversion and repentance.  John Calvin 
explained, “The whole of conversion to God is under-

stood under the term ‘repentance.’”  “The meaning is 
that, departing from ourselves, we turn to God.”1

This departure from self and turning to God is 
comprehensive and impacts every aspect of the soul.  
Jonathan Edwards reflected upon his own conversion 
as a teenager and its far reaching impact.  There was 
a change in his intellectual position on predestination.  
“There has been,” he said, “a wonderful alteration in my 
mind with respect to the doctrine of God’s sovereignty.”  
Predestination, a doctrine once hated, became a truth to 
be cherished!  There was a change in his heart and in his 
affections: “My mind was greatly enlarged, to spend my 
time reading and meditating on Christ; and the beauty 
and excellency of his person.”  Jesus became the love of 
his life!  There was a change in his will.  He wrote, “I 
was brought wholly to break off all former wicked ways, 
and all ways of known outward sin, and to apply myself 
to seek my salvation.”  “I made seeking my salvation the 
main business of my life.”2

This then is the human side of conversion – what is 
called active conversion (conversio activa) in classical 
Reformed thought.  God demands repentance: radical 
change that impacts our thinking, our affections, and 
our will.  Fundamentally, as Calvin noted, it is a turn-
ing from ourselves (sin) and a turning to God (righ-
teousness).  

We must recognize though that conversion has 
another aspect to it, what is called passive conversion 
(conversio passiva).  There is the divine side, the matter 
of regeneration, that we must also consider.

God Alone Brings Conversion
Scripture commands us to repent.  No one else can 

do it for me.  Repentance is what I must do.  At the 
same time though, the Bible recognizes that God is the 
one who gives the blessing of repentance.  An example 
of this is seen in the reaction of the Jewish believes in 
Jerusalem upon hearing the report of Peter regarding 
the conversion of the Roman centurion Cornelius and 
his household.  “When they heard these things they 
became silent; and they glorified God, saying, ‘Then 
God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to 
life” (Acts 11:18).  Whenever repentance takes place, 
we may always be assured of one thing: God has acted 

Conversion in the Bible,  
Calvin, and Dort
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in the life of an individual and has given supernatural 
grace so that he or she determines to break with sin 
and to enter through the narrow gate on to the narrow 
way that leads to life (Matt. 7:13-14).

Paul takes the same view when he sets forth the 
proper behavior of a minister toward people who 
oppose sound biblical doctrine: “A servant of the Lord 
must not quarrel but be gentle to all, able to teach, 
patient, in humility correcting those who are in oppo-
sition, if God perhaps will grant them repentance” (2 
Tim. 2:24-25).  We would like to be able to change 
the people to whom we minister, but we cannot.  God 
alone has the power to bless a person with repentance, 
the deep inward change of thinking (metanoia) that 
results in an outward change in conduct.  He may or 
may not grant such a blessing (“perhaps”), but we pray 
that he will, and we labor to that end knowing that 
God is the only one who can bring decisive change to 
those who oppose the light of truth.

This is precisely what the Canons of Dort assert in 
Article 11 of the Fourth Head as it expounds upon 
the comprehensive change that God brings in conver-
sion: “When God accomplishes his good pleasure in 
the elect, or works in them true conversion, he. . .  illu-
minates their minds. . .  softens the hardened heart  
. . .  and. . .  infuses new qualities into the will. . .  
and. . .  renders it good, obedient, and pliable; actuates 
and strengthens it, that like a good tree, it may bring 
forth the fruits of good actions.”  Conversion touches 
the intellect, the affections, and the will – the posi-
tion that Edwards would later insist upon in the eigh-
teenth century.

We must never forget that God and God alone is able 
to bring the blessing of conversion to the lost.  This is 
the teaching of Scripture, and this is the testimony that 
comes to us again and again in church history.  Calvin, 
for example, wrote about the remarkable guiding hand 
of the Lord in his life as a young law student at Orlé-
ans and then Bourges stating that “God by the secret 
guidance of his providence, at length gave a different 
direction to my course.”  He then provides us with this 
statement concerning the change that came about in his 
life: “Since I was too obstinately devoted to the supersti-
tions of Popery to be easily extricated from so profound 
an abyss of mire, God by a sudden conversion subdued 
and brought my mind to a teachable frame which was 
more hardened in such matters than might have been 
expected from one at my early age of life.”3

Calvin knew what he was like by nature: “All of 
us born of Adam are ignorant and bereft of God, 
perverse, corrupt, and lacking every good.  Here is 
a heart especially inclined to all sorts of evil, stuffed 
with depraved desires, addicted to them, and obsti-
nate toward God.”4  If Calvin’s swollen pride would 
ever be broken, God would have to break him down.  
This according to Calvin’s own testimony is precisely 
what God did for him and in him, bringing a “sudden 
conversion” – subita conversione, a conversion that was 
sudden and even unexpected, resulting in a new heart, 
one that was humble, teachable, and ready to learn the 
gospel of grace and forgiveness.

God Desires Our Conversion
God alone brings conversion, but not everyone 

today realizes, even within the Reformed community, 
that God in terms of his revealed will desires that sin-
ners be converted.  This however is precisely what the 
Scripture and mainstream Reformed theology affirm.5  
The prophet Ezekiel was directed by God to deliver a 
specific message: “O son of man, say to the house of 
Israel: ‘As I live,’ says the Lord God, ‘I have no plea-
sure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked 
turn from his ways and live.  Turn, turn from your evil 
ways!  For why should you die, O house of Israel?’” 
(Ezek. 33:10-11).  This is a crucial text and unveils to 
us the inner life of God in terms of what he does and 
does not desire: “God reveals himself as not taking 
pleasure in or desiring the death of those who die but 
rather as taking pleasure in or desiring the repentance 
and life of the wicked.” 6

The apostle Peter affirmed exactly the same thing 
in his declaration that the Lord is “not willing that any 
should perish but that all should come to repentance” 
(2 Pet. 3:9).  Calvin, who is renowned for letting the 
biblical text say what it says, commented, “So wonder-
ful is his love towards mankind, that he would have 
them all to be saved, and is of his own self prepared 
to bestow salvation on the lost.”  “No mention is here 
made of the hidden purpose of God, according to 
which the reprobate are doomed to their own ruin, 
but only of his will as made known in the gospel.”7

Article 8 of the Fourth Head of the Canons of Dort 
properly reflects the biblical teaching and the exegeti-
cal position staked out by Calvin in this affirmation: 
“As many as are called by the gospel are unfeignedly 
called.  For God has most earnestly and truly declared 
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in his Word what is acceptable to him, namely, that 
those who are called should come unto him.”

Calvin in his biblical commentary on Ezekiel 18:23 
wrote, “God is said not to wish the death of a sinner.”  “He 
wishes all to be saved.”  “Now all are called to repen-
tance, and the hope of salvation is promised them when 
they repent: this is true, since God rejects no returning 
sinner: he pardons all without exception.”8

There is then a real desire on the part of God for 
the salvation of the lost.  A sincere call of God goes 
out to mankind in his fallen condition.  “Reconsider 
the life that you are living!”  “Turn from the evil of 
your ways, call upon the Lord, and be saved!”  This 
indeed, to use the language of Paul, is the message that 
we convey to our generation: “We are ambassadors for 
Christ, as though God were pleading through us: we 
implore you on Christ’s behalf, be reconciled to God” 
(2 Cor. 5:20).

    The sad thing is that so many refuse to come 
to Christ for salvation.  Jesus lamented this fact on 
more than one occasion.  “You are not willing to come 
to me,” he said, “that you may have life” ( John 5:40).  
There was a reason for this, and it was quite simple.  
He gave this diagnosis: “You do not have the love of 
God in you” ( John 5:42).  At the end of his minis-
try, he expressed his longing: “How often I wanted 
to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her 
chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!” 
(Matt. 23:37).  He was willing to grant the protection 
and shelter of salvation, but the Jews in their unbelief 
were not willing to come to him, the only refuge from 
the coming wrath (1 Thess. 1:10).

Perhaps the saddest statement in the Canons of 
Dort is found in Article 9 of the Fourth Head: “It 
is not the fault of the gospel, nor of Christ offered 
therein, nor of God, who calls men by the gospel and 
confers upon them various gifts, that those who are 
called by the ministry of the Word refuse to come and 
be converted.  The fault lies in themselves; some of 
whom when called, regardless of their danger, reject 
the Word of life.”

Why do people refuse to come and be converted?  
The Bible indicates that we by nature reject Christ 
because of our love of sin.  Solomon refers to “those 
who leave the path of righteousness to walk in the 
ways of darkness” and “who rejoice in doing evil” 
(Prov. 2:13).  Paul makes reference to people who 
will be condemned and identifies them as those “who 

did not believe the truth but had pleasure in unrigh-
teousness” (2 Thess. 2:12).  John declares, “This is the 
condemnation, that the light has come into the world, 
and men loved darkness rather than the light, because 
their deeds were evil” ( John 3:19).  

Such passages as these led Calvin to remark, “Let 
us contemplate in people’s corrupt nature the cause 
of their damnation.”  “People do not perish for any 
cause except that they have degenerated from the pure 
nature which God gave them into perversity.”9

The depth of our depravity and the pervasiveness 
of our sin is incomprehensible ( Jer. 17:9).  Apart from 
an intervention of the saving hand from heaven, no 
one would ever be converted.  Our only hope is for the 
Lord to act in a powerful, supernatural way.  This is 
precisely what God does by irresistible grace in effec-
tual calling and regeneration.

An Irresistible Summons from God
    Jesus states the reality of our condition when he 

makes this declaration concerning our moral inability: 
“No one can come to me.”  We can be thankful though 
that the elect of God are not left in the bondage of sin, 
unable to come because they are unwilling to come.  
The drawing of the Father makes us willing to come 
and brings us to faith in Christ.  Jesus’ full statement 
is this: “No one can come to me unless the Father who 
sent me draws him” ( John 6:44).  The word helkuo, 
translated “draws,” is used to describe fisherman pull-
ing or dragging a net full of fish to shore: “Simon Peter 
went up and dragged [helkuo] the net to land, full of 
large fish” ( John 21:11).  This is what the Father does 
in bringing his people to Christ.  There is an irresist-
ible summons.  The elect are effectually called.  They 
are drawn, and they willingly come.

This is called passive conversion, and Article 12 of 
the Fourth Head of the Canons of Dort reflects upon 
it: “And this is that regeneration so highly extolled in 
Scripture, that renewal, new creation, resurrection from 
the dead, making alive, which God works in us without 
our aid.”  You and I contribute nothing to our regenera-
tion!  “It is evidently a supernatural work, most power-
ful, and at the same time most delightful, astonishing, 
mysterious, and ineffable.”  This is something beyond 
our comprehension!  “All in whose heart God works 
in this marvelous manner are certainly, infallibly, and 
effectually regenerated and do actually believe.”
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“Wherefore also man himself is rightly said to 
believe and repent by virtue of that grace received.”  
Our faith and repentance flow out from what God has 
first been pleased to do in sovereign grace!

How should you and I respond to these consider-
ations and the fact that we have put our trust in Christ 
and have begun to love him whom we have not seen (1 
Pet. 1:8)?  Article 15 of the Fourth Head points us in 
the proper direction: “He, therefore, who becomes the 
subject of this grace owes eternal gratitude to God, 
and gives him thanks forever.”  Surely we must say 
with John Newton: “Amazing grace! – how sweet the 
sound – that saved a wretch like me!  I once was lost, 
but now am found, was blind, but now I see.”

1 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1559 edi-
tion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960), 597.
2 Jonathan Edwards, “Personal Narrative,” in A Jonathan 
Edwards Reader, ed. John Smith, Harry Stout, and Ken-
neth Minkema (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1995), 282-84.
3 John Calvin, “The Author’s Preface,” Commentary on the 
Book of Psalms (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), xl.

4 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1536 edi-
tion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 16.
5 Present-day confusion is largely due to the failure to dis-
tinguish, as our Reformed fathers did, between the hidden 
will of God (voluntas arcana) and the revealed will of God 
(voluntas revelata).  This was a mistake that John Mur-
ray did not make in “The Free Offer of the Gospel,” vol. 4, 
Collected Writings of John Murray (Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth, 1975), 113, distinguishing between “the decretive or 
secret will of God” and “the revealed will of God.”  With 
respect to the revealed will, he said, “God not only delights 
in the penitent but is also moved by the riches of his good-
ness and mercy to desire the repentance and salvation of 
the impenitent and the reprobate.”
6 Ibid., 132.
7  John Calvin, Commentary on Second Peter (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1979), 419.
8 John Calvin, Commentary on Ezekiel (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1979), 248.
9 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1541 edi-
tion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 428.
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How should you and I respond to these considerations  
and the fact that we have put our trust in Christ

and have begun to love him whom we have not seen?

(1 Peter 1:8)

Article 15 of the Fourth Head points us  
in the proper direction: 

“He, therefore, who becomes the subject of this grace owes 
eternal gratitude to God, and gives him thanks forever.
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Anecdotes of Church History

1.  IF YOU’RE DUTCH,  
YOU’RE NOT MUCH

The flight of the Pilgrims (then called “saints”) 
to the New World was triggered by three climactic 
considerations: First, the “saints” fled the Church of 
England that lobbied with force for full, ecclesiastical 
conformity. Second, they were harried and persecuted, 
resulting in some becoming blood martyrs for the 
Faith. And third, after the Pilgrims first fled to Leyden 
in Holland before embarking to the New World, there 
was the fear that their Englishness would be compro-
mised, if not disappear altogether by assimilating into 
the Dutch culture. 

This last ground for immigration is illustrated 
in the diary of one, Remember Patience Whipple, 
a twelve-year old girl who kept a diary while cross-
ing the Atlantic. Her report is amplified by Kathryn 
Lasky in her book, The Diary of Remember Patience 
Whipple, where Miss Whipple writes on October 16, 
1620:

“But the one single thing that really made up my 
parents’ minds about leaving Holland was Blessing, 
my baby sister. She is just two and one half now, 
but about six months ago when she was two or a bit 
under, guess what her first words after ‘”Mamma”’ 
were. ‘”Dank-u,”’ which means ‘”thank you”’ in 
Dutch.  Mam had handed her some bread smeared 
with honey, and Blessing reached out with her little 
chubby hand and said, ‘”Dank-u, Mamma.”’ Well, 
that was it. You would have thought our dear little 
Blessing had spoken a curse. Mam nearly fainted. 
And I remember looking at mother as she stared at 
this little baby. It was all written right there on her 
face – visions of her children marrying Dutchmen, 
going to churches with organ music, giving birth to 
little bishops or something.”

Note: Here, the English turned the tables on an old 
aphorism, believing that if you are Dutch, then you’re 
not much!

2. BILLY GRAHAM OR CHARLES 
SPURGEON? WHO WAS WISEST? 

I shall never forget the night, March 31, 1969, 
while living in Southern California I found myself  

drawn to NBC’s Rowan and Martin’s Laugh In, 
which was a comedy that majored in jokes, one-lin-
ers, and making jest out of everything under the sun, 
religion and Christian ethics included. What drew 
me to episode number 40 was the presence of “Amer-
ica’s pastor,” evangelist Billy Graham who energeti-
cally participated in the circus-like atmosphere. (I 
immediately called my pastor and informed him.)  
The comedians asked why Billy Graham agreed to 
participate in the buffoonery, and he explained that 
Jesus Himself ministered to “sinners” (audience 
laughter). But near the end of the program’s bedlam 
Graham reverently quoted John 3:16 and (to the best 
of my memory) an actor costumed as a WWI soldier 
and with a cigarette dangling from his mouth, qui-
etly intoned: “This is true.” (Or, perhaps it was: “very 
interesting?”) Fade-out. 

Flashback to C.H. Spurgeon who received a similar 
invitation to participate in the Barnum and Bailey Cir-
cus, the Greatest Show on Earth. Spurgeon was promised 
any musical talent he wished, the free use of all equip-
ment, and the employment of all available manpower. 
In addition (although the gate profits would go to the 
Barnum Circus Association), Spurgeon was promised 
the sum of $1000. (in gold) as an honorarium for each 
sermon. And, to sweeten the pie, was told he could 
preach the Gospel for as long as he wished.

What would the Prince of Preachers decide? He 
penned:

Dear Mr. Barnum,
Thank you for your kind invitation to lecture in 
your circus tents in America. You will find my 
answer in Acts 13:10.
Very sincerely yours,
Charles H. Spurgeon

Note: Acts 13:10 reads: “You son of the devil, you 
enemy of all righteousness, full of all deceit and vil-
lainy, will you not stop making crooked the straight 
paths of the Lord?”

3.  A SELF-INFLICTED HOLE IN HIS 
OWN DRUM

Carl Erskine (1926–), who pitched for the old, 
and now relocated Brooklyn Dodgers’ baseball club, 
regularly and zealously attended church. On the 
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Lord’s Day he would try to find a Gospel-church 
near the Major League ballpark and then attend 
the early services, securing the permission of the 
Dodger manager, Walter Alston. Thus, when visit-
ing St. Louis, he would sometimes attend the Third 
Baptist Church, where the strong C. Oscar Johnson 
was pastor. When attending there, Pastor Johnson 
would sometimes introduce him to the congrega-
tion, asking him to stand, thus unwittingly embar-
rassing the ‘daylights’ out of Erskine, who loathed 
all pomp and circumstance and wasn’t the least 
interested in tooting his own horn or having a sur-
rogate do it for him. 

Thus, whenever the Dodgers visited St. Louis, he 
gained permission to arrive late at the ballpark so that 
he could worship at the Third Baptist Church. After 
securing permission, he coyly entered the church at 
the side door, promptly seated himself, and hoped 
against hope that his presence wasn’t observed.

Feeling secure, he settled in, when during the ser-
vice Pastor Johnson publicly announced, “Well, folks, 
we have an outstanding major league player here 
today – good family man and strong church man. He 
often comes here when he can work it into his base-
ball schedule.” When Erskine heard the prologue, his 
face crimsoned in anger, for he feared what was com-
ing next. Then the minister announced: “I’m going to 
have him stand right now – Alvin Dark, up there in 
the balcony.”

Erskine confessed that at that moment he felt 
worse than had Pastor Johnson embarrassed him with 
another grandiose introduction!

Note: Alvin Dark played for the St. Louis Cardinals 
from 1956-1958.

3.  ZWINGLI OUT-THUNDERS 
MARTIN LUTHER

The colloquy (conference) at Marburg in Ger-
many in 1541 was famous because it hosted two 
firebrands of the Reformation, Martin Luther and 
Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531), who had never met 
and who represented two nuances of Protestantism, 
that begged for amity and unity.  Although agreeing 
on most doctrinal points, the Lord’s Supper was a 
major stumbling-block, as Luther believed in the real 
bodily presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper, while 
Zwingli de-emphasized Christ’s presence, lobbying 

more for what is called the “memorial view” (“this 
do in remembrance of Me”).  While Zwingli cam-
paigned for unity and amity in spite of their differ-
ences, Luther tenaciously opposed him and counted 
him a stranger to the grace of God, even consigning 
him outside God’s kingdom.

When the colloquy began, Luther immediately laid 
down the gauntlet. He removed the velvet table-cloth 
and wrote down the Latin words  Hocus ist Meum Cor-
pus  (“this is my body”) on the table to signify the pre-
miere issue, arguing that those words literally mean 
what they say, that the real physical body of Christ is 
present in the Lord’s Supper.  His manner was bold, 
defiant, pugilistic, and uncompromising; Luther dug 
in, not budging. Whenever Zwingli did score theo-
logical points, Luther anchored himself to the words 
scribbled on the table.

But Zwingli did not spook or scurry like a Disney 
mouse; he justified a spiritual interpretation of those 
famous words, citing John 6:63: “It is the spirit that 
quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that 
I speak unto you, they are spirit and they are life.” He 
then launched a torpedo of his own, saying: “Pardon 
me, doctor, that passage breaks your neck!”

The result? A lively debate in which bygones were 
not left to be bygones. Lunch was then served.

Note: Zwingli’s views on the Supper eventually 
matured, arguing later in life that Christ hosts the 
Supper, but only by the Holy Spirit.

  
4. DWIGHT L. MOODY’S REJOINER 
LIVES ON

Dwight L. Moody (1837-1899) was a well-known 
American evangelist and publisher who founded the 
Moody Bible Church in Chicago. His evangelistic 
meetings were world-wide, and he was often joined 
by vocalist Ira Sankey (the George Beverly Shea of 
the day!). The success of his meetings was, and still 
is, a subject of popular debate, but no one could deny 
that the Gospel as summarized in his fundamentalist 
creed, was faithfully proclaimed. Of course, this meant 
that unbelievers were quick to lampoon his successes, 
too, one of which has become legendary. 

It seems that while in the company of an unbeliever 
that Moody traipsed down the street before being 
accosted by a drunk, who had recently been converted 
at his meetings. After the unbeliever had plunged in his 
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whetted knife of ridicule, questioning the authenticity 
of Moody’s converts and message, Moody responded: 
“You’re right when you say he was one of my converts, 
for he’s not one of God’s converts.” 

5.  WHITEFIELD’S EXTRAORDINARY 
GRACIOUSNESS

Some of the zealous followers of George White-
field (1714-1770) wondered if John Wesley’s “pride 
and cunning” were symptomatic of a man who was 
not truly heaven-born and that his future was a cer-
tain exclusion from a heavenly mansion. Thus, they 
asked Whitefield to opine about Wesley’s salvation, 
whether we should enjoy the pleasure of his company 
in heaven. Whitefield’s graciousness must have ini-
tially startled them:  “I fear not,” he explained, “for he 
shall be so near the eternal throne and we at such a 
distance we shall hardly get a sight of him!”

Note: This anecdote is sometimes reversed, with 
Wesley preaching Whitefield into heaven at White-
field’s funeral. But I could find no compelling histori-
cal documentation for this. Plus, such graciousness is 
more native to Whitefield than Wesley anyway, as one 
of Whitefield’s most cherished  texts was Colossians 
3:12-14: “Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and 
beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness, meekness, long-
suffering, forbearing one another, and forgiving one 
another, if any man have a quarrel against any: even as 
Christ forgave you, so also do ye. And above all these 
things put on charity. . . .”  

6.  ZEAL NOT ACCORDING TO 
KNOWLEDGE

William Sangster (1900-1960) pastored a Meth-
odist church in Scarborough, England, which had an 
eccentric member who was a barber who was some-
times overly zealous. Unhappily, the man sometimes 
erred by actions that contradicted the best demands 
of wisdom. 

Working as a barber, the man in question lath-
ered up a customer for a clean shave, and came at the 
unwary customer with a razor, asking, “Are you pre-
pared to meet your God?” The terrified man bolted 
from the premises with lather spread on his face. 

7. THE REST OF THE STORY OF  
WHAT POLYCARP SAID

Polycarp (A.D. 70-155) was the bishop of Smyrna 
and a bold champion of God’s truth. He befriended 
the Apostle John and was harassed by the Roman pro-
consul to renounce Christ or else. But by God’s grace 
he was emboldened to assert: “Eighty and six years 
have I served him, and he never did me any injury. 
How then can I blaspheme my King and my Savior?”

But that is not the whole story; the proverbial ‘rest 
of the story’ is as follows:

 “I respect your age,” assured the proconsul. “Sim-
ply say, ‘Away with the atheists!’ and be set free.” Poly-
carp seemed to concur but then pointed to the godless 
crowds and said, “Away with the atheists!” 

While burning at the stake he continued to bear 
witness to the Lord Jesus Christ. 

8. ISAAC WATTS – THE GODFATHER 
OF REFORMED HYMNODY

The incomparable hymn writer Dr. Watts (1674-
1748) was a vivacious conversationalist and unbeliev-
ably fruitful poet and hymnist. While fellowshipping 
in a coffee room with some friends, he overheard a 
question pertaining to himself. “What is that the 
great Isaac Watts?” was asked, seemingly out of the 
blue. Watts, who was not a man of great stature, piv-
oted about, and breezily cited some of his own dog-
gerel, which produced silent admiration from all the 
auditors.

Were I so tall to reach the pole
Or mete the ocean with my span,
I must be measured by my soul,
The mind’s the standard of the man. 
His poetical precocity was so remarkable that he 

virtually slept, dreamt, and ate poetry, much to the 
consternation of his father who pushed for a more 
balanced life. Thus to modify Watts’ imbalances, even 
in common speech, his father chastened him, but with 
the “delinquent” son greeting the discipline with an 
unintentional jingo:

Pray, father, on me pity take,
And verses I no more will make. 

Jim West

Sacramento CA
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On that night the king could not sleep” (Es. 6:1 
– the key phrase that unlocks the meaning 

of the book of Esther. The great King Ahasuerus was 
restless. The absolute monarch of the ancient Persian 
Empire was restless. The absolute monarch of the 
ancient Persian Empire was tossing and turning on 
his royal bed!

So Ahasuerus commanded the chronicles of his 
reign to be read to him. The reading revealed how, 
some years before, a conspiracy to assassinate him had 
been exposed by Mordecai, an officer at the palace gate 
and one of the many Jews that had been carried off cap-
tive into Persia. The conspirators had been executed, 
but the chronicles said nothing about any reward for 
Mordecai. As the king listened, he exclaimed, “What 
honor or dignity has been bestowed on Mordecai for this?” 
“Nothing,” he was told. “Who is in the court” the king 
asks?  And when told that Haman, the Prime Minis-
ter, was there, he had him brought in.

Now this Haman, recently promoted to Prime 
Minister, was an ambitious man, poisoned by hate. 
Every time he walked through the palace gate his 
blood boiled because one person, Mordecai, would 
not bow down before him (No doubt because Mor-
decai, as a Jew, was a worshipper of the true God). So 
to get even with Mordecai, Haman had schemed to 
have all the Jews in Persia killed and had persuaded 
the king to authorize this by an edict.

At this time the queen and favorite wife of Aha-
suerus was Esther, the ward and cousin of Morde-
cai. She had been chosen in a kind of nation-wide 
beauty contest after Vashti, the former queen, had 
fallen out of favor. The king, however, did not know 
that Esther was a Jew. When Mordecai told Esther 
of the plot to exterminate the Jews, then in an act of 
great courage she had gone unbidden before the king. 
To do this had actually been to risk her life. Persian 
law specified that anyone coming uninvited into the 
king’s presence would be put to death unless the king 
held out his scepter.

Upon seeing Esther, Ahasuerus had held out the 
scepter and promised her anything she requested. To 
pave the way for her plea for her people, she had invited 
the king to come to a banquet and bring Haman with 
him. And then she had asked them to another ban-
quet the next night, when she planned to intercede for 
her people, the Jews.

One can imagine Haman hurrying home to tell 
about dining with the king and queen. Yet the thought 
of that Jew, Mordecai, who would not bow down to 
him continued to eat away at him. “Well, just get rid of 
Mordecai,” his wife and friends said to him. So Haman 
had the gallows built.

And thus we see Haman at the palace the first thing 
in the morning, waiting to get permission to hang 
Mordecai. But before he could even voice his request, 
Ahasuerus, who hadn’t slept a wink the night before, 
asks him, “What should be done to the man whom the 
king delights to honor?” (6:6). Haman, sure that the 
king could have no one else but him in mind, replied: 
“Dress that man up in your own royal robes, put him on 
your own horse, and have him led through the streets by 
one of your most noble princes, pro-claiming: ‘Thus will 
it be done to the man the king delights to honor’” (6:8-9).

“Hurry! Do it to Mordecai right now” (6:10), said 
the king. Then a thoroughly mortified and dejected 
Haman has to parade Mordecai through the city.

That very evening Esther pled for her people and 
told the king that she and all her people were in deadly 
peril because of the edict Haman had persuaded him 
to issue against the Jews. Then Haman was hanged on 
the very gallows he had made for Mordecai, and God’s 
people in Persia were saved. To this day, the feast of 
Purim, a Jewish holiday, commemorating this deliver-
ance, is still observed by the Jews.

All this because, “That night the king could not sleep.”
“What an example of chance and the long arm of 

coincidence,” many would say. No, dear reader, it was 
neither chance nor coincidence. On the contrary, the 
book to Esther, the only book of the Bible in which 
God is not named, stands as a unique and inspired 

“On That Night  
The King Couldn’t Sleep”

(Providence, Esther and You)
”
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example of providence and how God watched over His 
people, even while in captivity of the Persian Empire.

What is providence? It is what we may reverently 
call God’s behind-the-scene activity in the world and 
in all of life. Providence is that doctrine assuring us 
that there is no such thing as luck, chance, or blind 

fate; but, rather, that God, who in Christ upholds all 
things by the word of His power, is always in con-
trol. It’s as someone once said, “History is a thing that 
would stop happening if God held His breath.”  I don’t 
think there is a better definition of providence than 
that of the HC #27: What do you understand by the 
providence of God? The almighty, everywhere present 
power of God, whereby, as it were by His hand, He 
upholds heaven and earth with all creatures, and so 
governs them that herbs and grass, rain and drought, 
fruitful and barren years, meat and drink, health and 
slickness, riches and poverty, yea, all things come not 
by chance, but by His Fatherly hand.

Now outwardly it is not always apparent that 
God is working behind the scenes. But He is, as the 
book of Esther--indeed the whole Bible – shows. 
Of course, not everybody believes in the concept of 
providence. Many abhor this idea because of the ter-
rible and devastating things that happen, i.e., earth-
quakes, fires, tornadoes, floods, war, prolonged 
illnesses and suffering, etc.

Humanly speaking, it is difficult to understand the 
complexity of all that goes on in the world, includ-
ing the sometimes destructive forces of nature and 
the persistent problem of evil. The biblical answer to 
these problems is not to explain everything, but, as in 
the Old Testament, to confront us with God and His 
greatness, His creative power, His justice, and His 
judgment, as well as His love, for His love and mercy 
also come through judgment. God’s dealings with His 
people in the O.T. are abundant proof of this.

There are basically two views of the way things 

happen. There is the biblical doctrine of providence, 
which we have already defined and there is the view 
called fatalism. In The Convergence of the Twain, 
a poem on the sinking of the S.S. Titanic in 1912, 
Thomas Hardy described how, while the great ship 
was being built, the iceberg it was to collide with was 

also being formed by “the Immanent 
Will.” Then came the moment when 
“the Spinner of the Years,” the poet’s 
allusion to the classical idea of the 
“Fates,” spoke, and in fulfillment of 
their destiny the ship and the ice-
berg converged.

Now all of that may sound 
impressive and mysterious, but it is 
not a true view of how things hap-
pen. For instead of this fatalistic 
view, which is only a sophisticated 

version of luck or chance, there is the living God who 
governs all things and holds us all accountable for our 
actions. Despite repeated warnings of great danger, 
the captain of the Titanic chose to go full speed ahead, 
trusting in his supposedly unsinkable ship. But the 
catastrophe was not inevitably part of the iceberg and 
ship; the sovereign God permitted human pride to 
have it consequence. And since 1912, through greater 
precautions resulting from the disaster, similar catas-
trophes have been avoided.

No, providence is not fatalism. It is God’s direc-
tion over all things and especially over those persons 
who are related to Him through faith – a direction 
He exercises without destroying human initiative 
and accountability. I refer you to the story of Joseph 
and his brothers in the latter chapters of Genesis 
and the behind-the-scene reasons for all that hap-
pened. Joseph had experienced many hard and terrible 
things as the result of his brothers’ hatred and actions 
towards him. Despite all that had happened, Joseph 
had been elevated to a place of great prominence in 
Egypt. Did Joseph say how lucky he had been? To the 
contrary, we read his explanation in Gen. 50:20, 21, 
when he addresses his now fearful brothers: “But as 
for you, you thought evil against me; but God meant it 
unto good, to bring to pass, as it is this day, to save much 
people alive. Now, therefore, fear not: I will nourish you, 
and your little ones.”

So we must look carefully at the concept of provi-
dence. For one thing, it brings us face to face with the 
Almighty. Think of the sheer greatness of the living 
God! There are no surprises, no accidents with Him 

It's as someone once said:  “History is 
a thing that would stop happening if 
God held His breath.”
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who knows everything, who is present everywhere, 
who has all power, who rules the universe.

In 1715 Louis XIV of France died. Louis, who 
called himself “the Great,” was the monarch who made 
the famous statement, “I am the State.” His court was 
reputed to be the most magnificent in Europe; his 
funeral the most spectacular. Bishop Massilon, con-
sidered the greatest orator of his time, preached the 
sermon. The king’s body lay in a golden coffin. To dra-
matize his greatness, orders had been given that the 
cathedral would be very dimly lighted and only a spe-
cial candle set above the coffin. Thousands waited in 
hushed silence. Then Bishop Massilon began to speak. 
His first sentence consisted of four words. Slowly 
reaching down, he snuffed out the candle, saying, “Only 
God is great!”

Yes, only God is great! This is the first thing provi-
dence teaches us. The greatness of God extinguishes the 
candle of man’s earthly glory. However, it has given us a 
far greater light that will never go out – the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who is the light of the world and who brought 
life and immortality to light through the Gospel. One 
may be successful in business, farming, education, gov-
ernment, the arts, Christian ser-
vice, science, or medicine. But if 
anyone thinks that he is indis-
pensable, then is the time to 
remember that only God is great.

The second thing providence 
teaches us is that we live in a 
divinely planned world. While 
providence applies to everything 
and everybody, both the Bible 
and Christian experience show 
that God exercises a special 
Fatherly care over His people 
in every particular of their lives. 
This is what the Lord Jesus taught when He said, “Are 
not two sparrows sold for a copper coin? And not one of 
them falls to the ground apart from your Father’s will. 
But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not 
fear therefore, you are of more value than many sparrows” 
(Matt. 10:29-31). The apostle Paul tells us in Rom. 
8:28: “And we know [Yes, we KNOW – not we think, 
or we suppose, or we hope, but we KNOW] that all 
things work together for good to them that love God, to 
them who are called according to his purpose.”  Beloved, 
that’s providence in its highest expression. And we may 
rest our lives on it if we really belong to God. The HC 
#28 reinforces this very point: What does it profit us 
to know that God created, and by His providence 
upholds all things? That we may be patient in adver-
sity, thankful in posterity, and for what is future, have 

good confidence in our faithful God and Father, that 
no creature shall separate us from His love, since all 
creatures are so in His hand, that without His will 
they cannot so much as move. 

While all of this is true, we must recognize that 
providence does not promise us exemption from the 
trials, disappointments, and tragedies of life. Indeed, 
some of God’s greatest servants have had the great-
est difficulties. God never guarantees immunity from 
problems. He gives us something better – the assur-
ance that, whatever happens, He can bring those who 
love Him through any trial, no matter how hard. The 
apostle Paul was speaking from experience when he 
wrote in I Cor. 10:13: “No temptation [trial] has over-
taken you except such as is common to man; but God is 
faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what 
you are able, but with the temptation will also make the 
way of escape that you may be able to bear it.”  (May also 
recall the “thorn in the flesh,” II Cor. 12:7ff.)

Again, the New Testament takes the doctrine of 
providence and brings it to a focus in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. The most spectacular event in history is not, 
as some have said, that men have walked on the moon, 

but that God, in the person of His Son, walked on the 
earth. This He did in the fullness of time, during the 
precise years in history set by His providence: “Men 
of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a Man 
attested by God to you by miracles, wonders, and signs 
which God did through Him in your midst, as you your-
selves also know—Him being delivered by the determined 
purpose and foreknowledge of God, you have taken by 
lawless hands, have crucified, and put to death; whom 
God raised up, having loosed the pains of death, because 
it was not possible that He should be held by it. . . . There-
fore let all the house of Israel know assuredly that God 
has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and 
Christ” (Acts 2:22-24, 36). The purpose of Christ’s 
walk on the earth was that He, who is also Creator of 
heaven and earth, should seek and save the lost. The 

Yes, only God is great! This is the first 
thing providence teaches us.  
The greatness of God extinguishes the 
candle of man’s earthly glory. 
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God who could turn the greatest crime in history – the 
crucifixion of His sinless Son – a crime in which we 
are all involved through our sins, the God who could 
turn that terrible crime into the greatest blessing in 
history, this is the God who in His providence governs 
all things according to His will.

This providence of God is vast in scope, boundless 
as the wisdom and love of God. And in its relation 
to ourselves,  it becomes very personal. Yet with all 
that it means of God’s daily, fatherly care, it never, 
under any circumstances, means that because He is 
in control of all things, we may sit back and do noth-
ing. To use providence as a crutch for indolence and 
unconcern for the souls and bodies of people, for the 
physical, social, and, above all, the spiritual needs of 
our fellowman, is to trifle with God. And no one does 
that with impunity.

When Mordecai asked Queen Esther to intercede 
with the King on behalf of the Jews, she waffled with 
the explanation that she could enter the king’s presence 
unbidden only on the threat of death: “All the king’s 
servants and the people of the king’s provinces know that 
any man or woman who goes into the inner court to the 
king, who has not been called, he has but one law: put 
all to death, except the one to whom the king holds out 
the golden scepter, that he may live. Yet I myself have not 
been called to go into the king these thirty days” (4:11). 
However, Mordecai sent word back to her, “For if you 
remain completely silent at this time, relief and deliverance 
will arise for the Jews from another place, but you and 
your father’s house will perish. Yet who knows whether 
you have come to the kingdom for such a time as this” 
(4:14). The key phrase in Mordecai’s response is “relief 
and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place.”  

God, in His infinite wisdom and resources, was not 
limited to Esther’s response. The options available to 
God to bring about deliverance for His people were as 
infinite as His wisdom and power. He literally did not 
need Esther’s cooperation. But He had chosen to use 
Esther. And Mordecai’s closing argument to Esther, 
“And who knows but that you have come to the kingdom 
for such a time as this,” assumes that God uses people 
and means to accomplish His sovereign purpose. As 
it turned out, God had indeed raised up Esther to 
accomplish His purpose. But He could just as eas-
ily have raised up someone else or used an altogether 
different means. He is sovereign, and His providence 
cannot be frustrated by our failure and disobedience, 
although He holds us accountable for our actions and 
may even work through them.

Beloved, as surely as day follows night, God in His 
providence knows what He has for us to do. Nothing 
happens by chance.  “On that night the king could not 
sleep.” That, too, was the providence of God, for God 
is continuously working out his purposes and bringing 
His plan to pass. He does that through His people and 
also through the wicked. Who knows, but that you 
in your witness in _______________ to a neighbor, 
to a friend, to a relative, “have come to the kingdom for 
such a time as this.”  Praise God that we do not live by 
luck or chance, but by His providence, that almighty, 
everywhere present power that always surrounds us. 
AMEN.

Rev. Vernon Pollema

Bakersfield, CA
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Grace Reformed Church (Mitchell) praises the Lord 
for the baptism of Everleigh Mehlhaf on August, 18, 
2019. She is the daughter of Jacob and Madison 
Mehlhaf, who are also new members of our church. 
Please join us in thanking God for His covenant 
mercies to a new generation.

ChurchNews
 Redeemer Reformed Church, Golden Valley, MN

We rejoice with Alethea and Abigail who gave their public profession of faith  
in front of the congregation of Redeemer Reformed Church, Golden Valley, MN on Sunday, August 4th, 2019 

and were then presented with Bibles by Rev. Tim Marinelli. 
Cake was also served!

Grace Reformed Church, Mitchell
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To sign up for the conference, please go to www.
hopereformedchurch.com, click the “Contact” tab, 
and send a message including your name, phone, 
age, home church, and if you would like to stay with 
a host family.

SCHEDULE OF EVENTS
The conference will begin with supper and  
fellowship on Friday evening, October 18, 5:30 PM.  
A lecture will follow at 7:00-8:00 PM. A time of board 
games will follow the lecture and then a bonfire is 
planned, depending upon the weather.

Saturday morning will begin with breakfast at 7:00 
AM in the church basement. A lecture will follow at 
8:00-9:00 AM, then a time of fellowship and snacks. 
Closing lecture will be taught at 10:30-11:30 AM, and 
then lunch will be served.

The three lectures will be taught by Pastor Lee 
Johnson, Pastor Jim Sawtelle, and Pastor Scott Henry.   

 

Singles Conference
ATTENTION 18 to 65 year old Christian singles!

You are invited to the Second Annual Christian Singles’ Conference at Hope 
Reformed Church, Sutton, NE. 

Supper will be provided on Friday evening, breakfast on Saturday morning, and lunch on Saturday 
afternoon. Some housing will be available and there are comfortable rooms available at the  

Fox Hollow Motel (402-773-4464), which is one block from the church building.


