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It’s still early in this new year but likely your resolution-keeping has already 
taken a hit. But honestly, some resolutions are pipe dreams and you knew 
you’d not really commit yourself. And some resolutions, upon more sober-
minded reflection, were foolish, driven by worldly and fleshly, self-glorifying 
desires and values…oops, scratch that one.

But there are resolutions that we confessing Christians ought to be 
striving zealously to keep because they’re part and parcel of being our 
Lord’s disciples. And before we get too far into the new year, there were 
undoubtedly shortcomings in our serving the Lord last year and if we have 
not already, we ought to seek forgiveness for those. Then, refreshed by 
God’s grace and mercy, we can with a repentant attitude commit to those 
God-glorifying resolutions we didn’t come up with, but are given us by our 
Lord in His Word….in short, His revealed will that is to regulate our lives in 
subjection to Him. Resolving to so do, as we Christians should, demands 
of each of us a firm decision, a resoluteness, trusting that no matter how 
the Lord provides for me this year I can do all things through Christ who 
strengthens me (Phil.4:13, NKJV). And there is no power in any resolution 
except that we who make it are abiding in Christ Jesus, for as He tells us: 
apart from Me you can do nothing (John 15:5b). 

Christ’s apostle Paul was strengthened by Christ to face and endure the 
circumstances in which he lived for Christ, ministering the gospel. Christ 
Jesus was the resource upon which Paul depended to fulfill his calling as 
he faced and needed to persevere through the harsh realities of life. Paul 
was strengthened by Christ through faith in Him. 

That strengthening was not unique to Paul the apostle but is available 
to all whose faith is in the Jesus Christ who calls and equips His own, by 
the means of grace, to serve Him. The apostle Peter identifies believers 
as those who have obtained a faith of equal standing with that of the 
apostles (2 Peter 1:1); same Lord of immeasurable greatness of power 
toward us who believe (Eph 1:19); same Lord who promised: And behold, 
I am with you always, even to the end of the age (Matt.28:20b); same 
Lord who said to Paul: My grace is sufficient for you, for my strength is 
made perfect in weakness (2 Cor 12:9). It’s a truth that must challenge us 
to indeed resolve, strengthened by Christ, to do all that He, our Lord, calls 
us to do (with the caveat of sorrowful imperfection in this present life).                                                       

That doing is keeping the resolutions He sets before us in His Word. 
Those resolutions are all (hopefully) quite familiar to us schooled in the 
gospel. Of course, speaking of the revealed will of God, that brings to mind 
the law of God, obedience to which is our thankfulness for redemption 
through Jesus Christ, evidenced by our doing good works that are the fruit 
of our redemption (see Q&A #86, Heidelberg Catechism) 

A Resolution to Keep
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But doing what is pleasing to the Lord requires wis-
dom, the knowledge and understanding that enables 
right application of His will so as to be self-consciously 
glorifying God in everything we do. The resolute appli-
cation of our faith to daily life, depending on Christ 
strengthening us, also requires (this is the hard part!) 
engaging our will to that end. It is as we are attentive 
to wisdom that wisdom enter our hearts (Prov.2), and 
our hearts are the seat of our will that, in wisdom, dis-
cerns righteousness and every good path so you may 
walk in the way of goodness, and keep to the paths 
of righteousness (vs20).

Wisdom, increasing in spiritual wisdom, is the prayer 
of the apostle Paul for the church in His letter to the 
Colossians (1:9-11). And Paul there states the purpose 
of wisdom…that you may walk worthy of the Lord, 
fully pleasing Him…strengthened with all might 
according to His glorious power for all patience and 
longsuffering in joy. The context of increasing in wis-
dom and being strengthened is walking worthy of God 
in this present life in which we are weak and insufficient 
in and of ourselves to do so in the face of the vari-
ous trials and temptations. To resist the temptations 
of Satan, to oppose our yet remaining sinful nature, 
to take up the cross, to have our will be conformed to 
God’s, we need the strengthening wisdom of God that 
alone can yield the patience and longsuffering in joy 
for which Paul prays. 

So, would not a priority resolution be: Get wisdom 
(Prov. 4:7), why? Because as that Proverb states: Wis-
dom is the principal thing. The apostle James, who 
is also concerned for steadfastness of faith in the midst 
of the trials of this earthly life, says (1:5): If any of you 
lacks wisdom, let him ask of God who gives to all 
liberally and without reproach, and it will be given 
him. None of us who, although already fearing the 
Lord by His grace, have yet the fullness of wisdom 
characteristic of being “perfect and complete”. John 
Calvin helpfully said: “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, 
that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two 
parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.” 

As Alexander McLaren put it:
“He and only he has wisdom who knows God with a 

living heart-knowledge which gives a just insight into 
the facts of life and the bounds of right and wrong, 
and which regulates conduct and shapes the whole 
man with power far beyond that of knowledge however 
wide and deep, illuminating intellect however powerful.” 
(Expositions of Holy Scriptures)

We Christians ought to make and commit to the 
resolution to gain a fuller measure of the wisdom we 
yet lack, because as McLaren continues: 

“if a man habitually kept vividly before him the thought 
of God, and with it the true nature and obligation and 
blessedness of righteous, loving obedience, and the 
true foulness and fatalness of sin - if he saw these with 
the clearness and the continuity with which we may 
all see the things that are unseen and eternal, if he ‘saw 
life steadily, and saw it whole,’ if he saw the rottenness 
and the shallowness of earthly things and temptations, 
and if he saw the blessed issue of every God-pleasing 
act - why! the perfecting of conduct would be secured.”

Without wisdom, the revelation of God about Him-
self and ourselves, you and I cannot rightly (in every 
aspect of life) live unto Him, doing what He created 
man in His image to do. Christ Jesus became for us 
wisdom from God (I Cor.1:30) and strengthens us to 
live by wisdom. So, let us be getting the wisdom which 
begins with the fear of the Lord and which our ongoing 
lack thereof God liberally supplies us as we get on our 
knees and ask Him. Let us be growing in the gracious 
wisdom needed to keep persevering, to our comfort 
and blessedness, with God’s perspective on this filled-
with-trials but sojourning-to-glory life.   

Let us humbly and resolutely be getting the prom-
ised wisdom, availing ourselves diligently and zealously 
of the needed hearing of God’s Word, our prayerful 
study and meditation upon it and the fellowship of the 
saints that encourages the getting of wisdom. 

Let us resolve and commit, in this new year, to get 
wisdom, that we might walk worthy of the Lord our 
Redeemer. hhrr

George Horner
Ridgeland, SC

“Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, 
true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts:  

the knowledge of God and of ourselves.” 
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EEverywhere in Scripture we find the testimony that 
true believers have everlasting life and can never be 

lost or finally fall away from the faith. John 5:24, “Most 
assuredly, I say to you, he who hears My word and believes 
in Him who sent Me has everlasting life and shall not 
come into judgment but has passed from death into life.” 
John 10:27-29, “My sheep hear My voice and I know them 
and they follow Me. And I give them eternal life and they 
shall never perish; neither shall anyone snatch them out 
of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is 
greater than all; and no one is able to snatch them out of 
My Father’s hand.” Romans 8:38-39, “For I am persuaded 
that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities 
nor powers, nor things present nor things to come, nor 
height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be 
able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.” These verses tell us that everyone who 
trusts in Jesus Christ alone as their Lord and Savior can 
be confidently assured of their salvation. 

In our text, Jude aims to strengthen the believer’s assur-
ance of salvation. He desires that every true Christian 
know they have been redeemed by Jesus Christ and that 
all their sins, past, present and future, have been forgiven 
by God because of the work of Jesus Christ on their behalf. 
Every believer can be assured of their salvation through 
the testimony of the Word and Spirit of God since “The 
Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are 
children of God” (Romans 8:16). The Holy Spirit testifies 
to the believer’s heart through the witness of Scripture; 
therefore, assurance of salvation is directly related to our 
diligent use of God’s Word, which is the primary means 
of grace. 

One thing that is essential for every believer to learn 
is the truth that God is able to keep us from falling away 
from the faith. We learn from Jude vs. 1 that every believer 
is preserved in Jesus Christ unto eternal glory; to be pre-
served in Jesus Christ means we are kept by Jesus Christ 
even through the most difficult times in this fallen sin-
cursed world. Isaiah 43:2 reads, “When you pass through 
the waters, I will be with you and through the rivers, they 
shall not overflow you. When you walk through the fire, 
you shall not be burned, nor shall the flame scorch you.” 
The Greek verb “tereo”, which is translated as “preserved”, 
means to guard from loss or injury by keeping the eye upon. 
Psalm 5:12, “For You, O LORD, will bless the righteous; 
with favor You will surround him as with a shield.” Psalm 

34:15, “The eyes of the LORD are on the righteous and His 
ears are open to their cry.” Psalm 121:7-8, “The LORD shall 
preserve you from all evil; He shall preserve your soul. The 
LORD shall preserve your going out and your coming in 
from this time forth and even forevermore.” The English 
word “preserved” in Psalm 121:7 is from the Hebrew term 

“shamar”, which means to hedge about, guard, protect, keep, 
reserve, save. The Devil said to God concerning Job, “You 
have set a hedge about him.” Believers are continually pre-
served and guarded by the Lord. 

Notice also that Jude calls God, “Him who is able.” This 
is a reminder that our God is an omnipotent God. He is 
the all-powerful, sovereign Lord who can do whatever 
He pleases. 2 Corinthians 9:8, “And God is able to make 
all grace abound toward you, that you, always having all 
sufficiency in all things, may have an abundance for every 
good work.” Job 42:2, “I know that You can do everything 
and that no purpose of Yours can be withheld from You.” 
John the baptizer told the Pharisees in Matthew 3:9, 

“that God is able of these stones to raise up children unto 
Abraham.” In Genesis 18:13, “The LORD said to Abraham, 
“Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I surely bear a child, 
since I am old?’ “Is anything too hard for the LORD? At 
the appointed time I will return to you, according to the 
time of life, and Sarah shall have a son.” And in Ephesians 
3:20 we read, “Now unto Him who is able to do exceedingly 
abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to 
the power that works within us.” Our God is the One 
who is able. Jude reminds us that ultimately what keeps us 
safe and secure as we go through the many trials, tribula-
tions, temptations, disappointments, and even death, is the 
power of God. Yes, we must be watchful and persevere to 
the end by making diligent use of God’s means of grace, 
but we are not able to do this in our own strength. As 
Martin Luther wrote, “Did we in our own strength confide, 
our striving would be losing, were not the right Man on 
our side, the Man of God’s own choosing: Dost ask who 
that may be? Christ Jesus, it is He; Lord Sabaoth, His 
Name, from age to age the same, and He must win the 
battle” (A Mighty Fortress). We don’t have the strength in 
ourselves, and so Jude reminds us that God alone is able to 
keep us from falling. The psalmist took great confidence in 
God’s sovereignty when it looked as if everything around 
him was coming apart. Psalm 46:1, “God is our refuge 
and strength, a very present help in trouble.” The word 

“keep” that Jude uses means “to watch in case of attack.” As 
Christians, we will be attacked by the world, our flesh, and 

Blessed AssuranceBlessed Assurance
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the devil, but God is our banner and shield. David wrote 
in Psalm 34:19, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous, 
but the LORD delivers him out of them all.” We read 
in the Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 51, “What does this 
glory of Christ, our Head, profit us? By His Holy Spirit 
He pours out heavenly gifts upon us, His members and 
by His power He defends and preserves us against all 
enemies.” In a time when so many people are turning away 
from the truth and embracing false doctrine, believers need 
not fear – God is able to keep us from falling. We didn’t 
save ourselves and we don’t keep ourselves – God saved 
us and God keeps us. John 10:28, “And I give them eternal 
life and they shall never perish; neither shall anyone snatch 
them out of My hand.” 

Beloved in Christ, does it comfort your heart to know 
that God is able to keep you from falling away from the 
faith and that the Lord is the 
One who fights for you? Does it 
comfort you to know that God 
is the One who saved you and 
He alone is the One who keeps 
you? Does this truth cause you 
to rejoice in the Lord for His 
wondrous grace and power to 
preserve you in His Son, Jesus Christ? Or do you think 
you are keeping yourself from falling by your own faithful-
ness? Many think this way, but 1 Corinthians 10:12 tells 
us, “Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed 
lest he fall.” Maybe you don’t rejoice in the power of God 
because you spend too much time glorying in your own 
accomplishments? Jude reminds us in our text that God 
alone is the One who is able to keep us from falling. To 
fall is to stumble into moral failure and total apostasy, it’s 
to walk away from Christ and His Church after having 
once professed faith in Christ. 1 John 2:19, “They went 
out from us because they were not of us.” 2 Timothy 4:10, 

“Demas has forsaken me, having loved this present world.” 
Not to mention the apostacy of Judas. This means our 
perseverance in the faith is completely by the power of 
God the Holy Spirit working in us. We stand by faith 
in Christ and we can only stand strong “in the Lord and 
in the power of his might” (Eph. 6:10). The reason we 
don’t turn away from “the faith once for all delivered to the 
saints” is because true believers are kept by the power of 
God. As our text says: “Now to Him who is able to keep 
you from falling…” 

Jude also tells us the reason that God keeps us from 
falling is in order “To present us faultless in the presence 
of His glory with exceeding joy.” We might think that 
standing before a holy God would be a frightening expe-
rience, but believers have nothing to fear because Christ 

is going to present believers faultless before the Father. 
Think about this wondrous truth – if you are trusting in 
Christ alone, you are presently in a position that is without 
fault before God because the blood and Spirit of Christ 
has washed away your sins. Every sin that every believer 
has ever or will ever commit has been covered by Christ’s 
blood. “As far as the east is from the west, so far has He 
removed our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103:12). When 
Jude says “faultless” he is using sacrificial language. What 
kind of a sacrifice was to be offered to the Lord in the 
Temple? A sacrifice without spot or blemish, a faultless 
sacrifice. In 1 Peter 1:19, Jesus is “a lamb without blemish.” 
Therefore, every believer is as faultless as Christ Himself in 
God’s holy presence. Ephesians 5:25-27, “Christ also loved 
the church, and gave Himself for it, that He might sanctify 
and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word; that 

He might present it to Himself a 
glorious church, not having spot, 
or wrinkle, or any such thing; 
but that it should be holy and 
without blemish.” 

Therefore, as true believers, 
when the day comes that we 
stand before the Lord, we are 

not going to hear God’s awful judgment because we are 
faultless in Jesus Christ. There are no sins held against us 
because Christ has paid the full penalty for all the sins of 
His people. “But He was wounded for our transgressions, 
He was bruised for our iniquities; The chastisement for 
our peace was upon Him, and by His stripes we are healed” 
(Isaiah 53:5). Jude is saying that we stand before God, not 
in our own efforts or merits, but by God’s power, and He is 
able to make us stand in the presence of His glory, faultless 
with exceeding joy. If you think you stand because of your 
own efforts you’re deceived. No fig leaves of man’s effort 
can ever stand in God’s presence, but only those covered 
in the righteous robes of Jesus Christ. Jude says we are 
able to stand faultless before God not because of anything 
in us, but because of what God has done for us in Jesus 
Christ. Therefore, beloved, continue trusting in Christ 
as your only covering before God. Continue trusting in 
His power as your loving Savior. Rejoice in Him, confess 
His name, and serve Him as Lord so that on the last day 
you will be among the multitudes who hear these words 
of Jesus, “Well done, good and faithful servant; you were 
faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many 
things. Enter into the joy of your Lord” (Matt. 25:23).  hhrr

Rev. Scott Henry
Sutton, NE

“Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine,
O what a foretaste of glory divine.

Heir of salvation, purchase of God,
Born of His Spirit, washed in His blood.”

–Fanny Crosby, 1873
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Augustine and the Sacking of Rome

The Visigoths under Alaric sacked Rome in the year 
AD 410.  This had never happened in the nine hun-

dred previous years going all the way back to the found-
ing of the Republic in 509 BC.  Augustine, the bishop 
of Hippo in North Africa, responded to this event by 
writing a book for all ages, The City of God.  He calls it 

“the recent disaster at Rome” (I.7).  Both Christians and 
pagans suffered in the attack of Alaric and his forces.  The 
suffering of believers was due to the fact that the followers 
of Christ and unbelievers are intermixed in this age.  “The 

two cities are interwoven and intermixed in this era, and 
await separation at the last judgment” (I.35).

Although the Roman Empire had been “shaken,” 
Augustine maintained that there was “no need to despair 
at this present time” (IV.7).

The pagans of the early fifth century responded to this 
national calamity by putting the blame upon Christian-
ity and the fact that the new Christian order had disal-
lowed the worship of the false gods of ancient Rome.  “Our 
antagonists,” Augustine stated, “bring false accusations 
against the established Christian order” (I.15).  More 
than that, the Romans were assailing the name of Christ: 

Augustine and The City of GodAugustine and The City of God

LLOYD HARRY GROSS

“Blessed are they that die in the 
Lord…they rest from their labors.” 
Rev. 14:13

On Wednesday, December 18, 
2019, after a lingering illness and 
much pain, the Lord called Rev. 
Lloyd Harry Gross to his eternal rest 
in Christ at the age of 86 years.  He 
leaves his dear wife of 61 years, Claire, 
daughter Joy and Phil Grotenhuis, 
son Joel and Dawn Gross, son 

Jonathan and Lisa Gross, and son Justin and Tami Gross, 
17 grandchildren and 7 great-grandchildren.

Lloyd grew up in South Dakota where he was brought 
up in the Hosmer RCUS congregation of his parents and 
grandparents. He was baptized and confirmed under Rev. 
Walter Grossmann, and through his influence attended 
Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia. There 
he met and married his dear wife, Claire, graduating 
in 1958.

Together they began a life of ministry to congregations 
in the Reformed Church of the United States:  Upham, 

ND; Lincoln Valley, ND; Minot, ND; Garner, IA; Sutton, 
NE; Bakersfield, CA.  Lloyd had a long, loving history 
in the RCUS even in retirement.  He had many loving 
relationships and support from many dear saints.  Lloyd 
always treasured the many encouraging conversations and 
camaraderie he had.  He and Claire retired in Mesa, AZ 
where they became a vibrant part of the life of the Phoenix 
United Reformed Church.  Lloyd retained his RCUS cre-
dentials throughout his retirement, and with great delight 
was able to supply preach in many Reformed and Pres-
byterian churches as long as his health permitted.  In his 
later years of weakness, he still ministered to many, sharing 
the gospel and praying with any who entered their home.

He had no greater earthly joy and blessing than to see 
God’s covenant blessings unfold within his own family, and 
he often quoted, “I have no greater joy than to hear that my 
children walk in truth.”  These were, in fact, the last words 
son Justin quoted to him, minutes before his departure. 

Thank you for steadfastly praying for Lloyd and his 
family for such a long time in our trial.  We are so grateful 
for these prayers on our behalf.  God bless you all richly. 
May we all exalt the Lord together and be grateful for His 
sustaining grace!

Claire Gross and family

The funeral service can be viewed at www.phoenixurc.org/grossfuneral
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“Many…hold Christ responsible for the disasters which 
their city endured” (I.1).

Blaming the Christian community for the invasion of 
the Goths led Augustine to rise to the defense of Christ 
and his people.  As he put it, “I have taken upon myself the 
task of defending the glorious City of God” (I).  Besides 
being a work of apologetics, Augustine wanted to bring 
comfort to believers who had suffered through the attack.  
He affirmed, “The Bible provides great consolation for 
this disaster” (I.14).

Augustine’s defense of the City of God includes a num-
ber of angles.  He first makes the point that a number 
of pagans were in fact spared in the sacking of Rome 
because of Christianity.  Many of them in the hour of 
distress had falsely claimed to be Christians: “They dis-
honestly claimed that name in order to save their lives” 
(I.3).  Many of them had fled to Christian sanctuaries that 
were set apart as places of refuge: “The largest basilicas 
were selected and set aside to be filled with people to be 
spared by the enemy” (I.7).

Augustine also demonstrates in painstaking detail that 
throughout the history of Rome disaster after disaster 
came upon the Romans even while they worshiped the 
pagan deities, which were in fact demonic spirits.  He 
refers to “the disasters which Rome has suffered since its 
foundation” (II.2).  He speaks of “innumerable disasters, 
often of incredible gravity” (III.1).  He writes about the 
invasion of the Carthaginians under Hannibal and “the 
dreadful catastrophe at Cannae” (III.19).  He elaborates 
upon the civil wars and the atrocities committed by Marius 
and Sulla (III.29).  He wonders how his opponents can 

“refuse to blame their gods for those catastrophes” (III.29).  
He describes the gods of the Romans as “unclean spirits 
who deceive men under the title of gods” (II.4).  With 
respect to Jupiter, the chief god of the Romans, Augustine 
refers to him as “a contemptible reprobate” (IV.26).

What then did Augustine have to say about the real 
reason for the sack of Rome?

Why God Allowed the 
Sacking of Rome

The Roman Empire suffered a humiliating set back 
when the Visigoths swept into the capital city and looted, 
raped, and murdered.  The pagans of the time placed the 
blame upon the Christians, a false charge that Augustine 

levelled to the ground.  Augustine argued in his great 
work The City of God that the true explanation for the 
disaster in Rome was to be found in the moral decline 
and sinfulness of the Roman people.  National calamity, 
he contended, always goes back to the issue of moral cor-
ruption in a people.

Augustine argues that Rome had been in a long period 
of moral descent going back to the time of the conclusion 
of the Third Punic War: “After the destruction of Carthage 
. . . ‘the degradation of traditional morality ceased to be a 
gradual decline and became a torrential downhill rush’” 
(II.19).  Even in the time of Augustine, the pagans were 

“utterly degenerate” (II.2).  This history of Rome, further-
more, was a history of “many acts of revolting injustice” 
(II.17).  “Temporal ills,” Augustine maintained, “are the 
recompense of sin” (I.9).  “Temporal calamities” should 
be understood as moments “when God decides to punish 
moral corruption” (I.9).

Major lessons surface from Augustine’s teaching at 
this point.  Sometimes we hear that the greatest need 
for a nation is that it may be given the blessing of liberty.  
There is no doubt that liberty is an inestimable blessing 
for a people, but liberty by itself, without morality, is not 
the answer.  Rome in the period of the republic had liberty, 
but they also had moral corruption and calamities (III.21).  
Eventually they reached the point when their “liberty . . . 
was no longer glorious, even in their own estimation, but 
productive of strife and tragedy” (III.21).  It was at this 
point that Caesar Augustus came upon the scene: “He 
brought  everything under the arbitrary rule of a monarch, 
and by so doing he is regarded as having restored to health 
and strength a commonwealth prostrated by a kind of 
chronic sickness” (III.21).  We see than that liberty can 
only be enjoyed by a moral people.  The loss of morality 
brings about a chaotic state that needs the strong hand 
of a leader with dictatorial power, which then entails the 
loss of liberty.

Although the moral fiber of a nation is of crucial impor-
tance, far too many people are oblivious to this fact.  On 
the one hand, many regard freedom as being licentious-
ness.  “The freedom loving majority,” contends Augustine, 
believe that “anyone should be free to do as  he likes about 
his own, or with his own, or with others, if they consent” 
(II.20).  Freedom in this view entails “debauchery” and 

“degenerate pleasure” (II.20).  

Augustine’s description of ancient perspectives regard-
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ing freedom sounds like contemporary American progres-
sivism.  Moral decline in society for the contemporary 
American pagan is a matter of no concern.  The question 
of the mind of unbelief regarding the state is this: “So 
long as it enjoys material prosperity, and . . . the security 
of peace, why should we worry?” (II.20).  This, of course, is 
what Francis Schaeffer often warned about: far too many 
people regard all to be well as long as they have personal 
peace and affluence.

The Christian perspective regarding national greatness 
and blessing is much different.

Augustine and the Securing 
of National Greatness

Augustine in conformity with the teaching of Holy 
Scripture teaches that national greatness and blessing is 
directly related to the embrace of true religion and the 
practice of moral behavior.

What would have happened if the Romans “had recog-
nized the one God, and given him the worship of sincere 
faith and pure lives”? (IV.28).  Augustine answers, “They 
would have had a better dominion—whatever its size—
here on earth, and would have received hereafter an eternal 
kingdom” (IV.28).  He further states concerning Rome, 

“If the teachings of Christianity on justice and morality 
had been listened to and practiced . . . the Roman com-
monwealth would now enrich all the present world with 
its own happiness” (II.19). 

Augustine also appeals to the nation of Israel in sup-
port of his argument.  He reminds us that “the Israelites 
received from the one true God . . . blessings” (IV.34).  
What would have happened to Israel if they had not 
become apostate?  “If they had not sinned against God by 
turning aside . . . they would have continued in possession 
of the same realm, a realm exceeding others in happiness, 
if not in extent” (IV.34).  

We must keep in mind with respect to Augustine’s 
view of Rome that he believed that in certain ways they 
were better than other countries of the ancient world.  He 
acknowledged that there had been a time when there was 
adherence to what Cicero called “the traditional moral 
code” (II.21).  It was during that time that the Sovereign 

God expanded the Empire by using a people who were 
“not indeed saints, but less depraved men” (V.13) and who 
in a sense (because of their love of praise and glory) were 
characterized “by such immaculate conduct” (V.15).  God 
thus used Rome, characterized by outward virtue, as an 
instrument of judgment upon “the kingdoms of the East . 
. . to suppress . . . grievous evils” (V.13).  At the same time, 
God gave to Rome the “reward” of an extended Empire 
because of their cultivation of “good qualities, the virtues” 
(V.15).  All of this, of course, was due to the common grace 
of God.  What “this world offers,” namely “the peaks of 
power,” must be traced back to the reality of a God who 

“dispenses freely to good and evil alike” (V.26).

Yet even in its good days, when the traditional moral 
code held greater sway, there was much that was inad-
equate in the Roman commonwealth.  Augustine writes 
about “inequitable law” (III.22) and “long-standing injus-
tice” (III.24).  He even states concerning Rome, “That 
commonwealth never existed, because there never was 
real justice in the community” (II.21).  

“True justice,” he said, “is found only in that common-
wealth whose founder and ruler is Christ” (II.21).  It is 
for this reason that “Christians . . . yearn for a heavenly 
country” (I.24).  This is even the case if and when God is 
pleased to place Christians in positions of political power.  
Such occurrences cause much happiness in the Christian 
community: “As for those who are endowed with true piety 
and who lead a good life, if they are skilled in the art of 
government, then there is no happier situation for man-
kind than that they, by God’s mercy, should wield power” 
(V.19).  But even in such good times as these, Christians 
recognize that “the Heavenly City outshines Rome, beyond 
comparison” (II.29).

It is because of the glory of the City of God—with its 
“truth . . . holiness . . . felicity . . . eternity” (II.29)—that we 
as Christians in the present time “sigh for her beauty while 
on our pilgrimage” (V.16).  In the Augustinian perspective, 
we must not forget that as great as the United States has 
been, the Heavenly City outshines her beyond comparison.

Rev. Mark Larson
Garner, IA
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MMy home church when growing up 
was Kassel Reformed Church of 

Lincoln Valley, North Dakota. It was 
a rural church in the center of North 
Dakota’s farm country, in New Ger-
mantown Township. The Church was 
started by nine families who met on 
my great-grandparents’ farm, Georg H. 
and Katherina [Bender] Sprenger. They held the first wor-
ship service in their home on May 20, 1900. These people 
were all of German heritage and were Germans from Rus-
sia (Germans who had moved to Russia in search of land 
and religious freedom. After about 100 years of hardship, 
they emigrated to the United States). Last names of these 
families were: Sprenger, Veil (Feil), Dockter, Rau, German, 
Frey, Hoff, and Goehring. My parents were Arnold and 
Hedwig [Guthmiller] Sprenger. Hedwig had grown up on 
a farm between Medina and Streeter. The Church also had 
members with names of Reiswig and Hausauer. They were 
all hard-working and honest people on their grain- and 
cattle-farms. 

The Church building was built in 1912 and lumber was 
hauled by wagon over the trail from Martin, ND, twenty-
two miles away. Services began inside on October 5, 1912. 

Kassel Reformed Church was a part of the Northern 
Plains Classis, Synod of the NW of the RCUS in the 
United States, Eureka Classis in Eureka, South Dakota. 

They believed that the rules of life were in the Bible: The 
Old Testament and the New Testament. Sermons were 
Bible-based and we grew up really knowing the Bible, all the 
treasures it holds, and the order of the Books of the Bible. I 
loved the “Bible-races” where we tried to be the first person 
to find specific verses the teacher called out. 

My earliest memory is sitting toward the back, on the 
left side of the aisle. It was during winter church services 
that an elderly man got up and stoked the fire in the black, 
pot-bellied stove to keep the church warm. Of course, it 
heated best in the immediate area surrounding it, and most 
of the church was cold. I remember in 1963 when we got 
electric heaters installed in the walls and then one had to be 
careful not to sit too close because they got really hot. My 
next memory is as a very little girl sitting beside Mrs. Ida 
Krueger (wife of Pastor Kasper Krueger) and her loud and 
hearty singing. I tried to imitate her singing and gave it all 
the gusto I could. I wonder what she thought of my singing! 

Christmas programs were always so exciting, both for 
the children and the parents. Families from all over the com-
munity, even though they belonged to other churches and 
faiths, came to take in the festivities. This was an occasion 
when we’d dress our very best, although we dressed in the 
best we had every Sunday; we were taught to be respectful 
to the Lord and His House. I could just feel the excitement 
in the air! There was a decorated evergreen tree (a real one) 
on the one-step raised platform at the front on the right side, 

KASSEL REFORMIERTE KIRCHE 
Kassel Reformed Church 

MemoriesMemories
(Part 1 of 2)

by Inez Sprenger Rose
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and it smelled so good -- just like Christmas should! We 
recited our “Christmas pieces,” songs were sung, sometimes 
a little skit, and when the program was over, everyone got 
a brown paper bag with goodies in it. There was usually a 
mixture of nuts and peanuts, hard ribbon candy, “schtoppa 
kendy” chocolate mound candy with the white filling, and 
an orange or an apple. Brazil nuts were my favorite. On the 
very-cold-winter’s-night ride home in our 1965 Rambler, in 
many degrees below zero, it was pitch-black dark on the 
country roads; if the air was clear, we could see many stars in 
the sky. Sometimes we saw shooting stars or northern lights; 
that was exciting. The following Sunday, we’d go to Grandpa 
Heinrich and Grandma Albertina (Schielke) Sprenger’s 
farm about a quarter of a mile up the gravel road and we’d 
have to say our “pieces” for him, then he’d give us a quarter. 
Grandma would give us an orange and a package of gum. 
My Christmas piece in 1965 was: 

Um Weihnachtsabend bin ich froh, 
Weil Jesus lag auf Heu und Stroh, 
Weil Er einst kem auf diese Erd’, 
Auf das er unser heiland werd’. 

Translated it goes like this: On Christmas Eve I am 
glad, While Jesus lay on hay and straw, That He came to 
this Earth, So that He our Savior would be. It was the same 
piece my father had said as his Christmas piece when he 
was a youngster. I also remember saying: 

Christkindle come, mach mich frum, Auf das Ich in the 
Himmel Land come. 

Translated it goes like this: Christ-Child come, make me 
good, So that I into the Heaven Land can come. 

The congregation loved to sing, and they would sing 
heartily! At Christmas we sang traditional songs like There’s 
A Song In The Air, O Little Town of Bethlehem, Away In 
A Manger, and Silent Night. The rest of the year, we liked 

to sing the old hymns such as Jesus Loves Me, Softly and 
Tenderly, In the Garden, Just As I Am, and Nearer My God 
to Thee. Our hymnal was a brown one titled Christian 
Service Songs, 1946 edition. Sometimes we would have a 
Sunday night Hymn-Sing, and we spent the evening singing 
and praising the Lord. We looked forward to hearing the 
Dockter Trio or Quartet sing in harmony. 

We were taught to never lay anything on top of the Bible. 
We didn’t have pictures of Jesus in our Bibles or on the walls 
so we would not view them as idols. Keeping in mind the 
separation of Church and State, there were concerns in later 
years whether the American flag should be allowed to be 
displayed in Church, and it was taken down. 

I remember as late as the 1960’s that women sat on the 
left side of the aisle and men sat on the right side. When one 
lady decided to sit with her husband on the right side, soon 
the other ladies followed suit and sat with their husbands. 
There was no talking or whispering or laughing allowed 
in Church, especially when entering the sanctuary. When 
you entered, you were quiet (or at least expected to be so). 
I remember a friend and I whispering during a sermon and 
I accidentally laughed out loud. At times like these, our 
parents would give us stern stares and we knew we’d get a 
talking to at home! The offering was to be a solemn moment 
between the Lord and ourselves. There was no singing dur-
ing offertory; the organ played toward the end of this quiet 
time to signify that it was drawing to a close. 

The Lord’s Supper was a very solemn moment, and only 
those who were confirmed could partake of it. We would 
stand in a semi-circle up front, facing the altar. The pas-
tor would pass the silver cup from person to person as he 
spoke the words he needed to. I remember he would wipe 
the rim with a white cloth after each person. The men went 
first, then the women. If one was not of the Reformed faith, 
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Elders met to decide if that person could take communion 
and would ask them questions. I remember how surprised 
my husband was when he took communion and it was real 
wine! He had expected it to be grape juice. 

On Saturday evening at our home, it was necessary to 
get things ready for Sunday. Mom would get Dad’s suit out 
of the closet and make sure it was clean for tomorrow. She’d 
instruct me or my sister to get everyone’s shoes cleaned, and 
we’d polish or wash them, depending on how dirty they were. 
It really frustrated me when I’d get a scuff mark on my white 
shiny patent leather shoes because you couldn’t cover scuff 
marks with polish. You just wore them and hoped no one 
saw. Women wore “Sunday dresses,” nylons, high heels, and 
hats. Hats varied from large brim to small types with short 
veils, like the pill-box style. I still have one of my Mom’s tan 
pill-box hats with a short veil around it. For ladies, it was 
always necessary to carry a purse. I had a small red purse 
and was so proud of it. It was a birthday present when I 
was about 6 years old. The announcement was made on the 
Harvey radio station that I would find a birthday present 
under my bed, so Mom told me to go look under the bed. 
There was a shiny red purse! Each Sunday my parents would 
give me a nickel for the offering. Sometimes on the way to 
Church as I sat in the back seat of the car, I’d look in the 
purse to make sure the nickel was still there, and one Sun-
day I couldn’t find it. Imagine my horror! I found it later; it 
had slipped underneath the bottom cardboard liner. I don’t 
know if I kept the nickel or if I put it into the offering plate 
the next Sunday. It was a Buffalo nickel, in those days. Men 
dressed in suits and ties, white Sunday shirts, and leather 
shoes. In the early years, men wore a suit coat over their 
bib or suspender jeans, always wanting to look their best 
for the Lord’s House. Boys wore suits and ties as soon as 
they were old enough. Girls were not allowed to have dress 
hems above our knees, nail polish, or slacks. 

The building had only the small entryway, a coat-room 
to the right, and a tiny room on the left. There was no crying 
room for babies, so mothers had to take the baby out into the 
entryway or coatroom where it was cold in the winter-time. 

There were no pews, only wooden chairs. They were dark 
brown, varnished, and hard to sit on for two hours without 
squirming! (Sermons were long… at least I thought they 
were.) I remember it being very noisy as chairs shifted or 
moved when people were arriving or leaving, and when we 
stood up to sing. Pews were purchased in 1960, and even 
though they also were 

hard wood with no padding, it was much quieter because 
nothing moved as we got up or down. A member or family 
was assigned to do the weekly Church cleaning, the pews 
and organ and pulpit were wiped and dusted; I remember 
the pews being so varnished and shiny! Mom would sweep 
out the entryway and outhouse floors, and we used a pail 
of water and rags to wash as needed. 

In the front beside the pulpit, there was a wooden 
chair with a green fabric seat for the pastor to use. I always 
admired the wooden slats on the back, which were flat and 
wide and slightly curved; it was nice wood that looked like 
medium ash. When Judy Feil and Arvel Mettler got mar-
ried, a new teal-colored, sculptured carpet was installed in 
the aisle. Before that, I remember it being a black, rubber 
runner. Gordon Thon who was married to Leona (Gottfried 
and Minnie Rau’s daughter) built the new pulpit that was 
used in later years. The old pulpit is now in the Goodrich 
Museum. I was always enamored of the old pulpit because 
I thought it looked like the Ark of the Covenant as I imag-
ined it. The top was black velvet and had gold tassel hung 
all around the top platform. There was a shelf inside, at the 
back, where the pastor could keep a Bible or whatever he 
needed, and a glass of water. hhrr
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CChances are very likely that you have been distracted 
today, and that you might even become distracted while 

reading this article! The word “distraction,” as defined by 
the Oxford English Dictionary, is “a thing that prevents 
someone from concentrating on something else.” The word 
comes from the Latin verb distrahere which means “to draw, 
or to drag.” In other words, a distraction is something that 
drags us away from whoever, or whatever, we were focusing 
on at that moment. Potential distractions are everywhere. 
We may be distracted by our own thoughts, by others, or 
by the multitude of sensory experiences that flood into our 
minds, whether from visual or auditory sources. In fact, 
there is probably no time in history when distractions are 
more prevalent than the day in which we live.

My hope is that this article will help us all to think about 
the distractions we face and, being honest with ourselves, 
to confess that we are all probably more distracted than we 
ought to be, especially as Christians.

How then should we view distractions? As harmless 
realities of the human condition? As necessary to cope 
with a sinful world? As something to be embraced, or 

something to be resisted? What does the Bible have to say 
about distractions?

To answer these questions, we will look at three areas—
the temptation to seek distractions, the danger of indulging 
in distractions, and the need to manage distractions.

The Temptation to Seek Distractions

All humans have three things in common—we are sin-
ners, we live in a sinful world, and we have an enemy (the 
devil) who wants us to sin. Because we are sinners, our 
hearts drive us to seek distractions from what is good and 
replace it with “filler material” which is either outright sin, 
or simply a waste of our God-given time. The world then 
comes along and offers a constant stream of choices, ways 
in which we can numb our minds to the reality of our own 
sin and the needs of others. Given these two sources of 
temptation, it is almost unnecessary for the devil to lift 
a finger to tempt us, but he does. The devil does not care 
what we think about, as long as we are wasting our time 
and not living for God.

Are You A Casualty of Distractions?Are You A Casualty of Distractions?
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Ultimately, we get distracted because we want to get 
distracted. We want to avoid reality. We want to replace 
engagement with God, and with others, with entertainment 
for ourselves. And in our technology-saturated world the 
entertainment we choose is often the type we can do alone 
(browsing the internet, watching streaming videos, watch-
ing the news, or lurking on Facebook). Paul tells us in 1 
Corinthians 10:23-24 that while there are activities which 
are permissible, not all permissible activities are beneficial, 
especially if they are activities that only seek to satisfy our 
own pleasures, and not the good of others. In other words, 
while these activities are not sinful in and of themselves, 
they are activities that, if not wisely managed, can become 
dangerous to our well-being, and even become sinful when 
used inappropriately.

The Danger of Indulging in 
Distractions

The danger of indulging in distractions is not new, but it 
is more prevalent in our modern society. We live in a brave 
new world where technology is growing at a rapid pace. 
Given this fact, most of the distractions we face today are 
technological in nature. Having spent 20 years in the tech-
nology industry, I am not against technology, but I do rec-
ognize its pervasive influence in our lives. Therefore, as we 
evaluate the dangers associated with distraction, much focus 
will be placed on what might be called digital distractions.

Digital distractions take a toll on our physical well-being. 
The National Highway and Transportation Safety Agency 
(NHTSA) reports that distracted driving is becoming a 
common cause of traffic related deaths, with some 3,450 
deaths reported in 2016 alone. If you have driven on any 
major highway, and paid attention to other drivers, there is 
a good chance you have witnessed a fellow driver distracted 
by a device while driving.

Digital distractions also pose a danger to our mental 
well-being. Much of the use of technology, especially on 
smartphones, is geared to provide us with activity that 
involves little or no thinking. Our brains are not getting the 
exercise they need. By engaging in these activities, our brain 
receives little more of a workout than our physical body 
would receive by going to the gym and sitting on a treadmill 
without ever turning it on!

Digital distractions can also promote addictive behavior 
patterns. The designers of technology are not foolish—they 

deliberately add features to their apps that are intended to 
“drag” (remember the definition of distractions) you back 
to the screen, whether through notifications, daily log-in 
bonuses, or simply the need for a higher score. The addic-
tive nature of these distractions can even negatively affect 
our ability to focus on school and work, in much the same 
way that addiction to alcohol and drugs will, although in a 
more socially acceptable manner. These distractions then 
condition us to seek instant gratification instead of develop-
ing the biblical discipline of patience.

Digital distractions also hinder our relationships with 
others. We are created to be relational brings—God cre-
ated us to have fellowship with him and with one another. 
Researchers tell us that it takes seven minutes for a con-
versation to really begin. Before the seven-minute mark, 
the conversation is relatively superficial. We talk about the 
weather, about what we had for lunch, about what we are 
going to do this week, etc. But we fail to enter into a deeply 
personal, true, and life-sharing conversation until after seven 
minutes. The danger of distractions is that they keep us 
in the superficial seven-minute range of conversation, and 
we spend our lives talking to people without ever really 
talking with them. Even worse, when our heads are down, 
and our eyes fixated on the device, we never even begin the 
conversation at all!

These distractions are having a negative effect on families 
as well. Gone are the days that families would sit around 
the glow of the fireplace and share their lives together. Now 
individuals sit around the artificial glow of their devices and 
live separate existences. Children growing up today have to 
compete for their parents’ attention with a device, and par-
ents often resort to using that device to divert their child’s 
attention. When I worked in the foster care environment I 
witnessed a mother who, when given one hour to spend with 
her toddler, spent much of that time glued to her phone. We 
are truly losing what it means to be human and to engage 
in the type of human interaction for which we are created!

But the greatest danger of distractions is to our spiritual 
growth. Jesus, in the parable of the sower (Mark 4:18-19), 
speaks of the seed that was sown among the thorns, but 

“the cares of this world,  the deceitfulness of riches, and the 
desires for other things entering in choke the word, and it 
becomes unfruitful.” So also, distractions, which are noth-
ing more than desires for something other than we have 
right now, will, if allowed, enter in and choke our spiritual 
growth, leaving us unfruitful in the things that really matter.
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If all this is true, that we face daily temptations to suc-
cumb to distractions and that distractions are dangerous 
to our physical, mental, relational and spiritual well-being, 
how can we avoid becoming a casualty of distractions?

The Need to Manage Distractions

In order to avoid becoming a casualty of distractions, 
we need to practice the four “R’s” – Resolve, Redeem, Rest 
and Replace.

First, we need to resolve to live distraction-free lives. 
King Solomon, writing to his son in Proverbs chapter 4:23-
27, gives him (and all God’s children) instruction on how 
to live: 

“Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it spring 
the issues of life. Put away from you a deceitful mouth and 
put perverse lips far from you. Let your eyes look straight 
ahead, and your eyelids look right before you. Ponder the 
path of your feet and let all your ways be established. Do 
not turn to the right or the left; Remove your foot from evil.”

Notice the instruction to “look straight ahead,” (v. 25) 
“ponder the path of your feet,” (v. 26) and “do not turn to 
the right or the left” (v. 27). We might rightly say that this 
describes the opposite of a distracted person. The distracted 
person is one who is always looking to the side, not paying 
attention to the path of his feet, and continually turning to 
the right or the left.

Second, we need to redeem the time from distractions. 
Psalm 90:12 tells us to “number our days” and that our days 

“are seventy years; and if by reason of strength they are eighty 
years.” Time is a precious commodity, and every one of us 
only has so much to spare. No matter who we are, we only 
have 24 hours in every day, 60 minutes in every hour, and 60 
seconds in every minute. Perhaps a little exercise will help 
us to understand this reality. I want you to hold up all five 
fingers on one hand. Each finger represents 15 years of your 
life. Now, put down the fingers which represent how much 
of your life on this earth has already past. The remaining 
fingers represent the amount of time you have left on the 
earth. The question is, how are you going to use it? 

The Bible gives us instruction on how we are to use our 
time while on the earth. In Ephesians 5:16, we are told to 

“redeem the time, for the days are evil.” The Greek word 
translated “redeem” literally means to “buy-back.” We are 
therefore to buy-back every moment we have and use it as 
an opportunity to do the things God has called us to do, 

not as an opportunity to spend the time on ourselves. We 
are called to set our “mind on the things above, not on the 
things of this world” (Col. 3:2). We are to let the dead bury 
their own dead and set our hand to the plow, not looking 
back, for doing so makes us unfit for the kingdom of God 
(Luke 9:60-62). God knows what is good for us, but we 
often fill our time with things that don’t really satisfy. The 
author of Ecclesiastes demonstrates this, showing that even 
when we do not withhold any good pleasure (or distraction) 
from ourselves, ultimately it is all vanity, like trying to grab 
and hold the wind (Eccl. 2:10-11). The world is set on these 
distractions, whose “god is their belly, and whose glory is in 
their shame—who set their mind on earthly things” (Phil. 
3:18-19). But not so the Christian. We live in the world, but 
we are not of the world. The great preacher and leader in 
the First Great Awakening, Jonathan Edwards, understood 
this reality. He wrote seventy resolutions for his life, and his 
fifth resolution reads, “Resolved, never to lose one moment 
of time; but improve it the most profitable way I possibly 
can.” May that be our resolution as we seek to spend our 
time in the most God-honoring ways.

Third, we need a pattern of resting regularly from dis-
tractions. Andy Crouch, in the book The Tech-Wise Family, 
writes, “If there is one thing that sums up the difference 
between human beings and our technological devices it is 
this: we need sleep. Lots of sleep.” Most distractions, and 
especially digital distractions, do not need to rest. Yes, they 
need to recharge, but even while recharging they can and 
do actively work. But we are humans, not machines. And 
as humans, we need rest.

God, in his wisdom, has given us a pattern of rest by 
providing for us, in creation, a daily cycle of bodily rest (Gen. 
1:5) and a weekly cycle of Sabbath rest (Gen. 2:2-3; Exodus 
20:4-6). Although the day for observing the Sabbath has 
moved from Saturday in the old Covenant to Sunday (the 
Lord’s Day) in the new, it is still given to us as a day of rest 
and worship. Sadly, few of us in our day take advantage of 
God’s great gift of rest. Instead of getting a solid eight hours 
of sleep at night, we stay up late, distracted by activities that 
are probably not necessary. Even worse, we allow ourselves 
to become distracted by (or even enslaved to) the things 
of this world so much that we cannot even spend one day, 
the Lord’s Day, apart from them, the very day which should 
provide the most freedom from worldly distractions.

We need this regular rest, but our flesh does not want it. 
Therefore, we must fight for this rest against all the distrac-
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tions of this world if we are going to experience it. One way 
to do this is to set aside one hour per day (perhaps during 
the dinner hour, when the family can gather without dis-
traction for a meal and devotion), and one day per week, 
in order to rest from distractions. During this time, you 
commit to power down the phone, turn off the television, 
close the laptop lid, and rest from the world’s distractions. 
Could you go an entire day without looking at your phone, 
turning on the television, checking the score of your favorite 
sports team, playing a video game, or reading the news? If 
not, this is a sure sign that the world, and its distractions, 
have a grip upon your heart.

Finally, we need to replace distractions with disciple-
ship. Recall that in Ephesians 5:16 we are instructed to 
redeem the time, but when we continue reading in verse 
17 we are told to do so, not as those who are unwise, but as 
those who “understand what the will of the Lord is.” We 
do not redeem the time, or rid ourselves of distractions, so 
that we can have more time for ourselves, but so we can 
have more time to do the will of God. There will never 

be a shortage of distractions in this sinful world, but the 
question is, are we going to choose to entangle ourselves 
in these distractions, or, are we, like Mary, going to choose 
the better part? (Luke 10:42)

There is no better example of an undistracted person 
than the example set by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
He was a man of singular focus, who came to the earth 
with a singular purpose, to seek and to save the lost. The 
devil could not distract him with all the pleasures of this 
world, the rulers in Judea could not dissuade him with all 
the persecution they could muster. He came to do the will 
of his Father, and he accomplished that will perfectly for 
his people. And we, as God’s people—chosen by the Father 
from eternity, redeemed by the Son, and empowered by the 
Holy Spirit—must now strive to live undistracted lives for 
him, even in the midst of this present evil age. hhrr

By Rev. Christopher Campbell
Kansas City, MO

The Boy JesusThe Boy Jesus

“And the child grew and became strong in spirit, filled 
with wisdom; and the grace of God was upon Him.  And 
Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with 
God and men.” (Luke 2:40,52)

What I want to accomplish in this presentation is this: 
“Jesus had a normal physical and emotional growth as a 
twelve-year-old Jewish boy.”  Luke calls him “the boy Jesus.” 
(Luke 2:43) Jesus was a real boy. He was not the creation 
of Geppetto (woodcarver “father” of Pinocchio) or the fic-
tion of some modern pundit.  In Luke 2 we find that Jesus 
as a boy (verse 43) was a student, progressed in His rela-
tionships, was righteous, was self-conscious of His place in 
life, understood His relationship to God His Father,  grew 
physically,  grew in wisdom and grew in favor with people 
and His Father in Heaven. Jesus developed in his human 

nature. We are also told in Scripture that we are to follow 
Him and learn about Him (see Matthew 11:29; John 13:13-
150.   “Jesus said, ‘For I have given you an example, that you 
should do as I have done to you.’” 

Now it must be said when we ask the question, “Who 
are you, Jesus of Nazareth,” we acknowledge that Colossians 
2:9 states “For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead 
bodily.”  Jesus has two natures – human and Divine. It must 
be noted that whatever belongs to either nature belongs 
to his Person. I will try to present that, God willing, in a 
future article. But for now, let us consider (2:44) Jesus as a 
middle school student.

Very quickly, I know you want to know why Jesus is 
left behind in Jerusalem without His parents’ knowledge. 
Jesus had finished His bar mitzvah at 12 years of old. He 
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has reached the age of maturity and majority.  He is now an 
adult member of the Covenant of Israel. His parents believe 
he is with some other family member.  They think he is in 
the caravan among relatives and friends. (2:44) People did 
not travel alone on their journeys in those days – too many 
robbers on the way. I know we have seen pictures of Mary 
and Joseph traveling alone to Bethlehem on Christmas cards 
and in picture books. But that was not the case. So the mix 
up of where He is. He is on his own and didn’t take the trip.

Let us look at the emotional and physical life of the 
boy Jesus.

First: Jesus was a real living individual Person that was 12 
years old. (Luke 1:1-4) We can trust Luke. He may have 
talked to Mary, the mother of Jesus, about the elements we 
have in Luke two.  At least we know he talked to eyewit-
nesses and had records and chronologies explaining and 
recording the events of the Savior. What he wrote are histor-
ical happenings in the time and space of first century Israel.  

Second: He grew physically.  (Luke 2:50) He had growth 
in stature. As a carpenter’s son he would be learning that 
trade. First century carpenters worked with stone and wood. 
Jesus’ scarred hands and strong upper body would reflect 
that kind of work. Jesus would learn how to and be able 
to fashion plows and pitchforks as well as large structures 
such as wooden barns and stone houses. As a Near Eastern 
Semitic he would not be very tall.  His complexion would 
most likely be light brown with brown eyes and dark hair.

Third: Our Lord was a student of Scripture. (Luke 2:46-47) 
Jesus at 12 years old was confounding the Doctors of the 
Law with his questions as well as his answers. I have noted 
that a middle school student prefers to think stuff out for 
themselves. Asking questions is part of their makeup. That 
age can memorize well. And I have found they are brutally 
frank. For Jesus at 12 means that he is now an adult. He has 
been preparing for that since he was age three. Preparation 
for establishing for himself a set of beliefs and way of life 
with moral and spiritual values began at three. He would 
be given a prayer shawl with tassels to remember the Ten 
Commandments. (Deuteronomy 22:12; Numbers 15:38-
41) Little prayers such as when awakening in the morning: 
“Lord may I rise up as a Lion to serve you.”

At five the Lord would be taught part of the Law by 
both his parents. Listening to the reading of the sacred 
scrolls would be heard in the synagogue. Jesus would learn 

to recite the Schema, “Hear, O Israel, The Lord our God 
is one.”  (Deuteronomy 6:4) Lessons on the Talmud (the 
authoritative body of Jewish tradition) and the Ten Words 
would begin. 

At 10 Jesus would study the Mishna (the traditional 
Rabbinic interpretations of the Law). Memorizing many 
of the Psalms especially the Hillel Psalms (114-127) would 
be a common daily exercise. 

At 12 Jesus would begin to wear Phylacteries on his brow 
and left hand. These are two hollow tubes that include a 
copy of the Ten Commandments. This is his age of maturity 
and majority. He now has the responsibility to be an adult 
member of the covenant community of God’s elect people.

Fourth: Jesus made progress. He “grew in favor with God 
and man.” The word “grew” here has the connotation of a 
gradual day by day activity. Not only did he grow in stat-
ure, but he also grew in wisdom. (2:52) Wisdom is the 
ability to understand the application of truth to a given 
situation. Our Lord was able to apply the Sacred Text to 
his life and the life of others. Note how he confronted the 
Devil with Scripture at the very beginning of his ministry. 
(Luke 4) He also grew in favor with God and man. We 
should note here that Hebrews 4:15, as well as a number 
of other texts, state that his development was without sin.  
From the beginning to the end of his progress there was no 
impediment by sin, whether inherited or acquired. He lived 
in harmony with the Law in his thoughts, will, emotions 
and self-consciousness. God looked upon him on at least 
three occasions said: “This is my beloved Son in whom I 
am well pleased.” God was pleased with His only begotten 
son (Matthew 3:17; 12:18; 17:5; Luke 3:22; 9:35).  We are 
then commanded to “Hear him.” The people Jesus came 
into contact with in Nazareth were also pleased with him. 
Jesus was a warm, pleasant, understanding, loving, caring 
young boy. The Savior was a good friend and companion. 
He loved people. The Lord said of himself that he was “meek 
and lowly of heart.” He is humble, not weak. He wasn’t 
wish-washy or either a Tom Sawyer or a Huckleberry Finn. 
Jesus did not sin against folks. Our Lord was subject to all 
our emotions without sin. He was tempted in all points 
like we are but never failed to stay pure. (Hebrews 2:17-18; 
4:14-16) He would groan at the sight of death and weep. 
( John 11:33,35,36 38) He was known as one who was going 
around doing good. (Acts 10:30)
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Fifth: Jesus had a righteous obedience to his earthy father 
and mother. (2:51) He obeyed them even when they were 
wrong and made mistakes – how does the Heidelberg 
Catechism put it that we are to “bear patiently with their 
infirmaries” when noting the Fifth Commandment. (HC  
#104). As a boy Jesus honored Mary his mother even when 
she was mistakenly rebuking him.

Sixth: Jesus was self-conscious of his work. He would be 
a carpenter until he was 30 years old. Every Hebrew boy 
had to learn a trade or to work with their hands. Even the 
scholar-teacher Saul (Paul) learned how to be a tent maker.   
The boy Jesus told his parents that he was to be about his 
Father’s business. (2:49) He realized he was a Jew – as we 
are to realize that we are Christians and to know what that 
means for our faith and life. We sometimes ask children, 

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”  I know I 
wanted to be a policeman or in the military. Part of that 
came true – never did I expect a happy-go-lucky kid would 
become a Minister. 

I have maintained for a number of years that most of the 
youth in our present age do not know who to trust, do not 
know where they want to go in life, do not know who they 
are and do not know what to believe. Having a relationship 
with the Boy of Nazareth will cure all that. 

Seventh: Jesus knew his relationship with his Father in 
heaven.  “My Father’s business.” (2:49) Jesus could call God, 

“Father.” Later in life you can see that relationship in his 
beautiful prayers. ( John 17:1-26; Luke 22:39-43; Mark 1:35; 
Matthew 6:7-13). Jesus’ Father would say, “This is my Son in 
Whom I am well pleased.”  Part of the “business” the Father 
was the cross. “For God so loved the world THAT...” The 
Father in heaven so loves us as sons and daughters that He 
sent Jesus to the horror of the cross. Jesus so loved us that 
he endured the cross. He is our High Priest that sacrificed 
himself for us (Hebrews 4:14).

The Bible tells us that we are to follow The Lord 
Jesus. Bear with me and read the following verses of the 
Sacred Text:

Jesus said: “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; For 
I am meek and lowly in heart; and you shall find rest for your 
souls (Matthew 11:29). 

Jesus said: “For I have given you an example, that you 
should do as I have done to you.” ( John 13:15)

Paul the Apostle said: “Be conformed to the image of 
His Son.” (Romans 8:29); 

“For as many of you have been baptized in Christ have put 
on Christ.” (Gal. 3:27);

“We are all to come to the measure of the stature and fullness 
of Christ.” (Eph. 4:13);

“Let this mind be in you, which is also in Christ Jesus.” 
(Phil. 2:5); 

“Put on the new man after the image of Christ.” (Col. 3:10)

Peter the Apostle says: Christ...leaving us an example, that 
you should follow his steps.”          (1 Peter 2:21)

John the Apostle says: “We know Christ because He laid 
down His life for us, we ought to lay down our lives for the 
brothers.” 

All of the above are wonderful word pictures painted by 
the Apostles in which the work and attitude of Christians 
are depicted.

Now, children of the covenant, let me ask you a ques-
tion. With whom do you relate? Is it some game board 
killer – a slick rock-n-roller- a Rap Star – the beautiful 
people of Hollywood – a great sport figure? We are to relate 
to Jesus the Christ. Children, remember Jesus lived as a little 
baby, as a little boy, as a teenager, as a young man and as a 
mature man. He knows our temptations. He was tempted 
in all points like we are. He understands. He did not sin. 
(Hebrews 4:14-16) You can come to him and pray to him 
to help you and to understand you in every way.  Jesus says 
come to me and find rest for your souls. (Matthew 11:29) 
Jesus forgives sinners. “Come boldly to the throne of grace 
that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in the time 
of need.” (Hebrews 4:16)

Remember the song we sing at Christmas? 

“And through all his wondrous childhood He would 
honor and obey, love and watch the lowly maiden in whose 
gently arms He lay.”

Christian children all must be mild, obedient, good as 
He.” (“Once in Royal David’s City”)

Will you follow Jesus this year?  Will you learn from 
Him how to be a Christian?

Rev. Howard Hart
Mitchell, SD
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The State of the Church The State of the Church 
Ministry Update: Pearl of the Orient

(Philippines)

Dear Praying and Supporting Brethren and Friends,

Faith in Hard Times

By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, 
and he who had received the promises was offering up his 
only begotten son; it was he to whom it was said, “In Isaac 
your descendants shall be called.” He considered that God is 
able to raise people even from the dead, from which he also 
received him back as a type.

No one amongst God servants and children are spared 
from the sufferings and struggles this life brings. And if we 
are to be able to endure till the end, it is by faith alone to 
the faithfulness of the One who called us according to his 
purpose.

Life committed to serving the Lord is filled with hard 
times. There is a never ending battle against different con-
cerns of life and the work of the Kingdom. From health 
problems, exhausting demands of the different aspects of 
Church ministry, cares for family needs to personal strug-
gles. These are indeed great challenges to steadfastly exercise 
faith in Him who is our only strength and comfort.

This reminds me of my forebear Abraham. According 
to tradition, our father Abraham was tested by God in ten 
different occasions. One of these occasions is when God ask 
him to do that which will lose all his hope in life - to sacrifice 
his son Isaac as a burnt offering. Abraham must have been 

bewildered and emotionally devastated by God’s command, 
but he continued to believed and refused to act in any way 
other than the Lord has told him. He was determined to do 
what the Lord required from him. He held on to the truth 
of God’s promise, believing that if Isaac had to be killed 
as the sacrificial offering, then God would raise him from 
the dead to fulfil his ultimate purposes. Abraham refused 
to put limits to either his obedience or God’s power. He 
maintained his faith in his hard times in the creative power 
of God (Hebrews 11:3).

The saving event was a persuasive parable. Isaac was 
received back from the verge of death – a sign of God’s 
unfailing provision in the moment of man’s hard situation 
and desperate need. The message is clear, for us who are 
going through hard times, for us who are in situations where 
life seems cruel and confusing. For us whose faith is severely 
tested, believe and live according to in God’s Word. Abra-
ham went through hard times, he went through confusing 
and seems cruel situations in life, but he held on to what 
God had promised. When faith is tested, we need not only 
to cling but rejoice in God’s power. Abraham knew that the 
God who provided for him thus far in life would not forsake 
him in the moment of his greatest emotional distress. In 
times of hard times and extreme challenges in life we need 
not only the confidence which accepts what God has said 
but the ability to remember what God can do in order to be 
able to truly persevere in our commitment in serving Him.

Please keep these brothers and sisters in your prayers also  
with regard to hardship caused by recent volcanic activity
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Crowded Worship Place

Providence Covenant Reformed 
Church – Laguna

Our congregation in Laguna has been blessed with addi-
tional 16 new members this year making the small place we 

are meeting for worship already crowded. This pushed the 
Consistory to make a plan to build a new place for worship. 
The Consistory submitted a complete proposal to POCRC 
Classis for endorsement to denominations we are in frater-
nal relationship with, friends and relatives, who are willing 
and generous enough to become part of the realization of 
said project. Your prayers and support for this cause will 
not only be appreciated but coveted.

By the grace of God, 3 additional Elders were also added 
to the leadership of our congregation in Laguna. This means 
that there will be additional work force for the growing 
need, not only of our Church but also of our denomination.

Soon, Nikki Ismhael Obcena will be ordained to the 
ministry after his ordination examination in January 2020. I 
am confident that his ordination will be of immense help for 
the mounting demand of the ministry in our denomination.

With the additional ministry outreach the Providence 
Covenant Reformed Church now has in San Pedro Laguna, 
and soon in another neighbouring town in Pagsanjan 
Laguna, we are indeed in dire need for workers who are 
willing to minister to these places. Please pray for HTS 
students here to be committed in their studies. Please pray 
with us too that the HTS here will be established.

Pearl Of The Orient Covenant 
Reformed Church Pangsinan

Our ministry in Pangasinan is also growing. Recently, 
two Elders and one deacon were ordained to the ministry 
of our Church in Dagupan City. They are a former mem-
ber of Christian Reformed Church in the Philippines but 
affiliated with us for reason that has to do with doctrines 
and practices. They are now a member Church of POCRC 
for almost two years.

Sometime in September, Elder Rafael Martinez and I 
also met with a Pastor name Raul Lechavez, a newly reform-
ing Pastor who is seeking for a fellowship with Reformed 
Churches. He expressed desire to become a full time student 
of HTS. We are hoping that he, together with his congrega-
tion will soon become member of our denomination.

Because of the growing interest in Reformed faith in 
this area, the leadership of POCRC Pangasinan together 
with me and Pastor Vic Bernales, are planning to conduct 
a Reformed Forum where those who are seeking to have 
a clear understanding of the Reformed Faith and practice 
will be oriented. Rejoice with us with all this development. 
Please pray that all these efforts that we are giving ourselves 
will indeed bring Glory to our only King – Jesus Christ 
our Saviour.  

HTS Center in this area was on hold for a while since 
the students were all busy either in their jobs or looking 
for a job to provide for the needs of their families who are 
dependent upon them. Please implore us to the Lord that 
we will be able to start the classes again soon, especially 
now that there are students who desire to avail the training.

Dagupan City Elders and Deacon ordination
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Profession of Faith

Up to date, I was informed that most of our former 
HTS students already came back to Pangasinan and now 
have their jobs there. In connection to this, they once more 
expressed desire to continue their studies at HTS. I am 
expecting to have eight students again and hope to start 
classes in November.

A Family Camp was also held last August 26 in Baguio 
City by Pearl of the Orient Covenant Reformed Church – 
Pangasinan, where I was a source lecturer. The focus of the 
Family Camp is to strengthen relationships with one another 
and to learn about the importance of Family Worship.

San Ildefonso Bulacan Ministry

The affiliating Church “Shepherd Heart Covenant 
Reformed Church” in San Ildefonso, Bulacan, under the 
leadership of Pastor Crisanto Santos has just finished 
membership Class and profession of faith lately, through 
the assistance our Church in Malolos Bulacan. In fact, the 
sacraments of Lord’s Supper were already administered 
to them in the month of August. Thanks be to God for 
the leadership of Malolos City, God is Faithful Covenant 
Reformed Church for accomplishing the task given to them 
by Classis to help process the organization of San Ildefonso 
Church. We hope to formalize the calling and installation 
of Pastor Crisanto Santos as their Pastor after our Classis 
Meeting next year.

Meycauayan Outreach

The same was done to the outreach of Malolos City, God 
is Faithful Covenant Reformed Church in Meycauayan, 
Bulacan. Nine individuals who completed membership 
Class were interviewed and are scheduled to have profes-
sion of faith in the very near future in their mother Church 
in Malolos City.

Sovereign Grace Covenant Reformed 
Church - Cabanatuan

We also rejoice in what the Lord is doing in Cabanatuan 
City in Nueva Ecija. A Pastor by the name Peter Franco 
Balones, who was influenced by Reformed theology, joined 
our Church there together with his congregation. They are 
now in the process of membership Class to be accepted 
as official members of the congregation of the Lord. Two 
months ago, three individuals were also added to the num-
ber of the saints there.

The recent summer Module Classes taught by Dr. May-
nard Koerner produced four young men who also pursued 
studies in theology. Thus, as a result an HTS Center was 
also established there. Up to date, they were also joined by 
another Pastor who wants to complete the course offered 
by HTS.

Classis Meeting

We praise the Lord for being able to conduct our first 
Mid-year Classis Meeting the last week of August. We are 
so grateful for the safe travel and wisdom he has given us. 
Particular concern that was discussed in the said meeting is 
our plan to have a Pastor’s Conference in June 11–13, 2020. 
The invited resource speakers who will be discussing con-
troversial issues that we are confronted with concerning Two 
Kingdom Theory, Framework Hypothesis, Common Grace, 
Millennial Views, Republication and Theonomy, are Dr. 
Cornelis Venama, President of Mid-America Theological 
Seminary and Dr. Maynard Koerner, President of Heidel-
berg Theological Seminary. I plead for your support and 
prayers for this big event of our denomination, especially 
as the Committees do their respective assignments.

Baybay Leyte Visit

We are so grateful to the Lord, not only for the safe 
travel but most of all, for the very fruitful visit that we did 
in Baybay Leyte last October 4–7. We were not only able 
to process Pastor Rex Loreto and their Church intention to 
affiliate with our denomination, but also given the oppor-
tunity to minister to our brethren in his Church. We also 
spent considerable time with their young people who are 
very passionate to learn about the Reformed Faith, to the 
point that one of those young people already expressed 
desire to study at HTS.

We are also planning to conduct a Seminar in this place 
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in February of 2020 about Reformed Faith. Many of the 
existing Churches that are now members of our denomi-
nation are products of the Seminars we conducted, upon 
request, in the past. We hope that the same approach will 
be used by the Lord to bring back the Churches to the truth 
of God’s Word in this place. Please unite with us in praying 
to our gracious God for the realization of this plan. 

Establishment Of HTS Center 
In Baybay Leyte

It is truly overwhelming to know that there are lots 
of people who are interested about studying at HTS but 
as good stewards of God’s resources, we must not just 
welcome those who are desirous to get the training HTS 
offers base on impulsive decision or whatever reasons 
aside from wanting to truly serve the Lord. That is what 
we emphasized in our meeting with five Pastors whom we 
are working with, for the establishment of HTS Center in 
Baybay, Leyte. The pastors whom we’ve met confirmed that 
there are about 16 students who want to study at HTS but 
we advised them to only consider those who are dedicated 
and are committed to serving the Lord. Hopefully, by end 
of this month confirmation of the number of committed 
students will already be known.

Update About Rocky Simbajon

Lately, our friend Pastor Rocky Simbajon of Loreto, 
Agusan del Sur in Minadanao finally decided to officially 
join our denomination. He is scheduled to take the ortho-
doxy examination in our Classis Meeting in the second 
Tuesday to Friday of January 2020. A week ago, he met with 
Pastor Vic Bernales to visit and follow-up students in other 
parts of Mindanao. This will mean numerous additional 
Churches to our denomination and also centers for HTS. 

In addition to this, Pastor Vic Bernales has already decided 
to turn his Reformed Institute of Ministries in Davao City 
to HTS Center, to accommodate interested students that 
are near his place. The challenges we are confronted with 
for the work of the Kingdom are indeed enormous. This is 
an indication that there is a remarkable movement of the 
work of Reformation in the Philippines. In connection to 
this I once again beseech you to please pray for us and assist 
us to be able to respond to the great opportunity the Lord 
has opened for us for the work of spreading the truth of 
the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Apayao Ministry

Our ministry in Apayao Mountain Province keeps going 
through the indefatigable commitment of Pastor Oseas 
Andres. Their Church building destroyed by Typhoon in 
2018 is now restored and now again use by the gathering 
saints for worship. Last summer, Dr. Maynard and I talked 
to Pastor Oseas and planned to establish HTS Center there 
but since there were no students who are available yet, the 
plan is still on the waiting. 

   With all these developments that the Lord has done for 
his Church, it amazes us to realize how wonderful indeed 
are the ways of God in building His Church through 
unworthy servants and instruments in earthen vessel like 
us. Thus, boasting is far from anyone of us but our boasting 
is to the Lord alone. Our journey is not done yet, the needs 
for ministry are still huge, the difficulties we face everyday 
are still inevitable, the challenges are keep on growing, and 
the demands of men for the ministry are mounting like of 
old. Confronted with all these various dilemmas, knowledge 
and faith in the clear and sovereign plan and promises of 
God for his Church, we will be able to persevere to continue 
fulfilling the task he called us to do, for he has promised 
that He will be with us throughout the ends of the world. 

Quoting again the comforting words of the Apostle 
Paul, in the context of our sure future with God in His 
Kingdom through resurrection from the dead, he said; 
“Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, 
always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in 
the Lord your labour is not in vain.” (1 Corinthians 15:58). hhrr

Your Brother and Partner
For the Glory of God and the work of His Kingdom

Pastor Nap Narag

Meeting with Pastors for the Establishment of HTS Center
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Omaha Reformed  
Welcomes a New Member

On Sunday January 12, 2020 Omaha Reformed Church 
welcomed Roseann Slattery as a new member. Roseann first 
came to Omaha Reformed about a year ago.  She said she 
had been praying that the Lord would help her to know 
what is the truth. Well, about a year ago, we had been adver-
tising on Facebook Focus on the Family’s The Truth Proj-
ect, a DVD series that pretty much explains the Christian 
Worldview. Roseann started attending the Sunday evening 
series and stuck with it for all 12 lessons. Afterwards she 
asked if we could meet together because she had lots of 
questions.  I said sure.

For the next 6-7 months we met at Panera Bread on most 
Thursday mornings. To guide our discussions I suggested 
that we use a booklet on The Basics of Christianity and the 
Reformed Faith. As we went through the various doctrines, 
somethings were at first hard to swallow, but for the most 
part everything seemed to make sense. One of my favorite 
memories was the day we were discussing the doctrine of 
justification in Heidelberg Catechism QA 60. Roseann had 
been raised in Roman Catholic Church and had always 
had the sense that she had never done enough, and was 
never good enough.  When she read that we are justified 
by grace alone by faith alone in Christ alone, she said, “This 
just sounds too good to be true.” I said it is, but that is why 
a proper understanding of the gospel is so important.

For a while I didn’t know whether Roseann was plan-
ning to join church, but eventually she started attending 
and made it clear that she was. She was a great student and 
an avid reader.  She would read and interact with all the 

materials I gave her.  She read the Three Forms of Unity 
a number of times and before we were finished with the 
class I gave her copies of the Directory of Worship and the 
RCUS Constitution. 

She is now a joyful member who is willing to help and 
serve. We’re thankful that God in his providence brought 
our paths together. We trust the Lord will continue to 
gather his people through each of His congregations all 
around the world. 

ChurchNews
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Hope Reformed Church, Sutton, NE.
The Lord blessed Hope Reformed Church, Sutton, NE, in 2019 with five newly baptized members. We rejoice in the privilege 
and responsibility of training up these precious little ones in the fear and instruction of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Providence Reformed Church, Vermillion, SD.
On Nov. 24, 2019, we rejoiced in the baptism of Hans Peter Haverhals, the 7th covenant child of Paul and Erin Haverhals.
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For this reason we also,  
since the day we heard it, 

do not cease to pray for you,  
and to ask that you may be filled  
with the knowledge of His will 

in all wisdom and spiritual understanding  
that you may walk worthy of the Lord , 

fully pleasing Him, being fruitful in every 
good work  and increasing 
in the knowledge of God;  

strengthened with all might,  
according to His glorious power,  

for all patience and  
long suffering with joy. 

COL. 1:9-11




