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Praise the Lord from the earth,
You great sea creatures and all the depths;

Fire and hail, snow and clouds;
Stormy wind, fulfilling His word;

P S A L M  1 4 8 : 7 - 8 ,  N K J V
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WWe all need hope, don’t we? As we are confessing Christians, we do have the 
hope that does not disappoint, as the apostle Paul gives us the ground of it:  

because the love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who 
was given to us. For when we were still without strength, in due time Christ died 
for the ungodly.   For scarcely for a righteous man will one die; yet perhaps for a 
good man someone would even dare to die. But God demonstrated His own love 
toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us (Rom.5:5-8, NKJV)

Now the context for this hope is that we have peace with God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ (Rom 5:1), through whom also we have access by faith into this grace 
in which we stand and rejoice in hope of the glory of God (vs2). But note an effect of 
this grace in which we stand:   And not only that, but we also glory in tribulations, 
knowing that tribulation produces perseverance; and perseverance, character; and 
character, hope (vs3-4) And this is the hope that does not disappoint.

Now this non-disappointing hope, as it in Jesus Christ, the object of our faith, who 
has reconciled us to enjoy peace with God, is the hope that we desire all our loved ones 
and even our enemies to come to have by God’s grace. This hope grounded in the work 
of Jesus Christ on our behalf is not just hope of glory at His return; it’s not just the hope 
of salvation consummated. It’s a hope that causes us Christians to glory right now even 
in our present tribulations.

And have we not been suffering tribulations? So many of us of have been sick with 
Covid. Our lives have been impacted by freedom-robbing authoritarian measures. The 
major cities are rife with crime not punished, many public schools are indoctrination 
centers for critical race theory, and freedom of speech along with freedom of religion seem 
like empty guarantees in the public square. Words that echo the Biblical worldview, once 
at least tolerated, are now intolerable in the public square and often labeled hate speech. 
Even within evangelicalism there is evidence of the “wokeness” that pervades our cultures’ 
drift away from the truth that is Jesus Christ, the redeemer the whole world needs. Do we 
suffer tribulation as we hold firm, in opposition to the world’s own sinful understanding, 
the reality we confess via the Christian creeds (apostles, Nicene, Heidelberg catechism, 
Belgic Confession, Westminster Confession). Do we need the hope that allows us to 
glory in the tribulations of this present rampant ungodliness? Do we need hope as we 
see the working out of Paul’s warnings to Timothy (2 Tim.3:1-4):  But know this, that 
in the last days perilous times will come: For men will be lovers of themselves, lov-
ers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, 
unholy, unloving, unforgiving, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of 
good, traitors, headstrong, haughty; lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God….
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Do we need hope in the midst of tribulation?  Yes, indeed we do! 
And that hope is found nowhere else but in the gospel promises 
fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

John Calvin, in his commentary of this Romans passage, gives 
this helpful explanation of glorying in tribulation:  

By saying that the saints glory in tribulations, he is not to be under-
stood, as though they dreaded not, nor avoided adversities, or were 
not distressed with their bitterness when they happened, (for there is 
no patience when there is no feeling of bitterness;) but as in their grief 
and sorrow they are not without great consolation, because they regard 
that whatever they bear is dispensed to them for good by the hand of 
a most indulgent Father, they are justly said to glory: for whenever 
salvation is promoted, there is not wanting a reason for glorying. 

We are then taught here what is the design of our tribulations, 
if indeed we would prove ourselves to be the children of God. They 
ought to habituate us to patience; and if they do not answer this end, 
the work of the Lord is rendered void and of none effect through our 
corruption: for how does he prove that adversities do not hinder the 
glorying of the faithful, except that by their patience in enduring them, 
they feel the help of God, which nourishes and confirms their hope? 
They then who do not learn patience, do not, it is certain, make good 
progress. Nor is it any objection, that there are recorded in Scripture 
some complaints full of despondency, which the saints had made: for 
the Lord sometimes so depresses and straitens for a time his people, 
that they can hardly breathe, and can hardly remember any source 
of consolation; but in a moment he brings to life those whom he had 
nearly sunk in the darkness of death. So that what Paul says is always 
accomplished in them —

We are in every way oppressed, but not made anxious; we are 
in danger, but we are not in despair; we suffer persecution, but we 
are not forsaken; we are cast down but we are not destroyed.” (2 
Corinthians 4:8.) 

Tribulation produces (efficiat) patience, etc. This is not the natural 
effect of tribulation; for we see that a great portion of mankind are 
thereby instigated to murmur against God, and even to curse his 
name. But when that inward meekness, which is infused by the Spirit 

of God, and the consolation, which is conveyed by the same Spirit, 
succeed in the place of our stubbornness, then tribulations become 
the means of generating patience; yea, those tribulations, which in 
the obstinate can produce nothing but indignation and clamorous 
discontent.

4. Patience, probation, etc. James, adopting a similar gradation, 
seems to follow a different order; for he says, that patience proceeds 
from probation: but the different meaning of the word is what will 
reconcile both. Paul takes probation for the experience which the 
faithful have of the sure protection of God, when by relying on his 
aid they overcome all difficulties, even when they experience, whilst 
in patiently enduring they stand firm, how much avails the power 
of the Lord, which he has promised to be always present with his 
people. James takes the same word for tribulation itself, according to 
the common usage of Scripture; for by these God proves and tries his 
servants: and they are often called trials. 

According then to the present passage, we then only make advances 
in patience as we ought, when we regard it as having been continued 
to us by God’s power, and thus entertain hope as to the future, that 
God’s favor, which has ever succored us in our necessities, will never 
be wanting to us. Hence he subjoins, that from probation arises hope; 
for ungrateful we should be for benefits received, except the recollection 
of them confirms our hope as to what is to come. 

Do we Christians need the hope by which we glory even in 
tribulation? Yes we do.  So let us hang on to the hope of glory that 
awaits us and let us be careful not allow ourselves to be ungrateful 
for God’s signal favor to us in Jesus Christ. Even in the midst of 
the tribulation God’s sends into our lives, our hope of glory in 
Jesus Christ is secure by His persevering grace.

Let us glory in tribulation and live in the hope that does not 
disappoint.   

Rev. George Horner 
Ridgeland, SC
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And it happened, as He spoke these things, that a certain woman 
from the crowd raised her voice and said to Him, “Blessed is the womb 
that bore You, and the breasts which nursed You!”

But He said, “More than that, blessed are those who hear the word 
of God and keep it!”

— Luke 11:27,28

Those tedious bits of the Old Testament, the genealogies, make 
a final incursion in Matthew and Luke before they disappear from 
the Bible (Matthew 1:1-17; Luke 3:23-38). All the difficult-to-
say names, often of obscure children born to obscurer parents, 
culminate here. They are bewildering, breaking up the narratives 
— but each name represents two hands gripping a promise. A 
promise to Eve, and later to Abraham, of a child (Genesis 3 & 
15). Miraculous births, beginning with the birth of Isaac, whis-
pered of this miraculous baby to come (Galatians 3:16); but I 
think Israel’s hope in the coming child is especially poignant in 
the book of Ruth.

Ruth begins in a time of famine — a woman loses her home and 
country, then her husband and sons, until finally, past childbearing 
years, she straggles back to Bethlehem. She has no future — no 
heir, no one to redeem the land heritage that used to belong to 
her. She has only a bereaved and childless daughter-in-law, for 
whom she cannot provide. When women from her hometown 
come out to greet Naomi, she tells them not to call her by her 
name, but by a name that means “bitter”: “Mara” — “I went out 
full, and the Lord has brought me home again empty… the Lord 
has testified against me” (Ruth 1:21).

But somehow a tale that begins with flat tones of famine and 
a parched life ends in the rhythms of harvest — and in greetings 
of blessing from the same women to whom Naomi spoke of the 
Lord’s curse (4:14). What has taken place between the begin-

ning and the end, that transforms the story? The same thing 
that took place unobtrusively in the first chapter, in the land of 
Judah, transforming it into a land of plenty: the Lord has “visited 
his people” (1:6). The form of the Lord’s visitation (as the tale 
winds up with a genealogy) is a child.

I can almost trace Naomi’s features through the genealogy in 
Matthew. The people in that list successively sinned away their 
blessings until they scattered in exile. They lost the Davidic mon-
archy, and had no one to redeem their heritage. But the lineage 
straggles back to Bethlehem, and culminates in a miraculous birth.

Matthew and Luke write the last biblical genealogies because 
the last name they record is the name of the promised child. The 
Lord ‘has visited and redeemed his people’ (Luke 1:68 ).

The dilemma of the barren or childless woman disappears with 
the genealogies. It is associated throughout the Old Testament 
with the theme of the miraculous birth. Surely there were many 
childless women in Israel in Jesus’ day, but the gospels contain no 
record of anyone coming to him to lament their childlessness — 
though he was the place where God tabernacled with men, the 
place Hannah went to lament her childlessness. Perhaps women 
did come to him with this trouble: what else should we do with 
troubles? And God has a special care for the heartache of being 
childless (Psalm 113:9). But it has no further episode in the Bible, 
after Jesus comes.

Because the longing for a child in those Old Testament stories is 
all mixed up with the longing for this child. The joy of the miracle 
birth is all mixed up with this joy. Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:46-
55) is like a voice carrying back through time in a hall of echoes 
(1 Samuel 2:1-10, Psalm 113).

When Jesus comes, we read about him interacting with women 
without even being told if many of them have children: we pre-
sume the singleness of several. Their lack in this area never arises 

the Childless Woman & 
the Miracle Child
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between him and them. It is not something they are recorded as 
being disturbed with in his presence. It is a point made as unob-
trusively as the visitation of the Lord which changes everything, 
in the opening verses of Ruth.

Jesus never took a wife, nor did he father children. Not in the 
Old Testament sense. But the creation mandate takes on new 
aspects in the second Adam, when Jesus speaks of fruitfulness 
for those who abide in him. This is not the fruitfulness of natural 
fertility, per se. Motherhood is the image of fruitfulness in that 
which is female (the church) to Christ; and one of the forms 
fruitfulness takes in individual women (1 Timothy 5:10). But the 
fruit of the Spirit is “love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, good-
ness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22,23).

This may and often does take the arduous and devoted form 
of bearing and rearing children; and it may and often does take 
the form of bearing eternal children. So Ann Judson had only 
two little ones, both of whom died very young; but she helped 
to share the gospel with unreached people.

Yet the fruitfulness of abiding in Jesus does not necessitate be-
ing able to bear children, or traveling to distant lands. It is more 
immediate and spiritual, more immanently eternal: it is Jesus’ im-
age formed in us. His miraculous life born in us even though we 
were dead in sins, already erupted into our bodies with a quality 
of resurrection. The Lord has visited his people.

Childlessness was a reproach because it was a dead end. It 
was the bitterness of Naomi, cut off from her inheritance in the 
land; her children buried without issue, without hope of any 
further part in the promised one. These shadows are swallowed 
in substance when a child is born to us (Isaiah 9:6), and we inherit 
God (Psalm 16:5,6).

So even David in the Old Testament can say that the great-
er blessing than children is to awake in God’s likeness (Psalm 
17:14,15). And the reproach in the New Testament is not for 
the widow who has never given birth, but for the widow who is 
“dead” while she “lives” — living only for what makes her feel alive 
in this world (1 Timothy 5:4-6). The true “dead end” is spiritual 
unfruitfulness: every branch that does not bear fruit is removed 
( John 15:2).

I have been married a couple decades now, and am unable to 
have children. It is doubtful if I can adopt, and I won’t credit 

myself as the agent of anyone’s salvation. Over the years, I have 
been told in general and even in particular that my childless-
ness is a reproach in God’s ongoing economy. I’m grateful for 
my church family: unless I bring it up — my childlessness never 
arises between them and me. That is one way my brothers and 
sisters are like Jesus.

After wrestling through some hard years, I have nothing but 
delight in other womens’ joy or in their children that race around 
me. We all have our fair share of sorrow (it is poignant to think 
of the sorrow that came to Rachel, Rebekah, to Samson’s mother, 
to Elisabeth & Mary even after they had children). But the above 
truths have comforted me. And there is a further wonder, which 
I would have liked to share with those who told me the childless 
woman still stands in the church as a symbol of reproach. We 
no longer overhear her prayers or her praises, but the childless 
woman doesn’t exactly vanish from the New Testament. She is 
transfigured. In one of those bewildering reverses of grace, the 
Old Testament shadow shifts, and she becomes the symbol of a 
miraculous hope. It is she whose inheritance Jesus redeems. This 
is the woman Jesus marries (Isaiah 54:5).

—Maybe that’s the thing you stand for in your community, if 
you are a reader who wonders why God works in other women’s 
bodies but not in yours; why God hears other women’s prayers, 
but not yours; why you should stand there year after year over-
looked, and whether you will have to die childless (& for many, 
husbandless). Maybe you are standing there in the midst like a 
symbol of more staggering hope.

The new creation mandate that Jesus gives to his bride is to go 
and make disciples of all the nations: it turns out that all along, 
the childless woman has been Eve, come again. Eve, the mother 
of all living. The barren one has become the mother of us all 
(Galatians 4:26,27). She is the church. And all her children are 
miracle children — born when their mother was desolate, carried 
to her on the shoulders of kings and queens (Isaiah 49:20-23).    

anonymous 
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Standing in the Faith - Defending the Faith - Spreading the Faith

january 2022
Gree�ngs Co-laborers in Christ,

Praise God! The old year is gone, 
and a new year has begun. We 
resolve to con�nue our labor for 
the Lord Jesus Christ and His 
everlas�ng gospel with expecta�on 
of His glorious return!

Then I saw another angel flying in 
the midst of heaven, having the 
everlas�ng gospel to preach to 
those who dwell on the earth--to 
every na�on, tribe, tongue, and 
people. - Revela�on 14:6

CHITWAN AREA – MERCY 
CENTER & MERCY HOME 

ORPHANGE

Pastor Pandey and his son Sanish 
con�nue to faithfully labor with 
Trinity Reformed Church and the 
Mercy Home Orphanage in the 
Chitwan area. The Chitwan District 
is one of seventy-seven districts of 
Nepal, and takes up the 
southwestern corner of Bagma� 
Province. Bharatpur, the largest city 
of Nepal a�er Kathmandu, is its 
administra�ve center. Right now, 
there are seven churches that 
Pastor Pandey and Sanish are 
working with in this large area. 
Traveling to these sca�ered 
churches is very difficult. Please 
pray for Pastor Pandey and Sanish 
as they o�en visit these remote 
areas to provide Biblical 
encouragement and teaching.

Because these churches are in the
steep foothills of the Himalayas,
government officials rarely visit. The
Pandeys see this as an opportunity
to reach out to these isolated
villages in the name of Christ. O�en
this involves something as simple as
providing food. In another case,
they were able to minister to a man
whose home was destroyed by a
forest fire. This has opened the
door to start a Sunday school and a
regular day school for children, ages
three to seven. There was no school
in this village and children had to
walk for an hour one way to a�end
the nearest school. There is s�ll a
serious need for teachers as well as

a be�er place to house our school.
Please pray for Pastor Pandey and
Sanish as they seek to help rural
village churches and for the solid
establishment of this new school.

The Mercy Center ministry is a key
component of WBM’s ministry in
the Chitwan area. It serves as a
mee�ng place for the church,
classrooms, and an orphanage.
Currently the orphanage has
eighteen children. Fencing is
needed around the property for the
protec�on of the children and the
facility. Please pray that funds will
be provided for the fencing project.

KATHMANDU –
BETHLEHEM MERCY

CENTER & SLUM AREA

Janak and Pastor Purna con�nue to
serve Christ in Kathmandu and the
three surrounding districts. In
December, a Gospel Christmas
program was held in the slum area
for all the children. Each child was
given a small gi� in Jesus’ name.
They are being taught God's word
and of His love. Pray that these
precious ones will come to trust in
Jesus Christ as their Lord and
Savior.

The slum area Chris�ans give
thanks to God and to you our
supporters for helping provide new
land for a church to meet. Currently

CCEELLEEBBRRAATTIINNGG
CCHHRRIISSTT’’SS BBIIRRTTHH

TTHHEE NNEEWW SSCCHHOOOOLL
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we have three groups mee�ng
in Kathmandu slums. A�er
many difficul�es, we are happy
to report the land is now ready
to be used and just recently
the first mee�ng for fellowship
and worship was held. Part of
the delay there was that the
previous property owner took
the roof and walls of the
building with him when he le�
to build his new house! While they
have no walls or roof, they do have
the remaining founda�on. Pastor
Purna reports there is great beauty
in mee�ng under the open sky in
view of God’s crea�on. All Glory to
God! So there is a need to help
them with some funds to construct
a simple structure so they can meet
rain or shine. The approximate cost
is $3,500 for this project. Please
pray about helping, if you are able.
Remember, these slum dwellers
are the poorest of the poor in
Nepal.

WESTERN NEPAL –
MERCY CENTER

KOHALPUR

Our brothers, Prashant, Udaya,
and Mohan con�nue to work in
western Nepal. Within the
fi�een districts in which they
minister, there are thirty-five
churches with pastoral teams
in every district. Recently more
than one hundred bap�sms
were performed. Praise be to
God for these confessions of
faith in Jesus Christ!

The sewing center ministry for
women has started again following
the li�ing of COVID restric�ons for
that area. There has also been new
land purchased for a church, with a
plan to establish two more
churches in the area in 2022.

Pastor Mohan recently ministered
to a family where both the father
and child were sick. He prayed with
them for healing and was able to
share the Good News of forgiveness
of sins and new life in Jesus Christ.
Pray for the father and son to be

given physical and spiritual
health in Jesus’ name.

While they labor in western
Nepal, the impact of their
work is being felt elsewhere.
Many of the Chris�ans must
go to India to find work.
Subsequently, those
Chris�ans have started a
fellowship in India. There is

also a small fellowship in Malaysia
that has come about in a similar
way through WBM’s Gospel
ministry in Nepal. There is even
now a mission team on the Chinese
border. Nepali Chris�ans are going
into all the world!

Dear brothers and sisters, our God
is at work through the many faithful
servants in Nepal to tes�fy to the
redeeming love of Christ and
advance His everlas�ng kingdom.
This is just a sample of what is
happening in that land. God is using

your prayers and generosity to
gather in the elect in Nepal
and beyond. Thank you for
partnering with us.

In Christ’s Service and Yours,

Dennis Roe

Field Chairman for Nepal

Please send dona�ons to:
Westminster Biblical Missions, Inc.
P.O. Box 212
Rising Sun, Maryland 21911

Make checks payable to “WBM”
Note “Nepal” on your check
Or go to the “Donate” page at
www.wbminc.org and click donate under
Nepal.

http://wbminc.org/index.php/our-fields/nepal

CCHHRRIISSTTMMAASS UUNNDDEERR TTHHEE OOPPEENN SSKKYY

PPAASSTTOORR PPAANNDDEEYY

PPRREEAACCHHIINNGG CCHHRRIISSTT

IINN TTHHEE MMOOUUNNTTAAIINNSS
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DDear brothers and sisters in Christ, we all know that life 
isn’t easy, and we each face trials over the course of our 

life.  Today’s Scripture is not for those general trials of life.  
This Psalm was written for those who have been victimized, 
oppressed, persecuted.  It is written for those who are suffering 
because others have sinned against them, and they are getting 
away with it.  Maybe it is a spouse who is betrayed or even 
mentally, verbally, or physically abused.  Maybe it is a young 
person who was molested.  Maybe it is a family in Afghanistan 
cowering in the dark, wondering when the terrorists will break 
down the door.  Maybe it is a worker persecuted for his faith, or 
a student whose teacher hates God and is trying to indoctrinate 
students to join in doubting that God exists and to conclude 
that Christianity is a dangerous religion that is intolerant and 
hateful.  It is for the person who is cheated by a mechanic or 
some business, and you aren’t sure how to prove it.  Indeed, any 
Christian who is under assault in this world where many people 
wish to use us and harm us, and then even throw us away…this 
Psalm is for you.  If you are here today and somehow are not in 
one of the many kinds of illustrations I just gave, I am sure you 
know someone who is.  This Psalm is for you, too.

Where is God when it hurts?  This is how the Psalm opens up.  
Verse 1 is not declaring a fact—as if God is actually hiding.  IT 
is declaring the perception of reality that the troubled Christian 
has.  When you are a victim, you do NOT have to pretend you 
aren’t a victim, or that it is WRONG for you to feel pain or think 
someone should not have treated you this way.  You can put the 
words of Psalm 10 on your lips—and the words of our closing 
hymn in your heart.  We face the reality and the truth.  The theme 
is that In times of oppression, the Christian still cries out to the 
King.  We notice in the first half of the Psalm The Experience of 
Oppression, then the Cry for the distant God to come Near, 
and Confidence in this God because He Rights all Wrongs.

1. The Experience of Oppression (verses 1-11).  When some-
one is a victim, the challenge is knowing what to do next.  And 
how can you ever get away from the past?  Are you forever scarred 
because of what he did, of what she said?  Well, when we come 

to the Bible for our counseling plan, we will see that God cares 
about our specific experience, yet He also shows us that we can 
learn from someone else’s experience as a victim.  We can learn 
from the oppression described in this Psalm, and learn that the 
communion of the saints includes the suffering together of the 
saints.  We are part of the gospel choir, and sometimes one person 
runs out of breath.  So while they are resting and getting ready 
to continue, the choir members on both sides of them will carry 
the tune for a bit, until they need to take a breath, and then you 
can carry the tune along.

One of the first lessons about oppression in Psalm 10 is that 
the wicked don’t just hate me.  They are not, ultimately, at war 
with the individual person they are assaulting or restricting their 
freedoms or lying about.  They have a deeper motivation and a 
bigger war.  A Life without God’s viewpoint.  “God is in none 
of his thoughts.” (verse 4)  His heart’s desire is to renounce the 
Lord, says verse 3.

This theological perspective is a key reason sin and suffering 
plagues people in this world, including Christians.  Someone 
sins, and they do not ask, “What does God think of this?  What 
would God say about my behavior?  What would God say about 
my thoughts?  What would God say to do about my feelings right 
now?”  Instead, they look to the world for answers, and they look 
inwardly to themselves, as verse 4 says, to a “proud countenance” 
that doesn’t even dream of God’s opinion.  God has nothing to do 
with whom I love, whom I sleep with, with what I spend my time 
doing, with my recreation and entertainment, with how I spend 
my money, with my health choices, with my political opinions….
We carve out a small place for God to exist in our life, and then 
when the misery comes from sin, we cry out, Why is God hiding?  
Where is He? Does He even exist?  Or care?

The arrogance.  Verses 5-7.  The abuser seems to ‘get away with 
it.’  The man who runs off on his wife gets the money, the girl-
friend, the freedom, the self-righteous attitude that he deserves 
to be happy and this is normal in the world, it’s ok.  Yet the wife 
is left to pick up the pieces, care for the children, face the scorn 
and scars of others.  He has told lies about her to others, and they 

“Where is God When it Hurts?“Where is God When it Hurts?””
A sermon on Psalm 10, originally preached on September 5, 2021.
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seem to believe him.  Will she, the Christian victim, follow the 
mindset of her abuser and refuse to have God in her thoughts, 
grow in bitterness, or think that somehow she deserved all this?  
It is hard not to respond sinfully.  But Psalm 10 says that is the 
way of the wicked, she instead will put God IN her thoughts, 
and turn TO Him, as the only Just Judge and deliverer, as we see 
in verse 12 and following.

Another common experience of the oppressed is described as 
the deception and the sneak attack. Verses 8-10.  The cowardly 
oppressor.  Verses 8-10.  The innocent, the helpless, the poor.  
These are people he could defeat in broad daylight without de-
ception.

Have you or someone you know experienced this kind of op-
pression through deception and cowardly sneak attack?  This 
happens a lot, especially in the area of ideas and worldviews and 
cultural doctrines and “new” morality.  Here are a few examples 
from this week’s news.

Harvard University has a new chaplain.  He is an Atheist.  But 
don’t worry, Harvard assured its supporters this week that the 
chaplain would have ‘no influence’ on religious life.  This is decep-
tion, a sneak attack on the existence of godly faith in an institution 
which has long since rejected its charter and original founding 
mission as a seminary and religious training school based on the 
eternal truth of God’s Word.

Another set of examples has to do with the conversation about 
abortion with the new law that went into effect in Texas that 
regulates abortions so that they must occur BEFORE 6 weeks 
of pregnancy or a baby’s heartbeat can be detected.  In reporting 
on this, one news outlet (CBS) talked about “a so-called fetal 
heartbeat.”  Planned Parenthood is deeply concerned because 
about 85-90% of women who wanted an abortion will not be able 
to access this ‘health care’ now in Texas.  (Do you realize what 
they are saying?  They are saying that 85-90% of abortions stop a 
beating heart!!!)  We have endured nearly 50 years of oppression 
in our country against not only the millions of babies murdered, 
but also against the millions more moms and dads and citizens 
throughout our society who have been deceived, tricked into 
thinking that the baby is a fetus not a person, or that we should 
force ourselves to decide who is most important, the baby or 
the mother or the father, when everyone can win and be given 
the priority, and life, and if the parents can’t keep the baby, then 
thousands of others will be happy to adopt.  But so many in the 
culture, the politicians, the medical community, the media, the 
educators, they all work together to do what verses 8-10 say, lie 
in wait to catch the poor and helpless.  It is all such a disastrous 
lie with disastrous consequences.  And this sort of abuse through 
lies is not just in the area of abortion, of course.

The last description of the oppression we experience is in verse 
11.  The wicked person recites his own catechism, but it is a clear 

theological heresy. “v11.”  God is NOT omnipresent and omni-
scient.  God is NOT the Judge.  Evil people have faith.  It is evil 
faith in a false religion of self.  And they really are convinced they 
will get away with it.

2. The Cry for the distant God to come Near (verses 12-15). 
The Christian prays here in a way that shows he has been affected 
by the ungodly around him—he too is starting to doubt if God 
can help.  But he stops that thought from continuing by faith, by 
remembering the Lord is his helper.  Somehow, no matter how far 
away God is or how far away he SEEMS to be, it is worthwhile 
talking to Him.  He can listen and will listen to His humble 
people when they cry out for mercy and aid.

God might seem to be far away, but He can still See and can 
still help.  Verse 14.  Compare this with verse 11 and the voice of 
the wicked!  [Read verse 11]  So, who are you going to believe?  
Who are you going to believe?

We need to get real today, and apply this to ourselves or to those 
who are being victimized right now.  Or maybe it was a very long 
time ago.  I am sorry you were oppressed.  I have been oppressed 
at various times over the course of my life too.  It may be very 
different from what your experience has been.  But the Word of 
God is for both of us, for all of us.  Can we move forward, even 
though we still have scars?  OR do we have to stay stuck as an 
eternal victim, expecting others to constantly sympathize with us 
and pour pity upon us?  As a Christian, we must not live in verse 
11—that is the description of the oppressor.  “God has forgotten; 
He hides His face…”  We have to move to verse 12, and verse 14.  
“Get up, God!  Arise, O Lord!  Don’t forget me.  You have seen, 
You observe all my trouble and grief.  You will repay—somehow, 
someway, at the right time that fits Your plan...maybe you’ve al-
ready been doing it and I just don’t know about it.”

SO, who are you going to believe?  1) The Wicked? 2) your 
Feelings, as verse 1 expresses, “WHERE ARE YOU GOD?” or 
3) The God Who tells you, “I have seen it.  I know your trouble 
and grief.  Other people might not believe you when you try to 
tell them how you have been abused or mistreated…but I know.  
I have seen.”

Do you see the comfort that you have as a Christian—because 
your God is the God Who sees!  Read verse 14b.  

THEN, further comfort in verse 15-the God Who sees is also 
the God Who acts.  Call out to Him for vengeance on your op-
pressors.  Vengeance is NOT our place, but it IS God’s place.  
(now, the Bible does say we can defend ourselves and the life of 
others if they are under attack. WE also have the moral right to 
use the justice system of the earthly courts to bring a robber or 
a murderer to justice, for example.  But what about when that 
justice system fails, or you can’t find enough evidence, or when 
there are corrupt oppressors within the system?  The Christian 
still has direct access to the Judge—the True and Perfect Judge.) 
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This God in whom we trust will break the arm of the wicked, 
says verse 15.  The Bible uses the term “the arm” of a person or 
nation to symbolize power.  For God to break the arm of the 
wicked doesn’t mean they need a cast and after a few months it 
will be healed.  It means their power to oppress, to persecute, to 
get away with lying and hurting you, that power is broken (cf. 
Isa. 52:10).

3. The Confidence in this God because He Rights all Wrongs 
(verses 16-18). 

I don’t know about you, but in recent weeks, watching what 
has happened in Afghanistan, I have been grieved, angered, and 
appalled.  I have groaned for our fellow Christians who are being 
oppressed now.  I have groaned for the fear of our fellow citizens 
and allies who were left behind, with broken promises to hold 
onto.  I have groaned for all who have been affected or served 
in any way for these 20 years in keeping the peace and bringing 
security to that part of the world through their sacrifices in the 
military.  And we have cried out, WHY?  WHERE ARE YOU 
GOD in all this?  WHERE is the person with the power and 
the authority to make the decisions and to fix this, not just for 
how to get out safely, but so that there was never a concern about 
getting out in the first place, so that a new society and godly 
culture could exist?  And I thought of the only Person Who fits 
that description.  There is only one Ruler Who can do that: King 
Jesus.  Psalm 10:16 says He is the King forever and ever, and 
the nations perish out of His land.  I know we are patriotic this 
week, and rightfully so with the somber 20th anniversary of 9-11.  
Yet as Christians we remember that every nation, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, the USA, all of them, will cease to exist one day.  They 
will perish, and our hope is not in vain when you hope in the 
King of the only Kingdom that is left: Jesus.  

These verses are familiar in theme and concept.  They are found 
regularly throughout the OT, that the LORD is King, and He has 
an eternal kingdom.  This King is deeply concerned for justice, 
real justice, as He defines it, not as the sinful man might imagine 
what is just and fair.  He will right wrongs, especially those who 
have been victimized.  Psalm 146:9 - 9 The LORD watches over 
the strangers; He relieves the fatherless and widow; But the way 
of the wicked He turns upside down. 

These concepts also have very important role in their fulfillment 
in the NT.  We learn that Jesus is this Eternal King.  After He rose 
from the dead and before He ascended into heaven, at the Great 

Commission He says all authority in heaven and earth belong to 
Him.  In 1 Corinthians 15 we read that Jesus’ Kingdom is busy 
now, through the ministry of the Church as people come to salva-
tion and live as His disciples, putting to death every enemy of the 
gospel—and the last enemy King Jesus will destroy is death itself.

In our NT reading from 2 Thessalonians 1 we see a very help-
ful lesson on the Judgment Day that is coming, and how that is 
comforting for the saints but dreadful for those who hate Jesus 
and oppress the Christian.  2 Thessalonians 1:6–8 - 6 since it is 
a righteous thing with God to repay with tribulation those who 
trouble you, 7 and to give you who are troubled rest with us when 
the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with His mighty angels, 8 
in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, 
and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The last familiar echo of Psalm 10 that we should notice is in 
Philippians 2:9-11.  All these people and kingdoms and corpo-
rations and their agendas and evil, whether it be a politician, a 
tech company, a terrorist, a family member, a boss or coworker, 
wherever you might be facing some level of oppression, they will 
NOT get away with it.  You CAN cry out to God.  He is NOT 
far away—it only seems that way right now.  But He reminds you 
that He can see.  He knows the evil of your enemy even better 
than you do.  And He is keeping perfect notes of it all.  They will 
have to answer, and they will one day bow the knee in total sub-
mission, recognizing that you were a child of the King, and HE 
has come to rescue you and avenge you.  Philippians 2:9–11 - 9 
Therefore God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the 
name which is above every name, 10 that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bow, of those in heaven, and of those on earth, 
and of those under the earth, 11 and that every tongue should 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

Jesus is our King…He was victimized and oppressed, yet He 
conquered the wicked, and He conquered sin itself.  He comes 
to deliver us, to right all wrongs, to comfort and care for each one 
of us, as little lambs in the arms of the Good Shepherd.  So, go 
ahead and cry out to Him—He only seems to be far away.  He is 
right here, ready to comfort you in life and in death.  He is your 
King and Faithful Savior.  Amen!  

Rev. Dr. Kyle A. Sorensen 
of Salem Ebenezer Reformed Church,  

Manitowoc, Wisconsin.
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TThe Bible’s miracles were a problematic issue for many of 
the American Patriots who pressed for independence from 

Great Britain in the 1770s. A perusal of the writings of figures 
such as Thomas Paine and Thomas Jefferson shows that they 
were heavily influenced by the winds of Deism blowing from the 
European continent. Even today, Reformed ministers laboring 
in the pastoral ministry come across individuals who defend 
their unbelief by appealing to some of the major continental 
Deists of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.

In this article, we shall briefly consider the thought of the 
French philosopher Voltaire, contrasting his thinking with that 
of John Locke, and noting some of the problems with the French 
skeptic, even as we reflect on the reason why the Lord did mi-
raculous signs. We need, though, to first remember that the Age 
of Reason was preceded by “the Century of Genius” and the new 
science presented by Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727).

The Newtonian Cosmology
Newton brought a great change in the way that people thought 

about the universe. For centuries, the classical Ptolemaic system 
dominated, the position that the earth was at the center of the 
universe. The medieval theologian Bonaventura put it this way: 
“Ranging from the highest heaven down to the center, the earth, 
there are ten heavenly and four elemental spheres, which make 
up in a distinct, perfect, and orderly fashion the whole physical 
cosmos” (Breviloquium III.1).

In contrast to this perspective, there was the new Copernican 
system, articulated by Newton, in which “the sun [is] in the center 
of the six primary planets.” In this new heliocentric model, “the 
planets and comets will constantly pursue their revolutions in 
orbits . . . according to the mere laws of gravity.” In the Newtonian 
scheme, “gravity . . . abundantly serves to account for all the mo-
tions of the celestial bodies and of our sea.” Newton articulated 
his First Law of Motion in this way: “Every body continues in its 
state of rest or of motion in a right line unless it is compelled to change 
that state by forces impressed upon it.”1

Practically speaking, the discoveries of the seventeenth century 

1	  Isaac Newton, in Newton’s Philosophy of Science: Selections from His Writings, ed. H. S. Thayer (New York: Hafner Publishing House, 
1953), 25, 41–42, 45, 47.

2	  Thomas F. Torrance, Christian Theology and Scientific Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 15.
3	  James C. Livingston, Modern Christian Thought: From the Enlightenment to Vatican II (New York: The Macmillan Company; London: 

Collier-Macmillan Limited, 1971), 13. 
4	  Newton, in Newton’s Philosophy of Nature, 42.
5	  John Locke, “A Discourse of Miracles,” in The Reasonableness of Christianity, ed. I. T. Ramsey (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1958), 

79–80, 82–84, 86.

emphasized the regularity, continuity, and orderliness within 
the cosmos. But even more than that, there was the tendency to 
convert this cosmic regularity into mathematical language. This 
contributed further to the idea that the universe is a machine, a 
closed mechanical system.2

The New Science with such a changed view of the world would 
eventually impact the theological positions of the time.3 For many 
thinkers, Deism seemed to be the rational position to embrace. 
In this perspective, God created the world, imposed fixed laws 
of nature upon it, and then backed off from it, never needing to 
interfere supernaturally in the affairs of the cosmos. 

Before we consider the thinking of Voltaire, it should be noted 
that Newton was a theist who did believe in miracles. As to the 
central miracle of the Christian faith, he expressed himself with-
out hesitation: “And by the same power by which he gave life at 
first to every species of animals he is able to revive the dead, and 
has revived Jesus Christ our Redeemer.”4

John Locke’s Perspective
The eighteenth century was a period marked by unbelief 

concerning miracles. It is therefore remarkable that the century 
begins with a treatise by the English philosopher John Locke 
(1632–1704) affirming the legitimacy of the biblical miracles. 
Written in 1702, A Discourse of Miracles was published posthu-
mously in 1706.

Locke defined miracles in terms of three constituents. First, 
a miracle is something “wrought by God himself.” “No created 
being,” Locke contended, “has a power to perform it.” They are 
caused by “God’s omnipotency.” Secondly, miracles are to be ex-
plained in terms of the “laws of Nature.” Specifically, miracles are 
“contrary to the established course of nature,” “that which sur-
passes the force of nature.” Thirdly, miracles are related to God’s 
revelation. Their purpose is for the “attesting of divine revelation.” 
Miracles are “seals set by God to his truth for the attesting of it.” 
They are “credentials to an embassy from God,” “the basis on which 
the divine mission is always established.”5

Unlike the miracles of Scripture, which were done to authen-

What Were the Biblical Miracles? 
What Was Their Main Purpose?
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ticate divine revelation, the lying wonders of paganism had no 
such intention. Locke affirmed, “I do not remember any miracles 
recorded in the Greek or Roman writers, as done to confirm 
any one’s mission or doctrine.” The reason for this is explained 
as follows: “No one of their divinities pretending to be the one 
only true God, no one of them could be supposed in the pagan 
scheme to make use of miracles to establish his worship alone, 
or to abolish that of the other.”6

Voltaire’s Ridicule
We come now to the thinking of Voltaire (1694–1778), the 

French Deist. The influence of Isaac Newton is reflected in Vol-
taire’s conception of the cosmos as a smooth-running machine, 
which operates according to the prescriptive laws of nature. 

Voltaire used the language of violation when he attempted to 
provide a definition of a miracle: “A miracle is the violation of 
mathematical, divine, immutable, eternal laws.” This, Voltaire con-
tended, is the problem: “A law cannot be immutable and violable 
at the same time.” Something of Voltaire’s customary ridicule is 
reflected here: “Let a dead man walk five miles carrying his head 
in his arms, and we’ll call that a miracle.”7

According to Voltaire, a miracle is an interruption in the 
smooth-running cosmic machine. For Voltaire, the idea is in-
herently foolish. He raised this question: “Now isn’t it the most 
absurd piece of folly to imagine that the infinite Being would 
reverse the eternal working of the immense activity which makes 
the whole universe move, all for the sake of three or four hundred 
ants on this little mud pile?” For God to do miracles brings an 
unsatisfactory implication. God would then be saying, “I could not 
complete a certain plan.” “I am going to change . . . my immutable 
laws, to try to execute what I could not do with them.” For God 
to act in such a way, Voltaire affirmed, “would be an admission 
of his weakness, not of his power.”8

A Biblical Response
We begin by saying that we have no problem with the concep-

tion that the laws of nature are prescriptive. Nature’s laws may 
well be more than descriptive, but even prescriptive, bringing some 
sort of necessity to what actually happens in nature.

In this conception, “the laws of nature reflect powers which are 
somehow embedded in reality, powers which run along certain 
lines.”9 An example of this would be the power reflected in the 
laws of gravity.

6	  Ibid., 80–81.
7	  Voltaire, “Miracles,” in Philosophical Dictionary, trans. Peter Gay (New York: Basic Books, 1962), 392-93.
8	  Ibid., 393.
9	  George I. Mavrodes, “Miracles and the Laws of Nature,” Faith and Philosophy 2, no. 4 (October 1985): 345.
10	  Voltaire, “Miracles,” 392.
11	  Paul Helm, “The Miraculous,” Science and Christian Belief 3, no. 1 (1991): 93.
12	  George N. Schlesinger, “Miracles,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, ed. Philip L. Quinn and Charles Taliaferro (Cambridge and 

Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 360.
13	  C. S. Lewis, Miracles (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1947), 72.
14	  Voltaire, “Miracles,” 393.

We do, however, have a problem with Voltaire’s idea that a 
miracle is a “violation of mathematical, divine, immutable, eter-
nal laws.”10 Obviously, if this is what a miracle is—a violation of 
nature’s laws which cannot be violated—then they are rationally 
impossible. This, though, is not what a miracle is.11

In a biblical miracle, God may work without or above the laws 
of nature, such as when Jesus turned water into wine (thereby 
working apart from the normal processes of fermentation). Or, 
God may work against the laws of nature, such as when Jesus 
raised Lazarus from the dead (thereby working against the prin-
ciple of corruption in the natural order). In neither case (nor 
in any other instance among the biblical miracles), was there a 
violation of the laws of nature.

George Schlesinger has rightly stated, “An event may be the 
source of marvel and elicit genuine religious response . . . without 
violating any natural law.”12 Even more pointedly, C. S. Lewis 
remarked, “The divine act of miracle is not an act of suspending 
the pattern to which events conform but of feeding new events 
into that pattern.”13

Voltaire’s second criticism is that “the infinite Being” would 
not do such a monumental thing “for the sake of three or four 
hundred ants.” According to Voltaire, “even the human race is 
quite unimportant.”14 In addition, he maintained that any divine 
changes in the overall running of the cosmic machine would in-
dicate weakness in God.

How shall we respond to these kinds of perspectives? It is true 
that in comparison to the infinite Being we humans are not par-
ticularly important. Romans 8:32 indicates, nevertheless, that 
God does the unexpected for such as we are: “He who did not 
spare his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he 
not with him also freely give us all things?

Furthermore, God’s performance of miracles is not an admis-
sion of divine weakness, but rather of human weakness—our need 
for the Lord to authenticate divine revelation for the sake of our 
salvation. 

John 20:30–31 is one passage among many that we need to 
remember: “And truly Jesus did many other signs in the presence 
of his disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are 
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God, and that believing you may have life in his name.”  

Mark J. Larson



January / February 2022 | 13

TThe appendix has gotten a bad reputation. An evolution-
ary view of the body led to it being called ‘vestigial.’ It was 

theorized that it was simply a leftover organ from our days in 
the trees, completely unnecessary to our lives now as advanced 
humans. 

But can we see the appendix in such a way when we know that 
we have been specially designed by our Creator? Of course not. 
If we do not know the function of a part of our body, it is simply 
because we have not learned it yet or our minds are too limited 
to grasp it completely. 

But most people will still tell you the appendix is useless. It’s 
fine to cut out. It serves no function. The only thing it does is get 
infected and cause problems, right?

How has this evolutionary view translated to our view of the 
Body of Christ? Do we see it as specially designed by our Creator? 
Or do we see some people as unnecessary? Useless? Leftovers 
from a different era?

Is this how we see those that cannot serve in the ways we can? 
If they are not hands or feet, do we pat them on the heads as only 
being there to be served, not to perform their own service? Do 
we see them as simply troublemakers? 

Is this how we see the elderly? The disabled? The broken and 
suffering?

It turns out the appendix is not useless. When there is an infec-
tion or illness that flushes the intestines, the appendix is a safe 
haven for the beneficial bacteria in our gut. It keeps it safe so that 
the intestines can heal again. Those without an appendix are much 
more likely to have recurrence of nasty bugs that like to wreak 
havoc on the digestive system. The appendix also plays a role in 
our immune system, helping keep our intestines healthy from 
pathogens! And that’s only what we’ve learned in recent years as 
researchers began to question its uselessness.

People are not useless to the Body of Christ either. They are 
specially designed to be exactly where they are and perform the 
functions God has ordained for them. They are not less than. 

They are not pointless. If we trust that God has designed our 
bodies, then surely we must trust the composition of His body 
as well.

But that doesn’t mean that it will always be immediately appar-
ent how each member can serve. It may take work to discover the 
talents and strengths and callings of some individuals. If we put 
that effort into all members, we may discover that many feet have 
been trying to be hands and many elbows have been trying to be 
knees! Even when it seems obvious how someone may serve, it 
may require a bit more digging. They may be serving acceptably, 
but not to their full potential in another area. 

And if you are one who feels like the appendix, remember that it 
is not only hands and feet that serve the Lord. You were designed 
by the Master Artist and Sculptor. You were put where you are 
because that is the best place for you, but also because it is where 
you are called to serve. You have gifts to share with the Body. You 
are not useless or pointless or incapable of contribution. You are 
a full member of the Church, not a lesser one with no purpose.

The Body of Christ was designed, not cobbled together with 
no plan! That means that every member serves a function. Every 
member is required for the Church to fulfill God’s perfect plans. 
The appendix of the church is just as necessary as the hands and 
feet and elbows and knees. There are none too small, too weak, 
too old, too young, too disabled, too broken, that they cannot 
serve alongside those who seem far more capable from an outside 
view. And remember, too, that we may all take our turns as the 
appendix, whether from age or injury or trauma or illness. Serve 
God where you were placed with the gifts God has given you. 
Even if they seem small, even if they seem useless. They aren’t. 
They are necessary to the function of the Body. They are vital to 
the health of the Church.  

Megan Fox 
member, Immanuel Reformed Fellowship,  

Pella, IA

The Appendix 
of the  

Body of Christ 
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IIn the previous article on the Beatitudes, it was stated that 
it is utterly impossible to find authentic happiness outside 

of Christ.
And since Christ by His very being is the source of peace, 

comfort, and joy, we would greatly benefit from listening to the 
One who tells us who the blessed are, and why they are the truly 
blessed.

We observed last time that the spiritual state of blessedness 
is not defined by external and temporal appearances, nor is it 
determined by affluence, nor is it dependent on self, but that it 
is in Christ alone. So the question is, what does that mean that 
blessedness is in Christ? 

Our Lord Jesus Christ gives us not one, but eight statements 
of happiness, and by the standards of the world these statements 
are strange and hardly appear to be a recipe for happiness. No, the 
world goes by a different list of blesseds that looks a little like this:  

Blessed are those who are injected with Botox, for they shall 
be wrinkle-free. Blessed are those who get tummy-tucks, for they 
shall be a new and improved version of themselves. 

Blessed are those with the latest, the coolest, the biggest, and 
the fastest, for they shall be the envy of all. And blessed are those 
who take charge, know what they want, and write their own 
story–maybe even their own “blesseds.”

Not one of these examples sounds remotely like what our Lord 
Jesus Christ preached in the Sermon on the Mount. The most 
elusive thing in the world is happiness. It is so elusive that the 
world has to redefine it just so that it can pretend to have it. In 
our country, looking young is one such definition of happiness, 
and we have more creams, lotions, and injections out there than 
ever before, promising that what is in the tube, the jar, the needle 
comes right from the fountain of youth. Hence, the world opines, 
“If we can’t live forever, at least we can look like we can.”

The worldly individual does not want to age and to die, and the 
irony is if one could help it, that one would live forever–forever 

in misery. Consider the mercy of our Lord in Genesis 3:24 who 
stationed the angels by the tree of life to keep man from living in 
perpetual misery. Living longer or looking younger is not happi-
ness, especially in a state of misery.

Let us then go to the list of true happiness that our Lord Jesus 
Christ spells out with great specificity, beginning with verse 3– 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Ask yourself this, are you poor in spirit or are you spiritually 
poor? The former is happiness; the latter is misery.

It might be strange but the very work of the Holy Spirit and the 
Word is to destroy every false hope in the bosom of the sinner, 
and then to position that sinner in the true hope of Jesus Christ.

Those who boast not in the Lord, but are eventually called by 
the Lord are hit at their knees. Their legs collapse because their 
false confidence has been shaken. They see that they no longer can 
support themselves, and so they spiritually fall down and crawl, 
and what do they look now as that which can support them?

Well, in a sense the support is a three-legged walker, given by 
the Helper, who according to John 16:8 convicts them of  (1) their 
sin, (2) their need for righteousness, and (3) God’s judgment.

The proud in spirit trip all the time in their quest for happi-
ness; they just hope no one is looking. Have you ever slipped on 
the ice, got up, and looked around to see if anyone saw you take 
that nasty spill? This is what the proud do when sin makes them 
tumble. They fall down all the time and get up hoping everyone 
sees that they are really on their two feet, or at least landed on 
their two feet. But then how do they even get up without the 
strength of the Lord? Because the Lord has given them over to 
their sins says Romans 1, so their standing is really an exercise of 
their own futility and they continue to fall down without truly 
getting up on legs that will stand forever.

Who Are the Poor in Spirit?
The poor in spirit is he who is destitute; he who is a beggar, 

 THE BLESSED POOR
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much like that exacerbated Lazarus, who in Luke 16:20 wanted 
any little morsel that fell from the rich man’s table but got nothing. 
He is the one who is in abject and utter destitution. 

Jesus is not describing a homeless man, one who just needs a 
little help from the local shelter, or someone who is a member 
of a disenfranchised class and therefore eligible to live off the 
government. The poor in the context of Matthew 5 means he 
who is crushed; the verbal form means “to cringe.” 

A man who cringes at his sin, who loathes himself–that’s right, 
hates himself–because of his sin, whose heart is vexed and spirit 
completely deflated because of his sin is that one who is poor in 
spirit. He sees no good thing in himself, and so he looks to Christ. 

The proud in spirit like the Pharisee in Luke 18:11 says, “‘God, 
I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, 
adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I 
give tithes of all that I get.’”

Oh, the irony! That tax collector–that Luke 18:13 describes, 
“standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but 
beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’”–is he of 
whom Jesus speaks when He says, “Blessed are the poor in spirit!”

Are you such a person?  Do you look to the blood of the Lord 
Jesus Christ as that which alone can save you? Do you cry out to 
the heavenly Father, “Forgive me Lord, for I have sinned against 
you”? Can you say with the apostle Paul, “If I must boast, I will 
boast of the things that show my weakness”? (2 Cor. 11:30)

You can if you are the poor in spirit. But how do you know 
you are poor in spirit? If you say that you are, does that not make 
you proud?

If you bear the marks of being truly poor in spirit, your actions 
alone will speak of your state. And what are those marks?

One such mark is recognition that you are a wretched sinner. 
“God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” Along with that recognition, 
you understand your very state of misery that you brought on 
yourself, with the original sin of Adam, and that you are incapable 
of any good.

The psalmist recognizes his miserable state, “There is no sound-
ness in my flesh because of your indignation; there is no health in 
my bones because of my sin. For my iniquities have gone over my 
head; like a heavy burden, they are too heavy for me. My wounds 
stink and fester because of my foolishness” (Psalm 38).

Elsewhere he says, “They have all turned aside; together they 
have become corrupt; there is none who does good, not even 
one” (Psalm 14:3). 

Do you recognize that you are a wretched sinner?
Another mark is that the sinner who recognizes his own miser-

able state goes to the One who alone removes that sin and misery: 
“I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; 
I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,’ and you 

forgave the iniquity of my sin” (Psalm 32:5). If you do cover your 
iniquity, however, the Lord will not hear you; your repentance 
is not true. Psalm 66:18 says, “If I had cherished iniquity in my 
heart, the Lord would not have listened.” 

He does not hold on to sin, but that does not mean that he 
doesn’t fight temptation or carnal desires. He still has his sinful 
nature with which to contend; he just does not rely on his strength 
to deal with his personal infirmities. He who is impoverished 
in spirit goes to the well of life in Jesus Christ. It is that simple.

Another mark of the poor in spirit is that one rests on God’s 
grace alone. He does not boast in his conversion, in his self, in 
his works, nor does he hold anything he does as something meri-
torious.

He stands by grace alone. He does not offer a trumped up tes-
timony, but will gladly give you his confession in Christ, making 
sure you know that he has been saved by grace alone through 
faith alone on account of Christ alone, and all of that comes as 
a gift from God.

Years ago someone had asked if there was anything I missed 
from my teaching days and there were and still are some things 
that I do miss, but one thing that I had not missed were the 
occasional chapel guest speakers who gave lengthy narratives 
about drug addiction or extraordinary conversion experiences 
that seemingly brought attention on the speakers who seemed 
to glorify their new abilities to glorify God. 

The truly poor in spirit does not give some crazy testimony 
because he has none to give. 

All he can and should properly do is confess Christ. All he can 
point to is the grace that is defined by Scripture and not colored 
by hyperbolic personal experience.

Sadly, that’s not good enough for some quarters in the church, 
as they want the big story. Too many want to know all the sordid 
details of one’s rotten past because that supposedly will make 
grace glow that much brighter. The goodness of God’s grace is 
then weighed by the badness of man’s life, so the worse we are 
the better God is?  

The apostle Paul calls himself a wretched sinner, not to score 
the sympathy vote or to win fans, or to boast in himself. He calls 
himself the chief of sinners because he has seen the bankruptcy 
of his heart, and he credits the Spirit for opening his eyes to see 
the person he was. 

This once proud Pharisee was struck by the grace of God 
bringing him to his knees and leaving him poor in spirit. He did 
nothing except persecute the church when he was known as Saul.

The poor in spirit, those in Christ are not called to wear sack-
cloth and put ashes on heads and walk around saying, “Woe is me; 
I am a Calvinist.” Nor are they to presume, as some evangelical 
Christians might, that they have a role in their being poor in spirit. 
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It even sounds a bit strange to brag about moral poverty. “Look 
at me I am poor. Look at all the bad sins I had accomplished! Let 
me share my really bad past.”

Save it. You are not poor in spirit if you relish your past and 
how you came to be the great person you are now, don’t wait for 
yourself to become really bad before you become good. 

How many first think they have to sow their wild oats before 
settling down in the church and getting serious about Christ? I 
still have bad things on my nasty to-do list, or I am still wrestling 
with my issues and just give me a few years to settle down. This 
mindset is so outside the realm of Matthew 5:3 because such 
thinking is rooted in pride and ultimately is the idolatry of self.

Consider Paul’s words to Timothy: “I thank him who has 
given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me 
faithful, appointing me to his service, though formerly I was a 
blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent. But I received 
mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, and the grace 
of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in 
Christ Jesus” (1 Tim.12-14).

The poor in spirit has no hope, no confidence in anything ex-
cept for the free grace of God, but when that poor in spirit who 
has been lifted up by that grace turns from it and moves toward 
a personal confidence, his assurance is shaken, and thanks be to 
God for that wake-up call. 

The poor in spirit have the grace given to them that forever 
makes them rich in Christ; 

they will never be separated from the love of God. Never. No 
tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, 
or danger, or sword will keep them away from the love of Christ, 
though the poor may go through considerable trial.

What Do the Poor in Spirit Receive?
The poor in spirit do indeed receive grace from God, but the 

text specifically states this:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Theirs is the kingdom of heaven, and this kingdom is the spiri-
tual kingdom whether on this side (the already) or that which is 
to come (the not-yet).

The poor in spirit receive Jesus Christ as their Lord and King, 
who subdues them to Himself, rules and defends them, and re-
strains and conquers all His and their enemies.

How is that for a King? He brings the poor into subjection to 
the will of God, He keeps and He defends. Those poor in spirit 
are under the total care of King Jesus. 

This is not some medieval king whose citizens are treated like 
paupers; Jesus is the King whose subjects are kings, coheirs with 
Him.

Paul says, in Romans 8: “For you did not receive the spirit of 

slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of 
adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ The Spirit 
himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 
and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with 
Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also 
be glorified with him. For I consider that the sufferings of this 
present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to 
be revealed to us.” 

And then these words from Revelation 3:21– “To him who 
overcomes I will grant to sit with Me on My throne, as I also 
overcame and sat down with My Father on His throne.”

Reigning with Christ, that is what the poor in spirit receive.
Beloved, most if not all of us have faced affliction brought on 

by sin, and no matter how hard we tried we could not break the 
fetters that bound us. And yet, in Christ, we rule. 

We rule over that which once controlled us–not by our own 
strength but through Him who removed our burden of sin. 

Our Lord says in Luke 18:17, “Truly, I say to you, whoever does 
not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.” 

There is a great misconception about that verse. It has often 
been said that Jesus is talking about the innocence of children, 
but we know that children are not innocent. Christ is talking 
about dependence a child has toward his parents, and likewise 
the poor in spirit have that same dependence. They have been 
humbled by their lowly estate and therefore deny themselves, 
seeing that they are completely helpless, clinging to the mercies 
of the heavenly Father.

When the guilty do not admit their culpability they are in 
self-denial, but the believers in Christ sees these guilt by the aid 
of the Spirit and is in denial of self in that they deny themselves 
as those worthy outside of Christ. 

So where are you? Are you in sanctified self-denial, putting off 
yourself, clinging to the mercies of the heavenly Father. Do you 
live in humility and in submission? Do you see your dependence 
upon Him? If you can answer “yes” to those questions, crediting 
the grace of God for seeing yourself as a wretched sinner in need 
of a most wonderful Savior, then you are the poor in spirit and 
you will inherit the kingdom of God.

However, if you refuse to put off yourself and continue in your 
sin, then count yourself among the proud. But know this from 
James 4:6, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” 

Beloved, are you poor in spirit or spiritually poor? May you be 
the former by God’s grace.  

 Rev. Chuck Muether
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IIn the last issue of the Reformed Herald, I shared a Bible study 
I had done on one of my favorite Psalms, the 121st. It is part 

of a larger set of psalms known as the Psalms of Ascent. We 
are studying them in Adult Sunday School in Mitchell right 
now. When I was asked to write another article for the Herald, 
I decided to circle back to the beginning and submit a series of 
studies on each one of them.

The Psalms of Ascent are a collection of 15 Psalms. Three times 
a year, at the feasts of Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles, every 
Jewish man was required to assemble in Jerusalem. And come they 
did. Josephus tells us that the population of Jerusalem would swell 
to over two million, most of them pilgrims, for Passover alone! 
Jerusalem is situated in the mountains and so when pilgrims 
approached it from any direction, they were travelling uphill. 
As they were travelling, they would sing these psalms, thus, the 
Psalms of Ascent.

Each one of the psalms has a different feel to it, expressing the 
gamut of emotions pilgrims would experience on their journey. 
In fact, all the psalms in the Bible do so. Some are triumphant, 
others are sad. Some express confidence in God, other disappoint-
ment in Him. Some overflow with praise, others spew curses. 
In short, in the psalms, we see ourselves clearly as real people, 
who experience ups and downs on our own pilgrimage to glory. 
This is perhaps one of the reasons that the psalms are dear to 
so many: they are real, and we can relate to them. Psalm 120 is 
about discouragement. It has a melancholy feel to it. Who among 
us cannot relate? Let’s look at it together and as we do, we will 
meet a discouraged man. We’ll find out why he is discouraged 
and, more importantly what he does about it.

Psalm 120
A Song of Ascents.
1.	 In my distress I cried to the LORD, And He heard me.
2.	 Deliver my soul, O LORD, from lying lips 

And from a deceitful tongue.

3.	 What shall be given to you, 
Or what shall be done to you, 
You false tongue?

4.	 Sharp arrows of the warrior, 
With coals of the broom tree!

5.	 Woe is me, that I dwell in Meshech, 
That I dwell among the tents of Kedar!

6.	 My soul has dwelt too long 
With one who hates peace.

7.	 I am for peace; 
But when I speak, they are for war.

The first thing that is obvious as we read the psalm is that the 
pilgrim is discouraged. In verse 1 he speaks of his “distress.” It’s 
a word that refers to an oppressive state of mental anxiety. He 
even goes so far as to exclaim, “Woe is me!” in verse 5. “Woe” is 
a type of word called onomatopoeia, a word that sounds like a 
sound. For instance, ask a child what a dog says, and he’ll reply 
with “woof ” or “bark.” Now, dogs don’t actually say those words, 
but it sounds like it. “Woe” is a word that sounds like a person 
wailing in sorrow. Putting these two descriptions together, then, 
we see that our pilgrim is truly at the bottom, emotionally.

Evangelical American Christianity acts like we are supposed to 
be happy, happy, happy all the time. But the truth is, sometimes 
we aren’t. In fact, the Scriptures indicate that sorrow and grief 
are to be expected in this life. Peter said, “Now for a little while, 
if need be, you have been grieved by various trials…” (1 Peter 
1:6) He did say that such trials would be limited in their scope 
and extent, but they also shouldn’t come as a surprise. And this 
is one of the reasons why I love the psalms so much, because I 
can relate to them! I’ve had periods of anxiety and sorrow in my 
life. So have other saints. Charles Spurgeon once wrote, “The 
furnace still glows around me. Since I last preached to you, I’ve 
been brought very low. My flesh has been tortured with pain, 
my spirit has been prostrate with depression. I am as a potter’s 
vessel when it is utterly broken—useless and laid aside. Nights of 
watching and days of weeping have been mine.” Can you relate?

So, why was our pilgrim so discouraged? He expresses two 
reasons. The first deals with some of the difficulties believers 
experience in a fallen world. For instance, he had been the tar-
get of liars. Notice the language in verses 2 and 3: “Deliver my 

PRAYING WHEN  
DISCOURAGED 

Psalm 120
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soul…from lying lips…a deceitful tongue…[a] false tongue.” 
Who among hasn’t been the subject of gossip and lies? We’ve all 
heard the old saying “Sticks and stones will break my bones, but 
words will never hurt me.” But that’s not true! Words can hurt. 
They can destroy. When I was growing up, there was a family of 
five that lived near us. Bienick was their name. They had three 
children, Klaus, the oldest, Peter, and Anna. Mr. Bienick was a 
first-generation German immigrant and he liked to yell. Well, 
yelling is a bit of an understatement. He bellowed and could be 
distinctly heard at a distance. His unfortunate son, Klaus, was 
often the victim of his rage. Many times, I can remember hear-
ing Mr. Bienick scream, “Klaus, you idiot! Why can’t you be like 
your brother, Peter?” Klaus was an emotional wreck, because of 
his father’s vicious words. Words hurt us too, especially when 
they are lies about us.

The second difficulty our pilgrim faced was that he lived among 
people who hate God. In verse 5 he says, “I dwell in Meshech…I 
dwell among the tents of Kedar.” We don’t know exactly where 
either of those places were located, but we do know that they 
weren’t in the Promised Land. He lived in Timbuktu, we might 
say, far away from God’s people. He missed Christian fellow-
ship. He was tired of constantly swimming upstream against the 
current of a culture that was hostile to God and his faith. I can 
certainly relate to that as well. In our increasingly vicious and 
intolerant society, the hatred of believers is an everyday thing 
we deal with, especially as we try to live consistently with the 
Scriptures.

The third difficulty he faced, perhaps stemming from the first 
two, was that he had been unwillingly caught up in conflict with 
his neighbors. He says in verse 7, “I am for peace…[but] they are 
for war.” Conflict is emotionally exhausting. It’s even worse, when 
you are trying to get along with someone who “has it out for you.”

Apart from living in a fallen word, which is discouraging 
enough, he is also frustrated because he is absent from public 
worship and he misses it. 2020 is a year that I am going to be glad 
to see fade into the history books. Corona virus, unemployment, 
a tremendous downturn in the economy, and one of the most 
contentious presidential elections in living memory have been 
bad enough. But worse, one of the results of the pandemic is 
that people have been isolated emotionally and physically. Com-
pounding that is the fact that many have been unable to gather 
for public worship because of the pandemic. Many churches have 
responded creatively, with things like live streaming, but let’s face 
it, it isn’t the same as gathering with God’s people for worship. 
Now, imagine if your church only gathered three times a year! 
No wonder our pilgrim was discouraged.

One of the main reasons virtual church is wholly unsatisfying 
is that in public worship, we encounter the living God through 
the means of grace. As we sit under faithful preaching week after 
week (and watching on a screen is a poor substitute), as we partake 
of the sacraments, which hold Christ and all his benefits before 

us, and by which those benefits are sealed to us by faith, we meet 
God. He strengthens our faith and causes us to grow in grace. 
Our pilgrim was cut off from those Old Covenant means and 
was as discouraged as many of you have been this year.

It makes you wonder why God has permitted this. I do not care 
to speculate about the divine mind, but the Scriptures do tell us 
a few reasons why God brings trials into our lives. Sometimes, 
we take God, His Word, His people, and worship for granted. 
Providentially taking those things from us for a season shatters 
our complacency and makes us long for them. It makes us long 
for Him. Maybe, in 2020, you can really relate to David’s cry, “As 
the deer pants for the water brooks, so pants my soul for You, O 
God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I 
come and appear before God? (Psalm 40:1-2) Did you truly feel 
that way in 2019? Probably not. But we sure do now. Sometimes 
God sends trials into our lives to test us, so that we learn to trust 
Him more. That is why James tells us we should count it all joy 
when these things happen. ( James 1:2)

The question becomes, then, how should we respond when 
discouraging times come? Well, notice what our pilgrim does. 
Look at verse 1: “In my distress I cried to the LORD, and He 
heard me.” Notice, first of all, that he is honest with God about 
his feelings. Isn’t it funny how we try to hide our feelings from 
each other? Ask someone at church how they are and 99 times 
out of 100, they will smile and say, “Fine.” And we do that when 
people ask us. We have our church face on, and our church replies 
ready, and all too often they hide the fact that we are really hurting. 
Take that one step further. Isn’t it silly how often we try to hide 
our feelings from God, as if He doesn’t know them anyhow? Our 
pilgrim is honest with God. He’s hurting and he tells God so.

Confessing our feelings to the Lord in our prayers is often a first 
step towards healing our hurts. So, our pilgrim prays. How often 
we pray as a last resort when we should turn to God always. “Oh, 
what peace we often forfeit! Oh, what needless pain we bear all 
because we do not carry everything to God in prayer.” But notice, 
he doesn’t just pray. He prays, believing God has heard him and 
will answer. To paraphrase Question 129 of our catechism, we 
say “Amen” at the end of our prayers because we are convinced 
that God hears us even more than we want the object of our 
prayers! So, he rejoices that as he prayed, God heard him. And 
He hears us too.

Can you relate to our pilgrim in this psalm? I sure can. As we 
face discouragement, especially right now, let us all be quick to 
turn to God in prayer, confessing our feelings to Him, and be-
lieving that He hears us and that whatever evil He sends upon 
us in this valley of tears, He will turn to our good; for He is able 
to do it, being Almighty God, and willing also, being a faithful 
Father. (Question 26)  

Rev. Dr. Kevin Carroll
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UUntil recently, few Americans—even in Reformed circles—
had heard of the Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck 

(1854-1921). With the publication of a beautiful translation 
of his masterpiece four-volume Reformed Dogmatics a few 
years ago, this colossal theologian is finally beginning to garner 
a greater reputation and increased attention in English-speaking 
theology. (A brief biography can be found here.)

This past January I embarked on a Saturday reading plan of 
the Dogmatics. Now roughly halfway through the fourth volume 
and on track to complete the set by the end of December, I can 
safely say this is one of the best decisions I’ve ever made in my 
theological life. Bavinck’s accomplishment in the Dogmatics is 
nothing short of jaw-dropping. The expansive, nuanced, and 
deeply trinitarian theological vision is both intellectually chal-
lenging and spiritually nourishing. I anticipate turning to these 
volumes regularly in the years to come.

I’d like to offer up six reasons you ought to consider picking up 
the Dogmatics and working through them yourself.

1. Eminently Biblical. Obviously, the pre-eminent mark of any 
work of dogmatics that aspires to the name “Christian” is its bibli-
cal character. Bavinck is second to none in this regard. Each and 
every subject is first developed according to the relevant biblical 
materials. Bavinck doesn’t restrict himself to mere proof-texting, 
but enters into complex philological debates, issues of historical 
context, and the redemptive-historical development of an idea 
as it unfolds across the testaments. In many cases, I was amazed 
at his nuanced discussions of subjects much-debated in current 
scholarship, such as nature of the “righteousness of God” or the 
eschatological nature of the kingdom of God. He anticipated 
such 20th-century developments by at least 75 years.

2. Historically Grounded. Bavinck appreciated the importance 
of addressing the history of theology when formulating doc-
trine for the present age. As a result, each section functions as a 
crash-course in the history of the development of the doctrine. 
After a discussion of the biblical material, Bavinck proceeds to 
examine patristic developments both East and West, medieval 
sources, Reformation debates (both Protestant and Catholic), 
and modern Protestant liberalism. All of the major debates are 
covered, and detailed arguments for various historical positions 
are developed at length. While there have been some correctives 
in late 20th-century historical theology, the Dogmatics are still 
going to be worth consulting for students interested in more than 
contemporary perspectives.

3. Broadly Catholic. Despite its clear Reformed emphasis, 
Bavinck’s theology is broadly catholic in the best sense of the 
term. He’s well-attuned to the riches to be discovered across the 
wider Christian heritage. Indeed, Augustine and Aquinas appear 
to get more play in his doctrine of God than Calvin, Luther, or 
even later post-Reformation sources.

4. Irenically Polemic. Bavinck’s method involves lengthy, chari-

table expositions of viewpoints he wishes to dispute—Roman, 
Lutheran, Remonstrant, Socinian—so that he might, by contrast, 
better develop the unique strength and nuance of the Reformed 
position. Bavinck writes with a generous spirit that makes him 
slow to cast anathemas.

5. Philosophically Sophisticated. In the Dogmatics Bavinck 
engages philosophical views on every level on a wide range of 
subjects. In this respect he’s like Barth but about 30 years ahead 
of the curve. The first volume of prolegomena deals extensively 
with epistemological issues, in a number of places anticipating 
contemporary developments. And Bavinck’s development of the 
relationship between nature and grace along covenantal lines (in 
contrast to the Roman Catholic donum superadditum) is a largely 
untapped reservoir for those tempted toward Radical Orthodoxy 
or the 20th-century Nouvelle Theologie.

6. Reformed Theology as Tradition. Bavinck was keenly aware 
of his position as a theologian situated within a particular tradi-
tion. As such, reading his expositions of the Reformed approach 
to a given problem begins to give the Reformed theological stu-
dent, especially a novice like myself, greater appreciation for the 
tradition as a tradition. It is a conversation between theologians 
with shared basic convictions and questions, but with differences, 
nuances, and important variations. One of the most memorable 
instances comes when Bavinck quite clearly, but gently, accuses 
Jonathan Edwards of inadvertently giving aid to the Pelagian 
revisionists in his own theological controversies.

Worth the Time and Effort
Because of the time commitment required to read these vol-

umes, I’d recommend putting a reading plan in place. I made a 
plan at the beginning of the year to read at least 30 pages every 
Saturday, or up to a chapter a week. You many want to break it 
up into chunks of five pages a day. In any case, reading plans help 
turn large books into collections of smaller books.

Finally, you might be worried that it’s theologically above your 
pay grade; even the brief descriptions of his strengths may strike 
you as intimidating. I’ll admit, Bavinck isn’t for the beginner. But 
for all who consider themselves students of theology—certainly 
seminarians and Bible students—you should be prepared to chal-
lenge yourself regularly. Straining to read above your current level 
of understanding is one of the only ways to grow. And Bavinck is 
a wise, thorough, surprisingly accessible teacher even if he does 
engage at the highest levels.

For the still unconvinced, pick up this abridged, one-volume 
edition of the Dogmatics that is far more approachable.

For those looking for more resources, hermanbavinck.org is 
a treasure trove of links to free articles by Bavinck and helpful 
secondary literature.

Derek Rishmawy is the Reformed University Fellowship 
(RUF) campus minister at University of California Irvine and a 
PhD candidate at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School.  

WHY YOU SHOULD READ BAVINCK 
December 26, 2014 | Derek Rishmawy 
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1. THE PERIL OF DIVINATION
In his book, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, Bernard Ramm 

warns of the practical misuse of the Bible when we force it to 
give specific information as to what we should do in a supposed, 
“cookie cutter” situation. He warns against divination, that is, 
using the Bible to learn the future by using occult-like methods.  
This is especially true of those who “lucky dip,” that is, they cross 
their fingers and close their eyes and randomly poke  a verse that 
will lead them (they think) to a Promised Land of infallible guid-
ance. He illustrates with a case at the outbreak of World War Two, 
when a certain man was torn between enlisting, volunteering for 
the Merchant Marine, or seeking a theological exemption. He 
searched the Bible and found a text about those who “go down 
to the sea in ships”, and who see “the wonderful works of the 
Lord,” (Psalm 107:23-24), which he interpreted as God’s cue 
to join the US Navy.  His method of discovering God’s will did 
not involve any pensive meditation, contextual interpretation, 
or spiritual principle inspiring godly thinking, wise counsel, or 
heartfelt prayer.  His decision was based on a “haphazard coin-
cidence” between the word “sea” and the vessels of the US Navy. 

Note: Paul Woolley wrote in The Infallible Word: “The only 
way of ascertaining the will of God...is to learn it by zealous ap-
plication as students of the revelation of that will contained in 
the Scriptures. Short cuts as pulling verses out of boxes, getting 
guidance by daily motto books, and letting the Bible fall open like 
a casting of dice are not only useless; they are deceptive.” 

2. MISERY LOVES COMPANY
The Bible is replete with humor, especially instances when we 

unwittingly  make buffoons of ourselves. One example is when 
Christ forewarns Peter that he would die a violent death, perhaps 
even the hideous death of crucifixion ( John 21:18-19). Here, 
Christ’s “doomsday” forecast caused a consternated Peter to burst 
forth, and point to John, asking, “what shall this man do?” (verse 
21). His question was tantamount to asking (and hoping!): “Don’t 
you have some excruciating death for him, too?!” Here we learn 
that God’s sovereign will for one man is not a blueprint or para-

digm for another.  Let us remember this as we study the Bible, 
focusing upon the singular experiences of God’s people, who–like 
Peter– must learn  that even if it’s the Lord’s plan for someone 
like John to escape death altogether, that the Lord’s business is 
none of ours! 

3. SPONTANEOUS COMBUSTION IN THE 
PULPIT?

D. Martyn-Lloyd Jones (1899-1981) is deservedly regarded as a 
peaching giant of the 20th century.  For good reason, his definition 
of preaching helps explain some of his dynamism, when he wrote 
in his Preachers and Preaching, that preaching is the implementation 
of God’s logic by a man who is on fire. He was so passionate that 
he recounts of convalescing in England and attending a  local 
church that was across the street from where he was staying. He 
attended the evening service and heard the  minister preach on 
Jeremiah and the fire in his bones ( Jeremiah 20:9). How did the 
minister do? Lloyd-Jones reports: “I left the service feeling that 
I had witnessed something quite extraordinary, for the one big 
thing that was entirely missing in the service was ‘fire.’ The good 
man was talking about fire as if he were sitting on an iceberg.”  

Amazingly, although Lloyd-Jones’ use of “fire” is metaphorical, 
the metaphor once had a literal fulfillment and that in his own 
ministry;  when preaching in Newcastle in 1938 an event oc-
curred that the Press called “the fiery speech.” The Press reported 
that while Dr. Lloyd-Jones was proclaiming the Gospel, “a box of 
matches in a pocket of his waistcoat burst into flames.” With the 
assistance of the Rev. H.T. Donaldson, he quenched the fire, and 
despite the damage to his clothes, carried on. (Martyn-Lloyd-Jones, 
Vol. 2, by Iain Murray).

4. THE ONE PERMISSIBLE ARGUMENT 
BETWEEN A HUSBAND AND HIS WIFE.

Philip Henry (1631-1696), the English non-conformist and 
diarist and father of the commentator of Matthew Henry, found 
little joy in mediating disputes  between Christian husbands and 
their wives. But there was one dispute that he thought quite jus-

ANECDOTES IN CHURCH 
HISTORY
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tifiable, namely, the debate as to who loves the other the most?  
If there is an Annie Oakley ho-down between a husband and his 
wife,  ‘anything you can do, I can do better,’ the one who excels 
the other in love wins.

5. THE LONELINESS OF A GREAT 
PREACHER

The Psalmist (despite his godliness and entourage of friends) 
described himself as so lonely, that he was like a forlorn “owl of 
the desert” (Psalm 102:6). The Christian life can be just that; very 
lonely, especially the ups and downs of ministers who lament as 
Paul in 2 Timothy 4:11, that “only Luke is with me.” Such was the 
experience of D. Martyn-Lloyd Jones as illustrated by an incident 
in a church vestry in 1963, the occasion of which was a difference 
of opinion as to how best to reach evangelical Christians with 
the doctrines of God’s sovereign grace, with Lloyd-Jones argu-
ing that the duty of Reformed Christians was to assist and not 
to dismiss evangelical Christians. The occasion of his argument 
was that his colleagues in the vestry believed that people were 
enamored more by Lloyd-Jones’ person than his Calvinism, and 
they didn’t want Lloyd-Jones to be beguiled by their superficial 
sycophancy.  In short, they felt that he overestimated their loyalty 
and was endangering the Reformed witness.

It was during this discussion that the Doctor startled every-
one: when one of the men was bemoaning the loneliness of the 
ministry, Lloyd-Jones trumped his jeremiad with a lament of his 
own, passionately saying on the basis of years of experience, “You 
speak of loneliness! I am the loneliest man in this room.”

6. THE BANNING OF “IN GOD WE TRUST”
The words “In God we trust” have appeared on our coins since 

1864. However, there was a short hiatus, when the words were 
stricken from US coinage by an Executive Order of President 
Theodore Roosevelt, who argued that “the mammon of unrigh-
teousness” and God, do not mix, writing, “It is a motto which it is 
indeed well to have inscribed on our great national monuments, in 
our temples of justice, [and] in our legislative halls,” he explained. 
“But it seems to me eminently unwise to cheapen such a motto by 
use on coins, just as it would be to cheapen it by use on postage 
stamps and advertisements.”

In 1907 Roosevelt authorized the sculptor Augustus St-Gaud-
ens to redesign  the Ten and Twenty dollar gold coins, eliminating 
the motto altogether. But when the coins appeared, there was 
an outcry, as clergymen from all stripes censured the deletion, 
with some even accusing the President of blasphemy (at the time 
Roosevelt was a member in good standing of the Grace Reformed 
Church in Washington, DC).  

Finally, in the year 1908 both houses of Congress passed a 

bill to restore the motto and thus send the “atheist coin” packing.  
Roosevelt did not oppose; he signed the bill into law. 

7.  TACTLESSNESS. 	
Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) was one of America’s great 

preachers and theologians, even though he occasionally fumbled 
in the art of diplomacy. A case in point: It seems that many of 
the young men (ages 21-29) in his Northhampton congrega-
tion were passing around books dealing with mid-wifery and 
practical medicine and quoting the books in a lewd manner so 
that young  women were taunted about menstruation. Adding 
to the problem, the books  had been used for lecherous mirth for 
at least five years. Thus, to address the situation, Edwards asked 
the church members to stay after the service to hear his report, 
and a committee was formed composed of the leading men of 
the community to hear the case.

Edwards set a time to meet at his home, and–accordingly– read 
a list of people who were required to be present. The problem 
is that Edwards’ list of names failed to distinguish between the 
charged and the witnesses!  Since some of the young men were 
from the leading families of the community, the townspeople 
objected to the irregularity before they even reached their homes. 
And when the committee finally did meet, the citizens were  
ablaze with anger.  

8. THEOLOGY AND FOOD
An alumnus of Princeton tells how President Francis Landy 

Patton (President of Princeton University and Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary in 1888-1902 and 1902-1913 respectively) dealt 
with his annoyance of the crackling of peanut shells during his 
lectures. A student reported: “The Professor said: ‘Young gentle-
men, I had hoped before I reached this point in the lecture that the 
visible supply of peanuts would be exhausted. I realize that  these 
lectures to which you are compelled to listen put a great strain 
upon you, and I have no desire to interfere with your natural right 
to seek that refreshment which will enable you to bear up under 
that strain. But I am a somewhat nervous man, and I must admit 
that the constant popping of peanuts is somewhat disturbing to 
me. I wish that in the future you would be willing to substitute 
some less audible means of refreshment, say spongecake.’”

9. I CAME, I SAW, I WAS DUMFOUNDED.
When scandalous sin besmirches the Church, the leaders of 

God’s people are inwardly pulped. Such was the case of Ezra, 
upon discovering that the holy seed of Israel were marrying pagan 
wives (Ezra  9). Scripture records that when Ezra “heard this 
thing, I tore my garments and my robe, and plucked out some of 
the hair of my head and beard, and sat down astonished” (v.3). 
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Stunned, he fasted and waited until the evening sacrifice before 
he addressed their error.  Similarly, the response of Pierre Viret 
(1511-1571), “the angel of the Reformation,” and John Calvin’s 
closest friend, who ministered  in Lausanne while Calvin was 
shepherding in Geneva.  After removing himself from his pas-
torate in Lausanne to assist Calvin in Geneva,  Viret was dog-
gedly pursued and was prevailed upon by the Lausanne leaders 
to wield the reins of the pastoral ministry in Lausanne again. 
Unhappily, the main reason he was pursued was the spirituality 
of the congregation was at ebb tide. Thus when he did return, he 
was consternated by what he saw and heard, and was moved to 
modify the famous saying of Julius Caesar, his own version be-
ing, “I came, I saw, I was dumfounded” (veni, vidi, obstupi).  He 
was like Moses after descending from Sinai, horrified by Israel’s 
“frolics” around the golden calf; and like Ezra when he  plucked 
hair from his head and beard.   

10. A SUPREME  EMBARRASSING 
MOMENT

We all have them, embarrassing moments, but what about 
your most embarrassing moment? For William Bradford, gover-
nor of the Plymouth colony, it occurred when he, Captain Miles 
Standish, and others formed a military expedition armed with 
muskets and set out to explore the region around Plymouth col-
ony, hoping for an audience with the Indians.  After exploring 
the bush, his party approached a tree where a sapling was bowed 
down over a bow, and some acorns were scattered beneath. Brad-
ford was in the rear of the exploring party when he felt a sudden 
jerk, as his foot was snagged and he was launched into the air, 
hanging helplessly. The trap was set by the Indians for deer, with 
Bradford  becoming human venison! This was the first instance of 
Indian ingenuity that the Pilgrims discovered.  The Lord is good-
humored; dare we refrain from laughing at His “jokes,” especially 
when He uses us to entertain others and when we ourselves need 
the medicine of laughing at ourselves?

10. A VOICE OUT OF THE BLUE	
Men who individually stood up to Hitler were rare in Nazi 

Germany, but with a few notable exceptions. One was Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer and the other the Lutheran Pastor Martin Niemöller 
(1892-1984). Bonhoeffer is famous for suffering political martyr-
dom and Niemöller for his post-war assessment of both himself 
and others who failed to courageously oppose Nazism in the early 
years. He famously wrote:

“First, they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out 
because I was not a socialist. Then they came for the trade union-
ists, and I did not speak out because I was not a trade unionist. 
Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out because I 
was not a Jew. Then they came for me, and there was no one left 

to speak out for me.”    
But what is less known is Niemöller’s encounter with a voice out 

of the blue. His story is as follows: He preached his last sermon 
in June, 1937, before he was arrested for a sermon about how 
the Church “must obey God rather than man.” While arrested, 
the Gestapo locked the doors of his church when they learned 
of a special worship service, but a crowd surrounded the church 
anyway, singing “A Mighty Fortress is Our God.” 

His trial began in 1938 and he was accused of blaspheming  the 
Third Reich with “malicious and provocative criticism...” and the 
“Abuse of the pulpit”! Later, while being escorted from jail to the 
courtroom and as he was about to ascend the last flight of stairs 
that lead into the courtroom, he heard a whispering voice that was 
so faint he was unable to find its source. Then he realized that it 
came from his escort, saying, “The name of the Lord is a strong 
tower; the righteous runs into it and is safe” (Proverbs 18:10). The 
spiritual dividends were instant: he entered the courtroom with 
peace of mind and steadfast trust in God. During the trial itself 
when he was found guilty, he occasionally caught a glimpse of the 
guard, but their eyes never met. The guard would never realize 
the impact of those precious words. (Niemöller was imprisoned 
in Dachau until he was liberated by the Allies in 1945.)   

11. 
The American poet John Godfrey Saxe (1816-1887) was walk-

ing up Broadway in New York, when he was approached by a 
friend who enquired where he was going.

The poet answered, “To Boston this afternoon, Deo Volente.”
“What route is that?” asked the friend, seemingly mystified.
“By way of Providence, of course,” said Saxe. 

Note: Deo Volente is Latin for “God-willing.” 

Rev. Jim West
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In Kansas City at Northland Reformed Church we have had a total of 10 babies born in the 
congregation in the past year (Praise God!). In addition to these ten babies, we have had 28 people 
join our congregation (total of 38 new members). Attached is a picture of the moms and babies.

We are thankful to the good Lord, that Barbara Doorn was 
received as a member of Providence on October 17, 2021.
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But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the 
night, in which the heavens will pass away with a 
great noise, and the elements will melt with fer-
vent heat; both the earth and the works that are 
in it will be burned up. Therefore, since all these 
things will be dissolved, what manner of persons 
ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, 
looking for and hastening the coming of the day 
of God, because of which the heavens will be dis-
solved, being on fire, and the elements will melt 
with fervent heat? Nevertheless we, according 
to His promise, look for new heavens and a new 
earth in which righteousness dwells.
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