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Have you ever had a discussion which had the potential to deteriorate into a
war-like situation? Did it go well, or did it just turn to custard and everyone who
participated felt that grace was lacking? This scenario is all too common among
Christians and work colleagues. What may have started as an innocent
conversation ended up being a war of words, and worse still, a separation of
brethren and friends.
Giving attention to Ephesians 4, it should be noted that the chapter is
dealing with unity and maturity in the body of Christ. Speaking in love is part of
maintaining that unity (based on God’s word) and growing in maturity.
14
“… we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and
carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in
deceitful scheming; 15 but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all
aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ, 16 from whom the whole body,
being fitted and held together by what every joint supplies, according to the
proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the
building up of itself in love.”
Paul the Apostle (in the earlier part of the chapter) exhorts his readers to “1…
walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called 2 with
all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing tolerance for one another in
love, 3 being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”.

This means that going to war with a brother or sister or anyone else is not
the way the Christian should conduct him/herself. Too often Christians have
given a bad impression to a brother, a colleague or a neighbour because of a
pugnacious, haughty, impatient spirit and brought the name of Christ into
disrepute. Clearly, that sort of conduct is not Christ-like.
So, let us consider how to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of
peace, and speak in love as those who are mature in Christ.
Our contributors explain to us what it means to speak in love and to show
forth Christ in us with all whom we come into contact, giving tangible examples
for our edification.
Mr Sjirk Bajema looks at Christ in us.
Mr Andy van Ameyde considers speaking words of wisdom.
Mrs Brenda Hoekstra (a member of the Protestant Reformed Church in
North America) reviews John Crott’s book Graciousness: Tempering Truth with
Love.
Mrs Sally Davey shares a post on reading as spending time with great writers
of the past.
Mr Jon Dykstra makes a biblical case for scepticism.
Mr Daniel P Clifford writes about Christmas conversations.
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The opinions expressed in this magazine are not to be considered the official position of
the Reformed Churches of New Zealand unless they expound the Biblical system of
doctrine contained in the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic Confession, the Canons of
Dordt, or the Westminster Confession of Faith, or reflect the successive Acts of Synod
of the Reformed Churches of New Zealand. On the other hand, care is taken to ensure
that articles and opinions do not directly contradict the official position of the Reformed
Churches as contained in the above sources without attention being called to that fact.
NB: In line with common publishing practice Faith in Focus reserves the right to publish
the names of all contributors with their articles, unless compelling reasons are given to
the editor for not doing so. This applies to both print and online versions.
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Speaking the truth in love
SJIRK BAJEMA

Christ in your heart is
His witness to
the world
1 Peter 3:15-16 and Evangelism
“… but in your hearts honour Christ
the Lord as holy, always being
prepared to make a defence to
anyone who asks you for a reason
for the hope that is in you; yet
doing it with gentleness and
respect, having a good conscience,
so that, when you are slandered,
those who revile your good
behaviour in Christ may be put to
shame.”
Could the apostle Peter be asking
too much of us in these words? Are we
“always prepared” to tell about our faith
to others? Don’t we feel so inadequate
when we meet a Christian who seems
to be able to share their faith so easily?
Actually, when we think this way we
misunderstand these words of Peter.
Verse 15 has even been misused for
something which it was never intended.
It has been used to make a Christian
feel guilty about what he or she doesn't
do. Especially in this whole area of
witness none of us can ever really say
we've done enough. After all, there are
so many people out there who still don't
believe! And we haven’t possibly done
everything we could to tell them the
good news about Jesus – have you?
That answers the question, doesn’t
it? We feel quite inadequate. And there
are those who have played on our
feelings of insecurity by heavily
promoting methods or programs they
claim have worked. The idea is that if
you take on this ‘new’ and ‘latest’ way
it will literally bring in the masses. So
when Peter mentions a phrase like

“always being prepared to make a
defence” they quickly grab it and use
it to show how right they really are.
Because, do you always know what to
say? Haven’t you been often caught out
when you couldn’t think and speak back
straightaway? See – you’re feeling guilty.
They’ve got you – and somehow you
just know you should buy what they’re
selling.
They are wrong, though. Did you
notice where? Look at the verses above
and see how the idea of always being
prepared to give an answer cannot be
used this way. Can you see, that's not
all that the text goes on to say. Verse
15 actually states, “… always being
prepared to make a defence to anyone
who asks you for a reason for the hope
that is in you.”
Those who promote those certain
methods of evangelism have taken the
text out of its context. As a well-know
quote goes, “A text without a context
is a pretext.” A pretext is when they
have used it just the way they wanted
to – not the way the apostle meant it.
A wider look at the context is needed
to see precisely what the apostle meant.
And as one does this, a general question
of interpretation is helpful, this question
being: ‘How do we understand what a
passage in the Bible means?’ When a
passage of Scripture is studied a key
factor in seeking out its meaning is in
realising what it would have meant for
the original hearers or readers.
So, do these verses mean all those
early Christians had just completed the
latest copyrighted and heavily syndicated
outreach program from Petros the Rock
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Whether it’s setting
apart Christ as Lord in
our hearts, in the
translation of the NIV,
honouring the Lord as
holy in the ESV, or
sanctifying the Lord God
in our hearts, as in the
NKJV, the effect is the
same, because it does
affect everything!
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Ministries? Had they taken the course
which had really made the church at
Jerusalem discover the ten key opening
phrases to tap into an unbelieving
neighbour? It couldn’t be the more
opposite! There was not any one
particular thing which had made the
difference – the difference now was in
everything! Whether it’s setting apart
Christ as Lord in our hearts, in the
translation of the NIV, honouring the
Lord as holy in the ESV, or sanctifying
the Lord God in our hearts, as in the
NKJV, the effect is the same, because
it does affect everything!
He Whose in your heart
It is who is in your heart which really
matters. This is the point Peter has built
up to after dealing with all the different
possible human relationships – whether
how we’re meant to relate to the
government, to our employers, or to
our spouses. This is about the One we
have to relate to most of all – and unless
we do, unless he is at the very centre
of our being, the fibre which holds us
altogether, we cannot be the witness to
him.

Those Peter was writing to would
have been very familiar with the Old
Testament Scriptures. As a largely Jewish
readership, there was in their upbringing
the knowledge of the witness that Israel
was once meant to be to the Lord God.
But that physical nation had been a
disgrace, showing only how much they
desperately needed the Lord himself to
save them – and save them he did, in
the person and work of his own dear
Son. So, how much didn’t being God's
chosen people in Jesus Christ now make
it all so different! Now each of them
was called to be the blessing Israel was
meant to be.
It is tremendously rich, covenantal
language, using words and a symbolism
only Jews then would have fully known.
The phrase just before our text in verse
14 confirms this, as there the apostle
quotes from Isaiah. Isaiah – the prophet
who is so full of the Messiah; Isaiah,
who, in the passage quoted, is appealing
to God’s people to be afraid of the One
who is the most awesome!
And this “awesome” is no “cool”
word, as it is often used today. Rather,
it means something to be deadly scared

Photo by Priscilla du preez on Unsplash
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about, someone to really freak out
about! As Isaiah goes on to say after
these words quoted, “The LORD
Almighty is the one you are to regard
as holy, he is the one you are to fear,
he is the one you are to dread ...”
But he also adds, “... and he will be
a sanctuary (Isaiah 8:13-14).” And that
has come true, for setting apart the Lord
– making him holy – in our hearts, will
make our souls his temples. Another
apostle, Paul, said the same, with asking
the self-answering, rhetorical, question,
“Don’t you know that your body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you,
whom you’ve received from God? (1
Cor.6:19).” The body is what holds the
soul, and as the believing soul by the
Holy Spirit carries Christ so our bodies
show whose really in control.
He Whose words you speak
This is the way the theme is developed
into the second part of verse 15. Here
is a phrase noted earlier, because of the
way it has been misused, and how
believers have abused through it. Though
now consideration is given to its proper
use: What does it mean to be always
prepared to give an answer to those
who ask?
Or, to turn it around: How could it
happen that people don’t ask about
your faith? That puts a different light on
it – doesn’t it? When unbelievers don’t
notice our faith could it be because we
are not showing that faith? They do not
see that Christ is Lord in our hearts.
This is a good test for where you’re
standing with the Lord now. Reflect on
the question: Do those around you
notice you are a Christian? There is a
helpful example of this at the beginning
of chapter 3. In guiding us with our
marriages Peter says, after having
presented the supreme sacrifice of Christ
as the ultimate example, “Likewise,
wives, be subject to your own husbands,
so that even if some do not obey the
word, they may be won without a word
by the conduct of their wives …” No
words – just action! Peter explains that
the behaviour of those wives shows their
unbelieving husbands “your respectful
and pure conduct.”
This was illustrated by what
happened in one American church.
Through the faithful witness of the
members some five ladies were brought
into the Kingdom. In the midst of that
joy, however, there was deep concern
for their husbands who continued to

worship their sport and television. In
response to this five men from the
congregation took the time to go with
these men to their football games on
the Saturday, and that way build
genuine friendships with them. After a
while, the unbelievers began to ask
questions.
To be ready to answer is so vitally
important! Whenever an opportunity
arises it must be utilised. There must be
intentional attempts to get next to
unbelievers – and where better than
where they like to get next to others
socially?
If Christ is being set apart in our
hearts as Lord, just as he is the Lord of
the Church, so we most show that he
needs to be set apart also as Lord of
this world! Faith doesn’t stop with us,
for just as those Jewish believers knew
now that while Old Testament Israel
failed to live up to being the light to
the nations it should have been, in
Christ, the true Light, they couldn't help
but shine before others.
He Whose life you show
In this way we come to the further
words of verse 15 and of verse 16, “…
yet do it with gentleness and respect,
having a good conscience, so that, when
you are slandered, those who revile your
good behaviour in Christ may be put
to shame.”
There is a need to not only treat
other Christians respectfully, but
especially unbelievers. At the end of the
day we have to be able to say in our
own minds, “Well, they may not have
agreed with me, but they have seen the
difference my faith makes.”
It is like the believer who was being
asked by his work mates if he was going
to the funeral service of a former worker.
The man who had passed away was a
worker whom those very men had so
bitterly despised when he had worked
there. Now, though, those men were
going to pay their “last respects.” To
that invitation the Christian replied, “I
don't need to go to his funeral to pay
my last respects; I paid my respects to
him while he was still alive!” Those
other workers knew this. If there was
anyone who treated his fellow worker
with respect and dignity it was this
Christian.
Perhaps you might think that that
Christian was a little sharp to those men.
Yet they knew him. It was because of
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how he was keeping a good conscience
that made him stand out.
And what is a good conscience? A
good, clear, conscience is knowing that
you are doing God’s Will. You have
nothing to be afraid of, in the end,
because you’ve stuck with Him, and
you’ve stuck to him.
This echoes what the apostle wrote
about earlier in this letter. In 1 Peter
2:12 he said, “Keep your conduct among
the Gentiles honourable, so that when
they speak against you as evildoers, they
may see your good deeds and glorify
God on the day of visitation.”
Our children may have those other
children living in their streets taunting
them, with such words as these, “You
gotta have rocks in your head to go to
church!” At state schools and
universities and in our society full of
the emptiness of secular humanism we
are taunted because of what we believe
and how we live. We are accused of
being narrow-minded and bigoted,
when we are simply making a stand
for our faith. We have Scripture twisted
against us.

Be encouraged to not let it get you
down. It might seem a strange way of
doing it but those unbelieving children
and those around us are actually asking
the question. They have seen the
difference Jesus makes in their lives,
because they have noticed the lifestyle
we have. They notice the purpose and
meaning believing in the Triune God gives.
Let’s help our young people to
respond, with a reply like this, “You’re
right, I have got rocks in my head. That’s
why I go to church. There’s someone
there who takes them out!”
And when it is thrown up at us as
to how bigoted we are, challenge them
right back. Say to them, “How can you
know what is bigoted without a sense
of right and wrong? So where do you
get your concept of the truth from? It’s
from God’s Word you get your sense
of injustice from.” Help them to be able
to turn it back on the unbeliever in a
calm and yet exposing way.
Just think: Those other children and
those other people are looking for a
harsh reaction to justify themselves. They
didn’t get that. Instead there was cold

water poured on their heads. As the
apostle says in Romans 12:20, by this
being kind to those so strongly opposed
to you, this means there are burning
coals heaped upon their heads. It is
these burning coals which symbolise
judgment. And so it is our right response
to those who do us harm which allows
God’s own power and judgment to fall
upon that person.
It could well plant a seed. Where
they go to after that lies with the Holy
Spirit – the same Spirit who helped you
to answer back. He is the Spirit who
will keep helping us because we're
trusting in Jesus Christ.
You are praying to the Lord; you are
reading his Word; you are fellowshipping
with the people of the Word; and you
are taking him at his Word – every day.
This is the only way – to trust and obey.
Today and every day – in every way –
we have to be Christians pointing this
world to the One who is the way, and
the truth, and the life!
Mr Sjirk Bajema is the minister in the
Reformed Church in Oamaru.

Are you interested in serving God as an

Early Childhood Teacher?
Would you like to become part of our community
here at Avondale Chris�an Kindergarten?
Scholarship available to study for a Bachelor of Education (Teaching) ECE
Avondale Christian Kindergarten is a ministry of the Reformed Church of Avondale, Auckland. We believe in the
importance of having teachers serving at our kindergarten who have a strong Christian faith and desire to serve
God through the education of pre-school children.
We would like to offer a scholarship to a person who would like to train as an early childhood Teacher. If this is
you, please email Ann Hunt, manager@ackindy.org for more information
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Speaking the truth in love
ANDY VAN AMEYDE

Speaking words of
wisdom
The November 2017 issue of this
magazine was themed “Bringing Christ
to the Workplace” and featured articles
by three young professional women and
their approach to sharing their faith in
three distinct work places – professional
office, in the hospital and in the
classroom. A common thread in all three
accounts was that both “matter and
manner” are important aspects of our
conversations when it comes to sharing
one’s faith with colleagues and students.
The manner in which this is done will
either support the witness or hinder it.
The purpose of this article is to offer
some further reflections but from a
somewhat unique perspective that
reflects the author’s former employment
position.
For the past 15 years I have been
employed by a group of nondenominational state-integrated Christian
schools here in Christchurch with two
main objectives. Firstly, to help the group
of schools work more closely together
and, secondly, to assist them to negotiate
with the Crown’s representative in
education, the Ministry of Education. In
pursuing both objectives I needed to be
faithful to the “matters” in terms of
Christian belief but also just as important
was the “manner” of my approach with
them.
To helpfully understand what follows
please bear with me as I describe the
context. State-integrated schools are state
schools and Crown-owned entities. Some
of you may “pale” at such a thought
knowing that successive governments in
New Zealand which represent the
Crown, have been essentially secular in
nature and the issue of being “unequally
yoked” looms large. To provide equality
in the relationship state-integrated
schools have a Deed of Integration,

which is an agreement between the
owner of a particular integrated school,
the proprietor, and the Crown, which
sets out the school’s unique special
character. The applicable legislation lays
out that this Deed “binds the Crown”.
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The Deed, which is specific to each
school, grants the proprietor the absolute
right to insist that the education delivered
to students is Christian and that schools
can legally discriminate in employment
to only employ Christian teachers. Most
of the Deeds have a Statement of Faith
that is usually very close to the
well-known Apostles Creed. The
Statement of Faith is a key component
of the school’s special character. So, the
Crown recognises and expects that these
particular schools will operate in a way
that promotes and inculcates the
Christian special character in all aspects
of its operation.
However, in several other more

had been handpicked from conquered
lands and who were enrolled at the
“University of Babylon”. And then there
was the dream that troubled King
Nebuchadnezzar, and the way Daniel
negotiated with Arioch the chief
executioner who was ordered by the
king to execute all the wise men because
they could not tell the king the content
of his dream, let alone interpret the
same. Daniel negotiated with Arioch to
get an audience before the King – he
would tell the king his dream and
interpret it, which by God’s grace he
did.
Now Arioch and Ashpenaz were
public servants of the most powerful
ruler that ever was. How did Daniel
work with these men? Daniel 2:14 [NIV]
tells us:
“and he [that is Daniel] dealt with
them with wisdom and tact”.
The ESV renders the translation as
“Daniel replied with prudence and
discretion.”
This has been my modus operandi
when interacting with public servants
over the past 15 years and it has by and
large borne fruit.
Now, importantly, we need to
observe that Daniel did not always find
an accommodating solution when it
came to the critical issues of his faith …
he and his friends had challenging
journeys to the Fiery Furnace and the
Lion’s Den because on matters of first
order principle they stood their ground
but also again noting that they did this
in a humble manner leaving the outcome
to the Lord.
The New Testament also instructs us
on this balance. In Romans 13 we read …

Photo by Bonneval Sebastien on Unsplash

practical areas state-integrated schools
need to negotiate with the Ministry of
Education [MOE] in such matters as
property, finance and curriculum
delivery. So how to do this?
As I was about to begin the work 15
years ago, our church had just begun a
series of sermons on the book of Daniel.
Most readers will be familiar with how,
in the early chapters of the book of
Daniel, 4 young Hebrew men had to
handle the matter of food offered to
idols which was out of bounds to them
on religious grounds, and how Daniel
had to negotiate with the chief eunuch,
who was named Ashpenaz who was in
charge of caring for the young men who
8

Romans13
“Let everyone be subject to the
governing authorities, for there is no
authority except that which God has
established. The authorities that exist
have been established by God. 2
Consequently, whoever rebels against
the authority is rebelling against what
God has instituted, and those who
do so will bring judgment on
themselves. 3 For rulers hold no terror
for those who do right, but for those
who do wrong. Do you want to be
free from fear of the one in authority?
Then do what is right and you will
be commended. 4 For the one in
authority is God’s servant for your
good. But if you do wrong, be afraid,
for rulers do not bear the sword for
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no reason. They are God’s servants,
agents of wrath to bring punishment
on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore, it is
necessary to submit to the authorities,
not only because of possible
punishment but also as a matter of
conscience.6 This is also why you
pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s
servants, who give their full time to
governing. 7 Give to everyone what
you owe them: If you owe taxes, pay
taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if
respect, then respect; if honour, then
honour.”
So, we have important lessons here,
namely that governing authorities are
established by God and because of this
must be shown respect and honour. That
doesn’t mean we are a pushover, but
we undertake the contest in a respectful
manner, debating the issue and not the
man. Of course, as with the Daniel
episode there is another side to the coin.
In Acts 5 we read that when the
Apostles appeared before the Sanhedrin,
they made a stand stating:
“We must obey God rather than
human beings!”
For myself for the most part the
balance between these two imperatives
has usually been easy to manage …
virtually all issues have been of a Romans
13 nature. But there are clouds looming
on the horizon which may change this.
The issues of gender diversity and Maori
spirituality are two such areas and will
become a litmus test of what schools
believe to be the biblical teaching on
these matters and will need to be
traversed with care and sensitivity
without compromising clear biblical
teaching. As an aside, sadly, the
theological diversity within the wider
realm of Christian education looks like
it may be as challenging as the diversity
that the Crown would like schools to
deliver on with regard to these important
moral and spiritual issues.
A good friend recently drew my
attention to a very helpful article by Dr
Albert Mohler, entitled “A Call for
Theological Triage and Christian
Maturity”. Mohler uses the emergency
room process of Triage as a metaphor
for deciding which issues are worth
standing ground on (first order
conditions) and which ones need good
debate (second order conditions) and
which ones we as Christians might have
differences on and still remain in close

fellowship (third order conditions). I
mention this because it helps us to think
through “what are the important issues”
both between Christians and then also
in the context of this article, what are
the first order issues where a stand needs
to be taken in education and again noting
that even in these areas the need to get
the manner right is vital so that the
matter is not potentially obscured by
poor manners.
The Apostle Paul’s address to the
Athenians at the Areopagus is a helpful
example to learn from. Herewith his
opening lines from Acts 17.
“People of Athens! I see that in every
way you are very religious. 23 For as
I walked around and looked carefully
at your objects of worship, I even
found an altar with this inscription:
TO AN UNKNOWN GOD . So, you are
ignorant of the very thing you worship
– and this is what I am going to
proclaim to you ….”
We note that Paul begins in a
winsome and respectful manner … he
has done his homework, he understands
their position and finds an “entrance
point” into the conversation that
“engages the audience” where they are
at and then faithfully introduces the
gospel, balancing hope and judgement.
So, I made it my business to get to
know at least a few people in the MOE
in a personal and genuine way … who
they are, where they live, their personal
circumstance, what makes them tick …
but also where they fit in the organisation
where they are employed. On a higher
level I try to understand the “who’s who”
in the MOE’s hierarchy and then beyond
this who the current Minister of
Education is and what may be the
Minster’s “current itch”.
Showing acts of kindness above what
is normally expected builds a relationship
and provides opportunity. When those
I knew well left the MOE for another
employment opportunity to thank them
in a personal way such as cards and
flowers showed them and their
colleagues that you are genuinely
interested in them as people. A specific
example of this is that after the
Christchurch earthquakes the MOE had
to make some tough yet necessary
decisions so that education to the young
people of the city could continue. Many
of the decisions were not popular and
because of time pressure many decisions
were implemented without community
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… at times it is not
easy to remember to
keep one’s composure
under pressure, but we
need to work hard at
these things
remembering that as
Christians the fruits of
the Spirit are our new
way of behaviour, but
even more, constantly
reminding ourselves of
the warnings from
James 3 about the
tongue and how its use
can bring blessing or
catastrophe.
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consultation. Sadly, the MOE had to
endure severe and often unfounded
criticism. As a group of Christian schools,
we decided to provide the MOE in the
Christchurch office, consisting of several
hundred employees, a morning tea
shout. We were able to thank them for
their hard work in difficult and trying
circumstances. Toward the end of the
event I was asked by the MOE’s regional
director to publicly pray for them which
was gladly done. The specific witness
flowed out of showing kindness,
understanding and respect.
The other important angle here is to
remember that many Christians work
within the public sector. As Christian
schools we needed to show proper
respect and appropriate behaviour
otherwise we ran the risk of undermining
the witness of fellow Christians within
the MOE. My behaviour and approach
on behalf of the schools would either
support their witness or undermine it.
As well as this, getting to know who
some of the Christians within the MOE
were allowed for opportunity to
encourage them in their work and to
pray for and with them.
This all reminds us that we don’t live
our lives in an isolated cocoon. While
the apostle Peter tells us that we are
aliens and strangers in this world we can

also learn from the prophet Jeremiah
where in chapter 29 we read …
“This is what the LORD Almighty, the
God of Israel, says to all those I carried
into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon:
5
“Build houses and settle down; plant
gardens and eat what they produce. 6
Marry and have sons and daughters;
find wives for your sons and give your
daughters in marriage, so that they
too may have sons and daughters.
Increase in number there; do not
decrease. 7 Also, seek the peace and
prosperity of the city to which I have
carried you into exile. Pray to the LORD
for it, because if it prospers, you too
will prosper.”
The words of the prophet are
reinforced by these words from the
Apostle Paul to his protégé Timothy in
1 Timothy 2:
“I urge, then, first of all, that petitions,
prayers, intercession and thanksgiving
be made for all people – 2 for kings
and all those in authority, that we
may live peaceful and quiet lives in all
godliness and holiness. 3 This is good,
and pleases God our Saviour, 4 who
wants all people to be saved and to
come to a knowledge of the truth”.

remember to keep one’s composure
under pressure, but we need to work
hard at these things remembering that
as Christians the fruits of the Spirit are
our new way of behaviour, but even
more, constantly reminding ourselves of
the warnings from James 3 about the
tongue and how its use can bring blessing
or catastrophe. Let our communications
with both believer and unbeliever be
marked with wisdom and gentleness.
If people are to be saved, we need
to be engaged in our society in such a
way that we have opportunity to be a
good witness of the Lord Jesus and we
do this most helpfully when our conduct
and speech is marked by gentleness,
kindness and respect.
I end as I started and refer again to
Issue November 2017 of this magazine
and quote from it:
“All the world’s a stage and you’re
an actor that plays the part of Christian.
All the world’s a stage and there’s people
watching you. You need to understand
your world. You need to understand
how people think. You need to
understand the world of your work”.
Mr Andy van Ameyde is a member of
the Reformed Church in Dovedale,
Christchurch.

I admit that at times it is not easy to

The National Publishing Committee has
a surplus of 800 Forms and Confessions
booklets.
These are ideal for anyone wishing to have a complete set of
the Doctrines of our Churches as adopted at Synod 2014 and
contain:
-

the Belgic Confession (1561)
the Heidelberg Catechism (1563)
the Canons of Dort (1618-1619)
the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) new and
updated versions
- complete Church Order of the RCNZ
- all liturgical Forms, as adopted by the RCNZ
The booklet is ideal for anyone studying and wishing
to further understand the doctrines and beliefs of our
churches, including Catechism students.
Copies can be obtained by ordering from our distributor
Stuart Williams, at stu@faanz.co.nz at $6.00, plus postage
where applicable.
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Book review

Graciousness: Tempering Truth
with Love
John Crotts. Grand Rapids, MI:
Reformation Heritage Books, 2018.
137 pp.
$14.00. ISBN 978-1-60178-586-2
Reviewed by Brenda Hoekstra
Most Standard Bearer readers have heard
of and believe that they live by the
scriptural truth of Ephesians 4:15, ‘speak
the truth in love.’ When the truth is a
real part of you because you
wholeheartedly believe it, your zeal can
actually get in the way of the very truth
you are trying so fervently to present.
When we are bringing important things
that need to be said to others, when
we are delivering truth, graciousness is
not an optional ingredient. This
distinctive property of graciousness is
commanded to be included. God cares
about more than just the words you
say; He cares about how you say those
words. This book teaches the
graciousness that God requires of those
who speak His truth.
This book uses the Bible to describe
graciousness. It includes positive
examples and commands about
graciousness as well as the negative
consequences for those who lack grace.
There is also a wide variety of practical
methods for cultivating graciousness. The
book teaches that growth in graciousness
should match our growth in knowledge,
otherwise knowledge is a trap for our
pride. This book shows what it is to use
truth inappropriately. The author frees
us from thinking that we are responsible
for any results; we can become simply
the instruments of delivering God’s
message with graciousness while leaving
the results to Him. He also teaches us
to guard our hearts from evil, not only
the evil from outside ourselves but most
importantly from inside ourselves. This
is the evil that may bubble up and over
into our attitudes and from our mouths,
causing us to bring God’s truth
ungraciously, with pride and harshness.
I have heard many in our midst ask how
to go about witnessing; this book helps
equip believers for a graciousness that
corresponds to a passionate commitment
to truth. This is the essence of witnessing.

The thing I really liked about this
book was the encouragement to grow
in graciousness as a body, in the church;
with each other, by each other, for each
other, and through each other; and
then, out to those around each of us
in our daily lives. Apart from the body
of Christ, one is unable effectively to
practice and implement graciousness in
life. We learn from Christ and, by Him,
from each other. God has built the
imitation dynamic into the fabric of the
human soul. We are able to grow in
graciousness by imitating those gracious
people around us who are fed by the
Word and who may have more life
capital. The author promotes listening
to sermons and reading books about
graciousness. There is a beautiful
emphasis on graciousness as learned
and increased through corporate
worship as these examples show:
Coming to church services faithfully cultivates graciousness as
members seek to serve and encourage one another for the Lord’s sake
… your gaze is moved from you …
and is fixed on the Lord and His
people;
The context for Paul’s command to speak the truth in love [I
Cor. 13:1-2] is the mutual ministry
of one member to another, which
produced spiritual maturity of the
parts, which results in maturity of
the whole … ‘that we should no
longer be children, … but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up
in all things into Him who is the
head, Christ, from whom the
whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies,
according to the effective working
by which every part does its share,
causes growth of the body for the
edifying of itself in love’ (Eph.
4:14-16).
The Scripture in the book was from
the New KJV and easily recognizable.
This book challenged me personally to
examine and work on my own
graciousness and respect the truth that
I bring as God’s rather than mine.
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Outward focus
Sally Davey

You can visit with
brilliant minds
CAM HYDE

I read this today (26/10/19) and thought it was a helpful way to
see the benefits of reading books by good authors – and plenty of
them. You too may enjoy this brief post by pastor Cam Hyde, and
find it a stimulus to keep up a good habit – or start a new one.
SD
I’m a slow reader by anyone’s measure.
I’m not the person who can finish a
book in a day. I am the person who
may have to re-read a paragraph two
or three times to get it. Sometimes
reading can feel like work.

Photo by VanveenJF on Unsplash
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But I have grown to love reading.
Typically, I am reading at least four or
five books at a time. Most of those
books have to do with doctrine (knowing
more about God and His ways) or
devotion (knowing more about following
Jesus and becoming more like Him).
However, I realize that many Christians
aren’t seeking to discover more about
those two things. In fact, reading can
feel to them at times what it feels to
me: work.
When I was a student in seminary,
we were made to read more than we
possibly could. It was taxing, exhausting,
and even overwhelming, especially for
a slow reader like me. I didn’t
understand why we were given so much
and why each professor treated their
class like it was the only one we were
taking. Once I was done, I didn’t want
to read for a long time. I couldn’t fathom
why they piled so much on us.
I get it now. They wanted to grow
us. They wanted to put as many quality
authors in our hands as possible, even
if we couldn’t read all of it at the time.
I now have some of those books I rushed
through or brushed off in my stack of
books to read, but I wouldn’t have
known they existed without the
assignment of my professors.
Spiritual infants
Good books are a gift from God to grow
us, but many seem satisfied to have
received Christ and remain infants in
the faith. They’re not seeking to know
God more, nor are they seeking to learn
how to please Him better. I can’t help
but think that Paul’s words to the church
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in 1 Corinthians 3 would be the same
thing he would write to many of us
today:
“But I, brothers, could not address
you as spiritual people, but as
people of the flesh, as infants in
Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid
food, for you were not ready for it.
And even now you are not yet
ready, for you are still of the flesh.”
(1 Cor. 3:1-3a).
When we aren’t growing in our
doctrine and devotion then we remain
infants who are still very much of the
flesh we were saved from and we aren’t
being transformed by the Spirit we were
saved by. This means we stay at square
one and as Paul said, we remain on
milk and not solid food. Practically this
means that we don’t know very well
the God who saved us.
Books are God’s grace to us because
in them we are given access to the
thoughts and teaching of some of the
most brilliant Christians to ever walk the
earth. Even after these writers are gone,
we can still be taught by them and learn
from them. God uses good books to
shape, grow, and challenge us in our
doctrine and our devotion. We have
been blessed now in our age to even
be able to access these titles on our
smartphone; some are even available
for free. We, more than any generation
before us, are without excuse to still be
infants in Christ.

in order to make us complete (2 Tim.
3:16-17). The Bible holds the very words
of God and is how we hear from God.
If you’re not reading at all, start in the
Bible; make it your primary source of
growth. All other books come after.
https://camlhyde.com/blog/2019/10/24/you-can-visit-withbrilliant-minds?utm_source=feedblitz&utm_medium=FeedBlitzEmail&utm_campaign=Nightly_201910-25_08%3a30%3a00&utm_content=5575
Originally Published on May 7, 2019
on Doctrine and Devotion.

The gospel spurs our growth
A holy God whom we’ve rebelled against
gave His only, perfect Son to take God’s
wrath that should have been placed on
sinners like you and me in order to
bring us into a relationship with Him.
Why do we not want to know this God
more? Why do we not want to serve
this God more? Why are we content to
remain infants?
If we really believe this gospel and
if we have really been given unhindered
access to the Creator of all things then
why are we satisfied with milk? Solid
food tastes so much better! There is so
much more joy to be had in knowing
God deeply and intimately.
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Live in the Bible
Charles Spurgeon famously said, “Visit
many good books, but live in the Bible.”
The Bible is the only book of its kind.
It’s living and active, able to pierce the
heart (Heb. 4:12), breathed out by God
Faith in Focus Volume 46/11 December 2019
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Global warming crisis?
A brief biblical case
for scepticism
JON DYKSTRA

The media tells us that the question is settled,
there is a 97% consensus, and that anyone who
has questions is a “denier,” likened to those who
are either so foolish, or malicious, as to deny the
reality of the Holocaust.
But there are reasons to
question. And while climate
science might be beyond most
of us, God has given us another
means – a far more reliable
means – of discerning truth,
via His Word.

Photo by Mathilda Khoo on Unsplash
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Gender: the Bible shows the way
Sometimes it doesn’t take much Bible study
to be able to discern truth from error, and
that’s certainly true in today’s gender
debate. Young children are being surgically
mutilated and hormonally sterilized and yet
the government, doctors, psychologists, and
media are applauding. While it might not
be at 97% yet, the consensus is growing
such that fines are being issued, teachers
fired, students expelled, and Twitter mobs
set loose on any who disagree.
Despite the pressure, few Christians are
being fooled, though that might be due as
much to the newness of the debate as it
is that Evangelicals are turning to their Bibles
for guidance. But if they do open His Word
it won’t take a believer long to figure out
God’s position. In Genesis 1:27 we learn
it is God, not Man, who determines our
gender:
“So God created Man in His own image;
in the image of God He created him; male
and female He created them.”
Faith in Focus
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Population: following the Bible
would have saved tens of millions
The overpopulation crisis has a longer
history to it and, consequently, many
more Christians have bought into it. Since
the 1950s we’ve been hearing that
sometime soon the world’s population
will outstrip the planet’s resources. In his
1969 book The Population Bomb Paul
Ehrlich warned:
“The battle to feed all of humanity
is over. In the 1970s hundreds of
millions of people will starve to death
in spite of any crash programs
embarked upon now. At this late
date nothing can prevent a
substantial increase in the world
death rate.”
You would think that by now it would
be easy to see that these overpopulation
fears were mistaken. As economist Arthur
Brooks has noted, what’s happened is the
very opposite of Ehrlich’s dire prediction:
“From the 1970s until today the
percentage of people living at
starvation’s door has decreased by
80%. Two billion people have been
pulled out of starvation-level
poverty.”
Yet the overpopulation hysteria has
never gone away. And the damage it has
done has been on par with that of a
Hitler or Stalin – tens of millions have
been killed. Under threat of this crisis
China implemented their infamous
one-child policy, with its fines and forced
abortions for couples who tried for two.
And the deaths weren’t limited to China;
overpopulation fears were used to justify
the push for legalized abortion in countries
around the world. Murdering your own
children wasn’t cold and selfish anymore;
now it was a woman doing her part to
save the planet.
Christians opposed abortion, of course,
but some believers started questioning
whether overpopulation concerns might
be correct. Maybe God’s call to “be fruitful
and multiply” and fill the earth (Gen.
1:28) was just a temporary directive that
we’ve fulfilled and should now treat as
being over and done with.
But it takes only a little more digging
to find out that’s not what God thinks.
Overpopulation proponents saw children
as more mouths to find – they saw them
as a problem – but God speaks repeatedly
of children as a blessing (Ps. 113:9, 127:35, Prov. 17:6, Matt. 18:10, John 16:21).
And opportunities present themselves

when we see children as God sees them.
Then we realize that not only do children
come with a mouth that needs filling, but
they also have hands that can produce even
more than their mouth consumes. And they
have a brain to invent and problem solve.
When we see children this way – as they
really are– then we realize there’s real
benefit in having lots of them: as we’ve
been told, many hands make light work,
and two heads are also better than one!
That’s why it shouldn’t have surprised
Christians when in the 1950s and 60s a
group of inventive sorts, led by American
Norman Borlaug, helped develop much
higher-yielding strains of cereal crops. This
“Green Revolution” turned wheatimporting countries into wheat exporting
countries by more than doubling yields.
And while there are no prophesies in the
Bible specifically mentioning Norman
Borlaug, Christians could have seen him
coming, and in a sense some did. Those
who continued having large families,
despite the dire predictions, could do so
confident that any problems caused by
the innumerable nature of their progeny
would be solved by something like the
Green Revolution happening.
Today, decades later, we can look
back and see that a country like China,
that ignored what God says about children,
is facing a different sort of demographic
crisis. A young Chinese couple will have
two sets of parents and four sets of
grandparents to look after and support,
but have no siblings or cousins to help
them. As soon as 2030 China will see
their population start to decline, with not
nearly enough working age citizens to
provide for their aging population.
It’s not all that different in the Western
world where, even without government
coercion, our families have been shrinking
and women are averaging far less than
two children each. We aren’t as near the
crisis point as China, but by aborting a
quarter of the next generation, we’ve
created our own coming demographic
crisis.

The Bible does speak
to global warming,
but not directly. This
isn’t like the gender
debate, which runs
smack up against
Genesis 1:27 (“male
and female He
created them”) or the
overpopulation crisis,
which directly
opposes the very next
verse (“be fruitful and
multiply”). When it
comes to global
warming the Bible
isn’t as direct.

Global warming: a biblical case
for scepticism
The population and gender debates
remind us that the Bible is more reliable
than any-sized consensus no matter how
big. They also teach us that the world
can get things not just completely wrong,
but monstrously so, leading to the deaths
of tens of millions. That’s why when it
comes to global warming, where we’re
being told once again that the fate of the
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planet is at stake, we want any and all
guidance we can get from God’s Word.
Cornelius Van Til once noted:
“The Bible is thought of as
authoritative on everything of which
it speaks. Moreover, it speaks of
everything. We do not mean that it
speaks of football games, of atoms,
etc., directly, but we do mean that
it speaks of everything either directly
or by implication.”

The unbeliever thinks
our world is the result
of one lucky
circumstance after
another – a tower of
teacups, all balanced
perfectly, but
accidentally. If the
world did come about
by mere
happenstance, then
what an unbelievable
run of happenstance
we’ve had, and isn’t
there every reason to
fear change?
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The Bible does speak to global
warming, but not directly. This isn’t like
the gender debate, which runs smack up
against Genesis 1:27 (“male and female
He created them”) or the overpopulation
crisis, which directly opposes the very
next verse (“be fruitful and multiply”).
When it comes to global warming the
Bible isn’t as direct.
But there are lots of implications. Time
and space only allows me to present a
half dozen texts. I’m not pretending that
any one of them makes the definitive
case for scepticism. But I do think that
together they start pointing us decidedly
in that direction.
You will know them by their fruits –
Matt. 7:15-20
In Matthew 7 Jesus tells us that we
can tell a good tree from a bad one by
the fruit on it. His concern wasn’t with
trees though, but with telling false prophets
from good ones. When it comes to global
warming the science is beyond most of
us, but we can evaluate the people.
So let’s return to this 97% consensus
we’ve heard so much about. This statistic
is used to argue that there is no question
but that the planet is headed to
catastrophic climate change. But is this a
reliable number, or is it like the greatly
exaggerated 10% figure commonly given
for the homosexual population?
The figure has a few different origins,
but one of the more commonly cited is
a paper by John Cook and his colleagues
reviewing 11,944 published peerreviewed papers from climate scientists.
Did 97% of those papers’ authors agree
with the statement “humans are causing
global warming”? That’s what we would
expect. But instead of 10,000+ papers
with that position, there were 3,894, or
approximately 33%. So how did the 97%
figure come out of that then? Well, it
turns out only approximately 34% of the
papers took a position one way or the
other, with just 1% disagreeing or
uncertain, and 33% agreeing. Thus, of

the 34% who took a position, 97% agreed
that humans are causing global warming.
Is it honest to ignore the two thirds who
didn’t state a position, and say there is a
97% consensus and no room for a debate?
How this statistic has been used reminds
me of a trick from another debate –
equivocation about the definition of
“evolution.” In his book, The Greatest
Show on Earth, Richard Dawkins notes
that when poachers shoot elephants with
long tusks, the next generation is liable to
have shorter tusks. Okay, but creationists
also believe species can undergo changes
over time. We’re the folks arguing that the
array of cats we see today are all modified
versions of a single cat kind brought on
the ark. Dawkins has presented “minor
changes over time” – a definition of
evolution so broad that it enfolds even
creationists into the evolution camp – as
if it were proof of the from-goo-to-you sort
of evolution that is actually under dispute.
Similarly, the 97% consensus is being
presented as if all those counted hold
that the warming is catastrophic, humans
are the primary cause, and there is a
need for immediate, drastic, global action.
But the agreement was only that “humans
are causing global warming.” And that’s
a statement so broad as to enfold even
many of the so-called “deniers.”
So on a statement we can verify –
whether there really is a 97% consensus
on catastrophic global warming – we find
“bad fruit.” There are many other facts
and claims we can’t evaluate, but doesn’t
this tell us something about the “tree”?
“The one who states his case first
seems right, until the other comes and
examines him.” – Proverbs 18:17
God says that to find the truth good
questions are helpful. That’s not going on
here, where questioners are likened to
Holocaust deniers. But here’s a few
questions worth considering:
• Aren’t there bigger priorities than
global warming, like the millions who
will starve to death this year, or the
billions who lack basic access to clean
water and sanitation?
• If fossil fuels are harmful, and solar
and wind problematic, why aren’t we
turning to nuclear?
• How will the world’s poor be impacted
by a move away from fossil fuels toward
more expensive alternatives? Are we
again (as we did in response to
overpopulation fears) seeking to save
the planet by harming those who live
on it?
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Samuel’s warning against kings – 1
Samuel 8:10-22
President Obama’s chief of staff
famously said, “You never want a serious
crisis to go to waste” and if you want
to understand what he meant, looking
no further than Justin Trudeau’s
proposed ban on single-use plastics. This
past year a video of a sea turtle with a
plastic straw stuck up deep inside his
nose went viral, alerting the tens of
millions of viewers to the growing
problem of plastics in our oceans. The
movement to ban plastic straws has
taken off since then.
But will Trudeau’s single-use plastics
ban save turtles? No, because our straws
don’t end up in the ocean. Of the mass
of plastic in the ocean it’s been estimated
the US is responsible for one percent,
and it’d be reasonable to conclude that
Canada is responsible for far less. So
how, then, does all the plastic end up
in the ocean? It turns out that the vast
majority of it comes from poorer
countries that don’t have proper trash
disposal. They simply dump their waste
into the ocean and into their rivers.
Trudeau’s ban will do nothing to help
the turtles…but it will expand the
government’s reach.
The proposed solutions for climate
change all involve expanding the
government too, giving it a larger role
in directing all things energy-related.
So, how is 1 Samuel 8 relevant?
Here we find Samuel warning against
an expansion of government – get a
king and he’ll start intruding into all
areas of your lives. If there is a biblical
case to be made for limited, small
government (and there is) then Christians
have a reason to question crises that
seem to necessitate an ever-expanding
role for the State.
“…and it was very good.” – Gen.
1:31
While we no longer live in the perfect
world Adam and Eve started with, we
have only to wriggle our toes, or watch
a ladybug crawl across the back of our
hand to recognize that God’s brilliant
design is still evident and at work all
around us. We are on a blue and white
marble, spinning at just the right angle,
and orbiting at just the right distance
from the sun, for it to rain and snow
in season. We have a moon just the
right size, and circling at just the right
distance for us to study our own sun,
and to bring the tides that sweep our
beaches each day. And our planet is

graced with a molten iron core that
generates the very magnetic field we
need to protect us from the solar winds,
which would otherwise strip away the
ozone layer that protects us from
ultraviolet radiation. It is wheels within
wheels within wheels, and while we can
do damage to it, when we appreciate
how brilliantly our world is designed we
aren’t surprised there is a robustness to
it.
Meanwhile, the unbeliever thinks our
world is the result of one lucky
circumstance after another – a tower of
teacups, all balanced perfectly, but
accidentally. If the world did come about
by mere happenstance, then what an
unbelievable run of happenstance we’ve
had, and isn’t there every reason to fear
change? Sure, the teacup tower is
balanced now, but if we mess with it,
how long can we count on our luck to
hold?
“He who oppresses the poor taunts
his Maker” – Prov. 14:31
At first glance, this text might not
seem to provide much direction in this
debate. After all, couldn’t a Christian
who holds to catastrophic man-caused
global warming cite it in support of their
position too? Yes they could. If climate
change is real, then the oppression it
would bring on the poor would be a
reason to fight it.
Yet this text does provide a very
specific sort of direction. It lays out limits
on what sort of global warming plans
Christians should view as acceptable:
any plan to save the planet that does
so by hurting the poor is not biblical.
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That means increasing energy costs has
to be out. Millions are starving already
and raising energy prices will only
increase those numbers.
“Be fruitful and multiply” – Gen. 1:28
Children come with an inevitable
“carbon footprint” which is why some
global warming proponents echo the
same sentiments as the overpopulationists before them. “Save the earth; don’t
give birth” is catchy, but if that was the
only possible way we could lower carbon
emissions then Christians could, on that
basis, conclude there was no need to
worry about CO2. Because God tells us
children are a blessing, not a curse.
Of course there may be other ways
to lower carbon emissions. But the more
we hear people portraying children as
a problem, the more we should
recognize there is an element in the
global warming movement intent on
attacking God’s Truth, rather than taking
on any real problem.
Conclusion
Other passages could be mentioned like
Romans 1:25 and Psalm 102:25-26 but
this is good for a start. And that’s what
this is: a start. My hope here is to
encourage an exploration of what
Scripture says that’s relevant to the issue
of global warming. The Bible isn’t silent
on this topic; we need to look at global
warming biblically.
Mr Jon Dykstra is the editor of
Reformed Perspective. Used with
permission.

Wellington Women’s
Presbyterial 2020
DATES:
HOST:
THEME:

Friday 20th March – Saturday 21st March 2020
Reformed Church of Masterton
“Living Life to the Fullest: Using biblical
counsel to encourage leading a full life.”
Based on John 10:10b (NIV): “I have come that they may
have life, and have it to the full!”
SPEAKER: Mrs. Raewyn Wilson [Reformed Church of North Shore]
Friday evening [optional] dinner @ Clareville Bakery
Contact: hendriks@wise.net.nz
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Christmas meditation
DANIEL P. CLIFFORD

Christmas
Conversations
We are facing the end of dialogue. At
least, it can seem that way in our
polarized society. Disagreement has
sharpened, and healthy debate
diminished. Who isn’t angry about
cultural issues and political
developments? Too irritated to consider
other viewpoints, many are turning
instead to social media or news outlets
that support their own positions. This
tense atmosphere makes gospel
communication difficult. And, of course,
another significant communication
barrier is simply religious ignorance. We

can no longer assume that our neighbors
are familiar with Scripture and Christ.
As we lose these points of contact,
spiritual conversations become more
challenging.
A remaining touchpoint
At this time of year, however, we are
reminded of one touchpoint that
remains. Christmas is, or involves, a bit
of residual Christianity in our social
fabric. It will likely keep its place for
some time because people enjoy
Christmas. It offers not only gifts and

food, but the chance to reconnect and
remember what is important – an often
nostalgic sentiment expressed in
productions from It’s a Wonderful Life
to How the Grinch Stole Christmas. The
day feels meaningful to people with or
without a trip to church.
Retailers also help to perpetuate the
importance of December 25. According
to them, that’s our shopping deadline!
They have an interest in keeping
Christmas a distinct part of the “happy
holidays.” Crèches or cards with nativity
scenes, perhaps with carols playing in

Photo by Greyson Joralemon on Unsplash
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the background, all help to keep the
story of Christ’s birth in people’s minds.
(Maybe the commercialization of
Christmas has an upside.)
A Gospel summary
We can be grateful that a basic
knowledge of Jesus’s birth remains in
our culture because the nativity puts
the great themes of the gospel on display. As God introduces his Son to
the world, he also lays out major motifs
of redemption.
God’s plan certainly stands out in
Bethlehem. The onlookers rejoice that
the child comes as the Savior God
promised (Luke 2:11) who will save
his people from their sins (Matt. 1:21).
We commemorate other famous births
because of achievements – think of
Presidents’ Day or Martin Luther King
Day. But Jesus’s birth is celebrated
before his achievements, because he
comes in fulfillment of God’s plan to
save us.
It even seems that God prepared
creation for the moment of incarnation,
like a glove is prepared for a hand.
Theologian Herman Bavinck observes
that, by making man in his image,
God set the stage for his Son to assume
and redeem human nature: “The
creation of humans in God’s image is
a supposition and preparation for the
incarnation of God” (R e f o r m e d
Dogmatics, 3:277). Along similar lines,
B. B. Warfield writes that “the
incarnation was contemplated and
provided for in creation itself” (Selected
Shorter Writings, 1:145). God made
mankind in a way that fit with his
foreordaining, not just the fall of
humanity, but its recovery in Christ.
Christmas brings God’s deeply-laid,
gracious plan to light.
God’s love clearly stands out in the
Christmas story. John 3:16 famously
pegs Jesus’s coming to God’s goodwill:
“For God so loved the world, that he
gave his only Son.” What an overture
to a lost world! How fitting that Jewish
shepherds and Gentile wise men would
agree in worshiping Jesus! God’s
people of every nation receive the
Savior as an expression of God’s love.
The cross gets foreshadowed in this
lowly birth. Christmas cards typically
show an idealized stable scene – clean
and cozy, almost better than the maternity ward. But the truth is that only a
poor and connectionless family would
have been driven to such an extremity.

These humbling circumstances fit with
Jesus’s mission to take our sufferings
and death upon himself. The manger
points to the cross.
A glorified humanity is also strongly
implied by Jesus’s birth. He takes our
nature, intending to display God’s
greatness (John 1:14, 18). Along these
lines, the church father Athanasius
reflected that the body of Christ was
bound to become glorious “when the
Word had once descended upon it”
(Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 4:53).
If God takes our nature, does he not
also intend to “advance” our nature
(Larger Catechism Q. 39)? Indeed, he
does. It was God’s intention to raise
up Christ in glory and cause us to bear
his image (1 Cor. 15:49).
Finally, notice that God’s overture
to a fallen world comes with great
gentleness. He sends his Son clothed
in the weakest of weak humanity – a
baby. God chooses to introduce Christ
in a way that puts his mercy in the
foreground rather than his judgment.
This sets the tone for the gospel age.
“For God did not send his Son into
the world to condemn the world, but
in order that the world might be saved
through him” (John 3:17). How gently
God presents his Son to the world!
We need to bring this light of
Scripture to bear on important issues,
and Christmas might be an excellent
opportunity. As you anticipate this
year’s holiday season with family and
friends, consider how the events at
Jesus’s birth relate to some current
discussions.
Christmas and identity
Many current cultural controversies
have to do with identity – specifically,
people’s right to determine who they
are. The widespread belief is that we
can make and remake our identity,
even up to the point of choosing our
own gender. This is hyperRomanticism, a deification of feelings
and desires. It sees inhibition, not sin,
as humanity’s great problem. Roles
imposed by religion or society are
straitjackets; we need to shed our
inhibitions, discover our true identity,
and let it go!
But Christianity sees mankind as
created to glorify God, which makes
obedience to God the path of greatest
fulfillment. The incarnation illustrates
this. Christ’s coming is a deed, not of
radical independence, but of radical
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He made Himself
nothing!*
As Servant He came
Who is Master of all
in weak human frame
reversing our Fall.
What glory was hid
what wisdom revealed
when asleep in the manger
when a-slain on the cross:
Earth’s Owner a stranger:
What gain by His loss!
He made Himself nothing
that we might be all
He ever intended
despite our great fall!

Existence, John Goris, 2006
*Philippians 2:5-11
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submission. He carries out the role God
assigns him, from his lowly birth in a
stable to his painful death on the cross,
where he takes the penalty for self-willed
people like us. Christ stays in this role
even though, facing death, he wished
it could change: “Father, if you are
willing, remove this cup from me.
Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be
done” (Luke 22:42).
Self-willed people like us need Jesus’s
sacrifice. We also need his Holy Spirit
to change our hearts and give us strength
to find our freedom in being faithful to
the sometimes difficult roles that he has
assigned to us – whether it be the calling
of a Christian, the duty of a husband,
wife, or single person, or the created
roles of man and woman. Christmas
illustrates how we find blessing and true
freedom through submission to God’s
plan.

Christmas and inclusiveness
Inclusiveness is a buzzword. Many
people passionately feel that no group
should be marginalized, that everyone
should welcome and accept everyone
regardless of race, ethnicity, religion,
gender, sexual orientation, etc.
Christians of course agree that people
should be treated with respect. The
Christmas story, for instance, implicitly
condemns the marginalization of Jesus’s
poor, connectionless family. Yet as
Christians, we aim for something higher
than toleration. We want what is best
for people. Mankind needs righteousness, unity, and the experience of
God’s love. The events in Bethlehem
show how God’s love in Christ brings
people together at a deep level, beyond
mere inclusiveness. Poor Jewish
shepherds and rich foreign wise men
all come to worship the Savior. As they

unite around Christ, they are forgiven
and set free based on his finished work.
They are truly accepted – by God.
Because Christ teaches us to respect
others made in God’s image, Christian
or not, Christianity delivers a principled
valuing of all people God has made.
Christmas and politics
Polarized speech has exploded as the
culture wars are played out in the
political arena. The battles are ferocious
and even the observance of Christmas
becomes a political dividing line.
Christians are not immune. You may
catch yourself noticing whether the card
from your distant relative reads “Happy
Holidays” or “Merry Christmas” and
making assumptions accordingly.
The degree of upset surrounding
politics, however, often points to a misplaced hope. People trust a conservative
agenda or a progressive agenda to put
the world right, and they grow panicky
when their ideas come under threat.
The Christmas story helps us here, too.
The hope of the human race is that
God has come to be with us, in Christ.
Glory and blessing are assured, not by
the policies of the left, right, or center,
but because God has taken our nature.
This is what the incarnation means.
Again, consider the shepherds and
wise men. We can assume that they
had different political viewpoints, but
they gather to Christ and are equally
forgiven and united in him. It’s the same
Christ who equips us to be peacemakers
and to be kind to one another – even
the annoying people who watch the
wrong newscast!
Remember that Christ was born in
politically turbulent times. He came to
a largely pagan world, a world full of
dashed hopes. But he brought salvation,
unity, and true hope by his presence.
And he still does. May the Lord give us
insight into the hope of Jesus’s
incarnation, together with the opportunity and willingness to articulate it to
people who need to hear.
The author is pastor of Grace
Presbyterian Church in Vienna, Virginia.
New Horizons, December 2018.
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Self-Inquiry
Part 7
Let me ask, in the last place, whether we know anything
of being ready for Christ's second coming? That He will
come again the second time is as certain as anything in
the Bible. The world has not yet seen the last of Him.
As surely as He went up visibly and in the body on the
Mount of Olives before the eyes of His disciples, so surely
will he come again in the clouds of heaven, with power
and great glory (Acts 1:11). He will come to raise the
dead, to change the living, to reward His saints, to punish
the wicked, to renew the earth, and take the curse away
– to purify the world, even as He purified the temple –
and to set up a kingdom where sin shall have no place,
and holiness shall be the universal rule. The Creeds which
we repeat and profess to believe, continually declare that
Christ is coming again.
The early Christians made it a part of their religion to
look for His return. Backward they looked to the cross
and the atonement for sin, and rejoiced in Christ crucified.
Upward they looked to Christ at the right hand of God,
and rejoiced in Christ interceding. Forward they looked
to the promised return of their Master, and rejoiced in
the thought that they would see Him again. And we
ought to do the same. What have we really got from
Christ? And what do we know of Him? And what do we
think of Him? Are we living as if we long to see Him
again, and love His appearing? – Readiness for that
appearing is nothing more than being a real, consistent
Christian.
It requires no man to cease from his daily business.
The farmer need not give up his farm, nor the shopkeeper
his counter, nor the doctor his patients, nor the carpenter
his hammer and nails, nor the bricklayer his mortar and
trowel, nor the blacksmith his smithy. Each and all cannot
do better than be found doing his duty, but doing it as
a Christian, and with a heart packed up and ready to be
gone. In the face of truth like this no reader can feel
surprised if I ask, How is it with our souls in the matter
of Christ’s second coming? The world is growing old and
running to seed. The vast majority of Christians seem like
the men in the time of Noah and Lot, who were eating
and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, planting
and building, up to the very day when flood and fire
came. Those words of our Master are very solemn and
heart-searching, “Remember Lot's wife.” – “Take heed
lest at any time your heart be overcharged with the cares
of this life, and that day come upon you unawares.”
(Luke 17:32; 21:34).
Once more I ask – In the matter of readiness for
Christ’s second coming, “How are we doing?”
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August 1984
Recently I was told by a local
“critic” that I was far too nice
in my writing. I was momentarily stunned and didn’t know
how to react. Should I show
annoyance or look mighty
pleased? You see, he felt that
my reporting of events in the
churches was too positive; I
made it all sound so beautiful
and, as he said, I should jolly
well know that all is not always
well within the walls of Jerusalem. Of course I know that;
but who wants to hang the
dirty linen outside his walls?
Only the devil and his friends
would benefit from that sort
of exposure. Our deputy
Prime Minister, Mr McClay
once said, “We often do fall
victim to that great Kiwi clobbering machine.” Well, so be
it.
Sometimes, some bulletin has
some particular succinct quote
or quirk like: “If, before criticising the sermon, you stopped
to consider how much it actually cost you, you might conclude that you got your
money’s worth.” Another one
says: “It is not enough that
there is action in the pulpit –
there must also be a re-action
in the pews.” And what about
this one: “Remember ... your
empty pew always places a
question mark (?) after your
profession of faith.” Such
quotes are worth pondering
on, aren’t they, but they usually aren’t by ‘Whom it may
concern.’

bulletin, the complete minutes
of the congregational meeting.
Instead of racking one’s brains
at the next AGM, twelve
months hence, each member
of the church now gets a full
report to be filed away for
reference. At the close of the
meeting, the organist gave an
exhortation on the condition
of the present organ and its
assistant, the piano, and then
appealed to the members to
provide funds for a new one.
A voice piped up from the
back of the hall suggesting an
amount of $10,000 be put on
the budget and quick as
lightning an amendment
halved the amount and
without further ado, the
budget figures were altered to
include a $5,000 contribution
towards the new organ. Then
someone sighed aloud, “The
guy should have proposed
$20,000, then we would have
had twice what we got now."
My eldest daughter Marjory,
has been on a fantastic safari
right through the continent of
Africa. She arrived in Cape
Town on Father’s Day. It appeared that the date for
Father’s Day differs from country to country. I received a
card in the mail today. Inside
the card was printed: Wense
aan ’n wonderlike Pappa vir
’n wonderlike dag ... e’n
gelukkige lewe ... altijd.
Abridged

All the churches have held
their AGM’s by now, with
proper decorum and in
harmony, as is fitting the
occasion. The Hamilton
congregation may have seen
the novelty of receiving,
attached to the church
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