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This year of AD2020 has probably been one of the most unusual years that
I can remember. Every previous year seemed the same, there were no strange
interruptions. School, business, sport, you name it, everything that we understand
to be part of our normal lives just happened as though it were part of a
continuum.
However, this year was a time to shun embracing and to keep a two metre
distance from others. We wore masks, gloves and used endless amounts of
hand sanitiser – no shaking hands! We joined long queues at shopping centres,
similar to the war years. And for a period of time, many couldn’t work because
our Government had locked the whole country down, except for essential
services. Our worship services were stopped for a time and we had to worship
at home with the use of live streaming. Then there was the gradual return to
church with just 100 persons per service and exercising physical distancing.
And all this was because of an unseen virulent enemy called Covid19.
It could be spread, it seems, in a variety of ways, but mainly through the
droplets we breath or sneeze or cough, hence the masks. If you were old or
had serious health issues, you could die if you contracted this virus. As a result,
retirement villages were under siege with their gates locked and guarded by
security staff. Some have considered the moves by governments around the
world to be draconian, using fear to control the masses. There have been
numerous conspiracy theories about whether or not there even was a virus.
Then there was the blame game on an international scale. The nations are in
an uproar, who is really responsible?
What are we to make of all this?
Firstly, we need acknowledge that whatsoever comes to pass is under the
sovereign government of Almighty God, Who is our Heavenly Father. Secondly,
we need to realise that the nations en masse, have turned away from Him
and sought out their own devices – or, rather, decided to govern themselves
apart from Him. As a result, it is very possible that the Lord has handed them
over to the lusts of their hearts (Rom 1:18-32).
Let us never forget Who owns this world and worship Him with reverence
and awe. May we rejoice that in New Zealand and Australia, we have not
suffered much from this disease and that the Lord’s people have been spared
much sorrow.
Our contributors look at a variety of issues that have arisen as a result of
our worship under restrictions. I do hope that these articles may lead us to a
greater thankfulness and reverence for the mercy of the Lord. S.D.G.
Mr Joshua Flinn considers the doctrine of corporate worship.
Mr John Rogers reflects on our obedience to God and Caesar.
Mr Paul Archbald investigates a pandemic of disassembling.
Mr David Stares thinks over the mission of the church during lockdown.
Mr Sjirk Bajema provides a take home application.
Mrs Sally Davey writes for the last time – for the current year - on perfect
diversity.
Mr Dale A van Dyke muses on the essential pronouns of Christmas.
Mr Tim Challies addresses the necessity for temperance.
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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
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2020 – “a time to refrain from embracing”
JOSHUA FLINN

“God is here … where
are you?”
Covid-19 and the doctrine of Corporate Worship
Protestant Christianity is facing
considerable pressure to re-define itself
in the modern era. This has simply come
to more of a head during recent events.
Sadly, many evangelical church leaders
have favored pragmatism to orthodoxy …
even going so far as to advise the
government that corporate church
services (central to the Christian faith) are
essentially social gatherings and should
be treated as such.
But unfortunately, the church’s view
of corporate worship has been
disintegrating for a long time. Even before
2020, many Christians regularly chose to
neglect the Sunday gathering of God’s
people, arguing that they weren’t Sunday
Christians but 24/7 Christians – they
worship God at all times (Rom. 12:1-2).
This was a bad excuse though because
God never taught that personal
sanctification and all-of-life worship was
to replace corporate worship; rather it
was to underpin it.
Another reason that people choose to
neglect the gathering of God’s people is
that they ‘don’t get much out of it’; people
here justify skipping church because they
can find ‘spiritual food’ elsewhere. This
particular line of argumentation is an
appealing one for those who, these days,
feel more ‘edified’ if they stream a service
from their lounge rather than attend their
local church. After all, the internet
provides a smorgasbord of much better
preachers than what your own
neighborhood boasts – and if you can
learn more about God from your couch
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We assemble as
churches for corporate
worship in response to
God’s call because we
recognize that he is
worthy above all else of
our time and adoration.
We need this special
time with him and our
fellow saints not
because we prefer it, for
our feelings wax and
wane – but because
God ordained it for our
good and his glory.
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than the pew, why physically go to your
local? As an added benefit, you can even
fit your ‘worship’ around other important
events … just reschedule when you watch
church so you don’t miss that birthday
party … surely God doesn’t mind – as
long as you get there in the end!
It’s this kind of thinking that prompted
Spurgeon to comment: “There are some
who even make a bad use of what ought
to be a great blessing, namely, the printingpress, and the printed sermon, by staying
at home to read a sermon because, they
say, it is better than going out to hear
one. Well, dear friend, if I could not hear
profitably, I would still make [efforts to
be] one of the assembly gathered together
for the worship of God. It is a bad example
for a professing Christian to absent himself
from the assembly of the friends of Christ."
And yet sadly, the Devil has convinced
many within the church that physical
corporate worship is just one option
among many to meet with God – and
the inferior option at that. And Covid-19
hasn’t helped. Many evangelical churches
are noticing that many of their members,
having lost the habit of going to church
during the lockdowns, have simply not
come back. And even many in our own
circles have succumbed to the preferential
ease of live-streaming services from home
(when given the choice) even though their
church family is meeting with their God
elsewhere. This is a far cry from David’s
expression in Psalm 27:4: “One thing I
have desired of the Lord, that will I seek:
that I may dwell in the house of the Lord
all the days of my life, to behold the
beauty of the Lord, and to inquire in His
temple” (see also Psa 122:1).
Perhaps it’s helpful considering it this
way: If each child of God were an
instrumentalist sounding out the glory of
our God, corporate worship would be
the equivalent of the full orchestral
gathering; the performance commissioned
by God, the musical score penned by
Christ. Each musician is chosen and
trained by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12) and
as they join together in tuneful chord,
they support and enhance the worshipful
expression of each other encouraging
each other to greater efforts of praise (1
Thess 5:11). And wonder upon wonder,
our Almighty God stoops down from
heaven to delight in our harmony (Zeph
3:17) and to guide us and conduct us
according to his pleasure and our good
(Eph 4:12)!
Too many of us undervalue the
significance and power of corporate

worship – and Covid has simply
accentuated the problem; too many
times, when the orchestra of God is
gathered together they do so without their
flautist who is tired from the rugby game
last night or their violinist who had friends
in town or the entire brass section who
decided at the last minute to just skip
out and watch the performance from
home because they could … (read Luke
14:15-24!). And the rest of the orchestra
hobbles along as best they can.
We assemble as churches for
corporate worship in response to God’s
call because we recognize that he is
worthy above all else of our time and
adoration. We need this special time with
him and our fellow saints not because
we prefer it, for our feelings wax and
wane – but because God ordained it for
our good and his glory. This is why we
should strive to gather together as living
stones of the temple (1 Pet 2:4-5) among
whom the Spirit dwells (1 Cor 6:19) …
and all the more as the day of Christ’s
return approaches (Heb 10:25).
God is using Covid-19 as simply the
next in a long line of events to test the
heart of his people. We may soon face
our churches being closed down as a
result of proposed hate-speech legislation
and again be unable to meet physically
with one another for worship. How will
that affect our attitude (your attitude?)
towards what God has blessed us with
and required of us? “One thing I have
desired…”
Mr Joshua Flinn is the minister of the
Reformed Church of New Plymouth
which is a church plant of the
Reformed Church of Palmerston North.

2020 – “a time to refrain from embracing”
JOHN ROGERS

To God His due and
to Caesar his
Only, by the time we’ve given Caesar his
(or Tsarina hers), have we any left for
God? Your editor has asked me to reflect
on whether we have been faithful to God
in complying with the government’s
demands to close the churches (in the
light of Rom.13:1-7 and Hebrews 10:25).
I don’t think I can answer the question
at present with any definiteness. Some
of the difficulty arises from the necessity
of defining what is the “good” Paul is
speaking of in Rom.13 which the civil
ruler is to “praise”; and what is the evil
for which “the avenger who brings wrath
upon the one who practices” it is to
remove my head. There is no real
agreement among Christians on these
matters in general. Hopefully, however,
they do agree that “gathering together”
to worship God (Heb.10) is among the
good we are to do. If one keeps up a
little with the news (by whatever media),
American Christians certainly seem to
think so; they are always quick to know
their “constitutional rights.” Kiwis are
always slower to react and come to the
party, and perhaps leave as well. We
have a different history and approach to
the place of government in our lives, not,
I don’t think fundamentally different at
heart, but in approach. So we have seen
these confrontations in various places in
the US over the past few months.
Peter speaks very similarly to Paul in
1 Peter 2:13-17:
Therefore submit yourselves to every
ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake,
whether to the king as supreme, or
to governors, as to those who are sent
by him for the punishment of evildoers
and for the praise of those who do

good. For this is the will of God, that
by doing good you may put to silence
the ignorance of foolish men – as free,
yet not using liberty as a cloak for
vice, but as bondservants of God.
H o n o u r a l l p e o p l e . Love the
brotherhood. Fear God. Honour the
king.
Yet it was Peter (along with John) who
faced down the Sanhedrin in Acts 4 when
questioned on whose authority they
preached and healed (v.7). After doing
what politicians do (weighing up what
was possible [not always dishonourable]),
“they charged them not to speak or teach
in the name of Jesus” (v.18). To which
Peter replied, “Whether it is right in the
sight of God to give heed to you rather
than to God, you be the judge; for we
cannot stop speaking what we have seen
and heard.” When a similar situation
arose a few days later, Peter’s response
was simply, “We must obey God rather
than men” (5:29).
We have been placed under a similar
restriction, not to gather for worship, but
not as Christians per se, nor on the
grounds of overtly religious opposition.
This time it has been applied to the whole
society and is for the sake of public health
in the face of a new and therefore largely
unknown infectious disease. As a
Christian, it is my duty to be my brother’s
keeper, to love my neighbour who, Jesus
taught us in the parable of the good
Samaritan, is anyone I may stumble across.
Therefore, in this case, I should be careful
not to facilitate the spread of a potentially
lethal disease. Christians should be the
best citizens; we should “do good to all
men” (Gal.6:10).

Even if we could resolve
the conflict between our
duty to Caesar and that
to God, another question
arises: is the cure worse
than the disease? – in
two respects: firstly, do
we actually know what
we are dealing with, its
seriousness, the best
treatment, how it spreads?
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John MacArthur of Grace
Community Church.
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For the reasons above, and because
we are to submit to the governing
authorities, I think we did right in going
to virtual ‘worship’ via live-streaming
when required several months ago. But
as time went on, I became less sure and
I find myself with some sympathy for John
MacArthur and Grace Community Church
in Los Angeles, and for the same reasons.
We can crystalize Peter and John’s
response to the Sanhedrin in Acts 4 and
5 as follows: when any authority either
requires us to do what God has clearly
forbidden or forbids us from doing what
God has clearly commanded, then we
must defy that authority and obey God
(or do all in our power to do so).
The difference in our present situation
is that we have not been forbidden to
worship for overtly religious reasons, nor
does the ban on ‘social’ gathering apply
only to us. It has been applied to all for
reasons of public health.
Our difficulties also arise out of the
fact that we in the west have become
used to living in what are supposed to
be participatory democracies, so things
get very mixed. But, not being under the
Roman empire or such like, we read the
news and some of us are not at all sure
that the authorities are not pulling a fast
one on us; or at least that the dangers
are grossly overstated. Professor Neil
Ferguson’s (Imperial College, London)

predictions were pretty soon thoroughly
discredited by Oxford University scholars,
and hopefully not out of ‘professional’
jealousy – oh, the tangled skeins of
possibilities in this shemozzle! (I have
decided not to give sources, for they are
legion.) But it appears that Mr Ferguson
has a decades-long record of failed
predictions. Mr Fauci (chief spokesman
of the US Coronavirus Task Force) has
changed his view on the wearing of masks.
Many other medically and scientifically
competent people still don’t think they
do what is claimed. Mr Fauci has also
told us that it would take fifteen months
to properly test hydroxychloroquine
(costing only cents, used safely for 65
years, side-effects well known [have you
checked the possible side-effects of any
medication you may be on lately?!]) but
an entirely new vaccine could be tested
and declared safe in a matter of months.
Thoroughly competent medical testimony
(from senior epidemiologists serving in
large hospitals, at ‘ground zero’) presented
to the US Congress and to other forums
is regularly removed from the internet.
Our own government has changed the
aim from “flattening the curve” to
“eliminating the virus” – which always
seemed a fool’s errand to me. King Canute
tried to teach us about that sort of thing
900 years ago. In the first week of
September the US Centre for Disease

Control itself confirmed what many had
been trying to tell us for months, namely,
that the numbers we have been fed by
officialdom in the US at least did not,
when tested, satisfy Quality Control. Only
6% of those previously recorded as having
died of Covid 19 died exclusively from
Covid 19; the other 94% had various,
often many, co-morbidities. What
catalytic function Covid 19 played in those
cases I have no idea, possibly
considerable. On the other hand, the
average age of those who have died with
(I do not say from) Covid 19 is very close
to the average US life expectancy. Ours
would be a little lower. Since then Britain
has also significantly revised its figures
downwards. And all the while we are
constantly exhorted to listen only to
reliable sources of information. Well, what
are reliable sources? Do these people not
realise how thoroughly Orwellian they
sound? It seems as if 1984 is being taken
as a societal prescription and not as the
warning Mr Orwell intended it to be.
Even if we could resolve the conflict
between our duty to Caesar and that to
God, another question arises: is the cure
worse than the disease? – in two respects:
firstly, do we actually know what we are
dealing with, its seriousness, the best
treatment, how it spreads? Sweden took
a different approach – the approach the
whole world has taken to all sicknesses
since time immemorial – and has done
worse than some and no worse
(depending whether the report from last
week is correct or that from this week)
than Britain with its pretty draconian
lockdown. Secondly, what the military
would call ‘collateral damage’ like the
four hundred cancer patients one
Southland oncologist reckoned could die
prematurely as a result of not receiving
timely diagnosis or treatment (and weekly
we hear of other such concerns), the
increase in domestic violence in too many
miserable ‘homes’, the seriously
diminished livelihoods of thousands for
years, bankruptcies, suicides, the sheer
misery of being locked up in a small flat
in a high-rise in Victoria’s police state or
a shack in a South African ‘informal
settlement,’ brothers and sisters I know
personally, who live from hand to mouth
in their little, dark crowded ‘homes’ on
the foothills of Mt. Wanale in Mbale,
Uganda, not able to get to the markets
and the markets likely not open anyway,
tens of millions of day-labourers in India
having to walk hundreds of miles ‘home’
– with no money, no government

assistance along the way. I read today
that World Vision estimates 34m more
will be pushed into poverty; Radio NZ
reports 140m; the list is endless and it is
awful. As of 28th September, NZ has had
1833 cases total, 59 active, one in
hospital, zero in ICU (what is a case then?)
and 25 deaths. How many deaths have
we had in the same time period from
other diseases or medical conditions
which we accept simply, and have
accepted for millennia, as just another of
the results of living in a sinful world, but
for which we have never shut down the
world before?
It is for all these sorts of inconsistencies,
along with others, that John MacArthur
and Grace Community Church decided
to ‘call out’ the State of California and
continue public worship as commanded
by our Lord. If you wish, see
https://www.gracechurch.org/news/
posts/1988. For another, see
https://gpts.edu/pastoral-letter-onworshipping-in-a-pandemic/. The latter
was written on April 3rd and to me seems
appropriate for that time and what we
knew then. Grace’s position was last
revised on August 19th, hence it takes
more, in several respects, into
consideration.
I think Grace’s reasoning is, at points,
a bit flat; life is often more complicated
than the article, at points, seems to allow.
However, the following statement is all
too true:
History is full of painful reminders that
government power (and domestic and
ecclesiastical power, let us not forget,
JR) is easily and frequently abused for
evil purposes. Politicians may
manipulate statistics and the media
can cover up or camouflage
inconvenient truths. So a discerning
church cannot passively or
automatically (emphasis added)
comply if the government orders a
shutdown of congregational meetings
– even if the reason given is a concern
for public health and safety.

the number of ‘cases’ continues to rise
(increased testing; herd immunity
beginning to take effect after all?); and
iii) the completely biased and hypocritical
application of the law. BLM
demonstrations, replete with destruction
in the millions of dollars, have, all around
the world including in NZ, been given a
free pass, but not churches.
It is hard not to sympathise with this
reasoning. I think we did right at the
beginning. I became increasingly
uncomfortable as time went on.
All that being so, there is another
question we should ask ourselves: what
is the Lord saying to us? Maybe many
things, but we acknowledge that all things
come from his hand, including
governmental lockdowns. Perhaps we
ought to wonder whether this is a
judgment from the Lord, a warning shot
across the bows of, not only unbelievers
but, Christians too. Have we become
lukewarm? And perhaps more specifically,
how much do we really treat the Lord’s
day as “a delight, the holy day of the
Lord honourable … desisting from our
own ways, seeking our own pleasure”
(Isaiah 58) and dwelling rather more
(directly and overtly) on the things of the
Lord?
Mr John Rogers is a member of the
Reformed Church in Palmerston North
and an emeritus minister in the RCNZ.

In the end, there were three things
that drove Grace CC to defy the
government’s orders: i) the completely
different narratives and assessments being
given by experts (the science on this is
most definitely not settled), along with
the news media’s conniving to ensure we
only hear the ‘approved’ “experts”; ii) the
plain fact that Covid 19 is not the Black
Death redivivus. The number of deaths
per day continues to fall everywhere while
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2020 – “a time to refrain from embracing”
PAUL ARDCHBALD

“A Pandemic of
disassembling”

Many around the world are saying that
things will never be the same after the
Covid-19 pandemic. Some have also
applied that to the church. I cannot say
for certain whether the Reformed
Churches of New Zealand will be
permanently altered or not. But I would
like to point out some of the danger-areas.
The vanishing member
I have heard, anecdotally, that some
churches have experienced membership
loss in the wake of lockdowns. This is,
perhaps, the most obvious effect of the
pandemic, though perhaps not the most
common in our churches. Those who
leave during or after a lockdown are most
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likely those who were never committed
in the first place. I can think of a few
reasons why lockdown might move them
to action they might otherwise not have
taken: perhaps they discovered that they
enjoyed not having anything to do with
the church and concluded that this must
mean that they did not really belong;
perhaps they had been planning to leave
for some time and thought that it would
be easier to disappear when church was
not meeting anyway; or perhaps they
discovered that they preferred the on-line
services of some non-Reformed church.
The smorgasbord diet
Lockdown provided an opportunity for
members of our churches to vary their
diet. Of course, internet has for some
time now enabled our members to watch
services from other churches from around
the world. No doubt, many have taken
advantage of this option when on holiday,
or when sick at home on a Sunday. Some,
also, watch these services in addition to
attending the services of their own church
regularly.
This technology has a good side, but
it also comes with dangers. One of those
dangers is more acute owing to the time
in which we live: a restless age, where
people are taught from an early age that
they must have constant change in order
to entertain. Having the same man in the
pulpit from week-to-week, preaching in
the same style, is not exactly refreshing
change. The style may not be very
entertaining. The temptation is to look
elsewhere for a more varied and more
amusing diet. There are plenty of
preachers to choose from – celebrity
preachers, those who appeal to the youth,
those who tell jokes etc. Dissatisfaction
with one’s own church or minister might
then increase. Lockdown did not create
this danger, but it did provide ample
opportunity to explore the possibilities. It
could accelerate the trend toward seeking
a wider set of options on the ecclesiastical
and homiletical smorgasbord.

… the Bible puts a
huge emphasis on
physically meeting
together for worship.
You can get at this by
looking up details of the
Biblical words for
“church,”
“congregation” and
“assembly.”

The dispersed assembly
During lockdown our churches had to
work through the issue of whether “virtual
services” were church services in the full
sense. Opinions varied considerably on
this. In my view, this is the biggest area
of danger connected with the Covid-19
pandemic. The danger is best illustrated
by taking an extreme point of view – that
virtual on-line services are still just as
much services as when we assemble
under normal conditions. For the logical
conclusion might be that it is not necessary
to assemble together at all. Why bother
meeting for church services, if an on-line
service ticks all the boxes?
I am not suggesting that any of our
members would take things to such an
extreme. But I would suggest that the
zeal for assembling may decrease if one
believes that an on-line service is pretty
much the same thing. If you feel tired,
or just a little out-of-sorts, why not stay
home and watch? In some ways, it is
even more enjoyable: on the one hand,
you can remove annoying distractions,
while on the other hand, you can fix
yourself a coffee while you watch, pause
and take a break etc.
To combat that kind of thinking, I
want to point out that the Bible puts a
huge emphasis on physically meeting
together for worship. You can get at this
by looking up details of the biblical words
for “church,” “congregation” and
“assembly.” There are five main words
used to cover these ideas in the Old

Testament and five in the New Testament.
There are many instances of these words
in the Scripture e.g., Num. 10, where the
whole congregation was called to
assemble when they heard the silver
trumpets blowing. Some of the New
Testament words are quite well-known
– ekklēsia and sunagōgē. The word
ekklēsia (“church”) means “called out.”
It is connected with the OT Hebrew,
qehilah, which comes from a word that
means “to call.” The qehilah, the assembly
or congregation, refers to a group that is
called to gather – in the case of a worship
service, called by God to assemble in His
presence. The other words in Hebrew
and Greek are similar in meaning. We
could combine the various nuances this
way: corporate worship involves the
people appointed by the Lord assembling
together, to offer worship to Him together,
at the appointed times and places. This
definition not only fits the congregation
on earth, but also the heavenly assembly
(Heb. 12:23), in which verse the word
for “assembly” emphasizes the gathering
of all the elect.
In all this there is no mistaking the
importance of physically gathering to
worship the Lord side-by-side. As we do
so, we magnify the Name of the Lord,
by making a “loud noise” together. Note
the emphasis on a multitude praising God
with a loud voice in Revelation 5:12,
7:10, 19:1 etc. The glory of the Lord is
so great that it warrants a multitude
assembling to praise Him with a loud
voice. This also encourages the members
of the church, as they see others alongside
them praising God and confessing His
Name. That is why we must take care
that we do not play down, however
inadvertently, the physical assembling
together of the church. The effect of
lockdown should have been to make us
appreciate this privilege all the more,
rather than to increase our desire for
virtual services. I know that has been the
effect in many cases, but I am concerned
that for some it may have had the opposite
effect.

Confusion over elements
As Reformed churches, we hold to the
“Puritan Reformed regulative principle”
– which has to do with how we use the
Scripture to regulate our worship. There
are different views on that subject, but I
accept the one that is expressed in our
Confessions: that we only do in worship
that which is warranted by God’s Word
cf. LD 35, Q/A 96 and WCF 21:1. That
implies that we should be sure that what
we do in corporate worship is what the
Lord wants to see in a corporate worship
service, while what we do in private/family
worship is what He wants to see in that
context.
There has been much discussion about
what elements are unique to corporate
worship, as distinct from private or family
worship. That there are distinctions should
not be in doubt: we do not, for example,
baptize or hold the Lord’s Supper in our
homes. May we, then, have an on-line
Lord’s Supper service from home? Should
there be a “call to worship,” a votum
and salutation, an offering, a benediction?
We have not been able to agree on such
things.
Personally, I regard on-line “services”
as essentially church-assisted family
worship. I therefore favour leaving out
some of the elements of corporate
worship, to reinforce the fact that these
settings are not the same. I also realize
that during lockdown, our members
wanted some sense of normality in their
lives. If we go too far in distancing the
on-line service from our normal worship
– for example, by making the on-line
service very informal – that might have
the effect of encouraging a change in the
way we hold our normal services.
Obviously, we need to strive to reach
a common understanding of these things:
one in which we do not make the
abnormal seem normal; but one that
encourages us to value what we normally
have, even in abnormal circumstances.
Mr Paul Archbald is the minister of the
Reformed Church in Silverstream.
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2020 – “a time to refrain from embracing”
DAVID STARES

Covid19 and the
Churches mission
How has the lockdown and online
worship affected the mission of the
church? E.g. evangelism and pastoral
visitation?
Has the church’s mission been affected
by Covid-19? Well, if we want to answer
that question, we need to have a clear
understanding of what the mission of the
church is. Jesus gives the church its mission
in Matthew 28, “Go therefore and make
disciples of all the nations, baptizing them
in the name of the Father and the Son
and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to
observe all that I commanded you.” The

church is on a mission of creating disciples.
We do this by equipping those who are
covenant members. As Ephesians 4 says,
“He gave some as apostles, and some as
prophets, and some as evangelists, and
some as pastors and teachers, for the
equipping of the saints for the work of
service, to the building up of the body
of Christ.” The church is a place where
leaders equip disciples to make disciples.
And how does that equipping happen?
It happens by the preaching of the
word. As week after week we are taught
to be disciples of Jesus Christ, and we

http://www.pictongazette.ca
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are fed by the Spirit in the sacraments.
But how does that discipling work during
Covid? Certainly, many of us have come
up with alternatives. In the height of
lockdown, our congregation was
recording sermons, and as restrictions
were lifted we were able to livestream.
These temporary solutions, however, are
not without their problems.
We are so conditioned now to
consume content. We can easily have
the television or a podcast on in the
background while we focus our minds
on other things, zoning in and out as it
grabs our attention. This is not how God
wants his worship to be. We need to be
focused on his word. This is why the
pulpit is in the front centre of the room.
The danger of streaming is that the word
is hindered because we act like consumers
rather than students. Not only that. Our
presence and activity in worship prepares
our posture towards God and his word
in a way that is difficult, if not impossible,
sitting on our couch at home.
We must also recognize that the word
is not only taught in community, but is
to be acted on in community. If the
preached word doesn’t find its way to
our actions in love for our brothers and
sisters, then our discipleship is simply

head knowledge. Gathering as a
community provides us with face-to-face
interaction with the family that God has
given us to love and serve, and without
that gathering, much of our application
only remains theory.
If Christians are to be equipped, our
discipleship is furthered in the gathered
worship service, both in faith and practice.
Lockdown certainly presented a
hindrance to that.
Another commission that we have as
a church is to care for those in need. In
our church order both elders and deacons
are assigned the task of visiting for the
sake of comfort and encouragement.
Certainly this takes the form of annual
home visits, which are so important for
identifying needs and offering counsel.
Even more though, many of our elders
are also adept at making casual contact
with those in their charge, and this, too,
was put on hold. Now, many elders and
deacons are finding that the year is much
shorter, and they have many visits yet to
do. These visits are done in service to
the Lord and to help equip you as needed.
Please be as accommodating as you can
be when they tap you on the shoulder
for a visit!
An important part of the mission of

the church is that it not only needs to
equip the disciples who are present, but
it also needs to “make disciples of all the
nations.” Lockdown meant that the
outreach that was taking place face-to-face
was put on hold. It meant that the people
who wander into the service from time
to time couldn’t do that. It meant that
we couldn’t have those day-to-day
interactions with people in town that
could lead to speaking about Jesus. But
we did pray. We prayed that the turmoil
of the world would cause people to
consider the brevity of their lives, as Psalm
90 says, “So teach us to number our days,
That we may present to You a heart of
wisdom.” We know and trust that God
uses even pandemics for his glory, and
may do so now by calling people to
himself.
Did Covid affect the church fulfilling
its mission? Absolutely. The means of
grace were restricted, the community of
the saints was separated, and evangelism
was hindered. But God was still working.
Covid could not hinder God’s mission in
the world.
Mr David Stares is the minister of the
Reformed Church in Masterton.
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2020 – “a time to refrain from embracing”
SJIRK BAJEMA

Lessons from the
Lockdown
The take home application

Were we those who
took the opportunity
to interact with our
neighbours more and
particularly to look out
for the aged and frail
we know in our
community?
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Traditionally, the end of the year has
been a time of reflection over the year
that has been as well as looking forward
to what the next year will usher in. The
well-known Scottish song sung
everywhere on New Year’s Eve, ‘Auld
Lang Syne” is very much a poem of
remembering the past and also of looking
to the future.
And don’t we have so much to look
back on in this past year? What one
author has said sums it up well: “It was
the best of times, it was the worst of
times, it was the age of wisdom, it was
the age of foolishness, it was the epoch
of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity,
it was the season of light, it was the
season of darkness, it was the spring of
hope, it was the winter of despair.”
These are the well-known words of
Charles Dickens from his book, A Tale of
Two Cities. There he wrote about one of
the most challenging of times - an age
which produced much insecurity,
violence, and societal change. And how
much haven’t these words been
appropriate to describe other exacting
times in history? What about the period
we have passed through just in this past
twelve months?
“For everything there is a season”, we
read in Ecclesiastes 3:1. And how much
didn’t we experience the different types
of time that life throws up at us over this
last year?
We were locked into a situation the
church hasn’t really known before.
“Unprecedented” they called it – and

while it was a word that was soon
overused, it was true. Seeking to be
obedient to the authorities, as the Word
says, we turned to our resources.
Overnight we had an online presence,
and so maintained a semblance of
fellowship and communion. Zoom,
Skype, Facetime, You-Tube, Google
Meet, email, and the telephone – landline
or mobile – all played a part in substituting
for the old face-to-face.
In the words of the preacher, it was
“a time to refrain from embracing”, but
that did not stop some wonderful
fellowship developing. And in many
families it has added a special blessing
as parents had a lot more time with their
children.
Yet, it also showed up another side
to us. Believers have admitted freely to
me that they became comfortable in their
bubbles. They became wrapped up in
that spring cleaning or project completion.
And so, for those most impacted - the
frail and the aged – it was sometimes a
very lonely time. I think this didn’t reflect
well on a number of us. While some did
a sterling service in reaching out and
keeping in touch, it wasn’t always
reciprocated.
The Lord was testing us. He was seeing
how we would be in this different time.
Would we rise to meet the challenge, or
would we slip to the side and so use it
as a convenient time out? As we were
limited to our immediate neighbourhood,
did those neighbours get to see and know
us more? Did we show a love for them
all? In the words of Ecclesiastes 3:13, can
we take pleasure in what we have done?
Yes, the Christian community as a
whole was among the foremost in
following the government’s directions.
The authorities, bar one or two cases,
have nothing to complain about in how
Christians responded in obeying. But how
did we follow the words of the greater
Master in all this? Were we taking captive
every thought, word and action for the

worship and service of the Lord Jesus,
the King of kings?
While that lockdown is over, at least
for this present time, the lessons remain.
And what are they for us? Let’s consider
a few…
1 – God is in control
Sure, it was a completely different time.
If we are honest, we must also say that
it threw us about quite a bit. I know I
got quite upset near the end of lockdown
when the government did a bit of
adjustment on their ‘levels’ which meant
that we could not worship together as
we had understood we would be able
to do. I mean, Oamaru never actually
had a case of Covid-19 throughout that
whole period! (It still doesn’t.) But I had
to hand it over. I needed to humble
myself and leave it in God’s hands, despite
whatever the civil authorities might do or
not do. Romans 8:28 is so apt here: “And
we know that for those who love God
all things work together for good, for those
who are called according to his purpose.”
So, it is all about God’s plan for the
Church. History is exactly that – his story!
In the words of Joey Piper, “Christ as
mediatorial king is directing all things for
the sake of his church (Eph. 1:22, 231).”
The difficulty here, though, is this: Do
we live this out? Are we showing the
attitude of Abraham Kuyper when he
declared those famous words, “There is
not a square inch in the whole domain
of our human existence over which Christ,
who is Sovereign over all, does not cry,
Mine!”
Were we those who took the
opportunity to interact with our
neighbours more and particularly to look
out for the aged and frail we know in
our community? Did we show a friendly
and patient presence when waiting in
line to do our shopping or any other
essential activity?
2 – Sin is the cause
This coronavirus did not come out of thin
air. It is a result of the brokenness in this
world. For, when man fell into sin in the
Garden of Eden it impacted upon
everything. Death entered this world and
all that leads to it.
God in his grace called to himself a
people through the ages. And it was
through this people that his promise of
defeating the curse came by the One
who was all blessing – his own Son and
our only Saviour, Jesus Christ. As Graham
Nicholson wrote, “God’s cure involved

introducing a second Adam, a ‘virus
resistant’ Adam in the person of Jesus,
the Incarnate Son of God. He would
suffer all the consequences of sin and die
on the Cross, but in the process destroy
sin and render death powerless (Hebrews
2:14, Revelation 20:6). His resurrection
is proof that sin has been overcome and
that he is the sole cure. This is the ground
for all Gospel hope! Death has been
defeated, but only for all those who are
united to Christ in repentance and faith
... This coronavirus leaves scars on the
lungs of those who recover, just as sin
always leaves its scars on the soul (and
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often the body as well). This is no less
true for the Christian; sin may be forgiven
but its hurtful consequences remain. It is
part of the burden we bear to keep us
close to Christ and to remind us not to
stray again. One day, however, even those
scars will be removed! That is the second
resurrection.”
3 – Prayer is our response
If there is one thing which has become
clear throughout this pandemic it is how
much we have been exposed for not
looking to the Lord in all things. Whether
it was the minister of a church berating
his congregation for their lack of
encouraging and thankful feedback
regarding what he was doing for them
through their online presence; the
members at home alone receiving no
phone calls from other members, even
though they too were in lockdown and
had been encouraged to keep in touch
with one another; the number of ministers
who needed to exhort their parishioners

to be loving and patient with those who
thought differently regarding the whole
Covid-19 situation; and regarding so many
other instances, we did not do well.
If we would only pray! And pray and
pray and pray! Not that we would be
physically on our knees 24/7, but that
we would be constantly found in that
spirit of prayer – praising, confessing,
thanking and petitioning. Think about
what you did during lockdown. Was it
more about you than others? And where
was the Lord in it all?
The apostle declares this in Philippians
4. There Paul exhorts in verses 4 to 7,
“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will
say, rejoice. Let your reasonableness be
known to everyone. The Lord is at hand;
do not be anxious about anything, but
in everything by prayer and supplication
with thanksgiving let your requests be
made known to God. And the peace of
God, which surpasses all understanding,
will guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus.”

It is the spirit of prayer which opens
us up to God’s leading through all this.
And when it becomes difficult for us we
have no fear, for the Lord himself is here,
communing with us in our prayer. He
who promised never to leave us but send
his own Comforter to always be with us
does exactly that. But we must be open
to realising this and receiving it. In the
further words of Paul in Galatians 5:25,
if we live by the Spirit we must keep in
step with the Spirit.
Most of us got out to do that exercise
of walking or running within the
recommended physical limitation. But
how have we done with our spiritual
exercises?
1 The Lion Roars, by Bill Hill, June 8, 2020,
http://josephpipa.net/category/articles/

Mr Sjirk Bajema is the minister of the
Reformed Church in Oamaru.

The wisdom of others
C.S. Lewis
It’s now clear that COVID-19 is a deadly serious global pandemic. Still, C. S. Lewis’s words – written
72 years ago – ring with relevance for us. Just replace “atomic bomb” with “coronavirus.”
“In one way we think a great deal too much of the atomic bomb. “How are we to live in an
atomic age?” I am tempted to reply: “Why, as you would have lived in the sixteenth century when
the plague visited London almost every year, or as you would have lived in a Viking age when raiders
from Scandinavia might land and cut your throat any night; or indeed, as you are already living in an
age of cancer, an age of syphilis, an age of paralysis, an age of air raids, an age of railway accidents,
an age of motor accidents.”
In other words, do not let us begin by exaggerating the novelty of our situation. Believe me, dear
sir or madam, you and all whom you love were already sentenced to death before the atomic bomb
was invented: and quite a high percentage of us were going to die in unpleasant ways. We had,
indeed, one very great advantage over our ancestors – anaesthetics; but we have that still. It is perfectly
ridiculous to go about whimpering and drawing long faces because the scientists have added one
more chance of painful and premature death to a world which already bristled with such chances
and in which death itself was not a chance at all, but a certainty.
This is the first point to be made: and the first action to be taken is to pull ourselves together. If
we are all going to be destroyed by an atomic bomb, let that bomb when it comes find us doing
sensible and human things – praying, working, teaching, reading, listening to music, bathing the children,
playing tennis, chatting to our friends over a pint and a game of darts – not huddled together like
frightened sheep and thinking about bombs. They may break our bodies (a microbe can do that) but
they need not dominate our minds.”
+ “On Living in an Atomic Age” (1948) in Present Concerns: Journalistic Essays
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Rev. Andre Holtslag
Because of Alert Level 4 restrictions and the
spreading pandemic, we are no longer able
to gather for worship. Therefore services will
continue to be by way of YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCr0Kzs09PFZxh-3Xi4-3QIQ
We are thankful to the Lord that we can
use technology in this way. It is also a reminder
that the church is not a building but the
congregation of the Lord’s people and we
can worship Him anywhere. And yet, we
ought to long and pray for the day when we
can worship together again. Acts 2:44ff “And
all who believed were together and had all
things in common. And they were selling
their possessions and belongings and
distributing the proceeds to all, as any had
need. And day by day, attending the temple
together and breaking bread in their homes,
they received their food with glad and
generous hearts, praising God and having
favour with all the people. And the Lord
added to their number day by day those
who were being saved.”
+ Avondale RCNZ Newsletter

Martin Luther
“If someone is sufficiently bold and strong in his faith, let him stay
in God’s name; that is certainly no sin. If someone is weak and
fearful, let him flee in God’s name as long as he does not neglect
his duty toward his neighbour but has made adequate provision
for others to provide nursing care. To flee from death and to save
one’s life is a natural tendency … we must and we owe it to our
neighbour to accord him the same treatment in other troubles and
perils, also. If his house is on fire, love compels me to run to help
him extinguish the flames. Thus it is written in God’s word and
command, “Love your neighbour as yourself,” and in Matthew 7
[:12], “So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do so
to them.”
“Those who are engaged in a spiritual ministry such as preachers
and pastors must likewise remain steadfast before the peril of death.
We have a plain command from Christ, “A good shepherd lays
down his life for the sheep but the hireling sees the wolf coming
and flees” [John 10:11]. For when people are dying, they most
need a spiritual ministry which strengthens and comforts their
consciences by word and sacrament and in faith overcomes death.
However, where enough preachers are available in one locality and
they agree to encourage the other clergy to leave in order not to
expose themselves needlessly to danger, I do not consider such
conduct sinful because spiritual services are provided for and because
they would have been ready and willing to stay if it had been
necessary.”
+ “Whether one may flee from a deadly plague,” 1527

Rev. Jeremy Dover
Sport is just one of the many areas of our world which have
fallen casualty to Covid19. Football season, Olympics, netball
fixtures, even going to the local gym are all cancelled or
postponed.
This might bring a range of emotions from elation of being
able to sleep-in rather than getting up early for bootcamp,
through to depression at not being able to play your favourite
sport.
But consider an Olympic athlete training for four years and
spending thousands of dollars travelling the world for events
preparing for the Games. Now all of that is ‘postponed.’ An
entire lead-up has evaporated, funding gone, sponsors lacking
exposure and athletes unable to maintain any normality in
training.
The same could be said for those who earn their living
from football, basketball, cricket or other profile sports. Their
pain and loss of job is equally as valid as someone who has
lost their job from a café or retail worker because of Covid-19.
HELP! So how do we provide pastoral care for our athletes
during this time? Having served as a sports chaplain and sport
psychologist I have empathy for many who love sport and see
it as an important part of their life. I offer some pastoral care
tips to help and to generate discussion:
Lord of sport. A forced break helps refocus us on the big
picture. Sport is a beautiful gift from God for our benefit. Sport
serves us. It is not our master. When we see the big picture
that Jesus is Lord of all we can see ‘no sport’ as sadness, but
not as a loss of God who gives us meaning. Jesus is still in
control.
Identity. Serious athletes find a lot of their identity in their
sport. This is built from the skills they have developed, their

position in their sporting hierarchy and self-worth reflected
from the sport. However, sport is not what defines a person.
People are created as image-bearers, reflecting God’s creative
rule. When there is no sport they should not see themselves
as less, because their identity is secure. It is found in Christ.
Positive steps. Sport can be a positive addiction. Many
serious athletes love the rush of competition. As a result many
are also susceptible to negative addictions searching for that
adrenaline rush. For example, recreational drugs, gambling,
etc.
These are the same potential tensions many athletes are
tempted with now that they have no sport. Athletes need to
show that same discipline they use in their sport to now provide
self-care during these difficult times.
AUDIENCE OF ONE. Athletes are often applauded for
their sports-person-ship, reflecting the broader positive values
of sport. The same principles apply for that athlete when not
on the field.
All of our thoughts and actions are to be captive to Christ.
The thoughts and battles athletes face in their forced break
are equally as valid as the ones faced on the field. Athletes
should be encouraged to compete for ‘an audience of One.’
That is, we should be bringing glory to God in all we do on
and off the field.
IN THE LONG RUN. In ten years’ time, we hope that the
Covid 19 events will be a significant but distant memory of
our generation. However, what greater legacy can we have
than to use this event to deepen our faith? The forced break
from sport offers us this insight into our attitudes and behaviours.
It is an opportunity to grow in our faith through this trial.
+ Jeremy Dover is a former sports scientist and now is a Minister (from New
Life Magazine)
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Outward focus
SALLY DAVEY

From every tribe and
tongue and nation:
perfect diversity
We might, of course,
rest in the impression
that basic missionary
work is done; that the
message of the cross
has already gone out to
every part of the globe
and anyone else can be
reached by the sparetime efforts of those
who live in their
neighbourhoods.
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At the closing of the apostolic age, the
elderly John of Ephesus, son of Zebedee
and disciple of Jesus, received the vision
now known as the book of Revelation.
In it was contained a marvellous picture:
After this I looked, and behold, a great
multitude that no one could number, from
every nation from all tribes and peoples
and languages, standing before the throne
and before the Lamb, clothed in white
robes, with palm branches in their hands,
and crying out with a loud voice, ‘Salvation
belongs to our God who sits on the throne,
and to the Lamb.’ (Revelation 7:9-10)
This scene in heaven, at the
culmination of history, is a very stirring
glimpse of our future. Believers of every
background; of every race and ethnic
group; speakers of every language – all
will be present before the throne of Jesus
Christ. The scene links us, Christians living
now, with those who have lived and died
in all ages of the church; and in every
place on the face of the earth. It shows
us what Christ’s people will look like,
when we are finally gathered at the end
of time. We may not look much like the
church we belong to today: history and
geography will make this a truly diverse
church. But we too will belong. It’s
wonderful encouragement to realise we
are part of something much, much greater
than ourselves and this world we inhabit;
and which connects us to God’s great
eternal purpose of salvation. This, to me,
is one of the great themes of Scripture.
It’s a story that thrills me deeply: it tells
me who I am, why I am here, and shows

me what the driving purpose of my life
should be.
In John’s vision we see the culmination
of a great process that has been worked
out through all of history: Jesus Christ
calling his people out of every tribe and
tongue and people and nation. Not one
of us would be in church today had the
gospel not gone out to those who were
not God’s people in Jesus’ day. This
heavenly throng will be ethnically diverse
beyond the wildest dreams of those who
long for such oneness in diversity in the
world order today. Those of every people
group who were all once enemies of
God, have been transformed into one
people experiencing perfect unity.
The Bible tells us this process has been
a work in progress from the beginning.
God told Abraham that, though he was
being singled out to be the father of God’s
people, he would in fact be the father
of many nations; and that all the people
of the earth would be blessed through
him. This didn’t happen all at once.
Gentile people were added to Abraham’s
physical family here and there in the Old
Testament narrative, but there were much
greater things in God’s plan, as predicted
in prophecies such as Psalm 87 or Isaiah
56.
When Jesus came, it was to his “own
people”, but he also spoke of himself to
a Samaritan woman, dwellers of the
Decapolis region, and to Roman military
officers, marvelling at the faith of some
of them. After he rose from the dead he
commanded his disciples to make

disciples of all nations, and to teach them
everything he had taught them. As he
was about to ascend to heaven he told
them they would be his witnesses “to the
end of the earth”. And this began to
happen in the decades after Pentecost,
when the Holy Spirit gave them power
through his indwelling presence.
The reach of the gospel has continued
to expand in the centuries since. Early
church missionaries took the good news
about Jesus all around the Mediterranean,
as far as India, and through North Africa.
It went along the Roman roads; all over
the empire of the day. Later, when this
empire collapsed following invasion by
tribes from the east, Christianity lost some
ground. But from the 6th century and for
several hundred years onwards, brave
Celtic missionaries brought it back into
Europe from Scottish monasteries in the
north. They defied the power of paganism,
and baptized thousands of converts in
Holland, Germany, Switzerland and
Scandinavia. The monasteries they
founded kept basic Christian truths alive
in otherwise difficult times.
After a long period mostly of standstill
(and even retreat, when the Middle East
and North Africa fell under the sway of
Islam), the gospel began to advance again
in the seventeenth century in the wake
of the European voyages of discovery.
First to take the lead were the Moravian
missionaries coming out of Germany,
backed by a one hundred-year continuous
prayer meeting in their home country.
Soon the evangelical Christian faith was
off to North America, then India, and
was followed by expansion into the South
Pacific, Australia and New Zealand, Asia
and Africa.
The nineteenth century was a most
wonderful period in the history of faithful
Christian missions. The Methodist revival
in Great Britain and the Great Awakening
in North America in the eighteenth
century had given the church an outward
focus, and the result was that missionaries
were sent all over the world as colonial
expansion provided opportunity. It was
not that churches necessarily favoured
colonization – it was simply that the
building of empires was used
providentially by God to give missionaries
the means of travel and the governmental
protection to be there in the first place.
The gospel flourished at this time, and
churches were established all over the
world. Christian hospitals and schools
added physical blessing to spiritual.
There is much to learn and much to

inspire us in the story of Christian missions.
It is hard for us, in the day of (what used
to be!) easy travel to any part of the
world, to imagine what kind of courage
and faith it took to say goodbye to loved
ones and head off to central Africa, premodern India or New Zealand to face
the dangers of malaria, heat, humidity
and probable early death. You would
most likely never see these loved ones
again. You would have to give birth with
minimal assistance. You could be killed
and eaten by cannibals. To contemplate
this, you needed a crystal-clear idea of
your calling and a passion for seeing God’s
enemies become his friends. You needed
compassion and love for those caught up
in paganism, but whom you had never
even met. You needed the strong
consolation of a personal walk with Christ.
You needed perseverance to spend years
learning a language never written down
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In the past 30 years, the
internet has provided
myriads of formerly
unthinkable ways to
bring the gospel to
unbelievers, teaching
for all believers and
even to make ministerial
training available to
students in different
places and time zones.
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– and then to translate the Bible for its
speakers. Surely this kind of love for Christ
and commitment to furthering his
kingdom has the power to motivate us.
What can we do to speak with our
neighbours, which in contrast costs us so
little? What can we do to help and
encourage missionaries working so hard
to build churches across the world today?
We might, of course, rest in the
impression that basic missionary work is
done; that the message of the cross has
already gone out to every part of the
globe and anyone else can be reached
by the spare-time efforts of those who
live in their neighbourhoods. True
enough, people are often best reached
for Christ by those of their own culture,
who understand how the gospel addresses
their headaches, anxieties and sins. But
there is a role to play for others, too. I
was reminded of that when I read about
efforts to translate Reformed literature
into Chinese for Chinese Christians; and
to provide French-language theological
works for pastors in French-speaking
Africa. Not everyone who is a Christian
is well-taught, or has access to sound
biblical teaching material, something we
in the West have enjoyed for centuries.
When he gave the Great Commission,
Jesus told his followers to make disciples
and teach them. Teaching is an ongoing
task, lasting to the present day.
Something more we can learn from
the past is the ability to seize new
opportunities to advance the kingdom.
One such opportunity came with the
invention of the printing press late in the
fifteenth century. This technological
innovation enabled the teachings of the
Reformers to be distributed rapidly around
Europe, disseminating within weeks what
may have taken months or years before
the printed word was available. Faster
and safer means of travel also played their
part over the next few centuries; as did
a multitude of other innovations, such as
the use of quinine to counter malaria,
enabling missionaries to survive in Africa
by the late nineteenth century as never
before. Radio broadcasts and television
have become invaluable means of
providing teaching about the gospel for
people in closed countries like Iran, and
many other Muslim nations.
In the past 30 years, the internet has
provided myriads of formerly unthinkable
ways to bring the gospel to unbelievers,
teaching for all believers and even to
make ministerial training available to
students in different places and time

zones. Anyone with access to the internet
can download lessons, articles, lectures,
sermons – even entire church services.
None of this replaces the personal
fellowship of other believers, but it can
nevertheless provide biblical instruction
and help hungry souls to grow in
understanding.
There is yet one more development
to mention: migration. In his good
providence God has been moving people
around for centuries; but in the recent
past this has greatly accelerated. There
are a multitude of reasons people leave
their homelands – including poverty and
privation, persecution, war, and the
pursuit of educational opportunities. This
is bringing many who have never heard
the gospel into the cities and
neighbourhoods of Christians. It’s an
amazing opportunity! Our university
classrooms, schools, workplaces and farms
are becoming populated with newcomers
to New Zealand; and many of them are
much more receptive to talking about
religious subjects than the average New
Zealander, insulated from insecurity by
comfortable incomes, a peaceful society
and few worries about the future. We
should embrace our opportunity to
introduce our new neighbours and
workmates to Christ. It has never been
easier to speak with Russians, Nepalese,
Chilenos, Zimbabweans, Uzbeks,
Chinese, Indians and Somalis. They are
all right here among us.
As the twenty-first century reaches its
third decade we have many ways to bring
the gospel to those who don’t yet believe.
The urgency of the Great Commission is
as real as ever; as millions may die in
our own lifetimes without ever having
heard of the Lord Jesus. We may doubt
our adequacy for the task, but when all
is said and done, God has always been
pleased to use his followers – with all
their weaknesses and failings – in bringing
men and women, boys and girls to know
and love the Saviour. Wouldn’t it be great
to stand before the throne in heaven,
part of that great multitude without
number, along with spiritual children from
other tribes and tongues and nations,
washed clean and made perfect? I think
so.

The humble thistle in a paddock
in the Wairarapa (north of
Wellington) with a butterfly ready
to alight upon it. The image
displays a beautiful bokeh effect.
Photo by Elise Walraven
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Christmas meditation
DALE A. VAN DYKE

The essential Pronouns
of Christmas

As you undoubtedly know, pronouns are
big news today. The humble pronoun
has found itself dragged to the front lines
of a raging contest regarding ultimate
questions of identity, authority, and
meaning. Few of us could have imagined
the current cultural clamor over such
simple words as “he” and “she.”
But here we are – and what a joy,
then, to open the Scriptures and find
those same simple words bursting with
the glory of gospel truth!
Matthew 1:21 reads, “She will bear
a son, and you shall call his name Jesus,
for he will save his people from their sins”
(emphasis added). Here we have, in one
verse, four key pronouns that establish
the saving purposes of God in Christ for
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this rebellious world. They represent all
the essential participants in the story – a
woman, a man, a Savior, and the sinners
he came to save.
She: “She Will Bear a Son”
The first gospel pronoun refers to Mary,
the young peasant girl from Nazareth,
betrothed to a man named Joseph.
Scripture doesn’t point to any
noteworthy characteristic about Mary.
What stands out is how very common
she seems: living an anonymous life in a
nondescript little village in the back hills
of Galilee. There is nothing remarkable
here, except for one thing.
The angel reveals the defining feature
of Mary’s life: “You have found favor with

God” (Luke 1:30). It’s the one distinction
that makes all the difference. Out of all
women, through all the ages of time, God
chose this specific teenager to be the
mother of the Son of God. Imagine the
astounded look on her face as the angel
of God told her the news:
The Holy Spirit will come upon you,
and the power of the Most High
will overshadow you; therefore the
child to be born will be called holy
– the Son of God. (Luke 1:35)
Mary, the unknown and
unremarkable, was called by God to carry
in her own body the Messiah. It was
completely implausible and yet
mysteriously believable. Mary’s song,
recorded in Luke’s gospel, expresses her
incredulous joy:
My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
for he has looked on the humble estate
of his servant.
For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
for he who is mighty has done great
things for me, and holy is his name.
(Luke 1:46–49)
In the mystic muddle of a pagan world,
Mary sang with piercing clarity the glory
of a mighty God who does great things
for the humble. While the Roman Catholic
Church is surely wrong to venerate her,
let us be eager to delight in and with her
– to embrace her joy and celebrate her
indispensable part in the gospel story.
You: “You Shall Call His Name
Jesus”
The second pronoun we find in verse 21
is you.
It is clearly referring to Joseph, the
man betrothed to Mary. It is clear that
he loved her, and he was undoubtedly
undone by the news of her conception.
His bride-to-be was with child. It was a
devastating development, particularly in
an honor-based society. Joseph was an
honorable man, and Mary had brought
shame upon him. Her pregnancy was
irrefutable evidence that she had been
unfaithful and immoral – and while the
stigma of that is barely felt today, in those
days it was a public disgrace, a moral
debacle. Everyone would know what she
had done, and no one would blame him
if he put her to public shame, naming
her in the synagogue as an adulterous
woman. But, being a kind man, he
“resolved to divorce her quietly” (Matt.

1:19). This was clearly not a hasty
decision, but an inescapable conclusion
based on the indisputable facts of Mary’s
condition.
Ah, but the whole of the story had
not been told!
But as he considered these things,
behold, an angel of the Lord appeared
to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph,
son of David, do not fear to take Mary
as your wife, for that which is conceived
in her is from the Holy Spirit.” (Matt.
1:20)
In this cynical world, such an
announcement calls for serious faith.
Joseph, and everyone he knew, understood
that babies aren’t born of virgins. But an
angel of God had told him the miracle of
Spirit-wrought conception, and Joseph
believed. Surely a miracle in itself!
Even though the watching world
would never understand, and even though
his parents and family and friends would
scoff, Joseph believed and, in humble
faith, took up the role he was called to
play in this great drama of redemption.
The angel didn’t simply give Joseph
information; he gave him a calling. When
Jesus was circumcised on the eighth day,
the priest would look to Joseph and say,
“What is his name?” And Joseph was
called to name the child Jesus. In those
days, the task of naming belonged
uniquely to the father, and that was
Joseph’s role to play. He would provide
a nurturing home for the Christ-child.
What father wouldn’t be humbly
overwhelmed and hugely inspired by such
a magnificent calling?
He: “For He Will Save His
People”
The third pronoun of the gospel is he –
and it will never have a greater referent
than this.
I recently read an interesting article
that asked this question: Why wasn’t Jesus
named Immanuel? That’s what the
prophets had foretold, as Matthew points
out in 1:22–23:
All this took place to fulfill what the
Lord had spoken by the prophet:
“Behold, the virgin shall conceive and
bear a son, and they shall call his name
Immanuel” (which means, God with
us).
But the angel commanded Joseph to
give the child the name Jesus. With the
command, he gave him the reason: “for
he will save his people from their sins.”
His name reveals the essence of his
mission.

Incarnation *
The Son of God
on earth He trod,
He for our bliss was giv’n.
Such was His love
poured from above,
that we may live in heav’n.
Oh! Where He walked,
and where he talked,
where Jesus came to earth:
Amazing place
where by His grace
He came to grant new birth!
Oh! Hear His word:
worth to be heard:
Essential so for all!
And live the truth,
men, women, youth:
Its blessings are not small!
Amazingly
He made us free,
that we may go to heav’n.
So down to earth
through human birth,
this precious Gift was giv’n!

Existence, John Goris, 2017
*i.e. becoming flesh, viz. a human
being
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The name “Jesus” is taken from the
Hebrew word that means “to deliver, to
rescue.” This baby boy is the most
perfectly named baby in all the history
of the world. Never has a child been
born to address such a peril as the peril
of a justly condemned race. Never has
a person so gloriously fulfilled his or her
name. Jesus was God made man in order
to save man; he was God entering his
own creation to redeem it, to defeat the
power of the Devil, to remove the
darkness of the curse, and to make all
things new.
He “will save his people.” There is
certainty in Gabriel’s voice. This Jesus was
not born to attempt a rescue but to
accomplish a redemption! He came to
actually, truly, irrefutably, and immutably
save a people from the peril of divine,
eternal damnation. In a few short years,
Gabriel’s prophetic promise would be
answered and sealed with Christ’s own
victorious verdict, “It is finished” (John
19:30). In that atoning moment and dying
declaration, the salvation of all of his
sinning people was sealed.
This brings us to the last pronoun of
Christmas: their.
Their: “From Their Sins”
The angel’s words tell us three essential
things: First, Jesus has a people, given to
him by the Father before the world began.
Second, they are all sinful and continually
sinning people. Their is a possessive
pronoun. It shows ownership. In the
angel’s promise, it links the people and
the perversion. The sins that have
offended God are our sins. The crimes
that demand retribution in blood are our
crimes. We committed the offenses. We
were justly under the judgment of holy
wrath. Finally, Jesus came to save us from
our sin. We are the direct object – the
recipients of the salvation.
This is the gospel story. Jesus, born of
a virgin, came to save his sinful people.
We have a calling in this Christmas story.
Mary was called to bear a son;
Joseph was called to name him;
Jesus was called to save his own;
Sinners are called to claim him.
In the darkness of this present evil
age the gospel still shines with all its
glorious light: Jesus came for sinners. The
gospel pronouns stand!
The author is pastor of Harvest OPC in
Wyoming, Michigan.
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Focus on Christian character

The Character of
the Christian:
Temperate
We are exploring how the various
character qualifications of elders are
actually God’s calling on all Christians.
While elders are meant to exemplify
these traits, all Christians are to exhibit
them. I want us to consider whether
we are displaying these traits and to
learn together how we can pray to have
them in greater measure. This time we
will look at what it means for Christian
leaders and for all Christians to be
temperate and sober rather than drunk
or debauched.
Paul tells Timothy, “An overseer must
… not [be] a drunkard (1 Timothy 3:2–
3). Again, he tells Titus, elders must
“not [be] open to the charge of
debauchery” and they must not be “a
drunkard” (Titus 1:5–7). Why this
specific qualification? What is so
important about it?
Alexander Strauch says plainly,
“Drunkenness is sin, and persistently
drunken people require church
discipline. … So a person in a position
of trust and authority over other people
can’t have a drinking problem.” Again,
he writes, “If an elder has a drinking
problem, he will lead people astray and
bring reproach upon the church. His
overindulgence will interfere with
spiritual growth and service, and it may
well lead to more degrading sins.” It is
worth noting that the Bible does not
lay the blame for drunkenness on
alcohol itself, but on the one consuming
it. Commenting on 1 Timothy 3, John
Stott points out that Paul “did not
require them to be total abstainers, since
Jesus himself changed water into wine
and made wine the emblem of his
blood. What Paul requires, however, is
moderation, as an example of the selfmastery already mentioned … .”
John Piper widens the passage’s
implications a little bit when he says,

“The general qualification here would
be like the one above under
temperance, namely, self-control – not
addicted to anything harmful or
debilitating or worldly. Freedom from
enslavements should be so highly prized
that no bondage is yielded to.” Piper
extends the reach of this command
from alcohol to any other kind of
intoxicant or narcotic – a common and,
I believe fair extension of the principle.
As we have seen for each one of
these qualifiers, God requires all
Christians – not just elders – to pursue
the same standards. Paul tells the church
at Corinth that they must not associate
or eat with “anyone who bears the
name of brother” and who is a
“drunkard” (1 Corinthians 5:11). Why?
Because drunkards (among others) “will
not inherit the kingdom of God” (1
Corinthians 6:9–10). Again, Paul says,
“those who do such things (like get
drunk) will not inherit the kingdom of
God” (Galatians 5:21). Elsewhere, he
commands, “Do not get drunk with
wine, for that is debauchery, but be
filled with the Spirit” (Ephesians 5:18).
Peter agrees: “The time that is past
suffices for doing what the Gentiles want
to do (which includes getting drunk)”
(1 Peter 4:3).
The Proverbs also warn against
drunkenness numerous times and in
numerous ways. “Wine is a mocker,
strong drink a brawler, and whoever is
led astray by it is not wise” (Proverbs
20:1). “Be not among drunkards or
among gluttonous eaters of meat”
(Proverbs 23:20). Consider also this
passage:
Who has woe? Who has sorrow?
Who has strife? Who has complaining?
Who has wounds without cause? Who
has redness of eyes? Those who tarry
long over wine; those who go to try
mixed wine. Do not look at wine when
it is red, when it sparkles in the cup
and goes down smoothly. In the end it
bites like a serpent and stings like an
adder. Your eyes will see strange things,
and your heart utter perverse things.
You will be like one who lies down in
the midst of the sea, like one who lies
on the top of a mast. “They struck me,”

you will say, “but I was not hurt; they
beat me, but I did not feel it. When
shall I awake? I must have another drink.”
(Proverbs 23:29–35)
Finally, specific groups of people are
also told to be sober. Deacons are held
to the following standard: “Deacons
likewise must…not [be] addicted to
much wine” (1 Timothy 3:8). And again
Paul writes, “Older women likewise are
… not [to be] slaves to much wine”
(Titus 3:3).
The Bible makes it crystal clear –
God’s people are to be enslaved only
to Jesus Christ. They are to resist any
competitors, chief among them alcohol.
Self-Evaluation
So, how about you? Does your life reflect
sobriety and self-control? I encourage
you to ask yourself questions like these:
• Do you have a biblically-informed
position on whether or not Christians
may consume alcohol? Do you abide

by your position?
• Are you able to partake of alcohol
in moderation and without becoming
intoxicated? Would your friends and
your family agree?
• Do you find yourself tempted to
drink too close to your limit? Do you
regularly succumb to the temptation
to have “just one more drink”?
• Are there any other substances that
you are addicted to? Do you look
to alcohol or any other substance for
the happiness and satisfaction that
only Christ can provide?
Prayer Points
Whether you drink regularly,
occasionally, or not at all, I encourage
you to consider praying some of these
prayers:
• I pray that you would deepen my
convictions about alcohol so that I
can partake (or not partake) with
freedom and confidence. Help me

never to violate my conscience, never
to pass judgment on others, and
never to flaunt my freedom.
• I pray that I would be able to enjoy
your gifts without becoming enslaved
to them. I pray that you would give
me victory over all drunkenness and
indulgence. Even if that is an
unthinkable temptation right now, I
ask that you would help me never
to relax my guard but always to be
vigilant.
• I pray that you would make me more
like Christ who was able to be around
alcohol and those who consumed it,
but who could not be charged with
drunkenness because he never once
over-indulged.
Next month we will consider what it
means for elders and Christians to not
be lovers of money.
Challies.com

Letter to the editor

Dear Sir,
I am writing this to respond to the article
“Proverbs 7, wisdom’s warning, and the
adulteress’s siren call” (Faith in Focus,
Volume 47/9, October 2020). I would
like to thank you for publishing the article
as I believe this is a major issue in our
society and our churches today.
The article recalled a memory when
I went to a non-denominational church
many years ago. One Sunday morning,
the pastor preached on the issue of
pornography. At the end of the sermon,
the pastor asked people to come up to
the front of the room if they think they
struggle with the issue of pornography. I
thought to myself, ‘who would embarrass
themselves by standing in front of the
church members?’ Then, surprisingly, a
teenage girl stood up and walked up to
the front. The pastor approached her and
prayed with her. And then one by one,
people came up to the front. In the end,
a long row of people stood together. The
pastor asked all members to pray for
God’s forgiveness and guidance and we

did. Some of us may be free from the
issue of pornography. But that Sunday
morning, the problem was not about who,
but about US and OUR problem as a
church. Interestingly, the people who
stood at the front were mostly young
adults. I thought they were brave. The
article was aimed at young Christians.
However, I do not think the problem of
pornography is limited to age. Anyone
can become addicted to it regardless of
age.
I am a registered nurse, and one of
the questions that we ask all patients
when they come to a public hospital is
if they are a smoker. Interestingly, some
people say, “No, I am not a smoker. I
hardly smoke.” For your information, this
person is not a non-smoker but a smoker
even if he or she smokes once a month.
It is because smoking is an addiction.
Therefore, even if you watch pornography
once a month, it is considered as an
addiction because something about it
makes you crave for it.
Any kind of addiction should be

approached not as a problem of an
individual member but that of the whole
church. A church must define what sins
are and explain why they are considered
as sin according to the Scriptures.
Basically, sinning with the heart is
considered as sin (Matt 5:27-28). Israel’s
mistake was that they did not know that
God could see their hearts as well as their
actions (Eze 9:9). The article has explained
well why pornography is a grave sin.
While God is patient with us because
of our weakness, He does call us to be
holy … (1 Peter 1:16). Nor does He
condone sinning to increase grace (Rom
6:1). Nor is he the author of sin (the
Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter
3). But there are always lessons to be
learnt when we see what sins do to us
and to our church. What did sin do to
Adam, the first human? Adam and his
descendants became spiritually dead.
Adam could not overcome temptation.
In contrast, Jesus, our wisdom (1 Cor
1:30) has overcome temptation from the
devil (Matt 4:1-11; Heb 4:15). Unless the
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Word of God lives in us, there is no way
we can overcome temptation. To win the
fight, we must diligently read the Bible
and pray every day. True repentance of
any sin must come from understanding
the Word of God by the Holy Spirit. The
Word of God will do His work in us (Heb
4:12).
God has given the command to the
church to feed and take care of His sheep
(John 21:15-18). Calvin said in his book,
the Institutes of the Christian Religion, that
true knowledge of God leads to true piety
and true worship. Thus, if anyone does
not consider pornography as the sin of
adultery and tell others that it is not a
sin, does not know God. This person does
not live a pious life that God wants and
cannot worship God truly. Not knowing
God will eventually result in God’s denial
of the person on the last day unless he/she
truly repents (Hos 4:6; Matt 7:23). The
righteous will live by faith and faith shows
itself true by one’s actions (Hab 2:4; Jas

2:18). Anyone at any time can fall into
temptation as seen in King David’s life.
His sins led to the sufferings of his people.
That is why we should see one member’s
sin as “OUR” problem and rebuke the
person but not without a spirit of
gentleness. “Brothers and sisters, if
someone is caught in a sin, you who live
by the Spirit should restore that person
gently. But watch yourselves, or you also
may be tempted (Gal 6:1).”
I hope this article is read widely within
the RCNZ. While we boast that we
understand the doctrine of TULIP and
walk in the truth, we should also boast
that we know and fear God, which is the
beginning of wisdom (Jer 9:24; Prov 9:10).
Being under grace does not mean we
can do anything as our flesh desires. God
cannot be mocked (Gal 6:7).
Minyoung Nah
Reformed Church of Masterton

“The fear of the Lord is the
beginning of knowledge.”
Prov 1:7
We’re Looking for a …

Primary School
Teacher!
We’re looking for an enthusiastic,
committed teacher, who is going to
LOVE inspiring and motivating young
children to learn new skills, new
abilities, and expand their tiny minds
with all the greatness of God, His
creation, and His Word. We also want
this super enthusiastic teacher to
educate them, teach them to read and
write and do math, and generally be an
Educational Superhero.
Our ideal candidate is a Christian of the
Reformed persuasion, a committed
church goer, and has high personal and
professional standards.
Our school is a private, parentcontrolled independent school, in
Upper Hutt, New Zealand. We
currently have a roll of 24 students and
offer education to children from
Christian families from years 1-12. Due
to our fantastically low student to
teacher ratio (5-10 students per
teacher), we offer opportunity for
quality one-on-one instruction, and
opportunities for teachers to nurture
Christian
character
and
build
meaningful educational relationships
with students.
If you are interested in being part of a
thriving and vibrant educational
community, and would like more
information on this position, we would
love to hear from you.
Please contact the school board
chairman:

Geoff Doyle

board@silverstreamchristian.school.nz
Phone: 027 630 8352
Address: 8 Blue Mountains Road,
Silverstream, Upper Hutt.

24

Faith in Focus

