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Some of you may be familiar with the cover image by the American artist
Norman Rockwell. It is entitled “Chain of Gossip”. How fitting is this caricature of
an age-old problem that we are all very familiar with.
Gossiping can very speedily turn into a storm, whether intended or not. We
know how “Chinese Whispers” work, don’t we, and how surprising it is to
experience how quickly a story can be embellished to the point of being
unrecognizable. Gossip is harmful and destructive, in families, friendships,
organisations of all kinds and churches.
What is gossip? A helpful dictionary definition for gossip defines it as:
“casual or unconstrained conversation or reports about other people,
typically involving details that are not confirmed as being true.”
A definition for the Christian would be that it is a practise which is sinful and
destructive. Much is written in the Scriptures about this problem.
Proverbs 20:19 identifies gossip with slander, and teaches that we should not
associate with one who does it. Proverbs 18:8, suggests that gossip is delicious
and satisfying to the hearer. How perverse is that? The Apostle James (James 3:6)
really gets to the point of how serious issues of the tongue are, and gossip is a sin
of the tongue – “the tongue is a fire, the very world of iniquity; the tongue is set
among our members as that which defiles the entire body, and sets on fire the
course of our life, and is set on fire by hell. And verse 8 asserts that the tongue is
untamable – “But no one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full of
deadly poison”.
Not very flattering is it? Yet, it is a widespread problem within the church
community. I could argue,that none is immune from it. It is about as infectious as
Covid19, and every bit as deadly if one does not take precautions.
What are those precautions? It is to heed the word of the Lord. Don’t just be
a hearer of God’s word, but a doer. Let us ask the Lord for wisdom as James again
instructs from chapter 3:17 “… wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable,
gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy”.
Our contributors consider gossip from biblical and practical ways and provide
us with good instruction on this topic. Let us take heed.
Mr Daniel Wilson gets into the nitty-gritty of gossip.
C H Spurgeon offers advice to the free information age and those who listen
to gossip.
Mr Brad Larson considers the line between info-sharing and gossip?.
Mr Justin Taylor quotes C H Spurgeon on listening to gossip.
Mrs Sally Davey looks at what we might learn about patience from farming.
J C Ryle writes about Profit and Loss?
Mr Tim Challies in his series on the Christian character, addresses the
necessity for gentleness.
Letters from New Zealand returns this issue.
Mr Johan Tangelder (deceased), deliberates on aging in hope.
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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.

Did you hear?…

Gossip
“Hey, did you hear what Bob did the other day after work? Well …”
“You will never guess what happened to Judy on Friday night [laughter]
but don’t worry, I will fill you in!”
“Oh my … I have a very private prayer request to
share with you … You see, I heard that …”
Have you ever heard statements like
these? Have you ever had a conversation
where this sort of thing was said? Then
you have probably been involved in some
way with gossip!
Now, immediately, your internal
lawyer and mine loves to object to any
accusation of wrongdoing. We like to
think that we are not that bad … certainly
there are valid reasons to say such things!
Surely, we can share prayer requests
without it being gossip, right?
Well, yes and no. Those are good
questions, and as we begin to explore
gossip, we need to clarify what we are
talking about. To understand this issue,
we will first define our terms, and then
we will spend some time exploring why
this is such a problem/temptation in the
first place.
Defining our terms
Let us begin with what the Bible tell us
about gossip. We see gossip mentioned
many times in the Bible, and always in
a negative way. Proverbs speaks of the
dishonest man who spreads strife, and
the whisperer who separates close friends
(Prov.16:28). This verse introduces us to
the concept that gossip may include
dishonesty, but it definitely spreads strife.

Furthermore, we almost get the picture
of the gossip in the term “whisperer.”
This refers helpfully to the way that people
often demonstrate that they know what
they are saying is inappropriate by looking
around first and speaking quietly. We
have all seen it happen, and perhaps you
have even done it yourself. But when
someone leans in to whisper some secret,
we need to stop and ask, “Is this something
which is going to build up friendships or
bring strife and division?” The problem is
that all too often, we find that gossip is
enjoyable and “important” for us to hear
in the moment. Proverbs 18:8 explains
why that is, when it describes the words
of a whisperer as being like delicious
morsels. There is a powerful “rush” or
“high” of sharing or receiving gossip, and
we need to be on our guard lest we get
sucked into the excitement of the
moment. But where does that rush come
from? Why do we find it so delicious to
hear of the troubles or drama of others?
The fundamental reasons vary from person
to person. While one person feels better
about themselves when they hear about
their neighbour’s troubles, another person
might simply have an excessive curiosity
which sinfully enjoys the voyeurism of
getting a peek into someone else’s life

[Gossip] is sharing
information about others
which is exciting to
share, but which we
naturally know should
not be shared.
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and troubles. A different person may
simply delight in knowing some secret
which others don’t know (then they enjoy
the rush of being the one to share that
secret). Regardless of gossip’s personal
appeal to you, one of the key things for
overcoming that rush is to remember the
danger associated with gossip. In Proverbs
26:20, we learn that “for lack of wood
the fire goes out, and where there is no
whisperer, quarrelling ceases!” When we
remember the pain and fire of sharing or
receiving gossip and the destruction which
it brings, THEN we are better able to
bring a stop to it.
We are beginning to get a fuller picture
of what gossip is all about. It is sharing
information about others which is exciting
to share, but which we naturally know
should not be shared. Sharing this
information does not build others up, but
instead brings quarrelling, the separation
of close friends and pain. The New
Testament repeatedly puts gossip in the
class of envy, murder, strife, deceit,
slander, jealousy and quarrelling (See
Rom. 1:29 & 2 Cor. 12:20). In 1 Timothy
5, Paul speaks against some women in
the church who went about from house
to house being “gossips and busybodies.”
But it isn’t only women who struggle with
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this sin – it could be any one of us! Even
though it may seem harmless at first,
gossip is a destructive practice which
destroys people and friendships and
dishonours the Lord.
Now that we have a picture of gossip
from Scripture, how do we define what
information might be gossip, and what
might be legitimately shared? Oxford
Languages defines gossip as “casual or
unconstrained conversation or reports
about other people, typically involving
details which are not confirmed as true.”1
Even with that definition, it can be hard
to label what is gossip, because people
often look at the same issue from different
angles. For instance, you might not want
someone to tell others about that
embarrassing thing you did last week, but
other people would voluntarily tell others
if it had happened to them! Therefore,
on a personal level, we draw the lines of
what is appropriate very differently from
one another.
My father was a minister in the USA,
and he always spoke of gossip as “speaking
of something when you are neither part
of the problem or part of the solution.”
I have always found that immensely
helpful. If you are part of the problem,
and you are speaking to another person

who is a part of the problem then it is
not necessarily gossip. If you are only
complaining and slandering others
involved in the problem, then it probably
is gossip (or a closely related sin of your
speech). However, you can legitimately
speak of a private problem with your
pastor or someone who may be involved
in bringing a positive resolution to a given
situation. Consider this: if you were never
allowed to share private information about
someone else, then you would never be
able to obey Matthew 18! God actually
commands us to confront one another
when we fall into sin, and if the sinner
refuses to listen to us – then we must tell
two or three others so that they can be
witnesses of the situation and assist in
confronting the person ensnared in sin!
The difficulty is that we far too often tell
too many people, or we share the prayer
request further than is necessary because
we want the rush of sharing that
information with others.
Ultimately, this sin and the struggle
against it comes down to love: love for
God demonstrated in self-control of our
words and attitudes, and also love for
others in what and how we speak about
one another. In most cases, if we were
to put ourselves in the shoes of the person
whom we are tempted to talk about –
we would never gossip. We would quickly
recognize how destructive it is to the
other person and we would hold our
tongue! But even then, you might still
find it hard to stop!
Why is gossip such a
temptation?
What is it that makes self-control of our
tongues so difficult? If you have your Bible
nearby it might be worthwhile to turn to
James 3. That is the classic passage which
describes the relentless and dangerous
evil of our tongues/speech.
James warns us that not everyone
should seek to be teachers, because there
is a stricter judgment for those who teach.
He goes on to explain that danger by
elaborating on how common sins of
speech really are. If someone never
stumbles in his speech – he must be
perfect! James is emphatically stating that
no one can escape the danger of the
tongue except for someone who is perfect
(which is no one – just in case you were
wondering.) James then uses the examples
of reins on a horse and the rudder of a
ship to explain the power of the tongue.
Both examples work the same way,
powerful forces are controlled and

directed through a small member. The
same is true of the tongue – it may be
small, but it is powerful. If you are not
careful with your speech, you could
seriously steer your life off course.
James’s overarching message is very
quickly understood. We often have a
problem with gossip and other sins of
speech because we have not properly
guarded our tongue. James 3:6 explains
that a great forest can be set ablaze by
such a small fire, and the same is true
for our lives. We can set our lives on fire
by the spark of the tongue, which is a
world of unrighteousness set among our
members. We can tame all sort of animals,
but no man can tame the tongue, for it
is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.
And yet, James is not seeking to drive us
to despair. He is not intending to point
out flaws and sins which we cannot
change and then leave us there. Instead,
he is driving us to recognize what does
not belong in the life of the believer, so
that we might deal with it! We should
not have both blessing and cursing coming
from our mouths. Instead, we need to
tame our tongues through the work of
the Lord Jesus Christ. No mere mortal
can tame the tongue, but God can!
Through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ,
we can grow in our love for God and
our love for our fellow man.
But how does that work? Many of
you reading this article who struggle with
gossip or slander or other sinful speech
may have been believers for many years.
So, how are you supposed to change?
First, you must recognize what is sinful
and destructive about your speech. Gossip
is wrong even within a family. Gossip can
be destructive even within your own little
circle of friends. Gossip is not loving, but
hateful toward others and disobedient to
God! So, first, admit that gossip is wrong.
Second, you must confess your sin to
God and to those whom you have harmed
with your sinful speech. Begin this process
of confession and repentance in prayer
to God. Ask God to show you the ways
that you have sinned in your speech
through gossip or slander. Ask the Lord
to forgive you and wash you clean from
this sin. Furthermore, ask the Lord to
remind you of the people and situations
where your sin has caused harm. Then,
as God informs your conscience, be
prepared to go and confess your sin to
those who have been affected.
Sometimes, a person might recognize that
this has been a pattern in their life, but
they are unsure how far into the past

In most cases, if we
were to put ourselves in
the shoes of the person
whom we are tempted to
talk about – we would
never gossip. We would
quickly recognize how
destructive it is to the
other person and we
would hold our tongue!
But even then, you might
still find it hard to stop!
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they might need to go to make things
right. In that case, it might be good to
do a general confession to those closest
to you. Simply confess to your friends or
family that you have recently been
convicted of your sins of speech (and in
particular gossip) and ask them for their
forgiveness. You can also ask your friends
and family if they know of any specific
situations where you have hurt them with
your words. Be ready to listen if they do
raise something with you. Listen with
humility, confess what you have done
wrong and don’t worry about trying to
defend yourself. Let God be your
defender and aim for making things right
as your primary objective. This may be
hard, but I can promise that it will also
be very freeing and helpful in your fight
for pure speech! Repentance and
confession help prevent you from falling
into this sin again in the future.
You can experience God’s wisdom
from above when you adopt God’s
priorities and directions for life, and you
walk in step with the Holy Spirit. As James
tells us, God’s wisdom is first pure, then
peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of
mercy and good fruits, impartial and
sincere. And a harvest of righteousness is
sown in peace by those who make peace
(James 3:17-18). Those attributes and
results flow from a sincere faith in Christ
lived out in daily life. And as you will
notice, those effects are the exact opposite
of what flows from gossip and the
whisperer! The solution to gossip and the
sins of our speech must begin
fundamentally with repentance and
confession of this sin. Then we continue
to grow in our ability to resist this sin by
growing in our love for God and others.
Most of all, remember that you cannot
do this in your own strength. You cannot
defeat or tame your tongue by yourself.
Therefore, you must fight this fight with
prayer, with the word of God, and with
the help of your fellow brothers and sisters
in the faith. Humility and love are the
biggest weapons that God has given us
in Christ to fight this battle. And Christ
alone is the source of strength that we
need! Rely on Him, and you will find
that Christ is the One who can tame your
tongue!

Know Yourself
and God
By H24X
How well do you know yourself
how well do you know God
This is a life long process
as you travel down this road
If you want to know God be�er
you must first know yourself
That you are a sinner
and need Him above all else
That in yourself there’s nothing good
you come with empty hands
That all your best efforts
can’t fulfill the Lord’s demands
Everything we say and do
is tainted, dirty and stained
Yet God in His great mercy
has a love that never waned
God took your guilt and gave it
to His Son who took your sin
He is the only one who can
make you pure within
So if you want to grow in faith
then read God’s word and pray
And as you grow in a knowledge of Him
you will be able to say
“I thank you God I’m going through life
with you right by my side
That you for showing me
my sinfulness and pride
You are the great redeemer God
I thank you for your son
For cleansing me and save me

1 Gossip. (2020). In Oxford English Dictionary.
Retrieved from https://www.lexico.com/
definition/gossip

Mr Daniel Wilson is the minister of the
Reformed Church in North Shore.
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for the victory you’ve won.”
Amen

Did you hear?…

Charles Spurgeon
with some advice for
the Internet age
Charles Spurgeon
(1834-1892) died a
century before
Mankind mastered
the ability to pass
along unverified
news stories and
unfounded rumors at
the speed of light.
But while the
medium is new, the
sin of gossip isn’t,
and Spurgeon’s
warning remains as
relevant as ever.

What a pity that there’s no tax on words:
what an income the government would
get from it. And if lies paid double, we
could pay off the National Debt!
But, alas, talking pays no tax.
Silence is golden
Now if men only said what was true,
what a peaceable world it would be. But
we pass on hearsay. And hearsay is half
lies – consider how a tale never loses in
the retelling of it. As a snowball grows
by rolling, so does the story. So those
who talk much, lie much.
While silence rarely causes mischief;
too much talking can be a plague to the
parish. Since silence is wisdom, it’s clear,
then, that wise men and wise women
are scarce. As they say, still waters are

the deepest, but the shallowest brooks
babble the most.
An open mouth shows an empty head.
It’s like a treasure chest – if it had gold
or silver in it, it wouldn’t always be
standing wide open. Talking comes
naturally for us, but it takes a good deal
of training to learn to be quiet; yet regard
for truth should put a bit into every honest
man’s mouth and a bridle on every good
woman’s tongue.
Be free of slander
If we must talk, at least let us be free
from slander. Spreading slander may be
fun for some, but it is death to those they
abuse. We can commit murder with the
tongue as well as with the hand. The
worst evil you can do a man is to injure
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his character. As the Quaker said to his
dog, “I’ll not beat thee, nor abuse thee,
but I’ll give thee an ill name.”
The world, for the most part, believes
that where there is smoke there is fire,
and what everybody says must be true.
Let us be careful, then, that we do not
hurt our neighbor in so tender a spot as
to besmirch his character, for it is hard
to get dirt off, once it is thrown. When
a man finds himself put in people’s bad
books, he might never be able to get out
of them.
So, again, if we want to be sure not
to speak wrongly, it might be just as well
to speak as little as possible; for if all

men’s sins were divided into two bundles,
half of them would be sins of the tongue.
“And if anyone does not stumble in what
he says, he is a perfect man, able also to
bridle his whole body” (James 3:2).
The solution
So, gossips, give up the shameful trade
of tale-spreading; don’t be the devil’s
bellows, giving more air to the fire of
strife. If you are going to talk, at least
season your tongues with the salt of grace
– praise God more, and blame neighbors
less.
Any goose can cackle, any fly can find
a sore place, and any empty barrel can

make a big noise. But the flies will not
go down your throat if you keep your
mouth shut, and no evil talk will come
out either. So think much, but speak little;
be quick at work and slow at talk; and,
above all, ask the great Lord to set a
watch over your lips.
This is an abridged, modernized,
version of Chapter 6, “On Gossips”
from Charles Spurgeon’s “The
Ploughman Talks.”
reformedperspective.ca
Published with permission.

Did you hear?…

Where’s the line between
helpful info-sharing and
office gossip?

Just because something
is true does not mean
you should say it.
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I am a social person employed in a job
where I need to be social. It’s a wonderful
gift from God. However, the temptation
for me – as I spend my days connecting
lots of different people – is to engage in
gossip. Sometimes I’m genuinely unsure
if I’m sharing necessary information or if
I’m being untrustworthy with confidences
given to me. (This is especially difficult
when someone tells me something that
seems private but doesn’t explicitly ask
me to keep quiet about it.) How can I
be warm and open and at the same time
a trustworthy listener? And how can I
know when I’ve crossed the line from
legitimate information-sharing to gossip?
The first thing I’d say is that it’s healthy
that you recognize your propensity and
temptation toward gossip. You are

certainly not alone in this temptation,
especially if you’re a social person around
social people. Praise God for shining the
light of conviction on what can be
dangerous and hurtful behavior.
Gossip is deconstruction. By nature it
tears down the party being talked about.
Sometimes it’s blatant, such as a group
of office workers snickering about the
irritating colleague or out-of-touch boss.
Other times – and this is more sinister –
gossip is surreptitious, such as a person
bringing up a concern about someone
else so they can bring their fault to light.
Gossip at work is especially tempting,
since our minds equate putting others
down with pulling ourselves up – and
pulling ourselves up seems like it could
lead to status and goodwill and maybe

even a promotion or raise.
So what do we do about it? In the
first part of Ephesians 4, Paul says this:
Rather, speaking the truth in love,
we are to grow up in every way
into him who is the head, into Christ,
from whom the whole body, joined
and held together by every joint
with which it is equipped, when
each part is working properly, makes
the body grow so that it builds itself
up in love.
Two imperatives from these verses
apply to office gossip:
1. Speak the truth. Only say what is true.
This may seem obvious, but in our flesh
we’re prone to alter the truth for
self-glorification or people-pleasing – in
other words, building our little kingdoms.
Sometimes, we are tempted to
share too much truth – conversations had,
failures witnessed, or motives suspected.
Just because something is true does not
mean we need to speak about it, at least
broadly. Sometimes we may be able to
cover over a colleague’s failure in love,
never speaking of it again. Other times

we may need to bring it to the attention
of a boss; but even in those cases, there
are still other people who don’t need to
know.
We also run into problems when we
share too little truth. If we can fill in a
larger context that may give better
understanding to a situation, or help
people better sympathize with one
another – and we can do so with
permission – we should consider it. An
office where no stories were told and no
news shared would be lonely and
isolating; in many ways, openly sharing
information with each other fosters
community.
2. Speak in love. Again, just because
something is true doesn’t mean you
should say it. There is certainly a time
for a sharp rebuke or for calling a spade
a spade, but the underlying motive must
be love.
Before you pass on information about
someone, consider honestly both your
own motivation and the potential result
of your sharing. Will this lead to greater
understanding and empathy between
people, or will it separate them
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unnecessarily? If it’s a funny story, will it
bring shared laugher or just
embarrassment? If you’re concerned
about someone, will sharing their situation
enable someone to help them, or will it
simply spread the knowledge of their
struggles?
Finally, if someone tells you something
that should be private, even if they didn’t
specifically mention confidentiality,
protect their dignity by keeping it private.
When in doubt, the Golden Rule can be
your guide: would you want someone to
share it if it were your story?
I sense from the way you phrased
your question that you love the people
you work with and that you care about

them enough to consider how you use
your gift of conversation and sociability.
We know that because we have sin
remaining in our hearts, we will be
tempted to tear others down so we can
stand taller. This is especially true at work
when we think appearing taller could
result in more respect or more money.
Thus we must be vigilant with ourselves
to guard our words. Not only that, we
must be vigilant to guard our motives in
what we say and approve.
Thankfully, we have the gift of the
Spirit in us. We can recognize him
because he illuminates the glory of Christ,
building up his body in unity and holiness.
We can rely on him because the Spirit

never tears down, mocks, or condescends.
Finally, remember that whatever you
learn about others, you can bring every
piece of it to God. Praying for those you
work with is a wonderful way to use the
information they give you.
Brad Larson is a pastor and author of
two books, Walking Through Walls:
Connecting Faith and Work and Show
Yourself a Man. He blogs and writes
poetry at www.bradleydlarson.com,
and you can follow him on Twitter.
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/
article/wheres-line-helpful-sharing-officegossip/

Did you hear?…

The sin of listening
to GOSSIP

Would it not be a great
degradation of your [pastoral]
office if you were to keep an
army of spies in your pay to
collect information as to all that
your people said of you?
And yet it amounts to this if
you allow certain busybodies to
bring you all the gossip of the
place.
Drive the creatures away.
Abhor those mischief-making,
tattling handmaidens to strife.
Those who will fetch will
carry, and no doubt the gossips
go from your house and report
every observation which falls
from your lips, with plenty of
garnishing of their own.
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Remember that, as the
receiver is as bad as the thief,
so the hearer of scandal is a
sharer in the guilt of it.
If there were no listening
ears there would be no
talebearing tongues.
While you are a buyer of ill
wares the demand will create
the supply, and the factories of
falsehoood will be working full
time.
No one wishes to become a
creator of lies, and yet he who
hears slanders with pleasure
and believes them with
readiness will hatch many a
brood into active life.
Charles Spurgeon, Lectures to My
Students, p. 328.
Justin Taylor is executive vice president
for book publishing and publisher for
books at Crossway. He blogs at
Between Two Worlds and Evangelical
History.

Outward focus

Patience!
Patience, so the popular wisdom has it,
is a virtue. And indeed it is – the Bible
consistently says so. Patient people who
trusted in God are heroes of the faith
from the beginning to the end of the
biblical narrative. The patience of Job has
become a catchphrase of the English
language. Patience is one of the fruits of
the Spirit, a trait that the Holy Spirit will
develop in us once we believe. Patience
is not characteristic of the world we
inhabit, though. Few of us, in a world
that is asset-rich but time-poor, are
content to wait. Life is short, and we
want to achieve things while we have
time and energy.

This applies to spiritual matters, too:
we want to see results, and quickly. Do
you have a friend or family member you
are hoping will come to believe? If nothing
much has changed in their attitude in a
year, you’re inclined to give up talking
with them about the gospel and praying
for them. Have you been working with
someone who needs to grow in grace
and understanding? A lapse of interest; a
drop-off in willingness to meet with you
for Bible study and prayer; and soon your
own desire to persevere with them falls
off as well. Progress halts. When we don’t
see results, we move on.
The Bible often uses farming motifs

Photo by Florian Weichelt on Unsplash
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to illustrate patience – with vivid effect.
The Bible, in fact, is a very agricultural
book. Perhaps you have noticed this too.
It’s not surprising, as for millennia, God’s
people lived primarily on the land, or in
villages and small towns, close to the
scenes of agricultural production. Almost
everybody in this world had some
connection to the land, and was familiar
with the rhythms of rural life. They knew
what it meant to plough the fields, sow
seed, tend crops and harvest them. They
understood the need to care for sheep
and cattle, and how to use sickles and
hoes. They knew that rain and sunshine
were both needed in their turn, and that
farmers and townsfolk alike were
dependent on God to provide them with
their daily food.
Sacrifices and tithes were offerings
from the fruit of farmers’ work. The yearly
festivals were closely associated with what
happened on the land. They were
reminders of what God had done for
them. Droughts were recognized as wakeup calls to examine themselves for ways
they had disobeyed – the prophets often
made that clear connection. Narratives
like the book of Ruth are set clearly in a
framework of the land, its ownership and
cultivation; drought, famine, and the
blessing of good harvests. The imagery of
the psalms, the proverbs and the prophets

is full of agricultural allusion; and the
message would have been clear to a
people so closely linked to the land. The
entire covenant framework, especially the
blessings for obedience and the curses
on those who disobey, is couched in
agricultural terms. Those who keep God’s
laws will see good harvests, productive
livestock and will thrive themselves. Those
who ignore his laws will see their crops
wither, or eaten by locusts. Their cattle
will not reproduce and their land will lie
barren. This is a picture of spiritual loss.
But there is more. Israelites knew that
their lives depended on more than their
own wise husbandry and hard work. They
were dependent on God’s direct
intervention in the giving of rain and
sunshine. There were certain things they
could achieve through their efforts, but
much was God’s alone to give. For these
they had to wait on God – hence the
lesson of patience. This idea carries on
into the New Testament.
Behind the parables of the sower and
of the wheat and the tares are truths
about God’s work in human hearts. The
germination of seeds and the growth of
crops make great analogies for spiritual
birth and spiritual growth – not only
because they are apt, but also because
their hearers could readily understand
them, knowledgeable as they were in
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matters of agriculture. They knew full well
that farmers had to apply both skill and
effort to the work of farming; but that
much also depended on God’s blessing.
They were used to waiting for the harvest
for the results to appear. In the parables
the harvest – the final judgement – reveals
what the farmer’s work has been worth.
In the meantime, the farmer simply tends
his crop to the best of his ability. Labouring
away in God’s fields we long for a good
harvest and a plentiful yield – but because
the results are ultimately up to God, we
must also wait in patience. This is captured
in the 18th century harvest hymn: “We
plough the fields and scatter the good
seed on the land, but it is fed and watered
by God’s almighty hand”.
The apostle James says something
similar about enduring unjust suffering:
“Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the
coming of the Lord. See how the farmer
waits for the precious fruits of the earth,
being patient until it receives the early
and the late rains. You also, be patient.
Establish your hearts, for the coming of
the Lord is at hand.” (James 5:7-8) Perhaps
we could say that the farmer has to endure
considerable hardship (drought, storms,
frosts, weeds, diseases, etc) while waiting
in faith for the blessing of a harvest. James
assures his readers that when the
judgement comes, their suffering will be
vindicated and justice will be done. They
have to hang in there, be sure they are
acting righteously themselves, and wait
for the harvest.
If you are wondering whether farming
still requires patience, it’s a fair question.
Are there still so many factors that rest
on God’s work alone? Haven’t modern
scientific methods, fertilisers, irrigation
equipment and pharmeceuticals made
success in agriculture guaranteed?? If that
were the case, we could all slave away
until midnight, be on the road again by
5am and get top results as our reward.
But with farming, there are still things
beyond our control. A sudden hailstorm
could come and knock out the crop in
an hour. A mysterious new disease might
strike our pigs. A late snowfall might kill
newborn lambs by hypothermia. A fire
could burn down our haystacks. Drought
could slowly, but surely, shrivel our profits.
Our own diligent, even skillful efforts,
might come to nought through things that
still elude best practice.
That brings us to the lesson the Bible
has for us regarding spiritual matters. In
the Old Testament God indicated his
blessing by giving physical prosperity –

crops, fertile animals and large families.
In the New Testament, the focus is on
spiritual prosperity: the multiplying of
believers and their growth in maturity.
What does that look like? If the Great
Commission looks a lot like farming, (and
our Lord certainly compared it to fishing)
that’s because the harvest of souls relies
on factors that are very much in God’s
hands – not ours. The logical conclusion
is that we must pray earnestly for his
blessing and wait patiently for the
outcome. Which does nothing to
undermine the truth that, like good
farmers, we need to labour diligently at
our work at the same time.
As those committed to the doctrines
of grace, we all know that salvation is
God’s work alone, through Christ alone
and by faith alone. The farmer also knows,
full well, that he cannot cause a seed to
germinate or his cow to conceive.
Nevertheless, he can purchase only
properly-tested seed and breed from a
long line of fertile cows, thus increasing
the likelihood of good crops and successful
calving percentages. He can apply fertiliser
at the right time and ensure his cows are
well-fed during gestation. He can invest
in irrigation and watch his cows carefully
at calving time, calling in the vet to assist
in difficult calving cases.
He can set his header correctly so
that, during the harvesting, all the seed
doesn’t go out the back. He can use a
grain dryer to make sure the seed doesn’t
stay at too high a moisture level and go
mouldy.
The Christian, likewise, can ensure
that the gospel is presented in all its true
and life-changing form. There is a lot we
can do to interest our friends in the gospel
of Christ. We can present it clearly and
accurately, and apply it helpfully to their
particular life issues. We can model
Christlike behaviour, and above all, love
them. We can study the Scriptures with
them, so that they can see “these things
are true”. We may not be able to give
them spiritual life, but we can help provide
the conditions that might aid the growth
of belief in their hearts and minds.
But what about the patience part?
Don’t farmers – and by analogy, Christians
– have to be patient? Yes, of course. We
all know that it’s hard to get people to
respond to the gospel, and that if they
do, they sometimes back off and lose
interest. Doesn’t the parable of the sower
tell us that very thing? This is why we
pray patiently, pleading with God to work
faith in our friend’s heart. That means

trusting God’s mercy and goodness; it
requires dependence on his kindness
toward someone who doesn’t deserve it.
I know that when we don’t find evidence
of faith in that friend in whom we’ve
invested loving efforts, it’s tempting to
give up on them – and many of us do,
I’m afraid. But Jesus told another parable,
the one about the man who kept banging
on his neighbour’s door. Sheer persistence
won the day, and the neighbour gave
him what he wanted. What could be
more worthy of such a banging on the
door than someone’s salvation? Like the
farmer who spares no effort in preparing
and tending his crops, we should spare
no effort in praying for the one we love
and want to see saved.
And then, if God grants this request
and our friend comes to believe, we have
a further responsibility – to teach them
and help them mature in Christ. Again,
farming provides a helpful analogy. Like
the farmer, good friends can hoe the
weeds that would choke their friend’s
faith. They can teach the Scriptures that
will feed this young lamb, week in and
week out, and help him break them down
and make them digestible. If this means
giving up a Saturday to go hiking and
teach him God’s Word along the way,
or offering to help with her housework
while chatting about Christian parenting,
it’s a small sacrifice in eternal terms. The
joys and rewards are great. It will take
time, energy and much prayer, but think
about the harvest God will reap at the
end.
It’s really not hard to see why the
agriculture motif should figure so
prominently in the Bible. It was easy for
the first Bible readers to understand. It
provides many useful word pictures to
illustrate spiritual rebirth and the growth
of faith within our hearts. It encourages
those tending God’s fields and his sheep
that their work is worthwhile. It reminds
us that there is a heavenly shepherd calling
his people and guiding their growth. Our
work is his work, and it’s not in vain.
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Focus on faith

PROFIT AND LOSS
“What shall it profit a man, if he gains
the whole world, and loses his own
soul?” Mark 8:36
It is a sad proof, beloved, of our evil
and corrupt nature, that our Lord
Jesus Christ should have thought it
necessary to use such language and
to ask such a question. He was
preaching to His own people – to
the children of Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, to the nation which for fifteen
hundred years had alone enjoyed the
privilege of knowing the true God.
He was not instructing ignorant
heathen – but Israelites, to whom
pertained the adoption and the glory
and the covenant, and the giving of
the law and the service of God and
the promises; and yet behold – He
deals with them as if they had still
to learn the first principles of religious
knowledge, “What shall it profit a
man, if he gains the whole world,
and loses his own soul?”
But it is far more sad, beloved,
and far more deplorable, that at the
present hour, eighteen hundred years
after Jesus died for men, it should
still be necessary for a minister of the
gospel to urge upon you the very
same words. Who, indeed, would
have thought it possible that we
should be obliged to remind you that
the care of the soul is the one thing
needful – needful for all: for the rich,
because of their temptations; for the
poor, because of their trials; for the
old, because death is close at hand;
for the young, because life with all
its intoxicating follies is before them,
and they can never have a more
convenient season? – to remind you
that, although men have different
abilities and fill different stations here
on earth, they have one thing at least
in common, they have ALL immortal
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souls, they must all give account of
themselves at the day of judgment.
And yet, “hear, O heavens, and give
ear, O earth,” we are obliged to tell
you, professing Christians, all this. I
say obliged, and is there not a cause?
Mark now what I am about to say,
and listen to my proofs.
I appeal, then, to your consciences,
whether I do not say the truth in
Christ, when I declare my belief that
the greater number of baptized people
are living just as if this world was their
abiding home and resting place, and
the things of this world their only
object – as if there was no such text
as “It is appointed unto men once to
die – but after this the judgment.” As
if Jesus had never come down on
earth, preached, suffered, died and
risen again for human guilt; as if the
Bible was a beautiful book – but a
thing to be admired and respected
more than studied; as if churches and
ministers were convenient enough for
keeping people in order – but not
witnesses of truth and messengers of
glad tidings to a lost and ruined
creation.
I often observe, when people
meet, they ask each other a great
deal about their bodily health (“Are
you quite well?” they say, “Have you
got over that cold – or that fever –
or that rheumatism?”) but I never yet
met with any one who made a point
of inquiring about his friend’s soul;
and yet we are told plainly in the
Bible, that the body (comparatively
speaking) is vile and perishable – but
the soul precious and eternal. Men
seem to go blindly forward, intent
upon the earth they walk on, and
confining all their concerns to the
present life. One generation after
another is struggling to get on in this
world – but few indeed appear to
care where they shall be found in
the eternal world. May the Holy Spirit
convince you all of the importance
of the subject, and give you new
hearts, for Christ’s sake.

The Character of the
Christian: Gentle
This month we continue our series on
the character of the Christian. 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.
Today we will look at what it means for
an elder – and every Christian – to be
gentle.
Paul writes to Timothy, “Therefore an
overseer must [be] not violent but gentle,
not quarrelsome” (1 Timothy 3:2–3).
Similarly, he tells Titus that an overseer
“must not be arrogant or quick-tempered
… or violent” (Titus 1:7). The positive
characteristic here is gentleness and it is
opposed by the two negative
characteristics of violence and quarreling.
The elder (and, therefore, every mature
Christian) pursues gentleness and flees
from violence and bickering.
To be gentle is to be tender, humble,
and fair, to know what posture and
response is fitting for any occasion. It
indicates a graciousness, a desire to extend
mercy to others, and a desire to yield to
both the will of God and the preferences
of other people. Such gentleness will be
expressed first in the home and only
subsequently in the church. It is a rare
trait, but one we know and love when
we see and experience it.
Alexander Strauch notes that to pursue
gentleness is to imitate Jesus. He writes,
“Jesus tells us who He is as a person: He
is gentle and humble. Too many religious
leaders, however, are not gentle nor are
they humble. They are controlling and
proud. They use people to satisfy their
fat egos. But Jesus is refreshingly different.
He truly loves people, selflessly serving
and giving His life for them. He expects

His followers – especially the elders who
lead His people – to be humble and
gentle like Himself.” Similarly, John Piper
writes, “This [gentleness] is the opposite
of pugnacious or belligerent. He should
not be harsh or mean-spirited. He should
be inclined to tenderness and resort to
toughness only when the circumstances
commend this form of love. His words
should not be acid or divisive but helpful
and encouraging.”
The elder, then, must be gentle, able
to control his temper and his response
to others when he is attacked, maligned,
and finds himself in tense or difficult
situations. He is marked at all times by
patience, tenderness, and a sweet spirit.
Negatively, he must not lose control
either physically or verbally. He must
not respond to others with physical force
or threats of violence. When it comes
to his words, he must not quarrel or
bicker or be one who loves to argue.
Even when pushed and exasperated he
will not lash out with his words, he will
not crush a bruised reed or snuff out a
faintly burning wick.
I am sure you realize that God calls
all Christians – not just elders – to be
gentle. Elders must serve as examples of
gentleness, but each one of us must
display this trait if we are to imitate our
Savior. There are many texts we can
turn to, including this one which tells
us that gentleness is a necessary fruit of
the Spirit: “But the fruit of the Spirit is
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness,
self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23). Shortly
thereafter Paul says, “Brothers, if anyone
is caught in any transgression, you who
are spiritual should restore him in a spirit
of gentleness” (Galatians 6:1).
He urges the Christians in Ephesus
to walk in a manner worthy of the calling
to which you have been called” and
says that this involves living “with all
humility and gentleness, with patience,
bearing with one another in love, eager
to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the
bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:1-3). When
speaking of the congregation under Titus’
care he says, “Remind them to be
submissive to rulers and authorities, to
be obedient, to be ready for every good
work, to speak evil of no one, to avoid
quarreling, to be gentle, and to show
perfect courtesy toward all people” (Titus
3:1–2). The evidence is clear: We are
to be gentle so we can serve as a display
of the one who deals so gently with us.
Self-evaluation
So, how about you? Does your life reflect
the meekness and humility of gentleness?
I encourage you to prayerfully ask
yourself questions like these:
When someone wrongs you, are you
prone to lash out in anger? If so,
does that anger express itself
physically, verbally, or both?
Are people afraid to confront sin in your
life because they fear your anger or
your cutting words? Do your wife

and children fear you?
Would your friends and family say that
you are gentle? Would they say that
you treat them with tenderness?
Do you like to play the devil’s advocate?
Do you like a good argument? What
would your social media presence
indicate?
Prayer points
The God of peace is eager to give you
the peace of God (Phillipians 4:7, 9). So,
I encourage you to pray in these ways:
I pray that you would make me more
like Christ so that I may be gentle
just like he is gentle. I pray that I
would regularly consider all the ways
in which you have been so patient
and gentle with me.
I pray that you would help me swallow
my pride, confess my sins to others,
and restore any strained relationships
I have.
I pray that you would give me the grace
to be patient and calm when others
attack and misunderstand me. Help
me respond with gentleness even in
the most difficult circumstances.
I pray that I would be slow to begin an
argument or to wade into someone
else’s.
Next month we will consider what it
means for elders and Christians to be
temperate in their consumption of
alcohol.
Challies.com

Letters from New Zealand

March 1987
Sometimes a Christmas present is such a
delightful surprise that both the giver and
the receiver are almost in ecstasy about
it. Something like that happened to me
this last Christmas. A travel-worn daughter
picked up two books in a little, antiquated
bookshop, somewhere in England. The
first one she found was a well-worn third
edition, printed two hundred and eighty

years ago, of a treatise of the love of God,
soliloquies and manual by St. Augustine.
The title reads: The Pious Breathings, being
the Meditations of St. Augustine. This
edition of 1708 had been dedicated to
her Royal Highness the Princess Ann of
Denmark. The other book was printed
in 1828, the fifth edition of The Imitation
of Christ by Thomas a Kempis. A real
beaut also, even the cover is precious.
On the inside cover I found pasted in

the following Rules of Life:
• To say private prayers regularly,
morning and evening;
• To read a portion of Holy Scripture
daily with thought and prayer;
• To keep the Lord’s Day holy, and to
attend church services as regularly as
possible;
• To receive Holy Communion as
frequently as possible, and always to
prepare for the Holy
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• Communion by self-examination,
resolution and prayer;
• To try to think and speak kindly of
all, to avoid wrong words and
unseemly jests, and to
• discourage them in others; and
• To strive to be true and just in word
and deed and be temperate in all
things.
I am sure you can understand why
both of us were so excited. It also
reminded me of the time in the early
’fifties, soon after I had arrived in New
Zealand as an immigrant. Browsing
through piles of books in a second-hand
bookshop, I picked up a set of two
volumes, which cost me five shillings. The
title reads: The Apostolic Age of the
Christian Church by Carl Von Weizsacker,
printed in 1894 and they proudly adorned
my bookshelf. Then the Prof. Klaas Runia
came on his first visit to New Zealand
on behalf of the recently instituted
Reformed Theological College in Geelong.
When he spotted these two volumes on
my shelf, he suggested that I donate them
to the first shelf of the College Library. I
must confess that I resisted; they are still
on my bookshelf.
The Palmerston North and Foxton sessions
have been studying the work of home
visitation. A prepared guide first defines
the value of the home visit and then
divides the value into two parts, first for
the elder and secondly for the church.
The question is, what is the value for the
members of the church? The ideal is that
the congregation, by seeing the earnest
desire of the elders to be what God calls
them to be, sees the visiting elders not
as inquisitive policemen ready to blow
the whistle and book them for whatever
offence, but as messengers of the Lord
Jesus Christ who want to help them on
their way, rejoicing in what Christ did for
them, His people. When this happens,
these visits help build up the congregation.
What is also important, it will shape a
strong bond between the session and the
congregation.
One bulletin contained a pastor’s appeal
to the smokers in his congregation: “I
know perhaps you tire of me flogging a
dead horse, but as your minister,
something is on my heart that I must say
once again. This past week I visited a
former member of our congregation. He
is dying of cancer, but seeking to make
his peace with Christ. His cancer, the
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doctors told him, came from his smoking
habit of many years. He said, ‘Why was
I so stupid all that time?’ And now you,
brothers and sisters, why will you continue
to tempt the Lord by practising something
that medical science and plain reason
tells you is so harmful to your bodies.
You must realise that we are all stewards
of our lives, accountable to the Lord. Let
us consider our bodies as temples of the
Holy Spirit and let us glorify God in our
bodies; let us not destroy them. Beloved
brothers and sisters before the Lord, I do
not want to visit any of you in a cancer
ward where you have put yourselves,
through smoking. Please stop now while
you can.”
April 1987
Recently I came across a preface from a
magazine by the title Sword & Trowel. It
was a monthly magazine, produced by
Charles H. Spurgeon, the famous Baptist
preacher. That preface made some
interesting reading and I gave a hearty
“Amen” to its contents. Here is what it
said:
We feel the want of some organ of
communication in which our plans for
God’s glory may be brought before
believers, and commended to their
aid. Our friends are so numerous as to
be able to maintain a magazine, and so
earnest as to require one. We do not
pretend to be un-sectarian, if by this is
meant the absence of all distinctive
principles, and a desire to please parties
of all shades of opinion. We believe and
therefore speak. We speak in love, but
not in soft words and trimming sentences.
We shall not court controversy, but we
shall not shun it when the cause of God
demands it. We shall supply interesting
reading upon general topics, but our chief
aim will be to arouse believers to action,
and to suggest to them plans by which
the Kingdom of Jesus may be extended.
We would sound the trumpet, and lead
our comrades to the fight. We would ply
the trowel with untiring hand for the
building up of Jerusalem’s dilapidated
walls, and wield the sword with vigour
and valour for the truth.
Signed by C. H. Spurgeon.
Many church members seem to suffer
from “shaky heads” when the offering
plate comes round to them during the
evening worship hour. It is something
which started when the tax-collector
asked for receipts for the offerings in the

church. It sure killed a few good habits
such as teaching the children that the
offering is part of our worship to God.
Remember Proverbs 2:6 where it reads:
“Educate a child in the way he should
go, and even when he is old, he will not
depart from it.” One session placed a
notice in their church bulletin to remind
the congregation that in order to maintain
the symbolic importance of giving, a part
of the tithes and offerings ought to be
put in the plate in the afternoon. An
example which demonstrates the
importance of this is the following
hypothetical situation: An outsider comes
in for the afternoon service. When the
offering plate is passed, two families put
nothing in the plate. Since the visitor
hadn’t attended the morning service, she
does not realise that they gave in the
morning. She might conclude:
• some families are exempt from giving,
• giving is an option;
• giving is not done on a regular basis,
or
• giving is only necessary when one feels
it is necessary.
For many years large numbers of people,
especially travellers and housewives tuned
in each morning to the National
Broadcasting Station to listen to a
five-minute programme Faith for Today.
For the average listener it was, as one
elderly person said to me, “a bit of a
face-lift to get some of the wrinkles out
just for that day.” The radio station bosses
have now decided to throw it out, as it
did not warrant the cost of production.
But they also gave some other secondary
considerations for making it disappear
from the wavelengths, and that is what
makes me mention it here. They felt that,
“No talent was forthcoming, the quality
of the speakers was just so-so.” (I must
agree with them). And the man at the
top said: “I have come to wonder about
the keenness of the churches.” What a
verdict and what an indictment!
Abridged

Aging in

HOPE!
JOHAN D. TANGELDER

Our society views
frankness about death
as deviant, a subject not
to be discussed in polite
company. For many
death is the last taboo
in Western culture; for
others it has become an
exploited sentimentality:
people don’t attend
funerals anymore, but
instead “celebrations of
a life lived.”

I am 68 years of age and retired, so I
suppose I am considered old. In our
politically correct times, I am called either
a “senior citizen” or “chronologically
gifted.”
What is aging? How do we react to
it? These questions are no longer
academic for me. When I was in my
teens, I thought that people in their fifties
were old. At this juncture in my life, a
fifty-year-old seems relatively youthful. So
aging is ambiguous. Bernard Nash
describes aging as a paradox: “Does it
not strike you that we all want to live
longer but none of us want to grow old?”
Throughout our lives we think other
people grow older until we gradually
realize that we ourselves have aged. Some
say that aging can be compared with the
fall season when the fruits ripen and the
leaves fall; others claim that the moment
of aging has arrived when the sum total
of memories has become greater than
our expectations. Aging, says the
American gerontologist Howel, “is not a
simple slope which everyone slides down
at the same speed. It is a flight of irregular

stairs down which some journey more
quickly than others.”
To grow old also means to lose
acquaintances and lifelong friends to
distance, illness, and death. Obituaries
testify that life is the process of aging,
and aging is the steady progress of dying
within us. Every moment we are alive,
we are aging. Life and death are intimately
linked. The day is coming when all our
earthly possessions will be swept away,
including our ability to enjoy them. This
is not a morbid view of life – it is simply
reality. As the 17th century poet Robert
Herrick wrote,
Gather ye rose-buds while ye may,
Old Time is still a-flying.
And this same flower, that smile today,
Tomorrow will be dying.
So how do we cope with aging? We
live in a society that has shown little
understanding of growing old, and valued
it even less. The Christian literature on
aging seems sparse, with far more
attention paid to child-rearing. Too little
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The conflict between the
generations is a subject
of much discussion.
Many seem to view
aging as a process to
endure and suffer
through, rather than as
a temporally contingent
gift from God to be
approached with
gratitude.
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attention has been given to caring for
aged parents.

society. It has a negative and morbid view
of aging.

Denial can’t last
It’s seems the fear of aging has contributed
to a denial of reality – if we don’t talk
about it, maybe it won’t happen to us,
right?
This sort of denial is why some find
visiting a nursing home a burden. They
can’t imagine themselves ever being there.
They don’t want the reminder of their
own mortality.
Our society views frankness about
death as deviant, a subject not to be
discussed in polite company. For many
death is the last taboo in Western culture;
for others it has become an exploited
sentimentality: people don’t attend
funerals anymore, but instead “celebrations of a life lived.”
And when they do talk about death,
it is to make light of it, with styrofoam
tombstones on the front yard on All
Hallows’ Eve. But their atheistic naturalism
leaves them unable to face the brute
finality of death. And because they are
unwilling to return to a biblical
perspective, a new generation puts their
faith in reports of out-of-body experiences
and in New Age mysticism.
Still, try as it might, the world cannot
keep death out of sight and mind. The
moment we are born, we begin to die.

Forever on earth?
The advertisement industry contributes to
this mood. Wherever we look, there are
ads for anti-aging creams, yoga routines,
nutritional programs, and medical
interventions. Growing old is seen not so
much as part of the human condition but
rather as a solvable medical and scientific
problem. Hence, doctors and scientists
search for a solution to the “problem of
old age.”
What are the chances that scientific
advance will find a way to extend life
indefinitely? A number of investors have
paid large sums to have their bodies
frozen at death by means of cryogenics,
which is used to freeze beef and
vegetables, as well as people. But as Dr.
Russell points out in his secular work
Good News About Aging, those who
cherish dreams of being defrosted and
living forever some time hence are
probably cherishing an implausible dream
because freezing destroys human body
cells. He adds:

Perpetual teenagers
The world’s death denial is evident, too,
in how it is now a common goal among
the aged to stay young. Or, rather, not
just stay young, but stay immature.
Whereas in the past becoming an adult
was the ideal, today the older generation
wants to look as young as possible, with
some trying to camouflage their age by
dressing like teenagers.
In his own inimitable and not very
flattering way, British journalist Malcolm
Muggeridge reported on a month he spent
at a resort in Florida. He said that
everything was done to make senior
citizens feel that they were not really
aged, but still full of zest and expectations;
if not teenagers, then keenagers. These
seniors, he said, had withered bodies
arrayed in dazzling summer wear, hollow
eyes glaring out of garish caps, skulls
plastered with cosmetics, lean shanks
tanned a rich brown, bony buttocks
encased in scarlet trousers. Muggeridge’s
description may be exaggerated, but it
does say something about the affect
contemporary youth culture has on our

And what if we could live forever? In
our fallen world, would we really want
to? In his 1922 play The Makropulos
Secret, Karel Capek probes this issue with
the 337-year-old character Emilia, who
notes:

“…even if we can overcome this
and other problems, no scientific
evidence suggests that we can expect
to eliminate death now or in the
future because all things break down
over time.”

“… no one can love for three
hundred years – it cannot last. And
then everything tires one. It tires
one to be good, it tires one to be
bad. The whole earth tires one. And
then you find out there is nothing
at all: no sin, no pain, no earth,
nothing.”
What a hideous future! To be given
an everlasting longevity without being
regenerated by the Holy Spirit, without
hope to be with the Lord in the new
heaven and earth, is a dismal prospect.
It is to live under a curse.
If we could live on in this world with
all its pain, conflicts, without solving the
immense human problems, a medicallyexpanded life would simply set the stage
for more of the same human conflicts
and social injustices.

Impatience instead of honor
Death denial is also evident in our youth’s
treatment of the elderly. Aging frustrates
modern youth – it interferes with their
desire “to get things done.” Have you
ever noticed the impatience shown in a
lineup at the bank when a senior is trying
to carry out a transaction? Their slower
pace often exasperates the clerk and the
younger customers waiting for their turn.
These young people can’t imagine ever
being in the same situation. Sure, other
people age…but not them.
The conflict between the generations
is a subject of much discussion. Many
seem to view aging as a process to endure
and suffer through, rather than as a
temporally contingent gift from God to
be approached with gratitude. The
Canadian philosopher George Grant
observed that old age is more and more
seen as an unalleviated disaster, not only
for those outside of it but by those people
who are old themselves. And he noted
that we do not see age as that time when
the eternal can be realized, and we
therefore pity the aged as coming to the
end of historic existence.
Sociologists even refer to ageism,
which can be defined as a general distaste
for the elderly in our culture – equivalent
to racial prejudice, but in this case unfair
generalizations are made about any who
are old: “all elderly people are forgetful,”
“all elderly people are ill-tempered,” “all
elderly people suffer from depression,”
or “mental impairment is endemic to
aging.” Contrary to the myth about aging,
seniors do not necessarily decline in
intelligence or lose their decision-making
abilities. History gives us countless
examples of creative, active, and
productive seniors.
At 71, Michelangelo (1475-1564) was
appointed the chief architect of St.
Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.
• After he was 63 years old, Joost Van
den Vondel (1587-1679), Holland’s
greatest poet, wrote Jephta, Lucifer
and Adam in ballingschap (Adam in
exile).
• George Bernhard Shaw (1856-1679),
Irish dramatist and author, wrote
Farfetched Fables at 93.
• Polish-born Arthur Rubinstein (18881982) gave a stunning performance
at Carnegie Hall at the age of 90.

and want to remain so. Ageism seems to
comes about because people know little
about old age, and because what they
know is based on myth and fear.
People even talk about generational
wars. In recent years, the conflict between
the generations has become most
noticeable due to the decreasing ability
of government to pay for health and
pension benefits. The pinch is already
provoking generational conflict in the
ambitious welfare states of Northern
Europe, where birthrates and immigration
rates are lower than in the United States
and where the elderly wield considerable
political clout. Young Europeans are

•

Like these famous people, there are
millions of elderly people who are still
productive and active in their own way

complaining about the high cost of
healthcare for the elderly, and are
resentful of fees that are eroding the
tradition of free university education. One
German youth leader gained notoriety by
suggesting that old folks should use
crutches rather than seek expensive hip
replacements.
Unfortunately, this generational
conflict is also seen in churches today.
Seniors don’t like to call their dominee
“pastor Jack” and they certainly don’t like
his casual appearance when he comes
visiting. But when a vacant church thinks
of calling a pastor there is a strong
emphasis on youth. It seems that some
search committees look for a twenty-five-
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year-old man with thirty years of
experience.
A Christian alternative
The differences between the generations
don’t need to lead to conflicts. Christians
can offer alternative understandings of
aging. The Bible views the conflict
between generations as abnormal. Yes,
youth is a wonderful thing, but it is not
the only thing. It is a blessing in many
ways, but it can, on some occasions even
be a curse. When Isaiah pronounced
judgment on Jerusalem and Judah, he
said, “I will make boys their officials; mere
children will govern them” (Isa.3:4).
Young and old can come to mutual
understanding and appreciation of each
other. In the Kingdom of God, “Children’s
children are a crown of the aged, and
parents are the pride of their children”
(Prov. 17:6). Old men dream dreams and
young men see visions (Joel 2:28; cf. Acts
2:17). And God promises that He will be
with His people of every age bracket.
“Even to your old age and gray hairs I
am He, I am He who will sustain you”
(Isa. 46:4).

So how do we face the twilight years
of life? With feelings of dread… or of
hope? Let’s delve further into God’s Word
and see.
Aging in the Old Testament
In the Old Testament we find that God
regards great age as the supreme reward
of virtue. The aged were shown respect
and honor. Old age is a blessing and not
a curse. Scripture says, “Rise in the
presence of the aged, show respect for
the elderly and revere your God” (Lev.1932).
The psalmist testifies to growing old
in hope. He says,
“The righteous … will still bear fruit
in old age; They will stay fresh and
green, proclaiming, The Lord is
upright; He is my Rock, and there
is no wickedness in him” (Ps. 92:1415).
Growing old became a symbol of
blessing, wisdom, and righteousness – an
honorable process by which God
rewarded those who were obedient, for
example, in honoring their own parents:

Maranatha Homes Association Inc

FOR SALE
One 2 bedroom unit is now available
(licence to occupy), at Maranatha Village.
One 2 bedroom unit for rent.

For further information please contact:
Hans Lebbink
Ph: 03 312 6063
Mob: 027 432 5307
e-mail: hansnancylebbink@xtra.co.nz
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“Honor your father and your mother, so
that your days may be long in the land
that the Lord your God is giving you” (Ex.
20:12).
In Proverbs readers are essentially
promised a long life if their hearts will
but, “keep my commandments; for length
of days and years of life and abundant
welfare they give you” (3:1-2). The very
display of gray hair itself, a sure sign of
growing old throughout the centuries,
becomes in Scripture “a crown of glory;
it is gained in a righteous life” (Prov.
16:31).
By pushing the elderly aside to fringes
of society, we diminish them and make
our society the poorer through the loss
of their experience and maturity. When
Moses was 80 years old, God called him
to lead His people to the Promised Land.
At that greatly advance age, Moses
became the historian, leader, and
statesman of Israel. At about 85 years of
age, Joshua was divinely commissioned
to succeed Moses. At his death at 110
years of age, he was deeply mourned
and his eminent service widely
acknowledged (Josh. 24:29-31).
A New Testament blessing too
In the New Testament the attitude towards
aging is no different from that in the Old
Testament. Those who reached an
advanced age were honored and
esteemed in the community. Aged saints
have a significant role in the opening
chapter of Luke’s Gospel. The first
characters to appear on the stage are the
priest Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth,
who were both “advanced in years” (Luke
1:7). They are the instruments of God’s
purposes and the first interpreters of God’s
saving acts.
Simeon and Anna are the prophetic
chorus welcoming the child Jesus on the
occasion of his purification in the Temple
(Luke 2:22-38). The remarkable thing is
that the aged Simeon dies in the beginning
of the Gospel account. His eyes are fixed
in hope on the one newly born, in whose
life, death, and resurrection the world
will know peace. He has long been hoping
for “the consolation of Israel,” and has
been promised by the Holy Spirit that he
will not die before he has seen the Lord’s
Messiah. Anna – an eighty-four-year-old
prophetess who frequents the Temple to
worship and pray night and day –
recognizes Jesus, gives thanks to God,
and declares the news about him “to all
who were looking for the redemption of
Jerusalem” (2:38). As people who have

clung to God’s promises over many years,
they embody the virtues of long-suffering
patience and trust in God’s ultimate
faithfulness. They also exemplify faith and
hope, even when circumstances seem
hopeless.
Aging was not seen by the early
Christians as a “problem” to which some
sort of religious solution was required. In
the entire New Testament, particularly in
the Pastoral Epistles, the respect due to
older members of the community is
emphasized. The exhortations imply and
speak explicitly of dutifully caring for
widows, honoring the elderly, imitating
their faith, and faithfulness. For example,
“Do not rebuke an older man, but exhort
him as you would a father.” Here we
find also specific directives that the
community should provide assistance to
widows over age of sixty, and that women
recognized by the Church as widows
should devote their energies to prayer,
hospitality, and to service to the afflicted
(1 Tim.5: 3-16).
In our youth obsessed culture, the
elderly are strongly tempted to act
youthful. They are expected to get a
workout to remain in shape, get beauty
treatments to rejuvenate themselves, and
to dress in youth fashions. Should seniors
long to be young again? I don’t think so.
For Christians old age is not a dead-end
street. As we age, we can still grow
spiritually. The apostle Paul wrote to the
Corinthians “Do not lose heart. Though
outwardly we are wasting away, yet
inwardly we are being renewed day by
day” (2 Cor. 4:16). He said to the
Ephesians that we can progressively
succeed in putting off the old self and
putting on the new self and “be made
new in the attitude of our minds.” This
renewal through the Holy Spirit impacts
our mental attitude, state of mind, and
disposition with respect to God and His
world throughout our life. In other words,
we continue to develop our walk with
God (Eph. 4:22-24).
Never too old to serve the Lord
Dr. Viktor E. Frankl, who suffered
unspeakable horror in Nazi concentration
camps, says that there is no reason to
pity old people. And he adds this
remarkable statement, “Instead, young
people should envy them.” Why? Because
seniors have something young people
don’t possess. Frankl says that seniors
have realities in the past – the potentialities
they have actualized, the values they have
realized – and nothing and nobody can

ever remove these assets from the past.
In Book X of his Confessions, Augustine
(354-430) calls memory a “vast court” or
“great receptacle.” The elderly have a
rich storehouse of memories, and inner
landscape to explore: times lost in
idleness, opportunities well used, a
fulfilling career, children grown up, and
suffering gone through with dignity and
courage. What an opportunity for our
youth to tap into the memories of their
grandparents! Covenantal obligations
never cease. The Christian faith is passed
on from one generation to the next. It
depends on that transmission. That’s why
there must always be a most intimate
relationship between the present and the
coming generation if there is to be a
future generation of Christians.
Grandma and Grandpa with
grandkidsThe Church cannot be the
Church without the elderly. They are the
embodiment of the Church’s story. Of
course, we do not expect that all the
elderly will be able to express the “wisdom
of their years.” But there can be no
substitute for some old people in the
Church passing on their wisdom to the
younger generation.
The youth simply cannot do without
the older generation. In our culture, for
a few years young adults may pretend
(egged on by social and cultural forces)
that they can live forever as autonomous,
self-reliant, self-fulfilling beings. The
pretense, however, collapses soon
enough. The presence of the visible
vulnerable elderly is a reminder that we
are not our own creators. All of us will
age; dark and blond hair will turn grey.
Consequently, young Christians need the
elderly so they will not take their lives
for granted. I will say it again: the Church
cannot be the Church without the elderly.
That’s why throughout history the Church
has frowned on separating the young from
the old through conducting youth services.
I have even read about a Church where
no older people were expected to attend.
But according to Scripture old and young
belong together. They are all part of the
great family of God.
Our covenant youth need to hear
from their grandparents and seniors in
the Church what it means to be a
Christian. Grandparents know the family
traditions and values. They can tell the
story of their wartime experiences, their
immigration with its hardship and
adventures, and the reasons for leaving
the country of their birth. Seniors can
give to the youth the lessons and spiritual

As we age, we become
more aware of the swift
passing of years. We
can either let the fear of
death put a mental
stranglehold on us or
we can look to the
future with hope. Let’s
remember, the best is
yet to come! Jesus
Christ, the risen and
ascended Lord is the
ground of our hope and
the promise of our
deliverance.
resources that have been harvested over
a lifetime.
Our times are so confusing and
threatening for our young people. Why
not explain to them that the Christian
faith is for all of life: hence the founding
of Christian schools, colleges, universities,
a Christian labor association, Christian
magazines and bi-weeklies, and a
Christian political party? Why not tell
them that doing good works is doing your
work well? Why not testify to them how
the Lord’s promise “Surely I am with you
always” (Matt.28:20) is a reality and not
a myth? The lessons learned from godly
grandparents and other Christian seniors
are often long remembered.
Hope in Christ
As we age, we become more aware of
the swift passing of years. We can either
let the fear of death put a mental
stranglehold on us or we can look to the
future with hope. Let’s remember, the
best is yet to come! Jesus Christ, the risen
and ascended Lord is the ground of our
hope and the promise of our deliverance.
The hope of the resurrection lies at
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the heart of the way in which Christians
embody the practices of growing old. We
serve a faithful God who will never forget
us! We are strangers and pilgrims on
earth, the older we become the nearer
we are to our eternal home. This truth
encourages even the oldest individual to
cherish each moment of life while
preparing to relinquish it. Each day is a
gift from God. We look to Him for our
daily bread while making sure that we
seek first the kingdom of God rather than
squandering our time and energy on
secondary concerns. With the prospect
of a glorious future for all who are in
Christ, we can identify with Martin
Luther’s suggestions that “in the purpose
of God, this world is only a preparation
and a scaffolding for the world to come.”
I also think of John Calvin’s teaching in
his Geneva Catechism that we are “to
learn to pass through this world as though
it is a foreign country, treating all things
lightly and declining to set our hearts on
them.”

We all face death some time or
another. When we are old, it is more of
a reality than in the days of our youth. I
pray that our attitude toward death may
resemble that of Lutheran pastor, scholar,
and resistance leader Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
who with shining face in joyful
expectation, said to the two Nazi guards
who had to come to take him to be
executed, “For you it is the end, for me
the beginning.”
Rev. Johan Tangelder (1936-2009)
wrote for Reformed Perspective for 13
years and many of his articles have
been collected at
ReformedReflections.ca. This is an
edited version of a two-part article that
first appeared in the 2004 November
and December issues.
reformedperspective.ca
Published with permission.

“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.
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