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Faith in Focus

Anyone who knows me well would have to agree that gardening is not my
strongest point. Oh sure, the spirit is willing but the execution is weak at times.
What do I mean by that?
I am good at mowing the grass, keeping the edges trimmed, pruning the trees
(well, some trees), building all manner of things such as raised vegetable gardens
and paths and steps etc. I am very good at digging holes for the larger plants that
my wife Yvonne likes to plant and doing all the general donkey work that needs
to be done in a garden. And, I enjoy it.
However, when it comes to laying out a garden in the most aesthetically pleasing
way, then I am a bit lost. I certainly know what I like, and I do like admiring beautiful
gardens and the beauty that emanates from them, but don’t ask me to lay out a
garden without giving me the plans or design. As a graphic designer, I can certainly
follow a layout, no problem!
Our two contributors have certainly written a couple of lovely articles which I
read with delight. However, many might ask the question as to how we could
possibly write anything about gardens and gardening from a Christian perspective.
Surely, it’s an indifferent matter and is something that is inherent to all mankind.
My response to such an enquiry would be to answer a question with a question:
“where was the first garden in the historical record?” Eden, right?
In a sense, the love for beautiful things is inherent to mankind. It is an attribute
that we have retained after the fall. When Adam was created, it was in God’s
image, in true righteousness, holiness and knowledge. And, Adam would have
had a God-given appreciation for that which was truly beautiful, given the fact
that God is the creator of beauty. We have every reason to believe that the Garden
of Eden, was a most beautiful place to live in, and very pleasing to the senses. Take
for example the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:17;
3:3), or the tree in the middle of the garden, it is said that the fruit was a delight
to the eyes (Gen 3:6). Delight in this context seems to suggest a sense of great
pleasure – beauty. And, yes, I know the rest of the account very well!
Gardens are a beautiful gift from our Creator. They are a wonderful place for
reflection, rest, recreation and creativity. They are a place of refuge for the weary
soul to contemplate the goodness of our God and Saviour and His beauty (Ps27:4b).
To finish off – I love my garden too, even if it is the basic maintenance that I
carry out, but, I certainly enjoy the beauty and the pleasure that it gives in return.
Many thanks to our contributors for their delightful articles. May they be a
blessing to gardeners within the corps of the saints. S.D.G.
Mrs Bianca van Ameyde explores the history of gardening.
Mrs Janine Grul considers biblical motifs in gardening.
Mr Richard Aasman writes about the Scepter of Judah for our Christmas
meditation.
Included in this issue is Letters from New Zealand, Focus on faith, Focus on the
Christian life, current affairs, book reviews and poems.
To all our readers in New Zealand, Australia and overseas, from all the team
at Faith in Focus, may the Lord continue to uphold you all during the holiday
season and through to the new year of our Lord 2022.
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.

Gardens and Gardeners
BIANCA VAN AMEYDE

Gardening to grow by
“Why in the world am I doing this?” Beetred, grimy and back-aching, I straightened
gingerly to survey the scene around me.
Frothy white Icebergs lining a pathway,
bees buzzing on the mauve catmint
beneath, the ordered chaos of riotous
colour in the herbaceous border, the cool
dark green shade beneath the leafy
dogwood, the lush foliage of rhododendrons
now flowered, and the shady hydrangeas
with their showy blooms. I knew that I
had my answer.

When did gardening begin?
Our story begins with the dawn of time, in
which the greatest gardener that ever was
set about creating a paradise for his loved
ones. Our imaginations will always fail to
conjure a true picture of the glory and
beauty of that very first garden. In it was
“made to spring up every tree that [was]
pleasant to the sight and good for food.”1
No minimalistic simplicity or repetitious
symmetry; a garden full of every kind of
tree that ever was beautiful and productive.
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And here, God commissioned the second
gardener of history, Adam, “to work it and
keep it.”2 The Lord God himself would walk
within it, enjoying it and enjoying Adam
and Eve.
We know the sad continuation of this
story: a break of relationship between
Creator and his loved ones, due to an act
of disobedience. And into this world came
a horrible curse; a curse that entailed pain,
thorns, thistles, weeds, sweat and
ultimately, death. And the first man and
woman were banished from the soaring
paradise that God had made for them.
What happened to gardening
after that?
Suddenly, life was much more difficult.
Desired plants no longer “sprung up”
out of the ground, like they just wanted
to shout for joy with their leaves and
limbs and glory. The ground was now
cursed and making fruitful things grow
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became a painful exercise.3
The focus of the first gardens after Eden
and for much time beyond, “must have
been primarily productive, with little
conscious emphasis on beauty, supplying
fruit and vegetables for food, and herbs for
medicines…”4 Some people groups still
garden in this way for example, in
Sub-Saharan Africa many families simply
live on what they can grow for themselves.
This being true, historical accounts as early
as 1800BC begin to detail fascinating
descriptions of ancient peoples beautifying
their palace courtyards and temples with
fruiting trees and plants. Excavations have
revealed that come the time of the Roman
Republic, gardens had become very much
an “integral part of the life of a house.”4
Gardening has continued throughout the
centuries and today the compulsion to
garden is a phenomenon seen everywhere.5
Gardening in the New Zealand
context
The first gardens in New Zealand were
established by voyagers from East Polynesia.
These people came with a rich history and
much knowledge about growing crops for
food. They brought with them carefully
selected plants, which they tried to establish.
Five types of plant became widely cultivated
and used as principal food sources: kumara,
taro, yam, gourd, and the Pacific cabbage
tree.6
Early European explorers and settlers
widely commented on how productive and
handsome the Māori gardens were. Plants
were arranged in neat rows or patterns.
Ditches were dug to take away water.
Stones, shells and rocks were used for a
decorative and warming effect and the soil
was kept weed-free. Māori skilfully adapted
to New Zealand growing conditions, for
example modifying soil by adding ash for
nutrient, mulching, fencing and providing
shelter for growing plants. Market gardening
took off as an enterprise with the arrival of
European settlers.7
These European settlers began gardens
of their own, out of necessity. By and by,
ornamental plants (such as honeysuckle
and roses) also began to appear amongst
the vegetables, providing a familiar sight
and scent and the cottage garden was born.
Gardening styles have swung in and out of
fashion and favour, often responding to
occurrences in broader society, such as the
World Wars and the Great Depression.6
Today, most gardeners do not garden
because they need to, in order to survive.
They garden because they want to, they
enjoy it, which makes a person wonder…

through the arms of a rose and I feel anew
God’s heart of joy. I witness the wonder of
God’s design as the garden around me
swells into life in the spring; buds burst into
leaves, blossoms adorn fruiting trees and
perennials begin to grow again.
Our garden helps me to pause and think
of the passing of time and the joy of a new
season. It provides me with opportunities
to converse with our children about
creation and the glory of the God that it all
displays.
I find it easy to get distracted by the
curse, to bemoan the vigour of the weeds
and only see the work of it all. But, if I
remind myself to look beyond the lack of
perfection, then I more readily see the
beauty of God’s created world and am
reminded of the love of the One who made
it all for us.
Notes:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Why do people subject
themselves to the elements, to
physically hard work and to the
frustrations brought about by
pests, disease, the weather or
inexperience to create a garden?
There are many reasons why people
have gardens today. Foremost amongst
these reasons is the desire to create a place
of beauty, a refuge, or a sanctuary. A famous
garden designer and author, Gertrude Jekyll,
once wrote, “The first purpose of a garden
is to be a place of quiet beauty such as will
give delight to the eye and repose and
refreshment to the mind.” 8 For many
people, they garden for the satisfaction of
living in an environment that has been
beautified and cultivated and for the joy
that this provides them and others.
Others think about a garden as a verb,
rather than a noun. They “garden” for “the
physical joy of it, the empty, exhausted, but
satisfied feeling that comes from using a
shovel or rake all day.”8 For some, the
physicality of gardening provides cathartic
release, in which the hands and body are
occupied but the mind is free to think
without distraction. Some seem to simply
have an innate passion for plants; they were
born with green fingers and just feel most

comfortable outside growing things. Others
love the task of taming nature and giving it
order, or growing edible plants to feed their
family. Many people, from medieval monks
to modern-day psychologists, have
recognised that by simply being in a garden,
experiencing nature, a person will be
nourished in mind, body and soul.5
We have the ability and desire to create
places of beauty because God made us to
reflect himself, “So God created man in his
own image, in the image of God he created
him; male and female he created them.”9
We feel joy as we cultivate and beautify
the environment we live in because we are,
minutely, reflecting our Creator who thought
of and brought into being countless things
of beauty with a spoken word.

Gen 1:9
Gen 2:15
Gen 3:17
Hobhouse, P., & Edwards, A. (2019). The story
of gardening. Pavilion.
5. Gross, H. (2018). The Psychology of gardening.
Routledge.
6. Yates garden guide (78th ed). (2013). Collins.
7. Furey, L. (2006). Maori gardening: An
archaeological perspective. https://
www.doc.govt.nz/documents/science-andtechnical/sap235.pdf
8. Cooper, T.C. (2012). The roots of my
obsession: Thirty great gardeners reveal why
they garden. Timber Press.
9. Gen 1:27
10. Winter Aconite (Eranthus hyemalis)

Some reflections closer to home
The garden that surrounds our home often
reminds me that I live in a sin-cursed world.
Weeds spring up perpetually; disease is an
ever-present reality; the weather ruins
blossoms, leaves and branches; possums
rampage; the sun burns; plants wilt and
one’s back aches.
Notwithstanding these and other
challenges, our garden graces our family
with richness, colour, and joy. It also provides
me with much opportunity for reflection. I
see a picture of God’s strength displayed
in the boughs of a tree, laid bare by winter.
I am reminded of His care for the little
things as tiny yellow flowering bulbs peek
through frozen ground.10 A fantail flits
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Gardens and Gardeners
JANINE GRUL

Who makes your
“Garden” grow?

I am a keen gardener. As a child I spent
hours with my Dad in the vegetable garden
and with my Mum in the flower garden
which developed my ‘green fingers’.
We don’t have to turn many pages in
our Bibles before we find a reference to
the garden. On the third day of creation in
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Genesis 1:11-12; ‘And God said, "Let the
earth sprout vegetation, plants yielding seed,
and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their
seed, each according to its kind, on the
earth." And it was so. The earth brought
forth vegetation, plants yielding seed
according to their own kinds, and trees
bearing fruit in which is their seed, each
according to its kind. And God saw that it
was good.’
When in the garden I am struck by the
perfection of creation. Each flower has so
many delicate and often unique parts, so
beautifully and wonderfully made. The
fabulous breadth of colours and shapes is
well beyond our imagination. (Compare
the calla lily with one petal wrapped around
the stamen, to the peony with its layer upon
layer of densely packed petals that open
over time.) In the garden we can see the
‘cycle of life’ compressed into a short time
frame. Seeds germinate, grow, flower,
pollination happens, seeds set
(reproduce/multiply), seeds spread, and the
cycle repeats. The range of insects required
for pollination (or wind for some species),
to form these seeds is more than just the
honeybees or bumble bees that first come
to mind; ants, wasps, moths, flies, beetles,
++ all contribute too. Another cause for
wonderment.
Every time I go to the garden, I see
something new: a new shoot emerging, it’s
the dahlias at present (I’m writing this mid
spring in Auckland); buds coming to life,
like on the grapevine at the moment; or
flowers opening, white Dutch iris this week.
The bi-colour have now finished, purple
will open next followed by yellow- yet to
form their buds so I don’t expect to see
them until late October.
I visit some parts of the garden every
day for a few minutes to grab some veggies

or herbs for dinner, or for a few hours to
deal to the weeds, pest patrol, pruning, to
pick a bunch of flowers, or sit on a seat with
a cup of tea listening to bird song and
enjoying the scene. The garden has become
my happy place and a great space for me
to de-stress and unwind.
In my garden there are some undeveloped patches left to be symbiotically friendly
just as I am sure the original garden of Eden
was. Perhaps not ‘wild’ as mine is, but with
flora and fauna benefiting each other. In
today’s terminology we would claim
‘companion planting’ or to encourage
beneficial insects – and we think this is a
recent development!
My compost heap is also on my regular
garden round to add the latest veggie scraps
or plant prunings. Here again the complexity
of creation is evident with the vast number
of creepy crawlies – many too small to see
– that are needed to break down those
scraps into the beautiful rich soil that results.
God in creation established complex
eco-systems.
A garden is something we should all
relate to. Even though in our time we might
not need to have our own garden to supply
our food, we all regularly eat produce from
a garden. Being so familiar to us all, and
those before us, we find scripture has used
the garden image to illustrate or convey
ideas to help us in daily living.
To plant a garden and eat the produce
is a blessing. Amos 9:14,‘I will restore the
fortunes of my people Israel, and they shall
rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them;
they shall plant vineyards and drink their
wine, and they shall make gardens and eat
their fruit.’
Judgement too is often warned with
garden pictures. Joel 1: 12,‘The vine dries
up; the fig tree languishes. Pomegranate,
palm, and apple, all the trees of the field
are dried up, and gladness dries up from
the children of man.’ This suggests physical
hunger with the failing of crops but when
separated from God, blessing is lost and joy
withers.
In my job as a sales rep selling vegetable
seed to commercial growers, I am very
familiar with seeds! There are many
scriptures that give us encouragement or
guidance using seeds. One of the most wellknown parables that features seeds and
garden practices is the Parable of the Sower
from Matthew 13:1-9. This story has seeds,
soil, problems with birds, weeds, stones
and lack of water and is easy for us to picture
what happens. Fortunately, we also are told
the deeper meaning of the parable further
on in 13:18-28, where we find it is not the

seed that is important but the ground it falls
onto and how we need God’s truth to be
deep rooted in us to be our best.
Galatians 6:7 says, ‘Do not be deceived:
God is not mocked, for whatever one sows,
that will he also reap.’ We are all somewhere
along the cycle of life journey. We scatter
seed and are responsible for its cultivation
by our choices that ultimately influence the
quality of fruit we produce. In every seed
there is the germ of potential to be more
beautiful than the bare seed we start with.
See how a single shriveled kernel of corn
can become a large juicy corn cob. Or
consider that unremarkable caterpillar that
becomes a beautiful butterfly. Hope for us
all!
My garden is a work in progress with
yet to be developed areas waiting until there
is more gardening time. As we are on tank
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water parts of the garden have suffered
from lack of water. Some areas have clay
soil or very thinly spread topsoil after the
building of our house, and are a challenge
to get gardens established and a struggle to
keep the plants growing well. One part of
the garden has original undisturbed soil –
what a pleasure to garden here! Life is like
this too. Some parts are difficult, keeping
us humble and turning us to God for
guidance and reassurance. Other parts of
life are seemingly easy and we may forget
to thank God for his goodness to us.
A garden is not instant, it requires regular
attention. Proverbs 24:31-32, ‘I passed by
the field of a sluggard, by the vineyard of a
man lacking sense, and behold, it was all
overgrown with thorns; the ground was
covered with nettles, and its stone wall was
broken down.’ Soils need fertilizing and
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fortifying with organic matter to create the
best structure for plants to thrive. Moisture
needs to be regular. Weeds need to be
removed as they tend to compete with our
choice plants. Plants have differing
requirements that must be met for best
results, so a bit of research needs to be
done. Some plants need staking or climbing
support. Pruning is needed to remove dead
or damaged branches and improve shape.
(I have a nifty handheld battery pruner to
help with the bigger jobs!) John 15:6,‘If
anyone does not abide in me he is thrown
away like a branch and withers; and the
branches are gathered, thrown into the fire,
and burned.’ A solemn warning to take care
of your own garden lest you be left out of
the book of life. We need to be rooted in
the Lord Jesus.
How quickly a garden reverts to being
full of weeds and becomes overgrown and
useless if the effort stops. Likewise, we
cannot expect our spiritual life to remain
healthy and full if we do not keep working
on it. Bible reading, attending church – or
live-streaming as we are currently forced
to do, prayer, singing (a great way to
memorize scripture and why not sing while
you work in the garden), bible study, or
viewing/reading internet based Christian
resources are all ways to work in our garden.
We have so many resources available to
help us learn how to produce our best fruits.
As a quarter Scottish heritage married
to a double Dutch, I find it hard to justify
spending money on the garden if I can get
plants for free or propagate them myself,
so I must have greater patience. I won’t pay
for topsoil that might be full of unwanted
weeds like Kikuyu grass or oxalis, so making
compost it is! We also must be careful where
we get our information from so we don’t
introduce weeds into our spiritual lives –
the internet has many great Christian
resources; some very good and others not
so biblical, so make sure what you are
reading is from a quality source.
Plants buffeted by the wind form a
stronger root mass. Periods of dryness can
force the roots to go deeper to look for
water. What happens in the garden is not
unlike our spiritual life. There are difficult
life patches that need wrangling into order.
Thoughts that are best nipped in the bud.
Like the garden that is at the mercy of the
weather, challenges we face can be very
difficult and unexpected. We need resources
to weather the storms. However just as in
the garden, the rough weather often results
in a more resilient garden, so too our faith
is stronger when we make it through those
rough patches.

It takes time for us to learn and
understand the word of God. We need
encouragement, direction, help from those
with greater knowledge. Regular reading
of the bible fortifies us. Events can cause
despair or heartbreak and we need to find
solace, read our favorite scriptures, immerse
ourselves in prayer. Laugh. Weep.
Summer is one of the easier times in
the garden when temperatures are
pleasant, day length and sun light are at
their peak. Roses bloom. So too we can
have periods of summer when things are
going well and we can enjoy our blessings.
From Genesis 3 we know that God spent
time walking in his garden in the cool of
the evening. That sounds relaxing after a
day’s work, and contemplative. Often, we
are so intent on the destination we forget

to enjoy the journey. Take time to smell
the roses! We do need some quiet
reflection time. Have you noticed at night
some plants have extraordinary floral
perfumes not found in the day? Smell is
another sense that God imbued us with at
creation.
From the Gospels we know Jesus spent
time enjoying the restfulness of gardens
with his disciples. He also went to the garden
of Gethsemane when he was about to be
arrested, a quiet spot where he could pray
and wrestle with the burden and anguish
of what was to come. Picture the garden
when struggles come. The breeze moving
through the trees, the restfulness of the
differing shades of green. Turn to our creator.
What beautiful flora God created for us
to enjoy. What great nourishment, flavours

and textures from garden produce that we
can relish. I encourage you to get out and
enjoy a garden – be it yours, a friends’, or
a public garden. Take time to look at the
wonderment of creation and see the hand
of God in it. Even better if you can take
some little ones with you, they have the
knack of finding joy in the smallest of
discoveries.
Oh, heaven will be a wonderful place
to garden – no weeds to deal with!
Janine Grul is a member of Pukekohe
Reformed Church. One of the other
pleasures she derives from her garden
is sharing the flowers, creating
arrangements for church and other
celebrations.
Images by Janine Grul.

Pohutukawa blossom
Blood-red spikes
and yellow-dotted:
Soft green buds
and easily spotted:
It’s the season
of Messiah’s birth
Bud explosion
of Christmas mirth!
Blood-red spikes
into wounded tree
nailing Messiah
wounded for me:
Ends the flowering
Enter strange death
Blood-red spikes
of thorny wreath!
Blood-red spikes
wondrous explosion
burst into life
joyous devotion:
Mark the connection
Birth of God’s Son
born to be crucified:
Bloom forth, Risen One!

Leaves Galore
John Goris
Wellington, December 1998

Faith in Focus

9

Christmas 2021

The Sceptre
will not depart
from Judah
“The sceptre will not
depart from Judah, nor
the ruler’s staff from
between his feet, until
he comes to whom it
belongs and the
obedience of the
nations is his.”
Genesis 49:10
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The words above were spoken by Jacob
when he was in Egypt and near death. He
addressed his sons with a special message
for each one of them. As it turns out, the
message for Judah was outstanding. To
understand this properly, we need to keep
in mind that these were not the best of
times. Jacob’s family had gone through a
lot of turmoil with his own sons committing
many atrocities. The fact that Jacob and
his family were in Egypt was even indicative
of the need to get out of Canaan for a
while because Jacob’s sons were living
too much like the pagan world around
them. If it were up to Jacob and his
sons to secure salvation and favour
with God, they did not stand a
chance. But then, it has never been
up to man to secure his own
salvation. From the time that
man fell into sin, God made
clear that he would provide
the seed of the woman to
crush the head of the
serpent. And Jacob himself
had wrestled with God at
Peniel and refused to let him
go until the Lord blessed Jacob.
He knew that he lived by grace alone. He
knew that he depended utterly on God’s
gift of a Redeemer who would one day
stand on earth and secure salvation for his
people.
In this context it is significant that Jacob

makes a prophecy about his
son Judah: “The sceptre will
not depart from Judah, nor the
ruler’s staff from between his
feet, until he comes to whom it
belongs and the obedience of the
nations is his.” The image here is
of a king: a king who holds the royal
sceptre and staff. These two terms
signify not only rule and power, but
also the keeping of the law. This is a
true king who rules in power and
righteousness. And equally significant, it
is an everlasting dominion that cannot
be taken from him.
At this early stage of the history of
redemption, it is made clear that the seed
of the woman will come from the tribe of
Judah. Somewhat later it is also made clear
that the Redeemer-King will come
specifically from the house of David, in
Bethlehem. The Lord said to David in 2
Samuel 7, “When your days are over and
you rest with your fathers, I will raise up
your offspring to succeed you, who will

come from your own body, and I will
establish his kingdom.” The promises of
God become steadily clearer in the Old
Testament, indicating that the Son of David
will establish a new kingdom that wrests
the power from Satan and moves over the
face of the earth causing men from every
nationality to hear the gospel, and by God’s
grace, to be washed in the blood and Spirit
of Jesus Christ.
If we look at the footnotes in the NIV
or at an older translation, then we see that
our text can also be translated as, “until
Shiloh comes.” This word speaks of peace
and security. We can see it as something
of a title or a name for the coming
Redeemer: the Peacemaker! It reminds us
of another prophecy in Isaiah 9: “For to us
a child is born, to us a son is given, and the
government will be on his shoulders. And
he will be called Wonderful Counselor,
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of
Peace.” The great victory of the coming
Christ would not be with swords and military
strength. It will be reconciliation with God
through the shedding of his blood.
Our brothers and sisters in the Old
Testament already had sufficient revelation
to believe and to find peace in the coming
Christ. We have the prophetic word made
more sure. All who hear about the birth,
the life, the death, and the resurrection of
Jesus Christ and believe in him will know
a peace which passes all understanding.
This meditation was originally
published in Clarion in 2005 and
again in 2017.
Mr Richard Aasman is the minister of
the Providence Canadian Reformed
Church at Edmonton, Alberta
raasman@telusplanet.net

Glory to God
By H24X

The heavens are the work of God’s hands
His creation through eternity spans
He never changes, remains the same
Sent Christ to earth to take the blame
Jesus brought us our salvation
To every tribe, people and nation
His throne will last forever and ever
Will he stop loving his people ... never
Jesus is the oil of joy
For men and women, girl and boy
The angels minister to our Spirit
Sent to serve those who inherit
Salvation given through suffering and pain
Given with love so we could gain
The righteousness only He could give
So we with God can forever live
O Lord my God how can it be
That you should give such love to me
Amen
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Sharing our inheritance

We have recently become parents again;
this time our new children call us Niang
and Dia, Chinese names for Mum and Dad.
And this at an age when we are also already
called Oma-Oma and Opa-Opa. How did
this happen?
We would like to share with you how
we become parents yet again, this time by
‘adoption’. These children visit us every
week; they are always on time and even
bring a snack! It has become one of the
most enjoyable and beneficial evenings of
our week. What do we do?
Well, we pray, read and study the Bible,
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study the catechism and learn English. We
study from 7.30 until 9pm and have another
cuppa afterwards. This started nearly two
years ago, using the booklet “An Introduction
to Christian Doctrine” based on the
Heidelberg Catechism, written by D J van
Garderen and a very good starter for 15to 16-year-olds. As our ‘children’ have
done profession of faith and become more
proficient in the English language, we are
now studying the Heidelberg Catechism by
G I Williamson and exploring the Lord’s
Prayer and its petitions.
During this time of study we have not

only experienced a rekindling of our
memories, but also an increased
understanding of the importance of the
catechism. Most of us learned the catechism
at church from the minister, as it is part of
his task. Now that we are meeting new
visitors who have never read the Bible and
come from a background that is different
to ours, it has become more important to
revive our love for the creeds and
confessions.
We do this also because visitors to our
church who want to become members are
expected to know the answer to the
question, “Do you believe that the Bible is
the Word of God, the supreme authority
for doctrine and life and that its teaching is
faithfully summarised in the creeds and
confessions of this church?”
One of our students has an incredible
memory -a word, a name – he looks it up
and finds it in seconds, just amazing! We
are very blessed that our Lord has given us
the opportunity to teach the Bible and the
creeds and confessions, and can see in our
students how their understanding of God’s
Word is increasing.
Years ago I saw a postage stamp that
read, “There is so much more to do in the
world”. There are plenty of opportunities:
adopt visitors – not only could they become
your children, your brothers and sisters, or
your grandchildren, but may also become
your friends and advisers on issues you
might not know of. May our Lord enrich
us all as we grow in the knowledge of His
Word together.
“For whatever was written in former days
was written for our instruction, that through
endurance and through the encouragement
of the Scriptures we might have hope. May
the God of endurance grant you to live in
such harmony with one another, in accord
with Christ Jesus, that together you may
with one voice glorify the God and Father
of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore welcome
one another as Christ has welcomed you,
for the glory of God”. Romans 15:4-7
Roel and Sini Arends
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How Shall They Hear? Why NonPreachers Need to Know What
Preaching Is
by Ryan M. McGraw. Evangelical
Press, 2019. Paperback, 150 pages,
$10.99 (Amazon).
Reviewed by OP pastor Lowell Ivey.
What if you could find one book that
concisely and clearly explains what
preaching is, what it should accomplish,
how it ought to be done, and why it matters
so much? And what if that book were
written mainly for the hearers rather than
the preachers of sermons? This book was
written to equip ordinary Christians to hear
the voice of Christ in preaching and, hearing
him, to love and follow him more faithfully,
by the grace of God.
McGraw’s approach is to unfold what
the Bible itself says about preaching. He
does so in chapters 1–6 by developing six
passages of Scripture that help the reader
discover what preaching is (2 Cor. 5:20–6:2),
why it is necessary (Rom. 10:14–17), how
it should be done (1 Cor. 2:1–5), what are
its general aims (Col. 1:28–29), what are
its aims in relation to the person and work
of Christ (John 16:8–11, 14–15), and how
preaching relates to the work of the Trinity
(John 4:21–24). This last point is classic McGraw. He reminds us that preaching can
only be Christocentric as it is Trinitarian.
The ultimate goal of preaching is to bring
redeemed sinners into the worship of the
Father, through the person and work of the
Son, by the powerful ministry of the Spirit,
through the revelation of the Word (46).
Chapters 7–10 address the question of
methodology in preaching. Here McGraw
carefully balances the need to hear Christ
preached exegetically, redemptivehistorically, theologically, and devotionally.
Acknowledging that preaching is best learned
by example, McGraw illustrates his preaching
principles from several biblical passages and
preachers (chapters 10–11). A chapter on
sermon application (chapter 12) emphasizes
both the purpose and nature of biblical
application.
Application “should direct people to respond in specific ways to the work of the
Triune God in redemption.” It should be
“direct, pointed, specific, searching, and it
should address many kinds of hearers” (86).

The two concluding chapters address how
every Christian is involved in preaching,
even far more than they may realize (chapter
13), and what to do if we find ourselves
under preaching that we think is deficient
(chapter 14). An appendix on following
sermon structures fits with the overall
purpose of the book, and the bibliography,
for such a short book, is thorough and
useful.
My only complaint about this book is
that some of the pages fell out during my
first read, due to poor binding issues.
As a preacher, I came away edified,
sharpened, and better equipped to help
God’s people benefit from the chief means
of grace. This is a book to have on the free
literature table in the foyer of your church.
New Horizons, October 2020

Recovering from Biblical Manhood &
Womanhood: How the Church
Needs to Rediscover Her Purpose
by Aimee Byrd. Zondervan, 2020.
Paperback, 240 pages, $15.35
(Amazon).
Reviewed by OP minister William D.
Dennison.
Aimee Byrd’s volume was the object of
criticism even prior to its release. After its
release, many attacks have continued. As
a member in good standing in the OPC,
Byrd has written a fine book for an open
discussion about biblical manhood and
womanhood. At the heart of her presentation
are pertinent insights into facets of biblical
revelation, e.g., the centrality of Christ,
union with Christ, an eschatological
perspective, the bridegroom/bride theme,
submission to the authority of Scripture,
and a serious respect for the church and
her officers.
At the core of Byrd’s concern is that
both males and females live in integral unity
and communion as disciples in Christ’s
church, reflecting the new heavens and
new earth. There are gender stereotypes
that hamper the church’s ministry to
enhance the dynamics of Christ’s calling
both genders to mutually benefit from one
another in service to Christ’s kingdom and
church. Fundamental to Byrd’s point is the
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positive notion that “there isn’t a male
version and female version of Scripture …
[rather] we learn from both men and
women in Scripture” (43) as “all of Scripture
is meant for coed reading and understanding” (51). There is instruction from both
females (e.g., Huldah, Ruth, Rahab,
Deborah, Abigail, Elizabeth, Mary,
Mary/Martha) and males for the benefit of
the church in Scripture. Byrd definitely
realizes that the male voice is the dominant
interpreter of God’s activity recorded in
Scripture (64). Even so, the church is
hindered by a false patriarchal reading as
well as by the patronizing marketing of the
Bible to women.
Byrd presents an outstanding critical
analysis of an evangelical environment that
is primarily characterized by its desire not
to mimic the culture. She ably challenges
the evangelical world with the integrity of
historic orthodoxy on the Trinity and the
elite status/power of the parachurch from
her own confessional ecclesiastical
alignment. Her criticism of the Council on
Biblical Manhood and Womanhood on the
Trinity and its position on the eternal
subordination of the Son should be heard,
especially as it affects the gender and
complementarian discussion, noting the
position of ontological subordination of
women to men (103; see 192–93). In light
of this theological problem, she powerfully
affirms the Nicene Creed and reminds us
that “Jesus commissions the church to make
disciples,” not parachurch organizations
(156). In this context, it should not be the
parachurch providing the primary voice for
women, but the covenantal body of Christ’s
church under the rubric of discipleship
(163–65). After all, Scripture does not speak
of laywomen being subordinate to laymen
at the lay level of teaching (177).
Upholding the biblical position for male
ecclesiastical office, Byrd wishes to press a
view of discipleship in which men and
women are called to the “same mission:
eternal communion with the triune God
… pursu[ing] the same virtues … to behold
Jesus” (109). She is not oblivious to the
“distinct relational responsibilities” of men
and women as disciples, nevertheless she
points out that “Christian men and women
don’t strive for so-called biblical masculinity
or femininity, but Christlikeness” (114).
Here are a few areas of caution. With
respect to the pre-Fall narrative between
the man and the woman, Byrd is vague on
Adam’s federal position of headship, which
affects Federal theology (116). Her clarity
in support of Federal theology elsewhere
would have been helpful here. Second,
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Byrd maintains that male ordination is a
“secondary” and “not a primary” doctrine
for the church (121). Here, she would do
well to re-evaluate by reversing her fine
eschatological perspective. The model for
the present ordination in the church is the
twenty-four male elders around the final
throne of Christ (Rev. 5). This point elicits
a third caution; in view of Byrd’s
ecclesiastical vows, she may be served well
by a study of the government and worship
documents (regulative principle) at the
Westminster Assembly and the fine exegetical
work of our church father, George Gillespie.
Nevertheless, the volume is a good read,
worthy of discussion in Christ’s church!
New Horizons, October 2020

God, You, and Sex: A Profound
Mystery,
by David White. New Growth Press,
2019. Paperback, 240 pages, $15.30.
Reviewed by OP pastor John W.
Mahaffy.
“Sex is about God,” writes David White on
the first page of this book. “He invites us
into a deeper understanding of who he is
by creating us in his image as sexual beings.”
This is why we need a “positive theology
of sex. … The otherness of husband and
wife, rooted in the proclamation that marriage
is about Jesus and the church, is foundational to God’s design” (46).
White addresses this topic with an
uncompromising commitment to the
authority of Scripture, refreshing in a time
when the stance of the church is too often
shaped by the culture. Yet the voice of God
is never presented harshly, but rather
reflects his compassion. The Fall has
affected all of us—and we, including God’s
redeemed people, have to deal with our
fallen sexuality. We all need redemption.
White points to the purpose for which
God created us: fellowship and communion
with him. That provides hope and strength
for those who struggle. He addresses
specific challenges faced by those whose
marriages involve pain and loss (all marriages
this side of Eden), those who struggle with
singleness, those who wrestle with same-sex
attraction, and survivors of abuse.
While the focus is on God and his Word,
White appropriately describes his own
struggles as he came to Christ, and as he
dealt with the untimely death of his first
wife and the challenges of being a single
parent of young daughters. He understands
the shallowness of pat answers, but knows

the deep comfort of the Lord drawing us
closer in suffering.
White reminds us: “We are called to
be salt and light to people with radically
contrary lives and worldviews so that the
glory of Jesus is evident to a watching world”
(200). I fully agree that cultural change
requires something much deeper than
political or judicial action. Yet, it would
have been helpful if White had detailed
some steps that Christians might take in the
area of civil government.
Do not let this minor critique prevent
you from reading the book. Members of
the church and those who lead and teach
will benefit from its very practical theology.
A copy belongs in the church library. Parents,
read the chapter, “Parenting Challenges
and Opportunities,” and then discuss it with
your older children.
White reminds us that we are God’s
eschatological people: “What I mean is
people who lose their life in this world
because of the promise of eternal life, people
who live as strangers and aliens because all
their hope is placed in the world to come.
This identity should inform all aspects of
how we live our lives, especially our
sexuality” (214–15).
New Horizons, November 2020

Basics of Hebrew Discourse: A
Guide to Working with Hebrew
Prose and Poetry
by Matthew H. Patton and Frederic
Clarke Putnam. Zondervan, 2019.
Paperback, 288 pages, $21.70
(Amazon).
Reviewed by OP pastor Jeremiah W.
Montgomery.
Thorough reading is no easy task—especially
in a foreign language. The cues we expect
from our mother tongue are often missing,
and those provided by the new language
are often missed. In conversation, the results
can be amusing. But in exegesis, the
consequences can be disastrous.
Patton and Putnam’s book aims to equip
intermediate-level students with the tools
necessary to engage the Hebrew Bible on
its own terms. Its focus is on “discourse
analysis,” defined as “the study of the
meaningful relationships that exist between
individual clauses” to express logical
connections and produce units of text (11–
12). This volume is actually two books under
one cover, each with a separate table of
contents: a treatment of Hebrew prose
written by Patton (25–144), and a treatment
of Hebrew poetry written by Putnam (145–

269). I used Patton’s portion of the book
during a recent MTIOPC Hebrew refresher
course, and so the remainder of this review
focuses on it.
There are many strengths to Patton’s
work. He carefully defines important terms
and concepts, and does so using English
examples (ch. 2)—a brilliant stroke that
allows readers to get oriented with the
grammar before the language becomes
Oriental. As he subsequently unpacks the
elements of Hebrew prose (chs. 3–6), he
continues to provide an English translation
for each Hebrew example, allowing readers
to focus on the point he makes without
getting stuck on parsings. Concluding
chapters draw the preceding elements
together into a single, unified process (ch.
7) with extensive examples (ch. 8). I
especially appreciated the final summary
chart (ch. 9) that can be laid open on the
desk side by side with one’s Hebrew text.
Though meticulous with his content,
Patton remains refreshingly humble with
his conclusions: “Good reading is not
mechanical but relies on balanced,
sympathetic attention to all kinds of
contextual clues” (97). He even includes
an example where contextual factors
override other grammatical and discourse
considerations (107)! Nevertheless,
throughout the text he convincingly
demonstrates a key insight: more often than
not, Hebrew “conveys discourse
relationships through verbal sequences and
alterations in word order, features not as
salient in English” (111–12).
Students of Hebrew who wish to get a
better handle on how discourse analysis
factors into translation and interpretation
will find much that is useful in this book.
Patton’s final sentence is a fitting conclusion
to this review: “Even if it cannot resolve all
these difficulties, discourse analysis fruitfully
disciplines us to move beyond the sentence
to the text as a whole in our search for
meaning” (138).
New Horizons, November 2020
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Letters from New Zealand
D. G. VANDERPYL

August 1990

September

Fox terriers are far more aggressive than
those Great Danes. That also applies to
some of our smallest churches. Their zeal
for outreach far outweighs their size. One
of them, the Pukekohe congregation,
searches and tests many ways to reach out
into their community: For instance, sermons
are taped and printed for distribution. And
now they are publishing a monthly newsletter
called The Mustard Seed. I received the first
issue in the mail a week ago. The purpose
of this newsletter is to reflect biblically upon
issues of current interest and concern for
the nation and for the churches; to provide
informative articles on a variety of subjects
pertaining to the Christian faith; and to
introduce interested people to ministries
which may be of service to them. As the
primary motive is outreach and ministry,
the church will initially fund this effort.

There is movement in areas of mission
outreach on the home front and further
afield. The youth of Silverstream humbly
approached their elders and in carefully
worded positive criticism challenged the
church to do more than nothing in both
local and nation-wide outreach. This new
generation produced a list of 15 positive
suggestions as to how the church might set
about its “in gathering” function. The session
responded, agreeing that we ought to
examine how we might become more
visible to the community in the fulfilling of
the biblical mandate to bring the Gospel to
the heathen. “Yes,” said the session, “we
do need to do a lot of work on how we, as
a Reformed Church, should evangelize
(both as to message-content and methodology) from a Reformed basis!” An
Evangelism Workshop was recently held
jointly with their neighbouring church in
Wainuiomata, so the office bearers could
survey the ground in general terms. God
bless you, young and not so young!
.
Finally, the Church Planting Committee
sent a personalised message addressed to
every member in our churches. At our last
Synod, the Churches agreed that it is our
purpose to carry the Gospel to every region
of New Zealand. Every family, every member
is asked to pray …
• That the Lord will strengthen in the heart
of every member of our churches, the
desire for men and women to be saved;
• That the Lord will raise up labourers for
the harvest field who are willing and
gifted;
• That every member will be ready to
speak openly to his friend and
neighbour about the Gospel;
• That the Lord will point us as churches
towards the places where He wants to
begin the work of evangelism and church
planting; and
• That the committee and the eldership
of our churches may be guided by the
Lord’s hand in all their labours.

On the other side of town the Board of the
South Auckland Christian School Association
is organising a meeting amongst schools
and churches of Reformed persuasion to
look at the possibility of establishing a high
school in the Auckland region in the near
future. Future bulletins will shed further
light on this development, I presume. I
recently obtained a study from Canada on
which factors influence men and women
to enter into, and remain in the teaching
profession in Canadian Reformed Schools.
There has been a growing concern that too
many teachers were leaving the profession
and too few were entering it with a long-term
commitment. There were separate
questionnaires for teachers, board members
and students preparing to be teachers. It
was observed that the inadequacies of the
take home pay, especially for growing
and/or larger families appeared to be the
most unsatisfying aspect of teaching. Workload
also scored high on the negative side. There
were questions directed to the teachers
asking them what they thought of the board
and of course vice versa too. I leave it at
this with no further comment; but it surely
was a most interesting and revealing study.

The committee wants to hear about
Christians who may live in towns with no
churches, and about people who might be
interested in living as spiritual pioneers in
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a place where there
is no church yet. The
Church
Planning
Committee would like to
know of those who might
consider giving time to do the spade work
in new areas, making contacts, and preparing
the ground for church planting, on a full or
part-time basis. As the committee concludes,
“Let’s open our eyes and look at the fields!
They are ripe for harvest.”

November
The Westminster Fellowship within the
Presbyterian Church of New Zealand
celebrated its 40th anniversary with a
conference on both islands. The North
Island three-day meeting was held at The
Bible College of New Zealand in Auckland
during the last days of August. This fellowship
has been a disappointment to our churches
right from its inception at the time that we
established our churches in this country.
At first they were ignored and ridiculed but
are now accepted as a right-wing group in
an acknowledged pluralistic denomination.
The conference theme was The Reformed
Faith and the Twenty-First Century –
Retrospect and Prospect.
I attended two of the three days in
Auckland as I was keen to hear their main
speaker, Rev. Dr Jim Packer, one of the
world’s leading Reformed theologians.
Packer believes that renewal is needed in
the sense of the church’s awareness of
divine life, reality, sin, pardon and the
vocation to serve the world. To spark this
renewal, he advises Christians to “embrace

cautiously” the charismatic movement
with its stress on “personal faith in life and
personal faith in the Holy Spirit.” Packer
believes the two movements, charismatic
and reformed, should converge in seeking
revival. He warned against the view of
universalism – “Those who say Christ’s
death means every man, woman and
child who ever was and ever will be is
saved. Two well-known theologians had
succumbed,” he said, “to that false view.”
When I asked him later on who those
two liberals were, he laughed, and giving
the names of the two theologians, he
added, “Trust a Dutchman to ask for their
names.”
The North Shore session is not too happy
about some of their members being
habitually late for the worship services. A
special note in their bulletin wags the
finger at these persistent latecomers and
states: “We all know who you are and
we would encourage you to arrive at least
five minutes before the service is due to
begin.” The Auckland church in the early
’fifties used to have a family who
habitually arrived just as Rev. Deenick
would give the greeting. Our Dominee
would patiently hold his breath till the
whole clan had goose stepped to the front
row and, after having received a nod from
the head of the household, would
commence the service.
In Wainuiomata the pastor renewed a
request to the members of the church to
let their elders know beforehand if they
will be away on any Sunday, for either or
both worship services. This will save the
elder and the pastor undue pastoral
concern. The same church gives their
pastor a free Lord’s Day on every fifth
Sunday in the month. My desk-calendar
tells me that this occurs four times a year.
He will do study and pastoral work during
the week, but will not be preaching on
that Sunday.
The Christchurch session made some
preliminary decisions regarding the
financial needs of parents with children
at Christian schools. They plan to involve
the neighbouring Bishopdale congregation, as members of that church also
have children at Christian schools in the
same locality. Until now, there has been
an organisation in their churches to give
financial assistance to needy families to
lighten the burden of the fees.
Abridged
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The preciousness
of time
Advice respecting the improvement of
time.
I shall conclude with advising to
three things in particular.
First, improve the present time
without any delay. If you delay and put
off its improvement, still more time will
be lost; and it will be an evidence that
you are not sensible of its preciousness.
Talk not of more convenient seasons
hereafter; but improve your time while
you have it, after the example of the
psalmist. Psa. 119:60, “I made haste,
and delayed not to keep thy
commandments.”
Second, be especially careful to
improve those parts of time which are
most precious. Though all time is very
precious, yet some parts are more
precious than others; as, particularly,
holy time is more precious than common
time. Such time is of great advantage
for our everlasting welfare. Therefore,
above all, improve your Sabbaths, and
especially the time of public worship,
which is the most precious part. Lose it
not either in sleep, or in carelessness,
inattention, and wandering imaginations. How sottish are they who waste
away, not only their common, but holy
time, yea the very season of attendance
on the holy ordinances of God! – The
time of youth is precious, on many
accounts. Therefore, if you be in the
enjoyment of this time, take heed that
you improve it. Let not the precious
days and years of youth slip away without
improvement. A time of the strivings of
God’s Spirit is more precious than other
time. Then God is near; and we are
directed, in Isa. 55:6, “To seek the Lord
while he may be found, and to call upon
him while he is near.” Such especially
is an accepted time, and a day of
salvation: 2 Cor. 6:2, “I have heard thee
in a time accepted, and in a day of
salvation have I succoured thee: behold,
now is the accepted time; behold, now

is the day of salvation.”
Third, improve well your time of
leisure from worldly business. Many
persons have a great deal of such time,
and all have some. If men be but
disposed to it, such time may be
improved to great advantage. When we
are most free from cares for the body,
and business of an outward nature, a
happy opportunity for the soul is
afforded. Therefore spend not such
opportunities unprofitably, nor in such
a manner that you will not be able to
give a good account thereof to God.
Waste them not away wholly in
unprofitable visits, or useless diversions
or amusements. Diversion should be
used only in subserviency to business.
So much, and no more, should be used,
as doth most fit the mind and body for
the work of our general and particular
callings.
You have need to improve every
talent, advantage, and opportunity, to
your utmost, while time lasts; for it will
soon be said concerning you, according
to the oath of the angel, in Rev. 10:5,
6, “And the angel which I saw stand
upon the sea and upon the earth lifted
up his hand to heaven, and sware by
him that liveth for ever and ever, who
created heaven, and the things that
therein are, and the earth, and the
things that therein are, and the sea, and
the things which are therein, that there
should be time no longer.”
Jonathan Edwards
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Living out a healthy
fear of the Lord
by Andrew M. Davis
“There is no fear of God before their eyes”
(Rom. 3:18). With those words, Paul
finished his devastating summary of the
wrath of God against the universal depravity
of humanity (1:18–3:18). God is a
“consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29), a phrase
that summons the image of the sun. The
sun is surrounded by a layer of plasma that
reaches up to 5.4 million degrees
Fahrenheit. Scripture reveals that God
created the sun and sustains it every moment
of its existence. Therefore, when Scripture
says that God is a consuming fire, we must
imagine that His wrath is hotter than the
sun. God is more unapproachable than the
sun (1 Tim. 6:16), for sinners cannot
approach a holy God without being
consumed by His wrath, unless God in His
mercy extends the grace of the gospel in
Christ.
As Christians, we live every day
surrounded by people who have no fear
of God. They are characterized by many
other fears: death, blindness, public
speaking, growing old, the IRS, dark alleys,
spiders, and small, confined spaces. But
God’s active wrath against sin does not cross
their minds. Why not? Because God is
invisible and seemingly silent about our
wickedness (Isa. 57:11). The beginning of
the grace of God in salvation is to move a
sinner’s heart to fear the holiness and
judgment of God. So, when God
descended on Mount Sinai in fire and made
the earth shake, even Moses said “I tremble
with fear” (Heb. 12:21). In the same way,
God must minister fear of eternal death
before He can minister salvation.
How can Christians live faithfully in a
culture that shows no fear of God?
1. Develop a healthy fear of God
yourself
Again and again in Scripture, God impressed
on His servants a healthy fear of His majesty.
Isaiah had a vision of the thrice-holy Lord
on a lofty throne and responded with
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trembling: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I
am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in
the midst of a people of unclean lips; for
my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of
hosts!” (Isa. 6:5). Similarly, we dwell in the
midst of people who do not fear God – and
neither, at one time, did we. We still don’t
fear God as we should. As Christians, we
certainly must reject a servile fear of God,
as if He were a cruel tyrant (Rom. 8:15).
Romans 8:1 makes it plain that there is “no
condemnation for those who are in Christ
Jesus.” Yet, it is still right for us as Christians
who struggle daily with indwelling sin (7:15–
23) to fear what that sin could do to our
lives and what disciplines our heavenly
Father might bring if we sin (Heb. 12:6).
Therefore, let us work out our salvation
with fear and trembling (Phil. 2:12).
2. Fear God on behalf of those
who don’t
Faith is the eyesight of the soul, by which
we can see invisible spiritual realities (Heb.
11:1). By faith, believers can see the holiness
of our invisible God. We can also see the
invisible hell to which our unsaved relatives,
neighbors, coworkers, and friends are
heading. Since there is no fear of God before
their eyes, we must fear on their behalf,
having our hearts wrenched with anguish
over the destiny of the lost (Rom. 9:2),
moving us to plead with the lost with great
urgency (2 Cor. 5:20).
3. Let the fear of God drive
away fear of people
Not fearing God, our culture is becoming
savagely aggressive in its hatred for Christians
and biblical righteousness. Christians face
secular zealots on all fronts and various
ideals that run contrary to sound doctrine.
They are every bit as committed to their
idols as were the citizens of Ephesus who
screamed, “Great is Artemis of the
Ephesians” for two hours (Acts 19:34). If
Christians do not fear God sufficiently, we
will let the fear of humans cow us into
shameful submission.
4. Seek to bring the lost to fear
God
John Newton put it powerfully in “Amazing
Grace”: “’Twas grace that taught my heart
to fear, and grace my fears relieved.”

Newton was fearlessly on his way to hell
as a slave-trading wretch until a stormy night
when he was spared from being swept
overboard into the heaving waves of the
Atlantic by a last-second change of orders
from his captain. The terror of that
experience drove him to read the Bible
intensely until he found salvation in Christ.
As evangelists, we need to see lost people
come to a place of genuine fear for their
own souls. That cannot happen without
the law of God. We must clearly explain,
based on God’s law, the eternal danger
they are in so that they will flee to Christ
for refuge.
5. Seek to bring the lost to
peace with God
Newton also said, “Grace my fears relieved.”
We need to minister the hope of the gospel
of Christ crucified and resurrected as the
certain deliverance from fear of eternal
death. We need to tell the good news of a
heaven free from all death, mourning,
crying, and pain (Rev. 21:4). We need to
ask the Holy Spirit to move them from
conviction of sin and fear to peace with
God and joy (Rom. 5:1). Then we need to
help them grow in the Lord, working out
their own salvation with fear and trembling.
6. Stand in the breach for the
nations
Ezekiel 22:30 speaks of God searching in
vain for someone who would rebuild the
wall and stand in the breach for his guilty
nation. God calls us as Christians to begin
with ourselves: to purify our lives, to intercede
with passion, and to be salt and light amid
darkness, praying and laboring for change
that is based on the gospel.
Dr. Andrew M. Davis is senior pastor
of the First Baptist Church of Durham,
N.C., and founder of Two Journeys
Ministry.
First published in Tabletalk Magazine,
an outreach of Ligonier.
April 2020.

Focus on the Christian life
PETER BARNES

In Whom do
I trust?
There are people who like to think that they
do not trust anything or anyone. It used to
be common for people to say that they only
believed what they could know by reason.
Nowadays, reason seems to be so restrictive
and passé, so we are more likely to hear
emotional calls to ‘go with our hearts’.
Sixteen-year-old Greta Thunberg’s recent
speech on ‘Climate Change’, delivered to
dignitaries at the United Nations, was
applauded for being heartfelt, but it was
decidedly light on in terms of content. There
was more angry hectoring and
self-dramatisation than anything else.
The truth is that we all trust something
or someone in life, everyday of our lives,
in fact every moment of our lives. If we are
worried about our security and safety, we
might trust in chariots and horses – or their
twenty-first century equivalents (Ps.20:7).
It is obviously not wrong to use horses or
to ride them, but the Psalmist does not want
us to rely on them, to give us a sense of
security. Paul tells us not to put our hopes
on the uncertainty of riches (1 Tim.6:17).
Again, it is not wrong to own riches, but it
is wrong to trust in them, to treat them as
though they constitute what life is all about.
Some trust in people, even princes
(Ps.118:8-9). Friends are a blessing in this
earthly life, and even princes can sometimes
warrant a certain level of trust. The perspective
of the Bible needs to be maintained: ‘Put
not you trust in princes, in a son of man, in
whom there is no salvation. When his breath
departs, he returns to the earth; on that
very day his plans perish’ (Ps146:3-4). The
greater the claim, the more wary we ought
to be. The regimes that have done the most
damage have been those which have
claimed the most – the Thousand Year
Reich, for example, or the various Workers’
Paradises. The man who trust in man is
cursed by God (Jer.17:5).
The pinnacle of wisdom these days is
often presented in the form of ‘Believe in
yourself.’ That is a recipe for pride if we
think we have succeeded, despair if we
experience failure, or mental instability if

we waver between these two poles. ‘Trust
in the Lord with all your heart, and do not
lean on your own understanding’
(Prov.3:5). The Bible does not mince
words: ‘Whoever trusts in his own mind is
a fool’ (Prov.28:26). It was the Pharisees
who trusted in themselves and so treated
others with contempt (Luke 18:9). Nobody
who trusts in himself will ever humble
himself at the cross or love his neighbour
as himself. The trials and dangers of life are
meant to drive us out of ourselves, and to
cause us to rely not on ourselves but on
God who raises the dead (2 Cor.1:9).
The sad lesson is that we become like
what we trust. If we trust idols, we become
like them – useless, lacking in wisdom, and
lifeless (Ps.115:4-8). There is even an everpresent temptation to misuse what God has
given us to aid us in the faith. Because of
the grumbling of the Israelites in the
wilderness, God sent them a plague of
serpents as a punishment. To rescue them,
He had Moses set a bronze serpent on a
pole with a promise that if a serpent bit
anyone, he would only need to look at the
bronze serpent to be healed (Num.21:4-9).
Calvin famously called the human mind a
factory for idols, and so it has proved over
the years. The next time we hear of this
bronze serpent is about 800 years later
when King Hezekiah of Judah destroyed it
because the Hebrews had been making
offerings to it, having given it a name,
Nehushtan (2 Kings 18:3-4). Such is the
deception of the human heart that we can
take what is God-given and designed for
good, and turn it into a stumbling block.
A few weeks ago, I came across
something even worse. I had been reading
up on Thomas Aquinas when I received a
claim from a Catholic organisation. It stated
that when Our Lady of Mount Carmel gave
the scapular (a religious garment) to St.
Simon Stock (an English Carmelite from the
thirteenth century), she gave it with the
following promise: Take this Scapular.
Whosoever dies wearing it shall not suffer
eternal fire. It shall be a sign of salvation, a
protection in danger and pledge of peace.
The Bible says that it is the gospel which is
the power of God unto salvation
(Rom.1:16), but apparently this scapular
will do as well.
When J. G. Paton was trying to find the

word to designate ‘faith’ in the language of
Aniwa in the New Hebrides, he was sitting
in his study chair. He asked one of the
ladies passing by: ‘What am I doing?’
‘You’re sitting down,’ was the reply. Then
he lifted his legs, rested his feet on the cross
bar of the chair and leaned back. ‘Now
what am I doing?’ he asked. ‘Fakarongrongo,’
was the answer in the Aniwan language –
‘You are leaning wholly. You have lifted
yourself from every other support.’ Not in
horses, nor in riches, nor in people or
ourselves, nor in false gods, nor even Godgiven props for our faith, and certainly not
in religious superstition, but in leaning
wholly, totally on the Lord Jesus Christ,
crucified and risen. Every person on the
planet trusts in something; those who are
saved trust wholly in the grace and free
mercy of Christ alone.
Mr Peter Barnes is the editor of AP
and pastor at Revesby Presbyterian
Church NSW.
First appeared in Australian Presbyterian,
November 2019.
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How to build unity
in your Church
[Sometime ago], I wrote about Satan’s Great
Desire which is to bring about disunity in
your local church, somehow convincing
you that the people in your church are no
longer worthy of your love. I ended by
giving the encouragement that God has
equipped us to build and maintain this kind
of unity and that all we need to do is use
the tools he has equipped us with. How
has he equipped us? According to Ephesians
4, he has given each of us a spiritual gift
that is to be used to build unity through
service to one another.
This area of spiritual gifting is noticeably
Christ-centered and along the way Paul
makes three big points:
First, Christ is the giver of gifts. Paul goes
all the way back to Psalm 68 and shows
that this Psalm speaks of the resurrected
Jesus giving gifts to the people he loves.
These aren’t gifts wrapped in paper that
we can open and put on display, but gifts
in the form of abilities we possess. Christ
doesn’t toss these gifts out to Christians in
a random way, but thoughtfully and
deliberately gives a gift to each person as
he sees fit. Christ has a plan in giving out
these gifts. He is the one who determines
who will receive each gift and how much
of that gift each person and each community
of Christians will receive.
Second, Christ gives gifts that are diverse.
If we look throughout the whole New
Testament we’ll find several lists of these
gifts and when we put them together we
find that there are at least 20 of them; there
are undoubtedly many more than the ones
listed. What we see is that Christ gives out
diverse gifts. In this letter Paul gives a partial
list and one that focuses specifically on
teaching. Some Christians are given gifts of
teaching and here he lists apostles,
prophets, evangelists, shepherds and
teachers. The job of these teachers is not
to do all the ministry or to use all the gifts,
but to shepherd and teach and equip every
Christian to use his own gift. These teachers
are to equip the saints for the work of
ministry. Why? So each one can then use
his gift in a fuller, more comprehensive way.
Third, Christ’s gifts are given to bring
unity through service. Paul makes a surprising
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statement here. He says that I am not the
minister of my church; neither are the other
pastors. Who are the ministers? Everyone
is! The pastors are the shepherds, the
equippers, the leaders, but we are all
ministers. We are to do this work together.
There are profound implications to this.
This brings into focus a passage like Titus 2
which instructs older women to disciple
younger women—to do that work of
ministry. Your pastors simply cannot disciple
young women to love their husbands and
children nearly as well as some of the older
women can. So we need older women to
do that work of ministry! Now we see that
the work of visiting those who are sick or
caring for those who are in need is the job
of each one of us. We are all to minister to
one another.
This leads us to one important
application: You need to plant yourself in
a local church. Why? Because you need
the gifts of the Christians there and they
need your gifts. There is a church that is
incomplete without you and you are
incomplete without that church. You do
not have all that you need, all that is
necessary for your growth in holiness.
Each of us needs to learn how the Lord
has gifted us and each of us then needs to
use our gifts to minister to one another.
How do we learn how we are gifted? We
serve! We just do the work of the ministry,
whether that is setting up and cleaning up
or visiting people in hospital or making
meals or doing one-on-one discipleship,
and we allow the Lord to reveal our strengths
and open up opportunities. In your church
you may find that you have teachers and
evangelists, encouragers and discerners and
servers and so many others. And that’s
perfect because I’m sure you then also have
people there who need to be served and
people who lack discernment or people
who are desperate for encouragement or
people who need to respond to the gospel.
The Lord has made it so that each of us has
a gift designed to serve the people around
us.

When culture
abandons God,
biblical values: the
decline of cultural
Christianity
Michael Brown
For the last several decades, it has been
common to hear America described as
a “post-Christian nation.” This does not
mean that America can never turn back
to some of its very Christian roots.
Rather, it means that what used to be
Christian-based, cultural norms are no
longer norms today.
The implications of this are massive,
representing a seismic cultural shift.
It is imperative that we respond
rightly.
A few years ago, I was speaking to a
black pastor in Charlotte, North Carolina.
He told me that when he was growing
up, any adult in the neighborhood who
saw a child misbehave could correct that

child or even discipline him. Doing that
today might get you shot.
He also said that the older generation
would commonly admonish the younger
generation to act with respect and dignity,
pointing to the example of Dr. King.
Now, he said, the young people hardly
know who King is. Things have really
changed.
Of course, not all of this is a matter
of being post-Christian. But it does reflect
some of the seismic shifts we are
witnessing.
I have often cited the findings of
psychologist David Myers who noted
that, “Had you fallen asleep in 1960 and
awakened today (even after the recent
uptick in several indicators of societal
health) would you feel pleased at the
cultural shift? You would be awakening
to a:
• Doubled divorce rate.
• Tripled teen suicide rate.
• Quadrupled rate of reported violent
crime.
• Quintupled prison population.
• Sextupled (no pun intended) percent
of babies born to unmarried parents.
• Sevenfold increase in cohabitation
(a predictor of future divorce).
• Soaring rate of depression – to ten
times the pre-World War II level by
one estimate.”

Challies.com
January 17, 2012
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Need I say that things have continued
to change since 2000? Need I say that, 21
years ago, the idea of the Supreme Court
redefining marriage or the White House
being lit up in rainbow colors would have
sounded like madness? Or that the idea
that the Olympic icon Bruce Jenner would
be named Woman of the Year by Glamour
Magazine and, as a woman, would run for
governor of California would have sounded
like a cruel joke?
My colleague Prof. Darrell Bock has
noted that, in times past, we could say to
people, “We know this is true because it’s
in the Bible.” Now, he notes, we must say,
“This is in the Bible because it’s true.”
What was taken for granted is no longer
taken for granted. And that means that we
make a grave error to take certain truths as
self-evident and widely accepted. That is
not the case anymore.
As expressed by Prof. Gerald Sittser in
his book Resilient Faith: How the Early
Christian ‘Third Way’ Changed the World,
“The fact is: Christianity in America is
declining, in both numbers and influence.
The culture is changing, and we must
therefore recognize that we live in a world
very different from the one that existed
even half a century ago during what
appeared to be the ‘golden age’ of American
Christianity.
“You probably sense the change and
observe the trends, too. You know about
the decline of mainline churches; the lack
of growth in evangelical churches; the rise
of ‘dones’ (Christian dropouts) and ‘nones’
(those people who refuse to identify with
any religious tradition); . . . the creeping
loss of religious freedom; the growing
dominance of secularity in the public square;
the deterioration of traditional morality in
the entertainment industry.” (Other parts
of this quote, which I skipped over here,
are important but would take us off track.)
As a result of this trend, there is a general
lack of consciousness of God, which leads
to a decreased reverence for God, which,
in turn, leads to the rejection of concepts
like divine judgment and retribution. It is a
paradigmatic shift in the culture, and it is
something that must be reintroduced
through our personal example, through
much prayer for the nation, through
uncompromised yet compassionate and
wise preaching, through solid apologetics,
and through helping individuals encounter
God for themselves.
But if we make the fatal error of dragging
our message down to accommodate the
culture, we rob of its very power. To do so
is to commit spiritual suicide. It is to mix
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the elixir of life with poison.
Yet there is good news in the midst of
the gloom.
Prof. Sittser also noted that, “Recent
scholarly studies indicate that nominal
Christians are declining as a percentage of
the population. They are either leaving
Christianity altogether or switching to
churches that proclaim the Bible as the
Word of God, demonstrate greater vitality,
and demand more from their members.
‘Active Christians’ are holding their own
and, if anything, increasing their ‘market
share’ among those who self-identify as
Christian. In short, marginal or nominal
Christians are shrinking as an aggregate. It
appears that being Christian in America is
becoming increasingly an ‘all or nothing’
proposition.”
Put another way, people are looking for
the real deal, for something worth living for
and dying for, for a truly transformation
message, for an uncompromised and
unashamed call to devotion, for an
encounter that can only come from above.
So, while America is rapidly becoming
less and less culturally Christian, there is a
rising and growing remnant that understands that to follow Jesus always was and
always will be “all or nothing.” If we proclaim
that and live that, America will be shaken.
Dr. Michael Brown is the host of the
nationally syndicated Line of Fire radio
program. (www.askdrbrown.org)
September 2021

Case thrown out for
first British preacher
to be prosecuted
under Covid
regulations
MCD Staff | September 10, 2021
The first British Christian preacher to fall
foul of coronavirus laws during the first
English lockdown, has reportedly had his
case against him dropped by the Crown
Prosecution Service (CPS).
According to Christian Concern, the loss

of religious freedom due to coronavirus
regulations during the pandemic has been
hotly contested, most notably in the
successful judicial review of Scottish
restrictions on public worship in March
2021.
On 2 April 2020, Mike Overd, 56, who
has been supported by the Christian Legal
Centre, refused to stop his street ministry,
which he has run in Taunton town centre,
Somerset, for over a decade.
Preaching and offering prayer and Bibles
in his usual spot at a time when all churches
were closed, a complaint from a member
of the public followed and officers from
Avon and Somerset police came to confront
him.
Officers warned Mr Overd that he had
to go home under the new Coronavirus
restrictions.
Mr Overd, who works exclusively as a
preacher and a lay minister, said he was
fulfilling his duties as an evangelist, offering
pastoral support to those struggling at a time
of national crisis – while adhering to official
social distancing rules of keeping two metres
apart.
He asked the police officers if the
authorities were now: ‘banning Christian
workers from coming to help people?’
After refusing to go home, officers packed
up Mr Overd’s Bibles, and removed him
from the area. He was then issued with a
fixed penalty notice for £60.
When Mr Overd’s story broke in April
2020, it deeply divided opinion between
those uncertain and fearful about
coronavirus, and those who could see in
the government restrictions a huge threat
to freedom of religion.
Since it takes place outdoors, street
ministry involves a very low risk of spreading
Covid-19, making restrictions difficult to
justify.
As the pandemic unfolded, there were
numerous incidents of Christian preachers
being arrested and police raiding and shutting
down places of worship as a result of the
regulations.
85,000 covid fines have been issued
with calls for them to be reviewed and even
scrapped entirely with many cases clogging
up a legal system already under strain.
Disproportionate
Contesting the fine, a year and a half later
Mr Overd was set to have his case heard
at Weston Super-Mere Magistrates Court
on Monday 6 September 2021.
Mr Overd’s lawyers had submitted to
the CPS that Mr Overd had been out on
the streets for the purposes of ‘voluntary or

charitable services’ under coronavirus
regulations. They argued that the
regulations, as interpreted by the police
officers on the day, were disproportionate
and constituted an unreasonable
interference with the Mr Overd’s rights
under European law and English common
law.
Mr Overd’s case was also backed by
expert Christian theologian, Dr Martin
Parsons, who reported to the CPS that
street preaching is an important part of
Evangelical Christianity, even during
epidemics.
He said there is: “a long and continuing
practice of street preaching and other
forms of open-air evangelism in the UK,
which is seen by evangelical Christians as
being an essential part of fulfilling Christ’s
command to preach the Gospel to all
people, particularly those who are unlikely
to ever enter a church … . During times
of epidemic this has been viewed as being
particularly important as helping men and
women to find “peace with God.”
Dr Parsons added that during the great
plague of 1665, some of the largest
numbers of deaths appear to have been
among the clergy and Christian ministers
because their ministry was to help people
make “peace with God”. In London it
was reported that there was great
resentment at clergy who deserted their
parishes to flee to the countryside during
the crisis.
He concluded his report stating that:
“From the perspective of Christian Public
Theology and Church History the use of
Coronavirus regulations to prohibit street
preaching raises significant issues relating
to the development of freedom of religion
in British constitutional history.”
Following the submissions, the CPS
decided to drop the case stating: ‘the
prosecution is no longer proceeding.’
Control and intimidation
Responding to the news, Mr Overd said:
“This is a great victory for Jesus and for
freedom of speech. It is a victory that you
must be able to go out and preach the
gospel, whether there is a terrible virus
out there or not. If Christians are called
to go, then go we must.
“Looking back to the start of the
pandemic, I knew that something was not
right with the power the police had been
given by the government. It did not sit
right with me sitting at home and not going
out to preach when people were in need.
“At the time I was lambasted by many
for being out seeking to bring a message

of hope to people struggling at the start
of this crisis. I lost close friends for the
stand I took. The fact that it has been
quietly dropped today after dragging on
for 18 months, shows that my case, and
the laws in general, have been all about
control and intimidation.
“A year and a half on, with draconian
measures still in place and more Christian
preachers being arrested than ever before,
I knew I was right to take a stand and I
am glad to have been vindicated.
“It was always wrong for Christian
ministries and churches to be shut down
at such a moment of need. Never in our
history have so many Christians that sought
to support the most vulnerable in our
communities been treated so badly by
the authorities.
“I said at the time that a truly Christian
country would see that the church and
church workers are essential at a time of
great crisis. That has not happened, which
is truly tragic.
“We must realise as Christians how
important our freedoms are and that we
give them up and capitulate to state
intimidation at our peril.”
Andrea Williams, chief executive of
the Christian Legal Centre, said: “The
coronavirus regulations required society
to willingly surrender basic freedoms.
Many courageous Christians, seeing the
danger in the laws, simply refused to close
down their outreach Christian ministries
and stop helping people.
“For that many have been
disproportionately punished.
“Mike is one of many Christian
preachers and outreach workers who have
been intimidated and fined during this
crisis, but who have ultimately been
vindicated and told they have not done
anything wrong.
“Christian street preachers are now
being arrested every month in the UK for
preaching the gospel. This is a
phenomenon in our history unique only
to the 21st century.
“The powers given to the police during
this time have set a dangerous precedent,
which are continuing to have a ripple
effect despite a return to relative normality.
“We said at the time when this story
happened that the coronavirus regulations
would have far reaching implications for
Christian freedoms in the UK, and this
has proven to be so.”
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Prayer Request
Masterton bulletin
Some of you will know Rev James and
Mrs Esther Folkerts from the time they
were here in Masterton, as we extended
a call to him. Even if you don’t know
them, this gives us a good insight into to
lives of our missionaries and enables us
to pray for them.
Rev. James Folkerts in Uganda was
ambushed by a group of thugs, after picking
up Esther’s parents from the airport in
Entebe, Rwanda. He was driving to the
African Bible University where they would
stay for a few days, when he was stopped
by a roadblock. Thugs tried to pull him from
the vehicle, and beat him repeatedly with
a hammer. He sustained serious blows to
his hands, feet, knees and back. Thankfully
they were not able to pull him out of the
vehicle. They robbed him of a lot of cash
he had just gotten from the bank, and his
cell phone, but no credit cards. Esther’s
father also was hit by the thugs, was bruised
and had his lap top stolen. Esther was not
attacked. She was in the back seat with her
parents. A missionary friend was in the front
seat with James and he was hit as well. After
they stole his cash, they let them go on.
Their vehicle windows were smashed as
well. They were all severely traumatized
by this vicious attack, but thankfully the
Lord spared James’s life. They went
immediately after that to the hospital where
he was fully checked out. Thankfully no
broken bones. His right thumb was severely
smashed and had to be stitched up. They
will be staying with mission friends at this
Bible college for some days to recuperate.
They are some 8 hours from their home,
but their children are with them. Please
pray for James and his family. James says
he will be okay, though he is traumatized
and very sore all over, and walking with
difficulty. They remain in the Lord’s hands
living under the shadow of His wings. James
and Esther can be reached on
hjfolkerts@gmail.com

Faith in Focus

23

