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From the earliest times in history, mankind has been a builder of cities. In Genesis
10:10 the text refers to the cities of the kingdom of Nimrod “… Babel, Erech,
Accad and Calneh, in the land of Shinar”. Cities in time past were centres of
religion, culture, trade, industry and havens of safety. Many of the ancient city
walls were huge, built specifically for protection.
In the age in which we live, cities are different. There are no walls, just the
outer city limits. There are no moats, drawbridges and battlements. Our cities are
places where everyone has free access and movement without hindrance.
Today it seems the city is a desirable place to live. Here in New Zealand more
people are living in the city than in past years. We seem to be moving in the same
way that many other cities overseas moved centuries earlier.
For the young of our society, the city may be a place of excitement and
entertainment. However, the city is far from being a haven of safety – it is potentially
a place of moral and physical danger for the young, especially young women and
men.
However, there is another side to the city. In our major cities there are churches
where at one time the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ was preached. The proclamation
that Jesus is Lord was echoed in the halls of worship and the saints would engage
with the people living close by. The city was a place where those who sought
refuge could find it.
In his book “Calling our Cities to Christ”, Roger S. Greenway writes: “Some
city churches never caught the vision to either help materially or evangelize spiritually
the impoverished masses at their doorstep. In a spirit of good-natured apathy,
many churches allowed the urban religious problem to go unsolved. And sometimes
the apathy was something less than good-natured.”(p65) While this is an example
from North America, is it possible that a similar scenario was played out here in
NZ?
Many of our churches are no longer located in the city, but in the suburbs.
Christians on the whole have become suburban dwellers. Nonetheless, the city
is still a place where the gospel needs to be preached, in the streets, in the
workplace and market place.
Many thanks to our contributors for their thoughtful articles on Christ and the
City. S.D.G.
Mr Josh Rogers reviews the City of God against the Pagans, by Augustine of
Hippo.
Mr Pieter van Huysteen writes about a tale of two cities.
Mr Andrew de Vries considers Christians living in the Big Smoke.
Mr Ben Nelson writes a Reformation Day article about Oecolampadius, a light
to the Church in dark times.
Mr Cornelis Van Dam reflects on the privilege of worship.
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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.

Christ and the city
JOSH ROGERS

City of God against
the Pagans
I’m sure we’ve all heard of Augustine of
Hippo, famous writer of the Confessions
and City of God, among many others. Why
is the City of God still read 1600 years later
and is it still relevant for us today? What’s
it all about?
Augustine of Hippo was born in 354
AD in Hippo, in the Roman province of
Africa, modern-day Tunisia. His parents
were upper-middle-class pagans, although
Augustine’s mother, but not his father, later
became a believer. Augustine received an
education in grammar and philosophy in
Madaurus, also in Africa. When he had
learnt all that his tutors in Madaurus could
teach him, he went to Milan, in northern
Italy, which was considered much more
cultured than the comparative backwater
of Africa. While studying there, he took a
concubine and had a son by her. All the
while his mother Monica prayed for his
conversion. Around the age of 35, hearing
the instruction in a vision to take up and
read, he read Romans 13:13 and following.
As a result, he became convinced of his sin
and need for salvation. Over the next several
years he became increasingly convinced of
the truth and necessity of Christianity. Upon
his return to Africa in 391, he was baptised
and became the bishop of the town of
Hippo in 395.
In 410, Alaric and the Goths sacked
Rome, the eternal city. The city of Rome
had not succumbed to foreign armies since
the Gauls sacked it in 390 BC and this had
become the stuff of legend, much as the
battle of Hastings in 1066 is for many of us
today. This sacking in 410 really shook the
Roman world. Rome was the centre of the
world. We see this thinking in a number of
places in the New Testament, where the
assumption is that there was nothing much
beyond the influence of Rome, which
emanated from the city. Indeed, Romans
dated events from the foundation of the

city of Rome in 753 BC.
While there had been serious barbarian
invasions since about 170 AD, none had
got near the city of Rome, much less sacked
it. The result was great uncertainty about
the world, and particularly about the new
religion that the emperor Constantine had
made the official religion of the empire in
325. While many had converted to
Christianity since then, the majority of the
empire was still pagan. Every emperor after
Constantine made at least a passing profession
of Christian faith, with the sole exception
of the emperor Julian the Apostate. In his
short reign from 361 – 3, he had attempted
and failed to replace Christianity with
classical paganism as the official religion of
the empire.
As far back as the emperor Valerian in
260 AD, worship of the pagan gods had
been enforced in order to secure their favour
against the plagues and barbarian invasions
which then ravaged the empire. Many
pagans concluded that the increasing
number of converts to Christianity had
reduced the worship of the gods to the
extent that the gods had decided to punish
the Romans by sacking the city of Rome.
The church father Tertullian (145 – 220)
boasted then that Christians filled all the
public places of the empire and had left to
the pagans only their temples.
Socially and politically things seemed
tenuous for the long-term future of
Christianity. We must bear in mind also,
that although the Roman army had
Christians and some would even say was
instrumental in spreading Christianity to the
four corners of the empire so quickly, it
remained overwhelmingly pagan. The army
made and unmade most emperors. Any
emperor, secure in his position or not, was
well-advised to keep the army loyal. Equally,
the faith of many Christians was shaken by
the sacking. Augustine had written a few

The ancient world
struggled to deal with
the apparently random
nature of the destruction
and pain that was
inflicted during the sack
of Rome. Believers and
pagans seemed to suffer
equally, with no
apparent distinction
between the just and
the unjust.
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Augustin censures the pagans, who
attributed the calamities of the
world, and especially the recent
sack of Rome by the Goths, to the
Christian religion, and its
prohibition of the worship of the
gods. He speaks of the blessings
and ills of life, which then, as
always, happened to good and bad
men alike.
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letters defending Christianity from blame
for the sacking, but his friend urged him to
extend this apology beyond these.
There is a long tradition in early church
history of writing apologies for the faith,
starting with Justin Martyr in about 120.
The City of God is the last major such work
in this tradition. However, earlier apologies
such as those by Justin, Tertullian, or Origen
(180 – 255), were limited to particular
issues, such as the persecution in Lyons in
modern-day southern France or the allegations
of Celsus, an influential anti-Christian writer.
The City of God is a comprehensive
exposition of the Christian principles to
which pagans objected and could therefore
be viewed as the culmination of this antique
genre of Christian apologetic.
It’s hard to say what, if any, effect the

City of God had at the time, particularly as
it was published in pieces. By contrast,
probably if people today think of any
Christian work from the ancient world, it
would be the City of God. Only four years
after Augustine spent the years 413 – 26
writing it, he died while his city Hippo was
besieged by the Vandals, who brought
Roman Africa to an end.
Before we look at what Augustine says
in the City of God against the Pagans, to use
its full title, it will be useful to outline a few
things. It is written in 22 books. An ancient
book is not the same as a modern book;
an ancient book is more like a chapter in
length. As a whole, English translations of
the City of God from Latin range from about
500 pages to close to 1000, so it’s a serious
piece of literature. It’s called the City of God
because it’s divided into two sections, the
first, the “City of Man”, and the second,
the “City of God”. Augustine contrasts the
perishing city of man with the enduring city
of God. In doing so, Augustine makes
allusions to numerous passages of Scripture
such as the Tower of Babel, Babylon as
depicted in Revelation, and the New
Jerusalem.
While books 1 – 10 deal with the failure
of the city of man, that is, human thought
and civilization without reference to God,
Augustine also addresses believers as they
too struggled to deal with the sack of Rome.
Augustine points out that a faith in God that
lasts only so long as he blesses us is no good.
We need to have faith in God when things
are difficult, for that is when faith is exercised
most. But, above all, our hope is not for
this life, but for the life to come. After all,
as the apostle Paul says, ‘if we have hoped
in Christ only in this life, we are of all men
most to be pitied’ (I Cor 15:19). Furthermore,
to demand that God supply all our wants
in this life is to misunderstand God. We
must accept what God sends here and now,
with an eye to the perfection that is to come
[further, God has higher purposes for us
than only to bless us even with eternal
salvation].
One of Augustine’s arguments is that
Rome had never been protected by the
pagan gods. He spends the first 10 books
writing about the many disasters that the
Roman world had suffered while still
worshipping them. Indeed, Augustine claims
that it was only in churches that pagans as
well as Christians found sanctuary against
the Visigoths (CD, i, 1).1 Furthermore, there
were pagans who had criticised the worship
of the gods, given their immoral behaviour
(such as Plato, much studied for many
centuries after his death). It must be said at

this point also that Alaric was an Arian
Christian who spared the catholic Christians
and pagans and kept his troops from sacking
any church.2
The ancient world struggled to deal with
the apparently random nature of the
destruction and pain that was inflicted
during the sack of Rome. Believers and
pagans seemed to suffer equally, with no
apparent distinction between the just and
the unjust. Augustine responds to this by
pointing out that God saving those who
served him and not those who didn’t would
suggest that he was bound to favour those
who served him. They would then serve
him not because he is God but because he
blessed them. Satan alleges of Job, certainly
one of the greatest men of the ancient near
east of his day, ‘Does Job serve God for
nothing? ... you have blessed the work of
his hands...’ (Job 1:9, 10). God wants us to
serve him because he is God, not for any
benefit we might obtain. Augustine further
puts the question, in light of the obvious
wickedness and triviality of Rome, whether
responsibility for its sack could indeed fairly
be laid at the feet of Christianity.
Augustine was arguably intellectually
the greatest of the early church fathers and
even of all history. At least a passing
acquaintance with Augustine’s thought is
needed really to get to grips with western
culture and it is the City of God which was
his greatest work, written at the culmination
of his intellectual ability. Augustine also
sums up earlier Christian apologetic, some
of which was not particularly eloquent or
well-reasoned or much too strident in its
condemnation of pagan culture to obtain
a hearing among unbelievers. Apologetics
itself is theology applied to ordinary life and
should therefore attract our attention.
Theology unapplied is as good as a sermon
without application – not very useful and
of little benefit to its hearers.
How does this all apply to us today? We
need to understand our world and what
makes it tick. We need therefore to understand
how it has come to be what it is, because
our past shapes the present. This includes
knowing about history that’s dishonourable
or unhappy, because that’s reality. Those
who don’t know their past are prone to the
influence of the unscrupulous and there
are plenty of such people active today.
For us to identify our culture, the
Western church, even our denomination,
exactly with the kingdom of God, is a mistake
and will lead to disappointment if not
disillusionment. God is not bound by
anything on earth, not even by the faithful
service of his faithful servants. After all, aren’t

even the best of us unprofitable servants?
The gates of Hades will not prevail over the
Lord’s church and we see this borne out
through history. Even the sad story of the
destruction of the church in North Africa
that began with the Vandal invasion of
Augustine’s time and has remained, largely,
to the present day, is part of God’s will.
God’s will is inscrutable and he will not be
cross-examined by us. Let’s leave Him up
to running the universe and ensure that we
serve him faithfully, each of us in our little
corner of the world, and he will reward us
in the age to come.
Notes
1 CD is the usual abbreviation for Civitas Dei, the
Latin name for the City of God.
2 Arians didn’t believe in the divinity of Jesus
Christ, while catholic Christians did. This
distinction is important for early church
history from the mid-fourth century onwards,
as there were outbreaks of violence between
the two parties.

Mr Josh Rogers is a member of the
Reformed Church in Pukekohe and
recently approved by the Auckland
Presbytery for theological studies.

Augustine: City of God, Book XIV, Chapter 28,
“The character of the two cities”
We see then that the two cities were created by two kinds of love: the earthly
city was created by self-love reaching the point of contempt for God, the Heavenly
City by the love of God carried as far as contempt of self. In fact, the earthly city
glories in itself, the Heavenly City glories in the Lord. The former looks for glory
from men, the latter finds its highest glory in God, the witness of a good conscience.
The earthly lifts up its head in its own glory, the Heavenly City says to its God:
‘My glory; you lift up my head’. In the former, the lust for domination lords it
over its princes as over the nations it subjugates; in the other both those put in
authority and those subject to them serve one another in love, the rulers by their
counsel, the subjects by obedience. The one city loves its own strength shown
in its powerful leaders; the other says to its God, ‘I will love you, my Lord, my
strength.’
Consequently, in the earthly city its wise men who live by men’s standards
have pursued the goods of the body or of their own mind, or of both. Or those
of them who were able to know God ‘did not honour him as God, nor did they
give thanks to him, but they dwindled into futility in their thoughts, and their
senseless heart was darkened: in asserting their wisdom’ – that is, exalting
themselves in their wisdom, under the domination of pride – ‘they became
foolish, and changed the glory of the imperishable God into an image representing
a perishable man, or birds or beasts or reptiles’ – for in the adoration of idols of
this kind they were either leaders or followers of the general public – ‘and they
worshipped and served created things instead of the Creator, who is blessed
forever.’(Rom 1, 21 ff) In the Heavenly City, on the other hand, man’s only
wisdom is the devotion which rightly worships the true God, and looks for its
reward in the fellowship of the saints, not only holy men but also holy angels,
‘so that God may be all in all’. (1 Cor 15,28)
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Christ and the city
PIETER VAN HUYSSTEEN

Man’s city versus God’s
city – the city motif that
runs through the Bible
Dear reader, those who read God’s Word
with a humble heart will be moved by its
rich blessings. There are thousands of
“gems” in God’s Word. One of these is the
city motif and how, with this city motif, the
Bible makes a life-and-death contrast
between the City of God and the City of
Man! And, seeing that this topic stretches
from Genesis to Revelation, it makes the
humble-hearted to again stand in awe of
the unity of the Scriptures – that, although
many human authors over nearly one
thousand five hundred years wrote the
different Bible books, these books give one
and the same message – affirmation that
all these human authors wrote under the
inspiration of one and the same God!
Now, because even the Christian is not
free from struggling against the pressures,
lures and temptations of the City of Man,
my prayer is that you, dear reader, will be
strengthened and encouraged to live the
life of a pilgrim – yes, of an exile – knowing
that whilst you and I are currently in the
City of Man, we are not of the City of Man,
but of the City of God; and that our lives
should show that!
I should also say that this is a very rich
topic – far too rich to present in an article
of 3,700 words. So, if you are moved to
know more about this topic, I strongly
suggest you get hold of The City of God and
the Goal of Creation, by T. Desmond
Alexander,1 a book without which I could
not have written this article.
Eden – the beginning of God’s
city
In Revelation 21:2 the Apostle John tells us
that he saw the holy city, new Jerusalem,
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coming down out of heaven from God,
made ready as a bride adorned for her
husband.
Well, here is something very significant,
for, you see, this holy city, this new
Jerusalem – its origins are already found in
Eden! You ask, “But what does Eden have
in common with God’s holy city of Rev.
21?” At least the following three things:
1. In both places the tree of life is found!
Yes, Gen. 2:16-17 tells us that the tree
of life stands in the middle of the Garden
of Eden. And what happens when God
expels Adam and Eve from Eden? He
deliberately prevents them from
accessing this life-giving tree (Gen. 3:2224). What about the New Jerusalem
and the tree of life? Well, Rev. 22:2 tells
us that the leaves of this very tree are
freely available for the healing of the
nations! Now, here is a striking thing!
You see, nowhere else does the Bible
mention this tree of life – just in Genesis
2 and 3, and in Revelation 22. So, what
is this saying? Well does this not say that
God’s City (the new Jerusalem) and
Eden are closely linked?
2. Only in Eden and the new Jerusalem
do God and human beings communicate
directly with each other, i.e., face-to-face!
What about the rest of Scripture? Well,
the rest of Scripture shows us an
alienation between God and human
beings. Yes, not even Moses was allowed
to see God’s face (Ex. 33:20-23). After
all, God’s face-to-face communication
with man was sadly broken when Adam
and Eve rejected God and were expelled
from Eden. But in the new Jerusalem
this relationship will be fully restored

when God, as was already His desire
from Eden – will dwell with man on
earth!
3. Both Eden and the new Jerusalem have
a life-giving river (Gen.2:10 and
Rev.22:1-2).
What does all this point to? Well, does
not this point to the fact that the new
Jerusalem is not a plan B of God – not a
novel idea in His mind, but that, from the
beginning, God has been working all things
toward His desire, i.e., to dwell in person
with human beings on earth?
Cain, Babel, Nimrod – the
beginning of man’s city
Because of Adam and Eve’s sin against God,
God drives them out of Eden – yes, out of
the place where He was dwelling with
them. But look, by His grace, God does not
remove what He has given them – the
capacity to rule and construct; yes, even to
construct cities!
Sadly, what does man without God now
do with these God-given gifts? Well, gradually
as human beings spread and fill the earth
with violence, they also aspire to build cities
of human pride. And the first city builder
whom the Bible mentions is Cain, the very
Cain who murdered his brother; yes, the
very Cain who was then cursed by God.
Gen. 4:17 tells us, “Cain … built a city, and
called the name of the city Enoch, after the
name of his son.” See where Cain puts the
emphasis? Cain glorifies his own offspring,
rather than the One who equipped him to
be a city builder.
Then we read (in Gen. 6:13) how God
tells Noah that He is going to make an end

to all flesh because they have filled the earth
with violence. And so, God sends the flood
by which He purges the earth and makes
a new beginning. However, sadly, people
continue to live in opposition to God.
Thus, we read (in Gen. 11:4) how, in
their pride, the people say, “Come, let us
build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose
top will reach into heaven, and let us make
for ourselves a name, otherwise we will be
scattered abroad over the face of the whole
earth.”
How shocking! From the start (Eden),
God’s desire has been to make the whole
earth His residence by filling it with holy
people. Yet, in contrast, the people of Babel
attempt to, on their terms and in their own
strength, access heaven; and also to defy
God’s command to fill the earth. So, what
shall we say about Babel? Well, that the
city of Babel epitomises the opposite of
what God desires. Thus, with right, some
have described Babel as the “prototypical
Godless city.”2 Babel typifies two different
characteristics of humanity: 1) the capacity
to achieve great things, and 2) the arrogance
of those who have turned away from God.
They use their city-building skills without
regard for the One who gifted them. Babel
typifies every proud human undertaking
that seeks to exalt the creature over the
Creator, and to govern himself without
reference to God.
Question: Which human being’s name
is linked with the building of this wicked
city, Babel? Well, it is Nimrod’s name –
Nimrod who is an offspring of Ham, Noah’s

accursed son (Gen.10:8). And Gen. 10:9
says about this Nimrod that “he was a
mighty hunter before the Lord …” Now,
“before the Lord” must be understood in
a negative sense – more like, “in the face
of God” and “against God.” After all, Nimrod
was a leading figure in the construction of
not only Babel (which, in the Hebrew
language, is spelled the same as Babylon!),
but also of the cities of Assyria (Gen.10:11
and Mic. 5:6). What is so significant about
that? Well, remember, was it not those very
same cities – cities of man – that, later on
in history, destroyed Israel and Judah, and
took God’s people in exile? By the way, do
you know what the name Nimrod means?
Well, here is how at least the Hebrew
mother-tongue speaker will have understood
it: “We will rebel!”3
What a bleak picture does Gen. 4-11
sketch! Sadly, Gen. 4-11 is not the last we
hear of Man’s City, epitomised by the name
Babylon!
However, in God’s amazing grace, He
remains committed to His original creation
plan! Yes, He graciously offers hope that,
someday, human beings will enjoy His
intimate presence in an expanded “Eden”
– yes, in His Holy City, the new Jerusalem!
Abraham – the new beginning of
God’s city
In God’s grace, He calls Abraham from
the pagan city of Ur – a city which was
not far from Babel/Babylon! So, with
Abraham, God begins a process that
eventually leads to the establishment of

Ancient Jerusalem as the city of God.
Now, here is a beautiful thing: Whereas
the people of Babel/Babylon wanted to
make a name for themselves, God promises
(in Gen. 12:2) to make Abraham’s name
great! Yes, Abraham’s descendants will
become a great nation. Also, the expectation
is that Abraham’s offspring will, in some
way, be part of the creating of the city of
God! But God’s words to Abraham are even
bigger, for His words reach a climax when
He tells Abraham that, through him, He
will bless all the nations of the earth.
Well, put yourself in Abraham’s sandals!
What was going through Abraham’s mind?
How could he leave his country and family
and go to an un-indicated place? Well, you
and I don’t need to wonder, for about two
thousand years after Abraham, the author
of Hebrews tells us what went through
Abraham’s mind (Heb. 11:8-16), “By faith
Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by
going out to a place which he was to receive
for an inheritance; and he went out, not
knowing where he was going. By faith … he
was looking for the city which has foundations,
whose architect and builder is God … .
All these died in faith, without receiving
the promises, but having seen them and
having welcomed them from a distance,
and having confessed that they were strangers
and exiles on the earth … But as it is, they
desire a better country, that is, a heavenly
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one. Therefore, God is not ashamed to be
called their God; for He has prepared a city
for them.”
See? See how, in faith, Abraham looked
forward to the creation of a city designed
and built by God? How about you and me?
Are we, too, looking forward to that city?
Well, Heb. 12:22 says more about that
city, i.e., that it is the “city of the living God”
and the “heavenly Jerusalem.” Now, of
course, the author of Hebrews knew that
no earthly city – not even Ancient Jerusalem
– could ever be that lasting city of God. So,
what does he say in Heb. 13:14? “For here
we do not have a lasting city, but we are
seeking the city which is to come.”
During the first 500-600 years that
followed Abraham, God did what He
promised Abraham. Yes, picking up on the
creation mandate, God multiplied
Abraham’s descendants so that they did
become fruitful and did fill the earth/land!
And God Himself did this – not Abraham
and Sarah in their own strength, for,
remember how Abraham and Sarah were
childless and in old age! God multiplied
Abraham (Ex. 1:7)! But now Abraham’s
children are in Egypt. And look what they
are doing there! Can you believe it!? While
God intended humanity to build a city where
He would dwell with them, the Egyptian
king conscripts the Israelites to build store
cities for his benefit!4 But, in His good time,
God delivered His people from that “dark”
task. And then, in their song of deliverance,
we hear them sing (in Ex. 15:17), “You will
bring them and plant them in the mountain
of Your inheritance, the place, O Lord, which
You have made for Your dwelling …”5
Beautiful Jerusalem – a pale
foreshadowing of God’s city
Look what significant stage God’s desire
now reaches! What desire? Well, His desire
(and eternal plan) to live with human beings
in an extended Eden-like city. Yes, look
what beautiful stage God’s eternal plan now
reaches when He gives the city of Jerusalem
to King David and to David’s son, Solomon,
to be God’s dwelling place on earth with
His people.
Firstly, consider how that city is not just
a city, but a temple city, and an elevated
and holy mountain city, as well as a royal
city where the K/king lives!6 Yes, remember
how it was not just King David who had his
residence in Jerusalem. No, King David’s
palace stood in the shadow of God’s “palace”
– the temple! And so, God dwelt among
His people on earth!
Now, what did this city of God mean
for God’s people? Well, God’s presence
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with them gave them enormous peace,
security and encouragement! And so, the
faithful ones among them would regularly
ascend to the city of God for worship and
fellowship.
And what would they sing about God
and about His temple city? Among others,
they would sing (Ps. 48:1-2), “Great is the
Lord, and greatly to be praised, in the city
of our God, His holy mountain. Beautiful in
elevation, the joy of the whole earth, is
Mount Zion in the far north, the city of the
great King”?7 And (Ps.84:1ff.), “How lovely
are Your dwelling places, O Lord of hosts!
My soul longed and even yearned for the
courts of the Lord; My heart and my flesh
sing for joy to the living God …”
Perhaps you ask, “But what about God’s
promise that His loved ones would also be
from the nations?” Well, although this
promise of God was going to be fulfilled at
a later stage, already now some psalms
made overtures to its fulfilment – so, e.g.,
Ps. 87:3-4, “Glorious things are spoken of
you, O city of God. Selah. I shall mention
Rahab (Egypt) and Babylon among those
who know Me; Behold, Philistia and Tyre
with Ethiopia: ‘This one was born
there.’ ”8Wonderful!
Sadly, even though Ancient Jerusalem
as the temple city of God was so beautiful,
she was but a dim foreshadowing of the
new Jerusalem – the ultimate city of God!
For look, this ancient city of Jerusalem –
city of David, and of Solomon, and all the
later kings – remained filled with the sins
of even the godliest of kings among them;
and filled with the sins of even the priests.
Yes, these all failed to keep their part of
God’s covenant with them! 9 Indeed,
shockingly (as Isa. 1:10 reveals), God’s city
had become no different to Sodom and
Gomorrah – man’s city! And so, as He once
did in the days of Noah, God decided to
purge His city and her people. Thus, we
have to emphasise: Jerusalem’s downfall
did not come about because of political or
military weakness, but due to divine
judgement!
God’s City destroyed by man’s
city – but there’s hope …!
For their sins, God purges His city. How?
Well, by raising up, as promised in Deut.
28:15-68, an enemy to come destroy
Jerusalem! Yet, look! Who could have
thought that, of all enemies, God would
allow – and even choose – Babylon, the
very epitome of the city of man, to come
destroy His own city!? And so, the
Babylonians came in stages! And they
destroyed the temple and city wall, and

deported most of her inhabitants to Babylon!
Unbelievable!
And God’s people wept – they couldn’t
sing the Lord’s song in a strange land (Ps.
137)!
But how beautiful: Already before this
destruction and exile, God, through the
prophet Isaiah, graciously gave His people
hope by promising a new Jerusalem.
(Granted, through all His prophets of the
eighth through to fifth century B.C. God
promised the restoration of His city.
However, because of time and word-count
restrictions, I will limit myself to Isaiah’s
prophecies – and even just some of these):
In Isa. 28:16 God promises a
cornerstone and sure foundation in Zion.
Of course, this is a reference to our Lord
Jesus Christ (cf. Mat. 21:42; Acts 4:11;
Rom. 9:33; 1 Pet. 2:6). Then, Isa. 11:1-5
promises a “shoot from Jesse’s stump …”
And Isa. 9:6-7 says, “For unto us a Child is
born.” And then it lists His names as,
“Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal
Father, Prince of Peace.” And He will rule
on the throne of David. And He will establish
justice and righteousness forever! Then Isa.
53 tells us that this ultimate Servant of the
Lord will restore God’s people with Him
by taking their sins upon Himself! And He
will restore sight to the blind and cause the
lame to walk (Isa. 35).Yet, He will not just
restore Israel to God! No, He will also bring
salvation to the nations (Isa. 49:5-6)! Surely,
the Spirit of the LORD will be upon Him
(Isa. 61:1; Luke 4:18ff.)! And surely, looking
at Isa. 65:17f., the prophet’s expectations
of the restored Jerusalem and this Servant
King are of a city that will far exceed in
magnitude and grandeur the city of preand post-exilic Jerusalem!10 And here is
more good news: God will, in turn, punish
ungodly Babylon for what she has done to
His city (Isa. 14:12-17).
Words of hope to God’s exiled people!
But what should God’s people’s hearts
be like – and how should they live – during
their times of hardship and exile? Well,
should they not, according to Jer. 29:4-7,
make that exile city their home and seek
her welfare, while all the time remembering,
“Although we are in this city, we are not of
this city!”? After all, remember, God’s desire
(and sure plan) is still to dwell on earth with
His loved ones. Thus, remember the words
of Habakkuk (in Hab.2:4), “The righteous
shall live by faith!”
The New Testament on God’s
city
The New Testament portrays our Lord Jesus
as both the Son of God and Son of David.

Christ’s death, resurrection and ascension
mark a new era in the history of the world.
Indeed, with these events God’s kingdom
was inaugurated, but further time has to
pass before God completely destroys man’s
city and all powers of evil; and before God
will construct His Holy City, the New
Jerusalem, on a renewed earth.
And here are a few vital ways in which
the New Testament portrays this New
Jerusalem: Firstly, that with Christ – and in
this life – the Jerusalem temple is replaced
by a spiritual temple, i.e., the church (all
God’s loved ones). This means that the city
of Jerusalem is no longer the sole location
on earth where God dwells with people.
Instead, wherever Christian communities
are formed, God may be found dwelling
in their midst through the Holy Spirit. So,
as someone has said so well, “In the Old
Testament God lived among His people;
in the New Testament He lives within
them.”11 And look, is this not what the
Apostle Paul says in Eph. 2:19:22, “So then
you are no longer strangers and aliens, but
you are fellow citizens with the saints, and
are of God’s household, having been built
on the foundation of the apostles and
prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the

corner stone, in whom the whole building,
being fitted together, is growing into a holy
temple in the Lord, in whom you also are
being built together into a dwelling of God
in the Spirit”?12 Now, does not this mean
that, as the temple of God, the church takes
its shape from Jesus Christ, the cornerstone?13
Where do we most poignantly see this
transition of God’s earthly residence from
the Jerusalem temple to the church? Well,
is it not at Pentecost – an event which
parallels closely those verses that describe
God’s presence filling the tabernacle (Ex.
40:34-35) and temple (1 Ki. 8:10-11; 2
Chron. 7:1-2)?
Thus, what does all this mean? It means
that the concept of a physical, holy templecity becomes a future hope (an end-time
expectation) rather than a present reality.
See why it should not come as a surprise
that the New Testament writers (HolySpirit-inspired as they are) do not look for
the reinstatement of Jerusalem as
temple-city prior to Christ’s return!? See
also why the New Testament portrays the
earthly city of Jerusalem in a negative way
(e.g., in Gal. 4:21-31)? Indeed, see why our
Lord Jesus, with tears in His eyes, predicted

the destruction of the temple (Mat.24)? And
look, does not the destruction of Jerusalem
in 70 A.D. confirm that God no longer
dwells in Jerusalem? And see why Jerusalem
after 70 A.D. can no longer claim to be the
city where God dwells?
Perhaps you ask, “But when will God
build the New Jerusalem?” Well, only at
the end of time on God’s recreated earth
(Rev.21:1ff.)! Until then, God’s dwelling
place on earth (His “city”) is in His church
– yes, in His loved ones. And until Christ’s
return, God’s loved ones will – like Abraham
of old – be looking forward to “a better
country,” a “heavenly one,” “the city that
has a foundation whose designer and builder
is God” (Heb. 11:8-16).
In symbolic language, Rev. 21-22 gives
details of what this city will look like. And,
among these, here is a very striking feature
of this city – i.e., that the proportions of this
city match those of the Most Holy Place in
the Jerusalem temple built by Solomon –
it is a cube! So, what is the significance of
that? Well, that John’s vision (Rev.21)
implies that the New Jerusalem in its
entirety is an enlarged Most Holy Place!
And so, for this reason, John sees no temple
in God’s eternal city! The whole city is a
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“temple;” yes, a sanctuary where God is
worshipped by every citizen!
And here, again, are those connections with
Eden: 1) the tree of life which yields fruit through
all seasons and whose leaves are for the healing
of the nations (Rev. 22:1-2); and 2) again, as
in Eden God dwells with people and
communicates face-to-face with them!
But here is a final word: In Revelation, the
New Jerusalem is contrasted with another city
– Babylon.14 And whereas the New Jerusalem
will be visibly seen only at Christ’s return,
Babylon is now visibly seen, but will then be
destroyed, whether she was Babel/Babylon of
ancient times, or Assyria, Persia, Greece, Rome
– all “Babylons” who oppressed God’s people
– or whether she was modern-day “Babylons”
which have been oppressing and persecuting
Christians.
Entrance to God’s City
Question: Do you desire to be in God’s City?
If so, then blessed are you if, meek and poor
in spirit,15 you receive Jesus Christ as the only
way to the Father, and in this way be born from
above.16
Notes
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978-1-4335-5574-9).
2 Alexander (ibid:25).
3 Nimrod ()דֹרְמִנ, a Qal Imperfect first person plural of
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is so characteristic that it can only have been given
by his contemporaries, and thus have become a
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Christ and the city
ANDREW DE VRIES

Living as Christians in
the Big Smoke

In an age of inclusiveness, some might
accuse Faith in Focus of losing the plot by
devoting an entire issue to cities. However,
I think it is a reasonable assumption that
most of our readers live either in or around
a city. The most recent data indicates that
a substantial 86.1% of our population lives
either in or around a major city. This is not
just a phenomenon here in NZ. One
commentator said that ‘Future historians
will record the twentieth century as that
century in which the whole world became
one immense city’. So it is clearly important
to think about what it means for us to live
out the Christian faith in an urban context
in which we dwell.
Whether you love your city, or hate your
city, it’s where Christ has placed you. In
some sense, being a Christian in a city, is

the same as being a Christian in a rural
setting. It involves being faithful to the Lord,
loving him with all your heart, and sharing
his love with others. However, each context
presents its unique opportunities and
challenges. This article will consider some
of the unique opportunities and challenges
of being a Christian in the ‘big smoke’.
One of the obvious features of city life
is that you are surrounded by people. I can
look from my kitchen window right into
my neighbours living room (not being creepy,
it’s just that our kitchen sink faces that
way!), I can hear when it’s lunch time at
my neighbours to the north, and I know
that my neighour two doors down is
mowing. People are everywhere, presenting
city dwellers with multiple contexts each
day where we can interact with other people.

We need to come to
understand the culture
and world view of the
nations that we want to
witness to.
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Our cities are dominated
today by a worldview
that stands opposed to
God.
The opportunity here is, that there is never
any shortage of contexts in which to share
the gospel.
Paul’s pattern in the book of Acts was
that ordinarily his mission work focused on
the proclamation of the gospel in cities.
When Paul started ministry in a new locality,
he would typically seek out Jews in order
to preach the gospel. Outside of Judea,
Jews typically lived in cities and set up
synagogues in those places. This is not to
say that Paul only cared about people in
cities. He cared for people wherever they
were found and would preach the gospel
in the city or in the village. However, it is
clear that mission works in cities gave him
the opportunity to share the gospel with a
wider audience. So the next time you are
stuck in traffic as you drive through your
city, instead of letting out a few imprecations
on the city planners, perhaps we should be
thanking the Lord for all these people we
have opportunity to witness to, and praying
that the Lord would open many hearts.
One of the challenges of having so many
different people to interact with on a daily
basis, is that it’s much harder to form
meaningful connections with people. There
is often a shallowness in many of our
relationships, which means having
meaningful conversations, and meaningful
gospel conversations, becomes more
difficult. One of the ways to overcome this
is to be selective in investing more heavily
in some relationships over others. Pick
which co-workers you’ll try and spend more
time with or go out to lunch with. Make it
a point to speak to the same cashier at the
supermarket, or to go the dog park at the
same time in order to connect with the
same people. Aim at cultivating a greater
depth in the relationships you already have.
Another wonderful opportunity that we
have as city dwelling Christians, is the offer
of community. Often people in rural areas
have lived on the same bit of dirt their family
has lived on for generations. They know
the intimate details of the family lives of
everyone around them and there is strong
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sense of community. This is not the case in
cities. Cities are often full of transient
populations, where connections between
people are weak, and where isolation and
loneliness are at pandemic levels. My
personal experience is that having moved
to Christchurch without any support
networks and without knowing anyone, it
was a rich blessing to have an instant church
community where I could find love and
support.
So here is the great opportunity that
churches have in cities. Most people are
actually hungering for the very thing we
have. A place where they can be known
and loved and supported. Many of us
underestimate what a rich blessing it is to
be part of a church community. The support
we receive from each other, the meals
when there’s an addition to the family,
people visiting and calling when you are
sick, just having people you can call on to
help out when you get stuck. The love that
we offer each other, despite all our
differences. This is something incredibly
attractive to those who don’t have this.
There are many ways we can invite
unbelievers to share in our communities,
from inviting them to worship, congregational meals, wedding services, church
picnics, or informal gatherings at our homes.
We can show them our attractive community
and speak of the one who has created it –
our Lord Jesus Christ.
One of the challenges in this area is that
we can be so heavily invested in our church
communities that we don’t have time to
draw other people into them. If I think back
to last week, I was investing five nights of
the week in the church community. I don’t
think I’m alone in having this problem. We
need to think about ways of de-cluttering
the church calendar so that we can invite
non-believers into our church communities.
One of the great blessings of the church
community is that we can witness together
to those who don’t know Christ. You might
not be able to answer the spiritual questions
your friend is asking, but someone in the
church community will love that kind of
stuff. The blessing of being part of a church
is that we can do evangelism together.
One of the features of urbanization is
that people groups from a variety of nations
move to cities. You only have to think about

Auckland to know how true this is. The
great missionary movement of the 19th
century focused on sending missionaries to
the nations that had not yet been reached.
But now, the nations are coming to us and
consequently as churches we have the
opportunity for urban mission to the nations.
In my experience, those who have come
from non-Western cultures are often more
open to discussing spiritual matters when
compared to your secular kiwi. Some have
no familiarity with Christianity at all and are
simply curious to find out what we believe.
Mission to the nations is now on the doorstep
of those who live in cities.
One of the challenges of urban mission
in our society, is that we still need to do
what a missionary going overseas would
do. We need to come to understand the
culture and world view of the nations that
we want to witness to. We don’t want to
give needless offense by being insensitive
to cultural mores, and we want to
understand the spiritual or philosophical
convictions that different people groups
might bring with them. This will allow us
to interact on a more meaningful level. We
also need to militate against the idea that
a missionary is set apart and sent off to some
distant land to do work on our behalf. We
don’t outsource mission to the experts in
an urban context. We need to be ready to
witness in the places the Lord has put us.
One of the great opportunities we
presently have as Christians in the city, is
that we stand out. Our cities are dominated
today by a worldview that stands opposed
to God. We see this in the legislation that
is being proposed in parliament (abortion,
hate speech, conversion therapy), in the
ungodly shows and movies that pass for
entertainment today, and in the morality
that our culture had adopted. I’m not
suggesting this doesn’t happen in rural areas,
but the clash between the kingdom of Jesus
Christ and the kingdom of this world becomes
much more apparent in our cities. So as
we live distinctly Christian lives in this culture,
we don’t blend in very well. We are the
salt and the light. And the great thing about
this is, the darker our culture gets, the
brighter we can shine. And so it becomes
our prayer for our cities, that our light shines
before others, that they may see our good
works and give glory to our Father who is
in heaven (Matt 5:16).
Mr Andrew de Vries is a minister of
the Reformed Church of Bishopdale.
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The Forgotten Reformer:
Oecolampadius, a light to the
Church in dark times
BEN NELSON

T

he year was 1531. As autumn darkened into winter, prospects for the
Reformation in Switzerland looked
grim. Within a month, two of its leaders were
dead: the rugged and charismatic Huldrych
Zwingli, reformer of Zurich, slain on the
battlefield at the age of 47; and the gentler,
more scholarly Johannes Oecolampadius,
leading pastor in the city of Basel, who had
sickened and died at 49. With Zurich’s
defeat and the death of these men, the
evangelicals were in retreat.
Yet the cause would survive and prosper
under new leaders such as Heinrich Bullinger
and Jean Calvin. Zwingli’s legacy would be
preserved, his legacy re-cast in a heroic
mould. But what of Oecolampadius? One of
the leading Hebrew scholars of his day, an
outstanding biblical commentator and
reformer of a prominent city, yet his name is
largely unknown outside specialist circles and
the great bulk of his work has never been
translated into English. Who was this forgotten reformer?
His name may partly be to blame! It is a
Greek translation of his German surname,
Huszgen, which means “house-lamp”.
Johannes followed the fashion of the time
for scholars to re-name themselves in the
languages of the learned. Certainly, the
“light” of learning was his guiding star for
much of his career.
Born in 1482 (a year before Luther)
in southern Germany, he pursued

Faith in Focus

13

academic studies at Heidelberg and Tubingen. He shares
with Luther the distinction of being one of the few early
reformers academically trained in theology. Languages
and the works of antiquity were his first interest. He surpassed most in his generation to gain the rare distinction
of being an expert in all three sacred languages – Greek,
Latin and Hebrew. Hence the name tells us much of the
man.
His zeal for learning was not simply academic. His
first introduction to Basel was in 1515 as Hebrew assistant to the great Erasmus, labouring on his edition of the
Greek New Testament, and he shared Erasmus’ passion
for the reform of the church through a return to the
simple “philosophy of Christ”. Basel boasted Switzerland’s greatest university and the finest printing houses
north of the Alps, and Oecolampadius could share in the
interests of a wider scholarly circle in the interpretation of
Scripture, especially the Old Testament and its application to the purifying of both church and state.
However, the blend Erasmus offered of cosmopolitan
scholarship and urbane moralism would not satisfy Oecolampadius for long, as his sympathies became more
evangelical. Already by 1510 he was preaching on justification by faith alone, and even as Luther’s early works
were spreading through Europe he was engaged in evangelical ministry in Augsburg from 1518 to 1520. In contrast to Luther, his deepening convictions drove him in
1520 into a monastery, where he could reflect and study
undisturbed.
He was never simply an acolyte of Luther: with his
own scholarship and with early church fathers such as
Chrysostom as his guides, he would be one of the earliest
to pursue conclusions that would eventually characterise
the Reformed stream of the Reformation. Both Luther
and Erasmus would count him as an opponent.
Take, for example, his view of worship, especially the
Lord’s Supper. In 1523, as Luther was advancing his own
cautious liturgical alterations, Oecolampadius drafted a
revolutionary new liturgy, possibly the first attempt to
transform the Roman Mass into an evangelical service.
Later, in 1525, he would publish his most controversial
treatise, On the Genuine Meaning of the Lord’s words:
This is my Body, an erudite critique of the notion that
Christ’s body and blood were physically present in the
Sacrament.
Though this view is considered “Zwinglian”, in many
ways it was Oecolampadius who did the theological
heavy-lifting, drawing on his extensive labours in exegesis
and study of the Fathers. In fact, his views foreshadow
those of Calvin, with his emphasis on Christ’s physical
presence in heaven after the ascension, and our spiritual
communion with Him through the Supper.
Meanwhile, Oecolampadius was back in Basel, lecturing, preaching and debating. Hundreds would gather
for his lectures, ordinary townsfolk as well as clergy and
students. He wears his learning lightly in his commentaries, which are clear and succinct. 1523 saw a landmark series on Isaiah. Once again a trailblazer, this series
outlines the covenant theology later so characteristic of
the Reformed faith. He found in the testament of Christ –
His finished work on the cross – the unifying foundation
of all biblical covenants, Moses as well as Abraham. He

14

Faith in Focus

could not accept Luther’s sharp divide between law and
gospel, for the law could never be fulfilled except
through the gospel, and the final purpose of the gospel
was not simply justification but also the writing of the law
on the hearts of God’s people.
For Oecolampadius, this law was therefore the law of
the Spirit. Here, he did observe a distinction between
Moses and the testament of Christ, but only when considered externally. Commenting on Hebrews 7:18-19, he
said, “Those who know only the law, neglecting the law of
faith and the Spirit, have not been made perfect … Do
you see rejection of the law here? Yes, but only of external
ceremonies … however beautiful the body, it is a corpse if
the Spirit is lacking; so all works, no matter how commendable to sight, perish if the vivifying Spirit is not in
them.” The Holy Spirit is the great interest of Oecolampadius: in the Supper, in worship and especially in the
new life of Christ’s church. In this he foreshadows Calvin
once again.
Oecolampadius was a gentler man than a Luther or a
Zwingli. Rank abuse was not his strong suit. Though outraged by the Roman Mass, he can bring himself to pray
for its defenders, “that the Lord would see fit to open
their eyes and disperse the fog of error”. He was a
teacher and preacher foremost.
Yet tumultuous events surrounded him. Agitation and
street riots would eventually push the city council to
open several of the city’s churches for evangelical worship in 1527. The same year saw him take the radical
step of marrying Wibrandis Rosenblatt, with whom he
would have three children (she would go on to marry
two other reformers after Oecolampadius’ death: his
friend Wolfgang Capito, and then the famous reformer of
Strasbourg, Martin Bucer). His firm alliance with Zwingli
would lead him to a disputation in Bern that would
establish reformation there, and, most fatefully, to the
great Marburg Colloquy between the Lutherans and the
Swiss Reformers in 1529. Hence Oecolampadius, along
with Zwingli, was the object of Luther’s attacks on the
Swiss teaching that there was no physical presence of
Christ in the Supper.
It was only now that the Reformation was officially
established at Basel, and Oecolampadius would see its
progress for a few short years. The city’s printing presses
churned out his commentaries and his catechism, his
proposals for the reformation of church government as
well as of public worship. But the pall of division and military threat hung over these years. Even news of his death
in 1531 was poisoned by vicious rumours of suicide, and
Luther regarded it as God’s judgment – an attack of the
devil to snatch away his life. Yet we owe much to the
labours of Johannes Oecolampadius, whose work was so
extensive and yet has attracted far too little recognition.
Under God, we owe to men like him, and not simply the
leading names such as Calvin or Luther, the foundations
of our Reformed and evangelical heritage.
Mr Ben Nelson is a PhD candidate at PTC, studying
Oecolampadius.
Australian Presbyterian. Used with permission

The Privilege of Worship
BY CORNELIS VAN DAM

The entire worship
service is conducted
in God’s presence
with the proclamation
of his Word as the
central focus

Every Lord’s Day, millions of Christians defy
their civil authorities and gather together
to worship in obedience to the King of
kings. Why is it that those in repressive
Communist and Islamic regimes risk all to
gather together to praise God and listen to
his Word?
Why do fewer and fewer people go to
church in the free Western world with its
rich Christian heritage? Why does there
appear to be a developing trend in orthodox
Reformed churches, including “our”
churches, that fewer are attending the
second service? What is going on?
An important part of the answer seems
to be that people in anti-Christian regimes
may have a greater appreciation for the
awesome privilege that gathering with God’s
people to worship entails.

Worship is meeting God
To worship is to come before God with
thanksgiving and praise. “Let us come
before him with thanksgiving and extol him
with music and song ... Come, let us bow
down in worship, let us kneel before the
LORD our Maker; for he is our God and we
are the people of his pasture, the flock
under his care” (Ps 95:2, 6-7). If this was
true of the old dispensation, how much
more today when God has come to his
people in the Spirit on the basis of Christ’s
work of redemption. Small wonder that
God’s Word enjoins us: “Let us not give up
meeting together, as some are in the habit
of doing” (Heb 10:25). This meeting together
is described in terms of worship and
entering the Most Holy Place by the blood
of Jesus (v. 19). Indeed, there is the
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Worship
By H24X

Dear God and Father, glorious King
Now in church Your praise I sing
Enjoying being with Your people
In this church, with no steeple
We celebrate Lord’s supper today
Remember it was Christ that paid
For my salvation His blood was shed
Raised me to life, once I was dead
This bread and wine help me to see
What it was You did for me
It is so good to have this rest
And in worship to be blessed
In your precious name I pray
Once again on this Your day.
Amen
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exhortation: “Let us draw near to God!”
(v. 22)
It is not by chance that when we
come together for worship and have
expressed our trust and dependency
on God, then it is God himself who
greets us in his presence through the
mouth of his servant, the minister of
the gospel. “Grace and peace to you
from God our Father and the Lord
Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 1:3). And our
worship ends by God sending us on
our way with that wonderful blessing
of Numbers 6. “The LORD bless you
and keep you; the LORD make his face
shine upon you and be gracious to you;
the LORD turn his face toward you and
give you peace.” So God puts his Name
on his people and blesses them (Num
6:27)! The second service ends just as
spectacularly: “May the grace of the
Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God,
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit
be with you all” (2 Cor 13:14). The
entire worship service is conducted in
God’s presence with the proclamation
of his Word as the central focus. So
obvious should it be that God is the
centre of everything and that he is
present in our worship that if an
unbeliever should walk in “he will fall
down and worship God, exclaiming,
‘God is really among you!’” (1 Cor
14:25)
Because of God’s presence, one
needs to prepare oneself to meet God
who is holy. This preparation includes
getting our minds ready to meet God.
After all, God’s holiness stands in stark
contrast to our unworthiness and sin
and so we can only enter into worship
with a contrite heart (cf. Ps 51:17; 6:15). Preparing for church also includes
making decisions about what to wear
so that one is suitably attired both to
appear before God and to be within
the holy congregation. Surely nothing
but our very best is to be reserved for
Sunday dress! Furthermore, nothing in
what we wear should detract from the
focus that we or our neighbour has on
the worship. Once in church, to be
silent and in awe of God is most
appropriate when waiting for the service
to begin (cf. Hab 2:20).
What a privilege that sinful people
can appear before God in holy worship!
What evidence of his grace and mercy
that the way is opened to the Most
Holy Place by the blood of Jesus (Heb
10:19)! Small wonder that millions
brave persecution and oppression

seeking every opportunity to meet
together every Lord’s Day in secret,
trusting God whom they worship with
joy and gratitude.
But in the West, attendance for
worship declines and in our own circles
we hear the question more frequently:
“Do we have to go to church twice a
Sunday? There is no biblical mandate
for that so why should we go twice?”
The second service
To say that there is no biblical warrant
for a second service is saying too much
too quickly. In Old Testament times
there was a pattern of morning and
evening worship. This is evident from
the need to bring offerings to God both
at the beginning and end of the day
(Num 28:1-10). A Song for the
Sabbath, Psalm 92, reflects this pattern
when it jubilates: “It is good to praise
the LORD and make music to your
name, O Most High, to proclaim your
love in the morning a n d y o u r
faithfulness at night (vv. 1-2; my
emphasis). Not surprisingly, the New
Testament church also worshipped in
the evening of the first day of the week
(Acts 20:7).
The entire Lord’s Day is to be a holy
day of rest and worship. Having two
services dominate the day enhances
that characterization and helps make
it a reality. These services as it were
frame the day and set its tone. The
Lord’s Day is a holy day. It is sacred
time in which we have the privilege of
focusing especially on the Lord and his
work for us in Jesus Christ. And what
a blessing such a time is! It nurtures our
faith and enables us to grow stronger
as Christians so that we are better
equipped to resist the temptations of
the world. By honouring the Lord’s Day
we make use of the means of grace:
the preaching of the gospel and the
use of the sacraments. We need those
means to build up our faith so that we
can be true to our God for as Christians
we live in a very hostile environment.
It is not for nothing that those who have
been set over us call us to Sunday
worship. They know it is necessary for
the well-being of our souls (cf. Heb
13:17).
But ultimately answering objections
and convincing someone on an
intellectual basis that a second service
is in line with Scripture is not sufficient.
Would a thankful Christian not want
to worship at every opportunity? Is the

Sunday not the Lord’s Day and should we
not take every opportunity to be in his
presence!? Is being satisfied with only one
service when two are available not
ultimately insulting to the Lord who has
loved us in unfathomable ways and wants
to meet with his people? Surely neglecting
a second opportunity for worship is not a
sign of progress but rather of underestimating the privilege and importance of
communal worship. This is particularly so
when one contrasts this development with
the devotion of millions of God’s children
who risk much just to attend worship in
parts of the world where civil governments
prohibit or discourage it.
The real issue
“Why do we have to go to church twice”
is the wrong question and shows that the
significance of the worship service is not
understood. To go to church is a privilege
of God’s grace. He addresses us there and
gives us his blessing. Would any child of
God want to miss such an opportunity?
Elsewhere Christians risk much for the
privilege. Would we do less? If you have
tasted something of God’s grace and mercy
in your life, would you really want to miss
being in his presence with his congregation
to thank, praise, and worship him?!
Furthermore, if Christ so loved the
church that he gave himself up for her (Eph
5:25), would we not want to spend as much
time as possible with his bride, the church,
in worship and so show our love to our
Saviour?
The principle of Isaiah 58 still holds. “If
you keep your feet from breaking the
Sabbath and from doing as you please on
my holy day, if you call the Sabbath a delight
and the LORD’s holy day honourable, and
if you honour it by not going your own way
and not doing as you please or speaking
idle words, then you will find your joy in
the LORD” (vv. 13-14). The Lord’s Day
properly used gives us a foretaste of the
eternal joy to come in God’s presence. As
our Catechism puts it, we may “so begin
in this life the eternal sabbath” (HC, Q/A
103).
Dr. Cornelis Van Dam is professor
emeritus of Old Testament at the
Canadian Reformed Theological
Seminary in Hamilton, Ontario
cvandam@canrc.org
First published in Clarion Volume 61,
No. 24, November 23, 2012.
Used with permission.

Focus on faith

Authentic Religion
by J.C Ryle
(1) If you want to know whether your
religion is authentic, try it by “the place
it occupies” in your inner man. It is not
enough that it is in your “head.” You
may know the truth, and assent to the
truth, and believe the truth, and yet be
wrong in God’s sight. It is not enough
that it is on your “lips.” You may say
“Amen” to public prayer in church, and
yet have nothing more than an outward
religion. It is not enough that it is in your
“feelings.” You may weep under
preaching one day, and be lifted to the
third heaven by joyous excitement
another day, and yet be dead to God.
Your religion, if it is authentic, and given
by the Holy Spirit, must be in your heart.
It must hold the reins. It must sway the
affections. It must lead the will. It must
direct the tastes. It must influence the
choices and decisions. It must fill the
deepest, lowest, inmost seat in your
soul. Is this your religion? If not, you
may have good reason to doubt whether
it is “authentic” and true. (Acts 8:21;
Romans 10:10)
(2) If you want to know whether your
religion is authentic, try it by the
“feelings towards sin” which it produces.
The Christianity which is from the Holy
Spirit will always have a very deep view
of the sinfulness of sin. It will not merely
regard sin as a blemish and misfortune,
which makes men and women objects
of pity, and compassion. It will see in
sin the abominable thing which God
hates, the thing which makes man guilty
and lost in his Maker’s sight, the thing
which deserves God’s wrath and
condemnation. It will look on sin as the
cause of all sorrow and unhappiness, of
strife and wars, of quarrels and
contentions, of sickness and death – the
curse which cursed God’s beautiful
creation, the cursed thing which makes
the whole earth groan and struggle in
pain. Above all, it will see in sin the thing
which will ruin us eternally, unless we
can find a ransom, – lead us captive,

except we can get its chains broken, –
and destroy our happiness, both here
and hereafter, except we fight against
it, even unto death. Is this your religion?
Are these your feelings about sin? If not,
you should doubt whether your religion
is “authentic.”
(3) If you want to know whether your
religion is authentic, try it by the
“feelings toward Christ” which it
produces. Nominal religion may believe
that such a person as Christ existed, and
was a great helper to mankind. It may
show Him some external respect, attend
the celebration of the Lord’s Supper,
and bow the head at His name. But it
will go no further. Authentic religion
will make a man glory in Christ, as the
Redeemer, the Deliverer, the Priest, the
Friend, without whom he would have
no hope at all. It will produce confidence
in Him, love towards Him delight in
Him, comfort in Him, as the mediator,
the food, the light, the life, the peace
of the soul. Is this your religion? Do you
know anything of feelings like these
toward Jesus Christ? If not, you have
every reason to doubt whether your
religion is “authentic.”
I offer it to all who feel pricked in
their conscience by the subject of this
paper. I advise them to cease from all
dawdling and playing with religion, and
to become honest, wholehearted
followers of the Lord Jesus Christ. Cry
out without delay to the Lord Jesus, and
ask Him to become your Saviour, your
Physician, your Priest, and your Friend.
Let not the thought of your unworthiness
keep you away: do not let the
remembrance of your sins prevent your
petition. Never, never forget that Christ
can cleanse you from any quantity of
sins, if you only commit your soul to
Him. But one thing He does ask of those
who come to Him: He asks them to be
authentic, honest, and true.
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Focus on the Christian life
EMILY MAURITS

Thomas Clarkson:
a man willing to
change
Moving a dinner plan forward, changing
your coffee order, swapping shirts just
before you rush out the door – we change
our minds all the time. But what drives us
to change our lives? What drives us to
return the engagement ring, buy the plane
ticket, or swap careers?
Thomas Clarkson was a six-foot tall,
red-headed Englishman, who risked life
and sanity to ensure the freedom of African
slaves in the 19th century. While William
Wilberforce and his fellow MPs were the
spearhead of the fight for abolition
amongst the aristocracy, Clarkson spent
years interviewing sailors, debating in
pubs, and influencing public opinion.
When the abolition bill was passed in
1807, the landscape of the 19th century
was altered forever. This is largely because
Thomas Clarkson was a man willing to
change.
Although he published two volumes
on the history of abolition, Clarkson wrote
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little about himself, and so we don’t know
how he came to put his faith in Christ.
What we do know is that after being raised
in a Christian family, 1785 found him at
Cambridge, working towards ordination
in the Anglican Church. He was a
dedicated and hardworking scholar, and
having won the Latin essay competition
in his undergraduate degree, was
determined to win the second senior prize.
No one had ever won both Latin prizes,
and so Clarkson embarked on his venture
with the knowledge that winning would
set him on track for a brilliant academic
career in the established church. Little did
he know that the question that year would
derail his plans entirely.
Anne liceat invitos in servitutem dare?
– Is it right to make slaves of others against
their will? As Clarkson began feverishly
collecting evidence in the two months
prior to the competition, he soon became
convinced that the only answer a believer
could give was ‘no’. After winning the
competition, Clarkson heard a still, small
voice beneath the resounding
congratulations. It asked him to act on
this newfound knowledge; to live out his
answer to this very important question.
If the slave trade really did tear apart
thousands of families each year; if it really
did rob individuals made in the image of
God of their liberty; if children as young
as 18 months really were whipped and
chained in the holds of over-crowded
ships, then someone had to do something
– of this Clarkson was convinced. But did
it have to be him? While completing his
Masters degree, he spent long hours
walking and wrestling with his conscience
and his God. He published his essay and
met several fervent abolitionists, but most
of them were Quakers, minority voices,
and already busy with other
responsibilities.
By comparison, Clarkson was young,
single and free. He was also ignorant of
politics, lacked friends in high places, and
wasn’t ready to give up his ambition or
disappoint his family’s expectations of a
stable, even illustrious church career.
While this logic prevailed during daytime
hours, at night Clarkson was confronted
by visions of the slaves whose horrific
stories he’d transcribed in prize-winning

Latin. In the darkness he saw the darkness
of sin, and wept.
Nevertheless, when Clarkson finally
made the decision to cast off his dreams
of success and honour, and dedicate his
entire life, health and wealth to the
abolition of slavery, the action was not
the weak capitulation of a haunted man.
Neither was it the decision of one hopeful
of success. Clarkson was well aware that
slavery was an economic and social
monolith, and the livelihood of many
rested upon its existence. No, Thomas
Clarkson changed his mind for one very
simple reason: He believed in God.
I yielded, not because I saw any
reasonable prospect of success … but in
obedience, I believe, to a higher Power …
Him, I mean, who gave me a heart to feel
– who gave me courage to begin – and
perseverance to proceed.
People would soon compare his earnest
denunciations of slavery to Paul preaching
in Ephesus, but Clarkson’s strength lay in
his dogged collection of evidence,
witnesses, and petitions. His life before
1807 is a hair-raising collection of narrow
escapes from furious slavery-supporters;
last minute deliveries of witnesses to
Parliament; long meetings and early
morning conferences. He traveled the
equivalent of the length and breadth of
Australia on horseback and took multiple
trips to France in attempts to influence
European leaders. When it came to the
problem of slavery, Clarkson had the entire
world in his view. A passionate man,
quickly moved by the sufferings of others,
he was impatient with etiquette, incredibly
persistent, and believed in doing a job
well. Yet his desire for world-wide abolition
was also the result of a reality we too carry
in our hearts. He believed, like us, in a
God of justice who loves people – regardless
of skin colour, socio-economic status or
geographical location.
In the service of this God, Clarkson
was a man willing to change not just his
career trajectory, but his very self. While
many would happily describe him as a
brave man, Clarkson never thought of
himself as such. His history of the abolition
is replete with descriptions of him shaking
with fear, and he firmly ascribes any
courage to God’s equipping. He writes of

how he visited William Wilberforce in
1787 to ask the rising evangelical MP
to represent abolition in Parliament,
and left without broaching the topic,
overwhelmed by the task. His second
attempt was far more successful, and
he went on to approach the Tsar of
Russia; travel to France during the
revolution; and speak to over 5 000
people at an international abolitionist
convention.
Just as he was prepared to learn
courage by stepping out in faith,
Clarkson also chose to learn patience
and tact, skills necessary for questioning
nervous witnesses. Naturally blunt and
straightforward, Clarkson lovingly
learnt to take the kinder, more
circuitous route when it came to
collecting testimonies. He engaged in
small talk and memorised 145
questions so he did not need to refer
to any papers during conversation.
Lastly, Clarkson learnt moderation and
how to take care of himself and others
after suffering from a nervous
breakdown. For someone who has
been physically invincible, it takes
humility to ask for help from friends,
but Clarkson was a man who trusted
God enough to adjust his expectations.
It is easy to be rigid about plans
and goals, about who we are or what
we are capable of. Being open to
changing your life requires terrifying
vulnerability. In many ways the rise of
individualism encourages us to cling
to dreams or personality traits with
almost religious devotion. Yet behind
every great achievement in Christian
history are men and women who have
chosen to see the world through the
eyes of God; to act on what they have
seen; and most of all, to hold their
futures and themselves lightly. Thomas
Clarkson was one of them, and today
we live in the legacy of his obedience.
Emily Maurits is an Australian writer
and blogger and author of a new
biography of Thomas Clarkson for
children, Thomas Clarkson: The
Giant With One Idea.
Originally published in Australian
Presbyterian. Used with permission.
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Born Again
by Charles Colson
Reviewed by John A Haverland
This book is the autobiographical account
of the conversion of Charles Colson, who
was the special counsel to President
Richard Nixon prior to the infamous
Watergate trials in the USA in 1973. This
book by Colson was first published in
1976. In that same year a movie was
produced titled All the Presidents Men
which followed two reporters who
investigated the Watergate scandal. I
remember watching that movie as a
young man, and a few years later read
this biography by Colson. That was about
40 years ago (I’m really showing my age
now!)
Earlier this year I wrote an article for
Faith in Focus on the life of C S Lewis.1
During my research I was reminded that
Lewis’ book Mere Christianity was
instrumental in the conversion of Colson.
This triggered my memory of the account
of Colson’s conversion, and I decided to
read it again. I was not disappointed.
Colson was a brilliant man who trained
as a lawyer. He was a Republican in
political affiliation and was employed by
the Nixon administration. These were the
tumultuous years of the involvement of
the U.S.A. in Vietnam. Many Americans
opposed the deployment of their soldiers
in this war and protested against this.
Colson, however, was fiercely loyal to the
President. He joked that he would even
walk over his grandmother to support the
President, a statement that many took
seriously.
The first quarter of this book follows
the politics of the time and the growing
concerns about Watergate.2 This is the
name given to all the illegal activities
conducted by members of the Nixon
administration in the early 1970s. This
included breaking into the Democratic
National Committee headquarters, located
in the Watergate Office Building at
Washington, D.C. Nixon also ordered
investigations of activist groups and key
political figures. During the Watergate
trials witnesses testified that the president
had approved a cover up of the
involvement of his administration in the

break-in. It also came to light that there
was a voice-activated taping system in the
Oval Office.
As the questions and investigation
about Watergate increased Colson
stepped back from politics and returned
to his law practice. He was struggling with
weariness, emptiness, and malaise. One
day he met Tom Phillips, who was an
important client and a successful and
wealthy businessman, Tom had recently
become a Christian. When they met
together for business Colson noticed the
change in the life of Tom Phillips. They
talked about this briefly. Some five
months later Colson was in Boston for a
holiday with his wife. He arranged to visit
Tom on his own. During the evening Tom
described his conversion and suggested
Colson read Mere Christianity by C S
Lewis. Colson borrowed the book and
read it that week, jotting down notes as
he was reading. As he began he wondered
if Lewis would approach God in an
intuitive and emotional way. He wrote,
“I found myself instead face-to-face with
an intellect so disciplined, so lucid, so
relentlessly logical that I could only be
grateful I had never faced him in a court
of law.”3 As he continued to read he
became convinced that Jesus Christ is
God. “Once faced with the staggering
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proposition that he is God, I was cornered.
All avenues of retreat blocked.”4 Early on
that Friday morning he prayed, “Lord Jesus,
I believe in you. I accept you. Please come
into my life. I commit it to you.”5
Tom Phillips put him in touch with a
Christian friend, who then introduced him
to Senator Harold Hughes. From these
friendships he was introduced to two more
Christian men. These four became good
friends and brothers in Christ and they
supported him through the many trials and
difficulties that were to come.
Colson’s conversion became very public
and was much discussed in the newspapers
and on television shows. Many were very
sceptical. “The Boston Globe in a lead
editorial entitled ‘Amen Brother’ recited
every real and imagined Colson misdeed
and concluded: ‘If Mr Colson can repent
of his sins, there just has to be hope for
everybody’.” 6 Other reporters and
commentators were more sympathetic. The

widespread news coverage “resulted in a
powerful public testimony for Christ... Large
bundles of letters began to arrive in my
office... Almost without exception the letters
spoke of prayers that were offered for me,
of the writer’s excitement over one person
finding Christ, of Christian love... All of them
praised God.”7
Colson was put on trial for his involvement
in the Nixon administration and his links to
Watergate and was sentenced to one to
three years imprisonment. Chapters 20-27
describe his time in prison – the threats,
isolation, fights between prisoners, tensions,
disappointments, and his learning to trust
and obey God.8 Colson sought and found
fellowship with other Christians. A group
of four men met each evening to pray. On
Sunday in a prison church service he gave
his testimony. During his time in prison he
began making notes for this book. He was
in prison for seven months and then was
released. After his release he began a

ministry to prisoners which became the
Christian organisation, Prison Ministry. For
the rest of his life he was a strong advocate
for prison reform and has written many
books. He died on the 21st April 2012.
There are many fine books of Christian
autobiography, and this is one of them.
Although written more than four decades
ago it is a compelling, encouraging, and
inspiring read. I commend it to you.

The City of God and the goal of
Creation
by T Desmond Alexander
crossway.org

each other’s presence, living together in
perfect harmony.

Notes
1 Faith in Focus March 2021
2 If you are not interested in American politics
you could skip all this and begin reading at
chapter 8.
3 Born Again by Charles Colson, p.133, chapter 9
4 ibid. p. 138
5 ibid. p. 142
6 ibid. p. 182
7 ibid. p 186
8 Some of us in the Pukekohe Reformed Church
have visited prisoners in Springhill Prison and
have seen and heard similar stories firsthand
from those we were visiting.

A review

What is the City of God?
The apostle John’s vision of a gigantic, golden
city brings the book of Revelation to a
dramatic conclusion. The vision recorded
in Revelation 21:1-22:5 forms the climax
to a series of amazing visions that reveal
through rich imagery God’s plans for
humanity and the world. The descent of
this extraordinary city from heaven to earth
marks the goal of God’s creative and
redemptive activity.
John’s vision of the city abounds with
imagery drawn from the rest of Scripture.
Elements of the Garden of Eden reappear
in Revelation 21-22, especially the tree of
life (Rev. 22:2; Gen. 2:9; 3:22-24).
Importantly, in New Jerusalem the
consequences of Adam and Eve’s expulsion
from Eden are fully reversed. People are
no longer barred from eating of the tree’s
life-renewing fruit. God and humans enjoy
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God’s original plan
The creation of New Jerusalem does not
occur as an unexpected development, a
belated after-thought in the mind of God.
On the contrary, from the very beginning
of creation, God intended that people,
made in his image, should inhabit with him
an earthly city.
When creating them, God instilled within
people an innate desire to be city-builders.
This expectation, which permeates the
whole of Scripture, is reflected in the process
by which God patiently and graciously
redeems humanity from their enslavement
to the powers of evil. Much of this process
centers on the atoning sacrifice of Jesus
Christ, who ransoms from death all who
trust in him. Jesus Christ’s activity is
intimately linked to the creation of New
Jerusalem.
As the definitive Davidic king, Jesus
Christ’s role as city-builder is prefigured by
his royal ancestors, especially David and
Solomon, who established ancient Jerusalem

as God’s temple-city. With good reason,
the city of David foreshadows New
Jerusalem, but the latter far exceeds the
former in size and splendor.
We are city-builders
When creating them, God instilled within
people an innate desire to be city-builders.
This inclination to live in community is not
lost when Adam and Eve are expelled from
the Garden of Eden for disobeying God.
The author of Genesis notes briefly that
Cain began the construction of a city, which
he names after his son Enoch (Gen. 4:17).
Later, in Genesis 11, the account of the
building of Babel has an ominous feel, as
the earth’s population joins together to
create a city that will define their existence,
standing in opposition to God. This city,
which is the antithesis of the earthly metropolis
that God desires to create, is called Babel,
the Hebrew name for Babylon.
Throughout Scripture, Babylon
symbolizes humanity’s rejection of and
antagonism towards God’s sovereignty. The
citizens of Babylon yearn for absolute
autonomy so that they alone may determine
their own future. In doing so, they
arrogantly dismiss their true status as Godcreated and God-dependent beings. In the
book of Revelation, ‘Babylon’ exists today
in contrast to the New Jerusalem that is yet
to come (cf Rev. 17:1-18:24 with Rev. 21:122:5).
A God-built city
Against the background of Babel, God
initiates through the patriarchs Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob a process to reclaim the
earth from the impact of human corruption,
with the aim of creating a city where he
will dwell with redeemed people from every
nation, tribe and language. In anticipation
of this goal, and by way of foreshadowing
it, God redeems unjustly enslaved Israelites
from the grasp of a despotic, Egyptian tyrant
so that they may dwell with him in his holy
city. After God miraculously rescues them
from a ferocious assault by Egyptian
charioteers, the Israelites anticipate their
future with God, when they sing:
You will bring them in and plant them on
your own mountain, the place, O Lord,
which you have made for your abode, the
sanctuary, O Lord, which your hands have
established (Exod. 15:17).
This prediction is partially fulfilled after
David captures Jerusalem from the Jebusites
(2 Sam. 5:6-10), establishing the city as the
capital of the territory promised by God to
the patriarchs. At Jerusalem, on Mount
Zion, Solomon constructs a temple to house

the ark of the covenant, the footstool of
God’s heavenly throne. Here God comes
to dwell, as his glory fills the temple (2 Kgs.
8:10-11), as it had previously filled the
tabernacle (Exod. 40:34-35).
While God’s presence sets Jerusalem
apart from every other city, making it an
object of praise, as reflected in Psalm 48
and elsewhere, the ancient city merely
foreshadows a more glorious city that is yet
to come. As the Old Testament prophets
highlight, the citizens of ancient Jerusalem
fail to maintain the holy character of the
city.
Our future hope
Toward the end of the 8th century BC Isaiah
anticipated not only the destruction of a
corrupt Jerusalem by the Babylonians and
its restoration under a Persian king, Cyrus,
but he foresaw a time when God would
establish a more glorious Jerusalem, free
from every kind of evil (cf. Isa. 62:1-12).
To this end, Isaiah predicted that God would
create a new Jerusalem, an action that
would be equivalent to creating ‘new
heavens and a new earth’ (Isa. 65:17-18).
The Old Testament hope of a radically
transformed Jerusalem shapes expectations
regarding the future found in the New
Testament. As the apostle Paul observes in
Philippians 3:20: “Our citizenship is in
heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the
Lord Jesus Christ.” While Jesus’s followers
are citizens of the heavenly Jerusalem, they
must await his return before New Jerusalem
will be established on a renewed earth,
bringing to fulfillment God’s purpose in
creating this world.
Mr T. Desmond Alexander (PhD, The
Queen’s University of Belfast) is senior
lecturer in biblical studies and director
of postgraduate studies at Union
Theological College in Belfast.
Alexander is the chairman of the
Tyndale Fellowship for Biblical and
Theological Research, served as
coeditor of The New Dictionary of
Biblical Theology, and has written
many volumes in the area of biblical
theology. T. D. is married to Anne,
and they have two adult children.
Taken from A Biblical Theology of the
City of God and the Goal of Creation
by T. Desmond Alexander, © 2018.
Used by permission of Crossway, a
publishing ministry of Good News
Publishers, Wheaton, IL 60187,
www.crossway.org.

“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.

Used with permission.
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Free Reformed Churches of
Australia Synod Albany, 2021
P. N. ARCHBALD

The Free Reformed Churches of Australia,
with whom we are in a sister-church
relationship, held their latest synod in
Albany, Western Australia. The meeting
stretched from June 14 to June 23. I was
the only “foreign” fraternal delegate present
– amusing, considering my Australian
ethnicity – due to Covid-restrictions.
Albany is a beautiful seaside town, about
422 km. S-SE of Perth. The population is
over 29,000. The area sports rugged coastal
cliffs, punctuated by white-sand beaches
and turquoise water – the sort of beach that
makes Kiwis get defensive. The climate is
cooler and damper than Perth: I told the
synod I was looking forward to getting back
to the Wellington winter to warm up after
being in Albany.
There are two FRCA congregations in
Albany (Albany and West Albany). The
synod was held in the Albany church. I
received a friendly and brotherly welcome,
well-looked after by the host-congregation
and where I was billeted.
Ad Hoc Committees
One of the first items of business was to
establish 4 committees for the purpose of
handing over the more difficult matters.
Some of the business of synod was
apportioned to the committees at this early
stage, other matters were added later. As
these matters come up, the synod has a
couple of rounds of discussion to see where
the delegates stand – also considering the
overtures and letters to synod from the
churches – before handing things over to
the relevant committee to come up with
formulations that can help move the
deliberations forward. Further rounds of
discussion on these formulations often
indicate where further work is needed, after
which the committees meet again for finetuning. At the end of the process a final
vote is taken on these recommendations,
which then become synod’s final decision.
This arrangement necessitates a few
significant time-slots, especially earlier in
the synod, leaving those delegates not
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involved in committees (mainly fraternal
delegates, of which there was only one
present at this synod) to pursue other matters.
Such as going on a 4-wheel drive tour of
the Albany coast. For instance.
Relationship with the RCNZ
In 2015, Synod Baldivis agreed to enter a
sister-church relationship with the RCNZ.
This decision was met with some opposition
from within the FRCA at that time, and the
opposition has continued to re-surface in
the subsequent synods, though lessening
each time. After deliberating on the report
of their deputies, as well as the status of a
few expressions of concern from individual
members within the FRCA, synod eventually
made a very positive decision. It appears
that there is a high level of satisfaction with
the manner in which we deal with out interchurch relations. A previous mandate to
their deputies to monitor that matter has
now been removed, because they no longer
feel that it is necessary. They will continue
to monitor developments within the RCNZ,
as they do with all their other sister-churches

The four officers of Synod
Elder B Veenendaal (First Clerk), Rev R
Bredenhof (Vice-Chairman), Rev
H Alkema (Chairman), Rev W Bredenhof
(Second Clerk)

– and as we do with ours.
Also on a positive note, the synod decided
to mandate deputies to come to the next
synod with proposals for a vicariate system,
based on what they have seen operating in
our churches – though with some
differences. It is, for example, to be voluntary.
This is a good example of the benefit of
sister-church relationships, where close
contact brings in new ideas and insights to
both parties. Interestingly, there was some
discussion about whether to call it a
“vicariate” or “internship,” though in the
end the term “vicariate” won the day.
Other sisters
The Free Reformed Churches of Australia
have quite a number of other
sister-relationships: with the Canadian

Reformed Churches, Free Reformed
Churches of South Africa, (Kosin) Presbyterian
Church in Korea, Indonesian Reformed and
The First Evangelical Church of Singapore.
Sadness remains over the previous
termination of their relationship with the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
(Liberated) – a decision facing our synod
in September.
Developments in the Netherlands have
led to the formation of two smaller
federations that seceded from the RCN:
The DGK (De Gereformeerde Kerken) and
the GKN (Gereformeerde Kerken Nederland). Both have a desire to establish a
sister-church relationship with the FRCA.
The FRCA has sought to encourage them
while they work at unity with one another
– a process that appears to be taking place.
A number of other requests have been
made to consider a relationship: with the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church; the United
Reformed Churches in North America; and
two small Presbyterian churches in
Tasmania (Southern Presbyterian and
Evangelical Presbyterian).
The increase in such requests, including
some from single congregations, is an issue

Little Beach in Albany, Western Australia.
This state is home of some of the most
beautiful beaches in the country. It is a
popular tourist destination for West
Australian’s and overseas visitors.

we also face. Limited resources make it
necessary to balance the desire to express
unity in Christ with the logistical constraints.
The FRCA synod therefore mandated their
deputies to amplifying their rules for interchurch relationships, to see if there are other
ways of relating to some of these churches.
Theological training
Up to this point, students for the ministry
have generally been attending the Canadian
Reformed Theological Seminary, in
Hamilton, Ontario. (CRTS). Over the last
few years, interest has grown in having a
seminary in Australia. Two factors increased
the sense of urgency in this: the difficulty
of international travel in light of Covid 19;
and the increasing difficulty in gaining
government approval for accredited
Christian institutions. Synod decided to
mandate the deputies to come with a more
concrete plan on establishing an affiliate of
the CRTS in Australia. The Canadian
seminary seems very willing to assist with
this. There is also some interest in whether
such a seminary could serve other churches
in the region, such as the RCNZ.
New hymns
Both the Canadian Reformed and Free
Reformed Churches are essentially
preponderant-Psalm-singing in their worship
services. Until now, the churches in Australia
have been using the Canadian-developed
“Book of Praise.” At present, there is cap
of 100 hymns on the Canadian book, though

that matter is coming up for discussion at
the next synod of the Canadian Reformed
Churches. An Australian “Book of praise”
is about to be rolled out. It is basically the
same as the Canadian book, with some
minor differences e.g., in Church Order.
Some of the FRCA churches have objected
to some of the more recent additions to the
hymn-section of the Canadian Book of
Praise. Synod, however, was satisfied that
these additions received sufficient scrutiny
at the previous synod. At the same time,
the concerns about the proliferation of
hymns were noted. Synod affirmed the
importance of singing Psalms in the worship
services.
Conclusion
The 5 days I spent at Synod Albany indicated,
as I have tried to show, a relationship
between the RCNZ and the FRCA that is
becoming more secure as time goes by.
Relationships always need work: we should
not rest on our laurels (if we have any).
Rather, let us work on growing even closer
– listening to each other and learning. “The
reformed church is always reforming”.
Sister-church relationships like this one can
help us do so.
Mr Paul Archbald is the minister of the
Reformed Church of Silverstream and
was the synod appointed delegate to
the FRCA synod.
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