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I would like to kick off this issue by making the assertion that education is not neutral! In particular, Christian education is most definitely not neutral, nor should it
be. If being a Christian means that we oppose everything that is false in every area
of life, then that is where we must stand when it comes to the education of our
covenant children.
One of our contributors refers to Christian education as a battle to win the souls
of our children. It is a high and lofty calling for the parents in our churches, and it
calls for faith, sacrifice and commitment.
Christian education is not merely about teaching our children how to read and
write and add a bit of Bible reading for good measure. No, it has to do with training
our children in righteousness and in the faith “once for all delivered to the saints”
– it is so that they may know Christ Jesus as Lord and Saviour, and “seek first His
kingdom and His righteousness … .”
To put it succinctly, it is all about the hearts and lives of our children. As parents
we promised to instruct our children in the things of the Lord when we had them
baptised. And how do we do that? We teach them all we can about what it means
to be a Christian and point them to the Lord Jesus Christ. We show them by our
example how we love the Lord and His church. If we are able to, we send them
to a Christian day school which upholds the truth of the Scriptures and confessional
standards of our churches, and eventually send them to catechism and profession
of faith classes. Throughout this process we pray fervently that the Holy Spirit will
testify to His truth in their hearts and minds, and that He will regenerate them, and
bring them to know and love Him.
Alternatively, there are Christian parents who have decided to educate their
children at home. Many of these folk are very capable and passionate about ensuring
that their children are prepared to face the world equipped with a sound biblical
world view. They are training their children to be ready to give an answer for the
hope that lives within them, to put on the full armour of God so that they will be
able to resist the evil day, and having done everything to stand firm, in the faith.
Originally, our intention was to have an issue with articles from a variety of
principals from Christian schools around the country writing about the basis for
Christian education. However, it seems that some were simply too busy, not able
to because of the flow-on effects of the Covid19 restrictions etc. And so, we present
to you articles which support Christian education, Christian day schooling and
Christian home education.
Our contributors present biblically insightful, passionate and practical articles
about Christian education. I hope you enjoy them. S.D.G.
Featured in this issue:
Mr Joshua Flinn writes about the battle to win souls.
Mr Jared Bruning informs about Reformed Christian education.
Mr Mike Vannoort provides a perspective from Middleton Grange School.
Mrs Maria McDonald teaches her children about unchanging foundations.
Mrs Margeeske Davies, intent on fulfilling her baptismal vows.
Mr Sjirk Bajema again reports on the final business of the recent synod.
Mr Wes Bredenhof looks at apologetics and considers the evidence.

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.

Christian education in New Zealand
JOSHUA FLINN

What is Christian Education?
The battle to win souls
Before I entered the pastoral ministry, I
was a Christian who was a teacher in
non-Christian high-schools. I had taught
in London, England and in Auckland,
New Zealand. But as time progressed, I
realised that as hard as it was to be a
Christian who was a teacher, it was
much more difficult to be a Christian
teacher … or in other words: to deliver
an education which was God-saturated.
I had attended both a Christian
primary school and secondary school in
my youth. Unfortunately, all I could
remember of what was ‘Christian’ about
them was that they read a Bible verse each
day in our form groups, prayed in
assemblies, and every now and again our
teachers would use Bible characters to
illustrate math problems: “The 12 disciples
needed some bread. If each disciple ate 1
and 3/4ths of a loaf, how many whole
loaves would they need to buy from the
Israelite grocer?”.
But despite the Christianese, the
textbooks we used were the same as what
you’d find in a non-Christian school …
the lessons were essentially the same …
the curriculum that guided those lessons
were the same … .
So, what’s the difference with Christian
education? This article will attempt to
speak to that question.
The chief end of Christian
education
The Westminster Shorter Catechism
begins with the question: “What is the
chief end of man?” This question raises
the purpose of life itself; of why we were
created, and what our function is on this
earth. The answer is poignant: “Man’s
chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy
Him forever”.
At the Fall men became rebels against
their Creator. We now desire in all things

to use what God has made for our own
ends – sin, at its core, is the pursuit of selfsufficiency, a life without (and opposed
to) God’s rule.
Already this suggests that it’s impossible
to do any education divorced from some
kind of ideology or faith – why? Because
even an educational system which
promotes ‘just the facts ma’am’ can’t
escape Christ’s challenge that you are
either for him or against him (Luke 11:23).
Sadly, many Christians, following the
model set for us by the world, keep
‘Religious Education’ (e.g. bible-study,
prayer, etc) entirely separate from the
Core subjects (Mathematics, History,
Science, et al). And in doing so, we actively
teach our children an attitude towards life
where God is only applicable in matters
of mortality and morality (and church). As
such, he really has no relevance to
‘normal’ life … .
This is, of course, in stark contrast to
Kuyper’s assertion that “There’s not a
square inch in the whole domain of human
existence over which Christ, who is Lord
over all, does not exclaim, ‘Mine’!” Kuyper
did not state this in the sense of ownership
(e.g. cattle on a thousand hills) but in the
context of education – the speech being
delivered in 1880 at the opening of a new
Protestant Christian University in
Amsterdam. All life, and therefore,
epistemology itself (the theory of
knowledge), springs from – and is defined
by – the one through whom all things
were made and who rules them all!
The reason we educate is not to enable
our children to find a good job, but to
glorify God; education isn’t given so our
children might help the world rebuild
Babel, but instead so they might live on
earth as citizens of a heavenly kingdom.
They must not pursue the idol of their
‘best life now’, but rather take up their

God’s works are not to
be forgotten, denied, or
attributed to someone
else. They were done to
bring him glory and
should be remembered
and studied for the same
end.
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cross and follow Christ, that they will, with
the apostle Paul, count all earthly gain as
rubbish compared to the knowledge of
Christ and the pursuit of his glory.
Much more can be said here, but we
should at least recognise that God-less
education isn’t passive. If we are not
making much of God, we make little of
him … and the Devil laughs.
The marriage of the mind and
the heart
When I was a teacher, it constantly
amazed me how many of my colleagues
throughout the years didn’t like kids.
Contrary to what many assume, many
teachers end up in the profession
because they love their subject area or
the lifestyle appeals to them. Many
others enter the profession because they
got a generic University-level qualification but don’t know how to leverage it
for income.
A Christian view of education, however,
stands starkly opposed to this. The

Scriptures root our motivation to teach in
our love of God, and our love of those
made in his image! This love becomes
palpable for those we teach – the love we
have first received from God overflowing
into the lives of others.
And because this love is from God it
looks a certain way: patient, and kind,
and long-suffering. We consider the needs
of our children, and the needs of our
students before our own … we are willing
to be poured out for their sake … and we
do so even though they aren’t lovable
sometimes! Why? Because the love of
Christ compels us! Because God’s love is,
by its very nature, gracious and
undeserved!
And this ‘heart’ shows itself in our
attitude towards even the content we
deliver. It affects why we deliver the
content: recognising that knowledge is
not simply functional, but instead is the
pursuit of, and the enjoyment of, a
relationship. But it also affects how we
feel about the content, for our God is not
honoured when reality is ‘twisted’ and
truth denied, such as in the areas of
evolution, abortion, and gender fluidity.
So we pursue the truth – not just about
Christ and salvation, but the truth about
our existence – because doing so is an
expression of love to the one who made
and preserves all things.
The role of the Scriptures in
Christian education
You may have heard it said that the Bible
is not a textbook … and that would be
correct – but sometimes this truth can be
overstated. The Scriptures teach us an
awful lot about God’s creation and how
he has established it to work … truths
which guide and limit our understanding
of the world. We are taught about the
purpose of the heavenly bodies (Astronomy), the effect of global cataclysmic
events such as the flood (Geography),
how men and women are made different than one another (Biology, Psychology), of the failings inherent in various
authority structures (Political Science,
Sociology), alongside much else.
Nevertheless, the purpose of the
Scriptures is not to give us factual
information of Creation, but to present to
us the God who made it all.
Perhaps you’ve never thought of it this
way, but as exciting as God’s creation is,
the main reason a Christian teaches their
child to read is so they can read the Bible
for themselves. As wonderful as learning
about General Revelation is, it is only in
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the Scriptures that we are given the
knowledge of Christ that is of
unsurpassed value.
It should be patently obvious then,
that as much as the Bible aids us in
understanding the world, the heart
and soul of Christian education is not
found in the study of the world but in
the study of the Bible. The Scriptures
then, must necessarily hold a position
of primacy in our education programs.
It is striking how often the Scriptures
highlight this: From the Word of God
being sufficient to thoroughly equip
the man of God (1 Tim 3:16-17), to
defining the godliness we are to pursue
as “having promise of the life that now
is and of that which is to come” (1 Tim
4:8), to teaching us how to persevere
with joy even if all our earthly plans
come to naught (1 Pet 1:3-12; Phil
4:10-13).
In both Christian schools as well as
Christian homes, anywhere discipleship
happens, the Word has pride of place.
Bible class must not be the last cab off
the rank, but the first horse out of the
gate. From the perspective of the ‘effort
in to value out ratio’, the time you
invest in teaching your children (and
students) the Word cannot have a
higher return. If we teach our children
to seek first the kingdom of heaven,
then whatever happens to disrupt their
future plans, they will always be able
to find rest and peace in the arms of
their heavenly Father. The other
curriculum areas are certainly
important … but nothing compares in
value to the knowledge of Christ and
the truths of the gospel.
The battle for the souls of
our children
The catch cry of Christian education
in the Scriptures is (in my estimation)
stated in Deuteronomy 4:9-10: God
tells his people to remember his great
works that they will not forget the one
who performed them. Then he summarises his words to Moses in Exodus
19:“Gather the people to Me, and I
will let them hear My words, that
they may learn to fear Me all the days
they live on the earth, and that they
may teach their children.”
God’s words referred to both his
expectations of his people’s conduct
as well as reminders of his power on
display. His great works of power were
not restricted to the ten plagues or the
redemption of Israel from Egypt … His

great works included everything from
the creation of the world to the
preserving of it … the orderliness, the
diversity, the beauty, the harmony, the
nature of life itself. And so, we are to
remember God’s works and ways, lest
we forget them and forget our God!
God’s works are not to be forgotten,
denied, or attributed to someone else.
They were done to bring him glory
and should be remembered and
studied for the same end. All he has
created, from the asteroids to the
anteaters testifies to his power … and
even the rocks of the ground cry out
their praises. A Christian education is
necessarily then, a God-saturated
education – and there is no area that
is not to be offered up to him in
worship and adoration.
In this way, education is ultimately
a battle for souls … the souls of our
children, our unbelieving neighbours,
our own. There is no neutral ground
here. If we are to train our children to
live in the world but not of it, to stand
firm in temptation (in either prosperity
or poverty), to run their race, to carry
their cross, and to receive their crown
of glory, we must not give an inch to
the Devil.
Our God does not fit in a box
only relevant for Sunday church and
funerals … He is Lord of all. Honour
him … worship him … make much of
him. And may your children and your
children’s children become your
brothers and sisters in the faith … to
his glory and to the praise of his
wonderful grace.
Mr Joshua Flinn is the minister of
the New Plymouth Reformed
Church, a church plant of
Palmerston North Reformed Church.

“There is no such thing as a
neutral education. Every
education, every curriculum
has a viewpoint. That viewpoint
either considers God in it or it
does not. To teach children
about life and the world in
which they live without
reference to God is to make a
statement about God. It
screams a statement. The
message is either that there is
no God or that God is
irrelevant. Either way the
message is the same – there
is no God. An irrelevant God is
the same as no God at all. If
God is, then He must be
relevant – to His entire
creation.”
R.C Sproul –
https://www.ligonier.org/posts/the-importanceof-cultural-awareness
For more on this subject go to:
https://biblicalscienceinstitute.com/theology/
education-and-the-myth-of-neutrality/

Faith in Focus

5

Christian education in New Zealand
JARED BRUNING

Reformed Christian
Education
Silverstream Christian School is a
Reformed covenantal school located in
the quiet and leafy green locality of Silverstream, Upper Hutt. Under the guidance
and blessing of God, the school is in its
eleventh year. Thirty-two students form
our close-knit community of learners who
range in age from Years 1-13.
Silverstream Christian School’s
existence is due to a deeply held
commitment to Reformed education.
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Amongst the parents, there is the desire
to raise their children according to their
vows made at baptism.To do so, parents
seek an education which is based on
Scripture and the accepted Reformed
confessions. As a result, the school is
committed to the centrality of the Gospel,
the final authority of the Scriptures, and
an emphasis on allowing the Reformed
view of life to shape what is done within
the classroom.

A Reformed School
Reformed education is education in
Christ. As Reformed Christians, our
world and life view involves understanding that Christ is the Saviour and transformer of culture (van Til, 1979). As King,
Christ rules from heaven. Through the
power of the Gospel, He saves and transforms sinners and then gathers them as
members of His kingdom into local
churches. Christ’s desire through the
Great Commission is that His disciples
are taught to obey all that He has commanded (Matthew 28:20). As a result,
we consider our students to be Christ’s
precious possessions and disciples that
are part of His kingdom. This is something Christ passionately taught the
twelve in Matthew 19:14, “Let the little
children come to me, and do not hinder
them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs
to such as these.”
If covenant children are Christ’s
disciples, what should they then be taught?
As a shorthand statement, Psalm 78:2
shows us that we are to teach the next
generation the praiseworthy deeds of the
Lord, His power, and the wonders He has
done. Therefore, my task as a Christian
teacher is to show the children the
handiwork of their Lord and Maker and
enable them to live and work as His
children in His world (Vanderven, 1996).
Primarily, this is done in the subject of
Biblical Studies. However, since God is
the Creator of all things and Jesus is the
Word by which the world was made (John
1:3), the right teaching of all subjects leads
students back to God.This cannot be
achieved by simply teaching well in Bible
class; we aim for a good academic standard
in all subjects.We are very thankful that
our students are performing above national
averages across the board.
A covenantal school
Schooling is one of three sides to the triangle of covenant life. In covenant life,
family, church and school stand united
on the one field to guide children of
God’s covenant in the way of love for
God and neighbour (Breen, 2006). As an
educational institution, Silverstream
Christian School has been established as
an extension of the calling of parents to
bring up their children in the knowledge
of God.
Deuteronomy 6:4-9 is the well-known
declaration by God in which He stresses
how His Word is to be diligently impressed
upon the hearts of covenant children.
These words are primarily addressed to

parents. However, in Deuteronomy 6,
there is a call to write God’s Word on
doorposts, houses, and gates, that is, the
city 1 gates. In doing so, we see the
principle that education is a communal
responsibility. We are to help one another
to hold on to the truth and teach our
children to do so as well.
In seeing education as a communal
responsibility, parents are not abdicating
their God-given responsibility. Instead,
along with the teachers, other parents,
and association members, responsibility
is exercised to cause learning in obedience to God’s Word. Education is not
seen as something left to “the experts”
behind their closed classroom doors
(Dykstra, 2019). Instead, it is that which
reflects what is taught in the family home.
With Silverstream Christian School,
generous time and financial commitments
are made for this to be the case. Parents
and association members contribute in
diverse ways, from volunteering in the
classrooms, to giving input on curricular
and service on various committees to keep
the school running smoothly. We have
seen that a positive volunteer culture in
the school blesses the students. Volunteers
have a positive effect on the students as
students see that their education is
important enough for members of their
community to spend time in the
classrooms. I can also attest that those
volunteering frame their work as more
than that done out of necessity. Instead,
it flows from a sense of what it means to
be a united community in a commitment
to God’s kingdom-building work.
The goal of education
With all that’s been described, educating
covenant children at Silverstream Christian School is a formidable and humbling
calling. This is particularly true as I’ve
come to understand the value and
importance of Christian education. The
value or importance lies in the fact that
Christian education is a means by which
Christian disciples are formed. Through
Christian education, our students can
become those who are thoroughly
equipped for every good work (2
Timothy 3:17). Ultimately, our desire
through education is individuals who
serve God according to His Word. Such
individuals are those who are able and
willing to employ their gifts and talents to
honour God, in every area of life in
which they are placed (Waterink,
1954).The flow-on effect of this is that
their neighbours are benefited through

genuine Christian service.
When our students complete their
schooling, the reality is that they more
fully step into a world that is both a
spiritual battlefield and a mission field. As
Jesus Himself said in John 17, we live in
a world that stands in opposition to our
Saviour. Yet, our Saviour doesn’t remove
His followers from it. Instead, by His Spirit,
He equips His disciples to be visible lights
who bring the Word of Truth (the Gospel)
to a dark world which so desperately
needs it. In this way, Reformed education
is the training ground in which students
are well equipped with the Word and
Spirit (Breen, 2006). By the grace of God,
they enter their lifelong callings with a
thorough understanding of God’s Word
and His works. As numerate and literate
disciples, they apply such knowledge
through a life that demonstrates love for
God and their neighbour, wherever He
places them.
References:
Breen, A. (2006).Teaching for Real. The Reformed
Guardian.
Dykstra, K. (2019, September 4). Church, Home,
and School – A Two-Legged Stool?. Reformed
Perspective. https://reformedperspective.ca/
church-home-and-school-a-two-legged-stool/
van Til, C. (1979). Essays on Christian Education.
Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing.
Vanderven, T.M.P. (1996). Foundations of
Reformed Education. Covenant Reformed
Teachers’ College.
Waterink, J. (1954). Basic Concepts in Christian
Pedagogy. Eerdmans.
1 the Hebrew word (shaar) refers to city-gates,
rather than a personal gate (e.g. in a garden)

Mr Jared Bruning is the Principal of
Silverstream Christian School and a
member in the Silverstream Reformed
Church.
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Christian education in New Zealand
MIKE VANNOORT

Christian Schooling in
New Zealand
A perspective from Middleton Grange
School, Christchurch
Simon Sinek, an inspirational speaker and
well-known author of several books
including ‘Start with Why’, defines WHY
as: an undying belief in a purpose or cause
bigger than themselves1. He obviously
writes from a secular viewpoint and in
this context is referring to leaders and
organisations needing to understand their
WHY first and foremost, in order for them
to be successful. He illustrates this in the
form of the Golden Circle – see diagram
below:
Why Christian schooling is
important (and its value)
Understanding your WHY is equally
important for parents when deciding on
whether or not to have their children
educated in Christian schools.
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It is widely agreed and understood
that parents are the first educators and
have the primary responsibility for the
education of their children, especially in
the early years. The Bible does not
mention the word education, but there
are many passages that deal with the issue
of training our children intellectually,
spiritually, philosophically, and morally
(Deuteronomy 6:6-7, Proverbs 22:6,
Ephesians 6:4). At the same time, there
are also numerous passages that warn us
of allowing the world to influence us
intellectually, spiritually, philosophically,
and morally (Psalm 1, 1Corinthians 1:1,
Colossians 2:8).
A wise person once said, if we do not
teach our children, then the world surely
will.
In the Western world today, education
is plagued by humanistic thinking, with
self at the centre and core of all things.
This is clearly seen in our state education
system today, where there is no
acceptance or tolerance of God or matters
Christian, instead the student or learner
is put at the centre.
Let’s compare that to John Milton, a
puritan poet who described the purpose
of education as:
“The end of learning is to repair the
ruins of our first parents by regaining to
know God aright. And out of that knowledge to love him, imitate him, to be like
him” 2.
This is very similar to what we read in
the Westminster Shorter Catechism,

Question and Answer 1:
“What is the chief end of man? Man’s
chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy
him forever” 3.
Education is also about worldview
development. In a Christian school this
will be about forming a biblical Christian
worldview with an understanding that
truth is based on God’s word, as opposed
to a secular, humanistic worldview in the
state education system, where truth is
merely subjective. A Christian school seeks
to educate the whole child and acknowledges that God is central to all of life and
history and that no subject or curriculum
is outside the orbit of God.
A true education is not just the transfer
of knowledge from one individual to
another but as Dr. Voddie Baucham points
out, “education is about discipleship and
whoever educates your child disciples
your child” 4 (see Luke 6:40).
In Proverbs 1:7, we read “The fear of
the Lord is the beginning of knowledge;
fools despise wisdom and instruction.”
Is an education system that is not
rooted in the fear of the Lord really a place
you want to entrust your child?
Therefore, the most important thing
we can teach our children is to
know Jesus Christ as Lord, and if the
education system is not for Jesus, it is
against him (Matthew 12:30; John 13:13).
If we can ground our children in biblical
truth, then by God’s grace they are going
to be productive Christians throughout
their lives (Proverbs 22:6).
Another critical reason for having your
children educated in Christian schools is
that they support the beliefs and values
that are taught in the Christian home and
local church. When church and school
are both in sync with the home, by
teaching God’s truth and supporting the
development of Christian character in our
children, then parents can have greater
confidence that the teaching and learning
that their children receive is consistent
and aligned with their own beliefs. As we
read in Ecclesiastes 4:12, a cord of three
strands is not easily broken.
So, when it comes to deciding how to
educate our children, we should ask
ourselves some important questions:
• Will the education that my child receives
acknowledge Christ’s lordship, point
them toward Christ, and form in them
truths that glorify and honour Christ?
• Will the education that my child receives
align with our family beliefs and values
and that of my church?
• Will the education that my child receives

provide a first-rate education that seeks
to develop and educate the whole
child?
• Will the education that my child receives
prepare them well to participate fully
in society and to withstand antiChristian ideas and ethics when they
do have to engage with them?
• Are we praying for our children and
living out how a Christian should live
before them by being fully engaged
and committed to Christ and our local
church?
These are some of the things we need
to consider carefully and prayerfully.
A little history about Middleton
Grange School and its founding
principles
Middleton Grange School opened with
64 students and 4 teachers on the 4th of
February 1964 as the result of a vision for
Christian education in Christchurch.
Since its inception it has been increasingly non-denominational in character as
patterns of church structure and attendance have changed markedly since the
early 1960s.
There was always tension between
providing a Christian Education for as
many families as possible and the high
fees required as an independent (private)
school. Consequently, numbers of
interested parents were precluded from
sending their children to Middleton
Grange and many that were here remained
loyal but struggled to pay high fees year
after year.
The Catholic Schools pioneered the
integration scheme in 1975 and by 1995,
when Middleton Grange growth made
integration into the state system an option
for serious consideration, many of the
legal and practical problems had been
ironed-out from the Catholic experience.
As an integrated school, the government
funds day-to-day operations including
teacher salaries, while the proprietors (the
Christian Schools’ Trust) levy parents to
upgrade facilities to Ministry of Education
requirements. Integration also means a
commitment on behalf of the school to
deliver and assess the New Zealand
Curriculum, whilst being able to maintain
its Special Character.
Middleton Grange became integrated
in 1996. With lowered fees and improved
facilities, the school has subsequently
become more attractive and more
accessible. The current roll is over 1300
students across all four schools (Primary,
Middle, Senior, and International).
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Middleton Grange is an Integrated
School maintaining its Special
Character of being founded upon the
vision of a Christian nondenominational school where every
single person employed would be “a
truly born-again and committed
Christian” 5 and must sign and agree
with the schools’ statement of belief.
The school is set up to combine
“Biblically based teaching in the
Christian faith with a first-rate general
education” 6 . These concepts are
central in the development of the
school’s vision and mission
statements which underpin all aspects
of Middleton Grange.
VISION STATEMENT: Middleton
Grange School assists families in the
education of their children by
providing an environment in which
the biblical truths of Jesus Christ are
taught and lived.
MISSION STATEMENT: At Middleton
Grange School we are committed to
a rigorous learning culture based on
an understanding of truth as revealed
in the whole counsel of Scripture. We
equip pupils with knowledge and skills
to understand their heritage and their
place in it; and to critique and engage
in contemporary society. We work
with parents to encourage pupils in
their gifts and abilities to serve God
and others.
THE SCHOOL’S MOTTO: Character,
Excellence, Service, to the Glory of
God.
Mr Mike Vannoort
Principal / Tumuaki
References:
1 Simon Sinek, START WITH WHY (Penguin
Books, 2009), 134.
2 John Milton, Areopagitica and of
Education (Northbrook, IL: AHM
Publishing, 1951), 59
3 https://www.apuritansmind.com/
westminster-standards/shortercatechism/
4 Dr.VoddieBaucham, Family Driven Faith:
Doing What It Takes To Raise Sons and
Daughters Who Walk with
God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007),
124–125
5 Eric Dunlop, The Middleton Grange Story
(John McIndoe Ltd, 1989), 16
6 Dr Michael Reid, ‘We Rest on Thee’ A
History of Middleton Grange School
1989 –2014 (Book Design Ltd, 2014)
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Christian education in New Zealand
MARIA MCDONALD

Teaching the
foundation of God’s
unchanging truth
I had a serious case of the home school
blues last week. Triggered by the complexities of Year 12 algebra and compounded by the sight of dishes not packed
away again, it quickly cascaded into despair and doubt at my ability and the feasibility of our decision to home school our
daughters. Solutions seemed to range
from the extreme – “perhaps boarding
school is a good option after all?” – to the
more realistic – “let’s call our math friend.”
But the slough of despond, as Bunyan put
it, is, well, sloughful.

And lurking in the background was
the Editor’s request to write about
homeschooling. What? This week? Why
didn’t I write this during the summer, when
the trenches of home schooling were filled
with daisies and cheesecakes rather than
hand grenades? What funny timing the Lord
brings into our lives!
Our family has been home schooling –
or, more correctly, home educating – for
about 12 years, and what interesting years
they have been! The Lord has provided us
with so many opportunities for which we

… I’d rather that
they come to love
learning richly about
God, His world, and
themselves as His
image bearers. This is
reflected in our
studies of science,
math, English,
literature, history and
philosophy.
are very thankful.
People home school for a variety of
reasons. While some may have concerns
with the schooling system, we’ve never
been anti-school. Each year we evaluate
the year gone and reassess whether we will
continue home schooling.
So, why do we home school? Our
motivation is quite pragmatic: it works for
us! At the same time, though, we believe
it is good and suits our family and
circumstances.
Home schooling is a lifestyle. We spend
copious hours together. Meals are generally
around the table, with two of them followed
by reading, discussing and memorising
Scripture together. Though our days are
relatively scheduled, we have the flexibility
to expand on discussions together, and
address struggles and sin as they happen.
During the day we can reflect on the Lord’s
goodness and creativity in the way that a
flower grows, as well as the amazing
patterns that He has built into the study of
mathematics. These, of course, are not
opportunities limited to home schooling
families, but we certainly have ample
chance to enjoy them.
Not being bound by school fees and
timetables, we have treasured the ability
that home schooling gives us to travel.
We’ve had opportunity to visit family, friends
and beautiful places both here in New
Zealand and, in the good old pre-pandemic
days, Australia and Palestine/Israel.
Home schooling has been good for our

four daughters, now aged 9-16. After
moving 3 times in 4 years (including an
international move) we were very thankful
that none of the girls had to transition in
and out of schools. Though they have at
times craved the opportunities that some
of their school-going friends have received
– particularly in art, drama and sports –
they can also see that they have experiences that others don’t. Home schooling
brings both limits and freedoms.
Home schooling has been good for our
daughters educationally. I’m not too worried
about whether they excel academically,
though they’d have no problem slotting
into their appropriate year level at a school;
I’d rather that they come to love learning
richly about God, His world, and
themselves as His image bearers. This is
reflected in our studies of science, math,
English, literature, history and philosophy.
Our curriculum is an eclectic (which
sounds much better than “random bits and
pieces”) mix which includes overtly Christian
material, non-overt material written by
Christians, and secular material. I am thankful
for the flexibility to sometimes stretch them
academically, but also to simplify and slow
down when needed. It’s exciting to help
them understand and process the way our
culture is thinking, so that they’ll recognise
world views and be able to assess them
from the foundation of God’s unchanging
truth.
All parents can help their children with
emotional issues ranging from anger to
anxiety. Home schooling enables us to deal
with these issues immediately and holistically,
as they intersect not only with chores and
sibling relationships, but also with Beowulf,
Proper Nouns and fractions. This is both a
blessing, and sometimes very exhausting!
Like many, we’re disturbed by the
ungodly ideas being pushed in the state
education system. We are thankful that our
daughters have not had to endure that,
though we also know that they will be
exposed to more of these issues as they get
older, especially if they pursue higher

education. We hope and pray that the
foundation we are providing them with
now will enable them, in reliance on the
Lord and His word, to process and filter
these in a wise and godly manner.
As with all good things, we need to hold
home schooling loosely and be ready to
stop when necessary. For us these reasons
would include if my physical or mental
health declined, or if child-parent tensions
necessitated change.
I also reflect with sobriety – particularly
when struggling with Yr 12 algebra – on the
cost of home schooling. For me the cost is
primarily in brain space and balancing time
constraints. I would love the opportunity
to study and learn further in a range of
fields. I thoroughly enjoyed auditing a
course through an overseas university last
year, but our whole family gets out of
balance if I’m feeling overstretched.
I also keenly know the needs in our
church and wider community and am aware
that my opportunities for serving in these
areas are curtailed by our commitment to
home schooling. I am reminded, however,
that this is a relatively short season, and that
serving our family in this way honours the
Lord. Lord willing there will be many future
service opportunities. If we continue home
schooling till our youngest daughter is 18
there are still 8 years to go… a daunting
thought!
My home school blues have passed for
now, and this week has started in a hopeful
manner, thankfully! But I know we’ll have
more trenches to trudge through in the
years ahead, along with multiple more math
equations. We won’t call the boarding
school, as tempting as that may be at times.
But we will call on our friends. And continue
leaning on our faithful God who calls and
enables, trusting in his grace and perfect
timing.
Mrs Maria McDonald is a member of
the Wellington Reformed Church.
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Christian education in New Zealand
MARGEESKE DAVIES

To teach and to
be taught
We cannot
continue to send
our children to
Caesar for their
education and be
surprised when
they come home
as Romans.
– Voddie T. Bauchman Jr.
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No parent, at the birth of their second
child has ever said, “Well, it’s just another
one of the same.” Most, if not all, are
amazed at how two children, from the
same two parents, can possibly be so
remarkably different. Especially in those
first few weeks, it is easy to see that each
child’s needs are different. As they grow,
we quickly learn that the guidance each
one needs is markedly different from the
others. Though they all need the same
foundation, and the goal that we strive
towards is the same with each child, the
route they take to get there is unique for
each one. It therefore stands to reason
that they will not all thrive under the
same education model. A group of as
much as thirty students then, separated
not by their strengths and weaknesses,
nor even by their interests, but rather by
the arbitrary detail of the year of their
birth, will hardly get the guidance they
need from one teacher. Let us clarify at
the start here, that surely Christian
schools are a blessing from the Lord. A
place where the Christian community is
able to support those parents that are not
able to teach their own children. But
these places, that have historically been a
blessing, are quickly losing their way.
The government is increasingly deciding
what, and how, our children are taught
with disastrous effects. On 9 December
2020, Radio New Zealand reported that
test scores of New Zealand students in
maths and science fell by its largest
margin yet. It reported that the result of
global testing showed a “probably insurmountable gap” in maths achievements
between NZ and the rest of the world. Of
the 79 participating countries in PISA
(Program for International Student Assessment) NZ was 11th for reading, 12th for
science and 27th for maths. Notably they
reported that the biggest impact on a

child’s achievement, around the world, is
the home environment. But, as shocking
as the NZ education system is, academics
are not our greatest concern as Christians.
Instead it is our children’s hearts which
concern us. This is where their faith lives,
where their character grows via a godly
family life. And so, we need to consider
the option of homeschooling in relation
to our children’s faith life, their character,
as well as the health of their family life
during their formative years.
As Christian parents we have a heavy
burden to teach and model the Christian
faith. Soon after their birth, we each bring
our children to be baptised. The RCNZ
has three Baptism forms. In each one the
parents are asked: “Do you promise, in
reliance on the Holy Spirit … to do all in
your power to instruct this child in the
truth of the Christian faith and to lead …
by your example to follow Jesus Christ?”
And in Deut 6:4-9 we are commanded to
“teach [the Word of God] diligently to [our]
children and talk of them when you sit in
your house and when you walk by the
way, and when you lie down, and when
you rise.” So we as parents need to
diligently consider what is, ‘all in our power’.
Is sending them away, for someone else
to teach them, truly, all we have the power
to do? And, if we send our children to
school, will we have time ‘when we rise’,
to ‘teach them diligently’? After school,
will we have time to ‘walk along the way’
with them, so we can teach them then? If
our children are away from home so much
of the day will we be able to make time
to, ‘sit with them’ to teach them the Word
of God? To fulfil this promise and this
command with our children at home for
only a few waking hours of the day, we
will need to be very disciplined and focused
during those few hours. However, the long
school day spent among large groups of

sinful kids is an unwieldy burden for our
children. Often their fatigue at the end of
the day makes it difficult for them to live
out their faith. When they stay at home,
on the other hand, their school day is
shorter, they have fewer other sinners to
contend with, only their siblings. And they
are always in a safe place where their
parents have all day to teach them about
the Word of God, and train their
character.
As any one who knows a child from
infancy realises, children come with a
ready- made character. Prov. 22:6 tells us
to “train up a child in the way he should
go; even when he is old he will not depart
from it”. Each child needs to be guided
personally. Each wanders differently and
needs godly direction suited to their
individual needs. It is therefore imperative
that the parents consider seriously the
option of allowing their children to grow
in faith and in character within the security
of the God-designed family home. In this
setting children can be taught first and
foremost by example, what is appropriate
behaviour in any given situation. Not only
does a teacher need to see to the needs
of 20-30 students at a time, but our

politicised culture, limits how teachers are
allowed to respond. Will one person have
the time or energy to address ungodly
behaviour in 30 children? How about in
just our child? How about in the child
sitting next to them? NZ is seeing a
continued increase in bullying levels. Lane
Nichols reported in the NZ Herald, on 3
December 2019 that, “NZ has disgraceful
bullying rates. And that one in five kids
who leave school are unequipped for the
workforce.” Considering that their character
is paramount, we need to examine if one
teacher can address the hearts of 30
children? As parents, will we be able to
answer for the values of each of our
children’s teachers? Do they each see our
children’s character and faith as the prime
focus of education? Will they be able to
teach our children God’s laws at all through
the day? Parents need to consider that
when teaching them at home, we have a
chance to teach character to our children
all day long. We can teach them about
God’s Word, through lessons and through
example, even during seemingly unrelated
academics.
Yet, the benefits are not exclusively
for the children. Parents are blessed

As we consider, how our
children are prepared
for their future, we need
to recall that they are a
reflection of Christ, not a
reflection of us. Our
choice for their
education will deeply
affect their ability to live
as Christians in this world.
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through their children as well. As
homeschooling parents, we get to learn
everything all over again. As we teach
maths, we gain a deeper understanding
ourselves! In teaching science, through a
Christian curriculum that we chose
ourselves, we gain a deeper appreciation
for God’s creativity! When we study the
Bible with our children, we ourselves are
reintroduced to the greatness of our God.
Parents grow in confidence too. As we
choose curriculum, make our own
schedule, set our school term to what suits
our family’s needs, we grow in our ability
to manage our families. We get to teach
our children to see God’s hand in how
He carries us through difficult times. In
our times of weakness we get to teach,
by example, dependence on God. Being
together for such stretches of time also
strengthens families. As parents, we have
the time to train our own character, and
our children have a safe place to train
theirs. We can provide a place where
people are taught, through word and deed,
to forgive. A place where grace has a
chance to flourish. Not at the end of a
long school day, after each family
member has used up the best part of their
strength to carry out their individual roles.
When each person has only scraps of

CROSSROADS PRISON
MINISTRIES NZ
NEWSLETTER,
FEBRUARY 2022
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energy left to cope with what’s left of the
day. And rather than this being a time
when parents are focused on teaching
their children the riches of God, many
families struggle through these times.
Rather than being precious hours of
teaching covenant children about their
great and awesome God, it is a time of
frustration and lack of appreciation for
each other. But we believe that children
are a blessing from the Lord. This blessing
can’t possibly only refer to when we
receive them, but must also mean while
we are raising them. The Lord has measured
out a child’s character carefully and has
promised to bless the parents through that
character. He also knows the strengths
and weakness of the parents, and has
promised to bless and grow our children
through them. We need to consider, how
much will we and our children miss out
on His blessings when we are not around
each other for much of the day?
Admittedly there are sacrifices we will
have to make. We will have only one
income on which to run a home. We will
have to come to terms with our house not
being as tidy as we would like. We have
to give up a lot of our personal time. And
we will worry whether we are enough for
our children. However, we are not asked

to be enough for them, we are to point
them to the only one that can ever be
enough for them, our Lord Jesus Christ.
We can rest securely on the truth we find
in Phil. 4:19, “And my God will supply
every need of yours according to His riches
and glory in Christ Jesus.” And when we
worry about our weaknesses, we can trust
as Paul did in 2 Cor. 12:9, “But he said
to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for
my power is made perfect in weakness.’
Therefore I will boast gladly of my
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ
may rest upon me.” What a comfort to
know that our weakness can perfect Christ's
power, and that His power will rest upon
us! This fallen world is in dire need of
GOOD people, not of smart people. Good
people can only be produced in a place
steeped in the Word of God. As we
consider, how our children are prepared
for their future, we need to recall that they
are a reflection of Christ, not a reflection
of us. Our choice for their education will
deeply affect their ability to live as Christians
in this world.

In a letter we received at the end of January 2022 a student wrote: “I just wanted
to say thank you for the Christmas card. It
encouraged me to continue the Bible
Course. Actually I have been going
through some dark valleys. Also Christmas
time is a pressure cooker as everything
stops inside the wire. So everyone gets in
each other’s space.”
For many of us 2021 was a very
challenging year. However for our students
(prisoners) even more so as they struggled
to keep their focus on the Lord –
overwhelmed with depression, not being
able to see their families, often surrounded
by violence and anger born out of frustration
and in a number of cases students were
overcome with grief as fellow prisoners
died. There were no church services or
Bible studies and no access to Chaplains

under the level 4 lockdown. They are/were
growing weary and losing heart. The Lord
says: “Come to Me all you who are weary
and burdened and I will give you rest.”
Matthew 11:28. On behalf of our students
thank you to all those who are praying for
our brothers and sisters ‘inside the wire’.
In December we once again posted
Christmas cards to the students. It is another
opportunity we have to reach out to them
and point them to the Lord. Some responses
we received: “Thank you so much for the
Christmas card. Thank you for sending the
next lesson. To be honest it could not have
come at a better time, things have been a
bit tuff at the moment. Thank you so much.
God bless”. Another student shares: “Thank
you all for the Christmas card. It meant a
lot to get a card from someone after so
long.”

Mrs Margeeske Davies is a member of
the Pukekohe Reformed Church.

Although Chaplains even now have only
very limited contact with prisoners they
share: “Thank you for the Student Update.
With the dynamics here at the prison these
lessons are a great encouragement to the
men and us as Chaplains as we know they
are getting ‘fed’.” Another Chaplain writes:
“Thanks for your ongoing support for the
men who are seeking God through
correspondence study and thank you for
keeping us updated on their records.”
Another Chaplain shares: “Thank you for
this Student Update. Crossroads continues
to be well served by you and your team. It
is a significant instrument here for
developing a love of the Word.”
As at 31 December 2021 the prison
population in New Zealand was 7702 –
448 of these were female prisoners. Nearly
34% of prisoners were in the 30 – 39 age
group; 53% were Maori with 30% being
European.
As at 31 March 2021 our income was
$40,517 and our expenses were $31,686.
I am very grateful to the many people who
are faithfully supporting this ministry by
reviewing lessons and writing letters of
encouragement to the students. Also thank
you to all those who faithfully uphold this
ministry in prayer and to all those who
generously support us financially. Each of
you are a vital part in this ministry helping
us to bring God’s Word to people in prison.
May the following student responses
we received be an encouragement to you
all and enable you to rejoice in what the
Lord is accomplishing in the lives of prisoners.
“I would take this opportunity to share
my heartfelt thanks to your group for the
spiritual support (by study material and
letters) I have received over the last year and
also for the prayers of support you have
given during this time.”
“I am looking forward to another year
of seeking and learning about our God
through the Crossroads Ministry. Thank you
for your time, effort and encouragements.
I remember not that long ago when the
Word and Christian talk and literature used
to be foreign. As the lights flick on in my
mind and more so in my heart – what peace
and joy. Praise the Lord!”
“As an only son my life up bringing was
total trash compared to other children. I
inherited some of that past of violence,
alcohol – drugs. I am 42 doing 15 years.
When I was very young I use to go to Youth
groups at my neighbourhood church just to
escape the crap at home. I learnt how to
play the drums for the church but as I got
older I stayed and strayed away. I have been
in and out of prison since the age of 19. I

spent my 21st birthday in Auckland Prison.
I told myself this was the last time I’m
coming back but ….My end date now is
2035 and I will be 57. I am blessed in here
because I have opened the Bible to finally
want, need and embrace with my eyes open
and my ears to hear the wonderful grace of
the Father. I’m now an ambassador for God.
The Lord is my Banner. I want to send my
love and blessings to all my brothers and
sisters in God’s family.”
“I want to thank you for all the
encouragement you give me through all
the letters also the returned roadmaps and
lesson booklets. I haven’t written much
throughout this time doing the Course so
now is a good time just to say thanks. I have
learned a lot about being a true believer of
Christ and also I have grown stronger in
faith. Recently I have gone through some
changes and I must say that since then my
love for being a Christian has really
heightened. I am just really grateful for all
the support and guidance you give me with
your kind words and wisdom not to mention
the love I feel. Thank the Lord. Blessings to
you all.”
“I enjoy doing these Bible studies and
enjoy reading the letters you all write to me
as well. I feel inspired every time. I read
them and always look forward to the next
one.”
“Thank you all for your letters of support
and encouragement they are truly uplifting.
I pray for your continued blessings in your
ministry and also for your safety in these
troubled times. Could you please include
in your next lesson some enrolment forms
as I would gladly distribute these. Thank
you for sending the Art Journals. I use these
as a tool to pass on Christ’s message – a

great ice breaker.”
“Thank you very much to Crossroads
Ministries for the encouragement and your
lovely letters. I am very humbled with your
comments. I shared them with my brothers
in prison and one of them was so inspired
by your comments that he has now started
his lesson 1. Well done team. Thank you so
much. God bless.”
“I work in our prison laundry and it’s
always good to come in my cell and work
on my roadmap and my lesson. It gives me
life and energy and a peaceful night. God
is good and I love Him more and more.
The more I read through His Word the
more overwhelmed I become aware of His
presence in my cell. I am a Catholic and
learning more about His Word has
strengthened my faith in the areas that I
wasn’t being taught before. Thank you for
such a great inspiring programme which is
teaching me more and more about our one
and only Creator. Thank you.”
Please continue to pray for the ministry
of Crossroads in New Zealand – particularly
for the students (prisoners) as they deal with
the impact of the Covid restrictions on their
lives. Please also pray for the Corrections
Officers who work 12 hour shifts in a very
volatile environment. Pray for the Chaplains
as they endeavour to support prisoners
despite the limited access.
If you would like further information
you can contact us at cbi.nz@xtra.co.nz or
write to Crossroads Prison Ministries, PO
Box 11005, HASTINGS 4156.

“Nothing strengthens faith more
effectively than the memory of a
previous experience.”
C H Spurgeon
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Synod Report (15th – 18th March, 2022)
SJIRK BAJEMA

Report of 31st
Synod (continued)
of the Reformed
Church of New
Zealand
Technologically hosted
by the Reformed Church
of Hukanui
After having held over various matters
from last year’s Synod meeting, in the anticipation that we would be able to deal
with certain appeals and other business
face-to-face, we were again placed in the
situation of having to hold Synod online.
This is far from ideal, but with the omicron
variant of the coronavirus beginning to
sweep through the country, practically
there was no real alternative.
The Rev. David Waldron helped to
demonstrate how difficult our task was as
he invited us to stand with him and sing at
the conclusion of his opening devotion for
Synod. It wasn’t quite the same. And it
wasn’t something taken up in the subsequent
devotions! The other difference noted was
that normally while discussing serious issues
we are able to get together over a tea or
lunch break and listen and converse
together. While I know there were many
phone calls between delegates in the breaks
and the evenings where we had no sessions,
it wasn’t the same. When the Bible speaks
about being together it really is about being
physically together.
Yet we cannot say that the Lord wasn’t
with us in this very provisional manner of
business. Every day we began by seeking
his face and reading his Word and every
day we ended the same way in both the
morning and the afternoon sessions. There
were many times when a certain delegate
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would be asked to pray for a fellow member
or church or committee or denomination.
We were led in this Synod by the
moderamen of the Rev Reinier Noppers as
Chairman, Elder Andy van Ameyde as vicechairman, Elder John van Dyk as first clerk,
and the Rev Albert Couperus as second
clerk. The change in chairman and
vice-chairman from last September was as
a result of the Rev Peter Kloosterman
suffering a heart attack (for which we are
thankful he is recovering from and was still
able to be part of our Synod).
Looking inward
Dealing with appeals from individuals or
sessions is always a particularly taxing part
of a synod. In these matters the Synod acts
as a court and so any conflicts of interest
had to be declared. Both appeals concerned the Auckland Presbytery. The delegates of the churches of the Auckland
presbytery were allowed to participate in
the discussions but they were not permitted to vote in the decisions made.
One appeal came from the Rev. John
Rogers (emeritus) who asked: "Given that:
a. on 11 May 2019, the Auckland Presbytery
upheld the appeal brought by myself, elders
Pieter van der Wel and Roel Voschezang,
and the Rev John Haverland with reference
to the aforementioned charges made
against us by the Avondale Session on 1
March 2019; and b. that, in upholding that
appeal, the Presbytery ruled, “That the three
charges against the former church visitors
are not to be upheld”; will the Synod please
advise the Avondale elders therefore that
the charges must be formally revoked, and
the brothers and the Auckland Presbytery
be advised thus in writing.” The synod
discussed this at length. His appeal was put
to the vote and was upheld by 25 votes for,
none against, with one abstention. (Minutes,
Arts. 84, 99)
The other appeal came from the
Reformed Church of Avondale. The
Auckland Presbytery has declined to give
concurrence to a request from the Avondale

session to proceed with public discipline
against a member. (The second
announcement of the name of the sinner
and the sin requires the concurrence of
presbytery. C.O Art 78.2). After extended
discussion and questioning of the Avondale
delegates their appeal was put to the vote
and the appeal was dismissed. "The voting
was 3 in favour, 22 against, with one
abstention declared. The moderator offered
the assistance of the churches of the
Wellington and South Island Presbyteries
to the churches of the Auckland Presbytery
should they request it." (Minutes, Art. 103)
Please pray for healing in the Auckland
Presbytery over these issues.
Looking outward
As a Synod we also dealt with our ecumenical relationships. Sadly with several
of our sister denominations there have
been serious departures either from God’s
Word or in the unity of God’s people. In
regards to the former – departure from
God’s Word – we had to make the
decision to terminate our sister church
relationship with the Reformed Churches
in the Netherlands (GKNv) because of
their practice, adopted in 2017, of ordaining women to all the offices in the church.
Also in relation to the former, our relationship with the Reformed Churches in South
Africa, although still close, could be subject to downgrading at the next Synod
from a sister church to one of ecumenical
fellowship due to their ordination of
women as deacons.
In regards to the latter – the unity of
God’s people – the Elder Graeme Mitchell
(Presbyterian Reformed Churches of
Australia) spoke to us of a serious challenge
to the unity of the denomination and how
that has affected ongoing denominational
work, such as the mission support for the
churches in Vanuatu. He told us of four
ministers demitting their charges within
their federation, one congregation
dissolving, and another being reduced to a
preaching post.

The Rev. Logan Hagoort, minister of the
Covenant Grace Presbyterian Church in
Manurewa, spoke to us in his capacity as
their delegate to our Synod. He mentioned
his own upbringing in the RCNZ and his
thankfulness for this. Then he spoke of the
new church plant in Tauranga, and potential
plants in Nelson and Taupo. He spoke of
the COVID-19 challenge but even more of
the ‘death culture’ so prevalent in our
society, which means we must work
together to witness to the gospel. He
concluded with the words of the apostle
Paul in 2nd Timothy 3:12-16 about having
everything we need in the word of God.
He then commended us all to the Lord in
prayer.
We were encouraged in the Overseas
Mission Board’s report on the work in Papua
New Guinea and Vanuatu and radio ministry
in Southeast Asia. There is a genuine heart
for overseas mission, not only indicated by
our synodical budget but also by others
supported privately and congregationally
in Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe. There
were proposed changes to the Missions
Policy Handbook. For example, good
guidelines have been developed for
missionary support groups in the sending
congregation of the missionary.
The OMB accounts for 2018, 2019 and
2020 were approved. The budget and quota
for 2021 – 2024 was approved, allowing

for a 10% increase each year. The current
board remains the same with the hope that
an extra member from the Auckland
Presbytery skilled in promotion be
appointed. There was also discussion about
a further missionary in the future, though
no further action will be taken on this
presently.
The National Diaconate Committee
report described word-and-deed ministries
carried out with sister churches in India,
Lithuania and Vanuatu, the Compassionate
Catalogue’s help in these, and also disaster
relief in various parts of our world. The Rev.
Dirk van Garderen spoke on behalf of the
committee. We have been very encouraged
by the work they have done. The
presbyteries were encouraged to arrange
annual deacons’ conferences for information
sharing and valuable training. There was
also the decision to support one
inter-synodical national deacons’ conference and encouragement to local sessions
to attend these conferences. We also
committed to encouraging our deacons in
their ministry of mercy locally and globally.
Looking forward
The Vicariate Examinations Study Committee proposed a number of changes to
the way in which the two presbytery
examinations for intending ministers are
conducted. The one that was acknow-

The many faces that made up part two
of the recent synod.
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ledged to be quite radical is where the
candidate is no longer eligible to receive
and accept calls after sustaining the first
examination. Now a pass in both exams is
required before a congregation can call
the candidate.
An overture from the South Island
Presbytery to help fund a chair in systematic
theology at the Reformed Theological
College was accepted with $50,000 being
committed.
Another overture from Bishopdale to
require students for the ministry to study
on-campus for at least two years of their
degree was also passed.
The Deputies for Students to the Ministry
noted that since 2019 there had been four
deputies for Students for the Ministry, but
before that there had been three, thus their
recommendation to appoint three deputies.
Annual visits to students would be where
this is geographically possible, otherwise by
the use of Skype or similar means.
Summer internships were encouraged
for our students for the ministry. It helps
puts their learning into practice and enthuses
them for further study. (As an aside, I have
found it an added blessing being a minister
supervising these students). To support this,
funding was approved, up to $10,000 per
summer internship.
The Deputies also proposed changing
the language of “vicar” and “vicariate” with

“intern” and “internship”. This motion was
not sustained. While this was a surprise to
some it does clearly delineate the difference
between any short-term internship and the
final part of preparation for the ministry.
The principal of the Reformed
Theological College, the Rev. Dr. Phillip
Scheepers, spoke of where things are at
with the College. Presently there are 72
students, 49 part-time, and 23 full-time.
Over the past five years student numbers
have doubled, which is bucking the trend
of theological colleges in the ACT framework.
Of their students 8 are from the RCNZ.
Looking upward
Getting to this particular part of our Synod
in the form we conducted it was quite an
involved process. It meant a number of
votes about the way to deal with the business, two postponements, and six days of
meetings spread over six months. What
was meant to have taken place way back
in September 2020 took an additional
year and a half.
There has been a bit of debate about
conducting our business in this way and we
are thankful the Lord provided for us in this
time with this means. The involvement
online is every bit as intense and draining
as being there in person. But the Lord is a
great and gracious God.
We were thankful for the way the

The National Publishing Committee has
a surplus of 214 Forms and Confessions
booklets.
These are ideal for anyone wishing to have a complete set of the
Doctrines of our Churches as adopted at Synod 2014 and contain:
- the Belgic Confession (1561)
- the Heidelberg Catechism (1563)
- the Canons of Dort (1618-1619)
- the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) new and updated
versions
- complete Church Order of the RCNZ
- all liturgical Forms, as adopted by the RCNZ
The booklet is ideal for anyone studying and wishing to further
understand the doctrines and beliefs of our churches,
including Catechism students.
Copies can be obtained by ordering from our distributor
Stuart Williams, at stu@faanz.co.nz at $6.00, plus postage where
applicable.
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moderamen conducted the business of our
synod. They were commended for the work
they did.
The Rev. Noppers concluded the
meeting by reading Philippians 2:5-11 and
encouraging us in the mind of Christ. This
is a passage for every day, not only Synod.
We prayed for God’s leading and guiding
and he has answered that. We can only
move forward with the attitude of Christ.
What led Jesus to come to earth to suffer
and die? He who was in very nature God,
equal with him, who is the very being of
God, the ruler over all. This is the amazing
nature of grace. This is not about me – it’s
about others. He did it freely, no
arm-twisting, no carrot dangling in front of
him. It was his free decision to put aside
what he was and what he had to truly
sacrifice. In that humbling of ourselves we
bring Christ’s reconciliation into the lives
of others.
It was a difficult, unusual, and
challenging Synod, also with everything else
going on around us. The Hukanui Session
with its tech team, primarily Willem van
Noordt, have been a real blessing. Rev
Noppers then declared Synod concluded
and led in prayer.
Mr Sjirk Bajema is the minister in the
Oamaru Reformed Church.

Focus on creation and science – apologetics
WES BREDENHOF

Follow the Evidence?
There was a refrain frequently heard on
early episodes of TV’s CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation. Gil Grissom was training
rookie crime scene investigators, sharing
with them his many years of experience
in the field. Grissom would often say,
“Follow the evidence…” The understanding was that just following the evidence would lead to the perpetrator of
the crime. Following the evidence would
lead to the truth.
In the world of TV crime scene
investigation, this might usually work as a
sound philosophy. Even there,
occasionally writers and producers have
explored the possibility that the evidence

can be tainted by factors related to those
investigating it. The evidence is not always
interpreted objectively and thus conclusions (right or wrong) can still ultimately
be reached on the basis of prejudice or
gut feeling. The philosophy sounds good
in principle, but it doesn’t always work
out in practice.
Moving into the real world, the principle
of “follow the evidence” is the basic
philosophy behind much of Christian
apologetics today. Walk into a vanilla
Christian bookstore these days and if they
have an apologetics section, likely
everything there will be based on this
principle. Lee Strobel is popular with his
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The Bible claims to be
the Word of God and we
receive it as such. This
is a settled truth for
Christians. Therefore,
the Bible is the basis
and standard for all our
apologetics. We are
defending the Bible and
the biblical worldview,
but the Bible is also the
guide for how we
defend the Bible. The
Bible gives us the
means and strategies to
use in defending the Bible.

The Case for a Creator, The Case for Faith,
and The Case for Christ. I won’t discount
everything he writes in these books, but
it should be noted that his basic principle
is the same as CSI Grissom: follow the
evidence. The same is true for the majority
of others writing on the subject of
apologetics today. For that reason alone,
this principle needs critical evaluation.
Yet there is another reason why we
should pause for careful reflection. We’re
in the throes of debate on the compatibility of Christianity and evolution. We
ought not to kid ourselves, these issues
are not going away. If the historical
experience of the Christian Reformed
Church is any indication, we should expect
proponents of theistic evolution to keep
trying until they not only make room for
their position, but also gain converts to
the point of having their position as the
dominant one.
In this discussion, the allegation has
been made that young university students
have been sent into turmoil when
encountering the evidence for evolution.
As the story has it, these students were
taught creation science at home, church,
and school. They were told that the
evidence made it clear that God had
created the world ex nihilo (out of nothing)
in six ordinary days some thousands of
years ago, not millions or billions. Arriving
at university, they encounter a different
batch of evidences not previously
considered. This sends their faith into a
tailspin and, so the story goes, some of
them even end up committing suicide.
On a superficial level, we can join in
bemoaning this approach to such issues.
Here is some common ground with those
attempting to make room for theistic
evolution in our churches. We can agree
that something has gone awry with those
young university students, though we
would still likely disagree on the details.
From their perspective, the problem rests
with creation science which produces
faulty evidence because of certain faith
convictions regarding creation. From our
perspective, staking your faith on
extra-biblical evidences is always
problematic. Let me explain why.
The theological background of
evidential apologetics
Evidential apologetics is a philosophy of
defending the faith which rests upon the
use of evidence. This system of apologetics is usually traced back to Joseph Butler
(1692-1752), an Anglican bishop. Butler
lived during the time of the Enlighten-
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ment, also known as “The Age of
Reason.” Serious challenges were being
posed against the Christian faith. Rationalism, the belief that reason could provide
the basis of all knowledge, had infiltrated
not only society, but also many churches.
The Enlightenment was a weak period for
theology, and Reformed theology was
also affected (or better: infected).
Butler recognised that Enlightenment
philosophy endangered the Christian faith.
In particular, he saw the danger deism
posed. Deism is the belief that God is a
clockmaker. He created the universe and
then wound it up like a clock. He
removed himself from it and is no longer
intimately involved with it. According to
deism, God takes an arms-length approach
to the world. Butler rightly saw that this
philosophy was in conflict with the
teachings of the Bible.
In 1736, Butler published a book
entitled The Analogy of Religion. This work
was a response to deism. It was a defence
of the faith. Butler aimed to show there
are no sound objections to the Christian
religion. He said all the evidence,
especially the evidence in the natural
world, points to the very probable truth
of Christianity. As long as a person doesn’t
ignore the abundance of evidence, he or
she should not reject the Bible or any of
its teachings. Unprejudiced minds, said
Butler, would see the design inherent in
the world and almost inevitably reach the
conclusion that there is a Creator. A fair
evaluation of the external evidence would
likely push the open-minded unbeliever
to accept the Bible. Butler purposed to
demonstrate the truth of the Bible through
facts, evidence and logic – and he
believed it was not only possible to do
this, but also pleasing to God.
When evaluating Butler’s approach,
we have to remember the importance of
what we call presuppositions. These are
our most non-negotiable beliefs or
assumptions about the way the world
really is. Butler was an Arminian and one
of his presuppositions was that man had
not fallen so far as to completely corrupt
his thinking. He did not confess the
doctrine of pervasive (or total) depravity
found in the Canons of Dort, but
repudiated it. This had consequences for
his system of apologetics. So did another
related presupposition: the freedom of
the will of fallen man. According to Butler
and other Arminians, fallen man retains
free will to choose for or against God. He
need only use his faculties rightly in order
to make the right choice.

While Butler saw the dangers of the
Enlightenment and wanted to combat
deism in particular, the weapons of his
warfare were earthly and unscriptural. We
might wish that Butler was a mere footnote
in the history of Christian apologetics, but
unfortunately his approach became widely
accepted. Much of what we see today in
non-Reformed (“evangelical”) apologetics
finds its historical roots in the Arminian
apologetics of this Anglican.
Evidential apologetics, historically and
in its modern form, makes its case based
not only on the evidence (and the nature
of evidence), but also on a certain
understanding of human nature. According
to this system, human nature is not
pervasively depraved. The human intellect
is not fallen or dead in sin, only weakened
or sick. Neutrality is not only possible, but
a reality. When confronted with the
evidence, and with perhaps a little help
from God, the unprejudiced man will
recognise the truth and turn to the Bible
and believe it. This is Arminian theology
applied to apologetics.
Unfortunately, this system has been
appropriated by many involved with
creation science. Many creation scientists
have been Arminian in their theological
convictions, so this should not come as a
surprise. It is only consistent for Arminians
to adopt evidential apologetics, whether
in general, or whether specially applied
to the question of origins. Inconsistency
emerges when Reformed believers adopt
this approach. “Following the evidence”
is not our way.
A biblical approach
When we approach the question of evidence, we need to do so with Reformed,
which is to say biblical, presuppositions.
There are several of them we could discuss. However, in the interests of time
and space, let me restrict our discussion
to two of the most important. These are
the presuppositions – the non-negotiable
beliefs that will govern how we consider
the place and use of evidence in apologetics.
The first is our confession regarding
the nature of fallen man. As Ephesians 2:1
puts it, the unregenerate person is dead
in transgressions and sins. This spiritual
death extends to all the parts of a fallen
human being: heart, mind, and will are
all without a sign of life. When it comes
to the Christian faith, fallen man does not
have the capacity to interpret the evidence
rightly. What the fallen man needs is
regeneration. He needs to be made alive

by the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit needs
to open his eyes so that he may see,
understand, and believe. The Holy Spirit
does this work of regeneration through
the Word of God. Therefore, the Word
of God, not external evidences, needs to
be the focus of our apologetical efforts.
From a Reformed perspective, apologetics
involves bringing the Word of God to bear
on unbelief to expose its futility and to
vindicate and commend the Christian
worldview.
A second necessary presupposition
builds on that. We always start with a
belief that the Bible is God’s inspired,
infallible, and inerrant Word. Those
doctrinal positions are not conclusions
that we reach through reasoning and
proofs. They are held in faith. We hold to
what is called the self-attesting authority
of Scripture. That means the Bible attests
or confirms its own authority. It does not
need to be proven. The Bible claims to
be the Word of God and we receive it as
such. This is a settled truth for Christians.
Therefore, the Bible is the basis and
standard for all our apologetics. We are
defending the Bible and the biblical
worldview, but the Bible is also the guide
for how we defend the Bible. The Bible
gives us the means and strategies to use
in defending the Bible.
Where does that leave external
evidences? Well, for one thing, we do not
build our system of apologetics upon them.
Instead, our system has to be grounded
on the Word of God. The Word is the
supreme authority, not outside evidence.
The Holy Spirit does not promise to
regenerate people through external
evidences. He does promise to do that
through the Scriptures, though it is not
inevitable in every case, obviously. What’s
more, because evidence is always
interpreted evidence, and the interpretation is always done by sinful minds,
evidence must always be evaluated
according to the supreme standard of the
Word of God. Since there are no neutral
facts or neutral methods for considering
the facts, the Word must always be
recognised as standing over the facts. It
must be the grid through which the “facts”
are sifted.
There is a place for evidence in
apologetics and in the debate about origins.
Evidence from outside the Bible can
corroborate the Bible’s teachings.
However, it is not the starting place, nor
is it the authority. Moreover, external
evidences can be fickle. What was thought
to be evidence in one generation can turn

out to have been misinterpreted by the
next. How do you stay off what one writer
called “the evidentialist roller coaster”?
How do you stand firm against humanists
and theistic evolutionist compromisers?
Not by retreating to evidence, but by
standing firm on what the Word of God
teaches. And by evaluating all evidence
in the light of the Word of God. That also
means being open to the possibility that
external evidences, whether for or against
biblical teaching, may be wrongly
interpreted. When it comes to evidences,
one should retain a level of skepticism.
After all, creation scientists and
humanists/theistic evolutionists are all
human beings, prone to sin and to mistakes.
The only firm foundation is the Word of
God.
Conclusion
“Follow the evidence” might be acceptable for fictional TV characters, but in
God’s world his children can’t accept
this procedure when it comes to apologetics. To “follow the evidence,” as if we
are all neutral observers of the world is to
sell out on our fundamental presuppositions. It’s regrettable that the surge of
interest in apologetics has led some in
our Reformed community to dabble with
evidentialist apologetics. It’s sad too that
we have often imbibed these apologetics
as mediated to us through some creation
scientists and their organisations.
Thankfully, in the last number of years,
some creation scientists have adopted a
Reformed, presuppositional approach to
the question of origins. Most notable are
Dr. Jonathan Sarfati and Dr. Jason Lisle,
both affiliated with Answers in Genesis.
Some time ago I reviewed Lisle’s book,
The Ultimate Proof: Resolving the Origins
Debate, and I want to take this opportunity
to again commend it to you as a good
example of how to apply Reformed
apologetics to this issue. Some of Lisle’s
final words in The Ultimate Proof provide
a suitable conclusion: “Our defence of
the faith comes from learning to think and
to argue in a biblical way. God is logical,
and we should be too. God tells us that
all knowledge is in him (Col. 2:2-3), so
we should train ourselves to recognise this
fact” (173).
An earlier version of this article was
originally published in Reformed
Perspective magazine and Creation
Without Compromise website. It
appears here with their gracious
permission.
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Focus on faith
LETTERS OF JOHN NEWTON

A plain book
designed for plain
people
“All Scripture is God-breathed and is
useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting
and training in righteousness – so that the
man of God may be thoroughly equipped
for every good work!” 2 Timothy 3:16-17
“When the Spirit of truth comes – He
will guide you into all the truth.” John 16:13
A few minutes of the Spirit’s teaching
will furnish us with more real, useful and

experimental knowledge – than toiling
through whole folios of commentators and
expositors! It will be our wisdom to deal
less with the streams – and be more close
in applying to the fountain-head. The
Scripture itself, and the Spirit of God – are
the best and the only sufficient expositors
of Scripture. Whatever men have valuable
in their writings – they got it from Scripture;
and the Scripture is as open to us – as to
any of them. There is nothing required but
a teachable, humble spirit; and academic
learning, as it is commonly called, is not
necessary in order for this.
Psalm 25:14, “The secret counsel of the
LORD is for those who fear Him, and He
reveals His covenant to them” – not
notionally, but experimentally. We learn

more, and more effectually, by one minute’s
communication with God through the
medium of His written Word, than we could
from an assembly of divines, or a library of
books!
As a minister, I endeavour to avoid all
panaceas, singularities, ‘hidden truths’ and
‘new discoveries’ in Scripture. I wish to
advance nothing which I cannot maintain
upon the authority of the Bible in our English
language – which I deem sufficient to make
us and our hearers wise unto salvation.
The New Testament is a plain book
designed for plain people. The gospel is to
be preached to the poor and simple, who
are just as capable of receiving it as the
educated – and in some sense more so. I
therefore lay little stress upon any academic
learning – which depends upon a knowledge of original Greek and Hebrew
languages, or requires a larger degree of
capacity and genius to be understood.
“From a child, you have known the holy
Scriptures, which are able to make you wise
for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus!”
2 Timothy 3:15

“Unless our souls are living in
communion with God, the Scriptures
will not yield us their strength and
nourishment!” (R.C. Chapman)

“Christian unity is good in itself, good for ourselves,
good for the saints, good for the brethren, good for our
converts, good for the outside world.”
Spurgeon
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Focus on the Christian life
ALISTAIR BEGG

Beacon of
Holiness
“If the Word does not dwell with power
in us,” wrote Puritan John Owen, “it will
not pass with power from us” (The Works
of John Owen, vol. 16, p. 76.). This godly
minister personified this truth in his personal life and public ministry more than
three centuries ago. For years he carried
the message of Jesus Christ into the
trenches of a culture as chaotic as our
own while simultaneously dealing with
the death of his wife and all eleven of his
children. John Owen was no ivory tower
theologian, but rather a zealous pastor
who worked to the brink of exhaustion
to further the work of the Reformers. He
is remembered for shining gospel light
into the spiritually dark arenas of politics
and academia. And his love of Scripture
was clearly and forcefully articulated
from the variety of pulpits into which
God called him.
Yet what gave John Owen success in
ministry was not so much his oratory skill,
nor his evangelistic zeal, nor even his love
for the people he shepherded. John
Owen was used mightily by God in all
these ways because he was a man
characterised by personal holiness. And
in an age when the church is emulating
the world, where it is no longer
distinguishable from our pleasure-oriented
culture, the example of John Owen shines
like a beacon on a stormy night.
Let’s consider whether we have
allowed contemporary culture to infiltrate
our minds and hearts. Have we inverted
Christ’s desire that the church be in the
world by bringing the world into the church
instead? If we take an honest look,
perhaps we’ll discover that we are
contributing to this trend. Rather than
relying solely on the sufficiency of God’s
Word, are we employing counsellors in
our churches who apply worldly methods
of psychological analysis to address felt
needs? Have we adopted worldly means
to reach the seekers who sit skeptically in
the back pews rather than offering them

the truths of the Gospel and the Christian
life? Faithful teaching of God’s Word is
vanishing. Are we among the number that
have replaced preaching with elaborate
drama productions aimed at entertaining?
In terms of covenantal relationships, the
rate of divorce and remarriage reflects
societal statistics. Where do we stand on
this issue? The church has become
tolerant of all kinds of biblical compromise, casting aside principles that Owen
and his contemporaries would have given
their lives to protect and defend.
Unlike Owen, we are in danger of
falling prey to the belief that without
entertainment and other-worldly
concessions, no one will want what Jesus
offers. Let’s not forget the exchange, in
the nineteenth chapter of Matthew’s
gospel, between Jesus and the rich young
ruler when Jesus told the man the realities
of true discipleship. As the rich man realised
that personal sacrifice is required to live
in God’s kingdom, he walked away. What
did Jesus do? He did not do what many
churches do today: run after the man in
an effort to make the Gospel more
appealing. No, Jesus let him go, because
the only terms on which anyone can truly
follow Christ are God’s terms.
Owen engaged the culture without
capitulating to it because his chief desire
was to reflect God’s purity in his life and
ministry. He remained faithful in his
preaching to the truths of Scripture – even
in the face of life-threatening persecution
– because of his commitment to holiness.
People flocked to hear Owen preach
because he reflected God’s character.
Owen wrote, as noted in Peter Toon’s
book God’s Statesman: The Life and Work
of John Owen: “I hope I may own in
sincerity that my heart’s desire unto God,
and the chief design of my life … are, that
mortification and universal holiness may
be promoted in my own life and in the
hearts and ways of others, to the glory of
God, so that the gospel of our Lord and
Saviour Jesus Christ may be adorned in
all things” (p. 56).
I fear that personal holiness is not a
priority within the church – even among
its leaders – as it was in the days of the
Puritans. Many ministers are often
nowadays more concerned with visual

growth and success than with cultivating
personal purity. That was certainly not the
case with John Owen. Rather than
devoting much time to developing
innovative amusements for the worship
hour, Owen made private communion
with God a top priority. He understood
why the apostle Paul wrote: “Do not
conform any longer to the pattern of this
world, but be transformed by the renewing
of your mind. Then you will be able to
test and approve what God’s will is – his
good, pleasing and perfect will” (Rom.
12:2). The Word of God is the means
employed by the Holy Spirit to transform
us into the image of Christ, so if preaching
and evangelism are to be effective, private
communion with God in His Word must
be more important than discovering the
latest ministry technique. Owen wrote
that “whatever else be done in churches,
if the pastors of them, or those who are
so esteemed, are not exemplary in gospel
obedience and holiness, religion will not
be carried on and improved among the
people” (Works, vol. 16, p. 88).
Yet holiness isn’t just a necessity for
ministers. If the church is to recover its
distinctiveness, holiness is a requirement
for each individual member. Hebrews
12:14 says, “Make every effort to live in
peace with all men and to be holy; without
holiness no one will see the Lord.” Unless
we recover this emphasis on holiness, how
will the world look in and be able to see
the Jesus we profess? Evangelistic efforts
will ring hollow if such efforts are not
accompanied by personal purity.
Alistair Begg
Dr. Alistair Begg is senior pastor of Parkside
Church in Cleveland, Ohio, and host of
Truth For Life. He is author of The Hand of
God.
First published in Tabletalk Magazine,
an outreach of Ligonier.

Faith in Focus

23

