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Happy art thou, O Israel: who is like unto thee,  
O people saved by the Lord, the shield of thy help,  

and who is the sword of thy excellency!  
and thine enemies shall be found liars unto thee;  

and thou shalt tread upon their high places.
Deuteronomy 33:29
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MEDITATION

COMFORTABLE WORDS

Then the angel of the Lord answered and said, O Lord of hosts, how long wilt thou not  
have mercy on Jerusalem and on the cities of Judah, against which thou hast had indignation  

these threescore and ten years? And the Lord answered the angel that talked with me with  
good words and comfortable words.—Zechariah 1:12–13

How long, O Lord?
How long wilt thou not show mercy to Jeru-
salem?

This is the question of the angel of the Lord.
It is also the question of the souls under the altar: 

“How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost thou not judge 
and avenge our blood on them that dwell on the earth?” 
(Rev. 6:10).

It is the question too of the church of God throughout 
the centuries, for most often distress seems to endure far 
too long! God’s mills grind slowly. Dreadful is the perse-
cution; the fulfillment of the promise seems far, far off; 
and heaven is silent. Oh, that God would rend the heav-
ens! Has God withdrawn his promises?

How long, O Lord?
Is this not also the question that occupies the youthful 

prophet in the stillness of the night? Does not his medita-
tion on this fearful question rob him of sleep?

How long, O Lord?
It is the twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month 

in the second year of the reign of King Darius. Three 
months before this the word of the Lord also came to the 
prophet. Then the Lord instructed Zechariah to call to 
repentance the people who had returned from Babylon. 
He warned, “The Lord hath been sore displeased with 
your fathers.” Those who returned had built their own 
houses, but they had not built the house of the Lord. 
So the prophet admonished, “Turn unto me, saith the 
Lord of hosts, and I will turn unto you, saith the Lord 
of hosts” (Zech. 1:2–3). And the people heard and likely 
obeyed the word of the prophet and began again to build 
the temple. Now it is three months later in the stillness 
of the night, the time when our minds are agitated and 
our spirits know no rest because what is important to us 
weighs on our minds.

What could have been weightier in the judgment of 
the prophet than the salvation and glory of Jerusalem and 
Judah? Nothing else so weighs upon him and agitates his 

mind than the Lord’s promises, those rich and glorious 
promises concerning Zion, which from of old the Lord 
had caused to be preached through the mouths of his 
prophets.

But where is the fulfillment of those promises?
The people who have returned to Jerusalem are a suf-

focating little mass of people surrounded by powerful 
enemies.

The walls of Jerusalem still lie in ruins, and the temple 
is not rebuilt.

It appears hopeless that God’s promises will ever be 
fulfilled.

How long, O Lord of hosts?
Comfortable words!
The prophet sees by night, and behold…!
As the prophet is contemplating, the divine Word 

comes to him in a vision. Jehovah of hosts shows Zech-
ariah that Zion’s deliverance and Zion’s hour are com-
pletely governed by the Lord, and he comforts Zechariah 
and all the people of Jerusalem with good and comfort-
able words.

The prophet sees, and behold...!
A stand of myrtle trees.
The myrtle tree with its deep green, fragrant leaves; 

white, starburst blossoms; and red currants was common 
in the land of Canaan. In infertile areas, on hilltops and 
on mountain slopes, the myrtle grew to be just a large 
shrub. But when planted in fertile soil, the myrtle grew to 
be a large and sturdy tree. Myrtle in scripture is a picture 
of the blessing of the Lord and is a contrast to the thistle, 
the thorn, and the brier, which are symbols of God’s curse 
upon the earth.

Does not the prophet Isaiah declare that instead of a 
brier a myrtle tree will grow up as the revelation of God’s 
rich grace toward his people (Isa. 55:13)?

The stand of myrtle trees in the prophet’s vision 
is then also a picture of Canaan, God’s kingdom, the 
church. And that these trees are found in the hollows of 
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the valleys causes one to think of the lowly state of God’s 
people who recently have returned from exile, and of the 
lowly state of Jerusalem and the temple, and of God’s 
covenant and kingdom.

Behold, a troop of cavalry!
On the foreground among the myrtles, the prophet 

beholds a man riding on a red horse. Behind him are red, 
speckled, and white horses with their riders, although 
these are not explicitly mentioned.

A troop of cavalry, therefore.
After the prophet asks for an explanation regarding 

the troop among the myrtle trees, the angel answers, “I 
will shew thee what these be.” And the man in the midst 
of the myrtle trees explains that “these are they whom the 
Lord hath sent to walk to and fro through the earth.” 
Then “they”—these riders—“answered the angel of the 
Lord that stood among the myrtle trees, and said, We 
have walked to and fro through the earth, and, behold, all 
the earth sitteth still, and is at rest” (Zech. 1:9–11).

God’s cavalry!
The horse and its rider are symbolic of a military force, 

of an irresistible power in battle, for the horse in sacred 
scripture is not a work horse, but a charger. Such a horse 
is unforgettably described for us in Job 39:19–25:

19.	Hast thou given the horse strength? hast thou 
clothed his neck with thunder?

20.	 Canst thou make him afraid as a grasshopper? 
the glory of his nostrils is terrible.

21.	 He paweth in the valley, and rejoiceth in his 
strength: he goeth on to meet the armed men.

22.	 He mocketh at fear, and is not affrighted; nei-
ther turneth he back from the sword.

23.	 The quiver rattleth against him, the glittering 
spear and the shield.

24.	 He swalloweth the ground with fierceness and 
rage: neither believeth he that it is the sound of 
the trumpet.

25.	He saith among the trumpets, Ha, ha; and 
he smelleth the battle afar off, the thunder of 
the captains, and the shouting.

Thus the troop of horses with their riders represent a 
single idea: They symbolize a unified, well-commanded, 
fearless, and irresistible power in battle.

God’s armies!
Truly by God this cavalry is sent out. These riders and 

their horses go when and where he orders them.
But for what? What battle do these troopers fight, and 

what are they come to do?
The specific meaning of each horse and his rider is 

indicated by the color of the different horses. Red is the 
color of blood, of consuming fire, of wrath and anger, 
and of vengeance and war. The man who comes from 

Edom is red in his garments. The red horse of Revela-
tion 6:4 is a military power, that is, a power to incite 
war, to cause nations to rise up against one another, in 
order to “take peace from the earth.” The speckled horse 
is a combination of the black horse and the pale horse of 
Revelation 6. Black is the color of starvation, and pale 
is the shade of death. Thus the speckled horse symbol-
izes numerous disasters and miseries, powers of hunger 
and pestilence that walk in darkness, and powers of death 
and hell. White is the color of triumph. The white horse 
that dominates in Revelation 6 stands in the background 
of Zechariah 1 and symbolizes in both Zechariah 1 and 
Revelation 6 the conquering power of Zion, of the king-
dom of God, and of Christ in the world by his Word and 
Spirit and soon through his personal appearance.

God’s cavalry!
An indomitable, superbly commanded power for war 

and turmoil, for starvation and pestilence!
And that cavalry symbolizes the victorious power of 

God’s kingdom and God’s cause in the world!
Standing among the myrtle trees!
But for what purpose do the riders and their horses 

stand among the myrtle trees?
Why here among the myrtles in the deep valleys? Why 

do they stand where God’s people live, where God causes 
his favor to be tasted, and where he commands his bless-
ing? Here...in Zion?

Should not the horses and their riders traverse the 
earth, the whole earth? Does not the man who stands 
among the myrtle trees answer, “These are they whom 
the Lord hath sent to walk to and fro through the earth”?

Thus all these mighty powers are of the Lord: the vic-
torious power of the kingdom of heaven, through which 
the rebellious and the enemies of God are made subjects 
of Christ; the establishment of God’s kingdom in the 
world and among all nations; the power to incite war, 
to cause one nation to rise up in anger and wrath against 
another, to cause the world powers to fight against one 
another; the powers of hunger, pestilence, and death in 
all its forms and with all its horror. All these powers are of 
the Lord, and he sends them forth to traverse the whole 
earth in order to serve his purpose in the earth.

Why then do the riders and their horses stand under 
the myrtle trees?

Listen! They are giving a report!
They are answering the angel of the Lord, who also 

stands among the myrtle trees. Therefore, they are report-
ing not to the angel who has spoken to Zechariah, not to 
the man who stands in the midst of the myrtles, but to the 
angel of the Lord. For the angel in the old covenant was 
none other than the angel who is God’s name, God’s face, 
God’s person, God himself, the Old Testament revelation 
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of the Christ of God, who has been set over the whole 
house of God, who also stands at the head of this cavalry 
of riders and their horses. He is responsible for them and 
their work. To him the horsemen bring their report.

They have just returned.
They have gone to and fro through the earth!
And behold, the whole earth sits still and is at rest!
The whole earth.
This is the world of the heathen; the powers of dark-

ness; the world powers that are hostile to God; those who 
hate God and his people, who were the cause of Israel’s 
lowly state and of Jerusalem’s devastation; those who still 
threaten and besiege Zion and leave her in ruins. That 
whole ungodly world sits still and is at rest! There is no 
war and no unrest. Among the world powers reigns com-
plete peace, and the people enjoy the prosperity of the 
ungodly!

God’s cavalry, therefore, has executed nothing 
whatsoever.

The cavalry has gone to and fro in the whole earth, 
and still the whole world is at rest and full of peace.

The cavalry has conducted only a reconnaissance 
mission.

Now the cavalry’s report: World peace!
How long, O Lord?
How long wilt thou not have mercy upon Jerusalem 

and on the cities of Judah?
Thus the question of the angel of the Lord, who stands 

in the vanguard of God’s church in the world, when 
responding to the disappointing report of God’s cavalry.

How long?
As long as the horsemen stand among the myrtles and 

report that everything in the world sits still and is at rest, 
that there is no turmoil, that they observe no wars and 
rumors of war, and that world peace and worldwide pros-
perity rule everywhere, so long then are God’s promises 
not fulfilled and God’s mercies toward Zion not realized.

How long, O Lord?
For how long will rest and peace remain in the ungodly 

world of the heathen?
Oh, indeed, God’s promises concerning Zion are rich 

and marvelous! Concerning the departures of Israel, God 
certainly had been but a little displeased with his people; 
he had caused them to live in the land of banishment and 
to sigh and groan for seventy years. But even before Israel 
was taken captive, he had comforted his people with his 
rich promises and opened to them beautiful and glorious 
prospects in the future. The Lord will lead his people out 
of Babylon, even as he led them with a mighty arm out 
of the house of slavery that was Egypt. They will return 
to their land with great joy. Jerusalem and the cities of 
Judah will be rebuilt, and the temple will rise from the 

ashes. But the Lord had promised much more. The glory 
of Zion will far exceed the former glory of Israel.

2.	 The mountain of the Lord’s house shall 
be established in the top of the mountains, 
and shall be exalted above the hills; and all 
nations shall flow unto it.

3.	 And many people shall go and say, Come ye, 
and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, 
to the house of the God of Jacob; and he will 
teach us of his ways, and we will walk in his 
paths: for out of Zion shall go forth the law, 
and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.

4.	 And he shall judge among the nations, and 
shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat 
their swords into plowshares, and their spears 
into pruninghooks: nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation, neither shall they learn 
war any more. (Isa. 2:2–4)

None will hurt or destroy in God’s holy mountain, 
“for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord, 
as the waters cover the sea” (Isa. 11:9).

Rich promises!
Glorious vistas!
How long, O Lord?
For it does not appear as though the promises are being 

fulfilled. Only a small number have returned from Bab-
ylon. Jerusalem is not yet rebuilt. Zion is still despised!

If God’s promises are to be fulfilled, then these horse-
men of God must enter the world—the world of the hea-
then who are at ease—in order to subject all to God’s 
kingdom by the Word and Spirit and in the way of war, 
turmoil, and death.

Behold, here the horsemen stand under the myrtle 
trees.

They have just returned from a journey through the 
earth.

And they report: The whole earth is quiet.
How long, O Lord?
Good words, comforting words!
In these words Jehovah gives his answer to Zechariah 

through the angel who has spoken with the prophet, so 
that he can immediately comfort God’s people with these 
good words.

How long...?
The prophet receives no specific response to this 

question. God’s work is done in God’s time. Yet it may 
be deduced from Jehovah’s answer that the time will be 
short, that the Lord comes quickly, that he does not delay 
the fulfillment of his promises, but as soon as possible 
he will realize his promises. God’s mills grind as fast as 
possible.

How long...?
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In answer to that question, the prophet and the church 
in the world do not need a precise reply. But let this be 
sufficient: The Lord is jealous for Jerusalem and for Zion 
with a great jealousy! Let this be sufficient: The Lord is 
very sore displeased with the heathen who are at ease; 
he is against the enemies of him and of his people. For, 

indeed, he has been but a little displeased toward his peo-
ple, but these enemies want to destroy his people totally.

God’s mercies are over Zion! Eternally!
He will yet glorify Jerusalem.
Comforting words!

—Herman Hoeksema

FROM THE EDITOR

F all is upon us. With the weather getting colder, the 
opportunities to read an issue of Sword and Shield 
outside in the warmth and sunshine on the patio 

or at the beach are dwindling, if not gone altogether. But 
if you are not using Sword and Shield as kindling for your 
woodstove in hatred for its content and its witness, then 
perhaps with the woodstove kindled with other paper you 
can pour a refreshing beverage of your choice and curl up 
in your favorite chair to read the comforting words of the 
truth beside the warmth of your crackling fire. Is not fall 
wonderful: the melancholy, gray skies; the cold November 
rain; that particular look and feel of the fall sun sinking 
to its winter nadir; the falling leaves; the crisp air; fresh 
apples and cider. All nature praises God even in its dying, 
preparing itself for the resurrection of spring!

In this issue the reader will notice that the meditation 
is by Herman Hoeksema. In the Reformed Protestant 
Churches, at Reformed Believers Publishing, and on the 
pages of Sword and Shield, we love Herman Hoeksema. He 
is our spiritual father. We receive his instruction and keep it 
in our hearts as the wise proverbist instructed his son. We 
do not do so uncritically, for as great a theologian as Her-
man Hoeksema was, he was not the one who is Wisdom 
himself. This would not have offended Hoeksema, for in his 
time and place he was a faithful theologian of the one who 
is Wisdom and was subject to him. So we subject Herman 
Hoeksema, where necessary, not to our own criticism but 
to the criticism of the Word. But we honor Hoeksema as 
our father, and we bear with his weaknesses and infirmities.

Most of our readers know Herman Hoeksema well. 
He was instrumental in the formation of the Protestant 
Reformed Churches and of The Standard Bearer magazine. 
He was gifted: a musician, a poet, an athlete, a scholar, a 
linguist, a theologian, a professor, a pastor, a writer, and 
an exegete, but above all else he was a minister of the word 
and sacraments of Jesus Christ. He labored without strife 
or vainglory in his hoekje that God had given to him. 
He had the ability in the various areas of his ministry—
because he preached and wrote in the Spirit and because 

of his own sufferings—to speak deeply to the hearts of 
the people of God in their situations, in their joys as well 
as in their deep and sometimes inexpressible sorrows. He 
brought our only comfort of belonging to Jesus Christ to 
bear on the experiences of God’s people. This becomes 
especially evident in his meditations with which he filled 
the pages of The Standard Bearer. He wrote these in both 
English and Dutch to the edification of his readers then 
and on into today. Some of Hoeksema’s Dutch medita-
tions have been translated, most have not. In this issue of 
Sword and Shield, the meditation is the first of a series of 
Hoeksema’s meditations on the book of Zechariah that 
the editor translated out of the Dutch.

The book of Zechariah is the Old Testament equiv-
alent of the book of Revelation. The editor intends to 
begin a series of articles on the last things, or eschatology, 
and as an accompaniment to that series to publish these 
translations of Hoeksema’s Zechariah meditations. Hoek-
sema has many meditations on that book. We will not be 
able to publish all of them but some at least, and we hope 
to the edification of the reader.

In the rest of the issue, there is our usual cast of charac-
ters. Reverend Bomers writes for us the next installment 
of his edifying series on the Old Testament sacrifices. In 
this issue he explains the peace offering, that offering in 
which over against the sins of his people and through a 
bloody sacrifice, God said “it is enough!” and took his 
people into that blessed fellowship that he had appointed 
to them from before the foundation of the world. Rever-
end Ophoff continues his treatment of the subject of the 
forgiveness of the neighbor. The Running Footman rubric 
is capably filled by Mr. Dan Birkett, who analyzes the 
parting shot of a pair of the many disillusioned turncoats 
who left us and attempted in their treachery to deceive 
many and to take them away from the truth by smooth 
words and fair speeches. “Nevertheless the foundation of 
God standeth sure, having this seal, The Lord knoweth 
them that are his” (2 Tim. 2:19).

—NJL
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EDITORIAL

THE END OF ALL THINGS (1):  
KNOWING THE TIME

And that, knowing the time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep: for now is our salvation  
nearer than when we believed. The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off  

the works of darkness, and let us put on the armour of light.—Romans 13:11–12

The Christian must know the time.
Time is the condition of all creaturely existence. 
Time is intimately and inextricably bound up 

with space and light and energy, and all creatures are 
bound up in that tightly woven fabric.

The Christian must know the time.
The Christian must know the time not in the sense 

of knowing about time scientifically in order to stammer 
a few things about the nature of its mysteries. But the 
Christian must know the time in the sense of knowing 
what time is theologically.

What is time?
Time and everything in time is but the manifesta-

tion of what is perfect in the eternal counsel of God. 
God had all things with him, and all things are perfect 
before him in his counsel. That is the reality. Time is 
the manifestation. Time serves as the stage upon which 
God’s counsel is made manifest, so that the thoughts 
and purposes of God are made known in the creation 
and to the creature and are observed and experienced by 
the creature.

Time then is theocentric. Time itself and everything 
in time concerns nothing but God, and all things are his 
works that he made, upholds, and directs to their divinely 
appointed end of his glory. It is as the apostle Paul says as 
he comes to the end of the consideration of God’s eternal 
purpose with men in Romans 11, and the apostle bows 
himself in worship and doxology to God:

33.	O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom 
and knowledge of God! how unsearchable 
are his judgments, and his ways past finding 
out!

34.	 For who hath known the mind of the Lord? or 
who hath been his counsellor?

35.	 Or who hath first given to him, and it shall be 
recompensed unto him again?

36.	For of him, and through him, and to him, 
are all things: to whom be glory for ever. 
Amen. (vv. 33–36)

Thus the Christian must know the time from that 
viewpoint. Time and everything in time is of God, 
through God, and to God. He made all things for his 
glory, even the wicked for the day of evil.

The Christian must also know the time in the sense of 
knowing the central event that determines all of time and 
the central personage who dominates all of time. There is 
really only one chief, grand, and glorious event that has 
determined all of time and all that happens in time, and 
there is really only one person who matters in all of time. 
To that event and for that person, all other things that 
occur in time are bent in service. All of time and history 
may simply be summarized as the coming of Jesus Christ.

All things were made by him because he is the Word 
whom the Father spoke and by the Spirit brought all 
things into existence.

1.	 In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was God.

2.	 The same was in the beginning with God.
3.	 All things were made by him; and without him 

was not any thing made that was made.
4.	 In him was life; and the life was the light of 

men.
5.	 And the light shineth in darkness; and the 

darkness comprehended it not. (John 1:1–5)

All things were made by the Word, and without him 
was not anything made that was made. He is the light 
that lightened every man who came into the world. He 
is the light of the world, though the light shined in dark-
ness, and the darkness comprehended it not. All things 
were made by him and for him, and he is the one in 
whom all things consist and in whom all things will be 
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wrapped up in their final glory and perfection. As the 
firstborn of every creature, then, he is first in the counsel 
of God, and all things were appointed to serve God’s 
purpose with him.

15.	Who is the image of the invisible God, the 
firstborn of every creature:

16.	 For by him were all things created, that are in 
heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisi-
ble, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or 
principalities, or powers: all things were created 
by him, and for him:

17.	 And he is before all things, and by him all 
things consist.

18.	 And he is the head of the body, the church: 
who is the beginning, the firstborn from the 
dead; that in all things he might have the 
preeminence.

19.	 For it pleased the Father that in him should all 
fulness dwell;

20.	And, having made peace through the blood 
of his cross, by him to reconcile all things 
unto himself; by him, I say, whether they be 
things in earth, or things in heaven. (Col. 
1:15–20)

And so also the Spirit says in Hebrews 1:1–4 that 
Christ is the God-appointed heir of the world:

1.	 God, who at sundry times and in divers 
manners spake in time past unto the fathers 
by the prophets,

2.	 Hath in these last days spoken unto us by 
his Son, whom he hath appointed heir of all 
things, by whom also he made the worlds;

3.	 Who being the brightness of his glory, and the 
express image of his person, and upholding all 
things by the word of his power, when he had 
by himself purged our sins, sat down on the 
right hand of the Majesty on high;

4.	 Being made so much better than the angels, 
as he hath by inheritance obtained a more 
excellent name than they.

Christ is God’s purpose, and besides him there is 
no other purpose of God. Christ is the one whom God 
announced in the beginning to Adam and Eve in the gar-
den. Christ is the promised seed for whom the church 
always has looked. His coming explains the entire Old 
Testament as but a type of the reality that was coming, 
an impression made by him upon time in the old dispen-
sation. In the fullness of time, he was conceived by the 
Holy Ghost, born of a woman, and made under the law 
to redeem his people from the curse of the law. And hav-
ing done all that was his to do to accomplish the salvation 

of his people and to fulfill all the counsel of God, Christ 
ascended far above all heavens that he might fill all things 
in order to come again to judge the quick and the dead.

It is this awesome Christ who is the central and con-
trolling personage of time.

Him we meet in the very beginning of the book of 
Revelation when John saw

13.	in the midst of the seven candlesticks one 
like unto the Son of man, clothed with a gar-
ment down to the foot, and girt about the 
paps with a golden girdle.

14.	 His head and his hairs were white like wool, as 
white as snow; and his eyes were as a flame of fire;

15.	 And his feet like unto fine brass, as if they 
burned in a furnace; and his voice as the sound 
of many waters.

16.	And he had in his right hand seven stars: 
and out of his mouth went a sharp twoedged 
sword: and his countenance was as the sun 
shineth in his strength. (1:13–16)

It was for this glory that Christ prayed in his humilia-
tion and that God gave to Christ in his resurrection and 
ascension: “Now, O Father, glorify thou me with thine 
own self with the glory which I had with thee before the 
world was” (John 17:5). The glory that Christ had with 
God from before the foundation of the world was the 
glory that he had as the one who was first in the counsel 
of God as being God’s purpose and the heir of all things 
and thus the one whom all things serve.

Christ is the one whom we see throughout the book of 
Revelation and whose coming will bring to a close this age.

11.	I saw heaven opened, and behold a white 
horse; and he that sat upon him was called 
Faithful and True, and in righteousness he 
doth judge and make war.

12.	 His eyes were as a flame of fire, and on his head 
were many crowns; and he had a name written, 
that no man knew, but he himself.

13.	 And he was clothed with a vesture dipped in 
blood: and his name is called The Word of 
God.

14.	 And the armies which were in heaven followed 
him upon white horses, clothed in fine linen, 
white and clean.

15.	 And out of his mouth goeth a sharp sword, 
that with it he should smite the nations: and he 
shall rule them with a rod of iron: and he trea-
deth the winepress of the fierceness and wrath 
of Almighty God.

16.	And he hath on his vesture and on his thigh 
a name written, King of Kings, and Lord 
of Lords. (Rev. 19:11–16)
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When Christ appears, then he appears as the mighty 
one who declares the end of this age and the coming of 
the new and everlasting age.

1.	 I saw another mighty angel come down from 
heaven, clothed with a cloud: and a rainbow 
was upon his head, and his face was as it were 
the sun, and his feet as pillars of fire:

2.	 And he had in his hand a little book open: and 
he set his right foot upon the sea, and his left 
foot on the earth,

3.	 And cried with a loud voice, as when a lion 
roareth: and when he had cried, seven thunders 
uttered their voices…

5.	 And the angel which I saw stand upon the 
sea and upon the earth lifted up his hand to 
heaven,

6.	 And sware by him that liveth for ever and ever, 
who created heaven, and the things that therein 
are, and the earth, and the things that therein 
are, and the sea, and the things which are there-
in, that there should be time no longer:

7.	 But in the days of the voice of the seventh 
angel, when he shall begin to sound, the 
mystery of God should be finished, as he 
hath declared to his servants the prophets. 
(Rev. 10:1–7)

At that moment there shall be time no longer, yet not 
in the sense that time itself will disappear. Rather, the 
mystery of God consisting of Christ and his kingdom will 
be finished and will appear in its perfection as that house, 
that building, that city that God always has been building 
from the moment he announced the coming of the seed 
of the woman in the Old Testament. Time in its present 
form will cease and enter into its glorified form as the 
everlasting age of the new heavens and new earth.

We must insist that it is no contradiction of the state-
ment that Christ is the purpose of God to say that God’s 
purpose is his church, kingdom, and covenant. Jesus 
Christ is a corporation. He is not a private figure, and he 
is inconceivable apart from his people, who were chosen 
in him from before the foundation of the world. So the 
apostle says, “Whom he did foreknow, he also did pre-
destinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that 
he might be the firstborn among many brethren” (Rom. 
8:29).

The church is Christ’s body, that body politic is his 
kingdom, and as the very essence of that kingdom stands 
the covenant fellowship of his people with the triune God 
as members of his family and as his dear friends through 
his Son, Jesus Christ. Christ and his church gathered out 
of every tribe, tongue, and nation is the mystery hid from 
the ages and revealed now in these last days.

7.	 We speak the wisdom of God in a mys-
tery, even the hidden wisdom, which God 
ordained before the world unto our glory:

8.	 Which none of the princes of this world knew: 
for had they known it, they would not have 
crucified the Lord of glory.

9.	 But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear 
heard, neither have entered into the heart of 
man, the things which God hath prepared for 
them that love him.

10.	But God hath revealed them unto us by his 
Spirit: for the Spirit searcheth all things, yea, 
the deep things of God. (1 Cor. 2:7–10)

That Christ and his people is the mystery the apostle 
teaches in Ephesians 5:25–32:

25.	Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ 
also loved the church, and gave himself for it;

26.	 That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the 
washing of water by the word,

27.	 That he might present it to himself a glorious 
church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any 
such thing; but that it should be holy and with-
out blemish.

28.	 So ought men to love their wives as their own 
bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself.

29.	 For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but 
nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord 
the church:

30.	 For we are members of his body, of his flesh, 
and of his bones.

31.	 For this cause shall a man leave his father and 
mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and 
they two shall be one flesh.

32.	This is a great mystery: but I speak concern-
ing Christ and the church.

Human marriage is but the impression or stamp 
among men of what is the great and final marriage that 
God ordained between Christ and his church. You can 
say that the very fact of how God created Adam and Eve 
as a married couple was because of his purpose in Christ. 

God is a covenant God in himself. For the revelation 
of himself as the covenant God, he decreed to establish 
with Christ an eternal covenant of grace. In this covenant 
Christ is the head of the covenant and his people as the 
body of Christ are its members, the fullness of him who 
fills all things. David sang of this in Psalm 2:7–8:

7.	 I will declare the decree: The Lord hath said 
unto me, Thou art my Son; this day have I 
begotten thee.

8.	 Ask of me, And I shall give thee the heathen 
for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts 
of the earth for thy possession.
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This is the decree of the covenant ordaining Christ, his 
kingdom, his covenant, and his church as the purpose of 
God. The King James Version is right in translating the 
Hebrew as “the decree.” It is not merely a decree, but it is 
“the decree.” It is not “the decree” in the sense that there 
is no other decree but in the sense that all other parts of 
God’s counsel serve this one decree concerning Christ. 
He is the purpose of God for all things, and all other 
parts are the way in which God brings this central and 
controlling decree in its perfection.

Thus the Christian must know the time in the sense 
that from his own time and place in the history of the 
unfolding of God’s counsel he understands what time it 
is in the clock of history. This is the particular concern of 
the apostle in Romans 13:11–12:

11.	And that, knowing the time, that now it is 
high time to awake out of sleep: for now is 
our salvation nearer than when we believed.

12.	The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let 
us therefore cast off the works of darkness, 
and let us put on the armour of light.

Our salvation is nearer than when we believed!
The night is far spent!
The day is at hand!
Some say that when the apostle wrote these words 

that he labored under the misunderstanding that in his 
own day Christ would come. But this is impossible, for 
Paul writes later of the expectation of his death and that 
through death he would be with Christ (Phil. 1:20–25). 
He also writes to the Thessalonians, who thought that 
Christ could come at any moment, that the day of the 
Lord cannot come at any moment, for there must come 
a falling away first, and the man of sin, the son of perdi-
tion, must be revealed (2 Thess. 2–3).

Rather, the apostle speaks in Romans 13 of the 
advancement of Christ and his kingdom in the new dis-
pensation as Christ comes at every moment and in every 
event. It is not true that Christ will merely come at some 
point in time in the future. All the new dispensation 
too and all its events are but the footsteps of the coming 
Christ. For the creation as a whole, Christ is always com-
ing, and always he comes nearer. When he comes, then 
our salvation comes nearer.

For the child of God, there is also a personal applica-
tion of the truth that his salvation is nearer than when he 
believed, for the day of the Lord for him will be at the 
moment of his death, and surely every Christian can say, 
“I fly away quickly!” His day, the day of his death, and 
thus the day of his salvation coming nearer comes quickly 
and is nearer now than yesterday.

Yet it is especially with a view to the completion of 
the whole purpose of God in Christ and with his church, 

kingdom, and covenant that the apostle says that our sal-
vation is nearer than when we first believed and that the 
night is far spent and that the day is at hand.

It has not always been so that the night is far spent. 
In the beginning God said, “Let there be light,” and light 
was. He divided the day from the night. And he created 
a perfect creation in an earthly sense. Adam was made 
in God’s image, and there was light in Adam’s heart. He 
loved the Lord, his God. Through Adam and through his 
heart, the whole creation was consecrated to the living 
God in love. And the creation was full of light each day as 
all things transparently and perfectly gave glory to God, 
their creator. In heaven too there was light. The morn-
ing stars sang for joy at the creation of God, led by their 
leader, the shining one, Lucifer, the son of the morning.

But a terrible night descended on the creation, begin-
ning in heaven and through the fall of Adam extending to 
the earth. A terrible night of sin and guilt and the curse. 
Man was stripped of the glorious and bright image of God 
that he bore and took on the image of the prince of darkness 
to whom Adam had allied himself. The whole creation was 
subjected to the curse, and under its weight the creation 
groans and travails. Death reigned! And who can grasp the 
terribleness of those words. Death reigned because guilt 
reigned, and guilt reigned because man had sinned against 
the most high majesty of God, his creator. And the law 
entered and made man’s night truly dark! These destruc-
tive powers took over the ages. Death reigned. “The sting 
of death is sin; and the strength of sin is the law” (1 Cor. 
15:56). All men were bound in a terrible darkness.

It was according to the purpose of God that all this came 
on the world. For the way that he determined for the rev-
elation of his purpose in Christ was the fall, sin, guilt, and 
death and grace, redemption, resurrection, and glorification.

Sin and grace!
Death and resurrection!
Fall and redemption!
A mysterious way!
A deep way!
It is as the psalmist says: “Thy way is in the sea, and 

thy path in the great waters, and thy footsteps are not 
known” (Ps. 77:19).

It is a way beyond man’s comprehension, so that we 
say with the apostle, “O the depth of the riches both of 
the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable 
are his judgments, and his ways past finding out!” (Rom. 
11:33). It is a way in which God would be glorified both 
in his glorious grace upon undeserving sinners and in his 
just severity upon the vessels of wrath.

Already then in Eden the faintest ray of light pierced 
that terrible darkness that had swallowed up all the light 
in the world. There would be a seed who would crush the 
head of the serpent. It was an announcement of God’s 
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purpose in Christ, advancing through history through a 
titanic warfare and struggle to the victory of the seed of 
the woman over the seed of the serpent.

Yet one could not say at that point, “The night is far 
spent.” That faint, initial glimmer of light never receded 
during the entire old dispensation, but all remained very 
dark. The seed of the woman was always besieged by the 
growth of wickedness. The church of God remained yet 
mired in her sinful condition: Justified by the promise of 
Christ, yet still full of sin. As to the promise of Christ’s 
coming, the old dispensation was a time of shadows cre-
ated by the glow of that light across the events of the Old 
Testament. The very reality that stood in God’s counsel 
as the perfection and fullness of Christ’s kingdom cast its 
light into the old dispensation to create the very people, 
places, and events of the Old Testament. The glow intensi-
fied in brightness, yet never in the old dispensation did the 
dawn break. In the dark time of Noah, never could he say, 
“The day is at hand!” The best that could come was a pic-
ture in the rainbow that encircled the newborn creation as 
a promise of what was to come. Even at the end of the old 
dispensation, Malachi could prophesy only that the Sun 
would yet rise: “Unto you that fear my name shall the Sun 
of righteousness arise with healing in his wings” (Mal. 4:2).

From the viewpoint of the church of the Old Testa-
ment, time had to be filled with many events yet. God 
suffered the nations to wander and grope about in the 
darkness and in ignorance, while he narrowed his prom-
ise within the sphere of Abraham’s offspring. There had 
to be Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Israel had to be enslaved 
and delivered, and the promised land and the inheritance 
in type had to be given to Israel. The law had to be laid 
on the promise to hem in Israel to Christ. The judges had 
to rise, and then David had to come with his kingdom. 
And then it had to be made manifest that Israel could not 
bring the promise by the law and that the house of David 
was a failure. So there had to be Babylon and the return 
from captivity, when Israel had no king and the temple 
was but a shadow of its former glory under Solomon and 
the people were but a tiny remnant. And that dark period 
had to hold until such a moment as time was full with 
all that God had ordained. Only then at that precise and 
divinely ordained moment did the Dawn break, and John 
was his herald. Zacharias spoke of John and his relation-
ship to the Dawn:

76.	Thou, child, shalt be called the prophet of 
the Highest: for thou shalt go before the face 
of the Lord to prepare his ways;

77.	 To give knowledge of salvation unto his people 
by the remission of their sins,

78.	 Through the tender mercy of our God; where-
by the dayspring from on high hath visited us,

79.	To give light to them that sit in darkness and 
in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into 
the way of peace. (Luke 1:76–79)

For the “day” of which Paul speaks under the inspira-
tion of the Spirit is nothing other than Christ and his day. 
Abraham saw it afar off and was glad. All the patriarchs 
had that day as their hope. While never seeing that day 
come, they yet died in faith of the certainty of its coming. 
Of that Day there were many types in the Old Testament 
impressed into the soft clay of the old dispensation by the 
coming reality of Christ and his kingdom.

The Day was coming, advancing with irresistible 
power throughout the old dispensation, but never did 
Day break. John the Baptist was the forerunner of the 
Dawn. His message was “repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand.” Then the Day himself came, yet he 
entered the deepest darkness of the wrath of God against 
sin, suffering the anguish of the outer darkness of hell on 
the tree of the cross. And having declared that salvation 
was finished, the Sun of righteousness arose with healing 
in his wings.

As far as scripture is concerned, the rest of the new 
dispensation has been night with the Dawn at hand. The 
night is far spent. The day is at hand. With the incarna-
tion, cross, and resurrection of Christ, we have come to 
the very threshold of Day.

Regarding the main character of this present time for 
the Christian, it is yet night. It is night because the pres-
ent state of the world is yet sinful, groaning and travailing 
under the curse and characterized by death. This night 
the Christian also carries around with him in his nature, 
so that he must say about himself, “I am carnal and sold 
under sin.” He is not carnal in the sense of the man of the 
world. The things of God are no longer foolishness to the 
Christian. He delights in the law of God after the inward 
man. But his condition is that he still has his old flesh; in 
his members the law of sin still operates and takes him 
captive, so that the good that he would, he does not do, 
and the evil that he would not, that he does. And this law 
holds for the Christian that when he would do good, evil 
is present with him.

Yet it is not all night. The night is far spent! The day 
is at hand!

In the dimness of the early light of dawn, though, 
the Christian still lives by faith and not by sight. He sees 
through a glass darkly the coming glory of the kingdom of 
Christ. The Christian does not yet know as he is known. 
He sees only in the light of scripture, which indeed means 
that he has “a more sure word of prophecy; whereunto ye 
do well that ye take heed, as unto a light that shineth in 
a dark place.” Yet he looks to that time when the day will 
dawn and the day star will arise in his heart (2 Pet. 1:19). 
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He does not yet see Christ face to face and with his eyes 
behold the majesty of Christ and the glory of his kingdom.

But the day is at hand! As far as scripture is concerned, 
the entire new dispensation is the last hour of night before 
the rising of the Sun of righteousness.

Thus the Christian must know the time. He must 
know that now the clock of history is in its last hour. The 
coming of Christ is quick. Oh yes, it seems that Christ 
delays, but he does not. He is working speedily all things 
that must happen in order to appear in his time on the 
clouds of heaven with power and great glory in order to 
judge the quick and the dead. He comes with irresistible 
power. Like the labor of a woman once begun cannot 
be stopped, so Christ’s coming cannot be stopped. The 
church in the new dispensation lives in the hope of the 
consummation of all things. The church in the old dis-
pensation saw the coming of Christ as a single event, a 
mingling in her vision of the first and second comings 
of Christ. Now we understand that Christ’s coming has 
two great parts to it: his coming in his humiliation and 
his coming in his exaltation, his coming to confirm God’s 
covenant and his coming to make perfect God’s covenant. 
In the first coming he entered into our night to bring the 
clock of history forward to its last hour. In the second 
coming he will arise in all his glory as the Day to chase 
away forever the night that came on the world in Adam, 
so that the time will come in creation when “there shall 
be no night there; and they need no candle, neither light 
of the sun; for the Lord God giveth them light: and they 
shall reign for ever and ever” (Rev. 22:5). The holy city, 
the perfected church, will have no need of the sun nor  
the moon to shine in it, for the glory of God will lighten 
it, and the Lamb will be the light thereof. The nations of 
those who are saved shall walk in the light of it, and the 
kings of the earth will bring their glory and honor into it. 
And the gates of it shall not be shut at all by day, for there 
shall be no night there (Rev. 21:23–25).

Now it is the last hour!
This the Christian must know!
For the coming Day calls to his people in the world. 

“It is time to awake out of sleep!” This is not the sleep of 
death out of which the Christian was awakened in his 
regeneration, but it is the sleepy complacency of his flesh 
that is satisfied with the here and now: to eat and to drink, 
to count his money, and to make plans for the future. But 
now the Day calls to his people in the world, “It is high 
time to get up out of bed and to lay aside your pajamas of 
satisfaction with this world and of making provisions for 
your flesh. Arm yourselves with the light of truth, for now 
the struggle between flesh and Spirit, between church and 
world, and between Satan and Christ will become truly 

fierce. It is darkest before Dawn, and into that period we 
have descended.”

In reminding the church to know the time, the apos-
tle’s purpose is intensely practical. It comes as further 
ground for the love of the neighbor and for submission 
to the higher powers and to owe no man anything except 
that unpayable and abiding love-debt to the neighbor. 
Knowing the time serves also as a calling. The Day calls 
to his people in the world of darkness as those who are 
in the light,

13.	Let us walk honestly, as in the day; not in 
rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering 
and wantonness, not in strife and envying.

14.	But put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the 
lusts thereof. (Rom. 13:13–14)

No doubt the apostle expresses a similar thought in 
Ephesians 5:14–17:

14.	Wherefore he saith, Awake thou that sleep-
est, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall 
give thee light.

15.	 See then that ye walk circumspectly, not as 
fools, but as wise,

16.	 Redeeming the time, because the days are evil.
17.	Wherefore be ye not unwise, but under-

standing what the will of the Lord is.

Understanding that the will of the Lord is our salva-
tion in heaven and the new heaven and new earth, then 
the Christian also sets his heart and affections not on the 
things here below but on the things that are above, where 
Christ sits at God’s right hand.

A similar thought is spoken by the Lord in connec-
tion with his teaching about his second coming: “When 
these things begin to come to pass, then look up, and lift 
up your heads; for your redemption draweth nigh” (Luke 
21:28). All this means that the Day calls to his people in 
the world to turn from this world, to repent, to humble 
themselves, and to live as those who are light in darkness 
and who so order their lives in the consciousness of the 
coming day.

The events that fill up this last hour is the concern of 
eschatology. I intend to write a series of articles on escha-
tology. Eschatology means the study of the last things. It is 
the study of those things that belong to the coming con-
summation of God’s purpose in Christ. I do not intend to 
write an exhaustive series, in part because I do not want it 
to go on and on. Rather, I intend to treat the main points 
regarding the truth of eschatology.

—NJL
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OUR DOCTRINE

Till I come, give attendance to reading, to exhortation, to doctrine.—1 Timothy 4:13

SACRIFICES (13):  
THE SHELAMIM, OR PEACE OFFERING

If his oblation be a sacrifice of peace offering…—Leviticus 3:1

Its Particular Emphasis

A fter the institution of the Levitical priesthood 
and the completion of the tabernacle at Sinai, 
God legislated five distinct sacrifices for the 

priestly service in his sanctuary. Four of these sacrifices 
involved the bloody slaughter of cattle, and the remaining 
sacrifice was a bloodless offering of grain and oil. We have 
considered the laws for the bloody burnt offering and the 
bloodless meat offering that are recorded in Leviticus 1 
and 2, respectively. There are three more bloody sacrifices 
to consider: the peace, sin, and trespass offerings. In this 
article we take up the law for the peace offering found in 
Leviticus 3 and 7:11–34.

As a bloody sacrifice the peace offering taught the 
doctrine of vicarious satisfaction. What is meant by sat-
isfaction is that God’s justice against an ungodly sinner 
receives all that it is due. Satisfaction has two aspects. 
First, God’s justice demands a complete payment of the 
sinner’s debt by sustaining God’s infinite wrath against 
sin. Second, God’s justice demands a perfect fulfillment 
of his law, so that the sinner loves God with all his heart, 
mind, soul, and strength. When God’s justice is satisfied, 
God declares to the sinner, “You have done enough. You 
have suffered the penalty of my infinite wrath against 
your sins, and you are perfectly righteous before me.” 
What is meant by vicarious satisfaction is that another has 
stood in the place of the ungodly sinner to act in that sin-
ner’s behalf and to make satisfaction for him. In order to 
make such satisfaction, that representative for the sinner 
must have both a legal and an organic relationship to him 
by God’s own sovereign and eternal appointment. And 
the peace offering taught vicarious satisfaction because it 
was a shadowy picture and an earthly impression of that 
Lamb who was slain from before the foundation of the 

world, being ordained of God as the mediator of his elect 
people to save them from their sins.

However, the peace offering by itself does not teach the 
doctrine of vicarious satisfaction. God gave to Israel four 
bloody sacrifices, and together these four bloody sacrifices 
teach one doctrine of vicarious satisfaction. These four 
bloody sacrifices constitute a single picture of the one 
offering of the Lord Jesus Christ unto the death of the 
cross in loving obedience to the will of his Father.

But why did the wisdom of God ordain four kinds of 
bloody sacrifices instead of only one? On the one hand, 
God gave to Israel multiple bloody sacrifices in order to 
remind Israel of the utter inability of these animal sacri-
fices to perfect anyone or anything. Israel was expected 
to look beyond the blood of bulls and goats and to see 
by faith the one offering by the seed of the woman, who 
would crush the head of the serpent. On the other hand, 
God gave to Israel multiple bloody sacrifices in order to 
show forth the manifold blessings that belong to vicarious 
satisfaction. To each of the four bloody sacrifices, God 
assigned a peculiar emphasis in order that Israel might 
understand all that was necessary to bring her out of her 
misery into his holy fellowship.

We have seen in a foregoing article that the bloody 
burnt offering emphasized the pure, vigorous, and 
perpetual zeal of consecration to God that God’s jus-
tice requires. The burnt offering brought the positive 
demand of God’s moral law to the foreground. When 
God legislated the law for the burnt offering, God testi-
fied to his people that in their behalf he would send the 
promised seed to give himself the loving obedience that 
he was due.

So what was the peculiar emphasis of the peace offer-
ing? That by vicarious satisfaction God perfects his eternal 
will that his people dwell with him in covenant fellowship. 
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In the words of the epistolist to the Hebrews, the peace 
offering brought to the foreground that the one offering 
of Jesus Christ “hath perfected for ever them that are sancti-
fied” (Heb. 10:14, emphasis added). When he says “them 
that are sanctified,” the epistolist refers to those whom 
God set apart for himself by his election as the ones he 
eternally embraces within his arms of love in distinction 
from those whom God rejected by his decree of repro-
bation. And these elect people are “perfected for ever,” 
which is to say, they are brought all the way to heaven 
itself. By vicarious satisfaction God’s people are made to 
sit in heavenly places together with Jesus Christ. By vicar-
ious satisfaction God’s people have fellowship with him, 
have eternal life before his face, and have every spiritual 
blessing in heavenly places. The peace offering emphasized 
the weighty significance of this word that would soon be 
heard at the cross of Calvary: “It is finished.”

And in service of this peculiar emphasis, the peace 
offering involved a meal.

Its Law for a Meal
What was entirely unique about the peace offering was 
that it was the only bloody sacrifice wherein a portion 
of its flesh was given to the Israelite for a meal. The law 
regarding this meal is set down in Leviticus 7:15–17:

15.	The flesh of the sacrifice of his peace offerings 
for thanksgiving shall be eaten the same day 
that it is offered; he shall not leave any of it 
until the morning.

16.	 But if the sacrifice of his offering be a vow, or 
a voluntary offering, it shall be eaten the same 
day that he offereth his sacrifice: and on the 
morrow also the remainder of it shall be eaten.

17.	But the remainder of the flesh of the sacrifice 
on the third day shall be burnt with fire.

What we observe in this passage are three things. The 
first two things we will consider later, namely, that there 
were three different kinds of peace offerings—a thanks-
giving peace offering, a vow peace offering, and a vol-
untary peace offering—and that the peace offering had 
to be eaten within a day or two. But what we must note 
presently is simply that the flesh of the peace offering was 
eaten as a meal.

Prior to this meal the peace offering was sectioned 
into three distinct portions.

The first portion was the fat that the Israelite cut out 
of the animal and set aside for the priest to burn upon the 
altar. This fat portion is what receives primary attention in 
Leviticus 3, which passage details explicitly what parts of 
the animal constituted the fat portion. For example, here 

1	 J. H. Kurtz, Sacrificial Worship of the Old Testament, trans. James Martin (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1863), 218.

is what the law required the Israelite to do if he brought a 
bullock to God’s altar for a peace offering:

1.	 If his oblation be a sacrifice of peace offering, 
if he offer it of the herd; whether it be a male 
or female, he shall offer it without blemish 
before the Lord.

2.	 And he shall lay his hand upon the head of his 
offering, and kill it at the door of the taberna-
cle of the congregation: and Aaron’s sons the 
priests shall sprinkle the blood upon the altar 
round about.

3.	 And he shall offer of the sacrifice of the peace 
offering an offering made by fire unto the 
Lord; the fat that covereth the inwards, and all 
the fat that is upon the inwards,

4.	 And the two kidneys, and the fat that is on 
them, which is by the flanks, and the caul above 
the liver, with the kidneys, it shall he take away.

5.	 And Aaron’s sons shall burn it on the altar 
upon the burnt sacrifice, which is upon the 
wood that is on the fire: it is an offering made 
by fire, of a sweet savour unto the Lord. 
(Lev. 3:1–5)

The law of Leviticus 3 then repeats this procedure two 
more times but for a sheep (vv. 6–11) and a goat (vv. 12–15).

The fat portion of the peace offering was not ordinary 
muscle fat. Rather, the fat portion consisted of four things 
regardless if the animal was a bullock or sheep or goat: 
“The fat that covereth the inwards,” or the network of rich 
suet that covered the abdominal organs of the animal; “all 
the fat that is upon the inwards,” or the extra fatty deposits 
on the intestines; “the two kidneys, and the fat that is on 
them”; and “the caul above the liver, with the kidneys,” 
or the fatty covering attached to the liver that stretched 
down near to the kidneys. Additionally, the fat portion for 
sheep included the fat tail that the Israelite had to “take 
off hard by the backbone” (v. 9), which J. H. Kurtz said 
“frequently weighs fifteen pounds and upwards in some 
species of oriental sheep, and consists entirely of some-
thing intermediate between marrow and fat.”1

Scripture often uses the idea of fat to refer to the richest 
and chief parts of something. When Pharaoh told Joseph’s 
father and brethren in Genesis 45:18 that they would eat 
“the fat of the land” in Egypt, then Pharaoh promised 
them Egypt’s finest productions. When God told Aaron 
and his sons in Numbers 18:12 that they would be given 
“all the best of the oil, and all the best of the wine, and of 
the wheat,” the Hebrew uses the literal expression “all the 
fat of the oil and all the fat of the wine and of the wheat” 
to refer to the firstfruits of Israel’s harvest that God gave 
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to the earthly support of the priests. So too, the blessing 
of God that is symbolized under the figure of “the finest 
of the wheat” in Psalm 81:16 and 147:14 is literally “the 
fat of the wheat.”

Likewise, the fat of the peace offering referred to the 
richest and chief parts of the sacrificial animal. As the 
law for the peace offering states in Leviticus 3:16, “All 
the fat is the Lord’s.” This fat portion of the peace offer-
ing is what God set apart to be burned upon his altar as a 
representation of the entire animal, using its richest and 
chief parts. You must think about the fat portion this 
way: It was the peace offering’s counterpart to the entire 
animal that was consumed by fire for a burnt offering. 
When the fat of the peace offering was burnt upon the 
altar, it was called “an offering made by fire, of a sweet 
savour unto the Lord” (3:5, 11, 16) just as when the 
entire animal of the burnt offering was burnt upon the 
altar (1:17).

Because the peace offering required a meal, the entirety 
of the animal could not be consumed upon the altar like 
the animal of the burnt offering. And because the burnt 
offering required the entire consumption of the animal 
upon the altar, there was no leftover portion for a meal. 
Therefore, God ordained these two offerings to comple-
ment one another in order to teach his people the com-
plete doctrine of vicarious satisfaction. Accordingly, we 
find these two offerings frequently mentioned together 
in scripture.2

In sum we are to regard this first portion of the peace 
offering—the fat portion—as the richest and chief parts 
of the sacrificial animal that God set apart to represent 
the burning of the entire animal upon his altar unto him.

The second portion of the peace offering is set forth in 
Leviticus 7:28–36:

28.	The Lord spake unto Moses, saying,
29.	 Speak unto the children of Israel, saying, He 

that offereth the sacrifice of his peace offerings 
unto the Lord shall bring his oblation unto 
the Lord of the sacrifice of his peace offerings.

30.	 His own hands shall bring the offerings of the 
Lord made by fire, the fat with the breast, it 
shall he bring, that the breast may be waved for 
a wave offering before the Lord.

31.	 And the priest shall burn the fat upon the altar: 
but the breast shall be Aaron’s and his sons’.

32.	 And the right shoulder shall ye give unto the 
priest for an heave offering of the sacrifices of 
your peace offerings.

2	 For the frequent mentioning of these sacrifices together in scripture, see G. M. Ophoff, “The Peace Offering,” Standard Bearer 15, no. 15 
(December 1, 1938): 117.

3	 Kurtz, Sacrificial Worship of the Old Testament, 266.

33.	 He among the sons of Aaron, that offereth the 
blood of the peace offerings, and the fat, shall 
have the right shoulder for his part.

34.	 For the wave breast and the heave shoulder 
have I taken of the children of Israel from off 
the sacrifices of their peace offerings, and have 
given them unto Aaron the priest and unto his 
sons by a statute for ever from among the chil-
dren of Israel.

35.	 This is the portion of the anointing of Aaron, 
and of the anointing of his sons, out of the of-
ferings of the Lord made by fire, in the day 
when he presented them to minister unto the 
Lord in the priest’s office;

36.	Which the Lord commanded to be given 
them of the children of Israel, in the day 
that he anointed them, by a statute for ever 
throughout their generations.

This passage teaches that God gave to Aaron and his 
sons for the support of their priestly ministry two choice 
cuts of meat: the breast and the right shoulder. The for-
mer cut, as Kurtz noted, “consisted of marbled and pal-
atable gristly fat” and formed “one of the most savoury 
portions.”3 The latter cut should be understood as the 
thigh or shank of the hind leg and was another substan-
tial and desirable cut for a hearty roast, the same portion 
that Samuel set aside to serve Saul before he told Saul 
that God had chosen him to be king over Israel (1 Sam. 
9:23–24). In other words the priests were not given the 
leftovers. Rather, God set aside these goodly cuts of meat 
for the priests and commanded the Israelites to give them 
to the priests for the support of the Old Testament gospel 
ministry, even as the apostle states in the New Testament: 
“Let him that is taught in the word communicate unto 
him that teacheth in all good things” (Gal. 6:6).

This second portion of the peace offering that fell to 
the priests is frequently designated in scripture as “the 
wave breast and the heave shoulder” (Lev. 7:34). It is 
called thus because those two cuts of meat were subjected 
to a peculiar ceremony of waving and heaving, which cer-
emony I will explain later. After this waving of the breast 
and heaving of the shoulder, God instructed the priests to 
“eat in a clean place; thou, and thy sons, and thy daugh-
ters with thee: for they be thy due, and thy sons’ due, 
which are given out of the sacrifices of peace offerings of 
the children of Israel” (Lev. 10:14).

After the burning of the fat and the ceremonial wav-
ing and heaving of the priests’ portion, the remainder of 
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the sacrificial animal was eaten as a meal by the Israelite 
family that brought the peace offering. God said to the 
Israelite when he brought his peace offering into God’s 
court: “There ye shall eat before the Lord your God, and 
ye shall rejoice in all that ye put your hand unto, ye and 
your households, wherein the Lord thy God hath blessed 
thee” (Deut. 12:7).

Its Representation of Communion
Now, what was the significance of this meal? What that 
meal represented was communion with Jehovah himself.

That this meal represented communion between 
the Israelite and Jehovah God is evident, first, by what 
a shared meal represents in scripture: Joyful fellowship 
between those who share a meal. When Abraham saw the 
three heavenly visitors standing by his tent, he requested 
that they rest themselves under the shade of a tree while 
he prepared a hearty meal for them to eat so that he could 
enjoy warm fellowship with them (Gen. 18). And in the 
Lord’s parable, when the errant son returned to the warm 
embrace of his loving and forgiving father, his father 
commanded the servants to have a fatted calf prepared so 
as to make merry and to enjoy restored communion with 
his son. By means of the peace offering, God prepared 
a meal for his people in order to enjoy joyful fellowship 
with them.

The law for the peace offering specifically required 
that the Israelite eat his portion of the peace offering in 
God’s presence to stress that this meal was shared with 
none other than the living God. In Deuteronomy 12 
God makes a distinction between meals that the Israelites 
could eat in their own homes and the meal of the peace 
offering. Concerning meals that the Israelites could eat 
in their own homes, God says, “Thou mayest kill and eat 
flesh in all thy gates, whatsoever thy soul lusteth after, 
according to the blessing of the Lord thy God which he 
hath given thee” (v. 15). But concerning the meal of the 
peace offering, God says, “Thou must eat them before 
the Lord thy God in the place which the Lord thy God 
shall choose, thou, and thy son, and thy daughter, and 
thy manservant, and thy maidservant, and the Levite 
that is within thy gates” (v. 18). The altar in the court of 
God’s house was, as the prophets called it, “the table of 
the Lord” (Mal. 1:7, 12) and “the table that is before the 
Lord” (Ezek. 41:22), and at that table the Israelite sat as a 
welcome guest in God’s presence to commune with him.

That this meal represented communion between the 
Israelite and Jehovah God is evident, second, by the name 
of the sacrifice. What the King James Version translates as 

4	 Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, eds., The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon: With an Appendix Contain-
ing the Biblical Aramaic (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2012), s.v. םֶלֶׁ֫ש, hereafter BDB.

“peace offering” is the Hebrew word shelamim. Shelamim 
is a very rich concept that I will continue to unfold as I 
continue this treatment of the peace offering. But for the 
present discussion, part of the root idea of shelamim is the 
idea of friendship. Brown-Driver-Briggs’ lexicon identi-
fies shelamim as “the sacrifice for alliance or friendship” 
and notes that the word speaks of “fellowship between 
God and worshippers.”4 The participle of shelamim’s ver-
bal counterpart is translated in Psalm 41:9 as “familiar 
friend.” Shelamim could very well be translated as “com-
munion offering.”

Therefore, that meal was God’s revelation of the life 
of the covenant that he makes with his people in Jesus 
Christ. Deeper yet, that meal was God’s revelation of his 
own covenant life within himself. Such a meal between 
Israel and Jehovah could only be possible because God is 
himself a God of communion. Communion is the heart 
of the Trinity. God is not three gods but one. He is one 
in being and three in persons. And when God calls him-
self Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then he reveals nothing 
less than that he is the God of communion. The Father 
fellowships with the Son in the Holy Ghost, and the Son 
fellowships with the Father in the Holy Ghost. God was 
testifying to Israel by means of that meal, “I am a God 
who delights in communion with you because that is 
who I am in myself eternally.” And for Israel to eat a 
meal before God was to say that there was a covenant of 
fellowship and friendship between the triune God and 
his people in Jesus Christ. That meal represented the 
most intimate communion with the living God: friendly 
intercourse, house and table companionship with him. 
The peace offering did not leave Israel at the door of 
God’s sanctuary, but the peace offering sat Israel down 
at God’s table.

Still more, that meal before God was a picture of eter-
nal life in heaven. Communion with God is eternal life, 
the fullness of joy and pleasures forevermore. This picture 
of eternal life God gave to Moses and Aaron, Nadab and 
Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel as they sat on the 
top of Mount Sinai, eating a meal under God’s great sap-
phire pavement. God, as it were, welcomed these leaders 
of Israel into heaven to feast in his presence and to com-
mune with him. This imagery of feasting with God as a 
picture of eternal life in heaven is what is shown to the 
prophet by vision in Isaiah 25:6–9:

6.	 In this mountain shall the Lord of hosts 
make unto all people a feast of fat things, a 
feast of wines on the lees, of fat things full of 
marrow, of wines on the lees well refined.
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7.	 And he will destroy in this mountain the face 
of the covering cast over all people, and the vail 
that is spread over all nations.

8.	 He will swallow up death in victory; and the 
Lord God will wipe away tears from off all fac-
es; and the rebuke of his people shall he take 
away from off all the earth: for the Lord hath 
spoken it.

9.	 And it shall be said in that day, Lo, this is 
our God; we have waited for him, and he 
will save us: this is the Lord; we have waited 
for him, we will be glad and rejoice in his 
salvation.

This imagery of feasting with God as a picture of eter-
nal life in heaven is taken up again in the apocalyptic 
vision of John in Revelation 19, wherein John is com-
manded to write, “Blessed are they which are called 
unto the marriage supper of the Lamb” (v. 9). That meal 
showed that communion with God is life eternal. To live 
apart from God—no matter how outwardly successful 
that life may appear to be—is death. But for Israel to eat 
that meal before God was salvation.

In other words God taught Israel by means of the 
peace offering’s meal that her salvation consisted in being 
brought all the way into God’s covenant for heavenly 
communion. That was her end according to election. And 
that rich Hebrew word shelamim speaks to this idea as 
well, for the verbal counterpart to shelamim means “to 
be complete” and “to be safe, secure, free from fault.”5 
That verb is used when Solomon completed the building 
of the temple (1 Kings 7:51) and when Nehemiah com-
pleted rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem (Neh. 6:15). That 
verb is used to describe the perfect security and prosperity 
of the righteous (Job 8:6). Furthermore, when multiple 
kinds of sacrifices were offered upon God’s altar, then the 
peace offering with its meal always came at the end of the 
succession of bloody offerings. And God used that order-
ing of the sacrifices to illustrate that the goal of all God’s 
works is that his people might know him, fellowship with 
him, and participate in the blessedness of his own cove-
nant life with Jesus Christ. Shelamim could very well be 
translated as the “made-heavenly offering.”

Its Testimony of Peace
However, the word shelamim was not translated as “peace 
offering” in the King James Version for no good reason. 
As I wrote earlier shelamim is abundantly rich in mean-
ing, and another root idea of shelamim is “to be at peace.”6 
The psalmist says, “I will both lay me down in peace, and 

5	 BDB, s.v. םֵלָׁש.
6	 BDB, s.v. םַלָׁש and םוֹלָׁש.

sleep: for thou, Lord, only makest me dwell in safety” 
(Ps. 4:8, emphasis added). The prophet exclaims, “Thou 
wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on 
thee: because he trusteth in thee” (Isa. 26:3, emphasis 
added). And this root idea of shelamim as peace is found 
in the name Jerusalem as the city of peace and in the name 
Solomon as the man of peace.

A meal shared between fellows presupposes that peace 
is between them. A meal is what Isaac shared with Abi-
melech and what Jacob shared with Laban after they, 
in each instance, swore to do each other no hurt and 
established peace between themselves. The state of peace 
between God and the leaders of Israel who ate before him 
at the top of Sinai is expressed this way: “Upon the nobles 
of the children of Israel he [God] laid not his hand: also 
they saw God, and did eat and drink” (Ex. 24:11). Those 
leaders stood in God’s presence and were not struck down 
nor consumed because there was peace between them. So 
too, God testified to his church in the old dispensation 
that there was peace between them by preparing the meal 
of the peace offering for his people upon the table of his 
sanctuary.

God’s own life of communion is rooted in perfect 
peace. Repeatedly throughout scripture God says that 
he is the God of peace. And what that means, above all, 
is that peace characterizes God’s own being. There is in 
God no disharmony. There is in God no warfare. There 
is in God no arguments or strife. God is a God of peace 
because he is a simple God. All his perfections are fun-
damentally one in him, and all those perfections are in 
absolute harmony. God in his justice is not at war with 
God in his mercy. God in his grace is not at war with God 
in his holiness. God in his sovereignty is not at war with 
God in his omnipotence. God is a God of peace because 
there is absolute harmony between Father and Son in the 
Spirit. Those divine persons are of one mind, one will, 
and one decree. God is absolutely the God of peace in his 
own being.

Therefore, that meal testified concerning the state of 
the church’s relationship with God. The Israelites said by 
faith, “We have communion with God and we are saved 
and we are sitting together in heavenly places with God 
exactly because we have peace with him.” And what you 
must understand about that reality of peace is that it was 
not a mere feeling. That reality of peace was not, primarily, 
the subjective state of an Israelite’s soul wherein he or she 
was free from all disturbances and at rest. No, that meal 
was, primarily, the joyful announcement of a real peace 
that God established between himself and his people.
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That announcement contrasted with the natural state 
of Israel. In Adam Israel was hostile toward God as an 
enemy of God, so that her natural relationship with God 
was one of enmity, hostility, and warfare. In Adam Israel 
was exposed in her sin to the wrath of God, so that as a 
consuming fire that wrath would take all of creation and 
turn it against Israel to bring her down into hell. That 
announcement contrasted with the accusation of an Isra-
elite’s conscience, that he had grossly transgressed the law 
of God and kept none of his commandments and was 
still inclined to all evil.

And then by means of the meal of the peace offer-
ing, God announced to his elect people, “The state of 
your relationship with me is one of peace! That is simply 
a fact. You have peace with me. I have nothing against 
you. I behold you in my favor. I will take all things in 
creation and cause them to serve you and to bring you 
into heaven. I desire to commune with you.” The very 
act of sitting down to eat before the Lord announced that 
reality of a relationship of peace between Israel and her 
God, so that announcement then also brought peace to 
the troubled soul of the elect sinner by faith.

And that peace of the peace offering was unshak-
able. It was unshakable because of the truth of vicarious 
satisfaction.

That unshakable state of peace between God and his 
people was brought into being because of a sure and cer-
tain righteousness that God promised and sealed to his 
people under the shadowy substance of the sacrifices. 
What came before that meal were the sin and trespass and 
burnt offerings. What came before that meal was that the 
Israelite pressed his hands upon the head of his animal 
and symbolically burdened that animal with his sin—all 
his sin. What came before that meal was the slaughter of 
the animal as a consequence of its bearing the Israelite’s 
sin before God. What came before that meal was the ris-
ing of smoke from the altar unto heaven as a sweet savor 
unto God. What came before that meal was God’s own 
declaration, “I have not overlooked any of your sins. I 
have not overlooked any stray thought or any evil word 
or any perverse desire. I heaped them all upon that sacri-
ficial victim. I have taken all your obligation to love me 
with every faculty and power of your being and I heaped 
it upon that sacrificial victim. The chastisement of your 
peace I put upon him.” What came before that meal 
was God’s promise and seal of a complete satisfaction 

of God’s justice by a sure and certain righteousness that 
covers all the sins of God’s people and involves perfect 
obedience to God.

If that Israelite did not have peace, then he or she was 
not living by faith in the reality of his or her perfect sal-
vation that was coming in the promised seed and repre-
sented by the types and shadows of the bloody sacrifices. 
If a Christian does not have peace today, then he or she is 
not living by faith in the reality of his or her perfect sal-
vation that God has now accomplished by the righteous-
ness of Jesus Christ. Such a one is not standing before 
the presence of God in Christ but is standing on some 
other basis. And there is nothing that is easier for us to 
do than to turn away from the perfect righteousness of 
Christ and to turn to something else. We so often rest in 
what we do and who we are. But if a man for one second 
stands on anything but the righteousness that is by faith, 
he destroys his own peace.

Moreover, that unshakable state of peace between 
God and his people was brought into being because of 
an unchangeable righteousness. That Old Testament peace 
offering was but the earthly impression of the eternal 
righteousness that God decreed to be worked out and 
manifested at the cross of Jesus Christ. That peace offer-
ing pointed to the heavenly reality of God’s eternal and 
unchangeable decree. That peace offering said, as it were, 
“You may have entered into warfare with God in Adam. 
You may have lived that warfare with God in your life. 
But God’s thoughts toward you were always of peace, for 
God never changes.” Why that peace of the peace offering 
was unshakable was because the righteousness of Jesus is 
an unchangeable righteousness.

And that unshakable peace of the gospel of vicarious 
satisfaction God instilled into the souls of his church in 
the old dispensation when he set a table before them and 
caused them to eat that peace offering, so that they were 
truly united to that peace offering: bone of its bone and 
flesh of its flesh. And today too, God feeds and nourishes 
the hungry and thirsty souls of his church by means of 
the preaching of the gospel and the holy sacraments, so 
that we are truly united to Christ who is our peace: bone 
of his bone and flesh of his flesh.

But there is more of this peace offering that remains to 
be expounded, so I will conclude its treatment in the next 
article, the Lord willing.

—LB
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UNDERSTANDING THE TIMES

Men that had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do.—1 Chronicles 12:32

A MIRROR OF  
GOD’S FORGIVENESS (2)

Stated Previously

L ast time, I proved that it is the doctrine of the 
sacred scriptures and the Reformed confessions 
that we must freely forgive our neighbor of his 

trespasses against us, even before there is any evidence of 
true repentance. Our forgiveness of the neighbor is free 
and unconditional regardless of whether he is a believer 
or an unbeliever, whether he is of the body of the church 
or of the world. The calling is to love our neighbor; and 
loving the neighbor, we forgive him of his debt against us. 
That is rooted fundamentally in God himself and his free 
forgiveness of us. I wrote last time that our forgiveness of 
the neighbor is a mirror or reflection of God’s free forgive-
ness of us. However, God freely forgives the sins of his 
elect people only, and he always imputes the sins of the 
wicked to their accounts. When we forgive the neighbor, 
our forgiveness is powerless. Strictly speaking, it cannot 
save and cannot take a person out of the guilt of his sin. 
Neither can our forgiveness of the neighbor save him from 
the destruction of hell. God may be pleased to use his 
people for the salvation of his erring sheep, but it is God 
alone by his sovereign grace who forgives sins and redeems 
from the guilt of sin. Nonetheless, our forgiveness of the 
neighbor is free and without conditions, and in that we 
see a reflection of God.

The Reformed confessions teach God’s free forgiveness 
of his people. I note all the instances in the confessions 
that speak of the free and unconditional forgiveness of sins. 
This is not to mention all the times the confessions speak of 
God’s gracious forgiveness and gracious justification of us. 
Grace, by definition, is God’s eternal disposition of favor 
toward his undeserving people. Grace freely accomplishes 
all our salvation without any activities of man.

True faith is not only a certain knowledge…
but also an assured confidence, which the Holy 
Ghost works by the gospel in my heart; that not 
only to others, but to me also, remission of sin, 
everlasting righteousness, and salvation are, freely 

given by God, merely of grace, only for the sake 
of Christ’s merits. (Lord’s Day 7, in Confessions 
and Church Order, 90–91)

[God] grants us freely the remission of sin and 
life eternal, for the sake of that one sacrifice of 
Christ accomplished on the cross. (Lord’s Day 
25, in Confessions and Church Order, 108)

Q. 70. What is it to be washed with the blood 
and Spirit of Christ?

A. It is to receive of God the remission of sins 
freely, for the sake of Christ’s blood… (Lord’s Day 
26, in Confessions and Church Order, 109)

The same apostle saith that we are justified freely 
by His grace, through the redemption which is 
in Jesus Christ. (Belgic Confession article 23, in 
Confessions and Church Order, 51)

That every one examine his own heart, whether 
he doth believe this faithful promise of God that 
all his sins are forgiven him only for the sake of 
the passion and death of Jesus Christ, and that 
the perfect righteousness of Christ is imputed 
and freely given him as his own… (Form for the 
Administration of the Lord’s Supper, in Confes-
sions and Church Order, 268)

Truly, the confessions speak of God’s free forgiveness 
and the free justification of his people by grace alone.

Such is the significance of “as” in the fifth petition of 
the Lord’s prayer: “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our 
debtors” (Lord’s Day 51, in Confessions and Church Order, 
139). When we take this petition on our lips, we are ask-
ing God to send away our debt in the same manner that 
we send away the debt of our neighbor. In the fifth peti-
tion we are really asking God to deal with us in the same 
way that we deal with our neighbor. If we teach and live 
the doctrine of conditional forgiveness of the neighbor, 
that is also what we must say about God’s dealing with us. 
Many professors in the Protestant Reformed Churches 
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have noted the relationship of “as” in the fifth petition 
and grounded their conditional theology of God’s for-
giveness in their conditional forgiveness of the neighbor. 
In order to forgive the neighbor, there must be evidence 
of repentance, and unless and until there is repentance, 
then I may not and must not forgive the neighbor. So 
they teach about God: Unless and until man repents, 
God does not forgive him. Thus the free forgiveness of 
the neighbor is not an unimportant doctrine in the life 
of the believer and for the church. This doctrine is not 
something obscure and irrelevant. It touches on the gos-
pel of grace itself. If the Reformed Protestant Churches 
corrupt this doctrine, the gospel must necessarily be cor-
rupted. Then we must demand that the pulpits teach pre-
requisite repentance for the forgiveness of our sins with 
God. The churches must demand to hear no more of free 
justification, but repentance must be preached as a neces-
sary act of man by grace in order to have God send away 
man’s debt and forgive his sins in his experience. God be 
praised that that is not the truth of the fifth petition. God 
forgives our debts by grace alone in Christ alone through 
faith alone to the glory of God alone; and in like manner, 
as we are freely forgiven, we are to forgive the debt of the 
neighbor who sins against us as a gracious fruit of God’s 
forgiveness of us. That is the glorious gospel powerfully 
displayed in our daily lives as believers.

An Ever-Abiding Love-Debt
There are some matters that need to be further expanded 
upon from the foundation laid in the previous article. I 
defined the forgiveness of the neighbor as the act of not 
reckoning the sin to the neighbor’s account. I do not hold 
to his account the sins he commits against me. I do not 
desire revenge against him and hold a grudge against him 
for the sins he committed against me personally. I do not 
wish destruction upon him. Yet there is a weakness in 
that definition. The weakness is that it is strictly negative 
in character. Our calling is to love the neighbor for God’s 
sake. In loving him I forgive him freely of his sin against 
me. I merely assert this point now, having proved in the 
previous article that love and forgiveness of the neighbor 
are intimately related. I propose now the following addi-
tion to the definition: And that we love him for God’s 
sake as the ever-abiding debt of love that we owe to the 
neighbor. This addition is rooted in the apostle Paul’s 
practical instruction found in Romans 13:8: “Owe to no 
man any thing, but to love one another: for he that loveth 
another hath fulfilled the law.” The English rendering in 
the King James Version is adequate to understand the 
meaning. But consider the following translation to help 
with the reading. “But” ought to be translated as except. 
“You owe no man anything, except to love one another: 
for the one who loves the other has fulfilled the law.”

Romans 13 is in the practical part of the epistle. In the 
doctrinal section of the book, the first eleven chapters, the 
Holy Spirit teaches that God justifies ungodly sinners and 
that we are righteous before God by faith alone without 
our works or activities. Now, being saved completely in 
Jesus Christ, what is our calling as believers in the world? 
In the context of Romans 13, the apostle explains what we 
owe to every man. “Render therefore to all their dues: trib-
ute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear 
to whom fear; honour to whom honour” (v. 7). There are 
many debts that we owe to others in the various relation-
ships of life. There are the relationships of the government 
and its citizens, the parent and child, and the teacher and 
students. There is the debt of honor that must be paid. 
There is also the debt of gratitude of one to another for his 
well-doing. If a man has me to his home and feeds me a 
meal, I owe him my thanks for his well-doing toward me. 
There may be the actual debt of money to another. If we 
accrue a ten-thousand-dollar debt with our neighbor, we 
are obligated to repay that money to him. These are no 
insignificant things. We must pay our debts to our neighbor 
for God’s sake. When we pay these debts, they are finished.

Then the apostle says in verse 8, “Owe to no man any 
thing, but to love one another.” What is expressed by the 
apostle is that even if you pay this debt of love that you owe 
the neighbor, it is never paid in full. A similar principle is 
expressed by Christ in Matthew 18:22 when he says that we 
must forgive “seventy times seven”: Forgiveness is endless 
and ever abiding, no matter how often and in what way the 
neighbor sins against us. So too in Romans, our debt of love 
is an ever-abiding debt that we owe to the neighbor.

The apostle says that this is one debt that can never be 
paid. Indeed, it exceeds all other debts. Even when this 
debt is paid, the debt always remains. You never are rid 
of the debt. Owe no man anything, except to love one 
another. This ever-abiding debt is to love your neighbor—
even when that love is not returned to you, but instead he 
persecutes you, sins against you, despitefully uses you, and 
curses you. You must love him even when he hates you. 
You must forgive him even when he does not repent.

The reason it is an ever-abiding debt the apostle indi-
cates by the word “for.” “For he that loveth another hath 
fulfilled the law.” To love the neighbor is an obligation and 
abiding debt because love is the fulfillment of the law. In 
Romans 13:9 we read, “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as 
thyself.” This is also Christ’s summary of the second table 
of the law in Matthew 22. And finally, in Romans 13:10 
we read, “Love worketh no ill to his neighbour: therefore 
love is the fulfilling of the law.” The apostle is speaking 
about the thankful life of the believer and his calling 
toward the neighbor: Love the neighbor for God’s sake.

God requires in his law that we love. We must love 
because God is love. He created a creature who should 
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manifest this love. The wicked too are called to love. That 
is God’s law for all men because that is who God is. God 
will judge man for all his hatred of God and the neighbor. 
God will send men and women to hell on the ground of 
their sin, unbelief, and hatred.

Loving one another is the obligation of the child of 
God. You must love me, and I must love you. When you 
do, you have just paid your debt. But the debt always 
remains. You never can be rid of the debt. You always 
owe this debt of love. You must love the neighbor even 
when he hates you. You must love him even when he sins 
against you. And when you love him, you merit or gain 
nothing at all. You simply pay your debt.

Romans 13:8 provides nothing for sophists who seek to 
add works of the law to justification. That salvation is com-
plete in Jesus Christ has already been established in the first 
eleven chapters of Romans. Rather, love as the fulfilling of 
the law must be taken in the sense of Lord’s Day 44:

Q. 114. But can those who are converted per-
fectly keep these commandments?

A. No; but even the holiest of men, while in 
this life, have only a small beginning of this obe-
dience; yet so, that with a sincere resolution they 
begin to live not only according to some, but all 
the commandments of God. (Confessions and 
Church Order, 133)

Christ obeyed the law in my place, and his obedience 
is counted as mine. All the love for God and the neigh-
bor that God requires of me is found in Jesus Christ, my 
righteousness. Having been renewed and given the prin-
ciple of the new life of Christ in my heart, I begin to live 
according to all the commandments of God, namely, that 
I love God and love my neighbor as myself. In that sense 
love is the fulfillment of the law.

But what is love? Love is not a natural affection, feel-
ing, or emotion. Men have all kinds of ideas of what love 
is. We must let scripture tell us what love is. The Greek 
word agape translated as “love” in Romans 13:8 means 
love as esteem. Love, then, is the esteem of the beloved as 
precious and dear. Love is the determination to do good 
to the beloved. Love is the seeking and the establishment 
of a bond of warm fellowship.

First, there is the love of God conceived in a trinitarian 
sense. God is love, and he loves himself in all the fullness 
of his trinitarian life. The Father esteems his beloved Son 
as precious and dear. The Father seeks the eternal good of 
his beloved. The Father seeks and establishes a bond of 
infinite and eternal fellowship between himself and his 
Son in the Spirit. And the Son cleaves to the Father in the 
infinite esteem of love. The Spirit himself is the bond of 
love between the Father and the Son in the Trinity.

Second, there is the love of the triune God for his Son, 

Jesus Christ, the mediator. The Father loves his Son and 
has given all things into the hands of his Son. This was 
God the Father’s word at the baptism of Jesus Christ: 
“This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” 
(Matt. 3:17). This is my Son whom I love and for whom 
I am determined to do eternal good.

Third, there is God’s love for the entire world with 
Jesus Christ as the head and his elect as his body. “For 
God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten 
Son” (John 3:16). God loves the world in the sense of the 
cosmos, or the entire creation, with its center in Christ and 
in the elect in Christ.

Fourth, there is the love of God for the church. He 
loves his precious treasure and peculiar people and chose 
them in love before the foundation of the world to be the 
glorious body of Christ. God eternally esteemed his peo-
ple. He eternally desired his people and established with 
them a bond of fellowship in Jesus Christ, their head. 
Desiring his people, he seeks them out in the preaching 
of the gospel and brings them unto himself. He loves his 
people who are unlovable in themselves and in whom 
there is nothing that he should desire them.

Fifth, there is the love of the church among the saints. 
When the apostle writes in Romans 13:8 that we must 
love one another, he has in mind the church, of course. 
In the church there is reciprocal love among the breth-
ren. The saints love each other with God’s own love and 
behold each other as precious and dear. This love among 
the saints is delightful, sweet, and pleasant. They esteem 
each other as precious and dear. They do good to one 
another and seek one another’s eternal welfare. They 
fellowship together and enjoy communion. They are 
bonded together in the love of the Spirit and united to 
Christ and to God.

Lastly, there is the love of the child of God for the 
ungodly neighbor. The apostle, while certainly speaking 
of love in the church, also has in mind the life of the 
Christian in the world. This love takes a different form 
than the love in the church among the saints. Because 
love seeks the eternal good of its object, it does not tol-
erate sin and unrighteousness in those whom it loves. 
Love seeks to establish a bond of communion and fel-
lowship, but it will not do so outside of righteousness. 
To the world this righteous love appears not to be love 
at all. The world charges the true love of the believer for 
the neighbor as hateful, wicked, and spiteful. The natural 
love of the world is natural affection perhaps due to the 
physical bond, natural brotherhood, and common goals 
and interests that belong to members of the world. This 
natural love is not the love of the scriptures. This natu-
ral love is completely unrighteous and tolerates sin. This 
natural love, which actually is hatred, allows a sinner to 
continue prancing his merry way to destruction. But true 
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love seeks the salvation of its object. Love in God is righ-
teous love. And the love of the child of God is righteous 
as well. Love does not allow a neighbor to walk in sin and 
hold to the lie because to remain in that sin means utter 
desolation. The believer rebukes sin, speaks the truth, and 
will not seek unrighteous fellowship with those outside of 
Jesus Christ. Love seeks the eternal good of the neighbor 
and not merely his temporal good.

The apostle says that “love worketh no ill” (Rom. 
13:10). Our love toward the man of the world cannot be 
a relationship of fellowship, but that love consists of never 
doing evil against him. When the neighbor is hungry, we 
feed him. When he is thirsty, we give him drink. When 
he smites us, we turn the other cheek for him to smite us 
again. When he takes us to the law to take our coat, we are 
prepared to give it to him. When he is naked, we clothe 
him. When he compels us to go a mile, we go two miles.

We must love the neighbor because there is a far greater 
love, a love manifested at the cross of Jesus Christ, where our 
massive debt was paid! While we were yet his enemies, God 
commended his love toward us. God loved us so deeply that 
he gave himself in his Son to the death of the cross. Because 
of God’s love for his elect, he dealt with their sins at the 
cross of Christ. While we were justly the objects of his wrath 
and hatred, in Christ we are the objects of God’s love and 
favor. Since God performed such an act of love for our sal-
vation, we ought to love one another for his sake.

We owe no man anything, except to love one another. 
That is an ever-abiding debt. We owe this debt to our 
neighbor because of the debt of gratitude to our God 
for his saving work. When God forgave me freely by his 
grace, I incurred a debt of gratitude and thankfulness that 
I simply can never return to him. How often the believer 
is ashamed by how utterly unthankful he is for the salva-
tion freely given to him! I have a debt of love to my neigh-
bor because I have a debt of thankfulness to the God of 
my salvation. He makes me thankful, and he gives me 
that life of thankfulness too. I must be thankful even for 
my life of thankfulness. Our forgiveness of the neighbor 
and paying him our love-debt is a gracious fruit that is 
worked in our hearts by God’s forgiveness of us.

The Avenging of Sin
I forgive the neighbor’s debt against me and love him 
for God’s sake as the unending debt of thankfulness that 
I owe to God. When I forgive my neighbor, I free the 
neighbor of the debt he owes me for his sin. Legally and 
rightly, if a man smites me on the cheek, he has a debt. 
He ought to be smitten on the cheek himself. That was 
the law of Moses, as we read in Leviticus 24:19–20:

19.	If a man cause a blemish in his neighbour; as 
he hath done, so shall it be done to him;

20.	Breach for breach, eye for eye, tooth for tooth: 
as he hath caused a blemish in a man, so shall 
it be done to him again.

In Matthew 5 Jesus Christ quoted this text to the 
Pharisees, who were twisting the scriptures. The Phari-
sees’ doctrine was an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth. Their doctrine was this: “I will not forgive you 
until you repent, and all the while I am going to take 
justice into my own hands and hold your sins against you 
until you repent.” These unscrupulous pettifoggers were 
loving their friends and those who did good to them and 
taking vengeance on their enemies. They made them-
selves sound pious all the while. “We are upholding the 
law! We are taking sin seriously!” They personally were 
taking vengeance and exacting justice on their enemies. 
But justice belongs to God and to the rulers whom God 
has appointed to judge righteously. The Pharisees and 
Sadducees took the law of Moses and wrongly applied it 
to themselves personally, as if they were God and might 
exact the debt of the neighbor. They were holding onto 
the sins that had been committed against them and seek-
ing retribution for them. They hated their neighbors, 
even their enemies. They wanted to destroy their neigh-
bors and send their neighbors to hell for their sins against 
them. Christ dismantled the Pharisees thus:

38.	Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye 
for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth:

39.	 But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: but 
whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, 
turn to him the other also.

40.	 And if any man will sue thee at the law, and 
take away thy coat, let him have thy cloke also.

41.	 And whosoever shall compel thee to go a mile, 
go with him twain.

42.	 Give to him that asketh thee, and from him 
that would borrow of thee turn not thou away.

43.	 Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt 
love thy neighbour, and hate thine enemy.

44.	But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless 
them that curse you, do good to them that 
hate you, and pray for them which despitefully 
use you, and persecute you. (Matt. 5:38–44)

Jesus Christ was speaking of the personal attitude or 
the firm resolution of our hearts to forgive the neighbor 
who sins against us. We may not avenge ourselves, but 
rather we forgive the sin. Christ said, “Do not resist evil.” 
That refers to the evil done to us by the neighbor. Do 
not resist it. Do not try to exact your pound of flesh if 
he smites you on the cheek. The neighbor’s actions are 
cruel and wicked. He sins against the sixth command-
ment. He murders you. His heart is filled with rage and 
desire of revenge against you. Do you strike back? Not at 
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all. You give to him the other cheek to strike you again. 
Your neighbor takes you to the worldly courts to exact 
his revenge and take your coat. He attempts to take from 
you the good gifts that the Lord has given to you. Is the 
believer’s response to take him to court to gain his earthly 
possessions that the Lord has given to him? I have a 
strong case after all, and I can take him for all he is worth. 
What is the believer’s response? I stand ready to give him 
my coat, not that I will not defend myself in the court. 
But if he demands my coat, I stand ready and prepared 
to give it to him. It is not a matter of personal griev-
ance and revenge that motivates the believer but love for 
God and for the neighbor. The child of God believes that 
the Lord hears the cries of the distressed and oppressed. 
The believer takes refuge in the righteous God who says, 
“Vengeance is mine.” To the believer, love your enemies, 
bless them who curse you, do good to them who hate 
you, and forgive those who sin against you.

Dealing with Sin in the Church
The charge must come against this doctrine of free forgive-
ness that it will make the members of the church careless 
and profane. If a man knows that his brother in the church 
does not hold his sin against him, then he will live how 
he wants, without worrying about being confronted in his 
sin. If brothers in the church freely forgive each other, then 
they will never deal with sin. But the charge is illegitimate.

First, the believer who loves and forgives his neighbor 
is truly the only one who will deal with sin. The personal 
offense to himself he has forgiven. He approaches the sin-
ner with the only proper motivation—that is, out of love 
and not to exact a confession from the sinner. The believer 
comes to the sinner because the believer owes a debt of 
love to the neighbor for God’s sake, and the believer seeks 
the neighbor’s eternal good. The believer will bring the 
neighbor’s sin to him and rebuke him in that sin because 
the believer is motivated by the love of God. It is not 
about the believer and his hurt feelings; it is about God’s 
glory and a sinner who says that he is not a sinner. It is 
only this view that allows the believer to deal properly 
with sin in the church. My person must be removed! The 
payment owed to me must fall away or else I will never 
deal properly with the sin. If I never forgive the neighbor’s 
sins, I cannot seek his repentance. When I am dealing 
with the sin of the neighbor, I remit the payment that is 
owed to me. I send away the debt legally and juridically as 
it concerns me. In that I am carrying out my ever-abiding 
debt of love that I owe to him. Forgiving the neighbor 
freely does not mean “forgive and forget.” No, it means 
“forgive and pursue!” If the sin is private, the believer will 
pursue the neighbor in the way of love according to Mat-
thew 18. If the sin is of a public nature, the believer will 
lay the matter before the consistory for judgment.

Related to the first charge, a second charge arises: “Well, 
if you freely forgive the sins of the neighbor, how can the 
church ever do discipline?” The charge comes that the church 
is completely unable to deal with sin. The charge comes just 
like it came against the doctrine of free justification early in 
the history of the Reformed Protestant Churches.

You remember how the Pharisees twisted the law of 
Moses in order to exact payment from the neighbor by a 
sort of vigilante justice. When Jesus dismissed the Phari-
sees’ doctrine of an eye for an eye, he was not dismissing 
the right of those who are called upon in God’s name to 
deal with sin. In the world the magistrate is the power 
ordained of God, “for he is the minister of God to thee 
for good…he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the 
minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him 
that doeth evil” (Rom. 13:4). In the church Christian dis-
cipline is the means to execute God’s justice against sin.

We must answer the charge. How can men occupying 
the special offices execute church discipline with this atti-
tude of free forgiveness of the neighbor? Regarding the sin 
against himself, the officebearer has forgiven the debt. He 
owes the neighbor a debt of love even when the neigh-
bor hates him. In my short ministry there have been many 
sins against myself and the officebearers of First Reformed 
Protestant Church. The officebearer must forgive the sin 
as that sin was against him personally. He must if he is to 
discipline impartially and in love for the sinner. The office-
bearer and his person must be removed from the judgment. 
The officebearer’s ideas, feelings, ego, pride, name, and rep-
utation must not enter in to the judgment. This is the only 
proper attitude of the officebearer. Then indeed, discipline 
can be carried out in love and not in hatred or anger.

The officebearer is a visible representative of the invis-
ible God. Officebearers are not doing their own work but 
God’s work. The officebearer, as God’s representative, can 
deal with sin as it is an offense to God and not an offense 
to himself, for he personally does not hold that sin against 
the sinner. The judgment and sentence executed wholly in 
accordance to the word of God is the judgment of God 
himself. When a sinner is put out of the church, the judg-
ment of God through the church is that he is not forgiven 
and has not the forgiveness of sins. What is bound in earth 
is bound in heaven. The church does not see any evidence 
that God has graciously forgiven that sinner’s sin. The 
church does not see in that sinner the marks of a child of 
God. And the sinner must be expelled out of the kingdom.

Yet always the believer must love the neighbor. As 
believers we owe the neighbor an unpayable and ever- 
abiding debt of love because of God’s own work of love 
that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. Forgive 
your neighbor. Love your neighbor. Owe no man any-
thing, except to love one another. For this is the fulfillment 
of the law. —TDO
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RUNNING FOOTMEN

And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword.—Leviticus 26:7

THE PARTING SHOT OF  
MATTHEW AND CHRISTINA OVERWAY

1	 While the email and the four attachments are not available online at a fixed URL, they have been widely distributed throughout the 
Reformed Protestant denomination. The quotations from Matt and Christina are taken from the email and three of the attachments. Quo-
tations with one asterisk are from the attachment titled “Matt’s response to Consistory materials.” Quotations with two asterisks are from 
the attachment titled “appeal to classis.” Quotations with three asterisks are from the attachment titled “1 Corinthians 5 protest materials.”

On May 3, 2025, Matthew Overway, his wife, 
Christina, and their four children left the 
Reformed Protestant Churches. In doing so 

Matt and Christina disobeyed the command of God in 
Belgic Confession article 28:

We believe, since this holy congregation is an 
assembly of those who are saved, and that out of 
it there is no salvation, that no person, of whatso-
ever state or condition he may be, ought to with-
draw himself to live in a separate state from it; 
but that all men are in duty bound to join and 
unite themselves with it, maintaining the unity of 
the church; submitting themselves to the doctrine 
and discipline thereof; bowing their necks under 
the yoke of Jesus Christ; and as mutual members 
of the same body, serving to the edification of the 
brethren, according to the talents God has given 
them. (Confessions and Church Order, 60)

By Matt and Christina’s leaving they placed the seal upon 
the excommunication that the consistory of First Reformed 
Protestant Church had begun by placing them under silent 
censure. When First’s consistory placed Matt and Christina 
under silent censure, the church, as they point out, declared 
to them that according to answer 85 of Lord’s Day 31 they 
were “forbidden the use of the sacraments; whereby they 
are excluded from the Christian church, and by God Him-
self from the kingdom of Christ” (Confessions and Church 
Order, 119). In a very real sense, when the consistory took 
the decision to place Matt and Christina under silent cen-
sure, Matt and Christina heard, probably more clearly 
than most individuals upon whom this sentence is read, 
that they are excluded from the Christian church and by 
God himself from the kingdom of Christ. The final step of 
excommunication proved to be unnecessary in Matt and 
Christina’s case. In a case in which the church reads the 
Form for Excommunication over an impenitent sinner, she 

seals the sentence that was read over the impenitent sinner 
all the way back when he was first censured by the consis-
tory’s decision. In Matt and Christina’s case the ecclesiasti-
cal action of reading the form was unnecessary. Matt and 
Christina, as it were, took the pen in their own hands and 
signed their own sentences. However, this sobering histor-
ical event in the Reformed Protestant Churches is not the 
main point of this article. These events simply set the stage 
for the material that I intend to cover.

Matt and Christina sent an email to the entire con-
gregation of First Reformed Protestant Church. Possibly 
believing themselves to be at an airport, they felt the need 
to announce their departure. Their email contains a some-
what lengthy body, as well as four attachments, in which 
they attempt to justify their actions.1 The body of the email 
reveals their intentions. One really does not have to read 
the attachments to the email to get a sense of what is found 
in them; although, if an individual has unsatiated gluttony 
for punishment, he could wade through the attachments. 
One thing is for sure though, Matt does have a way with 
words. He is a master chef of word salads, and his writing 
reflects a common belief that when words are used to per-
suade, that their strength is found in numbers. With this in 
mind, let us first examine the body of the email.

Matt and Christina start by informing the congrega-
tion that they observe that their departure from the con-
gregation, their children’s departures from the Christian 
school, and Christina’s departure from teaching in the 
Christian school are both sudden and shocking for the 
congregation. While these departures may have been 
consummated at an earlier date than Matt and Christina 
expected, my impression from individual members of that 
congregation was that they were not shocked, nor did they 
find these departures sudden. There had been an uneasy 
quiet in the congregation for a while and hope among the 
members that Matt and Christina would come around, 
but their departures were not unexpected. It was widely 
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known throughout the congregation that Matt and Chris-
tina were not in agreement with the work of the consisto-
ries of First and Second in the Oostra case. It was no secret 
that Matt and Christina did not agree with the doctrine 
of the antithesis, as taught by scripture and the creeds and 
preached in the Reformed Protestant Churches.

By the second paragraph of their email, Matt and 
Christina already betray their motives when they write, 
“It has been insinuated that the real reason we were pro-
testing was to find an excuse to leave the RPC because we 
do not love the doctrine of the antithesis.”

Although they claim to love the doctrine of the antith-
esis, as we will see when we delve into the attachments to 
their email, Matt and Christina do not love that doctrine. 
They reject the antithesis and charge the preaching of the 
antithesis as teaching legalism and adding a man-made 
law to the regenerated believer’s life in this world. Scrip-
ture is full of passages that teach the antithesis, such as 1 
Corinthians 5, which Matt and Christina wrest, as they 
do the other scriptures.

Having seen the tipped hand of Matt and Christina, 
we can now proceed through the rest of their email. We 
have seen their cards, but it is still fascinating to watch 
how they play this losing hand. Matt and Christina 
acknowledge the sentence placed upon them by the con-
sistory of First and acknowledge that they understand its 
effects. They are not concerned, though, that they have 
been forbidden the use of the sacraments and excluded 
not only from the church but also from the kingdom of 
Christ. Their main concern is that their censure means 
that their protest would not be heard by the September 
meeting of the Reformed Protestant classis.

It is a correct observation that a classis will not hear a 
protest from an individual who is under discipline, unless 
the protest is against that individual’s discipline. This is 
not some arbitrary rule of the classis, but this is due to 
the gravity of the situation in which a member under dis-
cipline stands. Out of love for the disciplined member, 
nothing could be more pressing and urgent than the res-
olution of his discipline.

But in their email Matt and Christina claim that their jus-
tification protest is “paramount and primary in our minds.”

Before I address their justification protest, let us 
examine what they say about their protest and about Rev. 
Nathan Langerak in private text messages. One message 
concerns Matt and Christina’s rejection of the gospel 
preached in First Reformed Protestant Church by Rever-
end Langerak in a sermon titled “The Judgment of Minis-
ters” based on 1 Corinthians 4:1–4. In a text message sent 
to an elder at First, Matt and Christina state,

As you know, we are in the process of protesting 
Seconds consistory (of which Rev Langerak is no 

small part) about the doctrine taught regarding 
forgiveness with God (the mark of a standing or 
falling church). Just as serious, we believe Second 
also made it clear in their response to us that they 
are stealing the key of excommunication from 
Christ and giving the authority to themselves to 
say people are excommunicated as they please…

The minister (as a member of Seconds consis-
tory) whom we are charging with a subverting of 
justification by faith alone, lying about previous 
members of our congregation, and stealing the 
keys of Christ preached to us that he cares very 
little for what we have to say.*

First, realize that in the protest, they acknowledge that 
these other charges against Reverend Langerak (“lying 
about previous members of our congregation, and steal-
ing the keys of Christ”) are “just as serious” as their point 
regarding justification. I would like to make clear that 
if these are the charges that they have against Rever-
end Langerak, it would not be hard from a completely 
worldly viewpoint to understand why he would care very 
little for what they have to say. When Reverend Langerak 
preached a sermon on the same text in Crete Protestant 
Reformed Church, people had a lot to say about it. The 
problem for both Matt and Christina and the unbeliev-
ing members of the congregation at Crete is that Rever-
end Langerak based his sermon upon scripture. The fact 
is, no one has ever come with an argument that Rever-
end Langerak does not preach the text. The text stands as 
clear as the sun in the sky in its teaching that the minister 
should view it as a very light thing to be judged by men 
in the church. It is apparent that Matt and Christina’s dis-
agreement with the way that the Oostra case was handled 
is just as important for them as their charge that Second 
“subverted the doctrine of justification by faith alone.”**

This becomes even more apparent when the reader 
wades through the attachment titled “appeal to classis (2).” 
This attachment contains a letter of Second’s consistory to 
Brandon and Alana Oostra, a protest of Matt and Chris-
tina to Second regarding the letter to Brandon and Alana 
(justification protest), the answer of Second’s consistory, a 
second protest of Matt and Christina to Second, the answer 
of Second, and Matt and Christina’s appeal to classis.

In the first protest Matt and Christina keep to their 
original point and contend,

A. We believe the Second RPC Consistory sub-
verted the doctrine of justification by faith alone 
when they wrote: “Be assured that there is for-
giveness with God...when we confess our sins 
and turn from those sins.” The gospel message 
of the Reformed Protestant Churches since the 
beginning of our existence has been that there is 
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forgiveness with God without one’s confession 
and turning from their sins.
B. We believe Second RPC Consistory subverted 
the truth of the unconditional covenant as it relates 
to the preservation of the saints when they taught 
that one has the possibility of being “restored to 
fellowship with God.”**

After rejecting the answer of Second’s consistory, 
which includes information about the context in which 
the statement was written and to whom it was written, the 
bone of contention shows itself in Matt and Christina’s 
response to the consistory. Matt and Christina are upset 
about the Oostra case. They do not believe that Brandon 
and Alana have done anything wrong by remaining in 
Iowa for over six months while Alana taught the child of 
a deposed officebearer. The Overway’s protest states,

Likewise, the issue that the Oostra’s “separated them-
selves from membership with the church” is a very 
uncharitable and unmerciful way to see things. The 
church closed around them. They requested mem-
bership at First RPC within weeks of Sovereign RPC 
disbanding but were only declined membership due 
to the inability of First to have proper spiritual over-
sight of them while they were still in Iowa…

Then after six or seven months they relocated 
to Michigan and again requested membership. 
We fail to see how they separated themselves 
from the church by “neglect and carelessness.” 
They sought in every instance possible to join 
themselves to the body of Christ by membership 
as well as in the preaching and the sacraments.**

Second’s consistory then points out that Brandon 
and Alana are living in unrepentant sin. The consistory’s 
response to Matt and Christina states,

At present, Brandon and Alana are manifesting 
themselves by the marks of unbelief by their con-
tinued walk in sin, even after having been admon-
ished. Refusing to acknowledge one’s sin does not 
manifest someone as a believer but rather as impen-
itent and unbelieving in need of repentance.**

Matt and Christina respond,
At the time that the consistory originally wrote 
their letter, Brandon and Alana were in fact evi-
dencing the marks of a believer. They had moved 
and made a request for membership in the RP 
churches. When that membership had been 
revoked and they were told to go to Second to 
resolve charges of sin, they went to Second and 
sought to resolve those issues. Seeking member-
ship in the church and seeking to resolve charges 
of sin are the marks of a believer.**

By their letter Matt and Christina indicate that they 
do not believe that Brandon and Alana are wrong, and 
therefore Brandon and Alana have nothing for which to 
repent. While Matt and Christina do not explicitly state 
it in their letter, it becomes evident that their issue is 
not that Second teaches that believers must, can, and do 
repent of their sins. Rather, the problem that Matt and 
Christina have is that Second demands that Brandon and 
Alana must repent of their sins, as their refusal to do so 
reveals that they stand outside the church. This is evident 
from this paragraph in Matt and Christina’s conclusion:

Worst of all in your answer to us you demonstrated 
that you have stolen the keys of the kingdom from 
Christ and tried to lock someone out of the king-
dom apart from the King’s authority and power. We 
have called you to repentance for this sin of lording 
as well as the sin of lying about your neighbor.**

The heart and motive of the Overway’s protest about 
justification are clear to the reader when in its response Sec-
ond’s consistory deftly placed its finger upon the sore spot 
for Matt and Christina. The protest was not about justifica-
tion by faith alone. The protest was about the Oostra case.

The fact that the Oostra case comes up again here is 
no surprise. Taken by itself, the Oostra case would have 
been of little consequence to the churches. The Oostra 
case is important for one reason, and that is because God 
has used it to expose the deep-seated rot in the Reformed 
Protestant Churches regarding the truth of the antithe-
sis. The whole issue in the Overway’s justification protest 
points back to the antithesis, and God used the Oostra 
case as a sort of litmus test for the antithesis, to publicly 
reveal those who do not believe. If you do not believe in 
the antithesis, then you do not believe that Brandon and 
Alana did anything wrong by remaining in Iowa. The 
protest of Matt and Christina shows that they despise 
the gospel not only in its calling to repent but also in its 
calling to be separate from those who are called Chris-
tians but maintain doctrines and/or practices inconsis-
tent with the name. The calling of Second’s consistory 
to Brandon and Alana to repent hit home for Matt and 
Christina, not because it is a call only to Brandon and 
Alana but because it also is a call to Matt and Christina 
to repent of the same thing.

Matt also has a protest against Reverend Langerak’s ser-
mon on 1 Corinthians 5:9–13 titled “The Calling toward 
the Impenitent,” which he preached in First Reformed Prot-
estant Church.*** In his protest Matt argues that 1 Corinthi-
ans 5:9–13, and really all of 1 Corinthians 5, cannot apply 
to the antithesis in the life of the child of God but refers 
only to church discipline. He contends that the admonitions 
“not to keep company” and “with such an one no not to 
eat” refer only to eating of the Lord’s table, and he rejects 
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the application of this text to the Christian life. He accuses 
Reverend Langerak of falsely exegeting the passage.

The consistory of First responds against each of Matt’s 
points with several grounds. Most of these grounds 
include other scriptural passages to prove Reverend 
Langerak’s exegesis, but in one instance the consistory 
includes an exegesis and a translation of the text by John 
Calvin to show that the text can be exegeted exactly as 
Reverend Langerak preached the text.

Matt begins his letter to First’s consistory with a charge 
against the doctrine of the antithesis, calling it “the teach-
ing of legalism.”*** Matt then continues in his letter and 
rejects the entire answer of the consistory, maintains that 
his exegesis is the only correct exegesis of the passage, and 
maintains that “the use of the writings of John Calvin in the 
decisions of an ecclesiastical assembly are illegitimate.”***

The other attachments to the email are of little value, 
but they do contribute some insights. Mostly, Matt and 
Christina charge the officebearers of First, and especially the 
elders who worked with them, of doing their work deceit-
fully and failing to admonish them. Matt takes the phrase 
“after being often brotherly admonished” from answer 85 of 
the Heidelberg Catechism (Confessions and Church Order, 
119) and makes that brotherly admonishment a require-
ment of the elders before he can be placed under censure.

A reading of the phrase in its context shows that this is 
not the meaning or intent of the Catechism. Rather, the 
Lord’s Day is dealing with the process for a sin to come 
before the church. In the case of a private sin, one may 
not bring the charge of sin before the church until he has 
brotherly admonished the sinner in accordance with Mat-
thew 5:23–24. Only after this can the church, through 
her consistory, step in. The consistory then works with the 
sinner and places him under discipline. “Often brotherly 
admonished” is not a requirement for censure. In fact a 
consistory could learn of a sin, meet with the sinner, and 
at that meeting, seeing that he is unrepentant, put him 
under censure. It is conceivable that a man could come 
to the consistory with a protest against the preaching, the 
consistory could judge that he holds to false doctrine, and 
he could leave the meeting under censure. There is no 
requirement that a consistory tolerates a sin and admon-
ishes a sinner repeatedly before placing him under cen-
sure. The consistory must protect the table of the Lord.

It is especially telling that Matt denies being admon-
ished, yet documents reveal several instances when he and 
the elders met via phone, texts, or in person.

Matt and Christina both add more complaints to the 
pile, such as that Christina was judged unfairly because 
her husband answered questions for both of them, or that 
when Matt thought that he was talking to one elder on 
the phone, there were two elders on the line. Nothing 
that he brought up is particularly groundbreaking; in the 

interest of space, it is not worth entering too much into 
each of these individual complaints.

Matt has a well-documented history of dislike for 
Reverend Ophoff’s preaching. While Matt would not 
formally charge Reverend Ophoff with abuse or sin, Matt 
complains that the preaching was angry, harsh, abusive, 
divisive, and any other number of negative epithets that 
he can think of. Matt says it best in his own words when 
he declares, “I may have my evaluation of the preaching 
that it was full of anger, yelling and threats and yet not 
charge the man with abuse.”* I am not sure what Matt’s 
purpose is in making public his grievances against Rever-
end Ophoff’s preaching, while documenting publicly his 
refusal to charge him with sin. It is not a wonder, then, 
that when Reverend Langerak preached that we may not 
have such a wicked evaluation of the preaching that it 
touched a nerve with Matt.

Matt, Christina, and their children ended up at Rem-
nant Reformed Church. Matt, more than most, understands 
the heresy taught there regarding the legalism of exclusive 
psalmody. In his protest against the antithesis, he writes,

In the controversy regarding exclusive psalmody, 
Rev. Lanning used Colossians 3:16 in order to try to 
prove that we may only sing the Psalms in our wor-
ship services. It was pointed out by Rev. Langerak 
that the context of this passage is not regarding pub-
lic worship but has to do with the everyday life and 
walk of the believer and therefore the exegesis of 
Rev. Lanning was wrongly forced upon the passage. 
It was in part because of this erroneous exegesis of 
this passage that Rev. Lanning has led many into the 
legalism of exclusive psalmody in public worship 
services as a demand of the regulative principle.***

Matt and Christina are now attending a church about 
which Matt expressed disagreement with the doctrine that 
is taught there. In a way they are in a familiar place. Matt 
and Christina disagree with many of the doctrines of the 
Reformed Protestant Churches, but they would not leave 
until God, in love for his church, exposed Matt and Chris-
tina and forced them out. Since God does not love Rem-
nant Reformed Church, Matt and Christina will probably 
settle into their new congregation just fine, unless God 
turns them. And if God turns them, Matt and Christina 
will repent. If Matt and Christina repent, they will find that 
when they repent God has already forgiven their sins and 
that God works in them to hate those who hate the Lord.

In the face of such a fall, this gospel gives us our only 
comfort. God has reminded his church once again that 
trust in men is vain.

May God preserve us from our own foolishness, lest we 
also lose the doctrine of the antithesis and trade it for the 
bondage of exclusive psalmody. —Dan Birkett
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FINALLY, BRETHREN, FAREWELL

He which testifieth these things saith, Surely I come quickly. Amen.  
Even so, come, Lord Jesus.—Revelation 22:20

This is not the last word of God to his church. The last word is verse 21: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be 
with you all. Amen.” Grace certainly shall be to you. Grace is always and ever the word of God to his church. By 
grace are you chosen, redeemed, saved, preserved, and glorified. And if salvation is by grace, then salvation is not 

by works; for then work is no more work and grace is no more grace.
That grace of God is the beating heart of the things that Jesus Christ has testified to his church. These things are all 

the things of scripture. It is true that “these things” refer to the things that must shortly come to pass as revealed in the 
book of Revelation, yet these things are but the culmination of all the things that God has revealed to his people. Scrip-
ture is one book. God is its author. The revelation and glory of God is its purpose. Jesus Christ is its content. The beloved 
church is its addressee. Like a bright light, scripture shines in the darkness to give wisdom to the foolish. All scripture is 
a solemn testimony of Jesus Christ to his church that the things revealed therein are true. That word concerns the eternal 
purpose and mystery of God in the exaltation of Jesus Christ, the perfection of his church, and the glorification of all 
things in a new heaven and earth. This promise Christ sealed in his own blood. Of this promise he gives testimony in 
the preaching of the gospel. This promise he signifies and seals in the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s supper. This 
promise he will perfect when he comes again.

That one who promised also testifies that he comes quickly. Surely, Christ comes quickly! He will not linger in the 
finishing of his work, but with single-minded focus he will open the seven seals of the eternal counsel of God for the 
end of all things; in their time Christ will order the angels to blow their trumpets; for the final destruction of the world, 
Christ will give the command to pour out the vials of the wrath of God; Christ will appear in the heavens to judge the 
world in righteousness according to the eternal gospel of God; and Christ will make all things new, and the tabernacle 
of God shall be with men.

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus,” says Christ’s bride. That is her response in the perfection of her faith. It is not her 
response always at the conscious level, for she is still very much in the world. The cares of the world and the deceitfulness 
of riches often obscure her heavenly vision. The lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life often appear 
to have a stronger hold on her than the hope of heaven. She may for a time vainly attempt the service of two masters, to 
give herself to the lord mammon and to her Lord in heaven. The word of Christ that he comes quickly often fades from 
her mind, so enraptured is she by the glittering vanities of this perishing world.

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus” is the response of the bride in the perfection of her faith as she is united to Christ and is 
taken up into his works and as she indeed groans in the Spirit for the coming redemption of the body and of all things. 
When she hears Christ’s voice, by the Spirit notices Christ’s operations in the world, and as she suffers the persecution of the 
ungodly world, then she comes to this height, so that consciously and with genuine longing she utters these words: “Even 
so, come, Lord Jesus! Even as thou hast promised, perfect thy purpose; glorify thy church; deliver us from sin; break the 
nations with a rod of iron; let thy kingdom come in all its fullness and glory; let that day appear when he who comes shall 
come and we shall see him and our eyes shall behold him. Yes, come, Lord Jesus, come quickly. Amen.”

—NJL


