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| EDITORIAL

“When I thought that God was hard, I found it easy to sin.  
But when I found God so kind, so good, so overflowing with 
compassion, I smote upon my breast to think that I could have 
rebelled against One who loved me so and sought my good.” 

—Charles Spurgeon (quoted in Tchividjian, One Way Love, 194)

How disarming is kindness! How our hearts 
are both perplexed and captivated when 
we experience undeserved mercy! Such is 
the story of God’s grace in our lives. Such 
should be the story of our lives in the lives 
of others.

As you contemplate another year, 
perhaps making “resolutions” or thinking about what a new year 
will hold—joys, sorrows, fears, hopes, grace—I think David’s 
words in Psalm 31:15 are such a comfort to the believer, “My 
times are in [God’s] hands.” Our lives, indeed, our very breath, is 
in the hands of a God who shows us undeserved grace through 
the gift of his Son, Jesus.

If you’re like me, perhaps you think of your failures of the past 
year. Failure to live up to your calling as a Christian. Failure to 
honour those you ought to. Failure to love God and your neigh-
bour as Christ exhorts you. Whatever it is that comes to mind, let 
me encourage you to place it at the foot of the Cross! There is 
forgiveness, free and full, found only there. There is abounding 
grace flowing there. Christian, take the hurts, the sorrows, the 
failures, the griefs of 2014 and leave them at the Cross! As much 
as you want to hold on to them, leave them with Jesus! How we 
need the gospel every day—to “grow in grace” as Paul says—taking 
that which is first and holding on to it ever more tightly.

When Isaiah writes, “all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags,” 
(64:6) he is showing how much he understood grace. We often 
make this false dichotomy with Old Testament saints, thinking 
they came to God through the Law, and we come by grace 
through faith. In fact, as Hebrews says, “Abraham believed God.” 
From first to last, it is the story of grace. The law shows us our 
sin; grace frees us from its burden and embraces the sinner 
through the work of Christ. When we make our Christianity out 
to be a “set of rules,” it becomes burdensome to us. We faint 
under the weight of it. And, everyone around us does too! When 
we understand and meditate on grace, we have the freedom to 
live for Christ and embrace others with his love. How freeing that 
is, and yet how quickly we forget!

I continue to be thankful for Scripture and various books that 
have encouraged me to focus my heart more and more on grace. 
Certainly, Paul Tripp and Tullian Tchividjian’s books have 
repeatedly focused my heart in that direction. And, I am so 
thankful for fellow believers who show me such generous grace, 
modelling for me, time and again, what Christ’s love looks like 
when it is lived out faithfully. Friends, thank you for encouraging 
my heart so often and lifting me up when despair could easily 
overtake me. How faithful God is to remind me of his abundant, 
amazing grace!

As we enter our seventh year of publishing Barnabas, I just 
wanted to thank all those who have contributed to this magazine 
over the years. The way you have helped and blessed others, 
though at times not expressed, will most be known on the other 
side of glory—thank you for making Barnabas a vehicle of  
encouragement and blessing in so many lives!

Janice Van Eck, Editor
janicevaneck@rogers.com

LET YOUR 
CONVERSATION 
BE ALWAYS  
FULL OF GRACE, 
SEASONED  
WITH SALT,  
SO THAT YOU 
MAY KNOW  
HOW TO  
ANSWER 
EVERYONE.
—COLOSSIANS 4:6
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news & EVENTS |

FEBRUARY 7, 2015
COURAGEOUS 2015:
YOUNG ADULT RETREAT
Speakers: Rick Reed & 
David Robinson
Theme: Courage in the 
face of challenges, with 
examples from the life of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer.
Cost: $20/person
Time: 9:30 a.m. – 8 p.m.
Young adults: join us for a 
day of fellowship, worship, 
being in the Word, a 
volleyball tournament, 
food, prayer. Bring your 
Bibles & gym clothes.
Check website for details 
and registration information.
Held at Grace Bible Church, 
Cambridge, ON
www.gbccambridge.com

MARCH 2, 2015
GRACE PASTORS 
FELLOWSHIP
Speaker: Brian Robinson
Theme: Preaching Jonah in 
the twenty-first century
Time: 10 a.m. — 12:30 p.m.
Held at Thistletown Baptist 
Church, 2534 Kipling Ave., 
Toronto, ON
www.gracepastorsfellow-
ship.com

MARCH 17–18, 2015
TBS OPEN HOUSE
Prospective students are 
welcome to attend lectures 
and chapel and meet with 
faculty and staff.
Held at Toronto Baptist 
Seminary, Toronto, ON
www.tbs.edu

APRIL 13, 2015
GRACE PASTORS 
FELLOWSHIP
Speaker: David Ens
Theme: Christian liberty
Time: 10 a.m. – 12:30 p.m.
Held at Thistletown Baptist 
Church, 2534 Kipling Ave., 

Toronto, ON
www.gracepastorsfellow-
ship.com

MAY 1–2, 2015
SGF LADIES RETREAT
Speaker: Janice Dyck
Theme: Suffering
This promises to be 
another weekend of great 
fellowship, study and food 
for the SGF ladies. Mark it 
on your calendars! Further 
details to follow.
Held at Redeemer Univer-
sity, Ancaster, ON
www.sgfcanada.com

MAY 1, 2015
TBS GRADUATION
Banquet: 5 p.m. (tickets 
required)
Ceremony: 8 p.m. Celebrate 
with the class of 2015!
Held at Jarvis Street Baptist 
Church, Toronto, ON
www.tbs.edu

JUNE 1–3, 2015
GRACE PASTORS 
FELLOWSHIP RETREAT
Speaker: Stephen Wellum
Enjoy preaching and 
encouraging fellowship 
alongside other pastors.
Held at Countryside Camp 
and Conference Centre, 
Cambridge, ON
www.gracepastorsfellow-
ship.com

AUGUST 22–28, 2015
CAREY CONFERENCE
Speaker: Geoffrey Thomas
Save the date! You won’t 
want to miss this great 
opportunity for fellowship, 
teaching and a family 
camp experience. More 
details to come closer to 
the date.
Held at Braeside Camp, 
Paris, ON
www.careyconference.net

UPCOMING EVENTS

PLANNING OR HOSTING AN EVENT? LET BARNABAS KNOW. 
EMAIL JANICEVANECK@ROGERS.COM

NEWSBYTES
+ Grace Baptist Church, Ottawa, ON
Grace Baptist Church was able to give out 2,660 gospel 
tracts in December along with invitations to their 
church. They also participated in the Stittsville Parade of 
Lights and purchased items for the Crisis Pregnancy 
Centre in Ottawa. Coming up in February, a team will be 
walking for The Coldest Night of the Year to help raise 
funds for Jericho Road Ministries. They have also been 
able to repair their metal roof and insulated the under-
side with foam. Hopefully, this will keep things a little 
warmer this winter and prevent ice damming.

+ Grace Bible Church, Cambridge, ON
GBC has hired a part-time administrative assistant, 
Audra Hutton, to help with the administrative side of 
things at the church. They praise God for this provision! 
GBC was also able to give out around 50 food hampers 
at their December community meal and contribute gifts 
and devotionals to community families in need this 
Christmas. They have noticed a rise in the number of 
people coming to their monthly meals, especially 
children, and continue to see this as a great need in their 
community—practical help with a gospel focus. They 
praise God for willing workers to make this happen!

+ Carey Outreach Ministries, Guelph, ON
Carey Outreach Ministries continues its program of 
training leaders. In February 2015, Bob Penhearow, 
Gilbert Dawson, Mike Ghiz and Jonathan Swift will be 
teaching in the Philippines, India, Egypt and Lebanon. 
Please lift these men up in prayer!

+ COURAGEOUS 2015
The former David Brainerd College and Career Retreats 
have been rebranded as COURAGEOUS. This year’s 
retreat will take place on February 7th at Grace Bible 
Church, Cambridge, ON, and feature speakers Rick Reed 
(president of Heritage Bible College) and David 
Robinson (pastor at Grace Bible Church). This year’s 
theme is: “Courage in the face of challenges, with 
examples from the life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer.” Cost is 
$20/person for the day. Please encourage your young 
adults to come out for the day. There will also be a 
volleyball tournament during the afternoon. For more 
details, see www.gbccambridge.com.

Do you have news to share (even a “newsbyte”)  
of what God is doing in your church?
Please email your news item to janicevaneck@rogers.com 
so we can pray for, praise God with you and encourage 
others by publishing it in the next issue of Barnabas.
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| TEEN beat

BY MARK HUDSON ›› The busier we become in 
the affairs of this life, the quicker we may forget 
that there is a spiritual world very near us that is 
both vital and real. Because our interaction with it 
is not through our physical senses, we can be lulled 
into thinking it is not as important as what we can 

see, hear and touch. Just coming through the Christmas season, I 
was struck once again with the thought that this was one of those 
amazing occasions when the Lord allowed these two worlds to 
interact in a marvelous and supernatural way. Created beings, who 

live and serve in the spiritual world, 
are sent to the physical world with 
the great privilege of revealing to 
that world the intentions and plans 
of God for saving his people.

Throughout history angels have 
been sent by God at special times to 
perform tasks or deliver messages of 
both judgement and blessing. They 

interacted directly with individuals: Abraham, Hagar, Lot, Gideon, 
David, Elijah, Daniel, Zacharias, Mary, the shepherds, Jesus, the 
disciples, to name just a few. They fulfilled their role as ministering 
spirits through prophesies, warnings, encouragements, along with 
times of strengthening and exhortation. They are as much a mys-
tery as they are a marvel; sometimes appearing in dazzling bright-
ness, sometimes simply as men, often coming out of nowhere in 
the blink of an eye, or speaking quietly in dreams. 

It should not surprise us that at the two greatest points in redemp-
tive history, angels from God were commissioned to announce the 
most amazing news. To the shepherds on the Judean hills, an angel 
proclaimed, “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a 
Saviour, who is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11). The birth of the God-
man is made known to the world by a heavenly messenger. And 
then again, about thirty-three years later at the empty tomb, we hear 
angels converse with those who were looking for the body of Jesus 
and ask, “Why do you seek the living among the dead? He is not 
here, but has risen!” (Luke 24:5–6). Even John, as he finishes the 
book of the Revelation, identifies angels as beings sent by God the 
Father (22:6) and by God the Son (22:16) to give instructions for 
the spiritual well-being of the church. The incarnation, the resur-
rection and Christ’s triumphal return all have angelic involvement.

Jesus did not come to save those angels who committed treason 
against God through their unholy rebellion. And, he did not come 
in the form of an angel; no, Jesus came in the form of a man that he 
might save his people from their sins. Salvation is God’s gift to the 
human race. We need to be thankful for the angelic world and the 
role they have had throughout history, as well as the mysterious 
way in which they have been used by God in our own lives, perhaps 
delivering us from spiritual enemies in ways we will not appreciate 
until we come to glory. But, the praise to God must always be for 
his Son, Jesus, who, “After making purification for sins…sat down 
at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much 
superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent 
than theirs” (Hebrews 1:3–4). And to this, all the angelic host 
would say, “Amen!” 

It should not surprise 
us that at the two 
greatest points in 
redemptive history, 
angels from God 
were commissioned 
to announce the 
most amazing news.

THE ANGELIC 
WORLD

BY SARAH VLIETSTRA ›› A recent funeral reminded 
me that life is short and it’s the simple things that 
give life so much pleasure. God designed it that way, 
right from the beginning. When he proclaimed cre-
ation “good,” he wasn’t looking at designer labels or 
a house full of stuff. Relationships, quiet walks, de-

licious food, content children, a warm home—these are the satis-
fying blessings of life. After Christmas, the memories that linger are 
often a good conversation, a table full of food surrounded by loved 
ones and kids squealing. These are great blessings from our Father.

But we are sidetracked so easily. Given spiritual eyes, the mental 
and physical clutter can be an immobilization tactic of the enemy. 
If we are too busy designing our homes and our children to look like 
they materialized out of a magazine or off a Pinterest page, we may 
not be putting our full effort into fulfilling the Great Commission. 
This is a personal struggle for me. But, if the people I host walk away 
only admiring my wall art and not my Saviour, I have fallen short. 
Thankfully, God is gracious and that is why we are on the road of 
sanctification together, not to just discuss crafting or deals of the 
week, but to sharpen one another for the spiritual battle. 

It’s a real battle. North American life can insulate us to the real-
ity of Satan’s plan. In Afghanistan recently, a doctor and under-
cover missionary prepared her murdered children and husband for 
burial. Evil can be obvious in other parts of the world, devastating 
lives with loss; yet, this time of suffering is temporary and the 
treasures they lay up in heaven for their faithfulness are enduring. 
But, evil is here too. It’s expertly hidden under layers of justified 
thinking and behaviour. We are too focused on our own comfort.

Scripture is excellent for uncovering our purpose and getting us 
back on track. 2 Corinthians 10:5 says, “We are destroying specula-
tions and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, 
and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.” 
Every thought. Not Sunday thoughts or working-in-outreach-project 
thoughts. Romans 8:5 tells us: “Those who live according to the flesh 
have their minds set on what the flesh desires; but those who live in 
accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit 
desires.” Pray for the Spirit to reset your desires, reorganize your pri-
orities and give you spiritual eyes to make the changes necessary.

Signing up for the mission field or a local soup kitchen? Excellent! 
But don’t forget the mission field around your own dinner table. The 
spiritually lost are not hard to find, and our first responsibility are 
the precious ones born into our own homes and the family we were 
born into. Bringing Christ to our family is a team effort. Romans 8:26 
says: “The Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we 
ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through 
wordless groans.” General tasks of life can make us groan and com-
plain, but the deeply expressed grief and petitions for the lost are 
heard and answered by the One with saving power. May we all see 
past the immobilizing clutter to fulfil our calling to: “Go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey every-
thing I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to 
the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:19–20). We find true comfort 
with Christ motivating, preparing and giving us strength through 
the uncomfortable moments or seasons of life. 

| culture COMMENT

INSULATED AND 
IMMOBILIZED
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Keep steady my steps according to 
your promise, and let no iniquity get 
dominion over me (Psalm 119:133, esv)

T he Christian life is set be-
fore us under a number 
of contrasting pictures: it 
is like living in a family, 
but it is also a battle. The 
way we pursue the Chris-
tian life is also presented 

in contrasting ways: we are to run the race, 
but we are also to stand firm. We are to be 
pursuing our course as fast as we can, but 
we are to make steady progress.

We all like to have dramatic experiences—
things that happen to us that seem to propel 
us ahead in the Christian life. It may happen 
under a message we hear preached, or 
through an experience that helps us to grow 
by leaps and bounds. Some people seem to 
thrive in such conditions. Their lives never 
seem to be normal: they regularly enjoy dra-
matic experiences. However, while those 
people do have experiences that propel 
them ahead quite strikingly, they also seem 
to be prone to situations that cast them 
down and cause them to lose assurance. 
Their lives seem to be like a roller coaster. In 
the long run, it would be better to keep pro-
gressing steadily. We might think of the 
fable of the tortoise and the hare. It was the 
tortoise that eventually finished first, de-
spite the great speed of the hare.

Steadiness is a great quality. It may not 
attract much attention, but in the long run 
it is good to see that there are people who 
are steady, reliable, consistent and who fin-
ish well. If we turn again to a common 
illustration used in the Bible, we are to run 
the race (Hebrews 12:1). What race is it 
that we are to run? At big athletic events 
like the Olympic Games, the event that at-
tracts most attention is the 100 metre 
sprint. The runners go flat out, and the one 
with the best start and fastest pace wins. 
But the Christian life is not like that; it is 
more like the marathon. It is not the fast-
est runner who wins, but the one who en-
dures to the end. If runners start too fast, 
they will tire early and not finish well

Sadly, we see a lot of people who profess 
faith in Christ and seem to begin well. 
They show great zeal and leave people in 
amazement at their growth; but in time 
they fall away and lose interest. Others 

may start slowly; there is nothing in their 
lives to cause others to wonder at their 
speedy progress, but they keep at it. They 
are steady and reliable. It matters not how 
well we begin, but rather how well we fin-
ish. Are we steady and consistent in our 
Christian life, or do we progress by fits and 
starts? What are some of the things that 
will help us to be consistent? There is no 
magic formula, but rather a matter of using 
the means of grace that God has given us. 
He has given us everything we need to 
progress in the Christian life (2 Peter 1:3).

The Word of God is crucial. When Jesus 
prayed for his disciples, he asked the Fath-
er to “sanctify them in the truth.” He also 
made it clear what he meant: “Your word 
is truth” (John 17:17). Reading and hearing 
God’s Word is absolutely fundamental to 
spiritual health. Just as the Word is used in 
bringing about the new birth (1 Peter 1:23), 
so it is also used in our growth in grace. 
Here again, we need to be steady. Some get 
so taken up with Scripture that they spend 
every available moment reading it, but 
they can’t keep this up, and before they 
know it, they have almost stopped reading 
it at all. Likewise, there are believers who 
will not only attend meetings in their own 
church but go to any special meetings they 
hear of. This, also, can be too much. There 
can be a falling off from attending special 
meetings and soon their own church meet-
ings are neglected as well. 

We need to be steady. Setting aside time 
for reading the Bible is vital, but read only 

as much as you can digest and put into 
practice. Better to read ten verses a day 
and meditate upon them, than to read ten 
chapters and give no thought to it once 
your Bible is closed again. Be disciplined 
in your reading habits. Make sure that you 
do set aside time for God’s Word. Choose a 
time when you are fresh and able to con-
centrate. If you are too tired to get up early 
and too busy at night, then you need to re-
arrange your schedule.

Of course, prayer is crucial too. Here 
again we need to be steady. Sometimes we 
need special prayer, and that takes up extra 
time, but generally we need to set aside 
regular times when we seek the face of 
God. Usually this will be combined with 
time for Bible reading. As we read, God 
speaks to us; as we pray, we speak with 
him, and there is a wonderful combination 
as we read, and often turn back into prayer 
what we have read.

Are we steady in our devotional lives? 
When we see professing Christians who, at 
one stage seemed so full of life and joy, lose 
their zeal and interest in the kingdom of 
God, we may be sure that they are neg-
lecting the means of grace. There may be 
other sin involved too, but neglect of the 
means of grace is sin in itself. When we 
neglect the private means of grace it is not 
long before we neglect the public means as 
well, and that will keep us from following 
the Lord steadily. May the Lord help us to 
be consistent, reliable and steady in our 
Christian life! 

Finishing well means steadily following the Master. BY ROGER FELLOWS

KEEPING STEADY
SPOTLIGHT



8 ›› BARNABAS ›› WINTER 2015

COVER STORY

 Behold, how good and pleasant it is
 when brothers dwell in unity! 
It is like the precious oil on the head,
 running down on the beard,
 on the beard of Aaron,
 running down on the collar of his robes!
It is like the dew of Hermon,
 which falls on the mountains of Zion!
For there the Lord has commanded the blessing,
 life forevermore (Psalm 133).

This most beautiful of psalms describes the experi-
ence of unity as something wonderful and pre-
cious. Yet, this experience is all too rare. Perhaps 
David knew it to be rare and that is why he 
describes it so luxuriously. Just as gold and other 
precious gems are rare, so is the commodity of 
real unity among believers. And, because it is rare 

and precious, there is all the more reason to seek it and maintain it.
Within the epistles of Paul, unity in the church is a prominent 

theme as well. In Paul’s thinking, unity is something that Christ 

died to create. To the Gentile Christians at Ephesus, Paul revealed 
Christ’s intent in saving them along with Jews was to “create in 
himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and…
reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby 
killing the hostility” (Ephesians 2:15–16). That being achieved, he 
exhorts these same believers to be “eager to maintain the unity of 
the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). If Christ died to 
create unity in the church, it follows that preserving it should be a 
high priority for believers. It is not just of marriage, but also of the 
church, that our motto should be, “What therefore God has joined 
together, let not man separate” (Matthew 19:6).

In the epistle to the Corinthians, the exhortation to unity is 
front and centre. In Corinth, the church was rife with division. 
Paul deemed this a sure sign of their immaturity. Notwithstanding 
the abundance of gifts, their factionalism was the reason that he 
“could not address [them] as spiritual people, but as people of the 
flesh, as infants in Christ.” Further, “For while there is jealousy and 
strife among you, are you not of the flesh and behaving only in a 
human way?” (1 Corinthians 3:1,3).

In the epistle to the Philippians, the exhortation to unity is more 
muted. Following the presentation of Christ’s example of humility, 

STAYING 
UNITED 
WHEN WE DISAGREE

By Wilf Ball
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Paul calls them to “do all things without grumbling or disputing” 
(Philippians 2:14). We can’t forget the two infamous ladies, Euodia 
and Syntyche, of chapter 4, whose names we love to parody as “so 
touchy” and “odious,” and other things less complementary.

The Scriptures, and notably Paul, commend unity and put it be-
fore us as of great importance. But the question arises: Does this 
mean we have to be of the same opinion on every issue and on 
every matter of practice?

Although we are all united at the cross, we come to it from dif-
ferent cultures, societies, and experiences. The road that leads 
each one to the cross is different and each road leaves different 
impressions—for good or bad—upon us. With the coming together 
of Christians from a variety of cultures and experiences, differences 
are inevitable. These occurred from the church’s beginning and 
the New Testament provides surprisingly candid descriptions of 
the strains and conflicts that these collisions of differing back-
grounds produced.

If the church had remained mono-culturally Jewish, this may 
have been a smaller problem. But, that was not God’s plan. He had 
a far grander vision to bring Jew and Gentile, slave and free, men 
and women, rich and poor, educated and unlearned, powerful and 
weak, into a new kind of unity held together by a single truth: all 
for whom Christ died are equal in him. That truth has to be kept 
before our eyes if a congregation with diverse backgrounds is to 
serve together as a functioning whole.

This phenomenon of diverse peoples being brought under the 
one roof of a church has continued—and continues to this day—
and more so of late, as Western society becomes increasingly pa-
gan and increasingly multi-cultural. Even in a small congregation, 
like my own, though predominantly white and suburban, there is 
a mixture of people from differing backgrounds. These include 
Reformed, Baptist, Pentecostal, Roman Catholic and unchurched. 
We may all look remarkably alike on the surface, but we come 
together with diverse theological heritages (or a lack thereof). As 
a result, we bring the baggage of sharply differing attitudes regard-
ing how Christians should behave within the world and within the 
church. We also bring and develop different views on a number of 
secondary and tertiary issues. 

Further, Christians frequently cherish their long held perspec-
tive on issues (such as Sunday and the Sabbath) and are convinced 
that others should think and act similarly. In short, they are pas-
sionate about these things, and these are important issues.

The classic examples provided for us in the Scriptures pertain to 
food. Near and dear to our heart is what we eat or do not eat. Be-
ginning in 1 Corinthians 8, Paul gives an extended discussion of 
whether or not it is proper for Christians to eat meat that had been 
offered to idols. To one segment of the church, such a thing was 
anathema because it smacked of the idolatry from which they were 
recently delivered. For another segment of the church, it was a 
non-issue, since they thought an idol to be nothing (verse 4) and so 
meat offered to it and sold at the market is just meat and fine to be 
consumed. Paul mediates this dispute with a view to his fellow-
Christian’s preservation in the faith. He takes a side in the debate 
but indicates that his fellow-believer’s well-being to be far more 
important than his right to eat whatever he wants.

In Romans 14, Paul mediates another dispute again involving 
food. This time the dispute is probably between Christians con-
verted out of Judaism, who wanted to maintain the Mosaic dietary 
laws and Sabbaths, and other Christians, probably mostly Gentiles, 
who did not think these practices to be of any importance. Many 
Christians saved out of Judaism felt it was very important that all 
Christians share their point of view on dietary and Sabbath observ-

ances as they now appreciated them as Christians. Their conver-
sion to Christ filled these Old Covenant observances with new 
meaning. They now saw them through the cross and wanted every-
one to appreciate them as they now did. So, they became insistent 
that everyone in the church think and do as they did.

Gentile believers, for the most part, didn’t get it. It was not part 
of the gospel message they accepted upon salvation, and they 
didn’t need it to receive the Holy Spirit or to be baptized. Why 
should they take the trouble to add these patterns of living to their 
Christian lives when they didn’t need them to become Christian? 
It is clear that Paul agrees with this latter group (verse 14). The 
surprising thing for us to note is that he doesn’t insist that anyone 
change his or her opinion. He knows what the right view is, but he 
doesn’t make conformity to it a matter of great importance!

Paul was a realist. He knew that differences of opinion would 
persist over this issue, even in the face of his teaching on the sub-
ject. But, keen to preserve the unity of the congregation at Rome, 
he provided checks for Christians on their attitudes and behav-
iours lest the unity of the church be destroyed by overly passionate 
expressions of differing points of view. These, laid out in Roman 
14:1–15:7, are what we will consider, so we can benefit from Paul’s 
wisdom in contending for unity in our own congregations.

First, however, a word needs to be said about Paul’s reference to 
the weak and strong. I don’t believe Paul is saying that one party has 
stronger faith in Christ when considered as a whole. He is saying that 
as it pertains to the particular issue at hand, one group’s faith has 
limits that won’t allow them to engage in a particular behaviour 
while the other group is not limited in that area. On another issue, 
the roles may well be reversed and the weak become the strong and 
vice versa. For example, a Christian may be scrupulous about behav-
iour on Sunday as the Christian Sabbath, but have no compunctions 
around the use of alcohol or tobacco. As another example, a Christian 
may have strong views about alcohol and tobacco and yet feel at lib-
erty to choose from a range of options concerning the schooling of 
their children. As a third example, a Christian may feel at liberty to 
send their child to a public school but as a matter of conscience won’t 
eat meat. Important to note is that weakness or strength as regards 
any issue does not necessarily correlate to whether a believer has 
strong faith in Christ. A Christian can hold any combination of views 
on secondary issues and be either zealous for Christ or lacking zeal.

So what are Paul’s six checks on attitudes and behaviours in the 
church?

THE NEW TESTAMENT 
PROVIDES 
SURPRISINGLY CANDID 
DESCRIPTIONS OF  
THE STRAINS AND 
CONFLICTS THAT 
THESE COLLISIONS OF 
DIFFERING 
BACKGROUNDS 
PRODUCED.
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COVER STORY

1. Welcome without condition the 
Christian with whom you differ 
(Romans 14:1–3; 15:7)

This whole section is bookended by the appeal to welcome true 
fellow Christians. This can only happen as I remember that these 
people have been saved by the same means as I have—by grace 
through faith. My heritage or theological thinking does not give 
me any edge over them in God’s eyes. My attitude toward Chris-
tians with whom I differ should be like that of one survivor to an-
other, both staggering out of a bombed building. My survival and 
theirs was not in our hands but God’s. There should be sincere 
delight in their fellowship, as co-survivors of sin’s destruction.

To welcome without strings attached means welcoming without 
the intent of arguing with them about the points over which we 
differ. Paul says we are not to quarrel over opinions (verse 1). This 
is a delicate point. There obviously needs to be room for the ex-
pression of opinion over these secondary but important matters. 
They touch key subjects. For example, the dispute in Corinth over 
meat offered to idols was sensitive because it was tied to the sin of 
idolatry. The first of the Ten Commandments expressly forbids 
idolatry. Issues like the Sabbath, home schooling and the use of 
alcohol all need to be discussed because they are important issues, 
and there is no avoiding having passionate feelings about them. 
The challenge for us is not to let the passion we have for our pos-
ition to degenerate into anger, insults and name-calling when a 
fellow-believer doesn’t see the “correctness” of our point of view. 

Our welcoming of the so-called “weaker brother” is not to be 
conditioned upon making them conform to our point of view. We 
know the joke about the bride who enters the church and sees 
three things: aisle, altar, him. Just as we are not to enter into mar-
riage for the purpose of changing our spouse, we are not to wel-
come another believer with an agenda of changing their mind. The 
divorce courts are full of the failed attempts of well-intentioned 
people to change the person they married. Church splits abound 
because Christians insist on a change of opinion in their fellow 
Christians on matters not essential to their being in Christ.

Key in this is the example of Christ. We are to welcome all true 
believers in the same way Christ welcomes us. Paul reminded the 
Roman believers that Christ bore the reproaches of sinful men in 
order to win salvation (Romans 15:3). If Christ did so much to deal 
with our real guilt before God, it is a far smaller thing for us to ac-
cept without reservation fellow believers who differ with us on a 
whole range of issues.

2. Banish condescending attitudes from 
your relationships (Romans 14:10)

Paul asks, “Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or again, 
why do you despise your brother?” These are strong terms and they 
capture the natural, sinful tendency of our hearts. The scrupulous 
tend to judge as spiritually deficient those who don’t conform to 
their behaviour. The more liberal tend to be condescending toward 
brothers or sisters who, from their point of view, need to be liberated 
from sub-Christian thinking. We tend to deal with those who dis-
agree with us by writing them off as deficient. It helps to make us 
feel better about ourselves and our opinions, if we put down others 
as inferior. Such attitudes need to be repented of, says Paul.

Rising above these tendencies is difficult. It is so easy to feel 
threatened by divergent viewpoints and to think they are a threat 
to the church. For example, the recent debates over hymns versus 
choruses in worship. Those who insist on hymns do so, convinced 

that the rich heritage of hymnody is at stake—and its loss would do 
great harm. Those who insist on choruses and contemporary 
music only are equally convinced that church music must com-
municate the gospel message clearly and that can only be done 
using modern forms. Both of these views have merit. But, in the 
fray of contending for one’s view, the temptation to use mudsling-
ing is not always resisted.

A key Paul gives for rising above this is to realize that the oppos-
ing member is in God’s hands, not yours. God has accepted them. 
Before God they stand, not on your approval but on God’s approv-
al, who gave his Son for them. Paul says in verse 4, “Who are you 
to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own 
master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord 
is able to make him stand” (see also verses 10 and 11).

God is our judge; we are not one another’s judges. If God has 
accepted my brother and loves him, I must not despise the one 
whom God has accepted as he is. Judgemental and condescending 
attitudes must be banished from our hearts. 

3. Be fully convinced of your position 
(Romans 14:5)

Often, our viewpoints are formed without properly examining 
them. We hold them because a respected pastor or teacher or au-
thor holds them. We hold them because “we’ve always believed 
this way.” But Paul calls us to refrain from “opining” on a subject 
until we have looked at the issue seriously and in the light of Scrip-
ture and have thus become “fully convinced.”

This, and all of Romans from chapter 12 onward, is the working 
out of the implications of Romans 12:2: “Do not be conformed to 
this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by 
testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and 
acceptable and perfect.” We are called, with the help of the Holy 
Spirit, to have a transformed mind. This is in contrast to the uncon-
verted, who Paul says have a “depraved mind” (Romans 1:28).

The opinions we form must be arrived at through prayerful re-
flection. That means work; that means honestly grappling with 
issues with our Bible in hand to see what, if anything, the Scrip-
tures really say about them. Being “fully convinced” means we’ve 
done the hard work of study, meditation and prayer. If not, then we 
need the humility to admit it and refrain from bold assertions 
about things of which we know very little. 

MY ATTITUDE TOWARD 
CHRISTIANS WITH 
WHOM I DIFFER 
SHOULD BE LIKE THAT 
OF ONE SURVIVOR TO 
ANOTHER, BOTH 
STAGGERING OUT OF  
A BOMBED BUILDING.
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I also take “fully convinced” to mean that we should use en-
counters with those of differing viewpoints as occasions to rethink 
what Scripture says on an issue. We owe our fellow believers that 
courtesy.

The trouble with some areas is that they are controversial be-
cause there isn’t much said about them in the Scriptures by way of 
directive or prescription. There needs to be enough honesty to rec-
ognize when our viewpoint is a conclusion that doesn’t arise from 
a direct biblical command but from theological reasoning. For ex-
ample, I have long held that the Lord’s Table should be open to any 
who profess Christ as their Saviour and Lord. I have held this view 
because I agree with the conclusion that we should not forbid the 
Lord’s call to partake of the Lord’s Table to someone the Lord has 
accepted but who has not yet been obedient in being baptized. I 
have to admit this is based on a theological conclusion, not a direc-
tive. I also realize that a good case can be made for insisting upon 
baptism before giving admittance to the Lord’s Table.

Whatever my positions in these areas, I need the humility to 
recognize that my position is open to challenge. Serious and godly 
biblical scholars have studied them with the same devotion to the 
Bible as the Word of God as I have, and yet they have come to dif-
ferent conclusions. I have to be open to the possibility that they are 
right and I am not. I should be able to do this without being threat-
ened and defensive, because these issues are not the heart of the 
gospel. In these areas, it is more important to preserve fellowship 
by being gracious than to win an argument by being over-bearing. 

4. Act only from faith  
(Romans 14:22–23)

Along with—and not in opposition to—having our minds engaged, 
is the requirement that we act only from faith. If I act in a manner 
that is without thought or goes against the scruples that I hold, 
then that is to act apart from faith, and that is sin.

I think this principle applies to both the weak and the strong in 
Romans 14. If, on the one hand, I assume I have liberty to engage 
in some activity, but have not subjected it to Paul’s test of being 
“fully convinced,” then that is not acting from faith but is presump-
tion on my part.

On the other hand, if I get talked into doing something that I do 
have scruples about, I am also wrong. For example, on the issue of 
conducting business on Sunday, I find that I am governed by the 
scruples that I was raised with. Although, I don’t think there is a 
link in the New Testament between the Jewish Sabbath and the 
Christian observance of Sunday as the Lord’s Day, I still act on a 
practical level as if a connection did exist. For me, to go against 
that deeply rooted scruple would be sin.

The remarkable thing here is that Paul allows that the same act 
performed by two Christians can be sinful in one case and not sin-
ful in the other. Paul says that whoever does something doubting 
whether or not it is wrong, has sinned. He writes, “For whatever 
does not proceed from faith is sin” (Romans 14:23). Another be-
liever may do the same thing (for example, eat meat) and because 
they do it with a clear conscience, they do not sin in the act. But 
Paul then adds, if the one who has liberty acts in a way that injures 
their more scrupulous brother, then they have in fact sinned. So, 
the same act may be wrong or right for the same person. The factor 
that determines whether it is right is if it is done in faith, with a 
clear conscience, with regard to both the act and a fellow believer.

At the end of Paul’s very long discussion on eating meat offered 
to idols in 1 Corinthians, he summarizes with this advice: “So, 
whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of 
God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). If my behaviour detracts from God’s glory, 
isn’t from faith or hurts another believer, then I shouldn’t do it.

5. Act for the well-being of fellow 
believers (Romans 14:13–16)

If we have truly learned the lessons mentioned above, then we 
should have the maturity to fulfil the last two directives. 

There is an implied obligation we have to one another within the 
body of Christ. If Christ died for my brother or sister, then I must act 
to preserve the one for whom he died. If Christ loved him or her, so 
must I. Paul puts it in blunt terms in verse 15: “For if your brother is 
grieved by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. By what 
you eat, do not destroy the one for whom Christ died.” 

This verse implies two things. First, I am required to show love 
and not show off. Second, I need to be aware that what I do, even if 
legitimate, could grieve or even destroy someone’s fragile faith. Of 
Christ, it was prophesied and observed that “a bruised reed he will 
not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench” (Isaiah 42:3).

Maturing in the faith is not growing in understanding of what 
you are “allowed” to do but growing in our likeness to Christ and 
acting as the servants of other Christians’ faith. Christ came not to 
be served, but to serve and to redeem us in the process (Mark 
10:45). We cannot follow him in performing an act of redemption, 
but we can follow him by acting in the service of others—fellow 
believers and non-Christians alike.

6. Put the issue in proper perspective 
(Romans 14:17–19) 

Remember: the kingdom of God is not about secondary issues. It is 
about righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. Paul is saying 
that the whole enterprise of our salvation—both eternal and the 
here and now—is about being made right and being at peace with 
God and receiving his joy. These things are to be our over-riding 
concern. We need to ensure that they apply to ourselves and endeav-
our to bring the message of salvation through faith in Christ to the 
world around us. If we were truly busy with these priorities, there 
would be little time for debates and rancour on secondary issues.

The Christian who makes these things their focus is, as Paul says 
“acceptable to God and approved by men” (Romans 14:18). For my 
part, if I see these priorities in the brother or sister with whom I 
disagree, I should accept that God approves of them and so should 
I. My focus should be as verse 19 says: “pursue what makes for 
peace and for mutual upbuilding.” 

Wilf Ball is an elder at Grimsby Bible Church, Grimsby, Ontario.

I SHOULD BE ABLE TO 
DO THIS WITHOUT 
BEING THREATENED 
AND DEFENSIVE, 
BECAUSE THESE 
ISSUES ARE NOT THE 
HEART OF THE GOSPEL. 
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BY MICHAEL A.G. HAYKIN ›› The date of Calvin’s 
conversion is among the most disputed topics of 
Reformation scholarship. T.H.L. Parker has argued 
for 1529–1530, a dating that has been followed by 
a number of other scholars, among them J.I. Packer. 
Traditionally, though, 1533 still rightly commands 

strong scholarly support. Although we do not possess irrefutable 
data, there are two extended discussions from Calvin himself 
about the nature of his conversion—intimations in his Reply to 
Sadoleto and his 1557 “Preface” to his Commentary on the Psalms—
and of these the latter is the most important. 

Calvin the law student
In the “Preface” to the Psalms, Calvin first notes the fact that his 
father had intended him to become a priest, like his older brother. 
But, around 1528, he changed his mind and instructed John to move 
to Orléans to study at what was then the pre-eminent French uni-
versity for legal studies. Calvin later described this sudden change 
thus: “when he [his father] saw that the science of law made those 
who cultivate it wealthy, he was led to change his mind by the 
hope of material gain for me.”

Calvin studied at Orléans from 1528 to 1529 and then trans-
ferred to Bourges for two more years. The legal knowledge ob-
tained during this period of study gave Calvin an abiding interest 
in the nature of law and justice, the tools to create institutions in 
Geneva that would serve the advance of the gospel and a mastery 
of how to read texts in light of their literary and linguistic contexts.

Following his law studies—he received his degree by 1533—Calvin 
returned to Paris where he learned that his father was seriously ill. 
He hurried to Noyon to be with him during his final days. His 
father had run afoul of Roman Catholic authorities two years ear-
lier, in November 1528, when he refused to give the local bishop 
the accounting books for the cathedral. It is not clear whether he 
was guilty of a misdemeanour or whether his pride was piqued at 
the questioning of his integrity. He was excommunicated, and 
thus died unreconciled to the Roman church. Whether or not this 
had an effect on Calvin’s thinking about the Roman Church and 
was a factor in leading him to conversion is unknown. 

Calvin’s testimony
Concerning his conversion, Calvin states in the “Preface” to the 
Psalms:

God, by the secret leading of his providence, turned my 
course another way [than the study of law]. First, when I was 
too firmly addicted to the superstitions of the Papacy to be 
drawn easily out of such a deep mire, by a sudden conversion 
God subdued and made teachable my mind, already more 
rigid than suited my age. Having therefore received a taste 
and knowledge of true piety, I burned with such a desire to 
carry my study further, that although I did not drop other sub-
jects, I had no zeal for them. In less than a year, all who were 
looking for a purer doctrine began to come to learn from me, 
although I was a novice and a beginner.

Five aspects of this concisely-worded theological reflection on 
God’s saving work in his life beg for comment. 

“Though dead, they speak”—A series on early french evangelicals

THE CONVERSION OF JOHN CALVIN
First, prior to his conversion Calvin remembered that he was 

“too firmly addicted to the superstitions of the Papacy to be drawn 
easily out of such a deep mire.” Calvin did not specify which super-
stitions he had in mind, but by comparing them to a bog he was 
indicating that liberation from these distortions of Christian truth 
and late medieval religion could only have taken place through an 
outside agency. Calvin made no mention of the human instruments 
through whom he may have heard the gospel. But this is typical of 
Calvin and the Reformed faith: an emphasis on the absolute sover-
eignty of God in salvation. Calvin could thus state in The Eternal 
Election of God (1562): “It is not within our power to convert our-
selves from our evil life, unless God changes us and cleanses us by 
his Holy Spirit.” Or as he put it in his Reply to Sadoleto, referring to 
how he came to realize that salvation was by grace alone: “You, O 
Lord, shone upon me with the brightness of Your Spirit.”

Second, the Latin behind the word “sudden,” in the phrase “sud-
den conversion,” is subita, which in Latin can mean “unexpected” 
or “unpremeditated.” In other words, Calvin’s conversion was not 
ultimately the result of any wish or intention of Calvin. Alister E. 
McGrath puts it well when he writes that this word “resonates 
with overtones of the unexpected, the unpredictable, the uncon-
trollable.” One of Calvin’s natural characteristics was a resistance 
to change. But God broke into his life and brought to pass a com-
pletely unexpected upheaval that caused him to change his views 
of God and salvation and led him to embrace evangelical doctrine. 

Third, conversion for Calvin meant the formation of a teachable 
heart. As he asserted, “God subdued and made teachable my mind, 
already more rigid than suited my age.” The verb “subdued” was 
associated with the taming of horses. It is a frequent metaphor in 
Calvin’s writings, an indication of the importance Calvin placed on 
teachableness and submissiveness to the will of God as being cen-
tral to the nature of biblical Christianity, especially among those 
who aspire to be ministers of the Word. In Calvin’s words: “no one 
will ever be a good teacher, if he does not show that he himself is 
teachable, and always ready to learn.” 

Fourth, conversion meant a total change of orientation in his 
studies. In Calvin’s words: having had “a taste and knowledge of 
true piety, I burned with such a desire to carry my study further, 
that although I did not drop other subjects, I had no zeal for them.” 
It was the study of Scripture and evangelical theology that hence-
forth gripped his heart. Allan Menzies captured the depth of the 
change when he stated that Calvin now “no longer writes as a 
humanist [scholar], but as one who is guided by the Word, and 
who feels the cry newly arising from the blood of the martyrs be-
ing spilt around him.”

Finally, the language Calvin used to describe the affective im-
pact of his conversion is noteworthy. There is a strong tradition of 
thought that depicts Calvin as cold and unemotional. But this ac-
count of his conversion—especially his statement about burning 
with desire to grow in his knowledge of God—indicates the exact 
opposite and that he had an unusually ardent nature. In fact, as 
James A. de Jong has noted, Calvin’s comments on the Psalms help 
dispel “the stubborn perception of Calvin as cold, rationalistic, 
vindictive, and aloof.” Instead, one finds “an experiential believer 
of considerable depth and warmth.” Calvin’s conversion consisted 
not only in enlightenment. It entailed nothing less than an “unre-
served, wholehearted commitment to the living God.” 
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A quarterly review of new & recent books

NEW MORNING MERCIES
A daily gospel devotional
BY PAUL DAVID TRIPP
Crossway (2014), 384 pgs
ISBN 978-1433541384

With the dawn of a new year, 
what better time to see the re-
lease of a new daily devotional 
by one of my favourite authors! 
Known for his gospel-focused 
writings, Paul Tripp’s first de-
votional is New Morning Mercies. 
I am excited to anticipate the 
impact it might have on my daily 
thinking in 2015. Tripp sees it 
as “a call to remember”—the 
disaster of sin, Jesus’ righteous-
ness, the transforming power 
of free grace, our destiny, God’s 
sovereignty and glory and…
God’s new morning mercies! 
Each day opens with a 2-line 
thought, followed by 3-4 para-
graphs and a Bible reading for 
further study.—JANICE VAN ECK

PRAYER
Experiencing awe and intimacy  
with God
BY TIMOTHY KELLER
Dutton (2014), 336 pgs
ISBN 978-0525954149

The latest offering from Timothy 
Keller is a timely study of a 
spiritual exercise all too often 
neglected by Christians. The 
author uses a personal tone, 
drawing on knowledge and ex-
perience, acknowledging the 
challenge this topic presents. 
He gleans salient points and 
applications from noted writers 
in history, including Martin Lu-
ther, John Owen and John Mur-
ray, as well as more recent con-

siderations by, among others, 
J.I. Packer and D.A. Carson, and 
provides contemporary inter-
pretation and insight. An en-
couragement to approach prayer 
from a theological, methodo-
logical and an experiential ap-
proach, this book will leave the 
reader feeling convicted as well 
as inspired to pursue prayer, 
perhaps more assiduously than 
ever before, moving from “duty 
to delight.” Practical sugges-
tions serve to motivate the reader 
to be mindful of how prayer is 
made and to experience “awe 
and intimacy with God.” The 
annotated bibliography and notes 
underline the serious endeavour 
this work represents.—JANICE ROMYN

SPIRITUAL WARFARE
A biblical & balanced perspective 
BY BRIAN BORGMAN & ROB VENTURA
Reformation Heritage (2014), 128 pgs
ISBN 978-1601782847

This wonderful book explains 
Ephesians 6:10–20 and then ap-
plies those truths to the believ-
er’s ongoing conflict in spiritual 
warfare. There is a great deal of 
confusion and misunderstanding 
among Christians today about 
Satan and demons and how 
we are to successfully engage 
and triumph over them.

As its subtitle indicates, 
Spiritual Warfare is first and 
foremost soundly biblical. Each 
verse—at times, each phrase—
is clearly discussed at a level 
that the average believer can 
readily understand. It is very 
balanced as it seeks to navigate 
through difficult areas of spirit-

ual warfare. We are neither to 
be indifferent to Satan and his 
schemes, nor are we to be un-
duly paralyzed by a fear of the 
Satanic and demonic. The Lord 
Jesus Christ and his cross work 
is always kept before us. 

The book ends with three ex-
cellent appendices: “The sover-
eignty of God and Satan”, “Can 
a Christian be demon-possessed?” 
and “Christian, pray for your 
pastors.” This small book is a 
must read. Read it. Live it. Share 
it and pass it on.—DON THEOBALD

THE TRINITARIAN  
DEVOTION OF JOHN OWEN 
BY SINCLAIR B. FERGUSON
Reformation Trust (2014), 166 pgs 
ISBN 978-1567694031

This fresh study of the great 
Puritan divine John Owen 
(one of the top-tier theologians 
in the history of the church) by 
a notable pastor-theologian is a 
must-read for the very reason 
that Ferguson delineates the 
heart of Owen’s thought, 
namely his Trinitarianism, an 
area of Christian thought 
much overlooked in our day. 
Owen spent a large part of his 
life meditating on what the 
Bible says about God as a Tri-
une being and what this entails 
for our salvation. This medita-
tion on the deepest truth about 
God made Owen a profound 
theological guide and a voice 
to be deeply heeded in our day, 
when even among orthodox 
believers the ability to think 
and pray and worship in Trini-
tarian terms has been seriously 

stunted. This is a great book in 
every way and will hopefully 
lead readers back to Owen him-
self, one of God’s great gifts to 
the church.—MICHAEL A.G. HAYKIN 

ONE WAY LOVE
Inexhaustible grace for an  
exhausted world
BY TULLIAN TCHIVIDJIAN
David C. Cook (2013), 240 pgs
ISBN 978-0781406901

Confused about law and grace? 
Struggling with performancism 
in your life? Feeling exhausted 
by your efforts to keep yourself 
in God’s “good books”? There 
are many reasons to read this 
book, but mostly just because 
it will overwhelm you with the 
depth and richness of God’s grace 
to sinners like you and me!

We live in such a performance- 
driven society that this has infil-
trated our churches and blinded 
our minds to its sad influence 
on our lives. We so easily, in-
deed naturally, rely on our own 
spiritual performance that we 
forget the heart of the gospel—
grace alone (not grace a lot!). 
We are quick to apply the law to 
one another and harm our rela-
tionships. We confuse the gospel 
with mere legalism or moralism.

Tchividjian tackles this topic 
from deep personal and pastor-
al experience and brings clarity 
to the purposes of law and 
grace, fearlessly shows how 
transformative true grace can 
be in our lives and deftly disarms 
the objections to preaching “too 
much grace.” This is a book you 
must read!—JVE  
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BY JEREMY JOHNSTON ›› Johann Sebastian 
Bach (1685–1750) is considered one of the greatest 
composers of Western music; he is also considered 
to be one of the world’s most creative geniuses. 
Many music historians agree that without Bach, 
we wouldn’t have Beethoven, Brahms or Mozart. 

It has also been stated, however, that without Martin Luther 
(1483–1546), the great German Reformer of the sixteenth cen-
tury, there would have been no Bach. The musical “formations” 
of Bach’s day grew out of the theological “reforma-
tions” of Luther’s day. Musicologist Carroll Moul-
ton writes, “[Bach] represents the culmination of 
a stream of Protestant church music that had de-
veloped since the start of the Reformation in the 
early sixteenth century.” It is not hard to see the 
connections between these two great men of God.

J.S. Bach lived in Germany during what is known 
as the Baroque period, a time of remarkable creativ-
ity in all of the arts. Bach’s family was also very 
musical; his family lineage shows seven genera-
tions of professional musicians. In some parts of 
Germany, the name “Bach” was synonymous with 
the word “musician.” But biographer Gregory Wil-
bur notes that Bach’s family members were also 
faithful followers of Jesus Christ, and they adhered 
to the reformed faith. Fleeing religious persecution, 
Bach’s family migrated to the region of Thuringia, a 
stronghold of reformed faith and a bastion of bril-
liant ecclesiastical music. This “stronghold” is 
where Bach grew up and attended school. It is also 
the region where Martin Luther spent his youth. 
Both Bach and Luther attended the same Latin 
School in Eisenach—albeit 200 years apart! Bach 
also spent his days in the shadows of Wartburg 
Castle, perched high above Eisenach, where in the 
previous century, Luther hid from his enemies and 
where he translated the Greek New Testament 
into German. These tangible reminders of Luther’s 
reformation must have left an indelible impression 
on the young Bach; but more powerful, perhaps, 
was the influence of Luther’s view of music on J.S. 
Bach’s own appreciation of music. 

Martin Luther writes, “Next to the Word of God, 
music deserves the highest praise…. I plainly judge, 
and do not hesitate to affirm, that except for theol-
ogy, there is no art that could be put on the same 
level with music.” For Luther, music was an incred-
ibly inspiring and powerful gift from God. However, 
it was not simply ‘music for music’s sake.’ Luther believed that 
music aided and enhanced the Christian’s worship of the great and 
mighty Creator. Luther states,

God has cheered our heart and minds through his dear Son, 
whom he gave us to redeem us from sin, death and the devil. 
He who believes this cannot be quiet about it. But he must 
gladly and willingly sing and speak about it so others also may 
come to hear it. And whoever does not want to sing and speak 
of it shows that he does not believe.

| the ARTS

REFORMING MUSIC: BACH AND LUTHER
Luther sought to apply his ideas about music and worship to 

actual church music; as a result, he was a prolific hymnwriter. 
Luther’s hymns proved to be a great spiritual and musical inspira-
tion to Bach throughout his life. He perused Luther’s hymns for 
comfort, theological instruction and for lyrics to articulate his 
own devotion to God. Bach adapted many of Luther’s hymns when 
composing his copious cantatas—he wrote over 200 cantatas! 
Bach was most influenced by Luther’s determination to incorporate 
music into the life of the church; this is why Bach’s church music 

was designed to be “accessible” to his congregation 
by using familiar hymns in his cantatas. Reverence 
was also a key aspect to Bach’s church music compos-
itions. Beside 2 Chronicles 5:13, in the margins of 
Bach’s personal Bible, he inscribed, “At a reverent 
performance of music, God is always at hand with 
his gracious presence.” This is the heart of Bach’s 
pursuit for excellence in music. 

J.S. Bach’s biographer, Paul Johnson, observes that 
although “Bach was a Lutheran by birth, education, 
taste, and, not least, loyalty,” he was, “in a deeper 
sense…a Christian.” Bach has even been called the 

“fifth evangelist” and a “theologian who worked 
with a keyboard.” Musically and lyrically, he com-
posed works that radiate theological truths. This is 
no coincidence; Bach intentionally composed with 
theological truths at the forefront of his mind. 
Bach’s personal library contained over eighty vol-
umes of theological works—over and above his 
extensive musical library. He was known to be well 
versed in sound theology. Robin Leaver notes that 
Bach sincerely held to the central doctrines of 
the Reformation: 

sola scriptura, sola gratia and sola fide: that is, 
one’s standing before God rests not with the 
authority of the church but on the authority of 
scripture; that one’s salvation…depends upon 
the grace of God in Christ, rather than human 
endeavour; and that salvation can only be ap-
propriated by faith.

Bach signed a statement indicating that he sub-
scribed to these beliefs and none other. Without a 
doubt, there was no distinction between theology 
and the music Bach created. 

Most notably, the mantra of the Reformation, 
“sola Deo gloria,” served as the basis of Bach’s concep-
tion of music. Bach writes, “The aim and final end 

of all music should be none other than the glory of God and the 
refreshment of the soul.” For all the spiritual and theological 
benefits the Christian church has reaped from God’s working 
through Martin Luther and the Reformation, we can thank God 
for the musical legacy of the Reformation as well. As we thank 
God for Luther, let us also thank God for Bach. As we strive to 
make new music for the glory of God and the edification of the 
church, let’s follow Bach’s example of immersing our creativity in 
theologically rich and biblically saturated truths. Let’s continue 
the reforming of Christian music! 

Bach has…been called 
the “fifth evangelist” 
and a “theologian 
who worked with a 
keyboard.” Musically 
and lyrically, he 
composed works that 
radiate theological 
truths. 

Martin Luther

Johann Sebastian Bach
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LITTLE PILLOWS
Adapted from Frances Ridley Havergal

Willing and  
doing

“For it is God who works in you to will 
and to act in order to fulfill his good 
purpose” (Philippians 2:13)

Do you not find it hard to be good? 
Hard to keep from saying something 
naughty that you wanted to say? Very 
hard to keep down the angry feeling, 
even if you did not say the angry word? 
Hard to do a right thing, because you 
did not like doing it and quite impos-
sible to make yourself wish to do it? 
You asked God to help you do it, and he 
did help you; but did you ever think of 
asking him to make you like to do it?

Now, this is what is meant by “God 
who works in you to will.” It means that 
he can and will undertake the very 
thing which you cannot manage. He 
can and will take your will, and work it 
for you, making you want to do just 
what he wants you to do, making you 
like the very things he likes and hate 
just what he hates.

It is always easy to do what we like 
doing. So, when we have given up our 
will to God, and asked him to work it for 
us, it makes everything easy. For then 
we will want to do according to “his 
good purpose,” and we will try to be 
happy in it because trying to please him 
will not be fighting against our own 
wills, when God has taken them and is 
working them for us.

Do you not see what happy days are 
before you if you only take God at his 
word about this? Only try him and you 
will see! Tell him that you have found 
that you cannot manage your will your-
self, and that now you will give it up to 
him, and trust him, from now, not only 
to work in you to do, but to work in you 
to will also, “to fulfill his good purpose.”

Take my will, and make it Thine;
It shall be no longer mine. 

the kids PAGE |

BIBLE FOCUS

Shipwrecked!
BY JANICE VAN ECK ›› Read Acts 27:1–44. It’s a harrowing adventure about Paul getting 
shipwrecked on the Adriatic Sea, along with 275 others. In the face of the dangers, Paul is 
assured by an angel of the Lord that they would all survive—an amazing deliverance!

1. Paul was a prisoner on this ship. Earlier, the centurion had not listened to Paul’s warn-
ing about setting sail. Why do you suppose he wanted to save Paul’s life in the end?

2. How does Paul express his faith in God in the middle of the storm?

3.  Imagine being with Paul on this voyage. What do you think would have been the hardest 
part of being on this ship?

Word search
Adriatic
aground
anchor
angel
ashore
cargo
centurion
Crete
escape
harbour
land
northeaster
overboard
Paul
prisoners
sailors
ship
soldiers
storm
suspense
swim
tempestuous
wind

DID YOU KNOW?
›› Besides being shipwrecked three times, Paul was frequently imprisoned, received forty 
lashes minus one five times, was three times beaten with rods and once pelted with stones!
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Accommodation and registration information coming soon

Enjoy engaging preaching,  
children’s classes for all ages 

and the warm fellowship  
of believers!

“The Carey” provides a  
Christian camp experience  
for the whole family!

As it has for over 30 years, the Carey continues  
to be a blessing for attendees of all ages. 
Organized by The Sovereign Grace Fellowship 
of Canada, the Carey provides a well-balanced 
combination of Spirit-anointed preaching, 
worship, opportunities for uplifting fellowship, 
children’s classes, sporting activities and 
restful family vacation time, making this week 
a highlight of the summer. 

Accommodations vary from onsite hotel rooms, 
cabins and cottages to tent and trailer sites. 
Other facilities include a pool, baseball and  
soccer fields, basketball and volleyball courts, 
and areas suitable for biking and walking.

We hope you’ll consider joining us for the  
2015 Carey Family Conference! 

Held at Braeside Camp
110 East River Road, 
Paris, ON N3L 3E1

MARK YOUR CALENDARS!

August 22–28, 2015

SPECIAL EVENING SPEAKER

GEOFF THOMAS
PASTOR, ABERYSTWYTH, WALES
Pastor Thomas has been in ministry for over
forty years at Alfred Place Baptist Church.
He is also a well-appreciated international
conference speaker. We anticipate being 
blessed by his ministry this summer, just  
as we were when Pastor Thomas preached 
at the 2002 Carey.


