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Captive Thoughts is the quarterly magazine 
of Sovereign Grace Presbyterian Church, 
and is designed to enrich community in 
the church, keep members up-to-date, and 
provide devotional and edifying material 
from the pastors and others. Sovereign 
Grace, a congregation of the Presbyterian 
Church in America (PCA), is a community in 
Charlotte which has been transformed by the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ and wants to know, 
worship and live for God. For everything you 
need to know about Sovereign Grace, visit 
sovereigngrace.org

A close friend of mine had his own three-month 
sabbatical from the pastorate last summer. He 
determined that his family would attend three 
different churches during those three months 
– a different congregation each month. When 
the summer was over, he had perceptive things 
to say about each church’s Sunday worship. 

One of those churches was Sovereign Grace. 
As he shared with me his experience with our 
church, my friend said “One word above all 
else: transcendence.” 

I think that is quite perceptive and a very fitting 
term to use: transcendence. One dictionary gives 
something of the word’s origin: “Transcendence 
comes from the Latin prefix trans-, meaning 
“beyond,” and the word scandare, meaning “to 
climb.” When you achieve transcendence, you 
have gone beyond ordinary limitations.”

The worship at Sovereign Grace communicates 
transcendence to Christians because the Spirit 
uses the simple means of well-ordered worship 
to enable us to “climb” upwards to God. We 
“ascend” the “hill of the Lord” through the 
grandeur of a tall room soaked with sunlight, 
through a biblical call to worship uttered from 
a high central pulpit, from worship music 
(especially the opening hymn) chosen for its 

grandeur and great, exalting themes. Speaking 
of exalting themes, that is also what our 
Sunday prayers are designed to do: exalt the 
greatness and glory of the “Most High God.” 
We do not speak of God as if he were a buddy, 
a chum or a life-coach. He is the Lord God, the 
Almighty. The transcendent One. 

But that is not the only goal of public worship.  
We also seek a sense of God’s immanence, 
his nearness and intimacy with his people. 
In our praying, we intercede for the sick, the 
lonely and the troubled. Our sermons have 
application to the challenges of daily life. Our 
Lord’s table is situated on the floor, not on the 
high platform above it.  The gentle curves of 
the pews seem to conform to the arms of the 
Lord reaching out to embrace his people. 

Why do we seek both transcendence and 
immanence in worship? Because that is the 
nature of the biblical God, and it is the effect 
of the Gospel itself. We do ascend the hill of 
the Lord, but that is only because he has 
descended to us in the Son of God, Jesus 
Christ.  We cannot have one without the other. 

In this issue of Captive Thoughts, as always, we 
will strive for both. May you sense his majesty, 
and his mercy, as you read!   
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The Bible uses a number of striking agricultural 
images when speaking about God’s people and 
God’s relationship with them. Isaiah 5 includes 
the song of God’s vineyard that yields only wild 
grapes, and God gives it over to be destroyed.  
The Psalmist compares the righteous man to 
a fruitful tree planted by streams of water (Ps. 
1:3).  Jesus compares himself to a vine and his 
disciples to branches. These images are powerful 
tools, not only because they are memorable, 
but also because they vividly portray how God 
works and how his people are to respond.

The apostle Paul uses an agricultural metaphor 
for the church in 1 Corinthians 3, calling it “God’s 
field” (v. 9). Agricultural images in Scripture 
typically carry connotations of growth—or 
lack thereof. We often use them the same way 
today when, for instance, we speak of a child 
as “growing like a weed.” The idea of growth is 
also inherent in Paul’s imagery of the church as 
“God’s field” in 1 Corinthians 3. Paul’s point is 
two-fold: first, he chastises the Corinthians for 
their lack of growth; second, he points to the 
church, when functioning properly, as the place 
of growth for God’s people.

Paul begins this chapter by comparing the 
Corinthian Christians to infants who still 
need milk, not solid food. Their immaturity is 
evident in their divisions, their self-centered 
ndividualism, and their worldly mindset. The 

church is divided into factions: “I follow Paul…I 
follow Apollos…I follow Cephas…I follow Christ” 
(1:12). They act only with regard to self, not for 
the good of the whole (as the rest of the letter 
demonstrates). Furthermore, their actions and 
attitudes reflect the culture around them.

To counter this, Paul begins by pointing them to 
the cross. The cross, while foolish and weak in 
the eyes of the world, is the wisdom and power 
of God (1:17-25). It should humble believers 
because it says that only the death of God 
incarnate can pay the penalty for our sins and 
bring reconciliation with God. We cannot save 
ourselves.  It should also lead to a “cross-shaped” 
life, living for others, not self. In chapter 3, Paul 
also subtly points them away from self and away 
from the cult of celebrity to God himself. In this 
chapter, the words God, Christ, or Lord appear 
21 times in 23 verses. The Christian life is a God-
centered, not a self-centered, life.

These are lessons that the church needs to 
learn again today. Evangelical Christianity 
has degenerated into a self-focused (“my 
relationship with Christ”), consumerist religion 
often driven by a worldly mindset. Individual 
Christians have become consumers in their 
approach to churches, remaining in a church 
only as long as that church “meets my needs.”  
Churches themselves foster this consumerist 
mentality, gearing their philosophy of ministry

and their worship services to attract a 
particular demographic (today the favorite 
target is “millennials”). Thomas Bergler’s book 
The Juvenilization of American Christianity 
helpfully shows the result of the church’s 
adopting as its own philosophy of ministry and 
worship the 1940’s Youth for Christ model of 
trying to reach the young—namely, a largely 
immature church that has lost its power to 
impact our culture. This is eerily similar to what 
Paul was addressing in the church at Corinth.  
The church today is fostering “infants in Christ,” 
not mature believers who can withstand social 
pressure to conform to the world.

This leads to the second implication of the 
image of the church as “God’s field,” namely, 
the church itself is—or at least should be—
the place of growth for God’s people. How 
does this take place? Paul gives the formula: 
Paul planted, Apollos watered, but God gives 
the growth (6-7). How did Paul plant? He 
preached the Word, especially Jesus Christ and 
him crucified (2:1). How did Apollos water? 
He preached and taught the Word. These are 
the primary means that God uses to grow his 
church. These “ordinary means of grace” have 
extraordinary power because God himself 
works through them to bring growth.

There are two caveats, however.  The first is 
that those who preach and teach the Word 
cannot go on forever giving milk (3:1-2).  
Paul does not give detail here about what is 
“milk” and what is “solid food.”  The writer of 
Hebrews, however, lays out six foundational 
tenets of the faith that are the “milk” that 
Christians need to move beyond so they can 
get to the “solid food” of the deeper teachings 
of the faith (Hebrews 5:11-6:3). He then 
immediately warns his readers about falling 
away from the faith (6:4-8).  In other words, 
the danger of living in continual immaturity is 
losing the faith altogether.

The warning for the church today is that as 
long as a church’s worship services, where the 
Word of God is preached, do not get beyond 
the basic gospel message or continually target 
a certain consumerist demographic, it will be 
nearly impossible for that church to move on 
to maturity.  It also puts professing Christians at 
risk of losing the faith altogether.

The second caveat is that it is possible to be in 
a church that proclaims the whole counsel of 
God and still not grow.  The Corinthians had the 
apostle Paul as church planter and Apollos as

one of their preachers. You cannot get better 
pastors than that.  Yet the Corinthian believers 
were not growing.

Growth in the Christian life comes by putting 
ourselves under the ordinary means of grace, 
by receiving them joyfully, meditating on them, 
and faithfully, prayerfully putting what we 
learn into practice.  James warns that the one 
who is only a “hearer” of the word, and not a 
“doer,” deceives himself (James 1:22-25).  In 
particular, we must apply a biblical mindset to 
every area of our lives.  This includes thinking 
critically about how the attitudes of the world 
infect our own ways of thinking and living.  
The Corinthians still embraced the world’s 
triumphalist, human centered philosophy.  This 
stunted their growth in Christ.

From a biblical perspective, nurture and growth 
take place primarily in and through the church.  
The great interpreters of Scripture throughout 
church history have recognized this.  The church 
father Cyprian famously said, “You cannot have 
God as your Father if you do not have the church 
as your mother.”  The apostle Paul wrote that 
only together “with all the saints” will believers 
be able to grasp the love of Christ and to be 
filled with all the fullness of God (Eph. 3:18-19).  
Growth in the Christian life requires growing 
together.  The church is God’s ordained means 
of bringing this about.

The Bible requires that individual Christians 
commit themselves to a body of believers.  
Attend both morning and evening services.  
Imagine the benefit of sitting not only under 
52 sermons a year, but 104. Churches need 
to repent of the Corinthian consumerist, 
cultural accommodation mindset, and commit 
themselves to the only church-growth strategy 
that God sanctions.  “God gives the growth,” 
through his ordinary, extraordinary means.

And this takes place principally in and through 
the local church, God’s field where God’s 
people grow.

A longer version of this article will appear in 
TabletalkMagazine.com in the coming weeks.  
Used by permission.
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John Fawcett (1740-1817) was converted under 
the preaching of George Whitefield when he 
heard the evangelist’s sermon on John 3:14, “And 
as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 
so must the Son of Man be lifted up.”  In 1765 he 
was ordained to the ministry to serve the church 
of Wainsgate near Hebden Bridge, Yorkshire.  
The congregation was mostly illiterate and poor.  
Fawcett’s stipend was meager, and the people 
often paid him in potatoes.  After seven years 
of fruitful ministry, he received a call to succeed 
the famous pastor John Gill at Carter’s Lane 
Church in London.  Gill had pastored Carter’s 
Lane for 51 years, but had recently died in 1771.  
Fawcett formally accepted the call, preached his 
final sermon at Wainsgate, and packed up his 
belongings for the move.

While Fawcett was putting his last possessions 
in his wagon in front of the manse, the 
people of his congregation came with tears 
and pleaded with him not to leave his flock.  
Seeing and sensing the love and devotion of 
his people, Fawcett turned to them, and said, 
“Yes, we are staying.”  Although he was giving 
up a more prestigious church in London and 
much greater pay, he could

not bear to leave his people.  Reflecting on that 
event, John Fawcett wrote the hymn, “Blest Be 
the Tie that Binds” (1782).  His stirring words 
demonstrate where his heart really was: 

Blest be the tie that binds our hearts in 
Christian love:
The fellowship of kindred minds is like to 
that above.
Before the Father’s throne we pour our 
ardent prayers;
Our fears, our hopes, our aims are one; 
our comforts and our cares.
We share our mutual woes; our mutual 
burdens bear.
And often for each other flows the 
sympathizing tear.

Rev. John Fawcett pastored for 54 years in the 
area of Wainsgate and nearby Hebden Bridge, 
where he had built a church in 1777 called 
Ebenezer Chapel.  He preached his last sermon 
there in 1816.  He died the next year in 1817, 
and was buried in the graveyard of Wainsgate 
Church, near Hebdon Bridge, in Yorkshire, 
where he had begun his ministry so many years 
before.  Yes, the pastor did stay with his people.
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Tears streamed down our faces. Despite our 
self-consciousness in reading a printed liturgy 
to each other, despite our hardness of heart 
as we had begun to rather reluctantly read it, 
and despite a day of bitter arguments and the 
kind of no-holds-barred recriminations which 
married couples are quite capable of – we were 
melted by the grace and glory of the Gospel that 
memorable night several months ago.  

Neither Nancy nor I can now remember just 
what it was that had “set us off” into such a fierce 
argument that day (and isn’t that typical?).  But 
that evening, neither of us was in any mood to 
negotiate or be magnanimous toward the other.  
For hours we had avoided each other, but now 
we had to climb into the same bed for the night.  
We felt more like two scorpions in a bottle than 
husband and wife in the marriage bed together. 

Earlier in the year we had attended a wonderful 
concert by the Christian singer Andrew 
Peterson. He had read a prayer from a book 
that was just being published by Rabbit Room 
Press, a press which he was instrumental in 
founding. The book which Peterson read from 
was a collection of prayers/liturgies for all kinds 
of moments in life entitled Every Moment Holy. 
Here is the responsive prayer which Nancy 
and I read to each other that night which was 
so fraught with anger and pain. It is entitled A 
Liturgy for Husband and Wife at Close of Day: 

Husband:  At death we will part. 
Wife:  Therefore let us not take for granted the 
blessing of our life together. 

*Silence is kept as both spouses consider for a 
moment the gravity of this truth

Husband:  May our hearts be ever drawn 
toward you, O Lord, in whose three-personed 
perfection of love burns the fire that would 
kindle our two-personed imperfection into a 
oneness that is warmed and forged of your 
holy flames, 
Wife:  A oneness that is both an echo and a 
seed and a play upon a stage, portraying the 
promise of union with Christ that is to come. 
As One:  We are unworthy players, O Lord, 
unworthy to portray your glory. 

We are weak. 
We are jealous. 
We are easily wounded. 
We are petty. 
We are embittered. 
We store up remembrances of wrongs. 
We are insecure. 
We hurt one another. 
We do not deal with our conflicts well. 
We fail to love as you have loved. 
Forgive us even the failures of this day. 

*Silence is kept. If either husband or wife has 
need to make amends, they may do so now

Husband:  I am not strong enough in my own 
strength to be husband to you. 
Wife:  And I am not strong enough in my own 
strength to be wife to you. 
Husband: Let us turn to God together then, 
asking for the strength that we need. 

*Husband and wife take hands

As One:  Give us therefore the strength that 
comes from the grace that flows from your 
heart alone, O God, that we might live and 
move and breathe in the air of that grace, 
receiving it in ourselves, and then offering 
it daily to one another. Without grace, our 
marriage will wither as a vine unrooted. But 
sustained by your grace, it will ever flourish and 
bloom and flower and fruit. 
Husband:  Forgive us our failures and our sins 
against one another and against our marriage, 
O God, and restore now our hearts to you and 
to each other. 
Wife:  Repair the damages of our selfishness, 
our thoughtlessness, our inconsistencies. Draw 
us again together at the close of this day, in 
love, and forgiveness, and fellowship, and 
peace. 
As one:  May we sleep this night side by side in 
unity of heart and mind and purpose. May we 
wake in the morning in solidarity and delight, 
thankful for the sharing of this life, for the 
companion who journeys beside us, for hands 
to hold and arms to embrace, and lips to kiss at 
the close of day. 
Husband:  May we love one another more at 
the close of this day than we did at its dawning. 
Wife:  May we treasure one another more at the 
end of this week than we did at its beginning. 
Husband:  May we hold one another as more 
precious, more respected, and more dear at 
the shuttering of this month, than we did at its 
opening. 
Wife:  May we delight in our companionship 
and take heart in the sharing of our burdens 
more at the conclusion of this year, than we did 
as it began.
Husband:  In the beauty of our bond, may we 
reflect your glory more fully in the hour we are 
parted by death than we did in the hour of our 
wedding. 
As One:  Bless our marriage. Kindle our 
desire. Teach us to be friends and lovers and 
companions. May this our marriage exist 
not only for our benefit, but may the bond 
between us grow to be a shelter and a blessing 
for others as well.           
Husband:  We ask these things in the name of 
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

As One:  Amen. 
Husband:  And now, with joined hearts, 
Wife:  We bring to you these burdens of our day. 

*Husband and wife may now freely petition 
their heavenly father with all worries, burdens, 
and concerns

I’m not a highly liturgical person by nature.  But 
even though this liturgy was a bit ponderous 
at points, the Lord used its gradual pacing and 
profound understanding of our need for grace 
to unwind the tight balls which our hearts had 
become at the end of that hard day.  Nancy and 
I were reminded what a wonderful marriage we 
have, and how we had both betrayed it that day 
in our grudge match. And we found the grace 
of the Lord to be as sweet as ever that evening.

I commend Every Moment Holy to everyone, 
married and single. While there are a few selections 
in it which are a bit much (how many folks will be 
able to use A Liturgy for the Keeping of Bees?), and 
it is unlikely one would be able to actually pray in 
this formal way in some of the contexts described 
(Liturgy for the Changing of Diapers, anyone?), still 
I think the prose of these liturgical prayers is deeply 
devotional, and they certainly communicate the 
presence of the Holy One in every moment of life. 
There are “Liturgies of Creation and Recreation” 
including A Liturgy for Stargazing and A Liturgy 
for Gardening. There are also liturgical prayers for 
“Blessing and Celebration” such as those To Mark 
the First Hearthfire of the Season and For Those 
Gathered on the Eve of a Wedding. And there are 
those designed for petition and provision, such as 
Before a Meal Eaten Alone and For Those Feeling 
the Impulse to Buy. There is also a chapter of table 
blessings for each day of the week. You get the 
picture! The final prayer, entitled Praise to the 
King of Creation, was what Andrew Peterson read 
at his concert, and it alone is worth the price of 
the book. Original engravings grace most of the 
pages as well. It is truly unlike any other volume 
I own, and it is finished and bound in an exquisite 
manner. 

Every Moment Holy reminds us, above all, that 
what the writer Wendell Berry once said about 
place is true for every moment of time as well: 
“There are no unsacred places; there are only 
sacred places and desecrated places.”  

That night, our home, which had become a 
desecrated place due to our sin, was returned 
to holiness through the grace of God working 
through this prayer.  May it help many of you 
in similar ways!  

0706

rev. dean turbeville

helPWith 
WordS



THE STATiSTicS

Americans have aborted almost 60,000,000 
babies since Roe vs Wade in 1973. That’s 
significantly more lethal than the handiwork 
of Hitler, Stalin and Hussein put together. In 
the last 19 years, around 900,000 to 1,300,000 
babies have been aborted every year. That’s 
2,740 babies put to death in the USA every day, 
or 114 babies every hour, or nearly two babies 
every minute. By the time you’ve finished 
reading this article, at least five children will 
have been murdered. 

AbOrTiOn iS murdEr

And yes, abortion is murder. Although 
we pander to more impersonal language 
(incidentally, it is interesting how those who 
support murder are labelled “pro-choice” 
whereas those stick-in the-mud advocates of 
life are “anti-abortion”), we are talking about 
the murder, dismemberment, and sometimes 
sale of unborn children. In December I held my 
beautifully formed, fearfully and wonderfully 
made daughter, Gwyneth, in my arms. I 
marveled at her little scrunched up hands, 
beautiful eyes, soft lips and little fuzzy hair - it 
was mesmerizing. Many of those who are pro-
abortion are for the right (at least in principle) 
for Gwyneth to have been mutilated even 
minutes prior to me holding her. 

Of course, abortion is murder at any point 
during pregnancy. The entire human code in 
the chromosomes is present from the start. A 
baby does not grow in humanity in the womb. 
One is either human or not, and personally I 
believe humanity begins at fertilization. At the 
very worst, we can say that at eight weeks all the 
organs are present, the brain is functioning, heart 
pumping, and kidneys clearing fluids. Ultrasounds 
at eight weeks sometimes show babies sucking 
thumbs, responding to sound, and recoiling from 
prodding. At 16 weeks the sex is apparent, the 
baby has hair, nails, a cartilage skeleton, and can 
pull faces. At least as early as 20 weeks babies 

can feel pain. Babies can live without their 
mother from at least 23 weeks. 

And so we are not surprised that killing a baby 
in the mother’s womb against the mother’s will 
is illegal. We are not surprised at the baby’s 
advancement in the mother’s womb now

evident through technological windows. And 
we are not surprised that the authoritative, 
incontrovertible Word of God – the Bible - presents 
unborn babies as persons. For example, David 
wrote “For you [God] formed my inward parts; 
you knitted me together in my mother’s womb 
. . . your eyes saw my unformed substance; in 
your book were written, every one of them, 
the days that were formed for me when as 
yet there was none of them” (Psalm 139:13, 
16). Job talks about being made and fashioned 

in the womb (Job 31:15). The word “infant” in 
Luke 18:15-16 when Jesus welcomed children, 
is the same word used for John the Baptist in 
Luke 1:41 when yet unborn but leaping around 
filled with the Holy Spirit. Perhaps most telling 
of all is Exodus 21:22-23: “When men strive 
together and hit a pregnant woman, so that 
her children come out, but there is no harm, 
the one who hit her shall surely be fined, as 
the woman’s husband shall impose on him, 
and he shall pay as the judges determine. But 
if there is harm, then you shall pay life for life”. 
  
But many pro-choice advocates already know that 
being at one end of the birth canal rather than 
the other does not determine personhood. They 
know the vaginal canal does not magically create 
life. They concede – without batting an eyelid – 

that abortion is to end human life. For them, it’s 
not about whether unborn children are persons 
or not, but the priority of the mother’s choice. In 
short, many pro-choice (anti-life) advocates don’t 
dispute abortion is to extinguish human life, but 
prioritize the mother’s desires over another 
person’s life. The right of the woman not to be 
pregnant crushes the right of the baby not to 
be killed. The unborn are at the disposal of their 
mother with no way to defend themselves. And 
so the “bodily autonomy” (not that any creature 

is truly autonomous!) of the self-centered woman 
assaults the prerogative of God in His divine, 
person-nurturing work. In short, abortion is a 
willful breaking of the sixth commandment, “You 
shall not murder” (Exodus 20:13). It is purposeful 
“rahaz” – violent, unwarranted, murdery killing.
 
Oh, but what about in cases when the mother’s 
life is at risk or she has been raped? We truly 
empathize with the mother in such cases. 
Nevertheless abortion is still not acceptable. First, 
God can bring redemption and healing even in 
the worst of circumstances; second, murdering a 
child is never acceptable (two wrongs don’t make 
a right); third, the Bible teaches that we are to 
esteem others as more important than ourselves; 
and fourth, only 0.4% of abortions are because 
of risk to the mother’s health, 1.6% because of 
fetal handicap, and a staggering 98% of abortions 
because of “social reasons”. 

A SickEning lAndScApE 

As well as the chilling prospect of living in a 
country where 2,740 babies are legally murdered 
every day, there are two aspects to abortion that 
make this wickedness particularly painful for me.

First, that these unborn children can’t defend 
themselves, all the while people - pandering 
to the political and cultural zeitgeist - aim their 
legislative crosshairs. The French Reformer, John 
Calvin, wrote: “The fetus, though enclosed in the 
womb of its mother, is already a human being . . 
. If it seems more horrible to kill a man in his own 
house than in a field, because a man’s house is 
his place of most secure refuge, it ought surely to 
be deemed more atrocious to destroy a fetus in 
the womb before it has come to light”. In other 
words, it’s even more terrible that a baby, in the 
God-designed, protective harness of his or her 
mother’s womb (where he or she is supposed to 
be safest) is at high risk of being terminated (38% 
of babies are aborted in New York), with nobody 
to defend them. All the while, Virginia delegates 
and New York governors and Hollywood 
celebrities canvas and condone their demise. 

Second, particularly painful is the grotesque nature 
of the abortions themselves. In the first trimester 
an abortifacient or saline abortion (where a baby is 
burned alive in the mother’s womb) is employed. 
In the second trimester the abortion is usually 
surgical, when the baby is cut into pieces and 
reassembled in a dish. In the third trimester doctors 
stick a sopher clamp (sharp-teethed scissors) into 
the baby’s neck or any other body part that can 
be grabbed, and wrenched out repeatedly until 
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the baby’s brain, face, limbs, and all other 
parts are extracted, stacked on the operating 
table, tossed in the trash, or, as has been 
proven in relation to Planned Parenthood, 
sold for profit. 

bEHind THE ScEnES 

Abortion is consistent with a culture of death. 
Violent videogames and movies, suicide, 
euthanasia, abortion and infanticide are no 
surprises for a nation where the majority 
favors sin (which is death) over God (who 
is life). Abortion is one facet of a culture of 
death, which is merely a symptom of a deeper 
spiritual warfare – Satan vs Christ, the world 
vs the church, those who hate God vs God 
Himself (Psalm 2:1-3, Romans 1:28-32). In fact, 
not even the mothers who may be tempted 
to think they will benefit from having an 
abortion get a reprieve under Satan’s domain 
(studies show that women who have abortions 
are almost twice as likely to suffer mental 
health problems, three times as likely to have 
major depression, and six times as likely to 
commit suicide as mothers who do not have 
abortions. That’s not to mention significantly 
increasing the risk of subsequent premature 
births, increasing the risk of breast cancer by 
30%, and, of course, adding to one’s guilt and 
condemnation before a holy and just God). Any 
nation which forsakes God to do what is right 
in its own eyes and to do Satan’s bidding, will 
erode and implode.     

WHAT cAn bE dOnE? 

With such staggering abortion statistics, a 
godless culture, corrupt politicians, immoral 
celebrities, and liberal universities, it may 
be easy to be disheartened! We may even 
become numbed to the atrocity of abortion 
because it has been happening for so long. 
I’ve been tempted to think “This has been 
happening for nearly half a Century and there 
is no end in sight – it is unstoppable!” But there 
is hope. Hope not in a political party. Hope 
not in a mere politician. Hope not in a shift in 
popular opinion (although pro-life advocates 
have risen to 47% of the population). No, hope 
in the omnipotent, transcendent, sovereign 
God! Hope in a God who rules and reigns over 
everything! Hope in a God who laughs at the 
wicked! Hope in Him who has all authority and 
who cannot be frustrated! Hope in Christ who 
upon His return will fully and finally put an end 
to abortion (abortion will stop!), and will judge 
the world! Hope in Him who has the last say!

Apart from being careful not to get 
disheartened, but rather trusting our 
Sovereign Lord, there are things we can 
do. It is wrong, in my opinion, to sit on our 
hands in the fear we should be seen to be 
embroiled in politics or support a particular 
political party. Doesn’t murdering millions of 
helpless babies transcend political affiliations 
and even politics itself? After the spiritual 
mission of the church, in my opinion there 
is no issue remotely near as important as 
ending abortion! Nor does the spiritual 
nature of the church’s commission restrain 
Christian individuals from actively opposing 
abortion (as long as abortion does not replace 
our spiritual calling, and we understand that 
comprehensive change is a result of Gospel 
transformation, not apart from it).     

There are practical things we can do. Praise 
God for the ladies of Sovereign Grace who are 
feet on the ground for ministries like Pregnancy 
Resource Center! The day I write this article, 
I learned that one of our ladies managed, by 
God’s grace, to persuade a mother to choose 
life. Perhaps consider being feet on the ground 
at such a ministry, or support one financially. 
Not only do these ministries help many 
mothers choose life, they also show ladies who 
have chosen death in the past that there is 
forgiveness and healing for those who turn to 
Jesus Christ. 

We can also support petitions and spread 
awareness online, march for life and attend 
rallies, write to our political representatives, 
even consider adoption, promote the recovery 
of marriage, and perhaps a host of other things.

But something we can all do - something 
more important than anything else - is fast 
and pray to our God for the end of abortion! 
Fast and pray! Fast and pray! We must fast. 
If we can’t fast over murdering children then 
what can we fast over? We must fast on 
behalf of our nation (Joel 2:12-14). We must 
also pray! We must pray “Give justice to the 
weak and fatherless; maintain the right of 
the afflicted and destitute. Rescue the weak 
and the needy; deliver them from the hand 
of the wicked” (Psalm 82:3-4). We must pray 
for God’s mercy on our land. We must believe 
that God hears the prayers of His people! We 
must pray without doubting that our children 
and grandchildren will look back at their 
forefathers in this society and think “What 
were they thinking?” Let us fast and pray for 
an end to abortion in our land.
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our only hope is to throw ourselves
unreServedly on

god’S Mercy
     and trust hiM for all
         J. gresham Machen



Dear Brothers and Sisters, below is a copy of 
the Christmas Mutterings letter I sent to the 
18 members of my CEO Peer Advisory Board 
back in December, along with a copy of Ed 
Welch’s wonderful book which addresses the 
fear of man: When People are Big and God is 
Small. In addition to independent management 
consulting engagements, I serve as a coach and 
mentor to this group as a “Chair” for Vistage 
Worldwide, Inc. – the largest CEO training and 
development company in the world. I share it 
with you because of Pastor Dykes’ persistence 
in encouraging me to do so. I had shared the 
letter with our pastors requesting prayer for 
God to use it in the lives of my members, most 
of whom are not Christians, and to strengthen 
me for whatever fallout may result (like most 
businesses, Vistage is a secular, politically 
correct organization). No doubt, what piqued 
Rob’s insistence was my mention of a Scotsman! 
All kidding aside, I share it with you in the hope 
that it may encourage you along the lines of 
the first stanza of Keith and Kristyn Getty’s 
wonderful hymn, O, Church Arise:

O church, arise and put your armor on;
Hear the call of Christ our captain;

For now the weak can say that they are strong
In the strength that God has given.
With shield of faith and belt of truth
We’ll stand against the devil’s lies;
An army bold whose battle cry is “Love!”
Reaching out to those in darkness.

Here, then, is the letter sent originally on my 
company’s letterhead stationery:

You are probably wondering who Resolute 
Endeavors is?! It is the company I formed after 
selling my company, Stalwart. The name and 
logo above were meant to honor the men and 
women I loved and served when their CEO. The

single shield of St. Andrew stands alone with its 
strong lines and subtly reflects light – itself an 
embodiment of the culture that undergirded 
the strength of Stalwart’s brand. The overall 
look-and-feel is intended to symbolize the 
same boldness so characteristic of that band of 
stalwart men and women, as well as leave little 
doubt as to the new company’s unwavering 
resolve. With this letter, I intend to share that 
resolve with another group of stalwart men 
and women that I now seek to love and serve 
as their Chair. 

If you saw the movie, Chariots of Fire, you 
may recall the scene with Eric Liddell and his 
sister in that Scottish meadow in the summer 
of 1924. Eric’s sister could not understand why 
he was delaying his call to the mission field 
in China (where he was born, incidentally) by 
competing in the Olympic Games. He lovingly 
took her in his arms and said, “Jenny, Jenny, 
you’ve got to understand. I believe God made 
me for a purpose, but Jenny, He also made me 
fast. And when I run, I feel His pleasure.” He 
was favored to win the 100-meter dash but 
shocked the world by withdrawing because the 
qualifying heat was on a Sunday (the Christian 
Sabbath). Remarkably, he later took gold in the 
400-meter race (not his strongest event) and 
set a world record in the process. Afterwards, 
the “Flying Scotsman” returned to the mission 
field in China and died in a Japanese civilian 
internment camp 20 years later in 1945.

Why do I mention all this? Because everyone 
today seems obsessed with what Simon Sinek 
has popularized as our “why” (the ground being 
sufficiently plowed, perhaps, by Rick Warren’s 
all-time best-seller, The Purpose-driven Life). 
Vistage is no different in that it encourages 
Chairs to share their “why” with group 
members. While I in no way wish to demean 
the value of purpose, I would like to challenge 
us to consider this question: Who do we see 
as the moral arbiter of our life’s purpose? In 
1646 a group of exceptionally learned men at 
Westminster Abbey penned their answer to 
this all-important question in the form of the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism (a question-
and-answer summary of the Christian faith 
that many – including myself -- have used to 
instruct their children). The first question 
reads, “What is the chief end of man?” In other 
words, what is man’s purpose? Their answer: 
“The chief end of man is to glorify God and 
to enjoy Him forever.” Several things become 
immediately apparent in this answer. The first, 

and most obvious, is that God can be glorified 
and enjoyed! The second is that God is the 
moral arbiter of our life’s purpose whether we 
see Him as such or not (if He created us, then 
it follows that He would have a purpose for 
our lives). Lastly, there is a singular purpose, 
or chief end, for all of our lives. Eric Liddell 
well understood this, which is precisely why 
he ran in the 1924 summer Olympics. He was 
not running in order to be the best version 
of himself. He was not running because his 
purpose was to be a role model for aspiring 
athletes. No, he was running out of his 
foundational desire to glorify and enjoy his 
Creator by using the gifts He had endowed 
him with. 

If we weighed our “why” using the Biblical 
scales of the Westminster divines, how would 
it compare? My guess is that some of us have 
tried to unseat God as the ultimate authority 
of our lives (arbiter) by taking upon ourselves 
that role (something I know full well from first-
hand experience). In fact, Romans 1:18 speaks 
to this very thing by telling us that we have all 
suppressed the truth about God. It goes on 
to state that such suppression is borne out 
of our unrighteousness. In my experience it 
is that same unrighteousness that fuels our 
efforts to devise all kinds of unique, seemingly 
authentic and altruistic purpose statements 
to help make sense of our lives apart from 
God. We never tire, it appears, of trying to 
make that which is vulgar look principled! 
Please hold that discomforting thought for a 
moment . . . 

One of the many things I love about Vistage 
is that it seeks to unmask the fears that hold 
us back from facing the variety of challenges 
we encounter in our lives. At least one 
psychologist has distilled these into “the four 
fatal fears” (the fear of failure, the fear of 
being wrong, the fear of rejection, and the 
fear of being emotionally uncomfortable). In 
fact, I first heard of the “four fatal fears” at 
my Vistage training (which was excellent, by 
the way). We all experience these fears, do 
we not? You may be surprised to learn that 
the Bible gives these fears a name – “the fear 
of man” (Proverbs 29:25). Albert Einstein 
once noted that some problems cannot be 
solved at the same level at which they were 
created, and I submit that the fear of man is 
one such problem. The only way to overcome 
these “fatal fears” – and I agree they are fatal, 
but in a far weightier sense than their author
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With the launch of an Arts Committee in our 
church, there are many questions surrounding 
the reason why an arts committee is actually 
needed. After all, do we really need an arts 
committee to organize a day of crocheting 
tissue box covers, putting together cross 
necklaces from the Oriental Trading Company, 
or completing a Paint-By-Number? The answer 
is a resounding “NO”. We do not need a 
committee to organize hobby days for “craftsy” 
activities. The Arts Committee is about so 
much more than that!

In order to paint a picture of what we are all 
about, we need to go back to Genesis. In the 
beginning, God took a dark, formless universe 
and transformed it into a magnificent display 
of His creative handiwork by the Word of His 
power. The story does not end there though. 
All throughout history, the world has been 
plagued with the chaos and emptiness of sin. 
Just like the creation of the universe, God’s 
Word and Spirit goes forth to regenerate a 
people for Himself... out of darkness and into 
the kingdom of His beloved Son. God is all about 
regenerating, redeeming, and beautifying in 
both the human soul and creation.

When God made man in His own image, He 
gave him the task of taking dominion over the 
earth through the forming of families, cities 
and nations. Part of reflecting His image is 
when we fulfill this mandate to build cultures 
...turning deserts into gardens... wildernesses 
into estates... swamps into palaces. While we 
are not starting from nothing, we still reflect His 
image by turning something that is formless into 
something formed. We were made to create!  

From this vantage point, the Arts Committee of 
Sovereign Grace seeks to encourage all artists 
in the congregation to actively use their skills 
and gifts to beautify every aspect of culture 
and the arts from a distinctively Judeo-Christian 
worldview. While painting and drawing will 
certainly be part of the equation, the word, 
“arts” includes every kind of art out there, such 
as: music, poetry, literature, drama, dance, 
photography, film, sewing, cooking, pottery, etc.

Our main event will be the annual arts festival 
(now formally called “Sovereign Arts”), which 
will be held on May 18th. This will be an 
event where all artists from our congregation 
can demonstrate or display their artistic gifts 

for both church members and the public 
community. In the evening, there will be a 
concert for all artists whose gifts lie in the 
performing arts - namely music, dramatic 
readings, dance etc. However, for a good part of 
the day, the committee will arrange for all other 
artists to display their works in a gallery. Lord 
willing, this will include paintings, drawings, 
quilts, costumes, calligraphy, woodwork and 
all other types of craftsmanship. Oh, and of 
course, we will have samplings of food from our 
culinary artists! (Yum!) Prayerfully, we would 
love Sovereign Arts to become an event that 
the community looks forward to every year. 
Art is such a wonderful way to communicate 
beauty and hope to an ugly, despairing world. 

Throughout the rest of the year, we also 
encourage members to put on workshops, 
classes, and gatherings for those who are 
interested in learning a skill in a particular art. 
Examples would include a Color Theory, Culinary 
Class, Literature Group, Quilting Days, and 
much, much more! These classes will provide 
opportunity for us to open our doors to the 
community and allow for the members of our 
church to bless one another with our God-given 
gifts. What better way to learn a particular art or 
skill than from among the brethren!

We were made to create! And not just create - 
but to create with skill and expertise knowing 
that our work is important in His Kingdom. Just 
as God takes nothing and makes it something, 
so, we are to reflect His image by creating art 
that ultimately points to the redemptive beauty 
and majesty of our God in a world that is full 
of ugliness and chaos . . . And that is why the 
Sovereign Grace Arts Committee exists!

If you are an artist in the congregation and would 
like to participate, let me know! We are always 
looking for artists in the congregation who have 
gifts to share with the church community!
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likely intended – is through a greater fear . . . 
the fear of God. By ‘fear’ I mean a profound 
awe and respect, not a slavish, cowering fear 
of reprisal. I wonder if we have ever stopped 
to consider whether or not a person can be 
freed from such fear in an ultimate sense if 
God is not both our moral arbiter and our 
friend? If God exists, then it is axiomatic 
that He is our moral arbiter (created beings 
cannot act independent of their creator), 
but unless He befriends us, what hope do 
we have of escaping our fear of failure, of 
being wrong, of being rejected and of being 
emotionally uncomfortable (to put the 
matter mildly) when we know we must give 
an account of our lives to Him on the last 
day? The Scriptures link “freedom” with “the 
glory of the children of God” (Romans 8:21). 
Conversely, where this freedom is absent, fear 
and bondage flourish unchecked. Could it be 
that the answer to mankind’s fears – to your 
fears and my fears – lies hidden in plain sight 
within the pages of holy writ, in a Bethlehem 
manger nearly 2,000 years ago, on a cruel 
Roman cross on Mount Calvary? What better 
time to ponder this than Christmas! 

In closing, please allow me to share with you 
what I shared with my comrades at Stalwart 
last year in a similar Christmas epistle (as 
was my custom): “For you know the grace 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was 
rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so 
that you by His poverty might become rich” 
(2 Corinthians 8:9). The Son of God’s poverty 
began with His taking upon Himself a human 
nature and being born in a cattle stall. It 
quickly progressed to a cross with nails and 
spear, whereupon He took upon Himself 
the sins and punishment of His people (His 
purpose in coming). This is a poverty we can 
never fully know. Yet we can know the riches 
– the unfathomable riches – that accrue 
from His substitutionary atonement. As 
redemptive stories go, the Gospel is without 
parallel and none of us are beyond its reach 
(just look at who is writing this letter)! 
However, to exchange our poverty for His 
riches – and to overcome our fear of man – 
is something so easy that many of us find it 
impossible – we must believe it.

Please know I am grateful for the opportunity 
you have afforded me as your Vistage Chair. My 
desire is to glorify God in how I love and serve 
you as whole men and women. I have much to 
learn still, but already I feel His favor when I chair. 
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Imagine that it’s your birthday and your 
spouse has surprised you by letting you know 
that they are going to take you out for dinner. 
You are already debating what you will order 
from your favorite restaurant as you arrive. 
To your surprise, you find that you are not 
only not at your favorite restaurant, but you 
are at a place that you do not really care for. 
It is a sushi restaurant which just so happens 
to be your spouse’s favorite place to eat. As 
you eat your food, you’re repeatedly told 
that this is your special day. You find it hard 
to square that your special day involves you 
going to your spouse’s favorite restaurant 
instead of yours. 

Though a bit crass, I believe that the above 
illustration is the way that many of us think 
about the corporate worship of God. We 
assume that we know what God wants from 
us. Perhaps we have used our sanctified 
imagination and made our best guess at what 
we think God would put His stamp on. After all, 
God is only concerned about our hearts, right?

As the Protestant Reformation took hold of 
Europe, those who broke from the Roman

Catholic fold had to face this basic dilemma as 
well, namely- how are we to worship God? The 
Reformed branch of the Reformation came to 
the conclusion that we are to worship God only 
as He explicitly tells us to in Scripture. This idea, 
that the Bible alone was to direct our worship 
of God, has come to be known as the regulative 
principle of worship. Simply stated, unless God 
has told us through command or example to do 
something in worship, we have no right to do it. 

Just as there was an explicit form of worship 
under the Old Covenant administration, so 
we should not think that this pattern is done 
away with in the New Covenant (Deut 12:32). 
The Scripture dictate that as believers gather 
together to worship, the preaching of God’s 
word (2 Tim 4:2), prayer (1 Tim 2:1ff), the 
singing of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs 
(Col 3:16), the reading of God’s word (1 Tim 
4:13), as well as the proper administration of 
the sacraments are to make up our worship. 

Seems simple, but that is how God has revealed 
that He is to be worshiped. A heart that desires 
to worship God should also seek to do it in the 
way that he prescribes.  
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Many Americans, including Christians, are 
discontent. We are one of the richest nations 
in the history of the world, yet we are a people 
who are never satisfied. Many believe that 
life would be so much better if we just had a 
little more. We want a little better job, a little 
newer car, a more peaceful life or a little better 
health. If we had just a little more, we would be 
content. But the problem is that we are seeking 
contentment in that which does not satisfy.  

Isaiah 55:2 states, “Why do you spend your 
money for that which is not bread, and your 
labor for that which does not satisfy?”  It seems 
that this problem is not limited to Americans, 
but has been an ongoing problem since the 
beginning of time. In fact, in the garden the

serpent sowed seeds of discontent in the hearts 
of Adam and Eve and it has been an ongoing 
problem ever since. We read of stories through 
Scripture of grumblers and malcontents and 
we see it in our own hearts. The world would 
have us believe that the pursuit of physical 
earthly treasures leads to contentment, but 
God has revealed in his Word that contentment 
is wholly a Spiritual pursuit. 

In the early 1600’s, a preacher named Jeremiah 
Burroughs preached a series of sermons on 
this topic which are collected in the book The 
Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment. It is this 
book along with Scripture that has helped 
guide me in summarizing three key lessons of 
finding contentment.

Burrough’s key passage to define and explain 
contentment is Philippians 4:11-12, “Not that I 
am speaking of being in need, for I have learned 
in whatever situation I am to be content. I know 
how to be brought low, and I know how to 
abound. In any and every circumstance, I have 
learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, 
abundance and need.” Burroughs emphasizes the 
point that contentment is that which the apostle 
learned through the various trials he faced. He 
stresses that we too must learn to be content as 
it is not something that comes naturally.  

The apostle Paul states that he learned to 
be content, and follows the passage above 
with verse 13 where he says, “I can do all 
things through Christ who strengthens me.”  
Contentment involves work, but it also involves 
resting in Christ alone who is the source of our 
contentment. So contentment is something for 
which we strive, but it is also a deep trust in our 
Savior who provides for our every need and will 
order all things for our good.

This is the first great lesson we must learn about 
contentment. Contentment can only be found 
in Christ alone. Jesus Christ is the only source for 
true contentment for he alone is the bread of 
life, the living water and the vine that nourishes 
the branches. He alone is the only faithful 
one. He is the only one who has kept and 
will keep his promises. His words are faithful 
and true and we never have to doubt him. In 
addition, he sympathizes with our weaknesses 
for he has faced every temptation. Christ alone 
teaches us contentment through his example.  
Christ alone teaches us contentment through 
his words. Christ alone is the remedy and will 
forgive us our discontentment when we come 
to him in repentance and faith.

The problem is that we may understand and 
even believe this spiritual truth, but we so often 
seek satisfaction in things and people other 
than Jesus Christ. We are influenced by the 
world that tells us that there is satisfaction in 
the accumulation of wealth.  We are influenced

by the “health and wealth” preachers that tell 
us a fulfilling life can be achieved and that an 
unfulfilled life is a result of a lack of faith. We 
fail to grasp that nothing and no one in this 
life will satisfy apart from Jesus Christ and His 
Spirit working in our hearts.

Living in such an affluent society, I wonder 
if our judgment about the source of true 
contentment is clouded because of our wealth.  
We consider ourselves blessed when we are 
prosperous and events in our lives go our way.  
What do you consider the blessings in your life?  
Are your creature comforts the only blessings 
you have received from the Lord? They may 
be blessings, but have you ever thanked God 
for the trials or other hard providences that 
God has placed in your path? Is the level of 
your contentment based on the ease of your 
day to day living? I would contend that every 
creature comfort we enjoy may or may not be 
blessings at all, depending on our use of them. 
If something in our lives has become an idol or 
has caused us to sin, it is not a blessing. That 
which draws us closer to the Lord is a blessing. 
That which draws us away from him is not.

We have become so conditioned to view our 
creature comforts as blessings and our difficulties 
as curses, that we become surprised when we are 
faced with hard circumstances.  We get angry at 
God when we face affliction and our lives are not 
as comfortable as others. If we truly believe and 
seek to live Romans 8:28, we must come to grips 
with the fact that God has designed everything 
in our life to conform us into the image of his 
Son. So that when we are faced with difficult 
circumstances where we are deprived of earthly 
comforts or something or someone is taken away 
from us, we can rest in the arms of our Saviour, 
knowing that what is happening to us is the 
absolute best thing for us. We can be confident 
that that the Lord is doing a good work in us and 
trust that he will never leave us nor forsake us.

This does not mean that we do not plead with 
our Father to remove a burden or to comfort 
us in our loss. We can always cry to the Lord in 
our time of need and we can be assured that he 
hears our pleas. We can call upon the Lord in 
our distress, begging him to ease our trials. We 
can and should pray for others who are facing 
various afflictions. Contentment is not about 
being void of emotion or being stoic in our 
demeanor, but it is as Burroughs defines it, “our 
frame of spirit which freely submits and delights 
in God’s wise and fatherly disposal in every 
condition.” Do you delight in every condition 
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that God has placed you? How we react to the 
circumstances that God places us in is a true 
measure of how content we are in Christ.

Burroughs spends a great deal of time on the 
evils of grumbling and he shows how they are 
sins of discontentment. All grumbling is sin 
because ultimately we are not grumbling at 
the circumstance or another person involved, 
we are grumbling at God that he has ordained 
the event in our life to take place. Whether our 
grumbling is very small like grumbling about 
the weather, or large where we curse God 
for our circumstances, it is all sin and needs 
to be brought before the Lord in repentance.  
If we have the mindset that we are prone to 
complaining and grumbling, we will be much 
quicker to identify it and seek the remedy of 
sin found only in Jesus Christ alone.  

We are prone to grumbling because we are so 
often faced with hardships in our life. This is my 
second lesson in contentment. We must realize 
that our present life on this earth will be filled 
with hardships and difficulties. It is not a matter 
of if afflictions will come, but when will they come. 
In order to achieve contentment in this life, we 
must be prepared to face every circumstance that 
God places before us. We should not be surprised 
when trials come; we should expect them. We 
should even expect seasons in our lives when 
the trials never seem to end. Scripture refers 
to these hardships and trials as the means God 
uses to make our faith genuine, to produce 
steadfastness, patience and perseverance, and 
to yield the peaceful fruit of righteousness. We 
want these character traits for they are excellent 
qualities that should be sought by every true 
believer in Christ. Are we willing to face the 
means by which God teaches them to us?  

Finally, we need to understand that the road 
map to contentment is no different than what 
you have been taught all your Christian life.  My 
third and final lesson on achieving contentment 
is that the path to contentment runs parallel 
to the path of the Christian life. Contentment 
is a blessing and a gift from God that he gives 
to his children as we become more Christ-like. 
In other words, pursue the Christian life and 
contentment will follow. In Matthew 7, after 
Jesus exhorts his disciples not to be anxious 
about anything, but be content in everything, 
he tells them to seek first his kingdom and all 
these things will be added to you. As we strive 
to live obediently as Christ has called us, we will 
depend more upon our Savior. We will trust 
more in his promises, we will more freely submit 

to God’s gracious will, and we will have a more 
gracious frame of Spirit. As we grow in the grace 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, we will be more willing 
and ready to delight in every circumstance in 
which God has placed us.

Our tendency when we are discontent because 
of trial or suffering is to retreat from the Lord 
and other believers. We feel abandoned by God 
and we think that others do not understand our 
plight. But the key to contentment in the midst 
of trial is to continue in the regular activities 
of the Christian life. We avoid fellowship, but 
it is the comfort of other Christians that will 
strengthen us. We tend to be negligent in our 
personal Scripture reading, yet Scripture is filled 
with stories of those who have preceded us who 
have faced similar or worse circumstances such 
as David, Job, Elijah, and Jeremiah to name a 
few. Our private prayers become sporadic, yet 
we know that the Lord has promised us peace 
when we open our hearts to God in prayer 
to Him. When we are discontent because of 
our circumstances, we so often either miss 
corporate worship or our worship is in form 
only and not in Spirit and truth. The sacraments 
are also neglected because of missed worship 
or avoided when we are discontent because 
we mistakenly believe we are not worthy of 
coming to the table. We must never let the 
evil one tempt us into thinking that the path 
to contentment in the midst of trial is anything 
but the means of grace established by God to 
strengthen us. The normal daily and weekly 
activities of the Christian life are precisely the 
tools God uses to conquer our discontent.

The secret to achieving the precious jewel of 
contentment is to be prepared for trial and 
affliction, pursue the means of grace in the 
midst of them, and above all look to Christ 
alone. Fix your eyes upon the author and 
finisher of our faith. Look to his example as 
the only man who was truly content. He did 
not have a place to lay his head, but for the joy 
that was set before him endured the cross and 
despised the shame.  Learn from his teachings, 
like Mary who chose the good portion as she sat 
at his feet and listened to his every word. Turn to 
him in repentance when you fail to be content, 
knowing that he will lift your drooping hands 
and strengthen your weak knees and heal you.

Sovereign Grace is committed to “Going to the 
nations”. Therefore, we look forward to our 
Missions Conference on March 2-3 when we seek 
to raise $90,000 to support the missionaries listed 
on the left. We also look forward to Dr. Rev. Ligon 
Duncan preaching from God’s Word, as well as 
updates from the Brocks, Jonathan and Maggie, 
the Bowers, Hoods, Huttars, and “F. and I. P.”

In August 2018 Sovereign Grace sent 12 
members to serve with our brothers and 
sisters in Solihull Presbyterian Church, near 
Birmingham in England. The team came to know 
and love our family in Christ there, and so were 
thrilled to reunite with Dr. Rev. Stephen Dancer 
and Ruling Elder Falko Drijfhout (pictured) 
when they visited at the end of February. 

Falko presented at Sunday School and Pastor 
Stephen preached. The bond between the 
two congregations strengthened and we 
hope this will be the beginning of a long and 
fruitful relationship of supporting one another. 
Please be in prayer over whether you might 
participate in future mission trips to Solihull. 

“Fix your eyes upon 
the author and 
finisher of our faith”
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lOOking bAck

Life at Sovereign Grace, as usual, has been full of 
vibrancy and excitement. Since the last edition 
of Captive Thoughts we’ve welcomed our fifth, 
sixth, and seventh covenant children in this 
recent cluster of eight pregnancies (pictures 
of the new-borns are on page 32). We look 
forward to Jenna Stiles giving birth to number 
eight. Praise God for growing the church in 
this way! God has also blessed our church by 
enriching our congregation with new members. 
Pictures of the 31 new members are on page 33. 
I encourage you to welcome and get to know 
these lovely additions to our church family.    

Someone recently noted that the Word of 
God is studied almost every day at Sovereign 
Grace! That’s true. As well as the Sunday 
worship services and the Wednesday midweek 
study and prayer, there are six additional bible 
studies every week – three for the ladies and 
three for the men. Ladies’ bible studies take 
place on Monday evenings (7pm) at the church 
(taught by Kathryn Bowser), Thursday mornings 
(9:45am) at the church (taught by Dr. Rev. John 
Currid), and Thursday evenings (7pm) at the 
Nashes (led by Mary Nash). The men meet early 
on Friday mornings (6:30am) at Café 6100 (led 
by Bob Stewart or Ron Barnwell), and Friday 
mornings (7:30am) uptown (led by Jeff Henson). 
On Saturday mornings (9am) men meet at the 
church (taught by myself or Brian Brown).

Pastor Dean spearheaded a new fellowship in 
our congregation called The Anna Society. This 
monthly breakfast is an opportunity for Sovereign 
Grace’s widows, older single women, and other 
older ladies in the congregation to fellowship 
together. At their first meeting in February, 18 
ladies met for breakfast, a bible meditation, and 
friendship. There was much excitement and 
anticipation over future meetings, the next of 
which will be on March 19.

Some of our Young Adults (pictured right) met 
at the Smith household in Waxhaw for a Friday

evening of games and fellowship. Although 
we have not been consistent in the past, we 
hope “The Smith Gathering” will be faithful in 
meeting every month. Some of the Young Adult 
ladies will also be going for a meal on March 8. 

Also in February was the NBA All-Star weekend 
held in uptown Charlotte. This was significant 

because eleven men – including four Sovereign 
Grace members – took to the streets on February 
16 to share God’s Word (pictured top right).

lOOking FOrWArd

Although there were no weddings since the 
last Captive Thoughts, we anticipate at least 
four weddings this coming year, including that 
of Ryan Lay and Abbie LaPlant, Perry Davis and 
Marie Henson, Levin Schnee and Haven Griggs, 
and Jonathan Walton and Janna Reinink.

There will be a Youth Game Night on March 23 
at the home of Bob and Liz Stewart. The Youth 
Mission Trip this summer is to Broadmoor in 
Jackson, Mississippi on July 13-20.  

There really is a plethora of opportunities for 
the ladies of Sovereign Grace to look forward 
to. Having had the “Old Friends, New Friends” 

gathering in January at the Barnwells’, the 
ladies can also look forward to the Women’s 
Retreat at Bethelwoods Conference Center 
on March 29-30. Before that, the women of 
Sovereign Grace are invited to attend the 
prelude to our Missions Conference on March 
2 also at the Barnwells’, when the missionary 
wives attending the conference will share 
their stories.    

Our Missions Conference is on March 2-3. 
Our guest speaker, Dr. Rev. Ligon Duncan, will 

preach three times, and we will hear updates 
from the Brocks, Jonathan and Maggie, the 
Bowers, Hoods, Huttars, and “F. and I. P.” We 
hope to raise $90,000 to support the many 
missionaries listed on page 23. The Missions 
Conference will take place the week following 
the visit of Dr. Rev. Stephen Dancer and Dr. 
Falko Drijfhout from Solihull Presbyterian

 Church, England, mentioned on page 23. 

Please pray for and consider volunteering to 
serve at our Vacation Bible School on June 
17-20 (Monday-Thursday). This year’s VBS is 
entitled “Clap your hands, stomp your feet” 
and is about praising The Lord. Three-year-olds 
through fifth graders will meet from 9-12. Our 
Vacation Bible School at Brookstone School will 
employ the same curriculum and take place 
on July 22-25. Your prayers and help for VBS 
Brookstone would be appreciated also. 
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Brian and Alice Church met a half lifetime ago 
as high-schoolers in Greenville, South Carolina.  
Students at rival high schools, we both served 
on the leadership teams of each school’s “First 
Priority,” a student-led evangelical club.  Both 
of us were blessed to grow up in covenant 
families that valued fellowship of the local 
church.  For reasons we have since forgotten, 
Alice agreed to let Brian take her out on a date 
nearly 20 years ago.  More than five years 
later, after we both graduated from Clemson 
University, we married in June 2006.

Seeking to better establish our credentials as 
true southerners, we spent the next four years 
in Alabama as Brian completed law school 
and a judicial clerkship while Alice taught 
elementary school and paid the bills.  Our 
parents told us that we would later remember 
those care-free (and money-free) days fondly.  
We did not believe them.  We should have.

After our stint in Alabama, we moved far, far 
north, to Charlotte, North Carolina in 2010.  
Brian is an attorney at Robinson Bradshaw.  
Alice continued her teaching career when we 
moved to Charlotte at Dilworth Elementary.  
She has since taken a promotion (or demotion, 
depending on the day) to be a mother to our 
three young children.  Evelyn (7), Teague (5) 
and Reid (2) keep us continually occupied, 
often amused, and occasionally frustrated.
We haven’t yet encountered in life a more 
continuously sanctifying experience—and 
which reminds us just how sinful and selfish 
we all are.

Our extended family remains in the Greenville, 
South Carolina area and we get to see them 
often.  Evelyn, Reid and Teague have four 
grandparents, five cousins, three aunts and 
two uncles with whom they enjoy spending 
time as often as they can.  Our hobbies seem 

to have been put on hiatus these last several 
years, though Alice has re-discovered the 
tennis courts as the “baby” has grown enough 
to give her some flexibility.  Brian is still in the 
midst of a multi-year search for his golf clubs.  
We greatly enjoy spending time together as a 
family at parks, on bike rides, family trips and 
many other ways we can enjoy and explore 
God’s creation together.

Brian grew up in a PCA church and, along with 
the influence of RUF at Clemson, persuaded 
Alice to stray from her Baptist roots early 
in their marriage.  In Tuscaloosa, we joined 
Trinity Presbyterian Church for three years and 
still treasure the friendships we made there.  
We spent about a year attending Eastwood 
Presbyterian Church in Montgomery.  When 
we moved to Charlotte, we sought a reformed 
church that valued traditional worship and 
Biblical teaching. There were many churches 
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that fit that bill, but what we also found at 
Sovereign Grace was a loving and close-knit 
community of believers.  Though our church 
has grown substantially in the years since we 
joined, our prayer is that we continue to be as 
welcoming and supportive of the old and new 
members in our midst.

We have been members at Sovereign Grace 
since 2011 and have watched the church 
grow with great thankfulness for the Lord’s 
provision.  Alice has assisted with WIC and 
served on the building committee during 
our time here, and Brian recently joined the 
Diaconate.  For those of you who have joined 
in the last few years, you may chiefly know us 
as the couple scurrying to retrieve our kids 
from the nursery, Sunday School or catechism 
class.  Please don’t let us use our rambunctious 
children as an excuse to avoid engaging you 
before or after service or during church events!

Our story may sound like a fairy tale, and in 
many ways it has been.  We have been blessed 
to know Christ as our Savior for as long as 
we can remember.  We were high school 
sweethearts.  God has given us three beautiful 

children and provided for our material needs.  
But life is frequently a struggle, even if in less-
than dramatic ways.  As a litigator, Brian spends 
his days fighting with adversaries about all sorts 
of important and unimportant things.  Alice’s 
clients are often even more adversarial with 
her and far less grateful.  More often than we 
like we bring those frustrations into the home.  
Finding joy in the everyday grind is hard.  It is a 
constant reminder that our joy can only come 
through Christ.  We are thankful that our church 
body provides us the edification, fellowship and 
opportunities for service to help us find our joy 
in the right, and only, place. 

“Please don’t let us 
use our rambunctious 
children as an excuse 
to avoid engaging you”

“We have been blessed 
to know christ as our 
Savior for as long as 
we can remember”



About our Family

Chris Craft and his wife, Carmella Jarvi (also 
called Carmel), are both artists. Carmel is native 
to Charlotte, a full-time glass artist and painter 
. . . and is a bit odd in that she loves business as 
much as art.  

Chris is an encaustic painter (actually a multi-
talented painter and creative with years in 
commercial and fine art worlds - an example 
shown on page 31) and is also a framer at Harris 
Holt Gallery. Their journey to/with Christ is both a 
wandering and miraculous one.  

Chris is originally from Houston, TX. (but has 
been in Charlotte longer than he lived there). 
He is from a loving family of Christians, and 
grew up in an Independent Presbyterian, Bible-
based church. 
  
How were you converted to christ? 

chris: Growing up in a Christian family, Chris 
never knew anything but Jesus as Lord. There 
were “Family Nights” where they would join in

book reading and prayer. “God’s Smuggler” and 
“The Hiding Place” — about Corrie Ten Boom 
and hiding jewish families, in a false room in 
their house from the Nazis, were some of his 
favorites. Sounds great, right?  

At nine years old, Chris’ mom died suddenly 
during the night when he and his two younger 
brothers were asleep. The grandparents were 
there mysteriously in the morning upon rising. 
They were not going to school that day and were 
to wait for Dad to return from the hospital. He 
did, late in the morning tearfully to break the 
news that their mother would never return. 

Paradigms changed. They soldiered on for a 
year and a half, continuing Family Night and 
prayer for a new mommy. They drew close 
to Jesus and He was faithful. His dad married 
the church organist and had two more boys, 
making a family of seven. Family Night never 
ended and has been foundational and a source 
of joy for them all to this day. 

Chris went through a period of rebellion later 
in life, but again Christ the Great Shepherd was 

faithful and loving enough to leave the flock, 
find him and bring him back (as if He had to find 
Chris - He knew exactly where Chris was).
 

carmella: My childhood was difficult, yet 
throughout, I was never really alone. My brother 
and I were children of hippie parents. (It was a 
family with very little God, though there was a 
lot of helping others!)  

After dropping out of both high school and 
then college, I finally got serious, harnessed 
my tenacity and graduated from UNC-
Charlotte with an undergraduate art degree 
and philosophy degree. (Yes, pride is one of 
my biggest struggles). The Lord has used my 
intrigue with language and words to draw me 
near to Him. Through the first half of life, I was 
an agnostic — but, never atheistic.
  
Chris and I met at UNC-Charlotte, became friends, 
and later started dating. That was over 25 years 
ago. We married in 1998, agreeing to disagree 
about God since we didn’t want children. 
 
From the beginning, Chris was willing to engage 
me — first as a friend, then wife — about 
Christianity and the Bible. Right before getting 
married, God got my attention. On the way to 
my art teaching job in Cabarrus County, I totaled 
my car on I-85. This wasn’t the first wreck I’d 
been in (that’s another story), but it was the first 
time something completely defied physics!  

It wasn’t a miracle that I walked away after 
flipping in the Chevy Blazer several times. The 
supernatural thing had to do with my old camera. 
This metal bodied, glass lens, 35mm camera was 
in the back of the car, in a thin, woven Ecuadorian 
bag. It was thrown out of the car going probably 
65 mph, hitting the asphalt road. There was not a 
scratch, a dent, nothing! It was supernatural and 
the first time I said “Okay God, you do exist”. But, 

accepting Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, fully 
man and fully God, was something else. It was a 
long time before I submitted to Christ, and more 
years before attempting obedience to His Word.  

The lord’s Hand in our Work  

After decades of trying to work my (Carmel) life 
out, I couldn’t. No matter what I tried (and I got 
“close” at times), things fell apart. Honestly, I’ll 
probably always be a workaholic. But, in 2015, 
two important women in my life died, and I 
was facing other serious challenges. This was 
the beginning of putting things in God’s hands.  

From there, it’s been an up and down battle to 
obey His Word and Will. I’m thankful to HVN 
radio, John MacArthur’s preaching and daily 
Bible reading and prayer, not to mention many 
other incredible Bible teachers/shepherds.  

The Lord has used people throughout my life 
to bring me closer, and educate me about His 
Will. My lifelong passion for water (especially 
in my art) turns out is from Him too. (Lots of 
Biblical connections with water!)  

What’s most important in my life is the daily 
discipline of being in God’s Word. This is the 
thing that has created the biggest change, 
conviction, redemption, and forgiveness for 
me. It’s always new and relevant — and, yes, 
challenging to keep up sometimes.  

How did you come to Sovereign grace?  

The Lord orchestrated many connections for 
us to come to Sovereign Grace Presbyterian 
Church. Whether it was Carmella’s friendship 
with Ann Corsaro (one of her first “Christian 
Artist” friends), or Chris’ relationship with 
Dean Turbeville through the pastor of our 
last church. What amazing providence and 
grace we’ve experienced! Leo Markwat (who 
oversaw Chris and fellow elders during their 
former church’s closing) suggested several 
churches — one of them was Sovereign 
Grace where he and his wife, Marilyn, often 
attend evening service. It was Leo’s love and 
guidance that facilitated the decision.  

From our first visit to Sovereign Grace in early 
2018, we felt fed, loved, and drawn to this 
faithful, Bible-based, Christ-centered family of 
believers. Going forward, we pray we will use 
our gifts to further God’s Kingdom, including 
continuing work with and as artists, and being 
part of this Sovereign Grace family of Christ. 
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michael O’neil Sides

Arthur & Anna rankin

brad, rebekah, Ezra & Hadley

bradley & Sarah lewis

Sarah Sanders

Jonathan Walton

caleb & becca Evans

Matthew Sparks

Chris Craft & Carmella Jarvi

Courtney & Christian Brewer

Jessica Atkinson

don & Judy Woodward

kirsten mcclelland

katherine & Felicity Wilson

karen Fullam

Logan & Irene Trotter

Haven griggs

carson, Janet & Ellie baura

ryan kaufman

gwyneth madeline dykes

Samuel Hugh Wright

Thomas Reid Burnett

naomi Jean king

Thomas morgan drye

brooke noelle day
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