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rovidence is wiser than you, and you may be confident it has suited 
all things better to your eternal good than you could do had you been 
left to your own option.”  John Flavel, The Mystery of Providence

Providence is, as Flavel said, “wiser than you.” God was wiser than we 
were in so many respects in recent months: enabling us, after more than 
a year of discussion, to finally decide to make online giving available to our 
congregation just weeks before the unanticipated pandemic-related ending 
of public worship; in making our own Matt McQuade’s exceptional video 
editing skills available to us the moment we needed them; and in giving us 
relatively few members hospitalized during a time in which visitation is not 
allowed for pastors or others – in so many ways we have seen a most wise 
providence at work for us at Sovereign Grace. 

God’s superior wisdom can also be a real comfort to us when our choices 
seem to be proven inadequate or obsolete in the light of God’s unfolding 
providence.  For instance, by the time the last issue of Captive Thoughts got 
delivered to you, it was a number of weeks into the surreal time of sickness 
and separation we are now experiencing, yet not a word was written in our 
magazine about the situation. The writing, editing and printing deadlines 
happened just before it became clear what we were facing. 

If it seems tempting to say that this was an unwise providence, let us 
remember that -- beyond the blasphemy that would be to God! -- it reveals 
our assumption that all his purposes are known to us,  and of course they 
are not. In the words of the familiar poem “The Weaver”, “Oft’ times He 
weaveth sorrow; And I in foolish pride Forget He sees the upper And I the 
underside.”  We live on the “underside” of the tapestry of God’s providence; 
only he sees the full pattern he is weaving on the top side.  

Yet, we can wonder. It has occurred to me that one of the purposes, at least, 
of our last issue’s “untimeliness” was that it would at least give folks who 
read it a break from the 24-7 Pandemic-obsessed news cycle!  Surely the 
Lord would have us continue to trace the grace of daily life through this 
stormy time.  Our prayer is that this issue of Captive Thoughts will also meet 
needs both known and unknown to us. 
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n a recent pastoral prayer during a Sunday morning worship 
service, Bill Cooper prayed these words from Romans 5: 

we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 
and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope 
does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our 
hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us  (Romans 5:3-5)

One of my favorite passages to turn to during times of trial and struggling 
is Romans 5-8, and especially chapters 5 and 8. These chapters remind us 
that trial and hardship are part of the Christian life. Even more, that they 
are an essential part of the Christian life—something we should rejoice in. 
We do not rejoice in suffering because evil done to us is good. We rejoice 
in our trials and tribulations, rather, because they are ordained by God and 
means for our growth in Christ.
 
More importantly, Romans 5-8 is about hope. The word “hope” appears nine 
times in these chapters, all of them in chapters 5 and 8. Yet, Paul directly ties 
hope to suffering. Hope sustains us in suffering. But God also uses suffering 
to make our hope grow. In fact, that is the point of Romans 5:3-5.
 
Let’s stop and ask the question, what is hope? We can define hope as “a 
present confidence in a future condition.” Hope is not merely wishful 
thinking—“I hope I get asked to the prom” (sorry, that’s a sensitive one this 
year for many of you teenagers whose proms were cancelled). Hope is a 
confident assurance. In particular, it is confident assurance in something 
that we do not see. As Paul, says, “Now hope that is seen is not hope. For 
who hopes for what he sees?” (Romans 8:24) The essence of our hope is 
“hope of the glory of God” (Romans 5:2). In other words, our hope is that 

one day “the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord” (Numbers 14:21) 
and that we will reach a glorified state free from sin, decay and death in the 
presence of the Lord forever. As the great hymn inspired by the writings of 
Puritan pastor Samuel Rutherford puts it, “The bride eyes not her garment but 
her dear bridegroom’s face. I will not gaze at glory, but on my Prince of grace.”
 
If you are a Christian, you look forward to these things with eager expectation. 
But what we see now is nothing like that. Now we see sin, sickness, decay, 
and death. We can be tempted to despair. We all know the experience of 
the Preacher of Ecclesiastes who declares “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.” 
Life is hard. For many, life is lonely. Others face chronic health problems. Still 
others trudge on in unfulfilling jobs. Many parents are troubled by wayward 
children. Some children are burdened by the health problems of older 
parents. These things are all part of life in a fallen world. 
 
When Paul says, “we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering 
produces endurance” (5:3), the word he uses for suffering specifically 
meant suffering because of and for Christ. This is not a Christianized 
Nietzscheism, “whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” Rather, our 
sufferings produce endurance when we receive them with joy knowing 
that they come from the hand of a good and loving Father.
 
At the same time, receiving suffering with joy does not mean we deny or 
ignore the pain and sorrow it brings. In Romans 8, Paul says that in this life 
we “grown inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the resurrection 
of our bodies” (8:23). Joy and groaning under the pains and sorrows of this 
life are not opposites for the Christian. They go hand in hand.
 
Patiently enduring suffering, then, leads to character. The Greek word 
translated “character,” means proven character, one that is shown genuine 
through testing. Our expression “tried and true” would be a good way to 
describe it. It is character that grows over time, and has been confirmed 
and demonstrated through suffering. Of course, not everyone grows in 
Christian character through suffering. Some become hardened and bitter. 
They turn inward and become selfish and self-seeking. Some leave the 
faith altogether, as Jesus said they would (Mark 4:16-17). Suffering itself 
does not lead to character. Responding with joyful, even if groan-filled, 
endurance is what leads to character.

Finally, “character produces hope.” One reason character produces 
hope is that when we see God’s transforming work in our lives, we grow 
in assurance that we belong to him. This is why Paul writes elsewhere, 
“Christ in you” is “the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27). Of course, the 
Word, prayer, worship and the promises of God are the foundations of 
our hope.
 
Along with many of you, I love the story of John Bunyan. Earlier in my life, 
for several years I read “Pilgrim’s Progress” once every year. Typically, it was 
the first book I read when the new year began. Bunyan, of course, knew 
personally the struggles and suffering of living for Christ. He was imprisoned 
for 12 years for preaching the gospel. Living in his small, dark cell was a time 
of great tribulation for him. During that time, he began to write Pilgrim’s 
Progress. But he did something else. He took a leg of the chair in his cell and 
carved a flute so that he could have music. That music helped him to rejoice 
in his sufferings, which led to endurance, greater character and hope.
 
Hope sustains us in suffering. Suffering leads to greater hope. And 
ultimately, as Paul says, “hope does not disappoint, because God’s love 
has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been 
given to us” (Romans 5:5).
 
How have the last couple of months during our present distress affected 
you? Have you rejoiced that the recent trials have come from the hand of 
God? Has that led to growth in character and hope? Do you know better 
the love of God that he has poured into your heart? Or has this been a time 
of fear, worry, and perhaps embitterment? 
 
I obviously do not know all that God is doing in this coronavirus. But I do know 
that he is using it for our good and for his glory. In particular, God wants you to 
know more fully that he loves you. And God wants you to love him more fully.
 
As hope grows, our love for God grows. In the section that follows in Romans 
5, we see God’s love objectively in the death of Christ (5:6-11). This is the basis 
for the subjective experience of God’s love in our hearts. God loved us and sent 
Jesus to suffering and die for us. In return, God requires nothing less than that 
we love him with all of our heart, soul, strength and mind. The coronavirus is a 
gracious way that God is working to produce this in us. Has it?
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onathan Edwards, in his work A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising 
Work of God (1737), describes God’s work of converting many 
people under his ministry in Northampton, MA in the 18th 

century. This movement of God’s Spirit throughout early America is 
called the First Great Awakening. Edwards gives the account of the 
conversion of a child named Phebe Bartlett (born 1731).  At the age of 
four she was deeply moved by God’s Spirit, and even at that young age 
she became serious about Christianity.  Her parents noticed that five to 
six times a day she would enter a closet in the house to pray.

On one occasion, her mother over-heard her prayer: “Pray, blessed Lord 
give me salvation! I pray, pardon all my sins!” This small child then came 
out crying, and she said to her mother, “I am afraid I shall go to hell!”  
Phebe continued to cry for a while, stopped, and turned to her mother and 
said, “Mother, the kingdom of heaven has come to me.” From that day on 
there was a deep and lasting change in her life.

We know some things about Phebe Bartlett’s later life from a rare book

titled Memoir of Phebe Bartlett by Harvey Newcombe (published in 1831).  
Newcombe talked with people who knew her, and he comments on page 
34 that she was “a very good, pious woman.  Those who knew her, say she 
was a very prayerful, sincere, and devout Christian.”  This memoir is only 
35 pages long, and it can be read on-line for free.

In December 1804, Phebe traveled to the town of Westhampton with her 
husband (Noah Parsons) to visit her son.  She became very ill.  A young man, 
named Justin Edwards (no relation to the preacher Jonathan Edwards), 
helped to nurse her.  Soon, the young man was converted as he, in his own 
words, “saw the dying woman calmly trusting in her savior.”  Justin Edwards 
said to himself, “Here is a religion that I have not, and that I must have.”  
Phebe Bartlett died of her illness in January, 1805.  Justin Edwards became a 
pastor, and served for many years at South Church in Andover, MA.

The reality is that the gospel burned brightly in the life of Phebe Bartlett 
from the age of her conversion at four years old until her death at the age 
of seventy-three.  One lesson for us is not to be surprised by the power of 
God to change the hearts of our children, even the very young.  Salvation 
comes from him alone.  And a second lesson is that each believer ought to 
run the race of faith well even to the very finish line.  One does not know 
how God may use even a believer’s death as one is “calmly trusting” in 
the Savior.  Some Christians are good examples of how to walk with Jesus 
Christ:  Phebe Bartlett was a faithful witness for Christ her entire life, from 
early childhood to the deathbed, and may we seek to be as faithful.
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f you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because 
the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.” (1 Peter 4:14)

The invention of Technicolor filming in the early twentieth century was a 
“great leap forward” in the history of filmmaking. When the old sepia tone 
tinting of black and white films was replaced by the brilliant jewel tones 
of the new technology, the world gasped at the beauty of it. It was like --- 
well, moving from Kansas to Oz. 

Technicoloring involved taking three identical strips of film from a scene – 
each with a different base color – and laminating them together, so that 
they combined to form “Technicolor.”  

But long before Hollywood had its great invention, the apostle Peter 
understood that it was possible for a human being to live a truly technicolor 
life. Three things had to be together at once: the faithful God and Father of 
our Lord, Jesus Christ; one of his blood-bought saints of the New Covenant; 
and undeserved suffering on the believer’s part. When those three were 
combined, an intensification and beautifying of his or her life occurred. It 
was, the Apostle Peter said, a “blessed” state to be in, a condition where 
“the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.” Now, Peter was focused 
in his first letter upon unjust persecution for Jesus’ sake: “when you are 
insulted for the name of Christ . . .,” and certainly history testifies to the 
rapturous state many martyrs experienced at their deaths – they were 
never more alive than when they were dying for the Name.

But the gift of technicolor living is not restricted to times of persecution and 
martyrdom. In the verses surrounding verse 14 quoted above, Peter refers

to “sharing in Christ’s sufferings” (verse 13), and Christ suffered in many 
ways unrelated to his persecution and death. Just being born into this world 
implies suffering of many kinds, for there are many ways, as Peter says later 
in the text, that we may “suffer according to God’s will” (verse 19).

But the Gospel includes a precious promise. Christians can expect in such 
times to be given an extraordinary gift: “the Spirit of glory and of God.” Moses 
prayed that God would ultimately “put his Spirit” upon “all the Lord’s people.” 
(Numbers 11:29). Many other prophets anticipated the full outpouring of the 
transformative Spirit of glory and of God upon the church, to the end that the 
people’s hearts of stone would be replaced by hearts of flesh (Ezekiel 36:26-
27). That same Spirit came to rest upon Jesus at his baptism (Matthew 3:16).  
Later, in fulfillment of his explicit promise (John 4:16-17), the Holy Spirit was 
given to the waiting church at Pentecost when he came and rested upon his 
people as glorious tongues of fire (Acts 2:1-4).  Every Christian – every single 
person in union with Christ through faith – now has that same “Spirit of 
Adoption” in their hearts and minds (Galatians 4:6-7). 

While we always have this Spirit as an abiding gift, there is some special way 
in which “the Spirit of glory and of God” rests upon us when we are stressed 
by suffering and loss. This spiritual endowment does not mean that we will 
always be “happy” in such times. When the Spirit supernaturally revealed 
the future suffering of the saints to Daniel, he was “greatly alarmed” and “his 
color changed.”  When the Spirit, using Nathan the prophet, convicted David 
of his sin with Bathsheba, David was said it was like having his “bones broken” 
(Psalm 51:8) to be in such a state of known “bloodguiltiness” (v.14) before 
the holy God.   When God’s Spirit rests upon us, we are alarmed by evil and 
corruption, and we find sin to be supremely sinful – particularly as it is found 
to remain in ourselves. Moreover, the lost state of mankind becomes a fresh 
heartbreak to us. This is part of what it means to have “hearts of flesh.”  

Yet this same Spirit is a “Spirit of glory” in that all the colors of life are 
heightened, including the beauty of creation and of redeeming grace. Because 
-- as Peter tells us in this same first epistle -- underserved suffering “purifies” 
a believer (1:6-7; 4:1), we are given new eyes and ears to apprehend, savor, 
and revel in the glory of God. You can say that suffering purifies by clarifying.  
For instance, when we suffer faithfully, our illusions that we control our lives 
fall away.  Suddenly, the call of Christ to cast ourselves by faith upon his tender

care is found irresistible. Our empathy for others also increases. The sheer, 
shining mercy of God in a suffering Christ becomes all the more amazing. 
God’s rule in all things becomes an abiding shelter for our troubled hearts. This 
is “technicolor living,” or, as our Savior called it, “abundant life.” (John 10:10)

In this strange season of isolating, social distancing -- and now partial re-
congregating -- have you found all your spiritual senses heightened? Has 
life become technicolor for you? I have talked to numerous members of our 
fellowship about the stunning beauty of this Spring we have now completed 
in Charlotte.  As one local commentator said, “It is a defiant beauty all around 
us;” as if, in the face of all the gloom and anxiety of our times, creation itself was 
shouting “yet God is good!”  That’s technicolor living in an almost literal sense!  

And that is not all that has intensified. Almost everyone in our fellowship 
has commented on the meaningful ache we feel to resume the full, in-
person corporate worship of the whole congregation on the Lord’s Day. 
Many have also said that longing for this has also increased a sense of 
desiring Heaven, where no virus can ever separate us again. 

Our feelings of empathy for others are heightened as well when the Spirit of 
glory and of God rests upon us. I was shocked, actually, that as I walked through 
my neighborhood, tears welled up in my eyes when I saw a message in colored 
paper which children had taped to their window: “We Miss Our Neighbors.” 
Even beyond the church there is a vivid pain that comes from separation. 

And there is a lesson in that particular intensification of feeling that is 
instructive to us as well.  That lesson is that we are truly made in the image of 
the Trinitarian God, and it shows at times like this.  Let no one make light of 
the profound cost of not being in the near presence of other people. This is no 
small thing – far from it!  For the perfect, eternal, cosmos-generating unity of 
the three-personed God: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, serves as a 
kind of centripetal force in the universe, pulling his creatures together into a 
God-centered unity. There are a thousand versions of false unity in the world; 
the story of the tower of Babel tells us that. Yet we were made for – and saved 
for -- “union and communion” with other people, in and through the union we 
have with Christ. When the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon us, we feel it 
all the more.  May this longing be, for us, a certain sign of our relation to God 
himself, and a facet of true “technicolor living!”     
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egardless of what one thinks regarding how well we, as a nation, 
responded to Covid19, we can all agree that this pandemic has 
caused pain and hardship for many people. Over 30 million 

Americans have lost their jobs. Some have lost their businesses. Many have 
not been able to see their loved ones. And some have even lost a loved one.  

But the truth is, there are also blessings in the wake of this virus. For 
example, it has slowed many of us down that we might be still and know that 
God is God. God has also humbled us and taught us to rely on Him. God has 
reminded us how transitory things are, and that He alone is our hope and 
foundation. He has also reoriented our priorities. He’s teaching us patience. 
He has allowed us time to better invest in our families. And so on.

But I hope the biggest blessing that has arisen from this lockdown is that 
God has taught us to treasure being able to meet with our brothers and 
sisters in corporate worship on The Lord’s Day. That God has taught you 
never to take for granted coming to church to worship Him with your 
spiritual family on Sunday mornings and evenings. That He has taught 
you to prize the church, and cherish being in the Lord’s house together 
every week.

Psalm 42

Consider Psalm 42. The psalmist is on the run. Maybe it is David on the run 
from Saul, or maybe not. Either way, the psalmist is on the run because 
someone is out to get him (9-10). But notice what haunts this psalmist. He 
doesn’t complain about being on the run. He doesn’t bemoan his lack of 
creature comforts. He isn’t worried about his bank account or even where 
his next meal will come from. What is troubling this man? Why is his soul

‘cast down’ and ‘in turmoil’ within him? The answer is he is haunted and  
troubled by his inability to be in God’s house! This man is desperate to be 
with God and His people in God’s house. Consider verses 1-2 and 4: 

As a deer pants for flowing streams,
so pants my soul for you, O God.
My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.
When shall I come and appear before God? . . . 
These things I remember as I pour out my soul:
how I would go with the throng 
and lead them in procession to the house of God
with glad shouts and songs of praise, 
a multitude keeping festival.

Notice something else. Look what the psalmist’s hope is: it is not that he 
will be safe and sound, or that he will triumph over his enemies, or that 
God will boost his income or even give him a peaceful and happy life. What 
does he want? What is his hope? Where does he draw his confidence? 
Answer: that he will once again be in God’s house, with God’s people, to 
worship God together. He wants to be in God’s house more than anything 
(5, 11). Look also at Psalm 43:3-5 (Psalm 42 and 43 are a unit). His hope is 
to return to God’s house to worship God. His comfort is derived from the 
hope of praising His God in His house again:

Send out your light and your truth; let them lead me;
let them bring me to your holy hill and to your dwelling!
Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy,
and I will praise you with the lyre, O God, my God.
Why are you cast down, O my soul, 
and why are you in turmoil within me?
Hope in God; for I shall again praise Him, my salvation and my God.

It is so unsettling not being able to worship in church together on the 
Sabbath, isn’t it? Our lives are full of changes – schools change, friend 
groups change, jobs change, where we live changes, people in our lives 
come and go, seasons come and go, our kids grow up, etc. Life is flux. 
But the one constant, constant thing – at least in my life - that has never 
changed, regardless of my circumstances, is that almost every Sunday, by 

God’s grace, I’ve been in the Lord’s house to meet with Him and His people. 
And I don’t know about you, but for me it has been really unsettling that 
that one constant has been impeded! I’ve been thrown off balance. 

However, there is a profound blessing to be found even in this providence if 
we don’t waste this season! Namely, we can really come to better treasure 
and savour being in The Lord’s house, so that we will be much less inclined 
to take it for granted! Joni Mitchell sang “Don’t it always seem to go that you 
don’t know what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone”. I’d imagine we didn’t completely 
take our church for granted, but in light of our experience of being impeded 
from public worship, now we can be diligent in savouring it even more.   

I miss my mother. If it weren’t for the government lockdown and things 
went as we had planned, my family and I would have visited Wales (and 
my parents) in April. Perhaps you know what it is to miss your mother. But 
did you know that several of the Reformers referred to the church as the 
Christian’s mother? In fact, early church leaders like Cyprian said you can’t 
have God for your father unless you have the church for your mother. The 
church is your mother. Paul refers to her as such in Galatians 4:26. When I 
first heard that I thought, oh yeah! The church doesn’t cook me rice pudding 
or jam sponge cakes. But she is there for me. She does always welcome me. 
Her arms are always outstretched. She does bless me every time I enter 
through her doors. She does encourage me, or tell me when I’m being an 
idiot. She does point me to the Lord like any good mother would. She does 
stop me from wandering. And so on. What a mother the church is!    

When this pandemic is over, don’t forget how you missed the church. How 
you missed seeing your church family. How you missed being able to worship 
together. How you missed being directly under the ordinary means of grace. 
How you missed resting in and nestling under the arms of the church. And 
when you reflect back on this Covid19 season, may it encourage you to be like 
the apostolic church who “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 
the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42).

The psalmist wrote “A day in your courts is better than a thousand 
elsewhere. I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than 
dwell in the tents of wickedness” (Psalm 84:10). Lord, please teach us to 
be able to say “A day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere”. 
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Take no heavier delight in your 
children than your Lord allows; 

    give them room besiDe your heart     
    but not in The yoke of your 
    heart, where Christ should be; 

  for then they are your idols and not 
  your children. 

sAmueL RuTheRFoRD



ur WIC charter states, “The purpose of the Women in the Church 
Council is to equip, encourage and serve the women of the Sovereign 
Grace Presbyterian Church congregation, so that each woman 

may know the love of Christ personally, grow in that knowledge, and be 
committed to extending His kingdom in her life, home, church, community, 
and throughout the world.” In previous articles, I have looked more 
closely at this goal and particularly how the WIC council seeks “to equip, 
encourage and serve” so that the women of Sovereign Grace might grow 
in their knowledge and love for our Savior. Having covered equipping and 
encouraging, we will now turn to serving. 

As believers, we are all servants of Christ. One of the greatest ways that 
we serve Christ is by serving one another in the church, the Bride of Christ. 
WIC seeks to provide opportunities for women to use their various God-
given gifts in service to our Lord. WIC has four main areas of ministry:

Mercy, Hospitality, Fellowship and Spiritual Growth. There is one woman 
in charge of each of these areas. However, each of these roles is too big 
for one person, and that is intentional. We need other ladies to be part 
of our teams, we are just the facilitators. In Mercy, that might look like 
being willing to write cards to our college students. In Hospitality that 
might look like being willing to coordinate one of our quarterly church-
wide luncheons or designing posters for our Christmas Gathering. In 
Fellowship, that might look like being the host of one of our baby or 
bridal showers or being willing to bring food to one of these events. In 
Spiritual Growth, that might look like teaching a Women’s Bible Study 
or helping to plan part of the Women’s Retreat. There are many ways to 
serve within the context of WIC, and God has equipped each of us with 
skills that we are to use in the service of Christ’s church. An easy way to 
let us know how you would like to serve is to fill out the survey that we 
send out in the fall or by letting me or one of the other members of the 
WIC council know where you would like to serve.

I do want to note how many of you have served one another through 
this time when we have been separated from one another due to the 
coronavirus. I personally have been so encouraged by seeing ladies reach 
out to one another through cards and phone calls or by dropping a meal 
off for another member. Thank you all for your service to Christ and his 
church during this time and I pray that we would continue to look for ways 
in which we can continue to serve Christ by serving one another. 
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Do we think walking with god can do us any hurt? 
Did we eveR hear of any cry out on their deathbed 
that they have been Too holy, that they prayed 
Too much, or walked with god Too much? 

no, that which has cut them to the heart 
has been this,

that they have not walked moRe closely with god; 
they have wrung their hand and torn their hair to think 
that they have been so bewitched with the pleasures of 
the world.

ThomAs WATson



he Westminster Shorter Catechism begins with our most well known 
and beloved question and answer: “What is the chief end of man? 
Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” This is 

our eternal purpose. In a million years, all the saints will be doing just that- 
glorifying God and enjoying him. Specifically, it is my intention to dig deeper 
into what that enjoyment looks like. In heaven, with our resurrected bodies 
and the glories of new creation all around, the most blessed enjoyment of 
the saints will be the Triune God himself. And this most blessed enjoyment 
is obtained by us human beings in the vision of God. I will show this by (1) 
showing that this doctrine is not foreign to us, (2) describing what the vision 
is, and (3) the role of the church in the vision.

A Doctrine we Hear and Sing

At first you might be curious or even critical, thinking “I have never 
heard of this doctrine before.” But actually, I want to show you that you 
certainly have if you’ve been here for any amount of time. And you have 
sung about it too! Firstly, this doctrine is wrapped up in the Christian 
hope for the future. In the consummation, after we are resurrected, 
we will have full communion with God. Whenever you hear a sermon 
about the New Creation, or our eternal hope of enjoyment in God, the 
underlying doctrine behind the scenes is the vision of God. The vision is 
the means by which we will enjoy God forever. For example in 1 John 3:2 
we read, “Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has 
not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like 
him, because we shall see him as he is.” Here the Apostle makes clear 
that our glorious future is wrapped up in the understanding that we will 
see God truly and be changed. But the testimony of Scripture is not slim 
on this matter. Psalm 11:7, “For the Lord is righteous; he loves righteous 

deeds; the upright shall behold his face.” Or Hebrew 12:14, “Strive...for 
the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.” “They will see his 
face, and his name will be on their foreheads (Revelation 22:4).” “Blessed 
are the pure in heart, for they shall see God (Matt 5:8).” The consistent 
testimony of the Bible is that the greatest hope for the Christian is 
their enjoyment of God through the vision (1 Corinthians 13:9-12; 2 
Corinthians 3:7-18; 1 Peter 1:8). This teaching about the vision is not 
distant from us here at Sovereign Grace Presbyterian Church. God’s 
redemption, by which we have been regenerated, justified, sanctified, 
and will be glorified has its climax in the fullness of human blessing, 
which comes by the vision of God. 

If I have not convinced you yet that the vision is all around us, in the 
preaching and reading of God’s word, surely I can convince you by the 
words we sing. One of my favorite hymns we sing on the Lord’s Day is The 
Church’s One Foundation. The fifth stanza reads this about the church, 
“She waits the consummation of peace forever; till the vision glorious 
her longing eyes are blest, and the great church victorious shall be the 
church at rest.” The vision glorious mentioned here is unmistakably the 
vision of God, by which we will be blessed and at rest for eternity with 
our Triune God. Another hymn we sing, The Sands of Time are Sinking, 
begins the fourth stanza as follows, “The bride eyes not her garment, 
but her dear bridegroom’s face; I will not gaze at glory, but on my King of 
grace.” Or in Come, Thou Almighty King, we sing, “His sovereign majesty 
may we in glory see, and to eternity love and adore.” 

I could go on, but the point is clear: many Lord’s Days we sing these very 
hymns and ponder the very reality of seeing God. This doctrine is not 
far away from us, and neither it is unimportant. We hear, read and sing 
of the vision of God, because the vision is the means by which we will 
eternally enjoy God in the fullness of happiness.

The Blessed Sight of God

The question is still on the table: What really is the vision? I must confess 
I cannot write all that there is to be known or described about the vision, 
and whatever man says about the vision will be incredibly meager in 
comparison to the actual vision itself. But to define it, the vision of God is 
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the ultimate blessing of the Christian, wherein one will truly know God 
as he is, in all love and happiness. Jonathan Edwards defined the vision 
as, “It is to have an immediate, sensible, and certain understanding 
of God’s glorious excellency and love.” Isaac Watts described it as the 

“quintessence of happiness.” 

All language seems to fail and not do justice describing it. But what 
is certain is this: that the vision is the ultimate end of man. There will 
be no lacking of happiness and enjoyment and love, but all of our 
capacities will be filled to the brim. Edwards describes the vision as 

so great of a pleasure that “that there shall be no room for any sorrow, no 
room in any corner for anything of an adverse nature from joy.” When we 
see God we will finally be filled with all love, knowledge, and happiness 
that we can comprehend. But also it is important to not miss this: we 
will not just be so fully pleased without purpose. Instead the fullness of 
joy and happiness is found in God himself (Psalm 16:11). Our pleasure 
and enjoyment will not be something we get from God, but instead will 
be in God himself! As John Piper said, “The supreme demonstration of 
God’s love was the sending of his Son to die for our sins and to rise again 
so that sinners might have the right to approach God and might have 
the pleasure of his presence forever.” The Triune God will be our eternal 
happiness and joy. We will eternally commune in the fellowship of the 
Father and the Son, by the Holy Spirit. 

But yet you might ask: How can we see God? Is he not invisible (1 
Timothy 6:16)? This is certainly true, God is invisible, and we cannot 
see nor will not see God with our physical eyes. Although we certainly 

will see the Son of God, Jesus Christ, in his humanity, we cannot see 
the divine nature. If the vision of God were merely physical sight, then 
certainly all those who saw Christ in his glorified body would have 
possessed the vision. So does this throw off all our understandings 
of seeing God? Absolutely not. Instead, historically the church has 
understood the vision of God to be an intellectual sight or a sight 
with the heart. I must admit this is hard put into words, but how we 
will see God will be with our understanding and our love. We, in our 
finite capabilities, will possess true knowledge and love of God. Not 
full as in completely knowing all of God, but fully and truly in part. 
It is a good thing that the glory that will be in the vision of God is 
incomprehensible in our current estate. But certainly we look forward 
to it. We long for it, that we might truly see God as He is and be like 
him (1 John 3:2). 

More so, we actually prepare for it. John Owen said, “No man shall 
ever behold the glory of Christ by sight hereafter who does not in some 
measure behold it here by faith.” What a preparation we have! Now we 
practice beholding the glory of Christ by faith and soon we will behold him 
by sight. Therefore, let us press on to behold him both now and especially 
so forevermore. 

The Vision as Corporate

Most helpfully, Jonathan Edwards pointed out that not only is the vision 
personal and individual, but it is also experienced by the church together 
at the same time. All of the redeemed body of Christ will surround the 
throne of God and all possess the vision of God together. Edwards writes 
that we, as the church will “learn a new song we will sing for eternity.” Oh 
how glorious it will be to know God altogether as the church. The vision 
ought to give us a greater appreciation for the gathered church on the 
Lord’s Day. As we come together to worship the King who is all glorious 
above, we are participating in an event that will one day never end. “A 
few more Sabbaths here shall cheer us on our way, and we shall reach 
the endless rest, the eternal Sabbath day.” When we gather together next, 
ponder the gravity of this reality - One day we will flock around the throne 
of grace and together we will all learn a new song that will never end. We 
shall see Him as He is, together.

    it is to have an immediate, sensible, and certain 
understanding of god’s glorious excellency and love

    The vision is the ultimate end of man. There will 
be no lacking of happiness and enjoyment and love, 
but all our capacaties will be filled to the brim
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or twenty-first century readers, the sacrificial world of ancient 
Israel seems closed off with little to no bearing on our daily lives. 
Sure, it presents basic categories for the work of Christ, but hasn’t 

everything else been abrogated with the Old Covenant? Mary Douglas 
pinpoints this disposition when she says, “Leviticus is usually put behind a 
glass cabinet”. It seems ancient, strange, and a little outdated, but it was 
the property of our forefathers, so we cherish and admire it for what it is. 
We would be remiss to leave it locked up. Rather than a trinket of days 
gone by, Leviticus lays the foundation for God’s heart for his people and 
desire to commune with them.

Christians find great hope in the Torah. They see the first promise of Christ 
in Gen 3:15, the covenant promises to Abraham, the great redemption 
of the exodus, and the beautiful promises and creeds of Deuteronomy. 
However, we often fail to recognize that Leviticus is the high point, literally, 
of the whole narrative. God calls Moses back onto the mountain top 
(the peak of the Pentateuch!), and he utters the longest speech by God

recorded in all of Scripture. Nowhere else do we see God speak as long and 
as intimately as he does in Leviticus. 

As the Exodus narrative ends, the people of God have been granted the 
tabernacle, and God’s presence has now come to dwell with his people. 
However, this is not in itself good news. The presence of an all-holy God is 
anything but good news for sinful man. The tabernacle may be complete, 
but Exodus ends with a cataclysmic, “Now what?” The book of Leviticus is 
the divine answer to that question. 

The directives and ordinances given in Leviticus were the pinnacle of 
man’s relation to God in its most intimate nature. It begins with the burnt 
offering, the way each man might find fellowship (albeit vicariously) in the 
presence of God. We find way after way after way opened up by God that 
his people might dwell with him: sin offerings, cleansings, and lastly, that 
great Day of Atonement. While we can find types of Christ and structures 
of offerings, the message of Leviticus is far more expansive. We are made 
to commune with YHWH. And he has long been in the business of making 
a way for sinners to dwell with him.

If you want to uncover the riches of Leviticus and you’ve already sent Dr. 
Currid way too many emails, let me make a strong recommendation for 
L. Michael Morales (professor at Rev. Dykes’ own alma mater), Who Shall 
Ascend the Mountain of the Lord. It is certainly a more scholarly book, but it 
is not above any layman. Buy it, read it, and then read it again. If you often 
feel like you’re trapped in one of the seven rings of hell, Morales is a valiant 
guide through the trenches to unveil the beauty of our redemptive God.
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o LoRD, 
make me know my end
and what is the measure of my days;
let me know how fleeting i am!

behold, you have made my days 
a few handbreadths,
and my lifetime is as nothing before you.

surely all mankind stands as a mere breath!
surely a man goes about as a shadow!
surely for nothing they are in turmoil;
man heaps up wealth and does 
not know who will gather!

And now, o Lord, for what do i wait?
my hope is in you.

PsALm 39



ick is a native of Jacksonville, Florida while Ellen is from Columbus, 
Georgia. We both grew up in the 1940’s and 1950’s era. Life 
was very simple for children and teens then. We rode bikes to 

school, said the Lord’s Prayer in school, and went to the movies for 
15 cents. Ellen’s family were First Presbyterian Church members while 
Rick was raised in a Catholic family. In God’s Providence He saw to it 
that Rick would become involved through his friends in the Southside 
Presbyterian Church Youth group. He attended the Wednesday 
evening meetings and somehow got elected as president of the 
youth group! There was quite a stir when the Pastor learned they had 
elected a Catholic and non church member. However, this started a 
long instruction period with Rick and a very understanding Pastor. 
They covered the Protestant beliefs which finally led to Rick joining 
the Presbyterian Church. This also led to Rick’s parents joining the 
Presbyterian Church. 

Rick went to West Point and Ellen went to Sullins Junior College in 
Bristol, Virginia. We met at Fort Benning, Georgia, during a Cadet 
dance at the Officers Club. It was love at first sight! Following Rick’s 
graduation, the next year he asked Ellen “to marry me and we will see 
the world”. We were married in Ellen’s home church and immediately 
traveled to Fort Lewis, Washington, for the beginning of our adventure 
and some 20 future moves, including Ireland, Africa and both coasts of 
the United States. 

Following a series of Army assignments, including a tour for Rick in Korea, 
our daughter Beth was born. At that point we decided we would look to 
civilian life and build our family. Rick joined Texaco Oil Company. Rick Jr. 
was born, and we began a life of transfers and moving. 

While Rick was working in the offshore oil fields in Angola, West Africa, 
he had periods of time to read and study. God was working in his heart 
and mind. He brought Rick to a point where he realized he truly did 
believe what the Pastor long ago had taught him. So, while walking 
one Sunday on a lonely beach in West Africa, he made a commitment 
to Christ. 

During that time Texaco had provided us with an exciting life in all of the 
places we were assigned. Ellen had developed a problem with alcohol. 
But finally seeing her sin for what it was, she came to repentance. God 
rescued her then and there. 

We found R.C. Sproul on the radio from Ligonier Valley, Pennsylvania, and 
fell in love with the Reformed Faith. Church Creek PCA in Charleston, South 
Carolina, helped us grow in the faith and the Means of Grace.

Rick retired from Texaco in 1998. He became involved with Hebron 
Colony Ministries in Boone, North Carolina, as a Board member. We 
decided to commit some retirement years to working in the ministry 
and so we relocated to Boone. Rick was the Administrator for Hebron 
while Ellen taught Bible studies at the Hebron women’s division. Hebron 
is an amazing Christian substance abuse ministry with two locations 
now, one in Boone, North Carolina, and one in Santee, South Carolina 
(hebroncolonyministries.org).

In the year 2000, our daughter, Beth, adopted Lucy from Kunming, China. 
It was a bold but loving move by Beth. Rick and Ellen accompanied Beth 
on her trip to Kunming. Lucy was a beautiful eight-month old infant. She 
is now a beautiful twenty-year-old student at UNCC. We were blessed 
to move from Boone to Charlotte and watch her grow spiritually and 
eventually join Sovereign Grace. 

Beth continued to prosper in her design business, Lucy and Company, 
and two years after adopting Lucy she married her husband, Keith Keim. 
Together they had a second daughter, Kate. She is a beautiful tall blond 
sixteen-year-old junior at Myers Park HS. The two sisters are very close 
and a joy to see together. Kate and Ellen exchange Bible verses often and 
it is a fun time for them. 

While working on the California coast, Rick Jr. met Mari Sunderland from 
Alexandria, Virginia. Their wedding was in Alexandria, VA, in fact just 
one month after 9/11! 
The wedding went well 
and it was a delightful 
celebration. Rick Jr. and 
Mari now live in Alameda, 
California, and have 
two children, Georgia 
(fifth grade) and Mason 
(second grade). We miss 
seeing them but we 
FaceTime, text and email 
often.

With move number 21 
to Charlotte we finally 
settled down into 
retirement.  We looked 
for a PCA church but 
God, in His providence, 
again intervened and 
we were led to All Saints 
ARP church where Dean 
Turbeville was pastor. It 
was a real blessing, as 
we became very close 
to a small church family. 
Many of the former All 
Saints members, as well 
as Dean and Nancy, are 
now at Sovereign Grace 
when we all joined in 
2012. 

While at All Saints for some six years, Ellen had a Wednesday evening 
spaghetti ministry and Rick was Chairman of four deacons. There was lots 
of hands-on deacon work especially grass cutting.  

Our granddaughter ministry in Charlotte grew into a steady Friday night 
and Saturday morning time when the two girls would come over to our 

home and spend time 
with us. Games, plays, 
bikes in the cul-de-sac 
where we lived, picnics 
and Bible lessons were 
the norm. As they got 
older Lucy and Kate would 
draw pictures of the Bible 
stories we read on Friday 
evening. We framed these 
drawings and covered the 
upstairs playroom walls 
with them. We still have 
the pictures today with 
the plan to eventually give 
them to the girls. 

We pray that God will 
water whatever seeds 
we may have planted in 
all the various places we 
have been, Charlotte, 
California, Boone, 
Ireland, Florida and also 
in family members.

After being married 
for 58 years, we made 
move number 22 into 
Plantation Estates here in 
Matthews, NC. We have 
made many friends here.
The staff take good care 

of us, and the food is delightful. We feel as though we are blessed with 
three families; our children and grandchildren, friends at Plantation 
Estates, and our worship family at Sovereign Grace.   
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Who am I?

You know me as Gary Flye, but my true identity is not in my name, it is in 
who I am; a redeemed sinner, adopted into God’s family! As I look back on 
my life, I see nothing but unmerited mercy, grace, and forgiveness poured 
out in abundance over all of my sin.  

My life from before college to marriage

My journey in this world began 65 years ago in Billings, Montana.  I did not 
choose to be born, but God decided I should be, and so I was.  I was born 
into a loving and moral family but it was not a covenant home.  My mother 
was 100% Italian and a lifelong Roman Catholic. My father, on the other 
hand, was an agnostic.  The Roman Catholic church allowed my parents to 
marry, but only if my father would let my mother raise my brother and I in 
the Roman Catholic Church.  When I was in 3rd grade, we moved to Denver, 
Colorado where I graduated from high school.  During the summer before 
college, the Holy Spirit brought me to a place of deep conviction of my sin 
and need of a Savior.  God prepared my heart through the witness of my 
uncle, Louis Zamperini (from the book and movie, “Unbroken”).  God used 
his witness to drive me to my knees and cry out to God for forgiveness.  
Being soundly converted, I started college as a baby Christian.

God sent many Christians my way in college, so thankfully, I had many 
opportunities to grow in grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ!  In 
my senior year of college, God brought Connie Kay King into my life.  I had 
no idea what a spiritual treasure she was; only later would I discover that. 
We married in Denver, Colorado and right after our wedding, God led us 
to a PCA church where our souls were wonderfully blessed.  

Many moves across the United States

God first moved us to Reading, Pennsylvania where we (sadly) discovered 
very few Reformed Presbyterian churches.  We had to drive one hour each 
way to the nearest Reformed church in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.  Several 
years later, God moved us to Tucson, Arizona, where we were blessed with 
a conservative PCA church.  Our daughter Rachel was born there, and it was 
there that I was ordained as a Ruling Elder in 1983. In 1985, God moved 
us to Danbury, Connecticut.  We worshiped at a PCA church across the 
border in New York.  I served on the session and was Assistant Clerk of the 
Presbytery of the Northeast.  Our son Jason was born in Danbury in 1987.  
In 1989, my company relocated their corporate headquarters to Denver, 
Colorado. Our son Nathan was born there in Denver, Colorado in 1991. We 
returned to the PCA church we were members of right after our wedding. 
Unfortunately, after I was elected as a Ruling Elder, we discovered that 
the church was on the verge of a split.  God brought us through, but we 
were disillusioned, and so prayed that God would lead us to a new place 
with a choice of Reformed churches, a PCA Christian School, and of course, 
employment!  God moved us to Charlotte!  

Charlotte

Here I found employment at First Union National Bank. We wanted to 
enroll our three kids at Covenant Day School in Matthews, but they had no 
openings, so we enrolled them at Westminster Catawba Christian School 
(PCA) in Rock Hill. Thankfully two years later, God provided an opening for 
all three at Covenant Day, so we were very encouraged. Charlotte has so 
many good Reformed Presbyterian churches.  It was a difficult decision, but 
we finally decided on Matthews Orthodox Presbyterian Church. We were 
very impressed with Dr. George W. Knight III, who was pulpit supply. You 
may be wondering how we ended up in Charlotte.  I was an active member 
of a conservative PCA movement called “Concerned Presbyterians”. The 
chairman of Concerned Presbyterians was Rev. Charles Wilson. Charles 
and RuthAnn were incredibly hospitable to me when I traveled here to 
Charlotte for meetings. So, when it came time to consider our options, 
Charlotte had all 3 essentials – employment, Reformed Presbyterian 
church, and Christian school. I’m amazed at God’s sovereignty – we 
searched all over the United States, but God wanted us here.

All three children are now married. They and their spouses are believers, 
by God’s sovereign grace and Connie’s influence. Rachel and family live 
in Kansas City, and the boys are here in the Charlotte area. So far I have 
been blessed with five grandchildren! 

In 2005, Matthews OPC planted a daughter church, Redeemer OPC. We 
were adventuresome and went with the church plant. It was a great 
experience.  I was a Ruling Elder at Matthews and continued in that role at 
Redeemer.  In 2010, Rachel married Matthew Schulte, a young man from 
South Dakota.  Later that same year, Jason married Chelby Pittman, his 
childhood sweetheart from Covenant Day. Lastly, Nathan married Ashley 
Randolph in 2019.

My greatest sorrow

In September 2013, my dear wife Connie was afflicted by a severe 
respiratory ailment. I took her to our primary care physician who told us 
to get to the nearest emergency room. I checked her in, and the doctors 
discovered fluid around her lungs, which needed immediate removal. That 
was the first of what would be 12 days in the hospital. After many tests, 
she was diagnosed with Stage 4 lung cancer. The oncologist told us that 
statistically she had about two years of remaining life. We were devasted, 
but pursued every option available. She died in December 2015. Her faith 
was so strong! She was a testimony to everyone who knew her.  

God gave me music

During the dark days of Connie’s battle with cancer, God gave me music to 
help me cope with the demands of being a caregiver. I started with mandolin, 
which seemed appropriate, with it having an Italian heritage, and me being 
50% Italian. In more recent years, I have expanded to violin, fiddle and banjo. 

What’s next?

My heart’s desire is to serve God and His people for the remainder of my life. 
I was drawn to Sovereign Grace not only because the preaching and teaching 
is so glorifying to God, but also because there are opportunities for ministry. I 
thank God for Sovereign Grace, and for all who bless me with your fellowship! 
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