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all upon me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall 
glorify me.”  Psalm 50:15

Brothers and sisters, we are surely now in “the day of trouble” of which 
the Psalmist wrote. And frankly, I am not sure that this Annus horribilis 
(as we think of it) will not get worse yet, as we approach the flu season 
and a poisonous political season of national elections. But this one thing I 
know, and I know it from experience: we have One to whom we can turn. 
That “turning,” in all its forms, is essentially prayer.  For my First Thoughts 
contribution I would share with you what the great Puritan writer George 
Swinnock wrote. Read it aloud: 

“God is so gracious that he condescends to converse with poor, sinful dust 

and ashes. Prayer is one of the most pleasant of ways he has appointed 
for children of men to walk with him. His children whisper to him in his ear 
and open their minds and hearts as his intimate friends. Prayer is our chief 
duty and brings heaven down to man. There is no duty that has so many 
promises attached to it, gives more honor to God, and which receives more 
honor from God. It is a guard to secure the fort of the heart, a porter to keep 
the door of the lips, and a shield to protect the hands. It perfumes every 
relation and profits every condition. No one can deprive you of this privilege. 
You can pray with Peter on the housetop, with Jonah at the bottom of the 
ocean, walking in the field with Isaac, with our Savior on the mountain, or 
in a prison with Paul. Every saint is God’s temple and may pray anywhere. 
Every house is a house of prayer. Prayer is pouring out the soul to God in the 
name of Christ and crying out “Abba, Father!” A prayer in a moment can fly 
to the highest heavens. It is a sweet savor to God, a terror to the devil, and a 
shelter to a Christian. Bernard calls it the conqueror of him who is invincible, 
and Luther says it is omnipotent. By prayer fire has been quenched, water 
divided, the mouths of lions stopped, iron gates opened, the windows of 
heaven opened, the course of nature overturned, diseases removed, health 
restored, sin subdued, grace bestowed, kingdoms supported, enemies 
scattered, the blind restored, and devils cast out. Prayer is the midwife to 
bring mercies to the believer that were conceived in the womb of promise. 
God commands his people if they are in any perplexity to call upon him in 
the day of trouble and he will hear.”  
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ince I will be gone from the church during this election season, I 
thought I would devote this Captive Thoughts article to some 
reflections on our current political situation. I do, from time to time, 

offer up certain social and political statements during sermons. But I have 
never written an article devoted to it—for two reasons. The first is that I 
am not an expert and in fact feel very little competence when it comes to 
addressing social and political issues. The second is that I am a minister 
of the Word, and my most important task is to build up the church in 
teaching, preaching and writing the Word. 
 
I am burdened, as I know many of you are, about the current state of 
our country. In my lifetime, I have never seen a more toxic political and 
social environment. The upcoming elections are huge. As a pastor, I 
cannot and will not endorse any particular candidate. Yet, I want to help 
us step back from the smaller, albeit important, battles over laws, policies 
and candidates, and reflect on larger questions of worldview and vision.
 

Several times in sermons over the years I have referred to Thomas Sowell’s 
book, A Conflict of Visions. This book has been one of the most helpful 
books I have ever read for understanding social and political conflicts. In 
fact, I’m inclined to call it a modern classic. Sowell makes the point that in 
many social and political battles, the two sides talk past each other, and in 
many ways cannot understand one another because they are arguing from 
two conflicting visions.  
 
Sowell refers to these as the “constrained vision” and the “unconstrained 

vision.” He argues that these two conflicting visions ultimately rest on 
their understanding of the nature of man. As he puts it, they rest on 
“not simply his current practices, but his ultimate potential and ultimate 
limitations” (30). 

The constrained vision recognizes man’s moral limitations and self-
centeredness, and builds society and makes laws with this belief as 
foundational. On the other hand, the unconstrained vision sees limitless 

potential in man to become good and virtuous, always acting not for his 
own selfish needs but for the good of others and society as a whole. As 
one writer in the camp of the unconstrained vision puts it, his adversaries 
confuse “the natural man” and his potential, with existing man “corrupted 
by prejudices . . . passions and social customs.” According to this view, 
moral improvement has no limit.
 
In the unconstrained vision, if the nature of man is not the ultimate 
problem, what is? The answer: institutions, traditions, certain laws and 
rulers. Philosopher John Stuart Mill wrote that the “present wretched 
education” and “wretched social arrangements” are “the only real 
hindrance” to a happy, harmonious life among human beings.
 
These two visions lead to radically different approaches to government 
and to social policy. The unconstrained vision believes that individuals 
are truly able to discern the actual social ramification of their actions. 
It also believes that the human mind is truly able to understand the 
human problem and conceive of effective social structures and policies 
that will lead to greater harmony and more equitable results for all. 
Thus, the ideal is the “philosopher king.”
 
In the constrained vision, on the other hand, it is dangerous to give 
any person or institution too much power. This has led to our current 
American system of checks and balances in governmental rule. The 
constrained vision holds that it is impossible to know the full effects that 
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actions or policies will have and is suspicious of man’s ability to produce 
the most effective results. In this sense, the constrained vision relies on 
the collective wisdom of the ages. The unconstrained vision, however, 
relies on the “articulated wisdom” of each age to solve human problems 
(with the emphasis on human ability to solve them).

These two visions also have radically different understandings of freedom 
and justice. The key distinction is that the constrained vision is process-
oriented, whereas the unconstrained is results-oriented. In describing the 
constrained vision, Sowell gives the example of a foot race. If the race is 
conducted under fair conditions, then the result is just, whether the result 
is the same person winning again and again or a different winner each 
time. The constrained vision focuses on freedom of opportunity. If there 
is freedom of opportunity, there is both freedom and justice. For the 
unconstrained vision, as one writer puts it, one is not free “if one cannot 
achieve his goals.” Similarly, the unconstrained vision sees great injustice 
in a society of unequal results. Thus, we see a major divide in approaching 
freedom and justice: In one, justice is served in just process; in the other, 
justice is only served in just results. 

These visions work themselves out in all other areas of social and 
political thought. One example is in law. The two visions have differing 
views of judicial activity. In the unconstrained vision, activist judges are 
preferred over strict constructionist judges. This is because individuals 
have the ability to discern the actual social ramifications of their 
actions. Thus, current judges better understand the contemporary 
social situation than those who previously wrote the laws, and are 
able to discern what will produce the best social good. The particular 
law is not of prime importance; the current social good (whatever that 
might be in the mind of the judge) is. The constrained vision, on the 
other hand, views human nature as basically the same throughout the 
ages, and is skeptical of individual ability to make decisions that lead to 
social good. Furthermore, the constrained vision is skeptical of those 
who veer beyond their area of expertise, and believes all should do 
their duty within their particular field and calling.
 
In one sense, as you can see, Sowell’s idea of “visions” is closely related 
to what we would call “worldviews.” We can debate whether the US was

founded as a “Christian nation” or not (many of our founding fathers were 
clearly not Christians in a biblical sense of that word). Yet, our founding 
principles were clearly biblical in their understanding of the nature of man 
as being imperfect, not perfectible, and self-centered. Thus, they reflect a 
“constrained vision” (even though many of our founding fathers did not 
consistently hold this vision).
 
As our country has moved away from biblical foundations, we have 
witnessed the growth in political thinking of the unconstrained vision. 
(Even the majority of self-proclaimed evangelicals believe human beings are 
basically good.) In fact, the tide seems to have turned in our country to the 
full embrace of this unconstrained vision (the vision, Sowell points out, that 
was dominant in the French revolution, but not the American revolution).
 
This is why I say that the current elections are perhaps the most important 
elections in my lifetime. There are many important issues at stake—the 
lives of the unborn, religious freedom, the support of police officers, law 
and order, etc. But perhaps the biggest issue at stake is worldview and 
our country’s approach to government and our judicial system.
 
Christians, rightly or wrongly, have often been accused of “single-issue” 
politics. Clearly, however, the problems we face are more foundational 
than any individual issues that are at stake.
 
Make sure you vote. Talk to your friends and neighbors, not just about 
individual issues, but about the larger vision and worldview that is at 
stake. I’d encourage you to read Thomas Sowell’s book, as well as his 
other writings. I consider him to be one of the great thinkers of our time. 
Although I do not believe he is a Christian, he holds to a “constrained 
vision” (though Conflict of Visions is itself very evenhanded).  By the 
way, Sowell, who is African-American, is also tremendously helpful on 
issues of race—critical race theory, multi-culturalism, etc.
 
Christians are no longer a “moral majority” in America (not sure we 
ever were). Yet we do need to let our voice be heard, not only in 
speaking to these political issues, but most importantly, pointing out to 
unbelievers their sinful state and pointing them to the Savior in whom 
our only hope is found. MARTyn LLoyD-Jones

i never find Jesus 
changing his gospel in 
order to make it suit the 
people. Rather, i find 
him changing the people 
in order to make them fit 
into his gospel.



06 03

n May, 1662, the Parliament of Great Britain passed a new law called 
the Act of Uniformity. This act ordered all clergymen to conform 
to the Prayer Book of the English Church, and no other forms of

church service were allowed. It prescribed all forms of public prayers, how 
the sacraments were to be administered, and established other rites of the 
Church of England for all of Great Britain. Many ministers, however, refused 
to conform to this law and, thus, resulted what is called the Great Ejectment.  
Many of these clergymen were driven from their pulpits and parishes. In 
one day, 2,000 ministers were banished from their churches, and it is likely 
that over 2,500 pastors were ejected from their ministries over all. Included 
were some great Puritan pastors, such as Richard Baxter, John Flavel, 
Thomas Manton, and Thomas Watson. Many of the ministers were reduced 
to poverty, and the able-bodied were forced to hard labor to endure a scant 
living. The old and the weak minister soon found rest in the graveyard.

It was a dark, evil day for the true church of the Lord Jesus Christ in Great 
Britain. Yet, we are called to understand that God’s providence rules over 
all things, and that we ought to believe that God “does not leave himself

without witness” (Acts 14:17). Even in the most dismal, somber, and 
mournful circumstances, God is at work. He is bringing about his good 
purposes for his people at all times. He weaves even the most funereal 
events for his own glory and for his people’s good.

And, so it was in the year 1665, a mere three years after the Great 
Ejectment, that a plague descended on the city of London. During its rage, 
more than 6,000 people were dying every week. Rev. Thomas Vincent 
(1634-1678), a contemporary of these events, described what happened in 
London during this time in his book God’s Terrible Voice in the City. Vincent 
recounts that most of the ministers in London who had conformed to the 
Act of Uniformity fled into the countryside. In contrast, many of London’s 
ministers who had been put out of their churches in 1662 returned to 
their flocks to serve them during the plague. Vincent remarks that these 
preachers “preached every sermon as if it were their last – and great were 
the impressions which the Word made upon many hearts, and thousands 
came under conviction!” They preached on the side and brink of the pit 
into which thousands were tumbling, and God used such close views of 
eternity as a means to stir up the hearts of the people.

These godly preachers were faithful to God and his people despite the 
injustices to themselves. They were courageous despite the dangerous 
plague. They loved God’s people and served them well no matter the peril.  
And they looked over the verge into which many were falling, and they 
proclaimed the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ to them. What a lesson for 
us.  May we, despite pandemics and unrest, be faithful and courageous to 
serve God and his people and to proclaim his word to a lost world.

i

be strong
and Courageous
Dr. John Currid



The world seems more this year than ever to be unsettled, 
and every form of error to be making progress; 

buT ChRisT Wishes us To be CALM

‘see that you be not troubled’
he sits upon the floods, 
he sits King for ever.
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ecently Dr. Barcley said in a sermon that “we Reformed folk don’t 
talk that much about angels.” And he’s right! Here are some of the 
reasons we may be hesitant to emphasize these elevated creatures: 

First, we don’t want to be seen as being like Roman Catholic folks, who have 
been known to pray to angels. As one Roman Catholic commentator has 
said, “So, yes, Catholics pray to angels. We pray to our guardian angels, the 
archangels saint Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, and all unnamed holy angels and 
saints. Ultimately… they… are charged with intercession to God on our behalf.”  

But we beg to differ! Christ is our only intercessor, the only one we pray through 
and to in order to access God. We do not need more access than that which 
he provides. We also do not want to make the mistake of the congregation to 
whom the letter of Hebrews is addressed, which included people who actually 
worshipped angels. And this danger continues today. As the so-called “new-
age” movement reveals, it is possible to be too interested in angels. 

Second, there is the issue of Medieval and Romantic era art, which often 
presented misrepresentations of these mighty, august creatures. As C.S. 
Lewis once noted: “In the arts these symbols have steadily degenerated. 
Fra Angelico’s angels carry in their face and gesture the peace and authority 
of heaven. Later come the chubby infantile nudes of Raphael; finally the 
soft, slim, girlish and consolatory angels of nineteenth-century art . . . They 
especially are a pernicious symbol. In Scripture the visitation of an angel is 
always alarming; it has to begin by saying “Fear not.” The Victorian angel 
looks as if it were going to say “There, there.”

Third, we often don’t think much of angels because we may have unwittingly 
bought into the “Enlightenment” view of reality, which has led to a scientific 
materialism that is neither very scientific (saying that something cannot 
exist if it cannot be measured) nor, in a Christian incarnational sense, 
even truly materialist. We may also neglect the angels from just plain

old man-centeredness: If we can’t see it, it must not be real, because 
we must define all reality for ourselves. All this results in a flat, one 
dimensional reality instead of a rich, multilayered reality of “all things 
visible and invisible” which were made by God.

The Bible is full of references to the activities of angels. In the first chapter of 
Zechariah, the prophet has the first of eight visions which speak to the activity of 
God on behalf of his discouraged people. The prophet has conversations with an 
angel about a posse of angelic horsemen, and is told that “‘These are they whom 
the LORD has sent to patrol the earth” (v.10). This is a “special ops” unit from 
heaven who observe what is happening to the covenant people and to the hostile 
nations around them and “report” these activities to God. The Lord also speaks 
“gracious and comforting words” (v.13) to Zechariah through the angel. This is 
typical angelic activity, and it is geared to our protection and encouragement. 

In his helpful Concise Theology, J.I. Packer writes, “Angels (their name means 
“messengers”) are one of two sorts of personal beings that God created, 
humankind being the other.” As persons, they have personal names, such 
as Michael. They serve Jesus Christ with perfect personal obedience: In 
Matthew 26: 53, Jesus says to Peter when he pulled his sword to defend 
him, “Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once 
send me more than twelve legions of angels?” And they are not rare, but 
numerous: “Then I looked, and I heard around the throne and the living 
creatures and the elders the voice of many angels, numbering myriads of 
myriads and thousands of thousands...” Rev. 5:11. 

Packer adds, “They are intelligent moral agents, not embodied or ordinarily 
visible.” In other words, they exist in another dimension of reality, which in the 
era in which scientists have discovered invisible but very real “dark matter,” 
should not be that hard to imagine! Yet angels are able to show themselves 
to humans in what appears to be physical form, as in the case of the three 
angels who meet with Abraham under the oaks of Mamre, or the several 
angels who bore witness to the resurrection at the empty tomb of Jesus, 
or the angel who sprung Peter from prison in Acts 12.  Yet apart from these 
momentary “incarnations,” they are essentially not from our spatial dimension 
at all, and therefore many of them can congregate in a small space, as we see 
when a “legion” of the demons (that is, fallen, wicked angels) in the soul of the 
demoniac in Luke 8.  By the way, that same text also shows us that angels are

R

holy Angels!
Rev. Dean Turbeville
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always compelled to obey the explicit command of Christ, even when they are 
these fallen angels who failed to pass the probationary period we assume they 
experienced.  Christ actually gives the demons permission to enter the pigs!  

Now that is the demons, but the many “myriad of angels” we mentioned 
earlier who passed that primordial test, are now, as Packer writes, 
“evidently confirmed in a state of holiness and immortal glory.” They dwell 
in heaven with God, whom they adore. David even gave them a call to 
worship in Psalm 103: “Bless the Lord, O you his angels, you mighty ones 
who do his word, obeying the voice of his word; bless the Lord, all his 
hosts, his ministers, who do his will.”  

That divine will especially involves serving the interests of the elect children 
of God. God graciously uses sinless angels in the lives of sinful people who 
are united to him by faith in Christ. In Hebrews 1:14, we read “Are they not all 
ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit 
salvation?”  We don’t know all the nature of that service, but we know they 
are not watching for us to stumble (like the devil is) but looking for our 
faithfulness. In fact, the work of grace that God is doing in our lives, because 
it involves redemption from sin, is utterly fascinating to sinless angels. I Peter 
1:12 says, “It was revealed to them (the prophets) that they were serving 
not themselves but you, in the things that have now been announced to you 
through those who preached the good news to you by the Holy Spirit sent 
from heaven, things into which angels long to look.”

Angels guard the lives of the saints in a secret way. Ps 91: 9-12: “Because 
you have made the LORD your dwelling place — the Most High, who is my 
refuge— no evil shall be allowed to befall you, no plague come near your tent.  
For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.  
On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.”  
We are not promised in the Gospel that nothing painful will ever befall us, but 
haven’t you ever had the sense that you were being protected in some way? 
I know this: I have had too many “close calls” in my life to think it is just an 
“accident” that I am still here!

Indeed, angels have a special concern for the church, and are often present 
when the church is gathered. In 1 Corinthians 11:10, a passage about proper 
behavior in worship, we read “That is why a wife ought to have a symbol of

authority on her head, because of the angels.” The assumption is that when 
the church gathers for worship, angels are present in sacred assembly! In 
fact, the heavenly pattern we see in Revelation 4:8-11 should be duplicated 
on earth:  “And the four living creatures, each of them with six wings, are 
full of eyes all around and within, and day and night they never cease to say, 
‘Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come!’ 
And whenever the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to him 
who is seated on the throne, who lives forever and ever,  the twenty-four 
elders fall down before him who is seated on the throne and worship him 
who lives forever and ever. They cast their crowns before the throne, saying,  
“Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, 
for you created all things,  and by your will they existed and were created” 
(emphasis added). When you and I gather to worship on the Lord’s Day, 
should we not think of these holy, majestic, intelligent beings being present 
with us? What might that do to our sense of reverence and joy? 

Angels also seem to have special ministries to us when we die; pastors and 
those who work in Hospice know how often the dying speak of seeing them. 
In the story Jesus told of the rich man and Lazarus, when the poor man 
(Lazarus) dies, he is carried by the angels to Abraham’s side by a platoon of 
angels. I used this fact to comfort a dying man not long ago. 

We will all see the work of angels eventually. Packer points out, “Angelic 
activity was prominent at all the great turning points in the divine plan of 
salvation (the days of the patriarchs, the time of the Exodus and the giving of 
the Law, the period of the exile and restoration, and the birth, resurrection, 
and ascension of Jesus Christ), and it will be prominent again when Christ 
returns.” As we read in Matthew 25:31-32, “When the Son of Man comes in 
his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne.  

Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one 
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.”  We will all 
see the work of God’s mighty angelic ministers!  

And finally, brothers and sisters, as we pray, let us remember that we are 
surrounded by wondrous, holy creatures who care for each of us and are 
interested in everything we pray about, because they are ever concerned for 
the kingdom and glory of the One to whom we pray! 

y mother’s biggest regret in life was that she did not march with 
Martin Luther King in Selma in 1965. She and my father were the best 
of friends with Jim Pettigrew, a black opera singer whom they helped 

put through the Julliard School of Music (I can still hear his tenor voice ringing 
out through our home stereo). Then there was Viola Stancil. Viola would get on 
a bus from Smithfield-Selma and travel to our home in Raleigh once a week to 
help my mom with household chores. My first exposure to public transportation 
was with her to do some Christmas shopping, and I remember questioning why 
we had to sit in the back of the bus and why she didn’t feel comfortable going into 
some of the stores. When Viola’s husband died suddenly our family attended 
the funeral. As we entered her town, there was a tall sign with the words “Home 
of the Klu Klux Klan.” We were the only white people in the church that day 
and I got the distinct impression that we may have been the only white people 
to have ever been there. I can still recall the exceptionally warm reception we 
received, not to mention the moving Negro spirituals and impassioned amens 
blurted out from the congregation as the preacher shared God’s Word. 

When I was eight, my two best friends at YMCA camp were black. Later, 
in 5th grade, Reggie Satterfield and I were school patrolmen together. The 
school opened the kitchen on cold winter mornings to serve us hot chocolate 
before the students arrived. We became fast friends and when the public 
school system bussed all us patrolmen to Washington, D.C. for an overnight 
field trip, Reggie and I were eager to room together. How that hotel room 
was still standing after our pillow fights remains a mystery! Later on, we 
attended the same junior high school, playing football together in 9th grade. 
He and I would always win the first series of wind sprints at the conclusion 
of practice and get dismissed to hit the showers early. 

Then there is Maggie Morrow. Maggie is a 92-year-old black woman who 

has known my wife since Laura was one. I call her my surrogate mother. Up 
until she turned 89 she would take a bus to the Arboretum every week to 
help us around the house, after which we began driving to the west side 
of town to spare her the long bus rides. One time we surprised her and 
drove her up to the Grove Park Inn in Asheville and treated her to lunch 
overlooking the Blue Ridge Mountains. Maggie loves the mountains. She 
easily qualified for multiple welfare assistance programs, but she chose to 
work instead. We have often talked about writing a book chronicling all her 
“Maggie-isms” – snippets of self-styled wisdom she often shared with us. 
Her father was a wise Christian man whom she never fails to talk about when 
we are together. She taught me many things, but without knowing it she 
also taught me how indispensable a father is to the nuclear family. Laura’s 
parents helped pay off Maggie’s mortgage and we’ve sought to follow their 
example of generosity and ensure Maggie is cared for financially. We will 
forever be net debtors to this incredible woman.

Lastly, there is Errol McCorvey. Errol left Hewlett-Packard and joined Stalwart 
(the cybersecurity company I founded and later sold) as a Sr. Engineer. He was 
Captain of the Florida State football team under Bobby Bowden when they 
won the Cotton Bowl in 1991 (and is still something of a legend among FSU 
fans). He quickly became a Principal Engineer, one of our most revered roles. 
Afterwards, he went on to become the VP of Engineering and a key member 
of our Senior Leadership team. He is one of the most squared away people I 
have ever met – a real prince of a guy. You guessed it: Errol, too, is black. 

About now you may be thinking that I do not sound much like a racist. 
Some might even go so far as to say that I am color blind (which, if 
anything, my previous discourse proves is nonsense!). The rising sentiment 
in our culture would seek to explain my actions as those of one who is 
simply unaware of the systemic racism that exists because of the blinding 
nature of white privilege. The purpose of this article, however, is not to 
engage the Marxist-contrived hegemonic power struggles and how they 
intersect with various systemically oppressed people groups. Nor is it 
to show how Critical Theory and its atheistic philosophy undergird the 
present feminist, Black Lives Matter, and LGBTQ+ movements which have 
fueled such unprecedented anarchy and lawlessness across our country. I 
would be happy to discuss those things with you if you like, but as pastor 
Barcley pointed out in his concluding sermon on the Book of Daniel, Daniel 
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(himself a political figure) prophesied that there were no political 
solutions to mankind’s sin and rebellion. Suffice it to say, then, that you 
cannot carry Gospel water in neo-Marxist buckets!

Let me be quick to acknowledge that racism remains a real problem in our 
country, and it is an egregious sin. As it relates to racism, the Bible condemns 
it, but not outright. Search the Scriptures for the term “racism” or “racist” 
and you will not find it. Instead, you will find sins like pride, autonomy, anger, 
self-righteousness and partiality. Racism, per se, is simply a composite of (at 
least) these sins. I think “witches’ brew” is quite descriptive! So, am I a racist? 
Heavens no! At least not in the sense that I look down on others because of 
their skin’s melanin content. No, black lives do matter…  immensely. Every 
human being has inestimable value stemming from his or her being God’s 
image bearer. One wonders how much groundwork for the current uproar 
in our country was laid by the popular self-esteem movement of recent 
decades. Let’s say I pulled out my wallet and showed you a picture of my 
wife, only to have you make some disparaging comment. What’s the big 
deal? After all, the intrinsic value of the paper and ink I showed you is no 
more than a few cents! Yes, the picture has little to no intrinsic value in 
and of itself; however, its real value is based on the image it reflects. And 
because that image is my wife, anyone who disparages it will have to deal 
with me! So much for so-called self-esteem. I trust you get the parallel.

There is another way, though, in which not only am I a racist, but all of us 
are racists. Turn on the news and you will see how much that thought drips 
with irony! What do I mean? Simply this: racism flows out of man’s enmity 
with God. We are all born with a sinful nature that is at war with God. Peel 
the onion of this enmity back and you will find the same heart-hardening 
alloy of pride, autonomy, anger, self-righteousness and partiality (to 
name a few). Our pride leads us to think we deserve better than what 
God has given us; our autonomy leads us to want to be our own god; our 
anger causes us to shake our fists at God when life does not go our way; 
our self-righteousness spills over from thinking we do not need an alien 
righteousness to be justified, to causing us to think we are better than 
our neighbors; and our partiality causes us to use unequal weights on the 
scales of justice, be it forensic or social. So profound is our hatred of God 
that we would kill Him if we could (and men managed just that ~2,000 
years ago). However, since we can’t get our hands on Him, we hate – and 

too often kill – man made in His image. This is racism with a vengeance, if 
you will. The spirit of racism – and the hostility that follows in its train – is 
far too encompassing to be limited to just the color of one’s skin. Just ask 
Cain. We are all ultimate racists by virtue of our fallen nature!

The Bible knows of no people categories based on skin color, only Jews and 
Gentiles (everyone else). If you are reading this and God has reconciled 
you to Himself, then you are a new creation and have been given the 
ministry of reconciliation. Nowhere is this more poignantly portrayed than 
in Ephesians 2:11-22: “Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles 
in the flesh, called ‘the uncircumcision’ by what is called the circumcision, 
which is made in the flesh by hands— remember that you were at that 
time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel 
and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without 
God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have 
been brought near by the blood of Christ. For He Himself is our peace, who 
has made us both one and has broken down in His flesh the dividing wall of 
hostility by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in ordinances, 
that He might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making 
peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, 
thereby killing the hostility. And He came and preached peace to you who 
were far off and peace to those who were near. For through Him we both 
have access in one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers 
and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the 
household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 
Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, 
being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. In Him you also 
are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.”

As with most important things in life, the heart of the matter is a matter of the 
heart. While we should feel righteous anger when we observe racism of any 
stripe, we should also be quick to recall the words of John Bradford in reference 
to a group of criminals being led to execution: “There but for the grace of God 
go I.” As pointed to by the prophet Daniel, the only solution to the problem 
of man’s hostility is the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. And that Gospel is 
the power of God unto salvation, a lion that needs no defending to borrow a 
phrase from Charles Spurgeon. Let us go our way and let it loose, brothers and 
sisters, for the world desperately needs this ministry of reconciliation!
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Love
Love is
actively fighting the temptation 
to be critical and judgemental 
toward another, while looking 
for ways to encourage and praise.

Love is
being willing to have your life 
complicated by the needs and 
struggles of others without 
impatience or anger.

Love is
being unwilling to do what 
is wrong when you have been 
wronged, but looking for specific 
ways to overcome evil with good.

Love is
making a daily commitment to 
resist the needless moments of 
conflict that come from pointing 
out minor offenses.

pAuL TRipp



or those of us who speak Christianese, no doubt we will have said or 
heard something like, ‘I am praying that God will make His will clear 
to you’, or ‘I am praying for God’s will to be done in your life’. But 

what exactly do we mean by that? Can you know God’s will? If so, to what 
extent? How does He make it known? And if God is sovereign, don’t we all 
do His will all the time? I want to delve into the very important but often 
misconstrued subject of knowing God’s will.       

Two wills

Theologians helpfully talk about God as having two wills. First, there is 
God’s revealed will (or moral will). God’s revealed will was for Adam not to 
eat of the fruit. God’s revealed will was for Pharaoh to ‘Let my people go’. 
God’s revealed will is for all people to be saved and come to the knowledge 
of the truth (1 Tim. 2:4). We can and should know God’s revealed will, 
because He has set out His commands and desires clearly to us in the Bible. 
His Word is ‘a lamp to my feet and a light to my path’ (Psalm 119:105).   

Secondly, however, there is God’s secret will (or sovereign will). God 
doesn’t reveal everything to us. ‘The secret things belong to the LORD 
our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children 
forever’ (Deut. 29:29). And importantly, God’s secret will is not always 
in alignment with His revealed will! For example, God’s revealed will to 
Adam was not to eat of the fruit. But God’s secret and sovereign will 
(from eternity) was that Adam would eat of the fruit and that God would 
send His Son to bring redemption. Or, God’s revealed will to Pharaoh 
was to let the Israelites go, but God’s sovereign will was to harden 
Pharaoh’s heart (Exo. 7:3). Or, God’s revealed will is for all people to be 
saved (1 Tim. 2:4), but His sovereign will is that He has chosen a people 

whose eyes He will open, and the rest He will leave to be spiritually blind 
(as is clear from a plethora of Bible passages, and is particularly evident 
in John 6, the first two chapters of Ephesians, and Romans 9:14-23).

We can know God’s revealed will from the Bible. But how do we 
predetermine God’s secret will? Answer: we can’t (James 4:13-15). 
The only way we can know God’s secret will is retrospectively, with the 
exception of clear promises such as Christ’s return.  

How do we approach the two wills?

We should seek to know and obey God’s revealed/moral will set out in 
God’s Word, and we should be careful not to pry into His secret/sovereign 
will. We should submit to both.

Now, sometimes we talk about being ‘in the center of God’s will’. Is that 
right? Let’s be clear: everything that happens is in the center of God’s 
secret/sovereign will, even when it is against His revealed/moral will. 
In fact, God’s secret/sovereign will often transpires through events that 
violate His revealed/moral will! For example, Joseph’s brothers violated 
God’s moral will (Gen. 37), but in so doing they brought about God’s 
secret will (Gen. 45:4-8, 50:20). Perhaps a better example would be the 
death of Jesus. Men were wickedly transgressing God’s revealed/moral 
will as they crucified and killed Jesus, but they did so according to the 
secret/sovereign will of God – the ‘definite plan and foreknowledge of 
God’ (Acts 2:23). 

So, if I were to say to you ‘I am praying God will make His will known to you’ 
or ‘I am praying that you will be in the center of God’s will’, what I should 
be praying about is your discernment of and compliance to God’s revealed 
will, which is usually more to do with moral obedience as opposed to a GPS 
of your future. In other words, we should be less concerned with knowing 
God’s secret will ahead of time (since we all do His secret will anyway), and 
more concerned with discerning and obeying His revealed will.

What are the dangers of seeking to discern God’s secret will?

One of the dangers of trying to predetermine God’s secret will, is that it is 

18

F

Figuring out
god’s Will
Rev. Rob Dykes

to search for a security that God doesn’t offer. We want to walk by sight, 
but God wants us to walk by faith, not sight. 

Also, attempting to predetermine God’s sovereign will can be to wade 
into a sort of self-imposed bondage. Let me give you a personal example. 
In 2016 I came to a T-junction in my life. I could turn left and come to 
Sovereign Grace PCA and America, or I could turn right and go to a 
church in England. I was torn! Both options were great. Someone I knew 
kept saying to me, ‘You need to know God’s will in this!’ I was in bondage 
because I thought I should have known from God which direction to take, 
but I didn’t know. No matter how hard I prayed or read my Bible or spoke 
to wise counselors, I could not seem to receive a confirmation from 
the Lord as to which way to turn. I was pining for a heaven-sent eureka 
moment, and it never came. Both options were in alignment with God’s 
revealed will, but I was in turmoil because I didn’t know which one was 
God’s secret will. It was horrible! Finally I came across a book written by 
Sinclair Ferguson. He made it clear that I didn’t need to be in bondage 
looking for a confirmatory sign in the sky, but that if both options were 
according to God’s revealed/moral will, God gave me the freedom to 
choose. How liberating!

Should we pursue/expect supernatural guidance?   

Some people seek God’s direction for their lives/future almost in a 
sort of mystical fashion. Some will even sink to lucky-dipping the Bible 
(open the Bible to a random place in hopes God will jump out a verse 
to direct them). That’s not how God operates. In fact, historically God 
only gives supernatural guidance in pivotal moments of redemption 
history. To my knowledge, the Bible doesn’t instruct us to seek signs. 
Rather, Jesus said ‘An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign’ 
(Mat. 16:4). The Bible is also against telling fortunes or interpreting 
omens. What about Gideon’s Fleece? Gideon was not being presented 
in a good light, nor was Zechariah who was made mute for wanting a 
sign (Luke 1:18-20). 

Someone might say, ‘Yes, but God told me XYZ’. How? An audible voice? 
A strong leaning or a feeling? I don’t think we should dismiss our instincts 
or our feelings, but we ought not to rely on them, and certainly not claim 
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they are God’s supernatural method of directing our lives. Our hearts 
are deceitful and our emotions are fallen (Pro. 14:12).    

How does God guide us?    

(1) Primarily God guides us by His Holy Spirit through His revealed will set 
out in the Bible (2 Tim. 3:16-17). We should search the Bible for principles 
of wisdom that apply to our situation. Incidentally, note how Proverbs 3:5-
6 is followed by verse 7. In other words, He will make straight our paths 
(v6) as we obey Him (v7). In other words, God is more concerned with who 
we are, and about our obedience to His revealed will, than He is about 
where we go and what we do. 

(2) God guides us through prayer. ‘If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask 
God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given 
him’ (Jam. 1:5). Again, we should not expect a mystical voice from heaven. 
We pray that God will give wisdom to apply His Word to the situation, that 
He will give us the desire and ability to discern and do His revealed/moral 
will, and that He will give us the grace to embrace His sovereign will.               
 
(3) God guides us through wise counselors. ‘The way of a fool is right 
in his own eyes, but a wise man listens to advice’ (Pro. 12:15). ‘Listen to 
advice and accept instruction, that you may gain wisdom in the future’ 
(Pro. 19:20). Of course, the role of a wise counselor is to help apply the 
Bible to your situation. Good Christian books, such as Discovering God’s 
Will by Sinclair Ferguson, also provide wise counsel. 

(4) Is there any sense in which God guides us through feelings? Feelings 
should not be dismissed altogether. In fact, feelings might give helpful 
insights. One may lack peace, for example, because deep down one knows 
he/she is doing or will do wrong. Feelings must be subservient to, and 
tested by, God’s Word. 

(5) God guides us through providence. We can pray for God to lead us by 
opening and shutting doors. That said, we must be careful when reading 
providence. Not every open door or smooth providence is confirmation 
of God’s leading. For example, Jonah, when fleeing to Tarshish, could have 
interpreted the boat conveniently about to go his way as  a stamp of God’s

approval on his decision to flee to Tarshish (Jonah 1:3). He would, of course, 
have been mistaken to read this smooth providence as God’s approval, 
because he was actually running away from the revealed will of God (1:2). 

Making decisions

It is also important to ask wise questions. Consider some examples:

(1) Marriage. I’m prayerfully considering proposing marriage to Susan. 
Well, do I have the gift of singleness? (1 Cor. 7); Are we eligible for marriage? 
(i.e. Are we both single? Has there been an unbiblical divorce? Are we of 
the opposite sex? etc.); Are we both Christians (or both non-Christians)? 
(1 Cor. 7, 2 Cor. 6); Will she be a suitable spouse? (Pro. 31, Eph. 5, 1 Pet. 
3, 1 Cor. 7 etc.); Why do I want to get married? What are my motives for 
marriage? Is marriage an idol? Am I looking to marriage instead of God to 
solve my problems? Do I have realistic views of marriage? Are my/her sinful 
patterns under control? Are we heading in the same direction? (e.g. living 
for Christ, doctrinally compatible, desirous of children etc.); Am I willing to 
marry this Susan as opposed to a potential future version of Susan? What 
do other godly and wise people think of her? After concluding that it is a 
good time to marry, and that Susan is compatible with God’s revealed will, 
I am free to choose to propose or not!   

(2) Promotion. I’m considering applying for that new job vacancy. I’m torn. 
Well, will this new job pressure me to sin? (e.g. work on the Sabbath); Does 
the company have integrity? Will I have to relocate to somewhere without 
a suitable church? Will it squeeze my time so I won’t be able to adequately 
invest in and serve my family and church? What does my spouse think? 
What are my motives?
  
(3) Ministry. I’m thinking about entering the ministry. Well, do I have the 
necessary gifts? (1 Tim. 3, Titus 1); Are there any outstanding sins that 
preclude me? Is my wife supportive? Do I have the internal call? Do I have 
the external call? What do others (including the elders in my church) think?

The fact of the matter is we make many decisions in our lives not with a clear 
‘Thus says The Lord’ but more out of sanctified wisdom. Sometimes coming 
to a decision is as “unspiritual” as sitting down and writing a pros and cons list! 

  Most of our life will be a

steady, sure, unspectacular
                                                         walk of faith

but there will be MoMenTs 
when heaven comes down and glory fills our souls

iAn hAMiLTon



Scripture says that God is completely sovereign and free to do as He wills for His 
own glory (Ps. 15:3; 103:19). His sovereignty determines the length, duration 
and severity of our illnesses, just as He determined the duration of captivity for 
Daniel and his friends. If it is God’s will, He chooses when and where to deliver 
us, how and when only He knows (Ecc. 3:11). Daniel and his friends didn’t know 
that they would be delivered from the fiery furnace and lion’s den, but even if 
they were killed, they still intended to remain true to God (Dan. 3:16-18).

They also didn’t know that a theophany of Christ would appear with them in 
the furnace (Dan. 3:19, 25). God chose to reveal His awesome power in and 
through them as their clothes were not even singed (Dan. 3:27). Pastor Bill 
said, “God reveals His power and glory in and through us, especially in times 
of trial and through our perseverance.”

We’re never alone; God promises to be with us because we are His very 
precious, redeemed people (1 Pet. 2:9). Remember that God says, “I have 
redeemed you, I have called you by name, you are mine” (Isa. 43:1-3). Yet God 
doesn’t always save His saints from death or disease. Our calling is to trust 
and obey Him and leave the rest in His Hands.  As Paul proclaimed, weakness 
is one of the ways God displays His strength through us (2 Cor. 12:9-10).

Life in exile is fruitful because it:

• Removes distractions and shows us, with razor sharp clarity, what is really  
   important in this life (Heb. 12:2, Jam. 1:27);
• Drives us to Christ for our comfort through His Word and prayer (Ps. 119:76);
• Gives us time to meditate on Scripture (Psa. 1:1-6, 119:11);
• Teaches us the brevity of life (Ps. 39:4, 103:15-16);
• Conforms us more into Christ’s image by purifying and refining us 
   (Rom. 8:28-29, Heb. 12:11).

Even as believers, we are a very sinful, idolatrous people, but thankfully our 
sins are covered by Christ’s precious blood (1 John 1:9). Sometimes God 
chooses to remove all distractions from our lives so that He becomes our 
most important and treasured possession. While life in exile is not fun, it’s 
sometimes necessary in God’s plan. We should ask Him to help us give thanks 
to Him for this time of refining in our lives and for how He’s going to use these 
fiery trials for our good, the benefit of others and His glory (Rom. 8:28).
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any of us with chronic illness and pain feel like we live life in exile, 
separated from the rest of the world because of the isolation. 
With the Coronavirus causing havoc around the globe and forcing 

businesses, schools, churches and restaurants to close, others are going 
to feel the isolation and loneliness that we live with on a daily basis. I have 
suffered with Myalgic Encephalomyletis/Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (ME/
CFS), a severely debilitating complex chronic illness that has kept me mostly 
housebound for 27 years, almost half my life. One friend accurately named 
M.E. “the leprosy of the twentieth century.” It’s easy to become discouraged 
because we feel so disconnected. But God has a reason for our captivity.

In the book of Daniel, when Daniel and his three friends were held in captivity 
by King Nebuchadnezzar, they sought to glorify God and refused to eat the 
king’s food and bow down to his golden image (Dan. 1:8, 3:18). They knew 
the Lord and wanted to obey, worship and glorify Him, even in very difficult 
circumstances, and they chose to trust God no matter what the outcome. God 
had a reason for their captivity and that was to bring glory to Himself. The same 
is true for us. We worship the same God as in Daniel’s time.  While in captivity 
with our illnesses, we can find new ways to glorify God and worship Him. I enjoy 
listening to the dramatized Bible via audio on the Bible.is app because it takes 
less brain energy than reading. We can listen to online sermons, memorize and 
meditate on short Scripture verses, send cards to others and call someone who 
is lonely when we feel up to it. The more afflicted we feel, the more important 
it is to spend time in prayer, praise and worship to God each day and keep our 
focus on Him and not on our circumstances. Psalm 16:8 says, “I keep my eyes 
always on the LORD. With him at my right hand, I will not be shaken.”  

There are some similarities and differences between Daniel and his friends’ 
life in exile and our daily exile caused by poor health. One main difference 
is that we know God sent Israel into exile as punishment for their sin, while 
today’s chronic illnesses often are not God’s punishment for specific sins, but 
part of living in a fallen world. Both are from God’s hand (Job 2:10, Isa 45:7).

M

Life in exile
Tammi Rhoney
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he church has always been a church on mission. In our day of 
freedom of religion, prominent Christian authors, and churches on 
every corner, it’s easy to forget. As Christians, we readily accept the 

propositions, but (if you’re anything like me) those propositions are a 
long way from our hearts. When we look at Luke’s account of the Great 
Commission in Acts 1:6-11, he does not give us merely an account: “Go 
and do this.” Instead, he details our ignorance, our impetus, and our exact 
coordinates for where we are to go (Wouldn’t an alliteration be nice?). 

First, regarding our ignorance: we see that we simply do not know when 
Christ will return. Our minds turn first and foremost to those who rush in 
to try and predict when exactly Christ is going to return (a la, Hal Lindsay). 
However, the spotlight should turn just as quickly to us who rest on our 
laurels, quite certain that there will be “plenty of time” to pursue this 
work when we’re good and ready. Precisely because we do not know, we 
must be on mission both in season and out of season. Second, regarding 
our impetus: Christ grants to his disciples (and Church) the very Spirit 
of God as empowerment for this role. By this new Spirit investiture, all 
who are Christ’s are now imbued with the proper authority to witness

to this Christ (though, of  course, in a lesser way than these apostles). 
The Spirit-investment details exactly why mission is a church-specific task. 
Parachurch ministries and individuals can certainly assist in the task, but it 
first and foremost belongs to the church. 

Lastly, our coordinates extend “to the ends of the earth.” If we wanted, we 
could describe how many billions of Christians there are and the comparative 
lack of unreached people groups. This would certainly be a possible excuse 
to step back and take a little break. However, we would be remiss to assume 
that. “To the ends of the earth” merely meant a large majority of the world. 
Instead, what we should read is, “Until I return, you spread the good news. 
Until you see me coming back with the clouds of glory, you will continue 
to be on mission.” Athletes know that popular slogan, “Play through the 
whistle.” For the church it is, “Play through the trumpet.” Only the final 
trump sounding from heaven, announcing the final return of our Savior 
King, will bring to completion the mission of the church. 

If you are reading this, you know that Missions and church-planting is dear 
to the heart of Sovereign Grace precisely because it is so dear to the heart 
of our Triune God and central to the witness of Holy Scripture. As we seek 
to fulfill this mission, we are always seeking new missionaries and labors to 
support spread the gospel of Christ Jesus. We on the Missions Committee 
are excited to share with you the addition of four new missionaries to our 
support list. All of them are in places with little or no Evangelical presence, 
and that includes the one ministering to our own Capitol in Raleigh! 

Take a minute to peruse the four profiles and get to know our newest 
supported missionaries. 
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ERIk ANd HARA PETROU                                                             (LEFT)

Erik Petrou and his wife Hara live and minister in the neighborhood 
named “Neos Kosmos”, in the city of Athens. Erik studied Theology 
at the Greek Bible College, and currently is getting his M.Div from 
RTS.  He has served for the last 6 years in a community center within 
the neighborhood in order to help in the many needs of the area 
(unemployment, undereducated families, immigrants- refugees, broken 
families, addiction etc.). After developing deep relationships with the 
neighborhood they felt the need to plant a church that will continue 
to serve the community along with bringing the Gospel to the people. 
Together with a small team which he leads they are in the second year of 
planting the church, holding weekly Sunday public worship and serving 
the neighborhood throughout the week with programs for the kids, job 
training for families and adults, parenting seminars, and bible studies. 

VINCENzO ANd JUdIT COLUCCIA                               (MIDDLE LEFT)

Vincenzo Collucia, born in Lecce, Italy, is a recent graduate of Westminster 
Seminary California and ordained as a Teaching Elder in the PCA.  Prior 
to his call to the Gospel ministry, Vincenzo studied and worked in Turin, 
Italy as a structural engineer. It was in Turin that Vincenzo was saved and 
where he began his Christian walk as a member and later as a Ruling 
Elder at a small, Reformed church in Turin, Chiesa Riformata di Torino 
(Reformed Church of Turin).  After graduating from seminary, Vincenzo 
married Judit, a Reformed Christian from Hungary.  While serving in 
their local church at New Life PCA in Escondido, California, Vincenzo and 

Judit began training and undergoing assessment as future missionaries 
with MTW.  They have now received a call to plant the first Presbyterian 
church in southern Italy in the city of Vincenzo’s birth, Lecce.  His long-
term goal is to help foster a movement, by God’s grace, to train future 
pastors and plant Reformed churches throughout Southern Italy. They 
have also recently welcomed their first child, Abigail. 

dARIN ANd MELANIE STONE                                    (MIDDLE RIGHT)

Darin Stone is the MTS Minister to the State Capitol in North Carolina. 
He holds a B.A.Ed. in Political Science from The University of Arizona  
and an M.Div. from Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson. Darin 
has been ordained as a Minister in the Presbyterian Church in America 
since 2007, serving churches in both assistant and senior pastor roles. 
He and his wife, Melanie (a former missionary to Thailand) have 
four children: Sarah (13), Luke (9), Ryan (3) and Caroline (newborn).

ANdy ANd dAVINA yOUNG                                                      (RIGHT)

Oxford Evangelical Presbyterian is a recent church-plant located in the 
heart of Oxford, UK reaching students, visitors and residents of Oxford. 
The church held its first service in September 2018. The congregation 
are seeing growth as members share the gospel within the Oxford area. 
Andy Young graduated from RTS and WTS and was previously the minister 
of Naunton Lane Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Cheltenham before 
being called to plant the church in Oxford. He and wife Davina have four 
daughters, Alicia (14), Emelia (12), Beatrice (10), and Arabella (5).



Kevin Deyoung

s h a l l o w  C h r i s t i a n i t y
will not last in the coming generation, and it will not grow

C u l t u r a l  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  f a d i n g
The church in the 21st Century must go big on truth or go home
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Meet
a Member
Alfredo and Maria Jose perez
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onquering obstacles, patience, and endurance, are what God has 
called us to live through in our relationship. While overcoming 
time and long-distance, the Lord has allowed love, patience and 

respect to flourish between us. 

33 years ago, I, Alfredo was born in El Salvador and was raised in 
Guatemala. I grew up with my younger brother, father and mother. In 
my senior year of High School, God allowed me to follow my newfound 
vocation. I became a volunteer firefighter and paramedic in Guatemala, 
where I served my community for eight years. God´s calling for me to 
serve, helped me to pursue my career in medicine. In my last year of 
Medical School, I moved to a small village near Guatemala City, where I 
served as a primary care physician in this rural community. I found the 
Lord in this small rural setting while I was away from my loved ones at a 
church nearby. 

Maria Jose was born in El Salvador. At the age of 13 she moved to 
Miami FL with her mother, where she attended and met the Lord at 
Florida Christian School.  A Couple of years after, God had a plan for us, 
when He decided to move Maria Jose to Guatemala. This is where we 
met and at the age of 16 became High School sweethearts.

Years later, Maria Jose moved back to Miami where this true story 
of patience and endurance began. College brought a whole set of 
challenges. Alfredo was studying medicine in Guatemala and Maria 
Jose was studying veterinary medicine in Santiago, Chile. Long studying 
hours and sleepless nights made it more difficult for us to spend time 
together, even by phone. Despite this, God allowed us to continue 
growing in our friendship and relationship, planting a desire for a future

together in our hearts. In 2015 Maria Jose graduated as a Veterinarian 
and moved back to Florida. Soon after, God had plan for her to move 
yet again. 

One day an email popped up offering her a position in Charlotte as 
a veterinary intern. At this point she had not finished her U.S. board 
exams and could not practice as a doctor here in the States. So, she 
wrote an email back and politely declined. She told them she did 
not have a license to practice in the US (and also because she was a 
little skeptical since she had not applied to any veterinary internship 
program, especially in Charlotte). To her surprise, the hospital wrote 
back and stated that they knew this was the case. Amazingly they were 
willing to consider a foreign graduate at this time and would even work 
with her to help her finish her boards and get licensed here. And so, the 
Lord led her to Charlotte. 

Her brother is friends with Ryan Bailey who used to attend Sovereign 
Grace but is now in Atlanta. He recommended she visit Sovereign 
Grace. As soon as she stepped foot in Sovereign Grace, she felt the 
comfort of home. She had been desiring a church with strong biblical 
teachings and fellowship. 

We got engaged in 2018 in El Salvador, being both born there. Our roots 
were so strong that it just made sense to get engaged there!  And yes, 
you guessed it! We got married in Guatemala shortly after. It was now 
time to make plans for Alfredo to move to Charlotte. Little did we know it 
would take us two years to do that. In between immigration paperwork, 
lawyers, and delays due to immigration offices closing, the wait seemed 
eternal. Yet again the Lord taught us patience and we learned to trust 
Him completely, while Alfredo flew back and forth season after season. 
On February 2020, shortly before the COVID-19 pandemic hit the US, 
God finally granted Alfredo to move home. Thanks be to God! We were 
once again shown that God´s timing is perfect. 

This newlywed season has been one of the hardest but also the one in 
which we have had the most growth. We have learned the Lord´s timing 
is perfect. His plans may not be the same as ours, however they are 
flawless and beyond compare. In these two years of marriage we have

had to face distance, Maria-Jose finishing her board exams and starting 
to practice here in the US, serious illness with multiple family members, 
Alfredo´s move and his own board exams to practice in the US. Through 
the multiple struggles and test of patience and endurance the Lord has 

worked in our hearts. We have seen his hand in our marriage and how 
despite the distance, he has drawn us together as husband and wife. In 
his perfect timing the Lord has shown his mercy. 

We are a very laid-back couple that love tons of movies, nature walks, 
picnics at the park and a good splash at the pool during the summer. 
We love our careers! Maria Jose treats little furry ones as an Associate 
Veterinarian at Animal Medical Hospital. Alfredo is studying for his US 
medical board exams to pursue a career in surgery. We know we still 
have many trials and seasons to go through but are so thankful for our 
church family and for the mercy the Lord has shown and blessings He has 
provided. We hope to continue growing in the church and in the Lord.

C



Our Beginnings

Ken’s story begins in Prospect Park, NJ, and later in North Haledon, NJ, where he 
was the first of six children born to Arthur and Jeanette DeBoer. He was raised 
as a “Covenant Child” in the Christian Reformed Church in a very Dutch area 
of the country. He attended the Eastern Christian Schools and even attended 
Calvin College (the Christian Reformed College) Grand Rapids, for a year. His 
family was very devout, always attending morning and evening worship, and 
every other church and Christian school function. Family devotions followed 
every evening meal, and Sunday was a day of rest . . . nap time on Sunday 
afternoon! He really doesn’t remember a time without Christ in his life. But 
then God wanted him to change course and began to make his stay at Calvin 
a bit rocky by giving him an unpleasant roommate and a very inconvenient 
class schedule which made him long to be elsewhere. In the meantime, his 
father sensed his unhappiness and researched Westminster Choir College in 
Princeton, NJ, sent for an application, and shortly afterward Ken was accepted. 
Westminster fit Ken like a glove, featuring studies especially in Church Music 
and Music Education with majors in Organ, Piano, Conducting, Choral and Vocal 
Studies. Looking back, the reason God had caused a change in Ken’s life was 
because He knew that a young lady, who would someday be Ken’s wife, from 
Endicott, NY, was thinking about going to Westminster Choir College also. This 
young lady was Sharon McCann, the only child of Russell, from Endicott, NY 
and Mary Haile from Columbia, SC. Russell met Mary when he was a soldier in 
WW2, stationed at Fort Jackson, near Columbia, SC. They married after the war 
and went home to Endicott to live. As Providence would have it, they were both 
Presbyterian, so Sharon was blessed with a family who was actively involved in 
the First Presbyterian Church of Endicott. Her Christian upbringing was shaped 
by her parents and a beloved pastor, Dr. Henry Clay Banks, from her infant 
baptism to her wedding, retiring the day after the wedding! She was always 

involved in the church choirs, Sunday School classes, and Youth Groups. 
She was also the accompanist for her high school choir. After many years 
of piano and organ lessons, and years of singing in choirs, she decided that 
Westminster was the place for her too.

Our Preparations for the Ministry of Music 

So here began the incredible Westminster years that we were blessed to 
experience together. As part of the regular curriculum we had the great 
privilege of singing major choral works as part of the Westminster Symphonic 
Choir (some 200 singers strong) with major orchestras like the New York 
Philharmonic, the American Symphony, the Philadelphia Orchestra in places 
like Carnegie Hall and Lincoln Center several times a year, with such notable 
conductors as Leonard Bernstein, Leopold Stokowski, Sir Malcolm Sargent, and 
others. At every Westminster graduation, held in the magnificent Princeton 
University Chapel, the Anthem of Dedication by Westminster Professor 
Warren Martin is sung by the entire student body with a special section 
sung by the graduating Seniors based on Isaiah 6:8. The Underclassmen sing: 
“Whom shall we send, and who will go for us?” The Seniors respond, “Here 
Am I, Lord, send me” (sung three times in increasing intensity) followed by 
the hymn: “O Jesus, I have promised to serve Thee to the end. Be Thou forever 
near me my Master and my Friend. I shall not fear the battle if Thou art by my 
side nor wander from the pathway if Thou wilt be my guide.  Vs. 3 – O Jesus, 
Thou hast promised to all who follow Thee that where Thou art in glory, there 
shall Thy servant be; and Jesus I have promised to serve Thee to the end. O give 
me grace to follow, My Master and My Friend.” With this wonderful promise 
we set out on our life together 51 years ago. During our college years and 
early marriage, we both served churches in other denominations including 
Methodist, Lutheran and Christian Reformed.

Our Family years

We began our family years in Hawthorne, NJ, with our children, Judy and Tim. 
At that time, God sent Rev. Bruce J. Hoffman, pastor of Second Reformed 
Church of Wyckoff, NJ, to invite us to become the Directors and Organists at 
Second Reformed Church where we also became members. Judy and Tim 
grew up as “Church Mice” living as much at the church as at home. They also 
attended Eastern Christian Schools from kindergarten through high school. 

Catawba College in Salisbury, NC and Tim also grew up, joined the Marines, 
and now is a police officer in Virginia Beach. Judy married Bray Culpepper 
and they have two great children, Andy, 12, and Allison, 9.

We both had other occupations besides the church. Ken taught music in the 
Clifton School system, mostly in Woodrow Wilson Middle School, and also as 
an Elementary Music Consultant, and for the last 10 years, Head of the Music 
Department. In his 26th and final year there, he received the Governor’s Award 
and also Teacher of the Year from Woodrow Wilson Middle School. Sharon 
taught piano lessons at home most afternoons after school. Then when Judy 
and Tim were a bit older, she taught Elementary Music in the Eastern Christian 
Schools, and a few years later, music K-8 in three Parochial Schools in Clifton. 

However, during these years something kept calling us “South” and finally 
“in the fullness of time”, as the Bible says, (It took us 8 years for all the pieces 
to come together) we made the decision that we wanted to be in Charlotte 
and looked for a full time Church Music Position for the two of us. So, we 
trusted God to find us such a place and within four weeks of arriving in 
Charlotte, Sardis Presbyterian called us to be their Director and Organist. It 
was a position that kept us busy for 18 more years with seven singing choirs 
and five Bell Choirs and we loved it. We thought we would retire at that 
point but God said “Not yet” and had Amity Presbyterian Church ask us to 
“help them out for a ‘little’ while since they had neither director nor organist 
at the time. It turned into 7 more years, but very enjoyable ones!

Our careers have been fruitful including performances in many of the great 
concert Halls, cathedrals and churches in both the U.S. and in Europe and 
even twice at the White House during the G. W. Bush years. But our greatest 
joy has been serving our God in Church Music Ministry.

Our Sovereign Grace years

Since leaving Amity Church we have really enjoyed being a part of Sovereign 
Grace. We have especially enjoyed the expository preaching by every one of 
the Pastors! Ken especially enjoys the Psalm singing which reminds him of his 
Christian Reformed roots. The congregation has been warm and inviting and 
we were glad to become new members here. Thank you all. We are looking 
forward to many years as part of the family of Sovereign Grace.

God provided willing babysitters since Ken’s parents lived nearby to take them 
during rehearsals, etc. An extra blessing was given to us by a dear couple 
at Second Reformed, who volunteered to have our children sit with them 
during church because we always were occupied during the services. They 
did so because they took seriously the baptismal vows of the congregation 
to uphold the children as they grow in the life of the church. During these 
years, Ken became a Deacon and an Elder and for the last five years we were 
there, Sharon also served as the church secretary. We enjoyed 24 happy 
years with this beloved Pastor and congregation! Judy grew up, attended 
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