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ometimes, one type of praise leads naturally to another, and then to 
another. I thought about entitling this introductory article Praise for 
a New Spring Causes New Praises to Spring Forth, but then I realized 

how overly-clever that sounded. As I write this article, it is raining (again!) 
outside, and all I can hope is that the abundance of precipitation we have had 
this year will lead to a well-watered and glorious Spring.  There is an energy and 
glory in the springtime that has ever been the catalyst for praise by Christian 
poets and hymnwriters – even being seen as a creational analog to the 
Resurrection, as life bursts forth from the “tomb” of winter. More often, the 
writer presents the glories of the season as though it were an impressionistic 
painting: color, light, texture, sound and shape are celebrated, even by means 
of some evocative phrases that may be odd and somewhat indecipherable. 
Consider, for instance, the following well-known poem by Gerard Manley 
Hopkins (1844-1889). It is not literally about Spring, but that is what I think 
of every single time I read it. It is a poem that beautifully moves from the 
particulars of Creation (the variegated colors of cows and trout, for instance) 

to godly human endeavor (ploughed fields and the gear and tackle of various 
trades) to the wild and eccentric variety of all things – finally to land upon the 
Creator himself, who – most memorably – “Fathers forth” and whose “beauty 
is past change.” The poem ends where all our admiration of created things 
and the good works of our fellow creatures should end: “Praise him.” 

Pied Beauty

Glory to God for dappled things --
For skies of couple-color as a brindled cow;
For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;
Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches wings;
Landscape plotted and pieced --- fold, fallow, and plough;
And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim.

All things counter, original, spare, strange;
Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)
With swift, slow;  sweet, sour;  adazzle, dim;
He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:
Praise him.

My sincere prayer is that, as you turn the pages of this edition of Captive 
Thoughts, it will be like a praise-evoking walk through a magnificent Spring 
garden, as one thought leads to another, culminating in sheer adoration.  
Praise Him!   
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ur 12th annual missions conference takes place in March. This is my 
favorite weekend of the year on the church calendar. We get the 
opportunity to hear from our missionaries what God is doing through 

them both in the US and around the world. It gives us the opportunity to 
expand our vision beyond our local church and community. It challenges us 
to pray for our brothers and sisters around the world, many of whom face 
danger because of their commitment to Christ. And it encourages us as a 
church to mobilize for missions.

The mission of the church is the Great Commission. Yet, the primary work of 
the church is not the Great Commission. As John Piper has famously put it, 
“Missions is not primary in the church. Worship is. Missions exists because 
worship does not.” It is important to get the order right. Worship is central. 
We engage in missions to make more worshipers. Worship is for the people 
of God to adore and glorify Him. It is not primarily evangelism. 

On the Lord’s Day, we gather as God’s people to praise and give thanks to 
the God who has redeemed us. At the same time, we grow as disciples by 
sitting under the ministry of the Word, sacrament and prayer. Even our use 
of Psalms and hymns that are rich in biblical and theological content are 
a way that we are instructed in the faith. While we try to be aware that 
unbelievers may be in our midst on Sunday morning and evening, worship 
is not evangelism. In fact, one of the main reasons the modern evangelical 
church is so ignorant of the Word of God and has lost much of its power in 
the world is that it has turned worship into evangelism. As a result, pastors 
have lost sight of Jesus’ primary call to ministers to “feed his sheep” (John 
21:17). The great 19th century Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon once said, 
“A time will come when instead of shepherds feeding the sheep, the church 
will have clowns entertaining the goats!” It seems that time has come.

Yet, as God commands and joyfully enables us to worship—which we 
will do for eternity!—Jesus also commands us to be faithful to the Great 
Commission. This is what our missions conference is all about. While worship 
is the central activity of the church, the mission of the church is the Great 
Commission. Our missions conference is an encouragement and a means to 
fulfilling that mission. 

One of the first things I did when I arrived at Sovereign Grace was to start 
a missions conference. There was not a whole lot that I desired or needed 
to change when I first got here. I came to a like-minded church committed 
to the ordinary means of grace. It had strong elders. Its first pastor was a 
faithful minister who committed himself to preaching and teaching the Word 
of God. As Sovereign Grace’s second pastor, I came to a church with a solid 
foundation that just needed to be built upon. In particular, I perceived that the 
church could be more outward-focused in its mission and more strategic in its 
missions support. Starting the missions conference was a means to that end.

God has done amazing things over the last 13 years. Our missions budget 
has grown by more than $100,000 during that time, thanks largely to Faith 
Promise giving. For our first missions conference, our goal for Faith Promise 
pledges was $10,000. Many were skeptical that we would meet that. But the 
Lord opened the hearts of his people and we exceeded it. From there Faith 
Promise giving has skyrocketed. I pray it continues to go higher and higher.

In addition, our desire regarding missions was not only to be a missions 
supporting church, but also a missionary sending church. God has answered 
that prayer. We have had the honor of sending out several of our members, 
both as missionaries overseas and as church planters in the United States. 
It has been a joy to see so many catch a vision for making disciples and 
worshipers from all nations. Moreover, we have been able to support many 
more missionaries around the world, most of whom are in either spiritually 
barren or physically dangerous places.

We have also become more focused and strategic in our missions support. In 
particular, our support largely goes to church planters. The church is the only 
institution Jesus said he would build: “I will build my church and the gates 
of hell will not prevail against it.” While parachurch organizations have their 
place, the Bible tells us that God works primarily through his church.

What does all this have to do with you? My plea is that you will be “all in” 
in supporting the church’s mission. You can do this in three primary ways.

First, pray. Pray for our missions conference. Pray for our missions 
committee, and especially for Elizabeth Seward who primarily organizes 
the conference. Pray for all the behind the scenes work that goes into 
getting ready for the conference itself. Pray for the safety of the many 
missionaries who will be traveling to the conference, and pray that God 
will use them in the life of our church. Pray for our preacher for the 
weekend, Dr. Rod Culbertson, that God will work through him as be brings 
the Word to us. Pray that the conference will go smoothly. And pray for 
God’s guidance in what He would have you give to the work of missions for 
2020. More on this below.

Second, be present. Be present for all the sessions of the conference. We 
start Saturday afternoon at 4:00 with missionary speakers. Be present 
then, and attend all sessions until the conference concludes with Sunday 
evening worship. Your presence enables you to learn about the work of 
our missionaries, and encourages you by hearing reports of what God is 
doing around the world. But it also encourages our missionaries when 
they have the opportunity to share what they are doing with a room full 
of people. Do not under-estimate this ministry of presence, and the need 
our missionaries have to be encouraged in their work. In fact, for most of 
them, discouragement and loneliness are a regular part of life.

Third, be good stewards of what God has entrusted to you. Your money 
is not your own. It belongs to the Lord. If you are not tithing and not 
giving generous offerings to the work of the Kingdom beyond the tithe, 
you are squandering what God has entrusted to you. The tithe, 10% of 
our income, is only a starting place. Faith promise giving to missions is 
just what it sounds like—giving by faith to the work of missions. It means 
giving beyond your means, while trusting God to provide for your needs. 
Walk by faith, not by sight. Give in faith, not what you are confident you 
can “spare.”
 
God has blessed us with wonderful growth and a strong community. Now 
we need to increase our focus outwardly, on the mission that Christ has 
called and sent us to fulfill. 
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ne of the most beloved and well-known hymns in the church is 
“What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” It first became popular because 
Ira Sankey, a musician who worked with the evangelist D. L. Moody, 

published it in a book of hymns. Moody loved the hymn, and so he often 
used it in his evangelistic meetings.

The author was Joseph Scriven (1819-1886), an Irishman from County 
Down. Scriven was a Christian who was well-versed in tragedy. As a 
young man in Ireland, his fiancée accidentally drowned the night 
before they were to be married. In order to start a new life, Scriven 
migrated to Port Hope, Ontario, Canada. A few years later he became 
engaged again, but his fiancée suddenly contracted pneumonia and 
died just before the wedding was to take place. Scriven, as a faithful 
Christian, did not wallow in his grief, but he decided to live the rest of 
his life in service to others.

One day two businessmen were standing on a corner in Port Hope when a 
man walked by carrying a saw. One of the businessmen remarked that perhaps 
that man would cut his winter’s supply of wood. The other businessman, who 
knew the woodcutter, answered that it would not be possible because he 

only cuts wood for free and only for those who are destitute and those who 
are physically handicapped.  The woodcutter was Joseph Scriven. 

In 1855, while in Canada, Scriven got word that his mother in Ireland was 
seriously ill. He could not afford to travel to Ireland, and so he wrote a poem 
and sent it to her. He titled the poem “Pray Without Ceasing.” It was later 
set to music, and received a new title, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” He 
gave his mother wonderful words of comfort:

 Have we trials and temptations? 
 Is there trouble anywhere?
 We should never be discouraged:
 Take it to the Lord in prayer!

Joseph Scriven was a man acquainted with grief and sorrow, but he was also 
a man of faith and in deep communion with God. Indeed, he understood the 
truth: what a friend we have in Jesus!

Ironically and tragically, Scriven drowned in 1886 at the age of 66. The 
circumstances of his death are unclear. On his tomb is the following inscription 
along with words of “What a Friend We Have in Jesus”:

This monument was erected to the memory of Joseph Scriven, B.A., by 
lovers of his hymn, which is engraved hereon, and is his best memorial. Born 
at Seapatrick, Co. Down, Ireland, Sept.10, 1819, emigrated to Canada 1844. 
Entered into rest at Bewdley, Rice Lake, August 10, 1886, and buried here. 
Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God.
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ou shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind.  This is the great and first commandment.  
And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these 

two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.” (Mat. 22:37-40) 

If you have been to an evangelical childcare program or Christian elementary 
school’s assembly, or if you have reviewed much of the commercial Vacation 
Bible School material marketed today, you will see that one theme dominates 
the content of the teaching and singing.  That one, relentlessly-communicated 
theme is “God loves me.” “I’m strong because God loves me.” “I don’t need to 
be afraid because God loves me.” “I’m happy because God loves me.” 

And, of course, in one sense it is not only unobjectionable to teach our 
covenant children that God loves them, but necessary.  Christ, after all, 
took the children into his arms and blessed them and said that his kingdom 
belonged to them.  He indeed taught God’s love for his people could be 
known from his daily provision for them, for they are of much greater worth 
than sparrows and lilies, for whom he also graciously provided. 

But isn’t it interesting, that when asked to summarize the meaning of the 
revelation of God’s truth to his covenant people, Jesus said it was known in 
the twofold command for us to love God with all our heart and mind and 
strength, and for us to love our neighbors as ourselves. He did not say it was 
“to know how much God loves me.”    

My concern is that the way we evangelicals teach our children about our faith 
is based mainly on a psychological paradigm, not a theological one.  Behind 
our relentless mantra of how much God loves us – loves our children, that 
is – is the idea that what they really need is the self-confidence, self-esteem 

and self-love to face life successfully.  We don’t want them to be full anxiety. 
We don’t want them hampered by guilty feelings. We want them to be 
happy. So, all together now…

And this, dear friends, is a profound betrayal of our children.  What our 
children really need is to obey God by loving God with all their heart, soul, 
mind and strength and their neighbors as themselves. To focus on “God’s 
love” to the exclusion of other basic truths is to, in fact, irreparably distort the 
Gospel. Think of it this way: if you hear a great melody, and want to share it 
with others on the piano, and you take one of the more frequent notes in the 
song – let’s say it is a B flat – and you play only that note over and over again.  
Not only is it no longer beautiful, but it could drive one insane to hear that 
same note played repetitively, over and over again!  To exclude foundational 
doctrines from our children’s teaching – even very young children – does them 
no service, even if God’s love for them is emphasized (This, by the way, is one 
reason a children’s catechism is such a useful tool!) 

When “God loves me” is the sum total of what we teach our little ones, it 
actually may feed into their sin nature.  While the Bible assumes there is a self-
love that is not inherently sinful (as Jesus said, we are to love our neighbors 
“as ourselves”), there is not one word in the Bible about the importance of 
boosting that self-love. We seem to do that just fine in our supply of self-
regard, typically.  Even in cases where there is unbiblical self-loathing, the 
answer is not to simply pronounce the general idea that “God loves you.” 
Instead, pointing to specific works of God’s grace in creation, providence, and 
redemption are helpful. Such statements as: 

You are fearfully and wonderfully made by God. 
You are God’s image in the world. 
God sent Jesus to rescue you from your sins against God.
Jesus paid for your sins on the cross.
God promised life to us when he raised Jesus from the dead.
Salvation is to trust in Jesus and what he did for us. 
God sent us as your parents to lead you to him. 

Jesus declared that the great twofold commandment he articulated was a 
summary of all the “law and the prophets.”  The somewhat longer summary 
of that same law is found in the Ten Commandments. The focus there, as well, 
is on love for God (the first four commandments) and neighbor (the last six). 

Now, God’s covenant love for his people is certainly not out of view – indeed, it 
is declared by God himself right before the law is given. But even there, it is not 
presented as a general sentiment of personal love, but a specific reminder of 
his gracious acts of redemption for his people: “I am the LORD your God, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” (Exodus 20:2) 

So what do our little ones need from us as parents? Well, as I said, they need 
to know the actual content and texture of the Gospel, not just a general 
summary statement uprooted from all particulars of the faith.  Even very little 
children can begin to grasp the statements I listed earlier.

More broadly – and this is why I decided to write this article – our children 
need above all to see that we, their own mothers and fathers, love God above 
all else – even above loving them; and definitely more than we love our 
business, political, artistic, and sports-related interests. And how do they see 
that? They see that when we prioritize family Sabbath-keeping above personal 
recreations. They see it when they watch their parents paying close attention 
to the Word of God preached, and discussing the sermon during the lunch or 
supper that follows it. They hear it when they hear their parents praying for 
them, for pastors, for church officers, for missionaries, and for the cause of the 
Gospel, and also when they listen to their parents sing their faith with all their 
hearts.  They see it when they understand that their family gives sacrificially to 
the work of the church, and they are also required to tithe their allowances, 
etc. (What a good practice some of our parents have when they allow their 
children to put their family’s offering, or their own personal offering, in the 
offering plate on Sundays!) They see it when they witness their mothers and 
fathers attending various church meetings as servants of the church, even if it 
cuts into precious family time.  They see it when troubled or lonely brothers 
and sisters in the church are taken under the wing of the family in various 
ways. In sum, our children are most helped along on their way to truly loving 
God and others when they witness their own parents’ commitment to these 
same things, and not episodically, but continually and permanently. 

None of us do any of these things in ways that do not require the grace of our 
Heavenly Father toward us. And even when done in basic faithfulness, they 
are not guarantees that our children, graced as they are with the mystery of 
human souls, will always follow Christ or follow him early on in life.  But there 
is no substitute for parenting our children under the twofold commandment!  
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n this article I want to ask two common questions. The first is 
this: If God is both sovereign and good (which He is), why is there 
suffering in the world?  

I don’t know 

Part of the answer to this question is I don’t know. We feel entitled to an 
explanation but actually God doesn’t owe us an explanation. We talk about 
getting the answers in heaven - “we’ll understand it all by and by” – but 
actually God doesn’t owe us an explanation in heaven either. God is the 
God who hides Himself (Isa. 45:15). The Bible frowns on entitled sinners 
demanding an explanation from God. God said to Job, “Shall a faultfinder 
contend with the Almighty” (Job 40:2). Paul, writing about double 
predestination, asked, “Who are you, o man, to answer back to God? Will 
what is moulded say to its moulder, Why have you made me like this?” 
(Rom. 9:20). We have to resign ourselves to the fact that God’s thoughts are 
above our thoughts. That can be difficult at times, particularly in light of a 
tragic event or sick children. We want to ask, “Why this particular suffering? 
Why this particular person? Why at this particular time? Why this particular 
intensity? Why this long?” Often times the answer is, I don’t know! 

Sin has consequences

God warned Adam that if he ate of the tree he would surely die (Gen. 2:17). 
Adam ate. God didn’t eat, Adam did. And so Adam ushered death and misery 
into the world. We all sinned in Adam and fell with him (Rom. 5:12). Adam’s 
sin (in which we all participated covenantally), as well as all subsequent 
sin, leads to suffering which affects everyone, and even creation itself. The 
Bible repeatedly warns us of temporal judgement as a consequence for

sin, and often that judgement is simply God giving us over to our own sin and 
the consequences thereof. In short: we caused suffering, not God! We blame 
God for suffering when actually it was the human race that merited it. We 
ask the question, “Why do bad things happen to good people?” The more 
accurate question is actually “Why do good things happen to bad people?” 

Suffering is the consequence of sin but there is a caveat! Not every instance 
of suffering or calamity is the immediate result of some specific sin of the 
sufferer. In John 9:2-3, the disciples asked Jesus: “Rabbi, who sinned, this 
man or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, “It was not 
that this man sinned or his parents, but that the works of God might be 
displayed in him”. All suffering is ultimately the result of mankind’s rebellion 
against God - the whole world is under the curse of sin, but not every 
instance can be traced to a particular sin.  

Loving discipline

For the non-Christian, suffering is condemnation, but for the Christian, 
suffering is a means of purification. No doubt most of the godliest people 
you know have endured extreme suffering. God uses discipline (suffering) to 
purify His people, like a doctor amputating a diseased limb, or a vinedresser 
pruning withered branches. David recognized this: “Before I was afflicted 
I went astray, but now I keep your Word . . . It is good for me that I was 
afflicted, that I might learn your statutes” (Ps. 119:67, 71). 

When God disciplines His children He always does so as a loving father. See 
Hebrews 12:5-11. The parent who does not correct or discipline their child is 
a poor parent. God disciplines us because He loves us and wants our good. 
Painfulness produces righteousness. How does suffering help us? It helps us 
to come to an end of ourselves, it exposes our weakness and waywardness, 
and it propels us to rely not on ourselves but on God (2 Cor. 1:8-9).        

God’s glory is revealed in suffering

Paul was given a thorn in his flesh. Why? Partly to keep him from becoming 
conceited. But not only that, in Paul’s weakness Christ’s strength was made 
evident (2 Cor. 12:7-10). When the Gospel went forth in power through Paul’s 
ministry, people could clearly see that Paul was weak and afflicted, and thus
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recognized that the true power behind his ministry was not himself, but God. 
An illustration: if Tiger Woods were to win all four major golf tournaments this 
year with old, bent, rusty, yard-sale golf clubs, people would see that Tiger – 
not the clubs – deserved all the glory. When God uses rusty, yard-sale, afflicted 
sinners to extend His kingdom, He, not us, gets the glory.  

Let me further illustrate this principle by giving you a recent example. 
Last year was a difficult year for our sister Letha Spangler as Ted’s health 
deteriorated and ultimately Ted passed into glory. Among other things, 
Letha knew many a sleepless night, physical weariness, emotional strain, 
and relative seclusion. But when you visited her, it was clear (and she was 
quick to testify) that The Lord was supernaturally upholding her, giving 
her the grace and strength she needed to face each day. In her weakness, 
Christ’s strength was made evident. And His glory was revealed in her and 
Ted’s suffering.    

A second common question I want to attempt to answer is this: Where 
does evil originate and is God responsible? How do we account for sin in a 
world made by an all-powerful, holy God? 

The first thing we must say is God hates sin and is not the author of it. 
“Ascribe greatness unto our God. The rock, His work is perfect; for all His 
ways are justice: a God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and right 
is He” (Deut. 32:3-4). “Let no one say when he is tempted, I am being 
tempted by God, for God cannot be tempted with evil, and He Himself 
tempts no one” (Jam. 1:13). God hates, forbids, and judges sin! The cross 
of Christ is the sign of how much God hates and cannot overlook sin. The 
Bible always blames man, not God, for sin.   

Yet everything, including sin, was foreordained and decreed by God. The Bible 
says “God works all things according to the counsel of His will” (Eph. 1:11). God 
created Satan and permits his work (Job 1, 2). God hardened Pharaoh’s heart 
(Ex. 7). In fact, in Psalm 125 we read “God turned the hearts of the Egyptians 
to hate Israel and to deal craftily with them”. Most profound of all, “This Jesus, 
delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you 
crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men” (Acts 2:23).

So on one hand God is perfectly holy and hates sin; sin is an abomination to

Him and He hates it infinitely more than we do. On the other hand, God, before 
creation, willed that sin would enter His creation and that Christ would die.

So what can we say? Well, the Westminster Confession says it for us:

The almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and infinite goodness of 
God so far manifest themselves in God’s providence, that it extends 
itself even to the first fall, and all other sins of angels and men; and 
that not by a bare permission, but such as has joined with it a most 
wise and powerful bounding, and otherwise ordering, and governing 
of them, in a manifold dispensation, to His own holy ends; yet so, as 
the sinfulness thereof proceeds only from the creature, and not from 
God, who, being most holy and righteous, neither is nor can be the 
author or approver of sin. (WCF 5:4)

God is not the author of sin and did not cause sin in the proximate sense. Calvin 
wrote, “For the proper and genuine cause of sin is not God’s hidden counsel 
but the evident will of man”. God ordained all that takes place, including sin. 
God is passive in the execution of most of His decrees (execution is by the 
creature by permission of God). God is sovereign over sin but does not sin.  

Still scratching your head? John Calvin wrote this:

But how it was ordained by the foreknowledge and decree of God 
what man’s future was without God being implicated as associate 
in the fault as the author and approver of transgression, is clearly a 
secret so much excelling the insight of the human mind, that I am not 
ashamed to confess ignorance.

How did the first desire to sin come about? God is the only ultimate reality, 
not sin. The Bible doesn’t explain how the first desire or inclination to sin came 
about. Augustine suggested that just like darkness comes from the absence of 
light, sin is the result of the absence of God’s presence. He drew on verses like: 
“There is no one who calls upon your name, who rouses Himself to take hold 
of you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have made us melt in the 
hand of our iniquities” (Isa. 64:7). This is one suggestion as to how God may 
govern the presence and absence of sin without direct agency. But the Bible 
doesn’t explain and ultimately we don’t know for sure.  
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n the past two editions of Captive Thoughts, I have been working 
through some of the key elements of our WIC (Women in the Church) 
charter. Our 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.” The main goal of WIC, as we see in the charter, is 
that the women of this church would know the love of Christ and continue to 
grow in their faith and love of their Savior. In the last article, I discussed how 
we equip women in the church to grow in their knowledge and love for Christ

and how that is primarily done through the Word and prayer. Now I want to 
look at how we encourage women to this same end. 

There are two primary and overlapping means that the WIC council seeks to 
provide opportunities for encouragement for the women of Sovereign Grace, 
and those two ways are through Christian fellowship and the Word. Most of 
our events have both of these elements built into them. Our bridal and baby 
showers provide a way for the women to get to know one another, and we 
have one woman provide a word of encouragement to those women who are 
entering a new stage of life. Our Bible studies and women’s prayer meetings 
are also means of encouragement, as we not only learn about the Word, but 
hear the thoughts of our sisters in Christ and are encouraged through a time of 
prayer. Our Women’s Conference on April 3rd-4th will be another opportunity 
for the women of Sovereign Grace to be encouraged by the Word and by 
fellowship with their sisters in Christ. We also have church-wide events that 
fall under the purview of the WIC council and have this same combination 
of Word and fellowship, like the Wednesday night meals before Prayer 
Meeting or Fellowship Lunches after the Sunday morning worship service. We 
hope that you will take part in these events and studies so that you may be 
encouraged in your faith and that you may grow in your love for Christ. 
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   So  C o M p L e T e L Y   was Jesus bent upon saving 
   sinners by the sacrifice of himself, 

     he created the TRee 
      upon which he was to die, and 

            nurtured from infancy the Men 
          who were to nail him 
            to the accursed wood

octavius Winslow
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ake a moment to imagine a completely different world from the 
one we live in. Imagine we lived in a world where there is no color, 
shading, or highlights . . . no trees, flowers or brush . . . no animals, fish 

or birds . . . no mountains, valleys, or canyons. Our imaginary world is just a flat 
plain made entirely of cement and boxy houses. It is a place where people live to 
survive. Food is nothing more than fuel. Houses are just shelters. Clothing is just 
a covering. Relationships are strictly civil. This is the kind of world where beauty 
and creativity are almost non-existent. Deep down inside, we know something 
is wrong with this type of dystopian world. But, why is it wrong?

It might be tempting to think that there is no theological answer to this 
question. If God wanted to create such a world, does He not have that 
prerogative? What does theology have to do with beauty? Why should 
Christians even bother with things like art, beauty, and creativity?

The Outflow of the Father

The first theological basis for beauty is our view of the Trinity. If we don’t 
understand the Trinity, we will never understand the importance of beauty in 
relationship to the Christian life. The Trinity is best expressed in 1 John 4:16 
where we read that “God is love”. This love is not based on a synthetic, rock-
star Jesus who is hoping that all mankind will finally turn to Him. The love it 
speaks of is intrinsic to the very character of each person in the Trinity in their 
relationship to each other. In order for God to “be” love, there must be someone 
that He loves. That someone is certainly not mankind. If it were mankind, then 
He would only be loving after creation and not before. Therefore, the one(s) he 
loved before creation would be each person in the Trinity. We see this in John 
17:24 where Christ states that the Father loved Him before the creation of the 
world. So, God has always been loving even before the foundation of the world.

This love that the Father has for the Son is partially expressed through the 
fact that Christ is his only “begotten” son. Because Christ is God, the word 
“begotten” is not referring to a point in time when the Father gave life to 
His Son as it is with human fathers and sons. But rather the Father has been 
eternally giving life to His eternally-existent Son. The nature of the Father’s 
love for the Son is entirely giving and outpouring. Such is the nature of each 
relationship in the Trinity in its own way (for more in-depth study on this topic, 
Delighting in the Trinity by Michael Reeves is highly recommended).

Not only is He loving, but He is also beautiful (Psalm 27:4; 96:6). Since God 
is also unchanging, it would not be out-of-turn to say that God has been 
eternally beautiful even before the creation of the world. While there are so 
many things that make Him beautiful, one of the many things is the fact that 
He is love - that the Trinity is an outpouring, giving community of love. Love 
is beautiful.

The Outflow of Christ

The beauty of our Trinitarian God doesn’t stop there. Out of the abundance 
of life and love within the Trinity, a universe that is dark and void is given life 
and beauty beyond words. Christ was directly involved in the creation of the 
universe (Col 1:16). In speaking of the Father/Son relationship, we also know 
that Christ is the radiance of the Father’s glory (Heb 1:3). Therefore, if the 
Son created a world with no beauty, how would that reflect His own Father? 
Because of the very nature of Christ, a dystopian world with no beauty at all 
is not only wrong, but problematic for good theology. It would essentially 
necessitate that creation bear false witness to the beauty and majesty of our 
Triune God. The work of creation is a reflection of God Himself.

The reflection of His glory also leaks into the redemption story itself. Just as 
the Father gives life to the Son, so, the Son gives life to those who are perishing 
and makes them a “new creation”. It is the overwhelming overflow of Christ’s 
love that saves mankind from an ugly, sinful state, and molds sinners into a 
beautiful masterpiece of holiness. Our detestable sinful selves are made new 
through the outpouring of His self-sacrificing love, which originated within the 
Trinity. Everything about this beautiful God we worship is constantly giving 
and pouring into another - always “creating” something for someone else for 
His own glory.
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A beauty that 
Keeps on giving
brittany Smith

The Outflow of the Church

Because this beauty-producing love is so abundant, it should not surprise 
us that the church should be identified by this love. It is primarily identified 
in our everyday love for one another. But, this love is not made up entirely 
of a feeling. It is comprised of actions which communicate care and 
concern for another person. There are many avenues by which we can 
express this. We can do it by acts of service of course. However, it can 
also be communicated through labors of beauty. This might sound strange 
at first. But, if we consider the amount of self that goes into something 
of beauty, it can communicate volumes to another individual. When we 
make a beautifully-crafted blanket for a baby in the church, it says more 
than “here is something to keep your baby warm”. Rather, it communicates 
that we care enough about a family among us to specifically take time out 
of our day to make something that is not only functional, but brings beauty 
to their life.

This can also apply to the surrounding, unbelieving community. When we 
hold a Fall Festival where well-crafted BBQ is offered to the community, it 
is a way in which we can communicate to our neighbors that they are more 
than a stomach to feed. Because of our overflowing love for one another, 
we can’t help but give of ourselves to serve them with that same love. Such 
love produces things that are beautiful for those beyond our own church 
doors. By consistently loving the community in similar ways, the Lord can 
work through this love and beauty to stir the hearts of those whom He has 
reserved for Himself. It is amazing to think that the same redemptive love 
that ignited our love for Him and made us beautiful can be used through us 
to draw others into His fold. 

Conclusion

When we consider the idea of a world without majestic forests, trilling birds, 
and bubbling brooks, the truth is that such a world is inconceivable from 
the perspective of good, solid theology. God is love. That love is constantly 
flooding every aspect of this universe through creation, redemption, church 
life, and evangelism. Such love cultivates beauty wherever it goes. So, why is 
art, beauty, and creativity important? There is more to life than survival. God-
defined life is full of love and beauty.
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  You are AS MuCh SeRving goD
    in looking after your own children,
 and training them up in god’s  fear, 
 and minding the house, 
 and making your household a church for god, 

    as you would be if you had been called to 

      LeAD An ARMY To bATTLe 
           F o R  T h e  L o R D  o F  h o S T S

C.h. SpuRgeon
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n our study of 1 Corinthians we recently came across a verse in Chapter 
12 which uses an interesting word: indispensable. The definition of 
the word means something or someone that is absolutely necessary 

or essential, which cannot be set aside or neglected.  It’s a word found 
only once in the entire Bible, in verse 22. “On the contrary, the parts of the 
body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and on those parts of the 
body that we think less honorable we bestow the greater honor, and our 
unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, which our more 
presentable parts do not require.” In this section Paul is instructing the church 
in Corinth regarding the importance and value of the various spiritual gifts 
given to church members. Specifically, he has just implored them in earlier 
verses not to prioritize the gifts given by the Holy Spirit. All gifts are God given

and necessary and we are not to place greater importance on certain gifts 
over others. As for these indispensable parts to which he refers… who are 
these indispensable members of the church? The weaker members that Paul 
refers to certainly would include those in the church with disabilities, and the 
inclusion of these members is critical and essential to the well-being of the 
church.  We need to reflect on that, to think that those among us, which the 
world looks upon as ‘broken,’ should have such an important role in the body 
of the church, as to be described as indispensable. As we read in the Bible 
how God uses people in His great redemptive plan, do we see God choosing 
the smartest, handsomest, richest, and healthiest individuals to carry out his 
tasks? Not usually. There are many examples of God using those afflicted/
disabled in some way as his instruments. Jacob, Moses, Mephibosheth and 
Paul are just a few that come to mind.  Each of these men had a critical role to 
play in God’s plan for His people yet all were deficient in one way or another by 
man’s standard of perfection. This pattern is repeated throughout Scripture. 
So rather than look on those with disabilities with pity, we need to get our 
theology of disability straight, and begin to see them as God sees them, as a 
critical part of his church on earth, many of whom he will use to advance His 
Kingdom. They are truly our indispensable church members. If you’d like to 
read more on this topic, I’d encourage you to check out “Disability and the 
Gospel” by Michael S. Beates.
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The indispensable
Church Member
Dr. Charles Smoak

MY FAiTh ReSTS noT in 

WhAT i  AM 
oR ShALL be, oR FeeL, oR KnoW

b u T  i n  W h A T 

ChRiST iS 
in WhAT he hAS Done 
A n D  i n  W h A T  h e  i S 
n o W  D o i n g  F o R  M e

C.h. SpuRgeon



he fear of public speaking outweighs the fear of death, so the oft-
quoted statistic tells us. If this is true, it reveals a trait central to man: 
the thought of failure, the thought of embarrassment, cripples us 

throughout our lives, so much so that we’d rather die than have an 
audience. Closely related to that fear is our reluctance to do things out 
of our comfort zone, and the hope that maybe we won’t be asked to do 
anything too crazy—that we won’t be asked to do anything we don’t want 
to do. Those within the church are not immune from such fears. There 
are, of course, always those who desire the limelight. Just as common 
are those who would prefer to do what is comfortable. They come to 
church, help with the occasional need, and tithe as is appropriate. They 
then rest in the fact that they are doing all they should—perhaps all they 
could. Often, we think of the former as being prideful and the latter as 
humble. However, can we be humble to a fault? When does modesty go 
beyond humility and actually develop into pride? Is such a thing even 
possible? 
 
Almost 1,500 years ago, Gregory the Great in his now classic work, 
Book of Pastoral Rule (BPR), warns against those who would refuse 
the call to ministry despite a calling and gifting that would align them 
with being a shepherd of God’s church. “There are some, out of true 
humility, who flee because they do not consider themselves worthy.” 
(BPR, 38) He goes on, “no one is truly humble if he understands by 
the judgment of the supreme Will that he ought to govern but then 
refuses.” (BPR, 38) Though this is developed within the context of a 
pastoral call, it extends into all of life: humility is humility only if it 
matches up with the will of God. This notion of humility affects our 
understanding of the call of God and our identity. They are not two 
separate things but are intricately tied together. 

For most, including myself, pride constantly wages war for first place in 
the heart. However, this type of false humility is bound up with our own 
pride. When we desire one position because of pride lurking within our 
hearts and turn away from another opportunity, we are engaged in this 
false humility. No one walks around thinking, “I hope people see how 
proud I really am.” All of us hide our pride under layers of, “No, I don’t 
think I’d be good at that,” and “I’m sure I’d just make a muck of things.” 
We can, of course, say those things we mean the opposite. That is, a sort 
of humility which is only a façade for what we really want—even if it’s 
for people to notice how humble we are! But, when we are comfortable, 
our pride and selfishness rears its head to protect what it has rather than 
to gain what it does not. 

Our dismissal of the things to which the Lord has called us stems 
from a desire to be who we think we are. Whether it’s saying no to 
ministry or saying no to another career for ministry, the choices we 
make are done with the assumption that we know who we are, and 
that we know what we should then do. We see this as far back as the 
commission of that first great prophet, Moses, when he said, “Oh, my 
Lord, I am not eloquent . . . but I am slow of speech.” (Exodus 4:10) 
The Lord’s response confronts what Moses so fears: “Who has made 
man’s mouth? . . . Is it not I, the LORD?” (4:11) When Moses pleads 
with God once more, the response is less rhetorical, but instead, his 
anger burns against Moses. This is clearly a response that does not 
please the Lord. Our call is far less demanding than Moses’, and our 
response is not to be one of refusal, but obedience, even if a reluctant 
obedience. (BPR, 38) 

How does this help us understand the call of God? Whether it is to 
vocational ministry or to ministry in the workplace, the Lord does not 
allow us to define who we are. In our sinful, paradoxical minds, we can 
simultaneously be consumed with pride and racked with self-doubt. 
Neither of these are a part of the Christian life. Few verses bring a 
solution to this plight like Psalm 8:3-6. When we look at the works of God, 
humility develops in our hearts—we realize just how little we are, and yet, 
somehow simultaneously, we have been crowned with glory and honor. 
We have been given dominion over the works of creation. Now, through 
the gift of his Spirit, we are called into the service of God. 

Do not read this as a call to “find the god within yourself and do the 
best you can.” The dignity of man, this lowly honor we possess, is not 
the dignity found within our hearts. It is established at creation, and it 
is natural to man. But we cannot find it in what we think will provide us 
with honor. No, this dignity is only found when we come face-to-face 
with the one, true God—particularly in the God-man, Jesus Christ. And 
just as we can only find it in the presence of the God of grace, so we can 
only find it in the context in which he places and to which he calls us. If 
this is the case, when we deny the summons of the Lord, it is not from a 
place of humility, but it is from a place of pride: pride that we know what 
we were made for, that we know what we will excel at. 

First, the idea that Gregory presents us with concerning “true” v. “false” 
humility, would suggest that my assessment of myself isn’t always 
accurate. In fact, it probably isn’t accurate. Thus, the context I find myself 
in and the evaluation of others is a necessary, and at times more valuable, 
contribution to who I am. Second, as we have said before, the dignity of 
man is not found within the human heart, but it is instead found face-
to-face with the God who saves. Through the blood of Christ and the 
regenerating power of the Spirit, I am now made right with this God. It 
is this Christ’s prerogative to ask of his servants, “Who are you?” That 
question tells us who we are and who he is—the king of kings. The role he 
has given me will not be without his blessing and Spirit accompanying me. 
Lastly, God as a sovereign God who works all things together for the good 
of those who love him, does not let my failures and embarrassments pass 
on in vain.  Instead, he uses them to transform us into one who, not long 
from now, will be found worshipping him and glorifying him at the table of 
the Lamb for the first time unto eternity.  

These each seem impractical; there may be no way to make them 
“practical” in a way to which we’ve grown accustomed. However, to 
understand our calling, we must first understand who it is who has 
called us. And to understand where we’ve been called to, we must not 
look first within ourselves but to the One who has called us. He has not 
left us without a helper. In fact, he has left us more than a helper—he 
has even given us new life. Only when we recognize what we’ve been 
given and to what we’ve been called, can we walk in humility towards 
the God who calls us his. 
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nother dose of what has been and will be happening in the life 
of the church. If I leave anyone or anything out that should be 
mentioned, please be forbearing.

We join with Kristyn and Eddie Barrett in celebrating the birth of their 
newborn son, Graham, and with Jessica and Bobby Atkinson in the birth 
of their newborn son, Ian. We also look forward to the birth of six new 
covenant children, to Yannick and Astrid, Brian and Mary Wilson, Lee and 
Haley Jock, Jon and Brittany Drye, Greg and Tracy Bajan, and Brad and 
Ansley Ewton. There may be more but I can’t keep up! 

We also look forward to the marriages of Katy Smith and Tom Weldon, 
Rachel Ballou and Matthew Cooke, and Ryan Kaufman and Lydia Pearson.

It was very sad to have to say goodbye to longstanding members Curtis 
and Jenna Stiles, who have left Sovereign Grace because they have moved 
away from the Charlotte area. They and the boys will be missed, and we 
look forward to seeing them on the occasional visit. By God’s grace we 
look forward to the addition of new members to Sovereign Grace, with 
roughly another 15 people set to join. The Lord has been blessing us 
numerically as people seek to find a welcoming and nurturing church-
family, that prizes the “ordinary means of grace” and Reformed worship.  

LOOKING BACK 

Sovereign Grace prioritizes the preaching and teaching of God’s Word 
more than anything else. Our Sunday School series have included Dr. 
Currid teaching through Exodus; myself and several interns teaching 
through Malachi in the Young Adult Class; and Dr. James Anderson and

others teaching through Nancy Pearcey’s book, Love Thy Body. Pastor Bill 
has been preaching through Daniel on Sunday mornings, and the other 
pastors through 2 Corinthians in the evenings.

The Anna Society - a monthly gathering of older ladies in the congregation for 
lunch, fellowship, and a devotional at Park Place Restaurant – has continued 
to meet thanks to the organization of Pastor Dean. The Caleb Society, which 
is for older men of the congregation, has also met bi-monthly. 

It has been so encouraging to see the attendance boost to an average of 80 
people at the Wednesday Evening meetings. Pastor Bill has been and will 
continue to teach through the book of Proverbs. Speaking of a growth in 
attendance, it has been encouraging to hear of an increase in attendance 
at Brighton Gardens on Sunday afternoons. If you’d like to attend or be 
involved in this ministry, please contact Ruling Elder, Ron Barnwell. 

The several weekly Bible studies that punctuate the life of Sovereign Grace 
have continued consistently. For more information on the three women’s Bible 
studies that take place on Mondays and Thursdays, contact Kathryn Bowser. 
Two men’s Bible studies take place on Friday mornings, and the men’s Saturday 
morning study of the Gospel of Luke has progressed over the last quarter.  

It is with a heavy heart that I have to inform you that I did not win the 
Young Adult Men’s FIFA Soccer Xbox Tournament that took place at the 
Wilson household. Nine men and a lot of bravado descended on the Wilson 
household for the gaming extravaganza, and somehow intern Matthew 
Sparks pulled off an unlikely win (pictured below).

A

Life of
the Church
Rev. Rob Dykes
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i find it most true that the 
greatest temptation outside 
of hell is to live without 
temptations; if water stands 
it rots; faith is the better for 
the sharp winter storms in its 
face and grace withers without 
adversity. The devil is but god’s 
master fencer to teach us to 
handle our weapons

Samuel Rutherford
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No doubt in a far more sanctified state, women from the congregation 
gathered together on February 8 for a Women’s Prayer Meeting. Hopefully 
it will be the first of many. 

The Scottish Fellowship Evening took place on February 22. Around 100 
people gathered for traditional Scottish dancing. The less said about the 
quality of the dancing the better, although I noticed that the “dancers” 
had no shame in applauding themselves at the end of each of the four 
dances. Thankfully the quality of the evening was improved by the 
musical performances from the ladies of the Anderson family, and the 
duet from Gary Flye and Mark Capper. There were games for the children 
(and tug-of-war for the men), Scottish snacks, a raffle, and a first and last 
attempt at stand-up comedy by myself. 

LOOKING FORWARD

The Sovereign Grace Arts Committee has really enriched the life of the 
church since it was founded last year. Even in this past quarter alone they 
provided a Movie Analysis Evening on January 31, a Roundtable with 
Carmella Jarvi on February 15, and a Music Concert on February 28. The next 
event is the Arts Festival on April 25, which will include a gallery, workshop 
demonstrations, and taste-testing. The deadline for artwork submission is 
April 1. They will also be hosting another Music Concert on March 24. This is 
a free concert of classical music presented by the Rhodora Wind Trio (oboe, 
flute and clarinet), which performs extensively throughout the southeast.

Before that there are other events planned. The Missions Conference is 
on March 7-8 when Dr. Rod Culbertson will be our guest speaker. The Pre-
Missions Sunday School on March 1 will provide brief updates on all 30 
of the missionary works we support (see page 25 for a full list). Then the 
conference itself begins with a Ladies’ Brunch at the Barnwell’s house on 
March 7, when missionary wives will share about their experiences on 
the field. Throughout the Saturday and Sunday we will hear directly from 
several of our missionaries who serve in Europe and countries in Asia 
and Africa where Christians are persecuted. 

The next Young Adult Ladies Evening is on March 20 when the ladies will 
go out for a meal and painting.

The Youth Group, who last met formally for a Game Night at the Stewarts’ 
household on Valentine’s Day, will be having a Youth Retreat on March 
27-29. For more information contact intern Taylor Wright. 

On that same weekend our sister church, Christ Covenant, will be hosting 
a marriage conference called I Still Do. There will be lectures from Dave 
Harvey who authored the wonderful book, When Sinners Say ‘I Do’, and 
workshops taught by Jim and Caroline Newheiser, and Bob and Ann 
Maree Goudzwaard. For more information visit ibcd.org/i-still-do online.

Looking into April and beyond, ladies don’t forget to sign up for the 
Women’s Conference taking place on April 3-4. For more information 
about this time away for fellowship and teaching, contact Kathryn Bowser. 

Our Vacation Bible School (VBS) this summer is scheduled for June 22-
25 (Monday -Thursday). It is called Proof Pirates and the children will 
learn the acronym PROOF, which teaches that God’s grace is Planned, 
Resurrecting, Outrageous, Overcoming, and Forever. There will be 
singing, skits, games, snacks and Bible lessons. For more information, 
to volunteer, or to register your child, visit sovereigngrace.org/vbs or 
contact our Director of Children’s Ministry, Danielle Belcher.  

Additionally, our Brookstone VBS will be held July 20-23. This afternoon 
VBS seeks to share the Gospel with children from less privileged 
backgrounds at Brookstone School. 

Finally, Sovereign Grace will be sending her third Missions Team to 
Solihull Presbyterian Church (near Birmingham, England) on July 17-27. 
This trip will definitely be a memorable time for all those who serve. It 
is striking that more than half of last year’s team went the year prior. 
Sovereign Grace volunteers will a) be encouraged spiritually, especially 
as they step out and serve The Lord in faith, b) form very close bonds to 
fellow Sovereign Grace team members, c) form lovely friendships with 
Solihull members, d) be an encouragement to Christians in a part of the 
world where being a Christian can be lonely, e) Have opportunities to 
serve and share the Gospel, f) be able to enjoy some of the sights and 
sounds of England, and g) have unfettered access to British chocolate. 
For more information contact Pastor Rob.

         if i could hear Christ praying for me
         in the next room, 
         i would not fear 

A MiLLion eneMieS. 
Y e t  d i s t a n c e  m a k e s  n o  D i F F e R e n C e . 

                      he is praying for me

Robert Murray M’Cheyne
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MEMBERS

Nate & Naomi Bower  
Jonathan & Erica Hood  
Josh & Sarah Kitchen  
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North Carolina

Ohio
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New England
South Carolina
Scotland
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Czech Republic
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England
Africa
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Costa Rica
Asia
Europe
Italy
Greece

pray for 
our Missionaries
The Missions Committee



ennifer’s story and mine (Jason) began on opposite coasts in the early 
70’s. Even though we grew up 2,500 miles apart, we had strikingly 
similar childhoods. Jen was born and raised in Portola Valley, CA (next 

to Stanford University), and I grew up in Chapel Hill which is home to The 
University of North Carolina.  

We were both raised in moral, nominally Christian households with loving 
parents. We were both raised in families with three children, and we both grew 
up in a liberal denomination called the United Church of Christ.

Jen and I both came to faith early in high school.  I came to faith through Young 
Life and stayed involved as an adult leader for many years.  Jen came to faith 
through the youth ministry of Menlo Park Pres., a large evangelical church 
in the Bay Area.  Our coming to faith caused ripples in our family dynamics 
with our siblings and parents; they noted the changes in our attitudes and 
outlooks, but were not really understanding or supportive of our newfound 
faith in Christ.  It is only by God’s sovereign grace that we came to faith and we 
thank Him constantly for calling us to Himself.

I attended UNC for college and after graduation in 1994 moved to Atlanta to 
work for a major commercial real estate development firm, Trammell Crow 
Residential.  Jen went to Vanderbilt in Nashville, TN and fell in love with the 
South. During college, she was very involved with RUF’s campus ministry 
and grew in her theological understanding and grounding in God’s Word.  
She spent her summers working at Camp Greystone in Hendersonville, NC, 
and then moved to Atlanta after she graduated to work in HR.  Jen and I met 
shortly after her arrival through a co-ed Bible Study.  In fact, Jen was the one 
who introduced me to the reformed faith.  It wasn’t love at first sight, but over 
the course of many months, we were steadily drawn to one another.  

After a few years in Atlanta, I decided to pursue an MBA from UNC’s business 
school.  Jen moved to Chapel Hill and started working at Duke University, in HR 
and Development (fund raising).  We got engaged on her birthday and were 
married over Spring break, in 1998.  Though I am a diehard Tarheel, I have an 
unabashed soft spot for Duke.  It was truly a wonderful place for Jen to work.

After graduate school, we moved to Boca Raton, FL where I opened an office 
for an Atlanta-based real estate developer, Wood Partners.  But South Florida 
was truly a foreign place to us culturally.  While we were often homesick and 
felt like ducks out of water, the Lord cared tenderly for us during our time 
there.  We moved there with no children and returned with four sons: Jack-
19, Scott-16, Andrew-14 and Davis-13.  We made unlikely lasting friendships 
with other young Christian families, learned to parent Biblically, and served 
in new ways at two PCA churches during our 8 year sojourn.  

I was first ordained as a Ruling Elder at First Pres. of Coral Springs during 
a tumultuous time that was precipitated by a change in senior minister.  
Jennifer was a stalwart support to me and she would prove herself 
even more loving and supportive during a future season of trial here in 
Charlotte.  Through the experience of serving in a time of infighting and 
name calling, we came to love the Lord more and to know the pain and 
angst that can sometimes accompany ministry.  The Lord changed our 
understanding of what the church should be; how it should function as 
the Body of Christ, and the elements of true worship. We would not be 
at Sovereign Grace today, had it not been for the painful trials at both 
our churches in Florida. 

We moved 40 miles north to Palm City, FL in 2003, and a few months later I 
started my own development company, Mission Properties.  Mission focuses 
on apartment communities, but through the years we have completed a wide 
variety of real estate projects.  At that time, we had no conception of how 
the decision to start my own company would alter our future.  The Florida 
economy melted down in 2006 and my business suffered; so much so, that I 
needed to find a job.  The Lord was gracious to provide a timely opportunity for 
me to join Crescent Resources, a subsidiary of Duke Energy, here in Charlotte.  
We arrived in May of 2007, and joined SGPC shortly thereafter.  Though Bill 
had been serving as Senior Pastor for several months, our first Sunday at SGPC 
was the first Sunday with the rest of the Barcley family in Charlotte.
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Within a year of our arrival, the great recession was wreaking havoc on 
Charlotte’s economy.  In less than two years, Crescent filed for bankruptcy 
and I was laid off.  There were no real estate jobs to be had, so I focused on 
working out of Mission Properties’ FL projects and on starting new projects in 
this region.  As my mother would say, “it was a hard row to hoe”.

For several years after my lay off, our financial situation was abysmal. We didn’t 
just lack household income; we owed several banks large sums of money in 
connection with failed real estate projects in Florida. We had to move out of 
our home and into a rental house and Jen went to work at Brookstone Schools.  
Through this extended trial, we were humbled nearly to the point of breaking, 
but we can honestly say that this was the period in our lives of our greatest 
spiritual growth.  Though neither of us would want to endure that trial again, 
we are thankful for the Lord’s sanctifying work. Throughout our struggles, 
the Lord worked steadfastly to draw us together as husband and wife and 
to Himself.  Jen and I had to learn to trust Him completely in all spheres of 
life (learned again through a surprise pregnancy at 40, a harrowing delivery, 
followed by the blessing of our daughter, Sarah Grace-5).  In his perfect timing, 
the Lord has shown his favor and mercy to us.  Mission Properties has thrived 
in recent years and the Lord has restored much of our prosperity.

Early in that trial, I was elected as an Elder here at SGPC. Serving on our 
church’s Session has been one of the great experiences of my life. Jen and I 
have been richly blessed by the exceptionally strong teaching ministry and 
the community of believers here. We really have lived and moved and had 
our being through our church involvement. Since we didn’t experience the 
blessing of growing up as covenant children, we have sought opportunities 
to share Christ with young ones.  Our entire family participates in VBS and 
in nursery.  We have served in many other capacities through the years.  
We are passionate about Christian education.  We love Sunday school and 
Bible studies are often one of the highlights in our week. I hope to continue 
teaching Sunday school and Jen plans to invest in our children’s and women’s 
ministries in the coming years.

Above all, we are thankful that our four sons and our precious daughter have 
had the blessing of growing up as covenant children.  We are so thankful for 
the Lord’s ordering of our lives and we look forward to continuing on the 
journey heavenward with our sweet church family.
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Where are you originally from?

I grew up in Dothan, AL, a town of about 70,000 people surrounded by peanut 
and cotton fields in the southeast corner of the state. My family has deep roots 
there, our family going back six generations in Dothan. My siblings and I were 
all born and raised there. I have two older brothers, two younger brothers, 
three younger sisters, and now three sister-in-laws. Being part of a big family 
has always been fun; it had its challenges like any family does, of course, but I 
wouldn’t trade it for the world! 

One of the biggest areas I’ve seen God work in my life and in my family was 
in 2006 when my youngest sister Hannah was born with Down Syndrome. 
There were a lot of fears early on. She had three surgeries in her first year of 
life, including open heart surgery at just a few months old, and had a feeding 
tube for a few months. Looking back at pictures from her first year of life, it’s 
incredible to remember how small and sick my now healthy little sister was!

I especially remember seeing what a beautiful thing the body of Christ can be. 
While my parents were away at Children’s Hospital in Birmingham for most 
of Hannah’s first year, our church at home poured into us with food, help 
around the house, car rides, babysitting, and lots and lots of prayer. We had 
people send notes and emails and texts whom we had never even met but 
who wanted us to know they had heard about Hannah and were praying for 
us. Today she’s still an adorable handful but a great bundle of joy.

How did you come to know the Lord?

One of God’s greatest graces in my life was placing me in a covenant family. Like 
all my other siblings, I was baptized as an infant at First Presbyterian Church

of Dothan (PCA), where my father is a ruling elder. Growing up in a covenantal 
Presbyterian home, we learned the children’s catechism, memorized Bible 
verses, and were always at church anytime the doors were opened. My parents 
read me the Bible and always pointed me to Jesus. I can happily and honestly 
say I can never remember a day when I did not trust Christ as my Savior and 
seek to lead a Christian life according to the Scriptures. When I was younger I 
thought I had the most bland testimony imaginable. As I got older I realized just 
how gracious God had been to me, how many blessings He had put in my life. 

What do you like to do in your spare time?

When I’m not busy I mostly enjoy reading – theology, biography, any good 
piece of fiction, and most anything related to the Lord of the Rings. When I 
have a spare Saturday and a place to go, I love to hit the trail and hike. To me 
there’s hardly anything more enjoyable than a quiet hike in the woods. I also 
enjoy playing the piano, which I’ve played since I was about seven years old.

Where did you go to college?

I graduated high school in 2013 and that fall went to the one place I had always 
wanted to go to school – Auburn University in Auburn, AL. My father and both 
of his sisters graduated from Auburn, as well as one of my older brothers, not 
to mention the fact that I had grown up going to Auburn football games as far 
back as I can remember. I studied civil engineering and got my bachelor’s the 
spring of 2017. 

Two spiritually forming factors at Auburn stand out. The first is the church 
I attended, Trinity Presbyterian in Opelika, AL (where some might know 
Bruce Bowers is the associate pastor, though I didn’t make the connection 
with Sovereign Grace until much later). The faithful expository preaching and 
reverent worship echoed what I had grown up with and was week-by-week 
food for the soul. It was also here that I first learned the joy of Psalm singing, 
which is still one of my favorite parts of corporate worship.

The second factor was Reformed University Fellowship (RUF). Two things stand 
out about RUF at Auburn. The first was how Christ-centered it was. Jesus simply 
became more wonderful to me over four years, and I credit much of that to God 
working through RUF. The second thing is the community of believers my own
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age. I had grown up in a good church, but with the exception of my best friend, 
I never felt like I had any deep friendships – the sort of people I could come to 
with my problems or have a spiritual conversation with. At RUF I made lifelong 
friends with whom spiritual conversation came perfectly naturally. To this day 
my closest and most impactful friendships are with guys I met in RUF at Auburn.

How did you come to Charlotte and Sovereign Grace?

My journey to Charlotte goes back to Auburn. The summer after my 
sophomore year the youth pastor of my church in Dothan asked me to 
come work as the youth intern for the summer. I didn’t have any desires for 
ministry but needed a summer job so I agreed. That summer I fell in love 
with ministry, and God began building a desire to pursue vocational ministry. 
I wrestled a lot at that time with vocational questions. In the end, I knew I 
wanted to pursue ministry more than I wanted to be an engineer and I had 
far more people pushing me toward ministry than engineering.

Going back to school that summer it felt plain that I needed to pursue 
ministry. RUF had had a large impact on my life and I knew that I wanted some 
hands-on ministry experience before going to seminary, so after I graduated 
in May of 2017 I began working with RUF as an intern at Tennessee Tech 
University in Cookeville, TN. Working with college students was challenging 
but rewarding, and I am very thankful for my time with RUF.

I ended up in Charlotte and at Sovereign Grace specifically because of my RUF 
campus minister at Tennessee Tech, Gavin Breeden. I had mostly considered 
other seminaries besides RTS Charlotte, but knew Gavin enjoyed his time as a 
student there, so I decided to visit. There wasn’t a lightning bolt moment, but 
the more I thought about it the more I knew I wanted to go to school there. 
Once I decided on RTS, Gavin highly recommended Sovereign Grace where, 
as some veteran members may recall, he interned when he was in seminary. 
My first Sunday in town I visited during the evening service and knew almost 
immediately this was where I wanted to worship while in seminary.

I am now in my second semester of seminary at RTS and loving it! It’s a privilege 
to get to spend time in concentrated study of the Bible and theology and among 
such an amazing group of students. It is yet another great blessing from a God 
who has, from my infancy, shown incredible love and mercy to this covenant child.
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