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The appropriate response to convic-
tion and awakening and attendant fear is
to seek the face God. Thisis the essence
of Puritan evangelism. Isaiah 55:6 epito-
mizes the message. “Seek the Lord while
He may be found; call upon Him while He
isnear.” Aswe apply this text, we ought
to remember the distinction between the
image of God in the broad sense, the
natural image, and the image of God in the
narrow sense, the moral image. The for-
mer is defaced; the latter is effaced. Be-
cause remnants of the image of God in the
broad sense remain, all human beings
retain certain natural abilities. They are
devoid of all moral ability in the sense of
any ability to do spiritual good. Natural
good is, however, in their grasp. Seeking
involves the use of these natural abili-
ties.

Such a notion should not seem highly
unusual. For example, we encourage our
children to memorize Scripture. Our pro-
cedure is to drill our unconverted little
ones in the word of God. We want them
to get that word in their little minds. We
know once the word of God is in their
little heads, there is a fertile field for the
Sprit of God to work upon them and con-
vert them to faith in Christ. We expect
our children to use their natural abilities
to learn the word of God. If they do not,
we know the likelihood of our children
coming to faith in Christ is diminished
immeasurably. The use of natural ability
is therefore important. The Westminster
Confession of Faith says,

All things in Scripture are not alike
plain in themselves, nor alike clear
unto all; yet those things which are
necessary to be known, believed, and
observed for salvation, are so clearly
propounded, and opened in some
place of Scripture or other, that not
only the learned, but the unlearned, in
adue use of the ordinary means, may
attain unto a sufficient understanding
of them (italics added)."

In one sensg, the Bible is an ordinary
book. You read it like an ordinary book.
You grasp the meaning of the book by
understanding the meaning of the words,

! Westminster Confession of Faith, 1, 7.

the grammar and syntax. On the natural
level you can formally understand the
message of the Bible using ordinary
means. However, there is a far more im-
portant way to understand the Bible, this
is saving under standing.
The whole counsel of God, concem-
ing all things necessary for His own
glory, man’'s salvation, faith and life,
is either expressly set down in Scrip-
ture, or by good and necessary con-
seguence may be deduced from Scrip-
ture: unto which nothing at any time
is to be added, whether by new reve-
lations of the Spirit, or traditions of
men. Nevertheless, we acknowledge
the inward illumination of the Spirit
of God to be necessary for the saving
understanding of such things as are
revealed in the word... (italics
added).?

This means men and women ought to
apply themselves to the word of God e«
erting their ordinary natural abilities to
understand the Scriptures. It is only
when men and women and boys and girls
do this that they may expect the illumi-
nating work of the Holy Spirit to come
upon them and effectually work in them.

Jonathan Edwards discusses thisin a
sermon on Noah from Genesis 6:22 called,
“The Manner in Which the Salvation of
the Soul is to be Sought.”® Edwards
gives this doctrine: “We should be will-
ing to engage in and go through great
undertakings, in order to our salva-
tion.”* He closes his exposition of the
doctrine by saying of Noah, “Such an
undertaking he engaged in and went
through in order to a temporal salvation.
How great an undertaking then should
men be willing to engage in and go
through in order to their eternal salva-
tion.”® | have put it thisway, in the nega-
tive, from my own pulpit. “Men and
women will spare no exertion, financial
outlay or amount of travel to find the

2 Westminster Confession of Faith, 1, 6.
® The Works of Jonathan Edwar ds (Car-
lisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust,
1988), 2:51-57.

* lbid., 51.

® lhid., 52.
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proper help and care for their bodies tor-
mented by physical ailments but they will
hardly walk across the street to receive
care for their souls” This little walk
across the street to hear the word of God
might make all the difference, eternally.

Our Lord speaks in similar terms in
Luke 13:24, “Strive to enter through the
narrow door; for many, | tell you, will seek
to enter and will not be able.” Christ cals
us to exert much energy, even to agonize
with regard to our salvation. If we strive
for our temporal good, ought we not to
strain all our natural abilities and strive for
our eternal good?

We have aready said, the prime no-
tive for seeking God is fear. Thisis Holy
Spirit induced fear. When we encourage
men and women to seek God, their fear
may indeed induce them to do so. John
Gerstner points out this seeking is there-
fore motivated by self-interest and self-
preservation rather than by love. “The
principle of self-interest is the sinners
only point of contact with the gospel
which they hate.”® Gerstner then says,

If men actually do become professing
Christians from the principles of fear
and self-interest alone, they are not
true Christians. A man may start the
search for conversion motivated by
fear and self-interest, but he can never
end it that way. Self-interest may lead
him to seek for conversion, which
conversion would supplant the prin-
ciple of self-interest by God interest.’
Men and women may seek God out of fear
but they must come to the place of serv-
ing God out of love. They love Christ and
therefore obey Him. The love of Christ
constrains them. This change in attitude
and disposition from fear to love is there-
fore very crucial. Conviction producing
fear promotes seeking. Only God canfill a
fearful heart with love.
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IN RESPONSE - SEEK THE LORD USING THE MEANS OF GRACE

by Dennis Prutow

What does it mean to seek the Lord?
The proper method of seeking in-
volves man’s doing all that is within
his natural power. Hearing the word,
being honest in his dealings with
neighbors, living peaceably with all
men—in fact, all Christian dutiesin so
far as they fall within the power of the
unconverted are included.*

One Christian duty is attending the

means of grace.
The work we have to do is not an
obedience to only some, but to all the
commands of God; a compliance with
every ingtitution of worship; adiligent
use of all the means of grace; a doing
of all duty towards God and towards
man.”?

John Gerstner explains seeking.

Now this is what you do. This is
what anybody talking to me if | were
in this state of a seeker would be tell-
ing me, “Read this book.” Faith
comes by hearing. That doesn’t mean
every time you hear the message from
this book, or read it, faith is generated.
But what it does mean is that when
God gives faith it's always in connec-
tion with the hearing of the message
of thisbook....

A seeker would also be where you
are now, in the house of God, in a Re-
formed church, on the Sabbath Day,
paying attention to the exposition of
truth, encountering God as the Spirit
works with you. If you are converted,
it's almost inevitably in connection
with this Word and most usualy in
connection with the exposition of this
Word in the house of God, as the Pu-
ritans would observe time and time
again. Thisisthe most likely place for
aperson to be converted....

The Puritan Thomas Shepard exhorts,

“*Seek the Lord and his strength, seek his
face evermore;’ in all means, at al times,

! John H. Gerstner, The Rational Biblical
Theology of Jonathan Edwards, 3:50-51.
% The Works of Jonathan Edwards (Car-
lisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust,
1988), 2:52.

% John H. Gerstner, Reformed Evangelism
(Sterling, KS: The Sterling Pulpit, 1996), 7-
8.

but seek his strength then....”* The out-
ward and ordinary means are God’s ordi-
nances, primarily the reading and
preaching of God’sword and prayer.® “O,
labor for more of Christ in his servants, in
his ordinances, in his providences, in his
saints....”® Matthew Henry adds, com-
menting on Romans 12:2,
But be you transformed, that is, “use
the means which God hath appointed
and ordained for it.” It is God that
turns us, and then we are turned; but
we must frame our doings to turn,
Hos. v. 4. [That is] “Lay your souls
under the changing transforming in-
fluences of the Spirit; seek God for
gracein all the means of grace.”’

Matthew Henry refers to Hosea 5:4
which, in the Authorized Version, reads,
“They will not frame their doings to turn
unto their God: for the spirit of whore-
doms [ig] in the midst of them, and they
have not known the Lord.” What does it
mean that the people would not frame
their doings to turn to God?

They would not consider their ways,
nor dispose themselves into a serious
temper, nor apply their minds to think
of those things that would bring them
to God. It is true we cannot by our
own power, without the special grace
of God, turn to him; but we may by
the due improvement of our own fac-
ulties, and the common aids of his
Spirit, frame our doingsto turnto him.
Those that will not do this, that pre-
pare not their hearts to seek the Lord
(2 Chron. xii. 14), owe it to themselves
that they are not turned....

Rehoboam reigned seventeen yearsin
Jerusalem. “He did evil because he did
not set his heart to seek the Lord” (2
Chronicles 12:14). The Authorized Ver-
sion says, “And he did evil, because he
prepared not his heart to seek the Lord.”
Psalm 78:8 says something similar. Israel

* Thomas Shepard, The Parable of the
Ten Virgins(Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria
Publications, 1990), 245.
® Westminster Shorter Catechism, An-
swer 88.
® Ibid., 180.
" Matthew Henry, 6:456.
® Ibid., 4:1147.
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was to teach their children. We too must
teach our children to “not be like their
fathers, a stubborn and rebellious genera-
tion, a generation that did not prepare its
heart and whose spirit was not faithful to
God.” J. A. Alexander affirmsthis type of
preparation. “To prepare the heart is to
dispose or devote it to God's service.”®
In what sense? In that sense already de-
scribed by Matthew Henry. Men and
women ought to use their natural abili-
ties under the constraints of conviction
and the fear of eternal destruction, to
avail themselves of the means of grace
and thus prepare themselves to meet with
God. Again, Edwards notes, “Itisin your
power to attend all the ordinances, and all

the public and private duties of religion,
and to do it with your might.”*® In other
words, awakened sinners, persons under
conviction, ought to use their hands to
read the Bible rather than pornography.
They ought to use their feet to go to a
place of worship rather than to atavern or
brothel. They ought to use their ears to
hear the gospel rather than gangster rap.
They ought to use their minds to under-
stand the gospel rather than ply the
pages of worldly literature. The motiveis

fear, fear of judgment. Edwards says in

the same sermon, “Such a manner of
seeking is needful to prepare persons for
the kingdom of God.”** Such seeking is

primarily ause of the means of grace.

As Edwards also tells us, this seeking
“is the ordinary means that God makes
use of to bring persons to an acquain-
tance with themselves, to a sight of their
own hearts, to a sense of their own help-
lessness, and to a despair of their own in
their own strength and righteousness.”
If the appropriate response of sinners
under conviction is to seek the Lord, we
ought to give them that message and en-
courage them in this process.
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IN RESPONSE - THE CHURCH, GOD’'SMEANS OF SALVATION

by Dennis Prutow

One Sabbath evening a member of our
congregation asked this question. What
is the Session’s vision for our congrega-
tion?” Here is my answer. | see the
church as a special place in the world. It
is a place where God dwells in a unique
way. God iseverywhere. But Heis pres-
ent among His people gathered for wor-
ship in special love and grace. Heis pre-
sent in aspecial saving way. My dreamis
to see our congregation be a special
dwelling place of God so that when peo-
ple enter our worshipping community
they have ataste of heaven. When these
people come into our midst, they ought to
have areal taste of the age to come. This
ought to be the case in the singing of
praise, the offering of prayer, the reading
of God's word, and the exposition of that
word.

In the order of the application of sd-
vation, we looked at the first element,
conviction, along with its outworking,
fear, and the proper response, seeking.
My purpose is to place conviction, the
attendant fear, and the impelled seeking in
the context of the ordinary means God
uses to accomplish salvation.

Conviction does not occur in a vac-
uum. It occursin the natural course of life
superintended by the providence of God.
We cannot divorce God'’ s specific acts of
saving love and grace from the world
around us. The stage upon which God
works out our redemption is the created
order. The theater within which God ac-
complished our salvation and in which He
applies it personally to us is the world
immediately surrounding us.

Within this context, how does God
ordinarily apply His salvation?

The visible Church, which is also
catholic or universal under the Gospel
(not confined to one nation, as before
under the law), consists of all those
throughout the world that profess the
true religion; and of their children: and
is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus
Christ, the house and family of God,
out of which thereis no ordinary pos-
sibility of salvation.'

Clearly, the Westminster divines wn-
derstood the church as the ordinary
place men and women come into contact

! Westminster Confession of Faith, 25, 2.

with the things of God in a saving way. |
emphasize, the Confession says this is
ordinarily the case.

Why would we therefore promote
means of evangelism which are out of the
ordinary? Why would we promote, in
the first instance, individualistic, extra-
church evangelism which is, from a bibli-
cal perspective, not the ordinary way
God chooses to work? Ought we not to
concentrate on God’ sordinary means?

| offer an answer. We are so deeply
influenced by the evangelism of para-
church organizations and the broad
evangelical church we are blind to the
need of adistinctly Reformed evangelism.
We easily defend ourselves as Reformed
and evangelize as though we are Ar-
minian. We do not see a contradiction.

We hold to the Five Points of Calvin-
ism and at the same time freely say to
people, “God loves you and Christ died
for you.” We make no distinction hke-
tween the elect and the reprobate in our
evangelism. We see no contradiction.
Do we fear we will lose conversions if we
are distinctively Reformed in our evan-
gelism?

We also fear we will lose conversions
if we do not pressure people into a com
mitment. We therefore seek to close
evangelistic appeals with a prayer of
commitment. Do we fear the Holy Spirit
will not do his promised work? Must we
therefore attempt to do the work of the
Spirit ourselves? Do we redly believe in
sovereign grace? Do we really believe the
sovereign God uses the means He or-
dains? Is the preaching of the word
within the pale of the worshipping com:
munity the ordinary means appointed by
God for the saving of sinners? Or isthe
church, the worshipping community, the
work of the Spirit within the church and
the preaching of the word all rendered
irrelevant by our modern culture?

Speaking of the preaching of the gos-
pel in the church, David Englesma makes
thefollowing points. First,

[T]he church does not proclaim alove
of God for all, adeath of Christ for all,
awill of God for the salvation of all, or
apromise of God to all.

Second, this indiscriminate preach-

ing of the gospel is strictly controlled
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and carried out the sovereign predes-
tination of God, His election and rep-
robation. God makes the preaching of
His church his powerful, indeed effec-
tual, instrument of salvation for every
elect in the audience by the secret op-
eration of the Holy Spirit in the heart
of the elect. God withholds the Holy
Spirit from the reprobate in the audi-
ence...in order that they not be con-
verted by the preaching. Rather, He
exposes their wickedness, renders
them inexcusable, and hardens them
in their sin, without infringing in the
slightest upon their responsibility
What are the special privileges of the
visible church? Hereisthe answer.
The visible church hath the privilege
of being under God’ s special care and
government; of being protected and
preserved in all ages, notwithstanding
the opposition of all enemies, and of
enjoying the communion of saints, the
ordinary means of salvation, and d-
fers of grace by Christ to all the mem-
bers of it in the ministry of the gospel,
testifying, that whosoever believes in
him shall be saved, and excluding
none that will come unto him.®
Within the visible church men and women
enjoy the ordinary means of salvation.
This bears directly on our evangelism. It
is incumbent upon us, first and foremost,
to avail ourselves of the ordinary means
God designed for the saving of sinners. It
is within the context of these ordinary
means we may ordinarily expect God to
work in a saving way. We therefore urge
men and women under conviction to e
pair to the church, the worship of the
church, and the utilization of the means of
grace within the church. What better
place and under what better circum
stances may people seek the Lord for
salvation from sin and eternal death?
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IN RESPONSE - SEEKING THE LORD AND THE VISIBLE CHURCH

by Dennis Prutow

J. |. Packer points out the significance
of the worshipping community.

Worship is not only an expression of
gratitude, but also a means of grace
whereby the hungry are fed, so that
the empty are sent away rich. For
‘there is in worship an approach of
God to man.” ‘God's presence in his
ordinances’ is areality; God is essen-
tialy present in the world, graciously
present in his church.

God is present everywhere. “Where
can | go from Your Spirit? Or where can |
flee from Your presence? If | ascend to
heaven, You are there; if | make my bed
in Sheol, behold, You are there” (Psalm
139:7-8). God is present in heaven in all
His grace, mercy and love. God is also
present in hell, not in mercy, grace and
love but in wrath. The church is an out-
post of heaven. It isatemple. Paul makes
this clear in Ephesians 2:19-22.

So then you are no longer strangers
and aliens, but you are fellow citizens
with the saints, and are of God's
household, having been built on the
foundation of the apostles and
prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being
the corner stone in whom the whole
building, being fitted together, is
growing into a holy temple in the
Lord, in whom you also are being built
together into a dwelling of God in the
Spirit (Ephesians 2:19-22).
God is building believers into a dwelling
place. When Paul speaks of believers
“growing into a holy temple in the Lord”
(Ephesians 2: 21), he has the whole
church in view. The whole church, the
church universal, is vitaly united to
Christ. Thewhole church throughout the
world is fitted together. The whole
church is growing. The whole church is
an holy temple, adwelling place of God.

Paul then turns to the Ephesians and
says to them. “You also are being built
together into a dwelling of God in the
Spirit” (Ephesians 2:22). The local body
of Christ is a dwelling place of God in the
Spirit. God may be present in theworld in
an essential way. He is also present in
the church, the local church gathered for
worship, in agracious way.

Paul expresses this sentiment in 2
Corinthians 6:16 and connects the

thought with the Covenant of Grace.
“We are the temple of the living God; just
as God said, ‘I will dwell in them and walk
among them; and | will be their God, and
they shall be My people’”  Phillip
Hughes attests “Paul’s language indi-
cates the corporate figure....””

In this context, Paul quotes God's
basic covenant promise to verify the truth
of God' s Spirit dwelling with His peoplein
agracious manner. Calvin explains,

[T]he Lord always covenanted with
his servants thus: ‘I will be your God,
and you shall be my people’ Lev.
26:12]. The prophets also commonly
explained that life and salvation and
the whole of the blessedness are an
braced in these words.”*
John Murray then notes the following
about the Calvin’s comments.
Nothing could be more pertinent to
the perspective which is indispensa-
ble to the proper understanding of
covenant revelation than the recogni-
tion that the central element of the
blessing involved in the covenant of
grace is the relationship expressed in
the words, ‘1 will be your God and ye
shall be my people.”*
Christ fulfills the words of Leviticus.
They come to expression in the dwelling
of the Holy Spirit within the church, the
covenant community, and within the
members of the covenant community.

Again, with regard to Ephesians 2:21-
22 Hodge says, “These two verses are
parallel. The whole building grows to a
holy temple. And you Ephesians are
builded together with other believers so
as to form with them this habitation of
God.”® FrancisFoulkes observes,

[W]e are reminded of how far removed
the New Testament thought is from
our individualistic concepts. In 1
Corinthians vi. 19 Paul does speak of
the individual Christian’s body as the
“temple faos) of the Holy Ghost”,
but his thought [here] dwells rather
on the community of Christians as the
temple of (2 Cor. vi. 16), or as the or-
ganism indwelt by theliving Christ.?

If God the Holy Spirit is present in a
special and gracious way within the wor-
shipping community, where will a person
most likely get a taste of the Spirit, come
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under the saving influences of the Spirit,
and come in contact with the ordinary
means of salvation? It is within the wor-
shipping community.

For this reason, the Puritans urged
men and women to avail themselves of
the means of grace in the worshipping
community. J. 1. Packer makesthe point.

How then did the Puritans direct the
unconverted to comply with the sum-
mons to repent that the gospel deliv-
ersto them? [Zachary] Crofton’s an-
swer, which isonce againtypical is as
follows:

First. St with care, constancy,

and conscience under the word of

truth, and the gospel of grace....

The underlying theology is clear.
We sinners cannot change our own
hearts, but we can employ the means
of grace (in this case, lines of disd-
plined prayerful thought) via which
God changes hearts. God ordinarily
gives faith, the mother, and repen-
tance, the daughter, to those who are
resolutely, self distrustfully, implor-
ingly reaching after both.”

Seeking evangelism places high priority
on the church, preaching God's word
vigorously, calling people to seek the
Lord using the means of grace, and
trusting God to use his appointed means
to convert sinnersto faith in Christ.
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