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We see the signs of Christ’s return all around us. They are enough to cause the heart of the child 
of God to grow fearful. Will we be able to stand against the certain onslaught of the evil one?  

God, who is ever faithful, does not leave his flock defenseless against the attacks of the devil or 
the wicked world. These attacks will increase as the day of our Lord approaches and will be so strong 
that the elect will almost be deceived (Matt. 24:24). To preserve his church, God has appointed 
watchmen to warn and protect her.  

Although the command to watch comes to each of us (see Matthew 24:42), this charge comes 
especially to office-bearers, and more directly to ministers. In this article we will look at the calling of 
ministers to be watchmen and examine our response to their warnings, admonitions, and rebukes.  
 
Watchman 

The calling of a minister is compared to that of a watchman on the walls of a city: “Son of man, I 
have made thee a watchman unto the house of Israel: therefore hear the word at my mouth, and give 
them warning from me” (Ezek. 3:17). A watchman was the city’s first line of defense, and its most vital. 
Not only did he scan the horizon for the approaching enemy, he also made sure the wall of the city was 
strong. Should there be a weak spot that could be exploited by an approaching foe, the watchman 
would see to it that the breach was repaired.  

So too with the minister as spiritual watchman of the church. In 2 Corinthians 11:13, Paul 
expressed his fear that his flock would fall away from the truth and have their minds “corrupted from 
the simplicity that is in Christ.” In his letter to the Thessalonians, he warned against fornication and 
stealing, teaching the church that God calls them to holiness (1 Thess. 4:7). There is also a cheap form of 
Christianity against which the minister will warn the people. J.C Ryle addressed this when he wrote, 
“There is a common worldly kind of Christianity in this day, which many have, and think they have 
enough—a cheap Christianity which offends nobody, and requires no sacrifice—which costs nothing, 
and is worth nothing” (J.C Ryle, Holiness, intro). Faithful ministers today are duty bound to warn the 
people against danger, especially the danger of false doctrine. In the Formula of Subscription, the 
minister vows to “refute and contradict” all errors, and also “to exert [themselves] in keeping the church 
free from such errors.”  

This command is especially pressing in the last days. According to Matthew 24:11 false prophets 
will arise that will deceive many. Because of these false prophets, there will be a great falling away, 
which means many who once professed the truth will corrupt it and finally deny it all together (2 Thess. 
2:3). Life and death are at stake in the minister’s work in the church. If a minister fails to warn his flock 
of danger within or without the church, the blood of those people will be required at his hand (Ezek. 
3:20). 
 
The Warnings 

Against such a backdrop, the faithful minister of God will warn the people not only against 
apostasy but will even sharply warn the people against indifference toward the truth. The church at 
Thessalonica had the truth, but they did not love it, and for that reason, God sent them “strong 
delusion, that they might believe a lie” (2 Thess. 2:11). 

These warnings must come often, and more frequently as the day of our Lord approaches. Paul 
told the church that he “ceased not to warn every one night and day with tears” (Acts 20:31).   

We have received such rebukes recently from two of our ministers. In the March 1, 2020 issue 
of The Standard Bearer, Rev. Jon Mahtani, called attention to a “widespread problem in our churches.” 



The problem he confronted us with is our misuse of alcohol. “Alcohol abuse is one of the most 
minimized but prevalent sins within conservative Reformed churches such as ours.” The rebuke was 
sharp. “Many readers may stubbornly deny that the above is an accurate description of certain trends 
among us. I boldly insist that it is; denial is often due to the blinding power of sin or our proud naiveté.” 
His reason for issuing the rebuke was noble; “It is not just hell that should be of concern to us. It’s the 
spiritual health of Christ’s church.”1 

The second warning came in the August 2020 issue of Sword & Shield. Here, Rev. Andy Lanning 
warned us that if “the Protestant Reformed Churches fail to acknowledge the precise topic of 
theological controversy, they will be ignorant of the heresy that threatens them. Being ignorant of it, 
they will fall into it again and embrace it again. The urgent warning must be sounded to the churches: Be 
aware of this false doctrine! And beware lest it overcome you!”2 

To focus on just one of the rebukes, what was your response to Rev. Mahtani’s warning about 
the misuse of alcohol? Were you angry? Did you resent the warning? Did you just write it off and move 
on to the next article? Or did you examine your use of alcohol and conclude that it plays far too large a 
role in your life? Did you examine yourself and your behavior, and resolve, by the grace of God, to walk 
in this sin no longer? Our response to rebukes like these will say a great deal about our spiritual state. 
Are we proud and haughty, unable to receive rebukes? Or do the words of John Calvin describe us? 
“Believers humble themselves and are willing to be treated severely so that they may profit in God’s 
school” (T.H.L Parker, Calvin’s Preaching, 14).  
 
The Response of Unbelief 

We must not allow our response to be shaped by the carnal wisdom that wells up within us: 
“Away with that troublemaker!” This has often been the response of churches that are apostatizing. 
Jeremiah was beaten, abused, and thrown into a pit when he warned back-sliding Israel. Micaiah was 
fed with the bread and water of affliction because he would not fall in line with all of the other prophets 
and speak “good” to the kings (1 Chron. 18). Zechariah was stoned for rebuking Israel (2 Chron. 24:21). 
In modern times, J. Gresham Machen rebuked the Presbyterian Church for her toleration of error, and 
the church acted quickly and tyrannically, charging him with “renouncing and disobeying the rules and 
lawful authority of the Church,” with “advocating rebellious defiance against the lawful authority of the 
Church,” and with “not being zealous and faithful in maintaining the peace of the Church.”3 It then acted 
as every apostatizing church has acted, by putting the faithful minister out. The Christian Reformed 
Church in 1924 did the same, killing the faithful prophets sent by God who warned them of their errors.4  
These are the proud, carnal, unbelieving responses of a church who is taking on the marks of a false 
church, when she “persecutes those who…rebuke her for her errors” (Belgic Confession, Art. 29). 

Machen and Hoeksema are in good company. It took Jesus only one sermon before the people 
tried to kill him. John Calvin speaks of this ungodly, devilish response in his commentary on Luke 4:28 
when he writes, “instead of having their consciences stung to the quick, and seeking a remedy for their 
vices by correcting them, they are only driven to madness. Thus ungodly men not only resist, with 
obstinancy, the judgments of God, but rise into cruelty against his servants.” 

Another unbelieving response is stubbornly to refuse to hear the rebuke. This was the response 
of Israel to Isaiah, saying, “Prophesy not unto us right things, speak unto us smooth things, prophesy 
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deceits: Get you out of the way, turn aside out of the path, cause the Holy One of Israel to cease from 
before us” (Isa. 30:10–11).  

Slander is another wicked response. People resort to name-calling when they are offended, 
accusing the prophet of being arrogant. David learned this firsthand when he asked the question about 
Goliath “for who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that he should defy the armies of the living God” (1 
Sam. 17:26). David’s reward for his courage was a strong reproach from his brother Eliab. Matthew 
Henry’s commentary on this text is insightful and reveals the carnal response to rebuke. “In times of 
general formality and lukewarmness, every degree of zeal which implies readiness to go further, or to 
venture more in the cause of God than others, will be blamed as pride and ambition, and by none more 
than by near relations, like Eliab, or negligent superiors.” 
 
The Response of Faith 

Our response in the face of rebuke must be to bow our heads and cry out, “God be merciful to 
me a sinner” (Luke 18:13). Again on Luke 4:28, Calvin says “we ought to implore the Spirit of meekness.” 
This is our calling, even if everyone else seems to be united in fury against the faithful prophet. 
Remember, it was “all the people” that were gathered against Jeremiah (Jer. 26:9). It is in our nature to 
hate such a man, as Jehoshaphat hated Micaiah because he “never prophesied” good, but “always evil” 
(2 Chron. 18:7).  

Fellow believers, we know the days in which we live are evil days. These are the days Jesus 
promised we would see before his second coming. Apostasy and lawlessness will abound. We are prone 
to both. Our nature sees to it! We ought to give thanks to God that in his love for us he does not leave 
us to our folly, but through his watchmen calls us to repentance and righteousness. Above all, let us 
remember the command of Psalm 105:15, “Touch not mine anointed, and do my prophets no harm.” 

Rebukes? Warnings? Trouble Israel with talk of a sword? This is not trouble, but our redemption. 
This is the narrow way, the despised way, the only way; the way that leads us to repentance and to the 
foot of the cross. Do we think that the church, which has been under the assault of the devil from the 
beginning of time, will now find its way in the world easier and more comfortable as the day of our Lord 
approaches?5 It cannot be, but neither will God forsake his true church by withdrawing from her the 
watchmen who are used by him to awake us out of our slumber. “And that, knowing the time, that now 
it is high time to awake out of sleep: for now is our salvation nearer than when we believe” (Rom. 
13:11). 

Let our response be the response of faith, which always keeps it eye, not on the faces of men, 
but on Jesus Christ alone. Our Savior returns! We can hear his footsteps! His ministers go before him, 
proclaiming the good news of salvation in Christ alone and warning us of the dangers that are on every 
side. Let us honor these prophets, not by praising or honoring their person, but by honoring Jesus whom 
they preach. Let us give thanks to God that he gives to his church in every age, prophets who “have gone 
up into the gaps” and have “made up the hedge for the house of Israel to stand in the battle in the day 
of the LORD” (Ezek. 13:5). 
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5 William Gurnall in his work, The Christian in Complete Armour, describes the battle this way: “The subject of the 
treatise is solemn: a War between the Saint and Satan. And it is such a bloody one that the cruellest war ever 
fought by men will be seen as but sport and child’s play compared to this.” This is not language we are familiar 
with, or even comfortable with. But we should be.  


