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Prof. Barry Gritters 

 
2 Timothy 2:2: And the things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same 

commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also. 

 

Note: The first article, about preparing for and entering the seminary, can be found in the 

September issue of Beacon Lights.  

 

Questions about the ministry itself 

1. Q: How long does it take to make a sermon?  A: This varies from minister to minister, 

but it takes most of them between at least 10 and 20 hours to make each sermon. This is 

the great majority of their work each week. Good preaching demands this kind of time 

and effort. A minister must “rightly divide the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). Think, once, 

about what a sermon requires. First, the minister prayerfully translates the text from the 

original language. Then, he prayerfully studies the meaning of each word and phrase and 

asks all kinds of questions of the text. He prayerfully looks at the text in its context—the 

chapter and book it’s found in—and in the context of the whole Bible, the gospel. He 

determines what is the main idea of this text, what other ideas are found in the text, and 

how these fit with the main idea. Through the entire process he is thinking about the 

practical importance and necessary applications for the people of God. After he has 

completed hours of work like this, he compares his conclusions with commentaries. Then 

he determines what is the text’s theme which will go into the bulletin and the best way to 

organize all the ideas in the text: what are his “three points.” You can see that this is 

much more than looking at the text for an hour or two and “shaking a sermon out of his 

sleeve,” as some describe a poorly prepared minister. Like Nehemiah, he must read 

distinctly, give the sense, and cause the people to understand the reading (Neh. 8:8). This 

takes long preparation—many hours. 

2. Q: Are there times when you find it hard to write a sermon?  A: This question is similar 

but allows me to say just a little bit more about sermon-making. As I said before, 

sometimes sermon-making is “blood, sweat, and tears.” But wrestling with the text for 

hours and hours is what is required to come up with a good sermon. Of course, there are 

times when making a sermon on one text is easier than the week before; that’s the 

difference from one text to another. But to make a quality sermon—proper and clear 

explanation of the text in which Christ is clearly proclaimed, with pointed applications 

for all the different kinds of people in the audience, and in a way that even the children 

can understand it—this is always very strenuous work. The Bible describes it that way:  

“Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, 

rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). Here, study means “be diligent,” or 

“exert yourself.” The “hardness” or “hardships” that a good soldier must endure, as Paul 

taught Timothy (2 Tim. 2:3), include the hardships of wrestling with texts until the fruit 

of two good sermons is produced.   

3. Q: How many hours per week are spent making sermons, practicing sermons, visiting the 

sick, leading societies, teaching catechism…?  A: The answer to this question isn’t a 

number, like 60 or 80, even though most ministers work more than that. Most Protestant 

Reformed ministers that I know simply work all the hours they have. They work 

Saturdays, most nights, and Sundays, of course. Just as the seminary students, though, 



they carefully budget their days and hours, and reserve time for their families, for 

exercise, for outside reading. But there is always work waiting. Please remember, though, 

that a good minister says what Paul said: “I will very gladly spend and be spent for you” 

(2 Cor 12:15). They run till their tank is empty, work till their energy is exhausted, for 

their love for Jesus Christ and his grace to them.  

4. Q: Do you get nervous when you speak in front of large groups?  A: Yes, in front of 

small groups, too. For experienced ministers, although the nerves improve over time, they 

usually return when it’s a new and different audience. But even in their own 

congregations ministers often have some nervousness. If you think of how important it is 

to speak on behalf of King Jesus, this isn’t surprising. Years ago, one minister said that 

he got sick to his stomach every time he was preparing to preach. Yet the Lord answers 

ministers’ prayers when they ask him for a settled spirit so that they can go to the pulpit 

with confidence and joy. For ministers it’s true in a special way, that “God will give His 

grace and Holy Spirit to those… who with sincere desires continually ask them of Him, and 

are thankful for them” (Heidelberg Catechism, L.D. 45). 
5. Q: How do you prepare for your work with different ages and abilities?  A: One of the 

minister’s greatest joys is to teach catechism to the children and young people. He takes a 

lot of time to prepare lesson plans for each different age group of catechism students. 

Jesus said both “Feed my sheep” and “Feed my lambs.” Even if the material is the same 

for different classes, he prepares differently. Teaching God’s judgments at Babel to 

grades 1–3 is different from grades 4 and 5, which is different yet from grades 6 and 7. 

One of our classes in seminary gives instruction to the students for this very thing. We 

also ask the students to visit area school teachers who are experts at teaching children so 

that we can observe good teachers. Teaching children with different abilities is another 

question, because children of the same age have varied abilities. There, the minister needs 

to be wise and careful so that he does not embarrass anyone with lesser abilities or puff 

up anyone with greater. The main point is that he must make his instruction so clear that 

even those of the least abilities are able to understand the instruction so that they can 

believe in Jesus Christ. 
6. Q: How many times on average does a minister move during his ministry?  A: This is 

something like asking: how many children does the average P.R. mother have? There is 

quite a range. As I scanned the numbers, it looks like the average number of churches our 

older ministers have served is about four. Some have served only two, others as many as 

six or seven. If you look in our Yearbook in the back of the Acts of Synod, you will find 

listed all the ministers—active ministers, retired ministers, and deceased ministers—and 

be able to see for yourself how many churches each one served. And some moved great 

distances; others hardly at all. Before I came to the seminary, I served only two churches 

in 20 years, and Hudsonville was only ten miles from Byron Center. But most ministers 

have served in different states and even different countries.   
7. Q: How difficult is it to move from place to place for missionaries or pastors?  A: The 

children in ministers’ families usually talk about how difficult it is to move, but also how 

good it is to establish friendships in such different places. My wife’s parents (they had 

five daughters) moved to Iowa, Michigan, Iowa, California, Colorado, and then back to 

Michigan again. Even though one story has it that the girls cried all the way from Iowa to 

California, they did recover from that, and have good friends and memories from all the 

different places they lived. Then, when the daughters were all out of the house, their 

parents served in Singapore for ten years. God gives rich grace for this, too. Soon, 



another of our ministers may take the call to Singapore. If you would ask the children of 

some who served as missionaries (Bruinsmas, denHartogs, Holsteges, Lannings, 

Smits…), I trust they would say that God richly blessed them in these different places and 

through the difficult moves. We can be very thankful for God’s grace that enables 

families to do what you might never imagine they would be able to do. 
Questions about ministers’ and seminarians’ wives 

1. Q: What role does the minister’s wife play in the ministry?  A: This is a question that 

could take a whole article, and maybe we should ask someone to write it. Let me say a 

few things here. First, if a seminary student is married, his wife is invited to regular 

meetings with the professors’ wives to talk about their role in the parsonage. The wives 

of a few who married after they were ordained are invited to these meetings, too. There 

are about eight or ten different subjects the women discuss together. Some of the 

meetings have an area minister’s wife come to talk about her experiences in the ministry. 

One thing these meetings emphasize is that every minister’s wife is different; each one 

has her own gifts; and God can use many different personalities to be a blessing for a 

congregation. Having said that, the minister’s wife plays a very important role in a 

church. Even though she isn’t in any leadership position, her support of her husband and 

her example in rearing their children can be a great blessing for the congregation. I have 

been preaching lately about the need for ministers, and at the same time call attention to 

the fact that the girls who may marry a minister have a very important calling too. What 

Proverbs 31 says of every godly woman is true in a special way for a minister’s wife. Let 

her children rise up and call her blessed. Her husband also praises her. This woman that 

fears the Lord shall be praised. Give her of the fruit of her hands, and let her own works 

praise her in the gates. 

2. Q: How would being a minister’s wife be different from the wife of a man with a different 

job?  A: Unlike most wives, the wife of a minister has her husband home for almost 

every meal, which is a great advantage. He can be home when the children come home 

from school to assist his wife at this time. Very few other women have that privilege. It’s 

true, her husband must be gone most evenings, and that can be a hardship for her. But he 

tries to make up for that by assisting in other areas and times. Also, he doesn’t get to sit 

with the family during church very often; so when there is pulpit supply it’s very nice for 

him to be able to be with his family rather than sit with the elders. Her husband is in the 

public eye like very few are, so she may feel some pressure there. But many 

congregations are very supportive and helpful.  

3. Q: How much time does a seminary student’s wife have with her husband?  A: Seminary 

is a time for preparation for the seminarian’s wife, too—that is, if they are married during 

seminary. The students need to train themselves to give enough time to their wives and 

children, even during seminary, because the Bible is very clear: if a man does not know 

how to rule his own house, he cannot rule the church of God (see 1 Tim. 3:5). If he 

cannot or will not care properly for his wife and children, he shows that he will not be 

able to do it when he’s in the ministry either. Of course, ministers’ wives and children 

learn to sacrifice here, too. And then they cherish and guard jealously the special times 

Dad carves out for them, like we did with our Friday late afternoons and evenings when 

the children were little. 

 

Questions about the ministry, generally 

 



1. Q: How are we to view the importance of the ministry?  A: Ah, the best question of all! 

Let me answer it in a backwards way. Try to imagine not having a minister. Try to 

imagine a life where you did not attend church and hear sermons that fed you. You did 

not go to catechism to learn the gospel. You did not learn of Jesus’ loving sacrifice that 

makes you acceptable to God, the Great Judge, before whom you must stand someday. 

On Sunday, instead of going to hear a sermon, you went to watch or play ball games. 

Imagine going to bed at night without praying, but very much aware that there is a God in 

heaven who sees you in your sins. What a terrible way to live! Then realize that the 

blessing of having faithful ministers is that you and your parents are taught the gospel, 

enjoying spiritual feasts on Sunday and in catechism lessons. You do know the 

forgiveness of your sins. You do stand before God every night and hear him say, “I 

forgive you, for Jesus’ sake! I will not punish you for your sins.” And when there are 

troubles in your life, you remember your Heidelberg Catechism lesson when the minister 

explained how you can be “patient in adversity,” and that when you look into the 

uncertain and scary future, you are sure that “nothing shall separate us from His love; 

since all creatures are so in His hand, that without His will they cannot so much as move” 

(Lord’s Day 10). Of course, you learn these things from your parents, too. But without 

the gift of the ministry, your parents would not know them either. That is, you cannot 

emphasize enough how important our ministers are. They are God’s messengers, sent to 

us with a very special message we must hear. Please pray for your minister. And pray to 

know whether God has called you to a place in the ministry—as a minister or a minister’s 

wife. 

2. Q: Do you feel like you are making an impact?  A: I can answer this as a professor in the 

seminary or from the point of view of a minister in the congregations. (Before I do, 

please be aware that both ministers and professors know that “making an impact” means 

that God uses them as a tool to bring the word as a saving power for his people. Apart 

from God blessing our work, we accomplish nothing.) (1) As a professor, I pray every 

morning that God will use me for the good of the students here at seminary. I ask God to 

use my instruction for their good (insofar as it accords with scripture); to forgive and 

overrule what I do that’s sinful; and, through the other professors, to fill in what gaps 

there are in my knowledge and experience for the instruction of the students. The three 

current full-time professors have all taught the last 23 ministers who have entered the 

ministry in the Protestant Reformed Churches. Prof. Dykstra, who has taught since 1996, 

also took part in the training of the eight before that. That’s 31 of the 39 active ministers 

in the churches. We thank the Lord that he is using our seminary for good. (2) If the 

professors pray that they have an impact, so also do ministers in congregations. I cannot 

think of a deeper desire in the heart of a faithful minister than the well-being of the sheep 

God has entrusted to him. And when God answers those prayers, often the minister can 

see it. Young people whom he taught catechism make confession of their faith. Young 

couples who heard his preaching marry in the Lord and have children whom they rear in 

the fear of the Lord. Young men in the congregation mature under his ministry and 

become fruitful members, sometimes faithful deacons or elders. Dying saints die in peace 

through the word he brings. I think you understand that we don’t credit the man for any 

of this, for it’s God’s work. But God uses means, and the minister is the earthen vessel 

that carries this precious word for the saving of souls. Ministers think often of Paul’s 

exhortation to Timothy: “Take heed unto thyself, and unto the doctrine; continue in them: 

for in doing this thou shalt both save thyself, and them that hear thee” (1 Tim. 4:16). The 



salvation of the people of God is bound up in the work of the ministers. Is there anything 

more important (“impactful”) than that? 

 

Questions about professors and the seminary 

 

1. Q: How long did you have to go to school to become a professor? What training is 

necessary for a professor in our seminary?  A: In our churches, a man must be a minister 

for some years before he can be a professor. 2 Timothy 2:2 teaches that ministers must 

train men to be ministers. So, further university training is not as important as good 

experience in the ministry. Prof. Cammenga (and soon, Prof. Huizinga) does not just 

teach dogmatics; he teaches men to use dogmatics as ministers. Prof. Dykstra (and soon, 

Prof. Kuiper) does not just teach church history; he teaches the students the importance 

and use of church history for ministers who preach sermons and teach catechism. And it 

would not make sense for me to give instruction on how to preach and teach catechism (a 

couple of my courses) if I had not spent many years preaching and teaching catechism. 

Now, it is also true that when a minister accepts synod’s appointment to teach in the 

seminary, he gets further education to help him teach in his area of specialty. Prof. Kuiper 

just finished his degree at Calvin Seminary in church history; Prof. Huizinga is studying 

for a further degree in some area of dogmatics. If a minister gives himself full-time to 

these studies, he can finish in two years.   

2. Q: How many professors are needed at the seminary?  A: Our seminary has three. Each 

has to teach many different subjects, with the result sometimes that the professor can 

become an “expert” in only a few. From 1924 until 1973 we only had two professors. 

Three is much better than two, but four would be a great help. As much as we could use 

another professor, we need students. How urgently we need students! Today, we have 

four vacant churches, eight ministers aged 65 or older, and next summer another minister 

must be called to take my place.  

3. Q: How many classes do the professors teach?  A: Our catalog shows that each professor 

regularly teaches about 15 or 16 different courses, plus each has taught two different 

subjects for the yearly interim. You can understand, then, that he can be a “master” of 

only a few of these subjects. And you can understand why it takes a few years for a new 

professor to prepare for teaching all these different courses. 

 

Thank you for reading. If you are in Grandville, Michigan, please stop in the seminary to say 

hello to us. We are very glad to have visitors. Especially, please pray that the Lord of the harvest 

would send laborers into the fields. And then remember that, when Jesus told his disciples to 

pray this, they were the ones the Lord called into the ministry. 
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