
 

 

 

Mystery Is No Mystery to This Mysterious Graduate 
 Rev. Chuck Muether, Director of Advancement 

Graduation Issue, 2020 News from Heidelberg Theological Seminary 

It was a dark and stormy night.  No, that’s not how you start a crime novel, and Rev. J. Mark Bertrand should 
know because he has written three of them. Considered “a major crime fiction talent” by The Weekly 
Standard, Rev. Bertrand, an ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church in America, took leave from the 
mystery genre literary world to complete his theological studies at Heidelberg Theological Seminary. Last 
week he earned his Master of Divinity degree, but will have to wait to be adorned in academic regalia as 

the commencement exercises have been moved to a later date.  
 
“We have been blessed to have two outstanding graduates this year, both of whom 
excelled in their respective programs, but due to the Covid-19 virus, the Board of 
Trustees thought it wise to honor the academic achievements of Rev. Bertrand and 
Dr. J.P. Mosley when we commence the fall semester,” said HTS President Dr. 
Koerner. 
 
So how does a successfully published crime novelist find himself behind a pulpit? 
That alone seems a bit mysterious.  “When I finished my MFA [Master of Fine Arts 
degree], I was interested in seminary education, not because I was planning on going 
into ministry but because one of the emphases in the MFA program was bringing your philosophical influences to bear 
on your work, and so I was interested in exploring theology specifically so that I could use that knowledge to better 

inform my writing,” said Bertrand. 
 
What was not apparent to the budding writer was that he would move to Sioux Falls (his wife’s 
hometown) and in time become a ruling elder of Grace Presbyterian Church. When the pulpit 
became vacant, it became evident that God was calling him to lead this congregation. Having 
previously taken seminary courses at Westminster Theological Seminary’s satellite campus in Texas, 
Rev. Bertrand pursued ordination in the PCA (2017) with the understanding that he would 
complete his divinity studies at Heidelberg.   
 
Before returning to the classroom, Rev. Bertrand wrote his three crime dramas Back on Murder 
(2010), Pattern of Wounds (2011), and Nothing to Hide (2012); however, for many he is better known 

for his 2007 Crossway publication of Rethinking Worldview: Learning to Think, Live, and Speak in This World, a 
staple text for those wanting to explore worldview with an anecdotal emphasis. 
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For years Rev. Bertrand has also been an industry expert in Bible typography. He has written extensively on form, 
paper, layout, and binding at his Bible Design Blog. He has served as a consultant to Bible publishers, offering his 
expertise on readability and marketing. When he has not been busy with that, he has been teaching high school 
students at Worldview Academy and most recently he has created the critically acclaimed audioblog, Hearing the Music.  
 
During his time at Heidelberg, his love for pens, books, and all things leather and vintage set this older student apart 
as one who was not just interested in immersing himself in rich classical theology, but with malice aforethought take 
the plunge with style as only a winsome southern ex-pat could.  Dr. Koerner observed, “It is unusual for a seminary 
to have a student of Mark’s caliber. In his time with us, he has enriched the seminary community with a variety of 
gifts God has given him.” 
 

We Need Not Fear the Dangers of this Life: 
Christ Is with Us–Christ is in Control (Pt. 2) 
 Dr. Kevin Carroll, Professor of Biblical Languages 

 
If you look at Psalm 121, you will 
see that the word “LORD” is 
written in all capitals. In the Old 
Testament that means that is the 
English translation of God’s name, 

YWHW, sometimes written “Jehovah.” This is 
the covenantal name of God that was first 
revealed to Moses from the burning bush.  The 
New Testament consistently applies this name to 
Christ. The name YWHW stresses his abiding 
presence with His people. Reformed theologians 
call this the “Emmanuel Principle.” Christ is with 
His people at all times. Isaiah 43:2 says, “When 
you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. 
When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze.” Did you catch the 
significance of that verse? Even when God, in His providence, sends us into dangerous circumstances, He promises 
His presence. 
 
Now, look at the reference to “the hills” in verse 1 again. Not only were the hills a source of danger but they were 
also the destination of the pilgrim, for the Temple was located on Mt. Zion. Looking beyond the source of danger the 
Psalmist sees the Source of his help, God dwelling at the center of His people. We must remember that in the 
gospels, Jesus cast Himself as the fulfillment of all that the Temple pointed to. Christ is in our midst too. Our help 
comes from Christ! By the use of the name YHWH and his focus on the Temple mount we are reminded that Christ 
is always with us. 
 
Not only is Christ present but Christ is sovereign. Verse 2 calls the LORD, the “Maker of heaven and earth.” This is 
a Hebrew way of saying that the LORD created everything. John chapter 1 again points out that it was Christ who 
was the agent of Creation. As Creator, Christ is completely sovereign. Psalm 135:6 says, “The LORD does whatever 
pleases him, in the heavens and on the earth, in the seas and all their depths.” Christ’s authority over the works of His 
own hands is supreme. Everything obeys His will. 
 
Thirdly, notice that Christ is vigilant. Look with me at verses 3 through 4 again. Christ does not sleep. If you 
remember the story of Elijah and the prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18, Elijah mocked the prophets when Baal did not 
answer their cries. One of the things he suggested was that maybe Baal was asleep and that was why he did not 
respond. Baal may have been asleep, but Christ never is. We are never out of His eye or His mind. 
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Not only is Christ present, sovereign, and vigilant, but also Christ is our shield. The phrase “watches over” occurs six 
times in this Psalm: in verses 3, 4, 5, twice in verse 7 (the word “keep” comes from the same Hebrew word), and 8. The 
word carries the idea of stand guard over something. About this verse, Matthew Henry said, “Whether every particular 
saint has an angel for his guardian or no, we are sure he has God Himself for his guardian.” 
 
Verse 5 says the LORD is “the shade at your right hand.” Often in the Old Testament shade is a metaphor for divine 
protection. For instance, look at Psalm 17:8 in which the Psalmist prays that God will, “hide me in the shadow of your 
wings.” Additionally, the right hand was most often used in battle, so perhaps the Psalmist is referring to God as being 
readily accessible. What is the Psalmist saying then? He is telling us that Christ continually guards His people. His eye is 
always on us. His ears are ever open to our cries. 
 
We need not fear the dangers of this life. Christ is with us. Christ is in control. Christ has His eye on us. Christ protects 
us. How should we respond? Let us confess our fears and uncertainties to Him. He understands that our faith is weak. 
He will not upbraid us for seeking Him. Let us trust Him for He is in control of all things. And, let us worship Him for 
He is our God. 
 

The Moral Law of God 
 Dr. Mark Larson, Professor of Systematic Theology 

 
What does Holy Scripture teach about the divine moral law? We must first recognize that the moral law 
of God is objective. This means that the moral standards of God exist regardless of whether man ignores 
or denies them. Furthermore, the law that comes from the Creator is universal. The idea here is that these 
moral principles are binding upon all people in all places and at all times. An example of this is seen in 
the fifth commandment: “Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus 20:12). This is a fundamental 

moral obligation that the Almighty imposes upon every human being that has ever lived. No one is free from this basic 
duty. Another example of an objective and universal obligation is reflected in the ninth commandment: “You shall not 
bear false witness against your neighbor” (Exodus 20:16). It has always been wrong to lie about another person. 
 
There are three positions that reject the teaching of the 
Bible concerning objective and universal moral principles. 
The first viewpoint is that of Nihilism. This refers to a 
person who denies the very existence of objective moral 
laws that govern our lives. This is a futile endeavor: one 
might as well deny the existence of the physical law of 
gravity. A second position is that which is reflected in 
Subjectivism. A person in the subjectivist camp states that 
each individual is free to create his or her own moral 
guidelines. A classic advocate of this position was the 
German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche who died in 
1900 at the age of forty-five having spent the last years of 
his life in a mental asylum suffering from syphilis. Sooner 
or later, dreadful consequences come to the one who 
embraces the lifestyle of subjectivism. Nietzsche anticipated the current popularity of the same point of view as it 
surfaces in postmodernism. A third perspective is that of Relativism. This position asserts that we need to recognize that 
each community has the right to make moral rules by which that society governs itself. Who are we to condemn how a 
particular people conduct themselves? Do we really want to defend this thesis? Do we really want to say that it was 
perfectly fine for the Aztecs to sacrifice human beings to their gods? 
 
What is the common thread that unites the positions of Nihilism, Subjectivism, and Relativism? Each of these views 
wants to suppress any notion of a universal moral law bearing down upon us from the Living God. To admit the 
existence of such a divine law means that we are accountable to the One who gave it and that we will in fact stand 
before his throne of judgment to give an account of our lives. This is the phenomenon that Paul describes in Romans 
1:18 in his reference to the “ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness.” 
Indeed, “they did not see fit to have God in their knowledge” (Romans 1:28). 
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All of this leads us to point out that Christian ethics is deontological—this means that an action is right or wrong on the 
basis of whether or not it conforms to the objective moral standards given by God at Mount Sinai and expanded upon 
by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount and further elaborated upon by the apostles in the epistles of the New 
Testament. In this connection we must beware of the opposite view of consequentialism—this view affirms that actions 
are good or bad on the basis of the consequences that follow. Certainly we must weigh the consequences of our 
actions in making ethical determinations. The problem with consequentialism is when it totally disregards the objective 
and revealed moral principles of God. 
 
What then does moral goodness entail? It includes three things. First. There is the legal element, a divine moral 
principle given in Scripture. For example, there is the eighth commandment: “You shall not steal” (Exodus 20:15). 
Second. There must be the decision of the individual that he or she will live in conformity with the divine standard. The 
person determines as follows: “I must never steal.” Third. There is the application of the divine moral standard by the 
man or woman in the concrete situation. The factory worker determines that he or she will not pilfer tools, even 
though other workers are willing to take home hammers, screw drivers, sand paper, and other things as well. 
 
We must remember that these three constituents of moral goodness are not the basis of our salvation. The only 
ground of our salvation is the perfect obedience of Jesus Christ, his sinless life and substitutionary death on our behalf. 
Our desire to reflect moral goodness in our lives relates to the issue of our gratitude for what Christ did for us. We 
love him, and therefore we desire to keep his commandments (John 14:15). 

Adjusting to Post-Covid-19 Life 
Rev. Chuck Muether, Director of Advancement 
 
The Charities Aid Foundation of America reported that most nonprofit 
organizations have been impacted negatively by Covid-19. Based on a survey given 
during the heat of the virus outbreak, nearly five hundred and fifty nonprofits in 
ninety-three countries found that 96.5 percent of respondents reported negative 
impacts related to the virus, including significant reductions in contributions with 
an anticipated 21% drop over the next twelve months. It could be argued that 
schools like Heidelberg will be spared because of its supportive constituency.  

That might very well be true, but all Reformed seminaries are supported 
by the faithful giving of those who have been impacted by the economy. 
In the world of fundraising, the cliché goes, “As the economy turns, so 
does the giving.”   
 
In this prolonged season of social distancing and now church fellowships 
planning to reopen after months of online worship, donating and taking 
offerings for seminary training are lower priorities for God’s people just 
wanting first to regather, and this is understandable–in fact, it’s proper. 
Our priority as a people of God is to unite as one body and to worship the 
One who has given us new life. We are called to love and serve one 
another in the spirit of Galatians 6:2 and according to the command in 
Matthew 22: 37-40. 
 
If our churches are to continue in orthodox faith and practice, even 
during difficult days, we still need competent preachers in our pulpits and 
undershepherds who are pastoral in their counsel. We need men who are 
confessionally conscious and whose biblical sensibilities are to care for the 
sheep of His fold.  
 
As we prudently adjust to post-Covid-19 life, aware that the pandemic 
could again rear its ugly head, but knowing that God is always in control, 
may we continue to pray for and support the training ground for which 
God uses to equip men for the means of grace.   

THE HEIDELBRIEF is the 
newsletter of Heidelberg Theological 
Seminary.  
 
In the next June issue. . . 
• Advancement Director Rev. Muether 
interviews the new Academic Dean and 
Registrar, Dr. J.P. Mosley.  
 
• Dr. Koerner summarizes the actions 
taken at the 2020 Spring Board Meeting 
and describes the next course offering 
in the D.Min. Program. 
 
• Dr. Larson examines the freedom of 
the moral agent. 
 
• A Look into the HTS Classroom:  
The Gospels. Rev. Muether will share 
how a pastoral perspective shapes his 
New Testament teaching approach.  
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