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Foreword

I st�ll remember the s�ght. Paul Wolfe almost certa�nly w�ll not. 
I had returned to teach for a few days at Westm�nster Theo-

log�cal Sem�nary �n Ph�ladelph�a where Paul was a student. As I 
walked onto the campus on an overcast, w�ntry day, I saw �n the 
d�stance a student purposefully mak�ng h�s way towards Van T�l 
Hall for a lecture. From the d�stance he appeared gaunt. He ra�sed 
a hand �n a gest�culat�on of greet�ng. I acknowledged h�s wave w�th 
one of my own, all the wh�le th�nk�ng to myself, ‘I should know 
that man.’

Only later, �n conversat�on w�th some Faculty members, d�d �t 
dawn on me: �t was Paul Wolfe—the br�ght, able student who had 
been rece�v�ng treatment for cancer.

Fast forward to Fr�day even�ng, May 26, 2000 and once aga�n 
to Ph�ladelph�a, Pennsylvan�a. Th�s t�me my w�fe and I were guests 
at the Sem�nary Graduat�on banquet. Unusually one student had 
been asked to g�ve a word of personal test�mony. Yes, Paul Wolfe. I 
remember turn�ng to my w�fe and say�ng to her, ‘Th�s �s the young 
man who has had cancer.’ The grac�ousness of h�s test�mony to God’s 
fa�thfulness l�ngered long w�th us. Perhaps �t l�ngers part�cularly �n 
my own m�nd because the t�tle I had g�ven for the Commence-
ment Address the follow�ng day was ‘Ad Gloriam Patris: Counsel 
for Graduates �n the School of Chr�st.’ The passage was John 15:1ff. 
Paul was a l�v�ng �llustrat�on of �ts teach�ng: Ab�de �n Chr�st and 
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you w�ll bear fru�t; those who bear fru�t the Father prunes that they 
may bear more fru�t. All th�s �s to the glory of the Father.

I am glad that now—a decade on from h�s treatment—Paul has 
been able to put h�s story �nto book form. Once you have read a 
few pages, and are drawn �nto the narrat�ve, you w�ll real�ze that 
these pages need no commendat�on from me to encourage you to 
read further. 

W�th s�mpl�c�ty, modesty, and not a l�ttle wry humour, Paul tells 
the story of God’s prov�dence �n h�s l�fe, traces the path—where 
he �s now able to detect �t—of God’s w�sdom, and recounts the 
ev�dences of God’s fa�thfulness. He does th�s, not �n a sp�r�t of 
tr�umphal�sm, but �n a deep consc�ousness that s�nce the Lord has 
employed the sk�ll of surgeons and doctors to preserve h�s l�fe, l�ke 
h�s apostol�c namesake, there must st�ll be ‘fru�tful labour’ for h�m 
�n the purposes of h�s heavenly Father (Phil. 1:22). H�s m�n�stry 
s�nce then, and now th�s book, together const�tute a down pay-
ment on that harvest. 

One of the hallmarks of My God is True!, that makes �t stand 
apart, �s not only the engag�ng modesty w�th wh�ch the story �s 
told, but the framework w�th�n wh�ch �t has been wr�tten—a deep 
sense of the underg�rd�ng sovere�gnty and grace of God, h�s fa�th-
fulness, and h�s w�sdom—a recogn�t�on that h�s ways are h�gher, 
deeper, and w�ser than ours. Wh�le th�s �s the story of a young 
man’s pa�n, h�s struggles, h�s journey through a valley of deep dark-
ness, �t �s also a story of love—Paul’s love for Chr�st, h�s shared love 
w�th h�s w�fe Chr�sty and the�r fam�ly c�rcle. It �s a test�mony to 
what �t means to belong to the l�v�ng fellowsh�p of Chr�st’s people, 
the church.

It �s almost a decade now s�nce on Saturday morn�ng May 
27, 2000 Paul jo�ned some e�ghty others who ‘commenced’ from 
Westm�nster Sem�nary. To everyone who knew h�s story h�s recep-
t�on of the Master of D�v�n�ty D�ploma was a part�cularly mov�ng 
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moment. But yet more mov�ng was to th�nk of h�m jo�n�ng �n the 
trad�t�onal open�ng hymn for the Commencement Exerc�ses as an 
express�on of the d�v�n�ty �n wh�ch he had been schooled outs�de 
of the Sem�nary classroom:

How firm a foundat�on, you sa�nts of the Lord, 
Is la�d for your fa�th �n H�s excellent Word!
What more can He say than to you He has sa�d— 
You, who unto Jesus for refuge have fled?

Fear not, I am w�th you, O be not d�smayed! 
For I am your God, and w�ll st�ll g�ve you a�d; 
I’ll strengthen you, help you, and cause you to stand, 
Upheld by My r�ghteous, omn�potent hand.

When through the deep waters I call you to go, 
The r�vers of woe shall not you overflow; 
For I w�ll be w�th you, your troubles to bless, 
And sanct�fy to you your deepest d�stress.

When through fiery tr�als your pathway shall l�e, 
My grace all suffic�ent shall be your supply; 
The flame shall not hurt you: I only des�gn 
Your dross to consume, and your gold to refine.

The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose 
I w�ll not, I w�ll not desert to �ts foes; 
That soul, though all hell should endeavour to shake, 
I’ll never, no never, no never forsake.

God has been all th�s and more to Paul and Chr�sty Wolfe. 
Th�s �s the story of the�r past. It �s also one of a countless mult�tude 
of stor�es about the fa�thful God who holds the�r future. It w�ll 
comfort, encourage, challenge and �nsp�re you as you read �t. You 
w�ll also come to adm�re and feel an affect�on for th�s couple 
through the�r story. But more, I hope that through these pages—

Foreword 
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as �s certa�nly Paul’s des�re �n wr�t�ng them—you w�ll come to love, 
trust, and adm�re the�r Lord and Sav�our.

Now, please, turn from these words of �ntroduct�on and read 
for yourself Paul Wolfe’s story, My God Is True! 

Sinclair B. Ferguson
F�rst Presbyter�an Church

Columb�a, SC
USA
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The dec�s�on to wr�te th�s book grew out of a des�re to record, 
and thus to share w�th others, lessons learned dur�ng a nearly 

year-long battle w�th cancer that spanned from Apr�l of 1999 to 
March of 2000. Years have passed s�nce we endured that expe-
r�ence, but dur�ng those years the truths that were so v�v�dly 
�mpressed upon us �n the m�dst of the storm have, I bel�eve, only 
cont�nued to season our souls and to shape my serv�ce as a pastor. 
Thus, though t�me has passed s�nce those powerful first �mpres-
s�ons, I rema�n eager to share what the Lord was pleased to teach.

Th�s book �s not meant to be an exhaust�ve treatment of the sub-
ject of suffer�ng. The reader w�ll be sorely d�sappo�nted �f he seeks 
that here! Rather, �t �s part memo�r, part teach�ng, w�th a focus on 
the truths that stood out �n our exper�ence.

There are few, �t seems, whose l�ves have not been touched �n 
some way by cancer. And of course, there �s no one whose l�fe �s 
untouched by suffer�ng altogether. There are all sorts of dark roads 
that people must travel, all shapes and s�zes of sorrows to be borne. 
Each and every one of us must come to gr�ps w�th the real�ty of 
suffer�ng �n th�s l�fe, and about th�s the gospel of Jesus Chr�st has 
much to say. For that reason I bel�eve there are lessons here that 
everyone may embrace and apply. I pray that th�s book w�ll be a 
help �n that way.

Preface
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mean a great deal to me, ‘Whate’er My God Orda�ns Is R�ght.’ 
One of the respons�b�l�t�es I assumed when I began my serv�ce as 
a pastoral �ntern at New Hope Presbyter�an Church �n the sum-
mer of 1997 was to lead the congregat�on �n learn�ng some of the 
less fam�l�ar hymns �n our hymnal. ‘Whate’er My God Orda�ns Is 
R�ght’ was one of the very first we learned together that summer. 
The h�story beh�nd the hymn text �s noteworthy: the story �s told 
that Samuel Rod�gast wrote the words �n 1675 for h�s fr�end, the 
composer Severus Gastor�us, who was suffer�ng at the t�me from 
a ser�ous �llness.

Of course, I had no �dea when I first read and taught those 
words just how po�ntedly—and wonderfully—they would address 
me �n my own �llness only a few years later. Learn�ng that I had 
cancer, followed by the process of be�ng treated for �t, was �n many 
ways a ‘dark road’ (see verse 1 below), but I d�scovered all along the 
way that ‘my God �s true’ (see verse 3). I have become only more 
persuaded of h�s truthfulness and fa�thfulness ever s�nce.

Whate’er my God orda�ns �s r�ght:
H�s holy w�ll ab�deth;
I w�ll be st�ll whate’er He doth;
And follow where He gu�deth.
He �s my God; though dark my road,
He holds me that I shall not fall:
Wherefore to H�m I leave �t all.

Whate’er my God orda�ns �s r�ght:
He never w�ll dece�ve me;
He leads me by the proper path;
I know He w�ll not leave me.
I take, content, what He hath sent;
H�s hand can turn my gr�efs away,
And pat�ently I wa�t H�s day.
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Whate’er my God orda�ns �s r�ght:
Though now th�s cup, �n dr�nk�ng,
May b�tter seem to my fa�nt heart,
I take �t, all unshr�nk�ng.
My God �s true; each morn anew
Sweet comfort yet shall fill my heart,
And pa�n and sorrow shall depart.

Whate’er my God orda�ns �s r�ght:
Here shall my stand be taken;
Though sorrow, need, or death be m�ne,
Yet am I not forsaken.
My Father’s care �s round me there;
He holds me that I shall not fall:
And so to H�m I leave �t all.

Samuel Rodigast (1675), 
tr. Catherine Winkworth (1863,

alt. 1961)
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Chronology

  

May 23   Wedd�ng Day
September  Back to sem�nary for th�rd year 
   of study
Fall   F�rst symptoms

  

January   Appo�ntment w�th general 
   pract�t�oner
Apr�l 16  Appo�ntment w�th orthoped�c 
   surgeon
Apr�l 23  D�agnos�s: cancer
Apr�l 24  Surgery
Apr�l–August  Chemotherapy, Part 1
July   Pneumon�a
October  Rad�at�on
November–December Chemotherapy, Part 2

March 13   Closure: appo�ntment �n 
   New York C�ty

1998

1999

2000
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Act : Infamy

Just one day after the attack at Pearl Harbor, Pres�dent Frankl�n 
D. Roosevelt pred�cted that December 7, 1941 would be ‘a date 

wh�ch w�ll l�ve �n �nfamy’. Today, of course, the same can be sa�d 
of September 11, 2001. The mere ment�on of those dates br�ngs 
to m�nd the loss of so many l�ves, as well as the anger, helpless-
ness and fear that filled so many hearts. There �s a k�nd of deathly 
ch�ll that we feel whenever we stop and remember. Those are 
moments �n h�story we are unable to forget. It �s as �f the dates 
w�ll not let us.

For many of us there are �nfamous dates l�ke that assoc�ated 
w�th events �n our �nd�v�dual l�ves. M�ne �s Apr�l 23, 1999. On that 
day I was told that I had cancer. I was twenty-e�ght years old.

Anger. Helplessness. Fear. A deathly ch�ll. We felt them all.
A magnet�c resonance �mag�ng (MRI) scan that morn�ng, fol-

lowed by a needle b�opsy that afternoon, revealed a cancerous mass 
�n my upper back that was press�ng up aga�nst my sp�nal cord. That 
was the explanat�on for all of those worsen�ng symptoms I had 
been exper�enc�ng, but �t was certa�nly not the explanat�on we had 
ant�c�pated. A cancerous mass pressing up against my spinal cord. That 
was why I had been suffer�ng so much back pa�n for months. That 
was why I had gradually lost the use of my legs over the preced�ng 
weeks. And that was why I needed to be adm�tted to the George 
Wash�ngton Un�vers�ty Hosp�tal across the street from the MRI 
centre to beg�n treatment as soon as poss�ble.

CHAPTER ONE

Act : Infamy
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Thus began what would turn out to be the nearly year-long 
odyssey that was our battle aga�nst non-Hodgk�n’s lymphoma: 
surgery, followed by chemotherapy, followed by rad�at�on, followed 
by more chemotherapy—comb�ned w�th all of the emot�onal h�ghs 
and lows that anyone w�th any exper�ence of cancer, e�ther as a 
pat�ent or as a lov�ng observer, knows all too well.

It was, naturally, a try�ng t�me for my w�fe Chr�sty and me. But 
�t was a learn�ng t�me as well. Even along cancer’s dark road, there 
was l�ght. The br�ll�ant l�ght of God’s Word gu�ded us �n our cancer 
p�lgr�mage: challeng�ng our expectat�ons, renew�ng our fa�th, and, 
above all, strengthen�ng our hope.

Throughout th�s book I want to share the lessons we learned. In 
order to do so I w�ll need to tell parts of our story as I go. So, I w�ll 
recount our exper�ence as a play �n three acts, w�th lessons learned 
�nterspersed along the way.

Before the curta�n r�ses on Act 1, let me say that I would be the 
first to acknowledge that our exper�ence w�th cancer was not as 
arduous and pa�nful as that of many others. Between the day of my 
d�agnos�s and the day when the door was finally, happ�ly closed 
on the treatment process, less than one year had elapsed. But for 
many, the road �s much longer. Also—at the r�sk of stat�ng the 
obv�ous—my treatments worked. I was healed. But for many, heal-
�ng never comes, the road ends �n death, and loved ones are left 
�n sorrow. I do not cla�m that we suffered the most. Many have 
travelled darker paths.

St�ll, I th�nk �t �s true to say that a l�ttle cancer goes a long way. 
Though we d�d not suffer the most, we certa�nly suffered enough—
enough to be g�ven a un�que opportun�ty (what pecul�ar ‘opportu-
n�t�es’ the Father g�ves to h�s ch�ldren!) to cons�der the real�ty of 
suffer�ng �n the l�ght of the gospel.

I should also say that though I was healed, at other t�mes �n my 
l�fe some close to me were not. In God’s prov�dence our fam�ly has 
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not been left untouched by the worst that cancer can do. In my 
own l�fe the Lord has g�ven, and the Lord has taken away. I wr�te 
as one who has seen both l�fe and death. More about that later.

WHERE IT ALL BEGAN
Though Apr�l 23, 1999 was my ‘d�agnos�s day’, we need to back up 
a b�t to start the story. We need to back up several months to the 
prev�ous fall.

In the fall of 1998 I was a student at Westm�nster Theolog�cal 
Sem�nary �n Glens�de, Pennsylvan�a, north of Ph�ladelph�a. I had 
just begun the th�rd year of my stud�es, a�m�ng to complete my 
degree program �n four years. My goal was to become a m�n�ster. I 
was a member of New Hope Presbyter�an Church �n Fa�rfax, V�r-
g�n�a �n the suburbs of Wash�ngton, D.C., and I had begun serv�ng 
that congregat�on as a pastoral �ntern the year before.

Most �mportantly, I was newly marr�ed. Chr�st�ne Olson and 
I had become Mr and Mrs Paul Wolfe on Memor�al Day week-
end of 1998. We had dec�ded to make our home �n the Northern 
V�rg�n�a area w�th the thought that I would keep up a commut�ng 
arrangement between home and school, travell�ng back-and-forth 
between V�rg�n�a and Pennsylvan�a by car or tra�n and spend�ng 
just a few n�ghts away from home each week. I should also say—at 
the r�sk of mak�ng th�s sound l�ke a telev�s�on game-show �ntro-
duct�on—that I enjoyed tenn�s, basketball, and h�k�ng w�th my w�fe. 
In other words, I was, as far as I knew, a healthy twenty-e�ght year-
old, and an act�ve one. My forehand was my bane, but apart from 
that I was, on the whole, a happy man. I had every r�ght to be. I had 
been g�ven an abundance of bless�ngs.

One part�cular day �n the fall of 1998 stands out �n my memory 
as the first day of th�s personal tale, though there d�d not seem to 
be anyth�ng momentous about that day at the t�me. Dur�ng the 
fall semester I was tak�ng only one class up at Westm�nster, and 
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that freed me up to help out around the church office �n var�ous 
ways. So, one day that fall, New Hope’s pastor, Dave Coffin, and 
I undertook the project of assembl�ng bookshelves for our church 
office. As we put together bookshelf after bookshelf to hold the 
many volumes that made up our church l�brary, the rad�o was on 
�n the background broadcast�ng coverage of the m�ss�on of the 
Space Shuttle Discovery w�th astronaut John Glenn aboard. How 
strange, the deta�ls we remember about days so long ago. God-
speed, John Glenn.

Our story beg�ns that day because that was the first day I felt 
the pa�n �n my back that would become a near-constant compan-
�on dur�ng the months to come. Naturally, I assumed when I first 
not�ced �t that the pa�n was the result of the work that Dave and I 
had been do�ng all day, wh�ch �ncluded some l�ft�ng of those shelves. 
Noth�ng too heavy, to be sure, but heavy enough to make me th�nk 
that I had s�mply stra�ned a muscle and that tak�ng a l�ttle �bupro-
fen would be the end of �t.

That proved to be a va�n expectat�on.
Tak�ng a l�ttle �buprofen was not the end of my pa�n. Ne�ther was 

tak�ng a lot of �buprofen! The pa�n l�ngered through November, and 
then �nto December. It jo�ned us for Thanksg�v�ng, and stayed on for 
Chr�stmas. It was on hand when we rang �n the New Year, 1999. It 
had become the un�nv�ted guest that would not leave! Pa�n-rel�evers 
d�d not work. Sleep�ng w�th a heat�ng pad d�d not work. Sleep�ng 
some n�ghts �n the recl�ner �n our l�v�ng room d�d not make much of 
a d�fference, e�ther. Inexpl�cably, the pa�n just . . . l�ngered.

THE SPRING SEMESTER
F�nally, somet�me �n January, I got around to see�ng a doctor. I 
descr�bed to her the pa�n I had been exper�enc�ng and told her the 
story of our putt�ng together those shelves, s�nce that seemed to be 
the most natural explanat�on. She agreed. Based upon the story I 
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related to her, she concluded that I had l�kely stra�ned a muscle �n 
my back—noth�ng too ser�ous—and that �t would probably take 
several more weeks for the pa�n to d�ss�pate. Though I d�d not leave 
her office suddenly pa�n-free, at least I felt that I could turn my 
attent�on to other th�ngs. There was noth�ng to worry about.

And as the spr�ng semester began at Westm�nster, I had glor�-
ous th�ngs to occupy my attent�on. I had four classes on my sched-
ule that semester, and �t was, surely, one of the r�chest l�ne-ups �n 
the whole four-year curr�culum. On Mondays and Wednesdays, I 
would be study�ng the book of Acts and the letters of Paul w�th 
R�chard Gaffin. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, I would be learn�ng 
about the sav�ng m�n�stry of the Holy Sp�r�t �n a course taught by 
S�ncla�r Ferguson. On Wednesday n�ghts, I would be attend�ng 
Dr Gaffin’s class on the work of Chr�st for our salvat�on. And on 
Thursday morn�ngs, I would round out my week w�th a course on 
the books of the Old Testament Prophets taught by Al Groves. 
These men were able and fa�thful professors who regularly prov�ded 
a r�ch feast of �nstruct�on for the�r students. It was n�ce to know 
that, after the first few weeks of the semester, I would be able to s�t 
comfortably aga�n and take �n those hours-long lectures w�thout 
d�fficulty. It would not be too long now, surely, before th�s stra�ned 
muscle was a th�ng of the past.

But, one more t�me, that proved to be a va�n expectat�on. St�ll the 
pa�n l�ngered. Several weeks went by. January gave way to February. 
February gave way to March. It got to the po�nt that an abundant 
supply of pa�n-rel�evers became an �mportant �tem on my checkl�st 
of th�ngs to pack for school. And not only d�d the pa�n st�ck around, 
but now �t had begun to move around. One day �t was predom�n-
ately on my r�ght s�de; the next day, on my left. On a Tuesday �t 
m�ght be sharpest �n my upper back; by Wednesday, around the 

1 Whac-a-Mole, an arcade game �n wh�ch plast�c moles appear randomly from a 
ser�es of holes.
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front near my r�b cage. It began to feel as �f a game of Whac-a-
Mole was be�ng played out w�th�n my body: the pa�n goes away 
here today, only to pop up on the other s�de tomorrow!

Well then, why didn’t you go back to see your doctor right away?
I d�d not go back to see my doctor dur�ng those months for 

the same reasons that many do not go to see a doctor �n s�m�lar 
c�rcumstances. The pa�n was not excruc�at�ng. There were t�mes 
when �t was barely not�ceable. And I had reason to suspect that the 
cause of �t was not all that ser�ous. And, frankly, I had plenty of 
other th�ngs to keep me busy: textbooks to read, tests to study for, 
papers to wr�te. Let’s face �t, go�ng to the doctor just seems so �n-
conven�ent somet�mes. So, you tell yourself, ‘I’ll get back to see my 
doctor when I’ve got more free t�me. Perhaps when spr�ng break 
arr�ves. Or maybe when the semester �s over. No hurry. No br�ght 
red warn�ng flags here. My med�cal appo�ntment can wa�t. After 
all, �t’s just a stra�ned muscle. R�ght?’

To be clear, I do not fault that doctor I v�s�ted �n January. She 
couched what she sa�d to me �n appropr�ately tentat�ve terms. She 
d�d not make any defin�t�ve pronouncements, no guaranteed d�ag-
noses. She offered a theory that made good sense of the symptoms 
I presented. For all I know a stra�ned muscle was a part of the 
problem. Th�s �s not some ‘let’s bash the doctors’ tale, charg�ng that 
she and her colleagues fa�led me by not ra�s�ng the cancer flag on 
day one. Far from �t. In fact, �f anyth�ng, I came through th�s whole 
process profoundly �mpressed w�th what doctors and nurses and 
researchers know, and w�th what they can do, and w�th the equ�p-
ment they have at the�r d�sposal to do �t. I do not fault her. Nor, 
I suppose, do I fault myself for com�ng away from that January 
appo�ntment feel�ng somewhat reassured. There was good reason 
to bel�eve that th�s was a relat�vely m�nor nu�sance, and through-
out January and February and early March I was s�mply too busy 
w�th all of the commut�ng and study�ng and test-tak�ng and paper-
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 wr�t�ng to th�nk ser�ously about sett�ng up yet another med�cal 
appo�ntment. There would t�me enough for that—later.

NO TIME TO WAIT
But by late March/early Apr�l my tune was beg�nn�ng to change. 
By then the pa�n had become �ntense enough, and d�srupt�ve enough, 
that Chr�sty and I real�zed there would be no wa�t�ng unt�l the end 
of the semester. It was t�me to take act�on. I made an appo�ntment 
to see an orthoped�c surgeon on Apr�l 16.

That turned out to be a very good th�ng, because by then yet 
another symptom had emerged, and th�s one got my attent�on far 
more than the back pa�n ever had. I woke up one morn�ng to find 
that there was a strange t�ngl�ng feel�ng �n my toes. They felt numb, 
someth�ng l�ke the way your feet feel when they have ‘fallen asleep’. 
Over the next few days, the numbness began to cl�mb up my legs, 
and then the same th�ng began �n my arms as well. I became un-
steady �n my walk�ng. I had d�fficulty putt�ng on a pa�r of socks. 
S�mple tasks that were prev�ously so unnot�ceable had become, well, 
noticeable, �n a way that was �ncreas�ngly unsettl�ng. You should 
not have to focus so �ntently on putt�ng on socks.

My appo�ntment w�th the orthoped�c surgeon on Fr�day, Apr�l  
16, turned out to be �nconclus�ve. I told h�m my months-long 
tale of pa�n and numbness. He ra�sed the poss�b�l�ty that I was 
suffer�ng from a hern�ated d�sk �n my back that was plac�ng pres-
sure on my sp�nal cord. After all, that would have accounted for 
everyth�ng: the months of back pa�n and now th�s strange, new 
numbness �n my arms and legs. An X-ray taken �n h�s office that 
day d�d not show any s�gns of a hern�ated d�sk, but that st�ll 
seemed to h�m to be a l�kely explanat�on. So, the next step would 
be an MRI scan. That way we could get a better p�cture of what 
was go�ng on �ns�de me. I was more than happy to schedule �t 
because I was eager for resolut�on. After some d�scuss�on about 
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ava�lable t�me slots, we settled on the morn�ng of the follow�ng 
Fr�day, Apr�l 23.

To be honest, com�ng out of that appo�ntment on Apr�l 16, I 
was rel�eved. No, not rel�eved of my pa�n and unstead�ness. None 
of that had d�sappeared. But rel�eved of the uncerta�nty. I st�ll was 
not well, but at least �t looked l�ke we finally knew why, and there 
was some comfort �n that. After all, the d�agnos�s of a hern�ated 
d�sk seemed to make so much sense, and at last we were tak�ng steps 
�n the r�ght d�rect�on of gett�ng th�s whole mess resolved. Natu-
rally I d�d not rel�sh the prospect of surgery to repa�r a bad back 
(I understood that surgery m�ght be requ�red), but I reasoned, ‘If 
that’s what �t’s go�ng to take to get me back on the tenn�s court, 
well then, po�nt me to the operat�ng room. I’ll gladly stumble there 
myself.’

I suppose the best news com�ng out of that day, Apr�l 16, was 
the s�mple fact that I had surv�ved �t: because of my d�fficulty walk-
�ng, I had a rather close call w�th a bus as I crossed the street �n 
Wash�ngton, D.C. on my way to the doctor’s office. You see, m�ne 
�s a story of preservat�on �n more ways than one!

A FRIGHTFUL WEEK
The next seven days lead�ng up to my MRI scan were days of rap�d 
decl�ne �n my cond�t�on. I marvel when I remember the deta�ls 
of those days, all the more so because I had no �dea what was actu-
ally go�ng on w�th�n my body.

I remember spend�ng the weekend of Apr�l 17–18 �n P�ttsburgh 
for a fr�end’s wedd�ng, mak�ng my way around the recept�on hall 
by shuffl�ng along the wall, lean�ng on Chr�sty, lean�ng on cha�rs. I 
remember return�ng to Westm�nster on Monday, Apr�l 19, for my 
week of classes, and real�z�ng later that �f I had felt on Monday the 
way I felt by Wednesday, I never would have gone. I recall awkward 
moments as I passed students and professors on campus: they 
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expressed concern as they saw me shuffl�ng about, uncomfortably, 
but I could barely look up from the ground to meet the�r gaze and 
reply. I remember hav�ng to stand upr�ght for Dr Gaffin’s lecture 
on the Doctr�ne of Chr�st that Wednesday n�ght—stand�ng up and 
tak�ng notes at the p�ano �n the classroom—because I could no 
longer bear to be seated for any length of t�me. I remember how 
two of my fellow students helped me to my car when the lecture 
was over.

I had a class on my schedule for the next day, Thursday, but after 
Dr Gaffin’s lecture I dec�ded that �t was t�me to dr�ve back to V�r-
g�n�a r�ght away. There was no use �n my stay�ng at school another 
day. I was confident that my legs were st�ll strong enough for me 
to dr�ve safely, so �t seemed best to leave that n�ght.

I remember the long dr�ve home, the all-too-fam�l�ar three hours 
along not-so-scen�c Interstate 95. I remember how, after I got 
back to V�rg�n�a, the walk I had to make from my car to our apart-
ment door felt l�ke �t lasted another three hours: w�th every slow, 
pa�nful step up that h�ll, alone �n the qu�et darkness after m�d-
n�ght, I kept mutter�ng to myself, ‘One step at a t�me, one step 
at a t�me’, unt�l I reached our bu�ld�ng, cl�mbed the steps, and 
pract�cally collapsed through our front door and �nto the bed. (No, 
�t was not exactly a ‘Hello, honey, I’m home’ moment.)

I remember spend�ng most of Thursday �n bed, s�nce that was 
about all I could manage. And then I remember the next day, Fr�-
day, Apr�l 23, 1999, wh�ch �s where th�s chapter began. My parents 
were v�s�t�ng for the weekend, and so the four of us—Mom, Dad, 
Chr�sty and I—cl�mbed �nto the car and headed off to the MRI 
centre on K Street �n Wash�ngton. Actually, I d�d not so much cl�mb 
�nto the car that morn�ng as Dad p�cked me up and carr�ed me to 
�t. By that po�nt my legs were of l�ttle use.
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THE TEST RESULTS
The rad�olog�st d�d not use the word ‘cancer’—not at first—when 
he put the MRI p�ctures up on the board, w�th the l�ght sh�n�ng 
through from beh�nd, and po�nted out the mass next to my sp�nal 
cord that was not supposed to be there. But he began us�ng words 
that ended �n ‘-oma,’ and we knew enough to understand that those 
are words no one wants to hear. As he cont�nued h�s language 
became more forthr�ght, so that there was no more need to read 
between the l�nes. I was already seated �n my wheelcha�r when he 
began h�s report, but Chr�sty was stand�ng—unt�l that moment 
when �t dawned on her just what he was say�ng. Then she sa�d she 
needed to s�t down, too. It was not a hern�ated d�sk after all. In an 
�nstant, our world had turned ups�de down.
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When you find out that you have cancer, a torrent of thoughts, 
fears and quest�ons runs through your m�nd. And objec-

t�ons, too. For better or for worse, there are some of those. Per-
haps even plenty of those. You say to yourself, ‘Wa�t a m�nute, I’m 
only twenty-e�ght. I’m st�ll a month away from my first wedd�ng 
ann�versary. I’m st�ll a year away from graduat�ng from sem�nary. 
I’m supposed to become a m�n�ster. I’m supposed to enjoy tenn�s, 
basketball and h�k�ng w�th my w�fe. Cancer �sn’t part of the plan. 
Cancer �sn’t what I would have appo�nted for my l�fe had I been 
the one �n charge!’

And then, as soon as those words cross your m�nd—or even pass 
your l�ps—you are confronted w�th the quest�on: Well then, who 
is �n charge? Who did appo�nt th�s for my l�fe? And then the B�ble 
answers.

THE PROVIDENCE OF GOD
The Lord reigns! Several of the Psalms resound w�th that refra�n:

The Lord re�gns; he �s robed �n majesty; the Lord �s robed; he 
has put on strength as h�s belt (Psa. 93:1).

The Lord re�gns, let the earth rejo�ce; let the many coastlands 
be glad! (Psa. 97:1).

CHAPTER TWO

Who’s in Charge Here?
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The Lord re�gns; let the peoples tremble! He s�ts enthroned upon 
the cherub�m; let the earth quake! (Psa. 99:1).

Accord�ng to those passages, the Lord re�gns w�th majesty and 
strength from heaven, and h�s re�gn �s r�ghtly the cause of rever-
ence and joy here on earth. The Lord �s k�ng over creat�on. As we 
read �n Psalm 103:19, ‘The Lord has establ�shed h�s throne �n the 
heavens, and h�s k�ngdom rules over all.’

Today we know even more about the Lord than what was known 
about h�m when those Psalms were wr�tten. Today, �n the l�ght of 
the redeem�ng work of Jesus Chr�st and the grac�ous outpour�ng of 
the Holy Sp�r�t, we know that the Lord who re�gns �s one God �n 
three persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Sp�r�t. The Tr�une 
God of the B�ble �s k�ng over creat�on.

And th�s k�ng �s no mere figurehead. The Lord �s a k�ng w�th 
control. The trad�t�onal term for th�s d�v�ne control �s ‘prov�dence’. 
W�th hol�ness, w�sdom and power, God preserves and governs all 
h�s creatures and all that they do. Noth�ng that takes place �s be-
yond the scope of h�s good and purposeful rule.

Cons�der the follow�ng passages of Scr�pture. Theolog�an Bruce 
Ware has helpfully referred to these as ‘spectrum texts’,1 because 
they teach us that the prov�dence of God comprehends the vast 
spectrum of th�ngs that take place �n the created order: events ma-
jor and m�nor, joyful and sorrowful, publ�c and pr�vate, no excep-
t�ons:

Then the Lord sa�d to h�m, ‘Who has made man’s mouth? Who 
makes h�m mute, or deaf, or see�ng, or bl�nd? Is �t not I, the Lord?’ 
(Exod. 4:11).

See now that I, even I, am he, and there �s no god bes�de me; I 

1 Bruce A. Ware, God’s Lesser Glory: The Diminished God of Open Theism (Wheaton, 
Ill�no�s: Crossway Books, 2000), pp. 203–7.



15

Who’s in Charge Here?

k�ll and I make al�ve; I wound and I heal; and there �s none that 
can del�ver out of my hand (Deut. 32:39).

The Lord k�lls and br�ngs to l�fe; he br�ngs down to Sheol and 
ra�ses up. The Lord makes poor and makes r�ch; he br�ngs low 
and he exalts ( Sam. 2:6–7).

Cons�der the work of God: who can make stra�ght what he has 
made crooked? In the day of prosper�ty be joyful, and �n the day 
of advers�ty cons�der: God has made the one as well as the other, 
so that man may not find out anyth�ng that w�ll be after h�m 
(Eccles. 7:13–14).

I am the Lord, and there �s no other, bes�des me there �s no 
God; I equ�p you, though you do not know me, that people may 
know, from the r�s�ng of the sun and from the west, that there 
�s none bes�des me; I am the Lord, and there �s no other. I form 
l�ght and create darkness, I make well-be�ng and create calam�ty, 
I am the Lord, who does all these th�ngs (Isa. 45:5–7).

Who has spoken and �t came to pass, unless the Lord has com-
manded �t? Is �t not from the mouth of the Most H�gh that good 
and bad come? (Lam. 3:37–38).

Is a trumpet blown �n a c�ty, and the people are not afra�d? Does 
d�saster come to a c�ty, unless the Lord has done �t? (Amos 3:6).

Not�ce the spectrum: good, bad, l�ght, darkness, l�fe, death,  
power, weakness, wound�ng, heal�ng, prosper�ty, advers�ty, lowl�ness, 
exaltat�on, well-be�ng, calam�ty, d�saster. Not�ce the d�v�ne cla�m: ‘I 
am the Lord, who does all these th�ngs’ (Isa. 45:7). The Heidelberg 
Catechism of 1563 captures th�s truth well:

Question 27: What do you understand by the prov�dence of 
God?




