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In Your Hand

Rev. Wybren
Oord

Meditation

“But as for me, I trust in You, O God. I say, You are my God.
My times are in Your hand.” (Psalm 31:14, 15)

T

he days of 2008 are past. There
are some days in the past year
that I wish I could call back and have
last forever. There are also days that
I would prefer to forget. Ironically,
the days we long to remember seem
to fade from our memory, while the
days we would prefer to forget seem to
stick with us. This certainly illustrates
that we are not masters of our past.
The same can be said of the days that
lie ahead of us in 2009.
No doubt everyone enters a new year
with some expectations of things
he would like to have happen in the
new year. Still, we enter the year with
certain concerns. Seeing how 2008
ended makes us enter 2009 with
mixed emotions. 2008 did not end
without leaving behind some scars.
We enter the new year with many
global, national, local, and personal
concerns, and we realize that we are
virtually powerless to determine or
change the events that will happen.

God’s Hands or Ours
The Psalmist speaks to us in the
closing hours of the old year and
the wee hours of the new year. He
addresses the Most High God and
says, “My times are in Your hand.”

This is the vision that we must all hold
fast because in God’s hand things
become so very different.
Too often the tragedy in our lives is
that we take what the Psalmist wrote
and reverse it. We change it to, “My
times are in my hand.” I have entered
several homes where boldly displayed
in living room is a plaque or poster
that says, “I am the captain of my
own ship and the master of my own
destiny.” Unfortunately, many people
believe that to be true. They think
they can build their own happiness
and be all that they can be without
God.
It is only an illusion that you
control your own destiny. All your
plans, dreams, and calculations are
meaningless if they are made without
God. Where will you turn when the
trials of the world come upon you
and your plans for 2009 go differently
than you planned? Where will you
turn in times of transition, illness, or
death when you are without God?
In this world of ours where we all play
with the idea that we are self-sufficient,
there was One who cried out in the
last moments of His life, “Father into
Your hand I commit My spirit.” Jesus
possessed something that sustained
Him through the darkest night of His
life and that was the fact that His time
was in His Father’s hand.

All of God

The hand of the most High God offers
us security from the past and hope
for the future. His hand guards us
as He guides the course of the world
according to His purposes. All that
was bright and good is not gone—it
has been preserved for all eternity
in the hand of God. That which we
cannot understand or explain will
have its meaning because they are in
the hand of God.
In God’s hand, too, are our sins. Those
who acknowledge Jesus Christ as their
Savior and Lord know, however, that
those sins do not stay in the hand of
God. Our God has cast them into the
depths of the sea. They are removed
from us as far as the east is from the
west. God’s hand is not only able to
hold us secure, but that very same
hand is able to let go of our sin.
In His hand is the Year of our Lord,
2009. Knowing that should give us
great comfort. Paul wrote, “For I am
convinced that neither life nor death,
neither angel nor demons, neither
the present nor the future, nor any
powers, neither height nor depth, nor
anything else in all creation will be
able to separate us from the love of
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord”
(Romans 8:38, 39). Your time is in
God’s hand.
Rev. Wybren H. Oord is
the Pastor of the Covenant
United Reformed Church in
Kalamazoo, Michigan.
He is also the editor of
The Outlook.
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O

ne of the most prominent
figures in the New Testament
is the apostle Paul, a dynamic
Christian missionary and the author
of thirteen epistles, who had once
been a distinguished Jewish rabbi.
When he became acquainted with
the claim of Jesus to be the longawaited Messiah, he initially reacted
negatively and began persecuting
people who believed in Jesus and
accepted his claim to be the Christ
(Messiah). Saul, as he was known
then, strove earnestly to defend
his ancestral religion against the
teachings of Christ and his disciples,
and he perceived correctly that the
conflict between his own faith, and
that of the Christians pertained to the
pursuit of the righteousness that God
requires for people to be acceptable to
him. In his letter to the congregation
at Philippi, Paul referred to his
previous “zeal [for] persecuting the
church,” and he identified his original
religious affiliation as that of a devoted
Pharisee, that is, one who sought
to achieve personal righteousness
through rigorous observance of
rabbinical law. As a rabbi, Paul
was satisfied that he had attained a
“legalistic righteousness [that was]
faultless” (3:4–6).

The Righteousness of God
When Saul sought righteousness, he
was displaying a concern to be right
with God, which is an appropriate and
wholesome desire. God, in the Bible,
has described himself as the perfectly
righteous creator and ruler of heaven
and earth, and he has often displayed
severe displeasure toward people who
failed to demonstrate righteousness
in their own lives. When God
threatened to destroy the cities of
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Sodom and Gomorrah because of the
wickedness of the populace, Abraham
pleaded for him to spare righteous
people. Abraham asked, “Will not
the Judge of all the earth do right?”
(Genesis 18:25). He understood
that God always does right because
righteousness is an attribute of the
divine character. God is righteousness,
pure and entire, so he is the standard
by which to distinguish right from
wrong.
Scripture and common practice
associate
righteousness
with
judgment and courts of law,
which must enact righteous (just)
judgments. After his conversion to
faith in Jesus Christ, Paul testified,
“There is in store for me the crown
of righteousness, which the Lord, the
righteous Judge, will award to me” (2
Timothy 4:8). Throughout the Bible
believers expressed confidence in the
righteousness of God and the justice

.......................

Alien Righteousness, Humanity’s
Greatest Need

Dr. James
Edward
McGoldrick

of his judgments. He could never be
wrong.
Abraham, Paul, and other biblical
figures understood that the perfectly
righteous God, who saved them from
sin, demands righteousness from his
human creatures. The Old Testament
prophet Amos related that God
insisted that the Hebrews “let justice
roll on like a river, [and] righteousness
like a never-failing stream” (Amos
5:24). God requires obedience to his
law, which Paul affirmed is “holy,
righteous and good” (Romans 7:12).
In the words of Psalm 19,
The law of the Lord is perfect,
reviving the soul. The statutes of
the Lord are trustworthy, making
wise the simple. The precepts of
the Lord are right, giving joy to the
heart. The commands of the Lord
are radiant, giving light to the
eyes. The fear of the Lord is pure,
enduring forever. The ordinances

of the Lord are sure and altogether
righteous (Psalm 19:7-9).
Failure to obey the laws, precepts, and
ordinances of God is unrighteousness.
Wrong belief and practice offend God
and provoke his righteous anger and
judgment, as in the case of Sodom
and Gomorrah.

The Unrighteousness of
Humanity

Humanity’s failure to meet God’s
demand is obvious. Even people who
assent to the divine law do not fulfill its
requirements. God’s law commands
perfect adherence. As Jesus said, “Be
perfect, therefore, as your heavenly
Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). The
precepts of divine law are not ideals
toward which only the most pious
people aspire. They are legally binding
statutes that everyone must obey.
They are not options but obligations.
Failure to comply with God’s
requirements leads to the application
of his justice, which means imposing
the penalties the law stipulates. His
righteous character will not tolerate
less than perfection. No religious
exercises will compensate for failure.
Religion without righteousness is an
insult to God. To the very religious
people of ancient Israel, people who
were careful to discharge all their
ceremonial duties, God said,
I hate, I despise your religious
feasts; I cannot stand your
assemblies. Even though you
bring me burnt offerings and
grain offerings, I will not accept
them. Though you bring choice
fellowship offerings, I will have
no regard for them. Away with
the noise of your songs! I will not
listen to the music of your harps.
But let justice roll on like a river,
and righteousness like a never
failing stream (Amos 5:21–24).
Scripture indicts the whole human
race for failure to meet God’s
requirements. The apostle Paul
asserted, “There is no one righteous,

not even one” (Romans 3:10). As
surely as God punished Sodom and
Gomorrah, he will inflict justice upon
all sinners, for “the wrath of God is
being revealed from heaven against
all godlessness and wickedness of
men who suppress the truth by their
wickedness” (Romans 1:18).
Even the best people have not and
cannot satisfy God’s righteous
demands. Paul, while still a rabbi,
tried earnestly. He described his effort
graphically:
If anyone thinks he has reasons
to put confidence in the flesh,
I have more: circumcised on
the eighth day, of the people of
Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin,
a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard
to the law, a Pharisee; as for
zeal, persecuting the church;
as for legalistic righteousness,
faultless. But whatever was to
my profit I now consider loss
for the sake of Christ. What is
more, I consider everything
loss compared to the surpassing
greatness of knowing Christ
Jesus my Lord, for whose sake
I have lost all things. I consider
them rubbish that I may gain
Christ and be found in him,
not having a righteousness of my
own, that comes from the law,
but that which is through faith
in Christ—the righteousness that
comes from God and is through
faith (Philippians 3:4b–9).
Very few people have made efforts
to gain righteousness comparable to
those of Paul, and all who have done so
have failed. One who tried was Martin
Luther (1483-1546), the pioneer of

the Protestant Reformation, who
was once a devoted monk. Luther
adopted the monastic life in the
hope of relieving himself of a burden
of anxiety due to the knowledge of
personal sin. He actually exceeded
the rigors of self-denial his religious
order required, but that did not bring
him peace with God. On the contrary,
realization of his own failures led
him to despise God. Left to their own
devices, sinners are always hopeless
failures, especially when they attempt
to achieve their own salvation.

The Alien Righteousness of
Christ

One of the most pressing questions
ever asked comes from one of the
ancient books of the Bible. Job asked,
“How can a mortal [man] be righteous
before God?” (Job 9:2). The apostle
Paul found the answer in the gospel of
Christ. After describing his impressive
achievements as a rabbi, he related
how he obtained the righteousness he
needed. To his friends in the church
at Philippi he wrote:
I
consider
them
[my
attainments] rubbish, that I may
gain Christ and be found in him,
not having a righteousness of my
own that comes from the law,
but that which is through faith
in Christ—the righteousness
that comes from God and is by
faith (Philippians 3:8-9).
In the gospel Paul discovered alien
righteousness, which means the
righteousness of another—in this
case, the righteousness of Jesus Christ.
Jesus, the Son of God, is perfectly
righteous. Of him God the Father
said “This is my Son, with whom I

To acquire the righteousness God demands,
people must not look within themselves, for
there is no salvation in self-esteem.
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am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17).
Jesus pleased the Father because of
his sinless perfection—his flawless
righteousness. By active obedience
to God, Jesus met all the divine
requirements. He therefore could dare
his critics by asking, “Can any of you
prove me guilty of sin?” (John 8:46).
The sinless character of Christ made
it appropriate for the apostle Peter to
refer to him as a “lamb without spot
or defect” (1 Peter 1:19).
The righteousness of Christ is his
by nature. It becomes an alien
righteousness when sinners admit their
failure to meet God’s demands and
trust in Christ alone for forgiveness
and eternal salvation. At that point
the righteous God imputes, or
accounts, the righteousness of his Son
to the credit of believing sinners. Like
Paul, at that instant, those who trust
in Christ obtain the righteousness
“which is through faith in Christ—
the righteousness that comes from
God and is by faith” (Philippians 3:9).
To acquire the righteousness God
demands, people must not look within
themselves, for there is no salvation
in self-esteem; nor may they depend
upon their religious heritage or their
personal religious performances.
They need alien righteousness from
Christ. Scripture affirms, “God made
him [Jesus] . . . to be sin for us, so
that in him we might become the
righteousness of God (2 Corinthians
5:21). Imputation involves a two-fold
transaction. Believing sinners obtain
righteous standing before God when
God imputes their sins to Christ and
his righteousness to them.
The reception of Christ’s righteousness
through faith is justification, which
means legal acceptance with God
based upon the active obedience of
Christ in obeying the Father’s will
and the Savior’s passive obedience in
submitting to death upon the cross to
pay the penalty for sin.
The same Paul who experienced this
justification wrote about it extensively
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in his letter to the church at Rome, in
which he contrasted the law, which
demands perfect righteousness that
sinners cannot achieve, and the gospel,
which confers that righteousness as
a gift to people whose most urgent
need is to be right with God. Paul
explained:
. . . no one will be declared
righteous . . . by observing the
law, rather, through the law we
become conscious of sin. But
now a righteousness from God,
apart from the law, has been
made known, to which the
Law and the Prophets testify.
This righteousness from God
comes through faith in Jesus
Christ to all who believe. There
is no difference, for all have
sinned and fall short of the
glory of God, and are justified
freely by his grace through the
redemption that came by Christ
Jesus. God presented him as a
sacrifice of atonement, through
faith in his blood. He did this to
demonstrate his justice . . . at the
present time, so as to be just and
the one who justifies [declares
righteous] those who have faith
in Jesus (Romans 3:20–26).
Jesus Christ, by his sinless life and
sacrificial death, has satisfied all of
God’s demands and has paid the full
penalty for believers who have within
themselves no means by which to
meet those demands. Devoid of
personal righteousness, through
faith (confident trust) in the Son of
God, they receive his perfect alien
righteousness.
In the sixteenth century the great
theologian Martin Luther made the
same discovery the apostle Paul had
made centuries before. Luther, in fact,
learned about justification through
alien righteousness by making a
methodical study of Paul’s writings.
Like the apostle, Luther had striven
to satisfy God by rigorous observance
of religious rules. He became a
monk in the hope of achieving the

righteousness he sorely needed. In
the letter to the church at Rome
Luther found the truth of the gospel,
the teaching of justification: “He who
through faith is righteous shall live”
(Romans 1:17, RSV). Luther likened
this discovery to being born all over
again and experiencing paradise on
earth. Thereafter he cited this doctrine
as the article by which the church
would stand or fall. Justification by
grace alone, through faith alone, in
Christ alone is the heart of the gospel,
and it means that sinners, like Paul
and Luther, must forsake all pretense
to personal worthiness based upon
their own works or merits and trust in
the Son of God from whom alone they
may obtain that alien righteousness,
which is humanity’s greatest need.
Dear friend, perhaps through reading
this essay, you, like millions of others,
have realized your need of perfect
righteousness in order to be right
with God. If so, rejoice that the Spirit
of God has made you aware of that
need. Jesus promised that the Holy
Spirit would minister after the Savior
returned to heaven. When the Spirit
comes, “He will convict the world of
guilt in regard to sin and righteousness
and judgment” (John 16:8). If the Spirit
of God has convicted you, embrace
the Christ of the gospel by faith and
receive the alien righteousness, which
is your greatest need.

Dr. James E. McGoldrick
is the Professor of Church
History at Greenville
Presbyterian Theological
Seminary.

A Series on The Revelation
of Jesus Christ
Revelation 12:3-4
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Looking Above

Rev. Brian Vos

A Great Fiery Red Dragon

P

repare to meet the great enemy of
your soul.

In the Old Testament he is called
Satan. How fitting is his name: it
means “adversary,” “accuser.” Satan
is an adversary; he is as an adversary
to God and His people. He is an
accuser, even accusing the Lord God
Himself. You may remember his
accusation against God in the trial of
Job, where he contended with God
and pompously stated that the only
reason Job served God was because
God had put a hedge about him (Job
1-2). If he was so bold as to accuse
God, then he certainly does not shy
away from accusing the children of
God. You may remember how he
accused Joshua, the post-exilic high
priest, pointing out his filthy garments
(Zechariah 3). Satan is an adversary,
an accuser.
In the New Testament he is called the
devil, tempter, Beelzebul, the enemy,
the god of this world, the power of
darkness, the prince of the power of
the air, adversary, deceiver, the ancient
serpent, the father of lies, murderer,
and the evil one. In Revelation 12
yet another description is given to
him. Here we meet the enemy of our
souls as a great fiery red dragon. John
writes, “And another sign appeared
in heaven: behold, a great, fiery red
dragon, having seven heads and ten
horns, and seven diadems on his
heads” (v. 3).
As this sign appears in heaven, John
writes, “Behold!” The command is
given here to look at this sign—the
great fiery red dragon. Look at this

hideous and grotesque creature.
Indeed, Satan may masquerade as an
angel of light, but here the masquerade
is torn away. Here we see him for what
he is: a great fiery red dragon!
You may not wish to look at him; you
may wish, rather, to ignore him. But
to ignore him is to fall prey to him.
You will never withstand the wiles of
the devil by ignoring him. You will
never escape the mouth of the lion by
turning a deaf ear to his roaring. You
may not wish to look at him, but you
must. If you are going to fight your
enemy, you better know your enemy.
Your eyes must be opened to see the
great enemy of your soul for what he
is. If you refuse to look, you can be
sure you will go down in defeat. Heed
the command and look at the sign; it
is intended for your benefit.
The devil is described here as a great,
fiery red dragon. He is “great”; he is
immense in size; he is enormous; with
his tail alone, he is able to draw onethird of the stars out of heaven. To
be sure, the picture is not to be taken
literally, but you get the point: he is
great in size.
His color is fiery red. We saw earlier in
the book of Revelation that fiery red
is the color of warfare (6:4). Where
there is warfare, there is blood. Satan
has conquered many; his slain are a
mighty throng. Stalin, Pol Pot, Mao
Tse-tung, Hitler, Milosevic, Saddam,
bin Laden, what are these men, but
mere infants in evil and bloodshed in
comparison with the great fiery red
dragon!
A dragon is an overgrown serpent.

In view here is his cunning, his
craftiness, his deception. Appearing
as a serpent he succeeded in alluring
our first parents into sin. If such was
his success when Adam and his wife
stood in righteousness, then how
much easier is his success with the
fallen sons and daughters of Adam
and Eve?
The great, fiery red dragon appears
here with seven heads and ten horns,
and seven diadems on his heads. What
are we to make of this? The number
seven represents completeness and
perfection; likewise the number ten
represents fullness. Satan is pictured
to us here, albeit in symbolic fashion,
as the completeness, the fullness, the
perfection of wickedness and evil. In
verse 3 we see Satan as evil incarnate.
In verse 4, John turns our attention
to Satan’s activity. The fall of Satan is
described in terms of his tail drawing
one third of the stars of heaven
and throwing them to the earth. In
his prideful arrogance, Satan once
challenged Christ Himself in heaven.
When God completed the creation
of the heavens and the earth, He said
that it was very good. This includes
the angels. But some of the angels did
not retain that original position: we
are told that there are fallen angels
(2 Peter 2:4; Jude 6). The fallen
angels had a leader, and that leader
was Satan. While we are not told the
exact nature of Satan’s sin in heaven,
it would appear that he sought to take
Christ’s throne. In Isaiah 14, the fall of
the king of Babylon is likened to the
fall of Satan. There we read:
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All the activity of Satan in the world, from
the time of the fall to the birth of Christ, is
communicated in Revelation 12:4.
“How you are fallen from heaven,
O Lucifer, son of the morning!
How you are cut down to the
ground, you who weakened the
nations! For you have said in your
heart: ‘I will ascend into heaven,
I will exalt my throne above the
stars of God; I will also sit on the
mount of the congregation on
the farthest sides of the north; I
will ascend above the heights of
the clouds, I will be like the Most
High.’ Yet you shall be brought
down to Sheol, to the lowest
depths of the Pit” (Isaiah 14:12-15).
Satan does not prevail in his challenge
to Christ’s throne; he is cast out of
heaven and a third of the angels with
him. Satan has his followers. Satan
has his angels. Satan has his minions.
And notice where they are cast: they
are cast to the earth!

In 2 Peter 2:4 and in Jude 6, we read
of the fallen angels being cast down
to hell, where they are held in chains
of darkness. In Revelation 12:4, they
are cast to the earth. You put the
imagery together and you begin to
understand: Satan and his angels have
as their provenance hell itself, but
they drag their chains with them to
earth, where they seek to undo God’s
great plan of redemption.
Look again at verse 4, “And the
dragon stood before the woman who
was ready to give birth, to devour
her Child as soon as it was born.”
Here, in one sentence, we are given
a description of Satan’s activity in
the world from the fall into sin to the
birth of Christ. In other words, here
is a description of his activity in the
world throughout the history of the
Old Testament.
When we read the story of Herod’s
attempt to kill the Christ-Child, we
are to see in that story the picture
of the dragon standing before the
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woman who was about to give birth
to devour her Child as soon as it was
born. When we read the story of the
Jews in exile, especially the people
of Judah in the land of Babylon who
were almost stamped out of existence
by wicked king Nebuchadnezzar, we
are to see in that story the picture
of the dragon standing before the
woman who was about to give birth
to devour her Child as soon as it was
born. When we read the story of
Esther, and the attempt of Haman to
exterminate the Jews, we are to see in
that story the picture of the dragon
standing before the woman who was
about to give birth to devour her
Child as soon as it was born. When
we read the story of Queen Athaliah,
who sought to destroy the royal
seed of David, and who would have
succeeded were it not for the hiding of
little Joash, we are to see in that story
the picture of the dragon standing
before the woman who was about to
give birth to devour her Child as soon
as it was born. When we read the
stories of Saul’s attempts to kill David,
we are to see in those stories the
picture of the dragon standing before
the woman who was about to give
birth to devour her Child as soon as
it was born. When we read the story
of Esau’s threat to kill Jacob, we are
to see in that story the picture of the
dragon standing before the woman
who was about to give birth to devour

her Child as soon as it was born.
When we read the story of Cain and
Abel, we are to see in that story the
picture of the dragon standing before
the woman who was about to give
birth to devour her Child as soon as it
was born. All the activity of Satan in
the world, from the time of the fall to
the birth of Christ, is communicated
in Revelation 12:4 under the imagery
of the dragon standing before the
woman who was ready to give birth,
to devour her child as soon as it was
born.
This enmity between the Seed of the
woman and the seed of the serpent
began, of course, in Genesis 3 with
the first proclamation of the Gospel,
ironically embedded in the Lord God’s
curse upon the serpent: “Because you
have done this, you are cursed more
than all cattle, and more than every
beast of the field; on your belly you
shall go, and you shall eat dust all
the days of your life. And I will put
enmity between you and the woman,
and between your seed and her Seed;
He shall bruise your head, and you
shall bruise His heel” (Genesis 3:1415).
The serpent is cursed to crawl about
on his belly, cursed to eat dust all the
days of his life. God puts enmity there
between the seed of the woman and
the seed of the serpent. That enmity
is played out on the stage of human
history throughout the pages of the
Old Testament. But as that enmity
is played out on the stage of human
history throughout the pages of the
Old Testament, you will notice one
theme that is constant in all of Satan’s
attacks upon the purposes of God:
Satan always fails! God’s wisdom
always prevails.
How powerfully the failure of Satan
and wisdom of God is communicated
to us here under the imagery of the

dragon and the Child. Look again
at the picture. On the one hand you
have the great, fiery red dragon, with
seven heads, ten horns, and seven
crowns—a dragon so enormous, so
great, so mighty, so powerful, his
tail alone draws a third of the stars
out of heaven! On the other hand
you have a Child, a small, tiny, weak,
and powerless Child. A dragon and
a Child: the contrast could not be
greater. The picture of might and
power in a dragon is set over against
the picture of humility and weakness
in a Child. The contrast could not be
more profound. Yet the Child, who
should be easily devoured by the
dragon, raises His bruised heel to
crush the serpent’s head. Here is the
profound and unsearchable wisdom
of God: in the weakness and humility
of a Child the dragon is confounded
and defeated!
Christ comes in the weakness and
humility of a Child. A Babe wrapped in
swaddling cloths, lying in a manger, is
none other than Christ the Lord. Such
is the wisdom of God: in the humility
of a Child He defeats the great enemy
of our souls. Indeed, “the foolishness
of God is wiser than men, and the
weakness of God is stronger than
men” (1 Corinthians 1:25). Has such
foolishness conquered your wisdom?
Has such humility conquered your
pride? Would you stake your eternity
on a Child? Would you stake your
very soul on a weak and humble
Child? Would you cling to Him as the
guardian of your soul?
Such wisdom confounded the dragon;
do not let it confound you.

Rev. Brian Vos is the
pastor of the Trinity
United Reformed Church in
Caledonia, Michigan.
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The Leader of Theologians

I

T WAS Luther’s great assistant in the
Reformation, Philip Melanchthon,
himself an able teacher and theologian,
who called Calvin The Theologian.
Another of Calvin’s contemporaries,
the learned Joseph Scaliger (15201609),
echoed
Melanchthon’s
sentiment when he said: “Calvin
stands alone among the theologians.”
Speaking of Calvin’s Institutes,
a sixteenth century Hungarian
reformer said that, apart from the
Apostolic writings, “nothing in
the world is equal to this book.”1
It was Calvin who gave the Evangelical
movement
(Protestantism)
its
theology, and this, I think, was his
greatest contribution. One of the great
successors of John Knox in Scotland,
William Cunningham, presented
a valid estimate when he stated:
“The Institutes of Calvin is the
most important work in the
history of theological science…
and has exerted, directly or
indirectly, the greatest and most
beneficial influence upon the
opinions of intelligent men on
theological subjects.”2
At about the same time the Strasburg
editors of the works of Calvin put it
this way:
“…though Luther was supremely
great as a man, and Zwingli was
second to none as a Christian
citizen, and Melanchthon well
deserves the appellation of
the most learned of teachers,
Calvin may justly be called the
leader and standard-bearer of
theologians.” 3
The Calvin celebrations of 1909
reiterated these tributes in many
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ways. We may expect that the interest
in Calvin in 1959 will exceed that of
1909, for there is a new theological
climate today. If our renewed interest
in Calvin will involve a better
understanding of Calvin’s theology,
the profit will be great! Such benefit
can only revive Calvin’s own singular
purpose: Soli Deo Gloria!

A Theologian of the Word
of God
What is a theologian? Some
theologians have reveled in subtle
distinctions and have tried to build
great logical systems by means of
deduction from their own minds.
Such were many of the medieval
Scholastics; but Calvin was not of
their brand. Some theologians have
shut themselves off from the world,
and set forth radically new but lifeless
theologies in thick books. Such were
many nineteenth century Germans;
but the Frenchman, John Calvin, was
not of that type. Calvin was above all
a theologian of the Word of God! The
Bible was the source and norm of all
Calvin’s thought. It was the Scripture
from which his expository sermons
were drawn. It was the Scripture
which he carefully exegeted in order to
produce his excellent commentaries.
And it was the same truth of that Word
of God, the Holy Scriptures, which
Calvin, the theologian, organizes and
systematizes.
Calvin’s theology is best set forth
in his famous Institutes of the
Christian Religion which is relevant,
vibrant, challenging, and inspiring
still today—four hundred years
after the definitive edition. Calvin,
the theologian, demonstrates the
intimacy between the biblical and the
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systematic theologian. These two may
not be separated, as has been done
so often in history with disastrous
results, and as is so prevalent even in
neoorthodoxy today. The theologian,
according to Calvin, must follow
a humble but honorable task as a
disciple of Scripture, for
“it is impossible for any man to
obtain even the minutest portion
of right and sound doctrine
without being a disciple of
Scripture” (I, vi, 2).

Calvin’s Sudden Conversion
Calvin’s theological labors were
performed in an unusual manner
and during a relatively brief period.
His home was Roman Catholic, and
he was himself a nominal member
of that Church. His education
was significantly influenced by
the humanism of that day. At first
preparing for theology, Calvin became
acquainted with the Sorbonne at Paris,
famous for its defense of the theology
of Thomas Aquinas. Later the study
of law was to add to the equipment
for his life’s work as Reformer. It was
probably when he was approaching
his twenty-fifth birthday that
Calvin underwent what he called a
“sudden conversion” which led to his
abandonment of his nominal Roman
Catholicism. Although he had just
become a Protestant, he was soon to
be thrust into his life’s work by the
remarkable providence of God, and
the next three decades were to bring
about a tumultuous change in Geneva
with world-shaking consequences.

Theology Written Amid Strife
and Suffering
Probably within a year after his

conversion, Calvin wrote the first
edition of his justly famous Institutes.
Although these Institutes were written
in comparative obscurity at Basel, the
Reformer’s further theological labors
were performed, not in the quiet
and peace which the young scholar
sought for all his life, but mainly in
the seething caldron of Geneva where
he had sought only a night’s lodging.
While the labor of most theologians
is performed in the relative quiet of
study, classroom, and library, Calvin’s
theological labors were performed on
the battlefield of the Reformation. Add
to that the frailty of body and frequent
sickness, and one is astounded not only
at the quantity of his production in
letters, sermons, tracts, and Institutes,
but at their quality and warmth and
devotion as well.

How the Institutes Grew
The Institutes were not of immediate
theological significance. Initially it
was only a small work of six chapters,
something like a catechetical
manual or compendium. It was
Calvin’s confession of faith. It was an
astounding piece of work in view of
the author’s youth and as well of the
fact that he had only recently become
a Protestant. It was significant also
because it was dedicated to King
Francis I in order to indicate the faith
of the French Protestants, and to halt
the horrible persecution which had
broken loose upon them.
Throughout his life Calvin continued
to enlarge and improve his Institutes.
Yet none of the basic ideas of the first
edition of 1536 was ever retracted or
changed. This indicates one of the

remarkable features of Calvin the
theologian. As he himself grows in
an enriched knowledge of the Word,
the Institutes develop too, enlarged
and enriched and rearranged, but
never altered. As someone has aptly
put it: “Few men have changed less;
but few also have developed more.”
It was with the second edition that
the theological significance of the
Institutes increased. Though at first it
was only a catechetical manual for the
ignorant and superstitious multitudes,
Calvin now wished his Institutes “to
prepare and train candidates in sound
theology for the reading of the divine
Word…” But he continued to work
upon it until it took final shape in
the definitive edition of 1559, which
is the edition in which it has attained
its best form and exerted so great and
wholesome an influence in the world.
The following statement is not only an
apt description of Calvin’s Institutes,
but also a true characterization of
Calvin’s theology:
As we bring even elementary
understanding to bear upon
our reading of the Institutes, we
shall immediately discover the
profound sense of the majesty
of God, veneration for the
Word of God, and the jealous
care for faithful exposition and
systematization which were
marked features of the author.
And because of this we shall find
the Institutes to be suffused with
the warmth of godly fear. The
Institutes is not only the classic
of Christian theology; it is also a
model of Christian devotion. For
what Calvin sought to foster was
that “pure and genuine religion”
which consists in “faith united
with serious fear of God, such
fear as may embrace voluntary
reverence and draw along with
it legitimate worship such as is
prescribed in the law” (I, ii, 2).4

Not a Speculative Theologian
Calvin’s

theology

is

the

result

of a keen, penetrating analysis
and systematising of the biblical
revelation by one who seeks to bring
“every thought into captivity to the
obedience of Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5).
Calvin has been called a speculative
theologian. It has been said that he
had one basic idea and from it he
derived his system by cold rigorous
logic. Nothing could be further from
the truth. All that is needed to refute
this caricature is a simple reading of
Calvin himself. Keenness and rigor
of mind were Calvin’s indeed. His
intellectual capacity was second to
none. But his system of theology is
marked by a coherence and unity
which characterizes the truth of God’s
revelation. It was Calvin’s gift simply
to perceive it, and in his own way to
reproduce it.

Complete Subservience to
Scripture
Calvin was radically different from the
speculative theologian in the ordinary
sense of the term. He had deep respect
for the majesty and sovereignty of
God. This awe, this reverence was
demonstrated in his utter willingness
to be subject to the inspired revelation
sovereignly given by God. Where
the Scriptures spoke, Calvin did
not dare remain silent; hence all the
doctrines he taught, including God’s
sovereignty and predestination. But
where the Scriptures were silent,
there Calvin dared not speak. This
marks the striking difference between
Calvin’s theology, which is scriptural,
vibrant, living, and the theology
of the medieval scholastics which
is speculative, lifeless, and dead.
Systematic, biblical theologian that he
was, Calvin’s sharpest word of rebuke
is for that theology which involves
“frigid speculation” and sets forth
ideas which merely flutter in the brain
but have no sure root in the Word of
God.

A God-Centered Theology
As one scans the horizon of Calvin’s
theology, he notes that it is always
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theocentric, always directed to God.
Calvin as a theologian listens to God
in his revelation. He accepts that
revelation where it is —the Scriptures.
And his response, based upon his
hearing the Word of God, is the
response of faith returning its praise
to God.
Therefore Calvin emphasizes the
sovereignty of God for he is obedient
to the divine revelation, which states
that God “worketh all things after
the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11).
To Calvin, history is meaningful
and significant because it is the
unfolding of God’s all-comprehensive
and sovereign will. In spite of the
keenness of his own mind, Calvin
was unable to harmonize divine
sovereignty and human responsibility,
but he obediently maintained both.
Maintaining the eternal decrees of
God, Calvin also defends the doctrine
of eternal predestination because the
Scriptures teach this doctrine. (See
Eph. 1:11, 4; Romans 8-9 etc.) And
as this sovereign God executes his
eternal decrees, he creates the world,
providentially sustains and governs it,
and graciously and justly executes his
sovereign counsel.
This, very simply, was Calvin’s
theology. He knew that objections
would be raised against it. These
objections are not new. Calvin heard
them all raised against him at Geneva,
and he has carefully considered and
discussed them at various points in his
writings. He knew that men accused
him of making God the author of sin.
He was aware of the charge that man
was left without any real freedom.
He knew only too well that sovereign
predestination was a stumbling block
to the minds of men. But to abandon
any of these, Calvin knew, was to
deny what God had himself revealed.
This was Calvin’s fundamental idea—
the absolute authority of the Word of
God!
The opening chapters of the definitive
edition of the Institutes display
Calvin’s skill as a biblical theologian.
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There, as throughout the Institutes,
he indicates that his thought, his
theology, has been formed by the
Word of God. He enlarges on the
state of man’s perfection before the
Fall, the state of man’s misery and
guilt as a result of the Fall, and the
character of the change wrought by
God’s gracious redemption. As he
discusses the knowledge of God,
Calvin consistently distinguishes that
which God has objectively revealed
from that which man has come to
know of God’s revelation. Calvin
sees the necessity of distinguishing
this knowledge and the abilities of
man prior to the Fall from the loss of
ability and suppression of knowledge
after the Fall. In other words, Calvin
has shown us how important it is to
distinguish the sufficiency of God’s
general revelation even after the
fall—so that man is without excuse
for not knowing God (Rom. 1:18 f.)
—from man’s actual knowledge of
that revelation. While he maintains
the validity of God’s revelation, he
emphatically denies the possibility
of a natural theology to fallen man.
Here one notes the pioneering work
performed by Calvin as he breaks
sharply with the prevailing theology
of Roman Catholicism which was a
synthesis, a fusion, of the philosophy
of Aristotle and the revelation
of Scripture. In Calvin we see a
theologian who makes a conscious
attempt to overcome all synthesis
with pagan philosophy in order to
build a theology based solely on God’s
revelation.

Calvin on Predestination
There is no attempt in this brief
article to survey the whole of Calvin’s
theology—that is obviously too
extensive a task. But it may be useful
to at least single out the doctrine of
predestination for a few additional
remarks. On no doctrine has Calvin
been so vigorously opposed nor so
grossly caricatured. Even among those
who call themselves Calvinists, this
is often a stumbling block. Calvin’s

doctrine of predestination occasions
offense, I believe, only where there
is not that wholehearted allegiance
to the single source of theology, the
Scripture, as there was in Calvin.
He did not originate the doctrine.
Augustine and the other Reformers
held it before Calvin. And they had
learned it from the inspired writings,
especially those of Paul. Enough has
been said above to indicate that it was
not the fruit of Calvin’s speculative
genius. The doctrine was indeed a link
in a coherent chain of thoughts, but
that link was given by God himself.
(See Rom. 8:28-30 e.g.)
It is important to add, however,
that in Calvin’s presentation of the
doctrine, its theological context is
similar to that of Paul in Romans 8
and 9. The Institutes of 1559 do not
take up the doctrine of predestination
in a substantial way until Book III.
And there we find it in the midst of
Calvin’s doctrine of soteriology—
the application of the completed
work of Jesus Christ through the
instrumentality of the Holy Spirit.
It follows a section on prayer. And
it is occasioned by the question, as
in Romans 9, why all who hear the
gospel do not believe. Calvin’s answer,
like that of Paul, is that not all are
elect. The context of the doctrine
does not imply a minimizing of the
importance of double predestination
in Calvin’s thought. On the contrary,
it is because Calvin finds the doctrine
in Scripture, that he does not dare
to be silent where the Scripture
speaks. Predestination is a doctrine
characteristic of Calvin, not because
he initiated it, nor because he by
rational deduction arrived at it, but
because he obediently defended it and
gave it its rightful place in theology.
Calvin’s devotional and ever-present
practical concern for the integration
of doctrine and life is evident even
when he speaks of predestination, as
these words amply indicate:
We shall never feel persuaded
as we ought that our salvation

flows from the free mercy of
God as its fountain, until we are
made acquainted with his eternal
election, the grace of God being
illustrated by the contrast—that
he does not adopt promiscuously
to the hope of salvation, but gives
to some what he denies to others.
III, xxi, 1.

The Systematizer of
Reformation Doctrine
The question naturally arises whether
Calvin was only a systematizer
and organizer? Was this his only
theological significance? I think there
can be little doubt that this was his
greatest achievement, but anyone who
knows only a little of the history of
the Reformation will recognize the
wise providence of God in providing
a Reformer with such capacities at
the strategic moment. Penetrating
students of history have said that it is
“the testimony of history, friendly
and unfriendly to Calvinism,…
that had it not been for the strong,
unflinching systematic spirit
and character of the theology of
Calvin, the Reformation would
have been lost to the world.”
Calvin did indeed build upon the
theological labors of the earlier
Reformers and the Church Fathers,
and he benefited from all the labors
of his predecessors. Warfield is right
when he says that Calvin’s
“greatest significance as a religious
teacher is that by his exact and
delicate sense of doctrinal value
and relations and his genius for
systematic construction he was
able, as none other was, to cast
this common doctrinal treasure
of the Reformation into a wellcompacted, logically unassailable,
and religiously inspiring whole.
In this sense it is as a systematizer
that he makes his greatest demand
on our admiration and gratitude.
It was he who gave the Evangelical
movement a theology.”5

His Own Contributions to
Theology
Nevertheless, Calvin also made his
own significant contributions to
theology. These may not be readily
discerned by the layman, but the
theologically alert will recognize
them. Calvin was a theologian whose
great intellectual ability was exercised
always in humble obedience to God’s
Word. The result of such efforts has
been admirably compressed into a
single paragraph by B. B. Warfield.
These words deserve our attention in
the commemoration of 1959:
Calvin was a thoroughly
independent student of Scripture
and brought forth from that
treasure-house things not only
old but new; and if it was not
given to him to recover for
the world so revolutionizing’ a
doctrine as that of Justification
by Faith alone, the contributions
of his fertile thought to doctrinal
advance were neither few nor
unimportant. He made an epoch
in the history of the doctrine
of the Trinity: by his insistence
on “self-existence,” as a proper
attribute of Son and Spirit as
well as of the Father, he drove
out the lingering elements of
Subordinationism, and secured
to the Church a deepened
consciousness of the co-equality
of the Divine Persons. He
introduced the presentation of
the work of Christ under the
rubrics of the threefold office of
Prophet, Priest, and King. He
created the whole discipline of
Christian Ethics. But, above all,
he gave to the Church the entire
doctrine of the Work of the Holy
Spirit, profoundly conceived and
wrought out in its details, with its
fruitful distinctions of common
and efficacious grace, of noetic,
aesthetic,
and
thelematic
effects,—a gift, we venture to
think, so great, so pregnant
with benefit to the Church as

fairly to give him a place…as the
Theologian of the Holy Spirit.6
These are the characteristics of the man
whom Melanchthon, so graciously
but rightly, called The Theologian.
Calvin’s theology was a gracious gift
of God to the grand strategy of the
Reformation — a priceless heritage
to this day. If the 450th anniversary
of Calvin’s birth will induce men to
read and study the Institutes, they
will better understand the Word of
God and more adequately praise the
sovereign God, who in that Word has
revealed his grace in Jesus Christ. And
such a commemoration in 1959 will
inspire continued reformation, which
will never be able to bypass Calvin,
but will continue to build upon him
in grateful obedience to the Word of
God. Soli Deo Gloria!
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C

ontemporary
American
Protestantism has its discontents.
Two ex-Protestants, both well-known
sons of famous Protestant ministers,
have expressed their disenchantment
in prominent books. In 2007, Frank
Schaeffer wrote, Crazy for God.
This autobiography is as colorful
as its subtitle, “How I Grew Up as
One of the Elect, Helped Found the
Religious Right, and Lived to Take
All (or Almost All) of It Back.” As
Frank tells the story, he has gone from
an evangelical to a member of the
Eastern Orthodox Church who is no
longer sure that God exists.
Schaeffer refers to Protestantism
briefly when he describes his parents
as “traditional Protestants trying to
come to terms with the theological
liberalism that was sweeping
through the seminaries and mainline
denominations starting in the early
1900s.” Up to this point, he observes
that while doctrinal differences
separated Baptists, Methodists, and
Presbyterians, these denominations
“shared an orthodoxy that today
would be called fundamentalism.” In
other words, Protestant orthodoxy,
as Frank Schaeffer describes it,
centered on the fundamentals of
the faith (belief in a literal Bible, the
divinity of Christ, the virgin birth,
substitutionary
atonement,
the
miracles of Christ, etc.), and Francis
and Edith Schaeffer inherited both
the “enthusiasms” and the “paranoia”
of fundamentalism.
A more gracious story is told in
Thomas Howard’s 1994 book,
Evangelical is Not Enough. “My debt
to Protestantism is incalculable,”
Howard writes in his first sentence.
He then describes the particular
expression of his upbringing as
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“evangelical,” and he devotes the rest
of the book criticizing the thinness
and inadequacy of evangelicalism.
He gives the Reformation credit for
fostering his childhood environment
of “Christian earnestness, zeal, and
fidelity,” but with little else, it seems.
Within a year of the publication of his
book, Howard left the Episcopalian
church and joined the Roman
Catholic Church, forfeiting his
tenured teaching post in the English
faculty at Gordon College. What
Howard claimed to have found in
the Roman Catholic Church was
“evangelicalism and more.” In a sense,
he argued, he was not on a pilgrimage
away from his former faith. “Have I
moved or have I not? I have certainly
left nothing behind. ...To [an] extent,
I cannot be said to have traveled
anywhere on my pilgrimage.”

A New Day?
Whatever other purpose these books
serve, together they demonstrate the
bankruptcy of the term “evangelical.”
Both writers have suggested that
evangelical is synonymous with
Protestant. To be sure, evangelicalism
has
historically
entailed
a
commitment to the “solas” of the
Protestant Reformation. Yet that is an
anachronistic appeal to a lost meaning
of the term. Those who employ the
word “evangelical” today are less
content to live with the confining
boundaries of Protestantism. As
David Wells observed in his book No
Place for Truth:
As evangelicalism has continued
to grow numerically, it has seeped
through its older structures and
now spills out in all directions,
producing a family of hybrids
whose theological connections
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are quite baffling. . . . The word,
evangelical, precisely because
it has lost its confessional
dimension,
has
become
descriptively anemic.
Some still prefer the term “evangelical”
to “Protestant” because of its central
concern. Positively, it focuses on the
evangel, the good news of the gospel,
and this is preferred over the negative
association of “protesting.” However,
American evangelicals have not
exercised stewardship of the gospel as
they claim. When evangelical pastors
today know more about church
growth techniques than the articles of
the Apostles’ Creed, they are failing to
witness to that gospel in its fullest and
most glorious form. Evangelicalism,
therefore, cannot be credited with
propagating and defending a fullorbed gospel. In appealing to a
simple gospel, evangelicalism denies
the mature expression of the gospel,
which entails how God has revealed
himself to his people, what we are to
believe in order to be saved, and what
duties he requires of us.
Evangelicalism has silenced these
themes of historic Protestantism. It has
taken on a life of its own, independent
of content, and it has wreaked much
mischief in the Christian world.
When the Reformed are limited to
five-points of soteriology, when terms
such as covenant and sacraments are
absent from evangelical vocabularies,
when worship is reduced to revivalist
hymns and lectures on the sovereignty
of God, is it any wonder that folk will
search for a thicker version of the
faith? When discontents discover
the inadequacies of evangelicalism,
where are they to go? The answer,
for Schaeffer and Howard, was
Constantinople and Rome, two non-

Protestant destinations. The sources
of historic Protestantism, such as
Wittenberg, Geneva, or Edinburgh,
were not considered.
And so, before it addresses the
errors of Roman Catholicism,
any contemporary defense of
Protestantism must recognize that
“evangelicalism is not enough” in at
least two senses. First, evangelicalism
cannot express the fullness of
Protestantism. We readily agree with
most assessments of the incoherence
of
contemporary
American
Protestantism, especially mainline
or liberal Protestantism. We applaud
the decline of liberal Protestantism
from its former days of power and
influence. Our post-liberal Protestant
(or post-Constantinian) age is a
good thing, for many reasons. But
unfortunately, evangelicalism has not
been immune to the weaknesses of
liberal Protestantism.
In this post-liberal moment, historian
Mark Noll considers the proximity
of many American evangelicals to
Roman Catholicism, and he observes
that “it is impossible not to realize that
a new day had dawned.” Noll’s point
is that evangelicals have so isolated
themselves from the Christian
past that Roman Catholicism can
help what ails contemporary
evangelicalism. This is true,
but it ignores that the banality
of
mainline
Protestantism
and the futility of evangelical
Protestantism are not the only
non-Roman Catholic options in
America. What Noll does not
consider is historic or confessional
Protestantism. We concede that
this is easy to overlook, especially
since confessional Protestantism
is not represented in the numbers
and prominence that evangelicals
covet. But before turning to Rome
for help, evangelicals would do
better to look at the churches of
the Protestant Reformation.
Secondly,
evangelicalism
is not enough in the sense

that it fails to deliver a coherent
theological argument against Roman
Catholicism. When Michael Horton
and R. C. Sproul suggested the
incompatibility of Roman Catholicism
on the doctrines of Scripture and
justification, their arguments fell
on deaf evangelical ears. When the
heart of the Reformation is obscured,
evangelical-Catholic dialogue focuses
on other issues, such as the veneration
of Mary or the intercession of saints.
In this way, Roman Catholicism
appears to be the “evangelicalism and
more” that Howard claims to have
discovered. It is the natural outgrowth
of his evangelical convictions, a
progression from childhood and
adolescence to maturity.
A similar journey was recently told
by Francis Beckwith, professor of
philosophy at Baylor and the President
of the Evangelical Theological
Society. In 2007 he announced that
he was returning to the church of
his upbringing, the Roman Catholic
Church. Beckwith was quick to assure
his friends and family that in making
this conversion, he remained an
ardent evangelical.
Beckwith’s claim would not raise an
eyebrow among many American
Roman Catholics. Twenty percent of

them claim to be evangelical as well.
Keith Fournier, in his 1990 book,
Evangelical Catholic, argues that
“evangelical” best functions as an
adjective which describes the form
of religious conviction and not its
content. He goes on to argue that “it
is time for a radical redefinition of the
word.” He claims to be a evangelical
Christian “in the truest sense of the
word.”
There was, therefore, a clever rhetorical
sleight of hand in the composition
of the document, “Evangelicals and
Catholics Together” in 1994. This was
hardly the ecumenical breakthrough
that it was lauded to be, because it
marked no resolution to the historic
divide between Protestants and
Catholics.

In Search of a Tradition
One of the ironies of current appraisals
of Rome is that evangelicals find
themselves most attracted by the very
thing they most despised about their
past. A good example comes from
the pen of the late Robert Webber.
His 2006 book The Divine Embrace,
was part of his project to espouse the
eclectic spirituality of an “ancientfuture faith.”
According to Webber, Protestant
spirituality took a wrong turn
shortly after the Reformation,
owing to its framing of the
Christian life in Protestant
categories of justification
and sanctification. In his
experience, this yielded a
legalism that was far from
the heart of a true Christian
spirituality. And yet, what
eventually attracted him to
Roman Catholic spirituality
was its rules. He commended
the rule of St. Benedict, a
disciplined life under vows
of chastity, obedience, and
simplicity. The word, “rule,” he
observed, is rarely employed
among Protestants. It is gaining
currency, he is pleased to
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report, as ancient Christian practices
are being restored. Consequently,
Webber treats Roman Catholic and
Protestant differences as “secondorder matters,” not determinative of
the heart of Christian spirituality.
Webber’s reflections reveal that
many evangelicals themselves find
Protestantism,
and
particularly
evangelicalism wanting on several
other fronts. Many have sensed with
Thomas Howard that the “fullness” of
the Christian faith is found elsewhere.
Evangelicalism, according to Howard,
is incapable of absorbing the one,
holy, catholic and apostolic church in
its bones. He is right, but for this same
reason, we would argue that Roman
Catholicism is not enough. A better
question to raise is whether Roman
Catholics deserve the title “catholic.”
One could argue (and we will) that
when Rome expelled Protestants it
gave up its status as the holy catholic
church.
Still, what contemporary and
recent objections to evangelicalism
reveal is born-again Protestantism’s
directionlessness owing to its
disconnection from the Christian
past. The evangelical habit of
beginning the study of church history
with the Second Great Awakening
of the nineteenth century, or at best
the revivals of George Whitefield
and Jonathan Edwards, is incapable
of accommodating the need of many
evangelicals who have discovered a
need for a tradition.
This charge of historical myopia is
often extended to all Protestantism,
and it is argued that when one properly
accounts for all of God’s dealings with
the church, one necessarily becomes a
Roman Catholic. This argument needs
to be addressed in greater detail, but
for now it is worth noting that Calvin
and the Reformers insisted on going
back to the ancient church where they
discovered confirmation of Protestant
doctrines.
The sort of individualism and anarchy
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that results from being disconnected
from a tradition is an affliction of
evangelicalism, not Protestantism per
se. In his book, Journeys Home Peter
Cram lampoons Protestantism as “one
long, continuous line of protesters
protesting against their fellow
protesters, generating thousands of
denominations, parachurches, and
‘free churches,’ which are simply
one-church denominations. Schisms
occur when factions arise within
denominations; rather than seeking
absolute truth, the American appetite
for individualism leads to yet another
denomination.” Confessionalism is
not recognizable in this polemic.
A Protestant confession, rightly
understood, is the source of unity, not
of schism.
As Wells noted, contemporary
evangelicalism borrows fragments
from historic Protestantism but it
seeks a lowest common denominator
alternative
to
Protestantism’s
doctrinal demands. Evangelicalism as
a movement or a coalition demands
intellectual shallowness. It cannot
bear the weight of a tradition, which
proves too confining.
Thus confessionalism is dismissed
as no antidote to the radical
individualism of evangelicalism.
Ironically, John Frame decries the
“sin” of denominationalism, even
while his disdain for tradition and
his encouragement of biblicism have
only fueled sectarian impulses among
conservatives. Frame’s individualistic
approach to biblical interpretation
denies the confessional principle that
ministers of the gospel labor within
an interpretive tradition.
Is evangelicalism capable of recovering
a sense of a Protestant tradition? We
have our doubts. It does not seem
possible to pour tradition into such
a vessel that is designed to hold
only liquids that are tradition-less.
To borrow an image from Hughes
Oliphant Old’s book on Presbyterian
worship, asking evangelicals to recover
tradition is like coaxing a thirteen-year-

old who steadily drinks Mountain Dew
to taste wine. The facial expression will
not likely indicate pleasure.

Recovering Historic
Protestantism
To repeat the point of this series,
good reasons remain for being
anti-Roman Catholic. But such
anti-Roman Catholicism requires
a robust Protestantism that proves
willing to hold fast to a tradition.
Reformed believers especially must
counter both Roman Catholicism and
evangelicalism with a firm resolve to
defend historic Protestantism.
Until Protestants discover the
authority
and
catholicity
of
confessional
Protestantism,
evangelicalism will likely produce
many more converts to the Roman
Catholic Church. The errors of Rome,
as recent developments suggest,
will elude evangelicals who lack a
connection to the churches of the
Reformation. When Thomas Howard
can consider himself a “completed
evangelical” by embracing the
liturgical and aesthetic appeal of
Rome while denying the doctrines of
sola Scriptura and sola fide, it is a sober
reminder of the need to distinguish
Protestantism from evangelicalism.
Thomas Howard got at least this much
right: evangelicalism is not enough.

Dr. D. G. Hart and Mr.
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Lesson 9: A Tragic Ending to the Story of Gideon

G

ideon had come a long way since
Judges 6:11. When we first met
him, he was a timid Israelite threshing his grain in a winepress for fear
of the Midianites. When we last left
him in Judges 8, he was an angry man
killing Zebah and Zalmunna, the two
Midianite princes, and destroying
two Israelite towns out of vengeance.
Yes, Gideon had come a long way, but
were all these changes for the better?
As a result of his glorious deliverance,
the men of Israel asked him to be king
over them. Wait. Gideon’s deliverance
of Israel? God had been the one who
delivered Israel. It seems that the
men of Israel had forgotten that little
detail. When they asked Gideon to be
king in verse 22, the reason they gave
was “for you have saved us from the
hand of Midian.” Not “God has saved
us through you” or even “God and
you have saved us,” but “you, Gideon,
have saved us.”
Looking back over the story of
Gideon, we see the downward spiral
of his life. In Judges 6:15, Gideon
was incredulous when the LORD
asked him to be the deliverer. He
asked “How can I save Israel,” citing
his weakness as a reason for God to
choose someone else. But the LORD
promised to be with Gideon. Gideon
understood this in 6:36, when he said
to the LORD, “if you will save Israel
by my hand.” By Judges 7, Gideon
instructed his army to shout “a sword
for the LORD and for Gideon”; by his
actions in Judges 8, however, Gideon
had accepted full responsibility for
the deliverance. So the Israelites came
to him and asked Gideon to start a
dynasty of kings.

rule over you.” When we first read
this answer, we feel the urge to cheer.
However, although Gideon’s answer
seems orthodox, he went on to act
exactly as if he had said “yes” instead
of “no.” His rejection of the kingship
turns into an acceptance, veiled under
the guise of religious orthodoxy.
Gideon said the right thing, but his
actions spoke louder than his words.
The first evidence of Gideon’s desire
to be king is hinted at in Judges 8:21,
when he killed Zebah and Zalmunna.
After Gideon slew them, he took the
crescent ornaments from the necks
of their camels for himself. Dr. Iain
Duguid points out that these crescent
ornaments were marks of kingship.
Throughout Judges 8, Gideon acted
as if he were a king, judging cities that
did not help him and slaying kings
out of personal vengeance. Gideon
went on to make kingly demands of
the Israelites. He commanded them
to give him the earrings from their
spoil. He took to himself many wives
and concubines, which was generally
considered the behavior of pagan
kings. Most interestingly, he named
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his son Abimelech (8:31) which
means “my father is king.” Whatever
happened to Gideon saying “I will not
rule over you;” whatever happened to
him refusing to be king?
Gideon seems to be very inconsistent.
I can remember reading this chapter
and being very disappointed. I had
always looked at Gideon as a great
hero of the faith, a role model, but
this chapter proved that he was just
a normal human, full of sin. Even
though he refused the kingship, he
most certainly hankered after it (as is
evidenced in the naming of his son)
and acted as de facto king of Israel.
Dr. Dale Ralph Davis points out that
this is the struggle of every Christian.
We all struggle to make our practice
as good as our theology. He states “It
is ever our danger that after being
used of God in some way, we mouth
humility but practice pride. We may
know occasions of the Spirit’s power
and yet lack the Spirit’s wisdom.”
Doing work for the kingdom is a
wonderful thing, but it can easily lead
to pride.

In verse 23, Gideon gave his answer.
“I will not rule over you, and my son
will not rule over you; the LORD will
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Right now, I am leading a church
Bible study on (of all things) humility. I enjoy teaching it, I enjoy seeing
what I say take hold in my listeners’
minds, and I enjoy seeing the spark of
change in their eyes. But even while
leading this study on humility, I see
great pride working itself into my
heart. I am proud of what I do, proud
of the authority that I have in leading. The greatest struggle with teachers, pastors, youth group leaders, and
other church volunteers comes not
when they fail but when they succeed. When the Holy Spirit works
through them mightily and they experience success, the temptation is to
look on it and, like Gideon, see it as
something that they have done. They
are tempted to look on it in pride, like
Nebuchadnezzar when he said “Is this
not the great Babylon which I have
built.” We pray to the LORD faithfully and depend on Him alone during times of hardship and trial, but
when the profitable harvest comes,
we neglect to thank Him, we forget
that all the increase came from Him.
All
Christians
struggle
with
inconsistency. We may know the Bible
backwards and forwards, we may
have memorized a catechism or two
and learned our systematic theology,
we can spout of theological terms and
definitions until we are blue in the
face, but when it comes to living out
our faith, we fail miserably. This hurts
our witness tremendously. When we
talk to our non-Christian friends and
co-workers, we may be able to say all
the right things and present blindingly
brilliant theological arguments, but if
we do not live it out, it is all worthless.
Actions do speak louder than words.
In 1 Peter 2:12, Peter points out that
if we live out our faith and behave
as Christians, unbelievers will see
our good conduct and that will lead
them to glorify God and, through the
Holy Spirit, can lead them to Christ.
There is a stereotype of Reformed
and Presbyterian folks that we just sit
around on our pews all day arguing
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We stay so
busy with our
intellectual
pursuits that
we never get out
to actually do
anything.
the finer points of theology, always
focusing on what Berkhof or Bavinck
would say, and we stay so busy with
our intellectual pursuits that we never
get out to actually do anything.
Do not get me wrong, having a
strong foundation in theology and
understanding what the Bible actually
says is surely important. The book of
Acts commends the Berean church
for diligently searching the Scriptures
and for knowing their doctrines. Peter
warns us not to be carelessly tossed
around by every “wind of doctrine”
(i.e., not being carried away by every
new and fashionable doctrine that
comes along, even if it is heretical) and
the only way to do that is to be firmly
grounded in the Scriptures. However, if
we would get up off our pews once in a
while to engage in service, if we would
live out our faith instead of just having
a head knowledge, the world would
stand up and take notice. You might
be the picture of a perfect Christian
on Sunday at church, but how is your
behavior in the workplace, at school,
while hanging out with your friends?
Can people tell the difference between
you and non-Christians? Or does your
behavior, like Gideon’s, not match up
with your words? The Spirit of Christ
dwelling in us should make a radical
change in the way that we live. Romans
12:2 calls us to not be conformed to
the world but to offer up ourselves
as living sacrifices, to radically serve
God in our daily lives. 2 Corinthians
5:17 tells us that in Christ, we are new
creatures. If we are Christians, we had
best start living like it!

As if it were not bad enough that
Gideon was acting like a king, his first
act as de facto king takes us from bad
to worse. In verse 24, Gideon made
a request. He asked the Israelites to
give him all of the golden earrings
from their spoil. Gideon took all of
the golden earrings plus all of the
plunder he personally had taken
from the kings, tossed them into the
fire, and fashioned an ephod. This
is frighteningly similar to Exodus
32, where Aaron collected all the
golden earrings from the children
of Israel, tossed them into a fire and
out came a golden calf (or that was
the story Aaron told). It seems that
in the Bible, earrings have an unusual
tendency to hop into flames and pop
out as idols. Gideon set the ephod
up in Ophrah, his home town, and
it became an idol for all the people
of Israel. This idol worship became a
snare to Gideon and his family. What
a tragedy. The story of Gideon began
with Gideon tearing down the Baals
and Asherah in Ophrah (Judges 6:2835) and ended with him setting up an
idolatrous ephod in Ophrah, leading
the children of Israel back into the
idolatry that he saved them from, the
idolatry that got them into trouble in
the first place.
An ephod was a sleeveless tunic that
the high priest wore over his other
garments. It was made of costly and
colorful materials. Attached to the
ephod was a breastplate in which
twelve precious stones (one for each
of the twelve tribes) were set in four
rows. The ephod was associated with
discerning the will of God, for on the
ephod was a special pocket for the
Urim and Thummin, the stones that
the high priest sometimes used to
determine God’s will (see 1 Samuel
23:9-12 or 1 Samuel 30:7-8).
It seems that Gideon’s action in
making an ephod was meant to make
direct conversation with the LORD
easier. Instead of travelling to the
tabernacle, the Israelites could just
come to Orphah and ask Gideon,

who, with his ephod, would serve as
a channel between them and God.
Gideon, who was once himself so
uncertain about the will of God that
he put out a fleece, now wants to
discern it by means of the ephod for
all who come to him.
Gideon’s motives could have been
pure. He just wanted to follow God’s
will and his ephod was a way of
assuring that he was doing the right
thing. The problem is that Gideon
wanted more than what God had
given. He wanted to do a right thing—
to worship God—but he wanted to do
it in a way contrary to what God had
commanded. No matter how sincere
Gideon may have thought he was,
he was totally wrong because God
had commanded that the worship of
Him be done through the Levitical
priesthood.
Today, we often fall into the same
pit that Gideon and Israel did with
Gideon’s ephod. We greatly desire to
serve God, to worship Him, and to
grow closer to Him. But we are not
happy with doing it in the way He
commanded us. We want always to
be on a spiritual high, always to have
our emotions overflowing. So we
add things to our worship services,
like drama, liturgical dances, and
other goofy things that are clearly not
commanded in the Scriptures. We
thrive on huge Christian conferences
and other Christian events that give
us a spiritual high, and end up subtly
ignoring His given means of grace.
Dr. Dale Ralph Davis puts it this way:
“We are not content merely to walk
obediently to the Scriptures, trusting
God’s providence and goodness to
direct us in the proper path. No, we
must have more: a specific, direct
word from God about what we should
do in our particular problem.” We
want the Holy Spirit to directly speak
to us, we want emotion-filled revivals.
We neglect the ways in which God
has commanded us to worship Him,
the ways in which He commanded
us to divine His will. Prayer, the

sacraments, and corporate worship
fall by the wayside as we emphasize
conferences, retreats, and alternate
ways of worship. Of course, emotion
is not bad, conferences are not bad.
Christian retreats are not idolatry.
But, we must be careful to not ignore
the rich, normal means of grace
that God has provided. We must
not neglect to read the Scriptures,
spend time in prayer, delight in
the sacraments, and worship as a
corporate body. Sometimes these
things seem boring and humdrum.
Other forms of worship can become
to us like Gideon’s ephod, more flashy
and exciting. But it is best to stick
with what God has provided for us—
He knows what He is doing.
Verse 27 shows something of the
nature of idolatry. The narrator does
not say “all Israel worshipped the
ephod” or “all Israel commit idolatry
to the ephod.” Rather, he says “all
Israel whored after the ephod.” This
very sexual language shows the
seriousness of this sin. Many times,
the Bible compares our relationship
with God as a marriage. If our
covenant with God is a marriage,
then its claims are to be strictly
observed. So many times, people ask
“why does the Gospel press itself on
the whole of our lives?” After all, it’s
only religion. Why does it have to
apply to all my life? But, true religion
is marital in nature. What sort of
husband would brush it off if his wife
kept multiple lovers? We cannot sluff
off our covenant with God—it is a
marriage. Our relationship with God
is a holy, pure marriage. “I, the LORD,
take you, my people, to be my wife.”
Marriage is a powerful illustration
of God’s love for His people. It also
provides us a context to see how
horrible our sin really is. When we

sin, we are becoming prostitutes. We
are breaking our marriage covenant
to commit adultery with someone
other than our husband. How
horrible and unfaithful we are in our
sin! And how gracious and loving
our God is when we sin! We are
horrible, prostituting wives. And we
keep on doing it; we never learn our
lesson. Yet our husband, God, freely
forgives us and takes us back into
His bosom, declaring His unending,
unconditional love for us. What a
gracious God we have!
Verse 28 tells us that “the land had
rest forty years in the days of Gideon.”
There was no more war, no more
invaders, no more pillaging. This is
the last time in the book of Judges that
such a thing will occur. This is the last
“rest passage” in the book. “The land
enjoyed rest” was the normal ending
for each judge story up until now. As I
said at the beginning of this series, the
book of Judges is not so much a series
of repeating cycles, but a downward
spiral. Israel and her judges keeps
getting worse and worse. They will
not serve the LORD who saves them.
And, so, the people who persistently
whore themselves and despise the
LORD’s gift will find that that gift is
withdrawn. “God’s mercy is deep but
not easygoing; it is tender but will not
be trampled” says Dr. Davis.
The story of Gideon ends in
verses 29-25. It ends by calling him
“Jerubbaal,” reminding us of his
double identity—on the one side the
fearful man, unable to act on his own
and on the other side, the revengeful
king who fights for his own glory. He
is more dangerous now than he was
at the beginning. His triumph at the
end of his life is not the “victorious
Christian life” but an abomination
to the LORD. Nothing has changed.

If our covenant with God is a marriage, then its
claims are to be strictly observed.
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Idolatry continues. The Midianites are
gone, but now Gideon is acting like a
worse king. He took for himself many
wives (Deuteronomy commands that
kings must not take many wives).
He took a Canaanite concubine
from Shechem (intermarriage was
also forbidden). He named his son
Abimelech, meaning “my father is
king,” in an attempt to establish a
dynastic monarchy. So many times
in the book of Judges, it explains that
these things happened “when there
was no king in Israel.” This would
lead many people (like the Israelites
in 1 Samuel 8) to think, “Oh, if only
there were a king, then these horrible
things would not happen.” But this
passage in Judges 8 shows that when
the people do get a man who acts
as king, they get a disaster. The real
problem is that the Israelites ignored
God’s true kingship.
Once Gideon died, the people of
Israel turned even further away from
the LORD. They made Baal-Berith
their god. Baal-Berith means “Baal,
lord of the covenant.” Historically,
the temple to Baal-Berith was in
Shechem, the very place where the
Israelites renewed the covenant under
Joshua in Joshua 24, where they had
declared “as for me and my house, we
will serve the LORD.” How far they
had fallen since then.
Gideon is often portrayed as a “hero of
the faith,” and that he is. He is listed in
Hebrews 11 as one of the men of faith.
How is this timid, vengeful, idolatrous
man a hero? How are we to view
biblical heroes? Are they best used as
examples? That would work fine if we
studied only the parts about Gideon
leading his band of three hundred
men. However, what about the parts
about his many wives, his vengeance,
and his idolatry? This is true of any
biblical hero, even David, the “man
after God’s own heart.” He was a great
man, but he committed adultery, he
murdered, he was full of pride.
Too often, we only think of biblical
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characters as models and as examples
for us to follow. That is the wrong
way to view the Bible, because all
of the men and women found in its
pages (save one) were sinners. In fact,
the Bible often goes out of its way to
“tar and feather” its heroes, going to
great lengths to remind us that even
the best heroes are totally depraved.
One thing we can learn from heroes
is that if God can use these flawed
people, God can use you and God can
use me. These people are not the true
heroes of the Bible. There is only one
true hero, God Himself. If God can
be a hero to Gideon and David, God
can be a hero to you and to me. Take
hope when you are messed up (which
is always—we are totally depraved).
When we truly understand the mercy
and grace of God shown to us in our
messed up state, when we see how
much He loves us in spite of all our
sin, then we will have found what
these heroes are teaching us: it is not
about us, it is about God. That is the
key to true Christian service. That is

the key to living out our faith. The
Bible is not just a random collection
of morals and stories about individual
people. It is centered on One Person.
All of history, all of the Bible is the
unfolding of God’s redemptive plan.
Every story, from Adam and Eve,
to Gideon, to David, to Ezra, points
to the ultimate deliverer and judge,
Jesus Christ. He came to seek and to
save and to serve those who could
do nothing themselves. He came to
ransom the Gideons, the people who
could not save themselves. It is not
about me, it is not about you, it was
not about Gideon, it was not about
David. It is all about Christ. When
reading the Bible, do not say, “Oh,
what great men they were.” Rather
say, “Oh, what a great God they had,
and what a great God we have.” He,
in spite of all of Gideon’s foolishness,
in spite of all of our doubts and fears
and failings, He still won. He is still
the hero, and He still loves us.

Lesson 9: Points to Ponder
1. Can you cite a time when you were in danger of becoming 		
proud of your service to God?
2. Can you give an example of when your actions spoke 		
louder than your words?
3. Is a good, strong foundation in theology and the Bible 		
necessary today? Why or why not? How can it best be 		
used to advance the Kingdom of God?
4. In what way was Gideon acting like a self-appointed king 		
and in what way did he act like a self-appointed priest?
5. How can forms of worship become like Gideon’s ephod? 		
How does God demand that He be worshiped? Do we ever
have the right to “improve” on God’s revealed will?
6. How is our relationship with God like a marriage? How 		
should that affect the way that we conduct ourselves in 		
everyday life?
7. How can God use you to be a true hero of faith? When 		
God does use you, who should receive all the glory?

Lesson 10: What Happens When You Hire a Bramble

J

udges 9 presents the story of Abimelech, Gideon’s son. This is a
relatively unfamiliar story. It is never taught in Sunday School and it is
not a very popular topic for preaching. This is possibly because it is so
gruesome, so horribly sad, and because it seems to have no redeeming value. It is a horrible part of Israel’s history, full of judgment, with
no gospel, and no grace. However,
it is in the Bible, and hence it is useful for us to turn our attention here.
It shows how trouble can not only
come from without (oppressors like
the Midianites) but also from within
(from Abimelech, Gideon’s own son).
Before we begin on Judges 9, it would
be best to review Judges 8:29-35.
Gideon had taken to himself many
wives, the act of a pagan king. He
had also taken a concubine from
Shechem, who bore him a son.
Gideon named this son Abimelech,
which means “my father is king.”
When Gideon, the savior of Israel,
died, the people of Israel turned again
and whored after the Baals, declaring
Baal as “Lord of the Covenant” rather
than the LORD (“Baal-Berith” means
“Baal, lord of the covenant”). They
forgot the LORD, who had delivered
them from all their enemies, and also
forgot Gideon.
It is not so much that they forgot
who the LORD was or that they
forgot what He did. They knew that
the LORD had delivered them. They
knew their history. Their problem
was that they did not let their
knowledge affect their actions. Their
factual knowledge about God did not
keep them from worshipping Baal. To
put it in a modern setting, they could
recite their catechisms and spout out
their prooftexts, but that did not keep

them from watching X-rated films,
reading pornography, getting drunk
with the guys, cheating on their wives,
and cheating on their final exams.
This illustrates how much we need
the Holy Spirit. We can drill biblical
doctrine into our children’s heads and
have them memorize lots of memory
verses, but if the Holy Spirit does not
work in their lives, if they do not have
a heart of flesh given by God instead
of a heart of stone, it is all worthless.
We can read every theological tome
that comes out, read “The Outlook”
from cover to cover each month, but
if we do not apply it to ourselves, it is
all worthless. We need to remember
the LORD not only in our heads but
also in our hearts. All this knowledge
that we have has to make a difference
in the way we live our lives. We need
to live lives of cheerful obedience.
The knowledge of God’s marvelous
and wonderful grace needs to fill us
with immense gratitude. If we really
know who God is and what He has
done for us, the only natural response
is to overflow with joy. That is what
Israel failed to do. They knew the facts
of God and His works, they just did
not personalize them, they did not
understand what a difference it made
in their hearts.
Not only did Israel forget the LORD,
they also forgot Gideon. They did
not show love to Gideon’s family.
They were ungrateful. The Bible
often warns about holding Christian
leaders too highly. Obviously, we
cannot let our love for our leader
interfere with our love for the LORD.
However, the Bible strongly calls for
respect and esteem for our Christian
leaders (see 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13
and 1 Timothy 4:12). And it is here
that many Christians fall short. Too
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often we, like the Israelites, do not
show steadfast love for our leaders.
We are always criticizing our elders,
mocking our leaders, and having
“roast preacher” for Sunday dinner.
Too often it seems like our main goal
in listening to preachers or speakers
is to find things to disagree with
instead of looking for the benefit. We
specifically write down every time
the pastor messes up or misspeaks
so that we can snicker at it with our
friends. When we listen to a Christian
speaker on the radio, we focus more
on the one or two points on which
we disagree, rather than on the many
excellent biblical points he may make.
Dr. Dale Ralph Davis says we need
to learn to “tender grateful thanks
to parents, pastors, mentors, friends,
and educators who have labored to
lead us in the grace and wisdom of
God.”
It is in this sort of ungrateful and
wicked attitude that Abimelech grew
up. Abimelech seems to have had a
great desire to live up to his name.
He raised a big fuss over who would
succeed Gideon as ruler. This had
never happened before in the history
of the judges. This is an argument
that kings would make, not Godappointed judges. The people, led
by Abimelech, want to choose their
own leaders rather than let the
LORD choose. Abimelech went about
securing his power in an ambitious
and treacherous way.
His mother, Gideon’s concubine, had
come from Shechem, so Abimelech
got his relatives to help him. He sends
them this message: “I do not want to
alarm you, but have you checked out
what is going on in Orphah lately?
Gideon had seventy sons and they are
all going to rule over us. Would it not
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be less chaotic and more beneficial if
just one person were to rule over you?
And why not let that one person be
Abimelech, since he is of our own flesh
and blood?” The people of Shechem
jumped right on the bandwagon of
the Abimelech campaign.
Abimelech’s hired a group of brutal
thugs using money from the Baal
temple. With his group of mercenaries,
Abimelech went to his father’s home
of Orphah, and murdered all of his
brothers in a gruesome execution.
One victim after another after
another was brutally hewn on one
stone. Each one was dispatched until
all of his brothers were eliminated
from possibly usurping Abimelech’s
throne. Only one brother escaped.
Jotham, Gideon’s youngest son and
Abimelech’s little brother, managed to
escape and hid himself away.
With his brothers out of the way,
nothing stood in Abimelech’s way to
the kingship. So, the men of Shechem
came and made Abimelech king by
the oak of the pillar at Shechem. In
Joshua 24, Joshua put that pillar under
the oak tree to be “a witness against
us, for it has heard all the words of the
LORD that He spoke to us. Therefore,
it shall be a witness against you, lest
you deal falsely with your God.” So,
whenever the Israelites saw that pillar
under the oak tree, they were supposed
to remember the covenant renewal
ceremony that happened at Shechem
years before. They were supposed to
remember God’s law (which says “do
not murder”) and how they all swore
to serve the LORD. Apparently, it
did not work. The Israelites did not
remember. Instead, they crowned a
power hungry murderer to be their
king.

Jotham (the son who got away) got
wind of the coronation and decided to
crash it. In the middle of Abimelech’s
coronation, Jotham’s tiny voice is
heard piping up from over on nearby
Mount Gerizim, as he calls on God to
witness their response.
It seems Jotham inherited his father’s
timid side, since he decided to deliver
his parable from on top of a mountain
so that he could easily get away if the
crowd got angry. From his mountain
perch, Jotham delivered the parable of
the trees. It is a rather straightforward
parable. In the parable, the trees go
out because they want to anoint a
king. To find a king, they approach
four different plants. The first three
(the olive tree, the fig tree, and the
grapevine) have great value and
significance in Palestinian agriculture.
They are all useful and profitable. But
they all refuse the kingship, because
they are too busy being useful to God
and to men. So, the trees, seeking a
king, offer the kingship to a fourth
plant, a bramble (or thorn bush).
The bramble responds by giving two

Gideon took great personal risk in delivering
Israel. Yet, the people revolted against him by
murdering all his sons.
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possible outcomes, saying “If in good
faith you are anointing me king over
you, then come and take refuge in my
shade, but if not, let fire come out of
the bramble and devour the cedars of
Lebanon.” This is quite absurd. If they
were offering the bramble kingship in
good faith, with clean motives, they
would enjoy shade. But how could
trees get under a little tiny bramble?
In doing so, the trees would get
pricked by its thorns. But at least then
they would have a king. The second
option is even crazier. If they were
not in good faith when they made
him king, then fire would come out
of the bramble and burn the forest.
How can fire come out of a thorn
bush and burn up a whole forest? But
the biggest absurdity of all is trying
to make a silly useless little bramble
king in the first place! If the trees were
crazy enough to do that, then perhaps
the world is a crazy enough place that
fire will emerge from the bush and
burn them all.
Jotham then applied his little parable
in verses 16-20. If the people of
Shechem had acted honorably
and in good faith when they made
Abimelech king and if they had been
fair to Gideon and his family, then they
would have every reason to rejoice in
making Abimelech king, in taking
shade under his branches, as it were.
But, in a parenthetical statement in
verses 17-18, Jotham pointed out that

the people of Shechem had not acted
honorably, for they had killed all of
Gideon’s sons and had not respected
Gideon. Jotham points out in these
two verses that Gideon took great
personal risk in delivering them. Yet,
the people had revolted against him
by murdering all his sons. So, the only
option is the second option—that fire
would come out of Abimelech and
destroy them all. Basically, Jotham is
saying “I hope you are happy, because
you are going to get what you deserve
if you keep Abimelech as king,”
because it was not just Gideon and his
family that Israel had been unfaithful
to, but also to the LORD.
What is the main thrust of this little
tale of talking trees and fire-shooting
thorns? Many commentaries have
spent all sorts of time assigning
different meanings and identities to
the different trees. However, the main
concerns are the foolishness of the
trees and the uselessness (except for
bringing disaster) of the bramble. The
fable does not teach that the kingship
is worthless but that their chosen
king is worthless. The focus is not
on the worthy candidates who reject
the kingship but on the worthless
bramble who accepts it. It is foolish to
accept clearly unqualified leadership.
“Brambles make good fuel but poor
kings; they burn better than they
reign.”
What can we learn from this little
parable? We must be careful whom
we choose to be our leaders, especially
our church leaders. We should never
settle for lesser leaders “just because
they will do it.” In Titus 1:5-9 and 1
Timothy 3:1-7, Paul encourages us
to practice the utmost discretion
when choosing church leaders. Our
elders, deacons, and ministers must
be biblically qualified, and we should
never settle for less. And we should
train young men in our churches to be
the sort of man who will be qualified,
who will be useful to both God and
man, profitable like the olive tree, the
fig tree, and the grapevine.

Our elders, deacons, and ministers must
be biblically qualified, and we should never
settle for less.
Having delivered his parable, young
Jotham fled quickly and hid out in
the town of Beer. For three years,
Abimelech ruled. He probably forgot
about Jotham, or at least wrote him
off as a minor annoyance. The rulers
of Shechem probably forgot about
him. But God did not forget. After
three years, God sent an evil spirit of
quarreling between Abimelech and
the leaders of Shechem. The leaders of
Shechem put men in ambush against
Abimelech along the road. While
they waited for Abimelech, they spent
their time robbing and looting all
who passed along the road.
Meanwhile, a man named Gaal and
his family moved into Shechem. One
day, while he was getting drunk at a
festival, Gaal spoke out in a drunken
rage against Abimelech (verses 28
and 29, which record Gaal’s drunken
speech are written in Hebrew in
such a way that when reading it out
loud, it sounds slurred and confused,
all messed up). Gaal claimed that
he would be a better leader than
Abimelech. And he seemed to draw
quite a following down in Baal’s bar.
Zebul, Abimelech’s loyal henchmen in
town, sent word about this rebellious
drunkard to Abimelech.
That was the straw that broke
Abimelech’s
back.
Abimelech
gathered his men and set up an
ambush against Shechem in the
middle of the night. The next day,
Gaal walked out to the entrance of the
gate. He saw Abimelech’s forces and
tried to alert whoever was standing
nearby. His only audience was Zebul,
Abimelech’s lackey. With great relish,
Zebul delivers his little “look who is
laughing now” speech. Zebul said “If
you are so sure that Abimelech is such
a worthless ruler, go out yourself and
fight him!” So Gaal and the leaders of

Shechem organized a resistance, but
Abimelech had no trouble dispatching
them. Those they did not kill, they
banished.
The next day, the people of Shechem
went out into their fields, minding
their own business. They did not really
care who ruled over them, Abimelech
or Gaal; they never really got involved
in any of the political nonsense. They
thought now that Abimelech had
dealt with Gaal, everything would be
back to normal. Abimelech was still
full of rage and He desired revenge,
much like his father in chapter 8. He
sent out some guerilla troops into the
fields and attacked all of the peaceful
workers, killing them. Meanwhile,
Abimelech led a company of soldiers
to the gate of Shechem and destroyed
the city, sowing it with salt (which
would make it worthless for future
crops).
Hearing of this bloodbath, the leaders
of Shechem fled to their strong tower
for refuge. Abimelech and his army
gathered bunches of brushwood,
which they stacked against the
tower and burnt the tower down,
incinerating one thousand men and
women alive in brutal fashion. Such
a horrifying slaughter shows how
degraded the people of Israel had
become, that they would do this to
each other. So, Jotham’s parable was
coming true. Abimelech, the bramble,
was consuming the people of Israel
with fire.
Moving on in blitzkrieg fashion,
Abimelech and his men next attacked
Thebez. Perhaps Thebez was involved
in the rebellion along with Shechem,
or maybe Abimelech just wanted to
destroy a city. Similar to Shechem,
Thebez had a strong tower within the
city to which all the men and women
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of the city fled to the tower. Abimelech
decided that he would destroy this
tower in the same way he dealt with
Shechem—burn it down. Just as he
was leaning down to light the match,
a woman dropped a millstone straight
down onto his head. He discovered,
in the words of Dr. Dale Ralph Davis,
that “a woman had a crush on him.”
One wonders why the woman had
a millstone up on the roof to begin
with, but I am certainly glad she did
(one speculates a feisty little Israeli
woman forcing
her husband
to carry it up
the winding
stairs saying
“you never
know when you
might need a
good millstone,
dear” similar
to Mrs. Beaver
in The Lion, the
Witch, and the
Wardrobe).
Now Jotham’s
parable
has
been
fully
realized. What
he said in verse
20 has come
true—fire came
from Abimelech
and destroyed
the leaders of
Shechem, and
now (figurative) fire from the leaders
of Shechem destroyed Abimelech.
Abimelech
had
been
utterly
humiliated, suffering at the hands of
a woman. He called his armor-bearer
to kill him. But, no matter how he
died, he was dead. Utterly destroyed.
He had brought Israel to utter ruin
and now he was destroyed. God had
destroyed the destroyer of His people.
What on earth can we learn from this
sickening story full of bloodshed and
brambles? Verses 56-57 tell us that
God was still in control of all of this.
God repaid Abimelech for his evil. It
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did not come in a way we would want
it to. If it were up to us, we would have
wanted Abimelech stopped right away,
before the slaughtering of his seventy
brothers. If it were up to us, Adolf
Hitler would never have performed
his atrocious slaughtering of Jews.
But know this: whatever happens, no
matter how horrible it seems, God
is in control. And no matter what
happens and no matter how much
it looks like the enemies of God are
winning, God will always punish
them; they will always get what they
deserve, either in this life or in the life
to come. Sin has consequences. What
God says will come to pass. It took
three long years of violence before
Jotham’s curse came to pass, but come
to pass it did.
As mentioned at the beginning of
this lesson, this is a horribly sad and
disturbing story. The whole story
seems like it is a sidetrack, like it
should not even be in this book. It

is not about a judge. It is not about
outside oppressors. It is about trouble
from within the nation of Israel,
trouble that should not have come.
Thank God that we do not rely on
human leaders, for they will always
fail us. Maybe not as terribly as
Abimelech failed Israel, but they will
fail us in one way or another. We must
look to the anti-Abimelech, to the
perfect and holy Son of God, Jesus
Christ, who will lead us as a prophet,
priest, and king and will never forsake
us or abuse us.

Mr. James Oord is a
Christian Thought major
and a Junior at Grove
City College in Grove City,
Pennsylvania.

Lesson 10: Points to Ponder
1. How has the love and grace of God affected your life?
2. Suggest ways that you can show appreciation to those who 		
have labored for the Lord on your behalf.
3. Describe the spiritual vacuum in Israel that allowed 		
Abimelech to rise to power. Could this happen within 		
a nation today? How about within a church?
4. Why do churches sometimes “settle” for certain leaders 		
(elders, deacons, etc.) simply because they will serve. Do 		
churches sometimes call a minister just because they think
he might come? How can this be avoided?
5. Are seminaries sometimes guilty of graduating men who 		
are not biblically qualified for the ministry?
6. Can you find other places in the Bible and throughout 		
history where God has used evil men to accomplish 		
His purpose? Does God sometimes give to nations (and 		
churches) the leaders they deserve?

Synod rejects the errors of those:
9. Who teach that there is a
separate and final justification
grounded partly upon
righteousness or sanctity
inherent in the Christian
(HC 52; BC 37).

T

he medieval church accepted the
premise that God can only declare
one righteous if that one is actually,
intrinsically, inherently, righteous.
According to the medieval and
Roman communion after Trent and
according to all moralists, whether
Anabaptist, Socinian, Arminian,
or Federal Vision, God can only
recognize what is intrinsically true of
us. According to Rome, in order for
God to declare a person righteous,
one must already be personally,
inherently, intrinsically righteous. For
Rome, justification is not a declaration
that Christ’s righteousness has been

imputed, but only recognition of what
has been worked within the sinner by
grace and cooperation with grace.
According to Rome, God can only
justify the godly.
To this premise, the medieval church
and Roman communion developed
a corollary: a distinction between
initial and final justification. In both
the medieval and modern Roman
systems, one is said to be initially
justified in baptism. If one survived
infancy (infant mortality rates in the
middle ages and through the sixteenth
century were very high) then one
was said to have an “unformed faith”
until after the grace of confirmation.
Following that sacrament, faith
must become “formed,” or made a
reality by Spirit-wrought sanctity
and cooperation with grace. The
Catechism of the Catholic Church
says, grace is “needed to arouse
and sustain our collaboration in
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justification through faith, and in
sanctification through charity” (para.
2001).1 In the medieval and Roman
schemes, one can only be finally and
fully justified on the basis of inherent,
intrinsic, personal sanctity wrought
by grace and cooperation with grace.
As the Roman catechism says, quoting
the Council of Trent: “Justification
is not only the remission of sins, but
also the sanctification and renewal of
the interior man” (para. 1988).
The Roman Catechism says the “grace
of the Holy Spirit has the power to
justify us, that is, to cleanse us from
our sins and to communicate to us
‘the righteousness of God through
faith in Jesus Christ and through
Baptism’” (para. 1987). This cleansing
and communication of Christ’s
righteousness in baptism is, in Roman
theology,
“initial
justification.”
Remember, according to Rome,
since, “the initiative belongs to God
in the order of grace, no one can
merit the initial grace of forgiveness
and justification, at the beginning of
conversion” (para. 2010). According
to Rome, merit “is relative to the
virtue of justice, in conformity with
the principle of equality which
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governs it.” This means that strict or
condign merit satisfies justice (para.
2006). Because of the “immeasurable
inequality” between God and man,
“there is no strict right to any merit
on the part of man” (para. 2007). The
merit of our good works, according
to Rome, is attributed “in the first
place” to grace and in the second
place to our cooperation with grace
(para. 2008). The “initial grace” of the
forgiveness of sins and justification is
unmerited. Consequent to that initial
grace, however, and moved “by the
Holy Spirit and by charity, we can then
merit for ourselves and for others the
graces needed for our sanctification,
for the increase of grace and charity,
and for the attainment of eternal life”
(para. 2010; emphasis added).
At the final judgment, following
purgatory in most cases (Catechism
of the Catholic Church, para. 1022,
1030-1032); unless one had a plenary
indulgence, one could be declared
righteous only after one has achieved
perfection. Of course, those who die
in “a state of mortal sin” go to hell
with no hope of redemption (para.
1035). Those who have received grace
and who have cooperated sufficiently
with that grace are “assured of their
eternal salvation” after purgatory
(para. 1054). For Rome, one is not
finally justified until one is finally
sanctified.
Contemporary Roman apologist Dave
Armstrong defends the distinction
between initial and final justification:
“We never deny grace alone as the
efficient cause of all good and all
salvation. We deny faith alone for
anything beyond initial justification
because it places faith in isolation
without works, contrary to much
Scripture.” It is clear from Armstrong’s
language and the doctrine of the
Roman catechism that the point of
the two-stage doctrine of justification
is to suspend the final verdict on the
Christian and to make it contingent
upon our cooperation with grace or
what the Roman catechism and the
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Apostle Paul call “works.” The Roman
catechism calls them “good works”
and Paul calls the “works of the law”
(Rom 3:20, 28; Gal 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10) but
they are the same thing.
Essentially, the medieval and Roman
system (grace and cooperation with
grace or “grace and works”) put the
Christian on a legal footing in order
to ensure obedience. The theory
is that, if we want Christians to be
good in this life, we must suspend
their final standing before God upon
good behavior or else they have no
incentive to be good. The theory is
that the best incentive to behave is fear
of damnation. Who could complain?
After all, every Christian had been
given his share of divine help and
medicine (grace) and now it was up to
him to do his part, to do, as some put
it, “What lies with himself.” God will
give grace to those who do their part,
who fulfill their part of the covenant.
The hidden premise behind all forms
of moralism is the same premise that
lay behind the criticism of Paul’s
gospel preaching: if we say that we
are justified only on the basis of
Christ’s righteousness for us, received
through faith alone, by grace alone,
what incentive is there to do good
(Rom 5:20; 6:1)? Of course the apostle
proceeds to answer that question
gloriously in the following verses.
There is every incentive for Christians
to die to sin and live to Christ. As the
Heidelberg Catechism teaches us, the
great incentive is the grace we have
been shown in Christ that produces
thankful living (HC questions 86–
129). Belgic Confession article 24
teaches that only good trees produce
good fruit and trees are made good
not, first of all, by sanctification but
by God’s declaration of righteousness.
In contrast to Rome and the Federal
Vision, Paul says that we are justified
even before we are sanctified or have
done anything good. Christ justifies
the ungodly (Rom 4:5).
Perhaps the most ironic thing about
the Roman (and Federal Vision)

two-stage doctrine of justification is
that it did not work for the medieval
church, it has not worked for the
post-Tridentine Roman communion,
and it will not work for the covenantal
moralists to try to append it to an
ostensible Protestant theology. At
the time of the beginning of the
Reformation in the early sixteenth
century, no one was satisfied with
the moral state of the church.
Moral corruption in the church was
extensive. An early 16th-century
council complained that the Roman
church was corrupt in head and
members. When Luther traveled to
Rome in 1510, his one trip away from
what today we think of as Germany,
he found corruption on a scale that
he could not imagine. He expected
to find the holy city, the city of God.
Instead he found indulgences for
sale to a degree that dwarfed Tetzel’s
operation in Germany. The city was
rife with prostitution. The principal
customers were pilgrims and priests.
Most of the pre-Reformation popes
were corrupt. Some of them were
outright murderers and adulterers.
It is no surprise that the Protestants
described the papacy as “Antichrist.”
They were not alone in that judgment.
The medieval theologian William
of Ockham (d. 1347) had begun
using that language long before the
Reformation.
When the sixteenth- and seventeenthcentury Protestants faced these
problems they responded by
distinguishing clearly between law
and gospel, between justification
and sanctification, and between
justification and vindication. When
contemporary moralists (a small
number of whom have already seen
the logic of their position and united
with the Roman communion) face
these issues, they resurrect longdiscredited medieval and Roman
doctrines. At least one Reformed
pastor is known to have preached
a sermon in which a version of this
two-stage doctrine of justification

was propounded. A complaint about
that sermon found its way to Synod
Calgary in 2004. In the same period
an elder in the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church faced complaints in the
Philadelphia presbytery for teaching
the same doctrine. This doctrine
has also been promulgated by those
associated with the so-called Federal
Vision movement.
According
to
the
Reformed
understanding of God’s Word, there is
only one justification. Romans 5:1 is
unequivocal: “Therefore having been
justified through faith, we have peace
with God through our Lord Jesus
Christ.” Our justification through faith
alone is not future. It is not uncertain.
It is not a mere possibility contingent
upon our cooperation with grace. It
is a present certainty. Thus Romans
8:1 says: “There is therefore now no
condemnation for those who are in
Christ Jesus.” We are “in Christ Jesus,”
united to Christ, by grace alone,
through faith alone (Rom 3:28).
When Luther used the word “alone”
(allein) in his translation of this verse,
he was trying to capture the spirit of
the phrase, “without the works of the
law.”2 It is in this same spirit that the
United Reformed Churches, at two
different synods (2004 and 2007) have
re-affirmed our conviction that we are
justified through faith alone on the
basis of the imputation of the active
and passive obedience of Christ.

grace alone, through faith alone, but
at the judgment, which is “not yet,”
justification shall be partly on the
basis of Spirit-wrought sanctity. In
contrast, the Reformed faith holds
that we who are resting, receiving,
leaning, and trusting only on Christ
and his finished work are fully justified
right now. There is no “not yet” aspect
to justification. Jesus’ righteousness is
perfect. He finished his work (John
19:30) and that finished work is the
basis for our perfect justification now
and into eternity.
What happens at the judgment is
vindication or the announcement of
the true state of things. In distinction
from justification, vindication is
the recognition of the realities
accomplished by Christ, which are
true of his people, which have been
obscured by sin. James 2:18 says,
“Show me your faith without any
actions, and I will show you my faith
by my actions” (NIV). This idea of
“showing” one’s faith is exactly what
Reformed folk mean by vindication.
Luther described this “showing” or
vindicating the claim to believe as
“justification before men” as distinct
from justification before God.3

According to Paul and the writer to
the Hebrews, the judgment upon sin
has already been executed, once for
all, upon Christ the Second Adam
(Rom 5:18; Heb 7:27; 9:12, 26;
10:10). Our sins were imputed to
Christ so that Paul could say that
Christ “became sin” for us. We, who
are united to Christ by grace alone,
through faith alone, have “become the
righteousness of God” (2 Cor 5:21).

This is one reason why we described
ourselves, in the sixteenth century, as
the churches “under the cross.” We
were under the cross because we were
being persecuted for believing the
gospel and for worshiping according
to God’s Word alone. We were also
“churches under cross” because
ours were gospel churches that had
a theology of the cross. We did not
expect the world to recognize us as
Christ’s people, any more than the
world recognized Jesus as the Christ.
The hope, the certainty, the confidence
of the churches under the cross was
that, at the judgment, they would be
vindicated in Christ.

Point nine addresses a moralism
that would have us think that there
are two stages of justification. In
the some versions it is said that we
are justified “already,” in this life, by

In Lord’s Day 19, Question 51, our
catechism asks, “What comfort is it to
you, that Christ ‘shall come to judge
the living and the dead’?” Notice that
Christ’s return and the judgment

are not considered first of all as a
time or place in which Christians
shall be judged. This is significant.
Implicit in every version of the twostage approach to justification is
that there is a final judgment that is
parallel to the judgment sustained
by Christ. Instead, even though the
catechism has not really reached the
full exposition of the doctrine of
justification, the catechism anticipates
the coming questions and answers by
casting the return of Christ in terms
of “comfort” (tröstet) or the gospel.
The good news about Christ’s return is
that believers anticipate the return of
the very one who has already “offered
Himself for me to the judgment of
God, and removed all curse from
me….” This is not the say that there
shall be no accounting before God,
of things done in the body, but it is
to say that those who trust Christ do
not relate to God on the basis of the
covenant of works, but on the basis of
the covenant of grace. Christ’s return
and the last day are good news for
those of whom it has already been
said: “Righteous in Christ.”
Every form of the two-stage doctrine
of justification assumes either that
God will accept our best efforts
or some form of congruent merit,
whereby God arbitrarily imputes
perfection to our best efforts. Both are
superfluous. We confess in question
62 that the “righteousness which
can stand before the judgment-seat
of God, must be perfect throughout
and wholly conformable to the divine
law” and that none of our works, in
this life, Spirit-wrought or not, meet
that standard.
Our confession, article 37, is just
as clear about the judgment and
justification. We confess that all
humans will appear before God
(Heb. 9:27). We confess that, at the
end, the dead shall be raised and the
“consciences” of all humans “will be
opened” and the “dead will be judged
according to the things they did in the
world, whether good or evil.” To those
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who are outside of Christ, this is, to put
it mildly, bad news. To those, however,
who are in Christ, “it is very pleasant
and a great comfort to the righteous
and elect, since their total redemption
will then be accomplished.” Since
we have already been justified at
Calvary, our justification “will be
openly recognized by all….” Believers
will be “crowned with glory and
honor.” Those who have suffered
so grievously for Christ’s sake in
this life “will be acknowledged as
the ‘cause of the Son of God.’” The
Westminster Standards use virtually
identical language. In each case, in
the Heidelberg Catechism and in
the Belgic Confession, justification
is clearly distinguished from
“acknowledgment” or vindication.
The Protestants and the Reformed
confessions and churches hold that
the justification and vindication
scheme is Christ’s way of sanctity. It
is true that such a path to godliness
is counter-intuitive. Of course, the
incarnation of God the Son, his life
of obedience, death, burial, and
resurrection struck his disciples as
implausible, too, until Pentecost. In
other words, the whole Christian
faith is counter-intuitive. This is why
the Apostle Paul calls the gospel
“foolishness” a stumbling block, and
rock of offense (1 Cor. 1:20–25).
Martin Luther and John Calvin
rejected the notion that the way
to produce sanctity is to suspend
final justification on the basis of
Spirit-wrought sanctification as a
form of rationalism. They called it
the “theology of glory.”4 To use the
language of the seventeenth-century
English Reformed writer Walter
Marshall (1628–80), the “gospel
mystery of sanctification” is that it is
by grace alone, through faith alone.
The rationalism of moralism always
ignores the mystery of salvation
through the cross.
There can be no question whether the
redeemed must obey their Lord. We
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who have been “baptized into Christ”
have been identified with his death.
We who believe are united to him.
Therefore, by virtue of that union, we
have been buried with him in baptism
and raised with him in resurrection
to a new life of thankful obedience.
By the grace of Christ and the power
of the Spirit we can and must die to
sin and live to Christ (Rom 6:2-12;
HC 88-90).5
What is before us, however, is the
basis for our Christian life: our
acceptance with God. As confessional
Reformed Christians let us continue
to hide unashamedly behind and
trust only in our righteous Savior
Jesus Christ. Let us not slide back
into the morass of medieval moralism
from which we have been delivered.
Putting Christians back on a works
footing before God do not improve
our sanctity. We may not be living the
“victorious life,” but nevertheless, let
us continue to muddle through the
Christian life, dying to sin and living
to Christ, sinning and repenting,
crying out for grace and mercy,
trusting our Savior to guide us safely
through the valley of the shadow of
death.

justifies not because it apprehends
Christ and his righteousness but
because it is a “living, active, and
personally loyal faith.” In other words,
where the Reformed make Christ and
his righteousness the power of faith
in the act of justification, the FV
continues, like Rome, to make virtue
and our sanctity the thing that makes
faith efficacious.
3. For more on this, see R. Scott Clark.
“The Benefits of Christ: Double
Justification in Protestant Theology
Before the Westminster Assembly,”
in The Faith Once Delivered: Essays
in Honor of Wayne R. Spear, ed.
Anthony T. Selvaggio (Phillipsburg:
P&R Publishing, 2007), 107–34.
4. See Herman J. Selderhuis, Calvin’s
Theology of the Psalms. Texts and
Studies in Reformation and PostReformation Thought (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2007).
5. For more on this see R. Scott Clark,
“Baptism and the Benefits of Christ:
The Double Mode of Communion
in the Covenant of Grace,” The
Confessional Presbyterian 2 (2006):
3-19; idem, Covenant, Election, and
Baptism (Grand Rapids: Reformed
Fellowship, 2007).

Endnotes
1. Catechism of the Catholic Church.
2nd ed. (Vatican: Libreria Editrice,
1997). The Roman catechism is
also available online at http://www.
vatican.va.
2. The “Joint Federal Vision Statement”
released in July 2007, after the actions
by the Synod of the URCNA and
the General Assembly of the PCA
to reject the Federal Vision, teaches
“justification through faith in Jesus
Christ, and not through works of
the law.” The FV writers have made
clear that they understand “works of
the law” not as the Reformers did, to
describe cooperation with grace, but
rather as Jewish ceremonies. Further,
the statement is clear that when they
say “faith alone,” they mean that faith
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The Doctrine of Inscripturated Special Revelation

A

fter his extended treatment of
the doctrine of revelation and
the distinction between general and
special revelation, Bavinck concludes
his introductory volume in Reformed
dogmatics with a consideration
of the doctrine of Scripture. The
inscripturation of special revelation
represents the provision within God’s
providence of a permanent and fixed
form of revelation. Just as the whole
of special revelation finds its focus
and fulfillment in the event of the
incarnation of the Son of God, so the
entire history of special revelation and
the meaning of this great event find
their climax in the written form of
holy Scripture. According to Bavinck,
there is a broad analogy between the
history of redemption, which reaches
its climax in the event of God’s Son
taking the form of a servant, and the
history of special revelation, which
reaches its apex in the Word assuming
the “servant form” of Scripture.
The importance of the doctrine of
Scripture to dogmatics is not difficult to
discern. Since we have access to God’s
special revelation, which makes known
his work of salvation in Jesus Christ,
through the inscripturated Word, the
Scriptures are the primary source and
norm for Christian theology. Contrary
to the tendency in modern theology to
drive a wedge between the knowledge
of Jesus Christ and submission to the
authority of the Scriptures, Bavinck
insists that all knowledge of the person
and work of Christ is mediated by
God’s design through the revelation
that is given to us in the Scriptures.
Therefore, we conclude our review of
Bavinck’s introductory volume with
a consideration of his doctrine of
Scripture.

.......................

Bavinck the Dogmatician (4)

Dr. Cornelis P.
Venema

Rather, the historical books of the Bible
offer a kind of inspired “commentary”
or interpretation upon the course of
history under the superintendence
of the Lord of the covenant, who was
preparing the way for the coming of
the Lord Jesus Christ in the fullness
of time.

The Inspiration of Scripture
Bavinck begins his treatment of
the doctrine of Scripture with the
subject of inspiration. Testimony to
the inspiration of Scripture is already
provided in the Old Testament. For
example, the prophets of the old
covenant were deeply conscious that
they were called by the Lord and
that the Word they spoke was not
their own but was given to them by
God. The prophetic word did not
arise from within the heart of the
prophet, but was communicated by
dreams and visions and represented
the Word that the Lord desired to
be communicated to his covenant
people. Furthermore, all the historical
books of the Old Testament were
written by the prophets and record
history in a “prophetic” manner (RD
1:393). The interest of the authors of
these historical books is not like that
of modern historiography, which
aims to offer a kind of detailed and
“objective” report of what transpired.

Not only do we find a considerable
body of testimony to the divine
origin of the Word in the books of
the Old Testament, but we also find
a comprehensive testimony to the
inspiration of the Old Testament
in the New Testament. Everywhere
throughout the New Testament
writings, we find a uniform witness
to the truth that the Old Testament
canon was not of human origin but
ultimately of divine origin. Bavinck
cites several kinds of New Testament
evidence that confirm the divine
inspiration of the Old Testament.
First, the formulas used in the New
Testament when quoting the Old
Testament vary (e.g., “it is written,”
“God says,” “Scripture says”), but
they always express the conviction
that what the Old Testament says is
equivalent to what God says. Second,
Jesus Christ and his apostles often
directly affirmed the divine authority
of the Old Testament Scriptures (e.g.
Matt. 5:17; John 10:35; 2 Pet. 1:19,
21; 2 Tim. 3:16). Third, there are
no instances in the New Testament
where Jesus or the apostles takes a
critical stance toward what is written
in the Old Testament. And fourth, for
“Jesus and the apostles the OT is the
foundation of doctrine, the source of
solutions, the end of all argument”
(RD 1:395). The cumulative weight of
these lines of evidence, according to
Bavinck, can only yield the conclusion
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that the Old Testament writings were
regarded to be of divine origin and
therefore fully authoritative.
In addition to the evidence for the
inspiration of the Old Testament,
Bavinck also observes that there are
several lines of evidence in the New
Testament for the inspiration of the
teaching of Jesus and his apostles.
Jesus Christ, who is the last and chief
of the prophets, is the Word become
flesh, and his witness is regarded in its
totality as having the authority of God
himself. In an important statement,
which has implications for Bavinck’s
understanding of the infallibility of the
Word of God, Bavinck notes that Jesus
was not only “holy and without sin in
an ethical sense but also intellectually
he is without error, lies, or deception”
(RD 1:398). Were Jesus to have erred
in any respect, his teaching would
not have full authority, including his
teaching that the inscripturated Word
is of divine origin. After noting the
divine inspiration of Jesus’ teaching,
Bavinck further observes that our
access to Jesus’ teaching is by means of
his appointed apostles and servants.
In order to ensure the preservation
and propagation of Jesus’ witness,
it was necessary that provision be
made for the inscripturation of
the message of the New Testament
apostles and prophets. The apostles
of Jesus Christ were authorized by
Christ and uniquely indwelt of the
Holy Spirit in order that they might
fulfill the particular commission as
authoritative witnesses to the person
and work of Jesus Christ. From the
beginning of the church’s existence,
the unique authority and significance
of this witness concerning Jesus Christ
was recognized. For this reason,
the writings of the New Testament
apostles were widely circulated in
the churches and carefully preserved.
The historical process by which the
church came to acknowledge the
New Testament Scriptures involved
a gradual recognition of the divine
inspiration and authority of these
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New Testament writings. Rather than
this recognition being constitutive
of their divine authority, it was an
acknowledgement of what had been
true from the beginning, namely, that
Christ was pleased to make himself
known and build his church upon
the foundation of the apostles and
prophets of the new covenant (Eph.
2:20).
With only a few exceptions, the OT
and NT writings were immediately,
from the time of their origin and
in toto, accepted without doubt or
protest as holy, divine writings. The
place and time at which they were first
recognized as authoritative cannot be
indicated. The canonicity of the Bible
books is rooted in their existence.
They have authority of themselves, by
their own right, because they exist. It
is the Spirit of the Lord who guided
the authors in writing them and the
church in acknowledging them. (RD
1:401).
Before treating more directly the
nature of the inspiration of Scripture,
Bavinck follows his summary of
the biblical testimony to its own
inspiration with a survey of the
testimony of the church throughout
its history. From the beginning, the
Christian church has universally
received and acknowledged the Holy
Scriptures as the Word of God. The
early church immediately recognized
the authority of the Old Testament,
and from its inception the writings
of the New Testament apostles and
prophets were placed on a par with the
books of the Old Testament. Though
the patristic period did not give much
attention to the nature of inspiration,
there are frequent instances where the

church fathers described the event
of inspiration “as an act of driving
or leading but especially as an act
of dictation by the Holy Spirit” (RD
1:404). Even though the language of
dictation might suggest a mechanical
view of inspiration, the writings of the
church fathers exhibit familiarity with
the diversity of the language and style
of the biblical authors. Therefore, the
use of the terminology of “dictation”
ought not to be pressed literally, as
though the fathers viewed the human
authors as merely passive in the
production of Scripture.
According to Bavinck, little advance
in the doctrine of inspiration
occurred during the period of the
medieval Christian church. However,
at the time of the Reformation in
the sixteenth-century, the Roman
Catholic Church did set forth an
explicit doctrine of Scripture at the
Council of Trent. In response to the
Reformation’s insistence upon the
supreme authority of Scripture (sola
Scriptura), Tridentine Catholicism
extended the doctrine of inspiration
to include the unwritten tradition
of the church, which was subject to
the church’s teaching authority and
interpretation. In later eighteenth and
nineteenth century Catholicism, there
was a tendency to limit inspiration
to a “passive or negative assistance
that preserved the [biblical] authors
from error” (RD 1:410). With the rise
of biblical criticism, many Roman
Catholic scholars tended to restrict
the inspiration of the Scriptures to the
religious-ethical content of the Bible,
and acknowledged a greater or lesser
degree of fallibility to the remainder
of its content. Even though the

Were Jesus to have erred in any respect, his
teaching would not have full authority, including
his teaching that the inscripturated Word is of
divine origin.

Roman Catholic Church continues
to affirm formally a doctrine of
Scriptural inspiration, the emphasis
upon the church’s teaching authority
(magisterium) and infallibility allowed
many Roman Catholic theologians to
embrace a kind of “concessionism.” So
long as the infallibility of the church’s
dogmas is acknowledged, it is possible
within the Roman Catholic Church to
concede much to biblical criticism.
In his survey of the church’s testimony
to the inspiration of Scripture, Bavinck
devotes considerable attention to
what he regards as the most important
development in recent times, namely,
the rise of biblical criticism within
Protestantism. In the modern period,
the historic doctrine of Scripture’s
inspiration has suffered a series of
attacks. At the time of the eighteenthcentury Enlightenment, the content
of Scripture was subjected to sifting
in accord with what conformed to
the dictates of human reason. In the
nineteenth-century, the tendency was
to call into question the authenticity
of the Scriptural writings and
their historical veracity. When

judged by the standards of modern
historiography, biblical criticism
has concluded that the Scriptures
fall short of full truthfulness and
accuracy. For biblical criticism, the
Bible is a thoroughly human book and
exhibits few, if any, traces of its divine
authorship. According to Bavinck,
the consequences of modern biblical
criticism for the doctrine of Scripture
are evident in a new definition of what
is meant by inspiration. Rather than
viewing the Scriptures in their entirety
as the Word of God, biblical critics
have tended to distinguish between
the religious-ethical content of the
Bible and its “incidentally historical”
form. Though the kernel of religious
truth that is communicated through
Scripture bears evidence of divine
authorship, the husk of the actual
writings of Scripture bears evidence
of the thoroughly human and errant
form in which this kernel is contained.
In the theology of Schleiermacher, a
new doctrine of inspiration emerged
to resolve the problems generated by

biblical criticism. In Schleiermacher’s
conception of inspiration, there
is a general divine influence upon
the biblical authors, a “dynamic”
empowerment that enables them
to express the highest truth, even
though it is cast in an undeniably
fallible form. In this understanding
of inspiration, the biblical authors
differ from other believers only in the
degree of God’s influence upon them.
Rather than affirm the inspiration
of the biblical writings themselves,
this view emphasizes the subjective
influence that inspires the biblical
writers to express divine truth in a
form that it is undeniably errant and
imperfect.
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