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Listening to God

T
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“

Rev. Wybren
Oord

The Lord would speak to Moses face to face,
as a man speaks with a friend.
–Exodus 33:11a

The title of this
meditation is “listening
to God.” It may lead
you to ask, “How can a
person listen to God?”
There are no stone
tablets falling down
from heaven instructing
us as to what God’s will
is or what the Spirit
wants us to do in a
particular case. Even
when we do go to our
private place, shut the
door, and talk to God,
there is no still, small,
audible voice from God
speaking to us. Yet, God
does speak to us. He
speaks very clearly and
very openly if only we
would take the time
to listen. God’s main
speech to us occurs
through the written
word, the Bible.

Whenever I read through Exodus
and come across the words of Exodus
33:11, I can’t help but think, “Wouldn’t
it be nice if God would still talk to
us face to face the way He did with
Moses?” or, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful
to be able to hear the conversations
Moses had with God?” But in fact it’s
not impossible. It is possible for us
to hear the conversations God had
with Moses because Moses recorded
them for us. In a very real sense God
is talking to us in the same way He
spoke to Moses through the Bible.
Many people try to read the Bible and
get turned off by it. That often happens
when we are reading a book that
doesn’t make a lot of sense to us—a
book that is not easy to understand,
like Numbers or Leviticus. When
we do not understand the context in
which they are written, it can be very
hard for us to hear God speak to us
through them.

Now it may shock you to hear
someone say that, and yet how many
times have you read Revelation
without understanding any of it?
That way of thinking can happen
very easily when a person who is not
familiar with the Bible opens it up at
random and begins to read. A person
who does that will likely stumble
upon a passage that makes no sense
to him.
Often when people receive their first
Bible they try to read it from beginning
to end—from Genesis to Revelation—
and they usually get stuck somewhere
in the third book. They may force
themselves to get through Leviticus
and then they think, “Whew! That was
hard reading, but now I can at last get
back to some adventures like those of
Abraham, or Joseph, or Moses,” only
to find themselves reading Numbers,
and then they just can’t go any farther.
They quit reading the Bible altogether.

Several years ago I met a man in a
restaurant. We got talking about the
Bible, and he told me that he thought
the Book of Revelation was written
by John at a time when John was on
drugs. He said, “Just read it. That’s the
only way it makes sense. He was on
some hallucinatory drug.”

Sept/Oct 2011 | 3

How to Begin
Although it is true that the Bible is
God’s speech to us, it is also true
that the Bible becomes meaningful
only when we use it properly. If you
were to overhear bits and pieces of a
conversation and had no idea how the
conversation began, the conversation
would most likely confuse you. So
too, the man I met in the restaurant
began to read the Bible in the wrong
place and, because he didn’t know
what the Bible was all about, the Book
of Revelation made no sense to him.
He had just picked up the Bible and
plunged in. I suspect that if he had
been a person of prayer and asked
God to guide him as he read the
book of Revelation, he would have
sensed some of God’s sovereignty
and Christ’s majesty in that book. He
would have gotten something out of
Revelation even though it is a difficult
book with which he was unfamiliar.
Reading the Bible is different from
reading any other book. It is different
because it is inspired by the Holy
Spirit. He is the author. When He
comes into the lives of believers,
convincing them of their sin, pointing
them to Jesus the Savior, He also
enables them to understand what
God is telling them in the Bible. It is

only natural, then, that when you as
a believer read your Bible, you would
ask God to help you understand it.
Pray before you read your Bible; pray
as you read your Bible, asking God to
speak to you as you read.

Where to Begin
Obviously the best place to begin
reading the Bible, as with any good
book, is at the very beginning.
Actually, you should read the first
three chapters of Genesis. There you
will read how God created heaven
and earth and all that is in it. You will
read how God made the first human
beings, Adam and Eve, and treated
in a very special way. He put them
in a beautiful garden. And you will
also read about the wonderful way
in which God communicated with
Adam and Eve.
Then, in Chapter 3, you will read
about how Adam and Eve rejected
God and fell into sin. You will also
read about how God came to them
with a promise to save them from
their own destructive nature. That
promise is what the rest of the Bible
is all about. That is really the key that
unlocks the entire Book.

The first three chapters of Genesis set
the stage for the rest of the Bible. If you
don’t understand them—if you want
to declare them as non-historic—
then the rest of the Bible will never
make any sense to you whatsoever. It
will just become a nice collection of
stories, poetry, and dreams.
Everything else after Genesis 3 tells
us to what length God went to restore
His creation and to restore mankind
to Himself. That is really the point
of the whole Bible—even Leviticus
and Numbers. They are placed in the
Bible to point you to Jesus the Christ.
That man in the restaurant couldn’t
make sense of Revelation because he
had never come to terms with Jesus
of Nazareth. He did not know Jesus
as the risen Lord, the second Person
of the Trinity; the One who has been
given all authority over heaven and
earth. After talking to him for a while
it was evident to me that he really
didn’t want to hear anything about
the humiliation of Jesus and how
God’s Son came into this world to save
sinners from their sin. Certainly then
he wouldn’t be able to understand
anything about the exalted Jesus.

But it’s not just him. There are many
Christians who faithfully read the
Bible but do not see Jesus in every
passage. Unfortunately, for them, too,
the Bible has become a nice collection
of stories, poetry, and dreams. They
miss the whole point of what it is that
they are reading. They miss the whole
point of why the Holy Spirit led the
early church to include these sixty-six
books and no more in the Bible.
So, I would suggest to you that,
instead of reading the whole Bible
through this time, after you are
done with the first three chapters of
Genesis you should read one of the
Gospels. Read either Mark or John. If
you begin with John, read Mark right
after it. If you begin with Mark, read
John right afterwards. One will tell
you of the importance of the earthly
mission of Jesus of Nazareth; the other
represents the important events in the
heavenly mission of God the Son who
came to save us from our sin.

After that, I would suggest you read the
Psalms. Because many of the Psalms
are prayers, they will be very effective
in helping you in your prayer life. As
you read them you will discover that
some of the people who prayed to God
knew they were sinful and trusted God
to supply the means of forgiveness.
They knew God was merciful, gracious,
and compassionate. And as you get to
the end of each Psalm you will notice
that God heard every single person and
answered every single request.

Where to Go
For the Bible to be effective in our
private prayer life, however, we must
make use of it in our public life, as well.
We need each other if God’s speech is
going to be understood clearly. That is
one way that the church can be helpful.
First of all, the church helps us to
interpret and understand the Word
of God by setting a pattern for us and
instructing us as to how we are to
interpret the Bible. We need to make
use of Bible studies, societies, Sunday
school and catechism, young adults
and young people groups, and all the
other avenues the church supplies for
studying God’s Word.

We need the church to help set our
hearts ablaze with joy because of the
good news that is found in the Bible.
That is why we delight in faithful
preaching of the Word. It is uplifting.
It is inspiring when one of God’s
servants takes God’s Word and turns
the spotlight on it so that we can
understand it more fully. Words have
new meaning. They come alive and
fill us with comfort, peace, and joy.
As you read your Bible you can know
that God does hear you and that God
does answer you. More than that, as
you listen to the voice of God you will
be united to Him in true faith. Christ
will become the center of your life.
You will feel yourself lifted up into the
very presence of God by the power of
the Holy Spirit within you. God will
speak to you in the same way that He
spoke to Moses—as a friend.
Rev. Wybren H. Oord is the
co-pastor of the Trinity United
Reformed Church in Lethbridge,
Alberta, Canada, and the editor
of The Outlook.
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Should We Have Christian Schools?

A Defense of the Presuppositions of Christian Day
Schools after 1890

T

This is an amended version of a
paper I wrote as a student at Mid
America Reformed Seminary for a
Denominational History class with
Dr. C. Venema.

Introduction
Generation after generation of
Reformed Christians has had to
defend their Christian schools. The
influences and mentality over the
last twelve decades or so of Christian
education have been refined and
sometimes amended.
There is a long history of influences
in the Reformed churches that have
shaped what its reasons or purposes
for Christian education should be.
Though I am greatly indebted to those
who have traced the history of this
development, it will be my purpose
here to explain and defend what I
believe are the vital and essential
presuppositions
to
(Reformed)
Christian day schools. By (Reformed)
Christian day schools I am referring
to those schools that teach from a
Calvinistic worldview and teach
children through twelfth grade.
Though there have been a many
presuppositions for the defense of
Christian education, I will focus my
treatment on the four largest reasons,
namely, redemption history and the
sovereignty of God, the covenant,
the antithesis, and the notion of
Protestant vocation or calling.

Redemption History and
the Sovereignty Of God
The Reformed believer has a
completely different starting point
in discussing education from that of
the non-believer. As Cornelius Van
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Til states concerning the motivating
power of education, “For the nonChristian, this is faith in man himself,
but for the consistent Christian
position it is faith in the triune God of
the Scriptures.” This has always been
a starting point for the Reformed.
Also, it is only when we look briefly
at redemptive-history that we will be
able to see the great need for Christian
education.
Redemptive-history begins already
with creation in the garden of
Eden. God created man in His own
image with a perfect knowledge,
righteousness, and holiness. Man was
in fellowship with God while thinking
God’s thoughts after Him. However,
this relationship was shattered when
sin entered the picture. The fall of
man into sin wreaked havoc on the
original fellowship. Man had become
cursed.
After sin, God came to man and
promised him His grace (Gen. 3:15).
God made it clear that He would be a
restorer of fellowship. This restoration
would take time and it would
progress. In the meantime, man
would have to recognize his fallenness
and inability to serve God, learn
properly, and work well. Throughout
history God has been redeeming
a people for Himself and adding
them to the church. It is through the
tool of the church that God restores
fellowship with us individually. Once
fellowship is restored, the Holy Spirit
renews the believer, after the image
of God. Before the fall, man reasoned
properly; after the fall, his reasoning
was corrupted as he began with the
autonomy of self as his starting point

Rev. Steven
Swets

instead of knowledge proceeding
from God.
Therefore, in education, it is key to
strive after knowledge of God and of
His creation. He has established the
means to fulfill this calling. These
means or tools are the church, the
home, and the school. These three
arenas or spheres of life work together
in the education of our children.
In baptism, parents take a vow to
instruct their children in the fear of
the Lord. They also vow to “cause
them to be instructed therein.” This
refers primarily to catechism, but I
think the same principle applies to
Christian education, whether in the
home or in the day school. These
three institutions are the tools parents
use, and all three ought to reinforce
what the other is teaching.

The Covenant
The role of the covenant has also
been debated among the Reformed.
However, it is a Reformed conviction
that the covenant of grace between
God and His people is, and must
continue to be, a driving force in
our view of Christian day school
education. Without this knowledge,
one may wonder why to put so much
money, time, energy, and prayers into
the schools. Some may argue that the
massive amount of money spent on
Christian day schools could be put to
a much better cause for the kingdom
of God. I am certainly not of that
opinion.
To me, replacing Christian education
with public school education is not
an option. Neither was it for our
forefathers. As I mentioned, there

have been many influences in the
history of the Reformed churches
concerning Christian education.
However, with the influence of
Abraham Kuyper, some of the
mentality changed. In the early years
of the Christian Reformed Church the
Christian schools were established as
parochial or church-run schools. As
views changed (after 1890), many
began to see the school not so much
as an extension of the influence of the
church, but rather as an extension of
the home, where covenant life begins
and grows primarily. There are others
who viewed the Christian school as
a separate institution from both the
home and the church. It has its own
“sphere.”
Regardless of which view one holds,
the obligation of the covenant still
remains. The Reformed believe that
God has covenanted with his people
and their children. All of the children
of believers are different from other
children, for the children of believers
have the sign and seal of the covenant
on them. To put it one way, they
are being restored and trained as
members of the kingdom of God,
even in their education (Eph. 6:4;
Deut. 6:1–9).
Parents use the school to work out
their calling to teach their children.
This is why the Christian school was
born. Parents formed an association
among themselves, as believers,
to train these young ones. This
association would be in charge of
hiring teachers and administrators,
along with the admittance of children
into the school. The covenant
community could pool together its
efforts and resources to give children
a solid, biblical, and academically
rigorous education.
Covenant children were not to be
viewed or treated the same as children
of unbelievers. They were not to be
evangelized but rather nurtured. They
needed more than “een school met
de Bijbel;” they needed to be trained

with a Calvinistic world and life view.
These young ones needed a place to
grow and mature in the covenant and
in sanctification. Therefore, though
the world and life view were essential,
there came to be certain features
that were necessary in the Christian
day school. These children should be
taught God’s word through narrative
and memorization; they should be
taught to sing the Psalms; they should
be taught about creation, fall, and
redemption. Christian education was
to encompass everything.

The Antithesis
The antithesis is closely related to
the covenant. There are always at
every time and place the children of
God and the children of the world.
These groups must be distinguished
and treated differently. It has often
been understood that for members
of Reformed churches, the public
school is the sphere of the world and
the private school is the sphere of the
redeemed. There is a battle going on
between good and evil, the wicked
and the righteous, and many have
operated with the mentality that
“we will not subject our children to
the world, especially at a young age,
but we will rather protect them, as
much as we can from such harm and
wickedness.”
For Kuyper and his followers in
Holland and America/Canada, this
was an important aspect of reality
that must not be underemphasized.
It is not only the job of the church
and the home to teach children about
the riches we have in Christ, but also
of the school. All three “spheres” are
training our children. As C. Van Til
states, “However, only in the school,
in which professional people engage
in setting forth the whole history
and meaning of human culture, can
Christ and his work be portrayed in
full detail as he works out his program
of removing all that divides men from
God, their creator-redeemer, and of
directing all that accomplishes their

reunion with him.”
In recognizing the antithesis, we can
see that all of education, whether
history, science, or mathematics, is
built on the creation of God. There
are no brute facts, but rather all
knowledge must take into account
the vast distance between God and
man and the redemption of Christ to
restore the lost communion.
According to William Masselink, who
wrote a treatise entitled “Common
Grace and Christian Education,” in
which he explains the role of common
grace in Christian education and how
that plays a role in the antithesis (See
also C. Van Til in Common Grace
and the Gospel). In Christian schools,
the teachers and students must
acknowledge that they are indebted
to those unbelievers who have shown
such proficiency in their fields, that
a failure to borrow what they have
taught would be unwise. There is
much more that can be said about
this than we can say here. We ought
to take what is helpful from what has
been taught.
However, if the doctrine of “common
grace” is ever used to defend or
promote sinfulness or a violation of
God’s law, this is certainly not what
has been intended by men such as
Masselink and Van Til. I have seen
the term so abused that it became
unhelpful. One example is the
allowance of Calvin College having
the Indigo Girls rock band play on
campus. The Indigo Girls are a lesbian
rock band. How could they do such
a thing? Answer: Common grace and
an over-emphasis on transforming
culture. This thinking must be
rejected.

Protestant Vocation
Going back to John Calvin and the
Reformation in the sixteenth century,
Protestants have had a unique view
of calling and vocation. According to
the Reformed, God calls us into any
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number of occupations and callings
in our lives. We have many callings
simultaneously, and these are all from
God. This means that there is no job
or area of life that is not inherently
religious. You can’t escape from God
in the business world. A Christian
man may be called by God to serve

Therefore, in education, this idea
of the calling or vocation of all
believers must be a driving principle.
Teachers, parents, and preachers
must be teaching covenant youth this
important and vital truth. A young
girl may be called by God to be a
stay-at-home mother some day. This

a good family.” There is something
important to this. This does not mean
that the certain young man or woman
is elect, but rather that his parents
share the same presuppositions in
sending their children to this school.
Another aspect of calling comes in
light of teachers. Reformed school
teachers are called by God to train
children. Because of their calling,
they should not approach their work
with an eye to avoiding work or with
a complaining attitude. The Reformed
do not want to entrust their children
to someone who is different from
them in terms of religion and service.
It is a high calling to be a Christian
school teacher, and this is something
that teachers must recognize.

Conclusion

at the same time as a husband, father,
teacher, trainer, businessman, and
elder in a church. In light of this, the
education of children is to equip them
for this calling.
As Reformed, we do not believe
that only those who hold fulltime ministerial office are called
by God. God calls Christians to be
doctors, lawyers, laborers, teachers,
missionaries, store clerks, and public
servants. This hinges closely on a
proper worldview as a Christian. As
Kuyper is often quoted, “There is not
one square inch of this earth, that
Christ, who is sovereign over all, does
not call out, ‘Mine!’” The calling of
a Christian is wide and affects every
area of their lives. I may help an old
lady carry her groceries to her car,
in part, out of a calling to love my
neighbor as myself.
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is a noble and high calling because it
comes from God. The Christian day
school, in part, is a tool that must be
used in preparation for vocation.
I have already mentioned the farreaching aspects of Protestant
vocation, but this also has an effect on
how our children choose whom they
will marry. It is often the case that
one of those who are nearest to our
children, especially in their school
years, is the one they will someday
marry. This is a joy to many Reformed
parents. Protestants believe that God
does not call anyone into something
that is contrary to His Word. For
instance, God would not call my
child to marry a non-Christian in
order to convert him. For God says,
“Do not be unequally yoked with
non-believers.” It has often been said
among the Dutch Reformed, “Well,
at least we know that he comes from

God has given Reformed Christians a
rich heritage of Christian schooling.
The history of the Christian schooling
has seen a transition from the earlier
parochial school model to the current
model of parent-run schools. For
many, the tradition of Christian
day schools continues in the United
Reformed Churches. Our children
are a heritage of the Lord, whom he
entrusts for their education to us as
parents and communities.
It is my prayer that God will continue
to bless us with Christian day schools,
teachers, and children who are
nurtured in the fear of the Lord to be
leaders in our secular society to have
a Christian influence on the world.
We need Christian professionals who
believe in the sovereignty of God, who
walk with God in the covenant, who
sense the reality of the antithesis, and
who view their vocations as callings
from the God who is sovereign over
all. Soli Deo Gloria.

Rev. Steven Swets
(MDiv, Mid-America Reformed
Seminary, 2007) is the pastor
of Immanuel Covenant
Reformed Church(URCNA) in
Abbotsford, BC.

A

A preposition can make all the
difference. As a case in point consider
Revelation 15:2: “And I saw something
like a sea of glass mingled with fire,
and those who have the victory over
the beast, over his image and over
his mark and over the number of his
name, standing on the sea of glass,
having harps of God.”
John has seen this sea of glass before.
In Revelation 4:6 he wrote, “Before
the throne there was a sea of glass,
like crystal . . .” Revelation 4 is a
description of the glorious throne
room of God in heaven; before His
glorious throne there is a sea of glass,
like crystal. This is what John sees in
Revelation 4; now he sees it again in
Revelation 15. In Revelation 4 we have
a description of the glorious throne
room of God in heaven. In Revelation
15 we have a broader description of
heaven itself, pictured to us here in
terms of a temple (vv. 5, 6, 8).
You may remember the furniture that
was present in the Old Testament
temple and tabernacle. In the Holy of
Holies was the ark of the covenant, the
very throne of God on earth. In the
Holy Place stood the altar of incense,
just before the entrance to the Holy of
Holies. On one side of the Holy Place
stood the golden lampstand. On the
other side of the Holy Place stood the
table of showbread. In the outer court
stood the bronze altar of sacrifice and
the bronze laver.
It is to the bronze laver we must turn
our attention if we are to understand
our text. The bronze laver was called
a “sea” in Solomon’s temple. It is
described for us as such in 1 Kings

On the Sea of Crystal
Revelation 15:2

7:23–26, “And he made the Sea of
cast bronze, ten cubits from one
brim to the other; it was completely
round. Its height was five cubits,
and a line of thirty cubits measured
its circumference. Below its brim
were ornamental buds encircling
it all around, ten to a cubit, all the
way around the Sea. The ornamental
buds were cast in two rows when it
was cast. It stood on twelve oxen:
three looking toward the north,
three looking toward the west, three
looking toward the south, and three
looking toward the east; the Sea was
set upon them, and all their back parts
pointed inward. It was a handbreadth
thick; and its brim was shaped like
the brim of a cup, like a lily blossom.
It contained two thousand baths.”
The bronze laver was called a “sea” in
Solomon’s temple.
We read of the construction of the
original bronze laver under Moses in
Exodus 38:8, “He made the laver of
bronze and its base of bronze, from
the bronze mirrors of the serving
women who assembled at the door of
the tabernacle of meeting.” The bronze
laver—called a sea in Solomon’s day—
was made from the bronze mirrors
of the women. Imagine the brilliant
appearance of that bronze laver—that
sea—as the water reflected off the
bronze and the glass. It must have
looked like a sea of glass, a sea of
crystal, if you will.
Remember where that sea of crystal—
that sea of glass, that bronze sea, that
bronze laver—stood: it stood in the
outer court of the temple. It stood
there for the purpose of washing.
There the priests would wash
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Looking Above

Rev. Brian
Vos

themselves and cleanse themselves as
they prepared to minister before God,
whether in the Holy Place or, for the
High Priest on the Day of Atonement,
in the Holy of Holies. Such cleansing
was needed, not only due to the
defilement of sin, but also due to the
blood of the sacrifices. The sea stood
there as a continual reminder of the
cleansing that was needed in order to
approach God.
The sea pointed back, therefore, to
that great event of the Old Testament
in which the people of God were
separated and cleansed, namely, the
Exodus. It was in the Exodus—the
Passover and the crossing of the Red
Sea—that God separated and cleansed
His people.
God set His people apart in the
Passover. He set them apart by means
of the blood of the sacrificial lamb.
The blood of the sacrificial lamb was
smeared on the doorposts of the
Israelite homes in order to separate
them from the Egyptians. Incidentally,
the altar of sacrifice in the outer court
of the tabernacle would remind the
people of God of the blood of the
sacrificial lamb that separated them
from the Egyptians. That altar is also
hinted at here in Revelation 15:2, as
the sea of glass is mingled with fire—
the fire of the altar of sacrifice.
God cleansed His people in the
crossing of the Red Sea. He washed
them, as it were, by bringing them
through the waters of the Red Sea on
dry ground. Later, Paul would call
this the “baptism of Israel.” Even as
the altar of sacrifice was intended to
remind the people of the Passover—
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the Passover in which God separated
them—so the bronze laver was
intended to remind the people of the
crossing of the Red Sea—the crossing
of the Red Sea in which God cleansed
His people.
These two pieces of furniture in the
outer court of the tabernacle—the
bronze altar of sacrifice and the
bronze laver—were intended to
remind the people of God that they
were a separate and holy people, a
people belonging to God. These two
pieces of furniture were also intended
to remind the people of God that
they could not enter the presence of
God unless they were separate and
cleansed. Think of the High Priest
on the Day of Atonement: he had to
go through the outer court before he
could enter the Holy Place and then
the Holy of Holies. Sacrifices had to be
made on the bronze altar. Cleansing
had to take place at the bronze laver.
Only then could the High Priest enter
the presence of God.
That’s the significance, then, of the sea
of glass in Revelation 15:2: in view is
the bronze laver that stood in the outer
court. That bronze laver signified the
separation and cleansing of God’s
people, as a people holy unto the Lord,
a people whom God delivered from
their enemies—a people whom God
had delivered by His mighty hand,
a people whom God had delivered
by His outstretched arm—a people
whom God had given the victory.
Victory is in view here also in
Revelation 15:2. John sees “those who
have the victory over the beast, over
his image, over his mark, and over the
number of his name . . .”
In Revelation 13 John saw the beast
from the sea, vv. 1–10. Our study of
that chapter led us to conclude that
the beast from the sea represents
all the world powers that have set
themselves up against the Lord and
against His Christ. This beast has
great power; the dragon having given
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ON THE SEA
him his power, his throne, and great
authority (13:2). This beast seems
to possess power over death itself,
for he has a mortal wound, but that
deadly wound is healed. This is the
way it is with world powers: just when
one world power falls another one
rises, and on and on it goes—world
power never seems to die. This beast
is powerful, and the entire world
marvels at him and follows him
(13:3). This beast blasphemes God
(13:5–6). This beast is even given
power to make war with the saints
and to overcome them (13:7): he is
given power to persecute the saints, to
imprison the saints, and yes, even to
kill the saints. And yet we are told that
the saints here in Revelation 15:2 have
been given victory over the beast.
You see the point: world powers may
persecute the saints, may imprison
the saints, may even kill the saints, but
the saints have the victory. Nothing
can separate them from Christ—they
have the victory over the beast—he
cannot ultimately overcome them.
The saints also have the victory over
the image of the beast. There comes
another beast after the beast from the
sea, namely, the beast from the earth.
And the beast of the earth serves the
beast from the sea. The beast from
the earth “deceives those who dwell
on earth by those signs which he was
granted to do in the sight of the beast,
telling those who dwell on the earth to
make an image to the beast who was
wounded by the sword and lived. He
was granted power to give breath to
the image of the beast, that the image
of the beast should both speak and
cause as many as would not worship
the image of the beast to be killed”
(13:14–15). Whereas the beast from
the sea possesses great power, the beast

from the earth uses great deception.
He is one who appears like a lamb,
and speaks like a dragon (13:11). He
is in the business of deception. By
deception he would carry the saints
away into the service of the beast
from the sea, and ultimately into the
service of the dragon, even Satan
himself. And yet we are told that the
saints here in Revelation 15:2 have
been given victory over the image of
the beast. You see the point: deception
threatens the saints on every side, but
the saints have the victory. Nothing
can separate them from Christ—they
have the victory over the image of the
beast—he cannot deceive them.
The saints also have the victory over
the mark of the beast. This is one of
the tools the beast from the earth uses
in his deception. “He causes all, both
small and great, rich and poor, free
and slave, to receive mark on their
right hand or on their foreheads and
that no one may buy or sell except
one who has the mark or the name
of the beast, or the number of his
name” (13:16–17). One of the tools
the beast from the earth uses is that
of social excommunication: if you do
not bear his mark, you cannot buy or
sell; you will quickly lose your place
in this world. And yet we are told that
the saints here in Revelation 15:2 have
been given victory over the mark of
the beast. You see the point: the saints
may be socially excommunicated,
they may be left out, they may lose
their place in this world, but the
saints have the victory. Nothing can
separate them from Christ. They have
the victory over the mark of the beast;
they do not bear his mark.
The saints also have the victory over
the number of the beast. That number,

OF CRYSTAL
we learned, was the number of man.
His number is 666. Why 6? Because
man was created on the sixth day—
one day short of perfection. Man, if
left to himself, will never reach the
seventh day. Man, if left to himself, will
never reach eternal rest. In view here
is nothing less than the city of man,
the kingdom of man—that kingdom
that sets itself in opposition to the city
of God, the kingdom of God. And yet
we are told here in Revelation 15:2
that the saints have been given victory
over the number of the beast. You see
the point: the kingdom of man may
set itself up against the kingdom of
God, but the saints have the victory.
Nothing can separate them from
Christ—they have the victory over
the number of the beast—they do not
bear his number.
The saints are victorious over the
beast, over his image, over his mark,
and over the number of his name.
And that victory is set before us most
poignantly in the next statement here
in Revelation 15:2, for where does
John see the saints—those who have
the victory? He sees them standing on
the sea of glass!
Here we need to go back to 2
Chronicles 6:12ff., where King
Solomon, at the dedication of the
temple, made a bronze platform upon
which to stand in the outer court.
The Hebrew words that are translated
“bronze platform” are the very same
words that are used in Exodus 38:8
for “bronze laver.”1 Constructed
above the bronze laver is the bronze
platform upon which King Solomon
stands. He stands on the bronze
platform; he stands on the bronze
laver; he stands on the sea of bronze;
he stands on the sea of glass; he stands

on the sea of glass, like crystal. And
he stands as a victorious King—one
who has been granted rest from His
enemies all around. For what was
Solomon’s kingdom, but a kingdom of
peace—peace over the sea of nations?
Solomon reigned in victory over all
enemies!
Do you begin to understand the
message of Revelation 15:2? This
imagery of a victorious king—
victorious over all his enemies—is
now applied to you. John is referring
to the saints—those separated by the
grace of God—those cleansed by the
blood of the Lamb. John is referring
to you, dear Christian. He sees you in
heaven, having the victory over the
beast, over his image, over his mark,
over the number of his name. He sees
you in heaven, standing on the sea of
glass.
How can that be? How can you
have the victory over the beast, over
his image, over his mark, over the
number of his name? How can you
stand on the sea of glass in victory?
Only because you belong to Jesus
Christ, who has won the victory over
the beast, over his image, over his
mark, over the number of his name.
This is the victory that is now given
to the people of God. And what a
victory it is!
We have a hint of this great victory
here at the end of verse 2. For not
only do we stand on the sea of glass,
we have also been given harps of God.
You may recall in 14:1–5 the redeemed
of the Lord played harps and sang a
new song. So also here. In view are all
the saints of God, and they all have
harps—harps of God—harps used to
assist in singing the song that follows:
the song of Moses and the Lamb.2

Before giving our attention to that
song, we need to see our present
position. We stand on the sea of glass
in heaven. Victory is ours. Though
Satan and his cohorts threaten us,
though his minions seek to undo us,
though he rages against us, we stand
on the sea of glass in heaven. Victory
is ours. Our place in heaven is secure.
And the best is yet to come. That is
indicated by the fact that the sea
of glass is in the outer court. It is a
glorious position, to be sure, but we
have yet to enter the Holy of Holies.
We have yet to behold God face to
face. Victory is already ours, but the
best is yet to come! While we look
forward to entering the true Holy of
Holies, even the new heavens and
new earth, John doesn’t want us to
underestimate our position presently.
Even as the bowls of wrath are being
poured out, even as Satan attacks,
even as this world passes away, we
stand on the sea of glass. That’s our
position presently!
A preposition can make all the
difference. As a case in point consider
Revelation 15:2. We do not merely
stand “by” the sea of crystal; we
stand “on” the sea of crystal. We do
not merely stand by and observe the
victory of our King. We are united
to Him, and we participate in the
victory of our King. And that, I would
submit to you, is far more glorious
still. Perhaps it is time to change the
wording of the hymn to better reflect
our present status in Christ: “On the
sea of crystal, saints in glory stand . . .”
1. I am indebted to the late Rev. Charlie
Dennison for this insight.
2. We’ll give attention to this song of triumph
in a future article.

Rev. Brian Vos is the pastor
of the Trinity United Reformed
Church in Caledonia, Michigan.
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“What God begins, He ends. What He
does, He does well,” said Rev. Jason
Tuinstra. It was a fitting statement,
and one that captured the essence of
the Reformed Youth Services 2011
International Convention.
Convention week began on Monday,
July 25, with the first of five main
sessions. An exhortation to recognize
our spiritual need for “construction,”
or sanctification, fell on the ears of
over 800 young people, chaperones,
speakers, and staff gathered in the
auditorium of Dordt College in Sioux
Center, Iowa. All week long, those
present were encouraged by the
pastors’ passionate presentation on a
myriad of topics related to the core
theme.
Rev. Tuinstra was one of two keynote
speakers from this year’s RYS
Convention. Rev. Tuinstra, of Jenison,
Michigan, and Rev. Bob VanManen,
of Coopersville, Michigan, explored
the convention theme “Under
Construction” as based on Philippians
1:6, “ . . . being confident of this, that
He who began a good work in you
will carry it on to completion until
the day of Christ Jesus.”
Breakout sessions, or workshops, were
also conducted concerning various
topics. Featuring twelve speakers (all

but one were pastors) from various
Reformed denominations across the
U.S. and Canada, each workshop
involved an hour-long, topical
address. Subjects ranged from prayer
to purity, from communication to
contentment, and from boldness to
spiritual battle. God was at work as
many young saints grew in faith and
knowledge through the workshops.
Each morning and evening, the youth
had further opportunities for Bible
study, prayer, and discussion. During
“SON-set” meetings, each church
youth group gathered together to
speak about the day just passed,
discuss workshops and main sessions,
and to pray. “SON-rise” groups met
every morning and consisted of either
all ladies or all men. “SON-rise” was
an excellent chance to have additional
conversation regarding the previous
day’s message and a variety of other
matters.
The conference schedule allowed
for several hours of free time every
day, and despite the high heat, the
campus was alive with outdoor and
indoor activities. Soccer, volleyball,
and basketball tournaments were
held, along with other, non-athletic
events such as a scavenger hunt, Bible
Jeopardy, bowling, and swimming
at the college pool. A wide variety
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RYS 2011 International
Convention Report

Mary
Karsten

of skills and gifts was on display
during a talent show one evening.
A performance by the Convention
Choir followed the talent show,
featuring the choral number “No
More Night.”
Midweek,
the
conventioneers
boarded buses bound for “Wild Water
West,” a water/sports park located in
Sioux Falls, South Dakota, fifty-five
miles from Dordt College. Everyone
traveled safely to and from the “Day
Away” and enjoyed a time of fun and
fellowship. Park activities included
mini golf, bumper boats, go-carts,
water slides, a lazy river, and a wave
pool.
On
Friday,
the
convention’s
atmosphere was marked with an air
of sadness, as old and new friends
alike parted ways after only a few
short days of fellowshiping with one
another. The communion of saints,
present wherever God’s people
gather, was an unmistakable blessing
to the RYS Convention attendees.
Beyond the pleasure of this earthly
companionship was the joy of
worshiping God, learning, growing,
and being sanctified by Him as
individuals and as a body of believers.
A prayer that all present might have “ .
. . not only a burden to be challenged,
but a longing to be changed,”
concluded the final session of the
RYS 2011 International Convention,
and reminded all of their great and
pervasive need for construction by
the Master Architect.

Mary Karsten is a homeschooled high school senior
living in Waupun, Wisconsin.
She is a member of Grace United
Reformed Church in Waupun.
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If you have heard anything about
the recent Reformed Youth Services
convention at Dordt College, you will
not be surprised when I say that I had
a fantastic time being a part of it.
The RYS convention is not something
to attend lightly. I personally had to
endure a fourteen-hour bus ride from
my home in Kalamazoo, Michigan,
and many had to come farther.
Once there, I was greeted by a tight
schedule that mandated attendance
for five main sessions (hour-long
sermons) and five workshops (hourlong, classroom-style lectures). Most
days, the schedule required me to get
up before seven and wouldn’t let me
stay up past twelve.
Sounds like something that your
average teenager would avoid like
the plague, doesn’t it? But we young
people love it. The long trip just

builds suspense for the convention
itself. The sports, singing, and games
made me so eager for each day that I
usually rose before I had to, and often
so exhausted me that at midnight,
I willingly collapsed into bed. And
as for the sessions and workshops,
in many ways they were the greatest
attraction at the event.
It is not just me saying this, either.
This past convention, with over eight
hundred guests, was the largest to
date. This popularity owes much to
the energy that goes into every part of
convention. The speakers’ sincerity and
passion is clear in every word that they
speak, and the sheer joy and excitement
that fills the faces of the music directors
is impossibly infectious. Friendly
supervisors and engaging youth
leaders foster a welcoming atmosphere
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RYS 2011
A Student’s Perspective

Neil
Kloosterman

that makes it easy to relax. And as for
administration, I can only imagine the
enormous amount of work that must
go into organizing such an event.
But the energy doesn’t stop with the
adults. We, the youths of the church,
feel it too, and respond in kind. I
find it hard to convey the convention
experience to those not familiar with
it. Often, I found myself on the edge of
my seat during most of the workshops,
hanging on every word they spoke.
The sound of eight hundred young
people singing “Holy, Holy, Holy”
sent shivers up my spine. Though my
volleyball team was destroyed in the
first round of elimination, we came
away from that match laughing and
cheering. Everyone is committed
to learning about God and having a
good time, and it certainly shows.
Of course, I can only speak for me
and my group. Doubtless some were
miserable, and doubtless some passed
the whole week without learning a
single thing about God, and those
people have my pity. But as for me, I
truly felt the Spirit’s work at RYS, and
my only regret is that I, as a senior,
will not be able to return next year.
For all others, I would urge them to
go while they still can.

Neil Kloosterman recently
graduated from Reformed
Heritage Christian School in
Kalamazoo, Michigan and will
be attending Grove City College
in Pennsylvania this fall. He is
a member of Covenant United
Reformed Church in Kalamazoo.
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RYS Convention 2011:
Under Construction

The typical summertime calm of
Dordt College’s campus was shattered
on July 25 as 813 teens and sponsors
flooded the beautiful grounds and
overtook the dorms. Dordt College
in Sioux Center, Iowa, was the host
site for the 2011 Reformed Youth
Services Convention, which took
place from July 25 to July 29. After a
year of preparation on the part of the
tireless convention committee, led
by Mr. Ed De Graaf, 625 high school
students and 188 sponsors, staff, and
speakers came together from across
North America. These numbers
set Convention records, as did an
amazing representation by Trinity
URC of Lethbridge, Alberta with
Rev. Barnes

fifty-nine participants! The stage was
set for a record-breaking week!
Philippians 1:6 states, “ . . . being
confident of this very thing, that He
who began a good work in you will
carry it on to completion until the day
of Christ Jesus.” This verse provided
the theme for the 2011 Convention:
“Under Construction.” The two main
speakers, Rev. Jason Tuinstra and
Rev. Bob Van Manen, developed this
theme each day in five main sessions
held in Dordt’s chapel. The goodnatured “rivalry” between these two
men helped the students see them
as real people, who were both at the
convention out of a great love for the

Rev. Nymeyer

Lord and His people. Rev. Van Manen
established himself as rightfully
speaking at the convention due to
his theme song, “Bob, the Builder.”
Rev. Tuinstra respectfully played the
age card, implying that his relative
youthfulness gave him one up on Bob,
the Builder. Rev. Van Manen came up
for his session the next day shuffling
with slippers behind a walker. The
students relaxed during the genial
banter, but were quickly able to switch
gears when these two gifted speakers
began their serious messages.
Rev. Tuinstra led the first main session
based on Phil. 3: 1–11. He challenged
conventioneers not to become
accustomed to the disrepair of sin

Rev. Oord

Rev. Boekestein

Rev. Lucero
Rev. Schout

Mrs. Anne
Konynenbelt

Rev. Tuininga

in our lives, but to see the great need
for being under construction. Like
Paul, we were told, we should never
put confidence in our upbringing to
save us, but rather we must recognize
our desperate need for Christ and his
righteousness.
Rev. Van Manen spoke in Tuesday’s
main session, developing the theme
one step further to the architect and
foundation of our construction based
on Phil. 1: 3–11. He emphasized
that God, the great architect, has
a beautiful design for our lives.
Challenging us to consider the
eternity of our foundation, he clearly
set forth the necessity of building
on the foundation that will never
crumble—Jesus Christ.
In the third main meeting Rev.
Tuinstra used Phil. 3: 17–21 to
direct listeners to the importance of
following the blueprint of the Word of
God for our construction. He warned
against following those who boast in
Rev. Efflandt

their shame, pursuing the plans of
the world rather than patterning their
lives after Christ.
On Thursday, in the fourth session,
Rev. Van Manen applied 1 Peter 2:4–
10 to the next step, dealing with the
construction building materials and
tools. He helped us to realize that we
are the materials and that Scripture
tells us we are set apart as a royal
priesthood. He also stated that the
Holy Spirit builds us up in Christ,
using godly parents, ministers,
teachers, and friends to do this. The
tools of prayer and the preaching of
the Word are used to make us into a
spiritual house, to build us into His
church.
In the final session on Friday, Rev,
Tuinstra wrapped up the theme,
using Phil. 3:12–16. He directed
us to the responsibility we have to
press on to the goal and continue the
construction process. No one will
arrive in this lifetime, so we were
cautioned not to get comfortable

Rev. Marcusse

Rev. DeBoer

spiritually. Yet we have in part already
what we long for in full in heaven. We
are made holy in Christ already, so
we should not look back longingly on
our sin but strive onward to the goal
in this life under construction.
Students also attended four workshops
from the ten that were offered. These
practical workshops were led by
Rev. E. Tuininga, Rev. W. Oord, Rev.
B. Nymeyer, Rev. J. De Boer, Rev.
M. Schout, Rev. B. Boekestein, Rev.
J. Lucero, Rev. K. Efflandt, Rev. D.
Barnes and Rev. J. Veldman. Our
youth were given much to think
about by these men of the Word, in
their working out of the question Rev.
Tuinstra submitted, “How then shall
we live?”
At some point each of the young men
attended a workshop led by Rev. E.
Marcusse about relationships entitled,
“Yoked with a Goat?” The young
women attended the female version
of this with Mrs. D. Marcusse. These

Mrs. Marcusse

Rev. VanManen

straightforward workshops helped
the youth consider what God’s Word
requires of them in a relationship. One
useful item taught by the Marcusses
was that when a young man first
meets someone new, he should ask
the key question, “Do you know the
catechism?” If the response is, “Which
one, Westminster or Heidelberg?” he
should immediately take that young
lady home over his shoulder; there
would always be plenty of time to
find out minor details like a name
later on. Not surprisingly, students
latched onto this question and it was
overheard frequently on the campus
throughout the remainder of the
week. Watching the students meet
new people and begin friendships was
entertaining for some of us “older”
attendees.
The main sessions and the workshops
are definitely the backbone of the
convention, but the variety of other
activities during the free time kept
the students engaged and connected
them socially. A definite highlight
of the convention for most people
was the singing. Relating back to the
idea of the already and the not yet,
the mass singing gave us a beautiful
taste of the perfection in worship that
awaits us. Led by Mrs. Julie Bussis, Mr.
Rip Pratt, and Mr. Brent Cooper, the
students sang with enthusiasm and
love for the Lord. There was also an
opportunity to join a mass choir that
only practiced twice for half an hour,
but under the joyful direction of Mrs.
Bussis performed the song, “No More
Night” with great fervor at the talent
show. The talent show featured much
singing and other musical talent, as
well as some well-received comedy
acts!
Besides the singing, there was an
incredible range of other activities
for the youth. There were basketball,
soccer, volleyball, bowling, and dodge
ball tournaments. There were pick-up
games of street hockey, if you could
stand the heat, and an early morning
five-kilometer run. For those not
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so athletically minded there were
scavenger hunts, games, Minute to
Win It, and Bible Jeopardy. Watching
the minister’s edition of Bible Jeopardy
consoled the other contestants with
the fact that even ministers will freeze
under pressure! The wonderful Sioux
Center All Seasons Center across
the road from Dordt gave students
the opportunity to cool down in the
pool at night. Mealtimes were spent
enjoying great food with friends while
also meeting new people. The first
item on the agenda each morning and
the last one every night was a smaller
group Bible study. In the morning
the groups were mixed from various
churches, but at night the time was
spent with your own church’s young
people to discuss the main sessions
and workshops. All of these activities
kept the students entertained and
tired enough to follow the lights-out
policy!
Wednesday is the one day that is spent
somewhat differently from the rest,
as it is the Day Away. This year saw
conventioneers traveling on buses to
Sioux Falls, South Dakota to the Wild
Water West water park. I felt a pang of
sympathy as I saw the crestfallen faces
of some families already in the park
when all eight hundred of us poured
out from what seemed like an infinite
line of buses. However, this facility
was able to handle a large group, and
the students soon beat the heat in the
wave pool and on the slides. More
adventurous youth also pelted each
other during paintball and raced the
go-karts. Batting cages, mini-golf,
and bumper boats were additional
activities available. The Day Away was
a huge success that added variety and
fun to the week.
At the last session, the site of the next
convention is revealed. Because there
was one student from Hawaii present
this year, the rumor among the
optimistic students was that Hawaii
would be a likely option. Google
Earth was used to zoom in and out
of various spots in North America

until it finally came to rest at the next
RYS Convention location. Whoever
put together this video clip of Google
Earth had it zoom in close to Hawaii
and the air became palpably electric
with excitement, until it cruelly
zoomed back out again. However,
these somewhat unrealistic students
were not left disappointed as the final
close-up took us to Covenant College
on Lookout Mountain, Georgia. This
scenic location has a lot to offer, and
the thrill of anticipation for next year
diminished the sadness of leaving
Convention 2011.
The desire to turn back the hands of
time and return to the days of one’s
youth can be strong in many people.
There were truly a few times during
the RYS Convention week that I
walked around the campus among all
of the young people and was drawn
back to the four years I spent at Dordt
College as a student. Unfortunately,
in the mornings the mirror reflected
reality, reminding me that I was one of
the “mature” sponsors. Nonetheless,
the energy and excitement of the RYS
week was contagious, and many of the
adults were invigorated by the time
spent there. To be able to share in this
experience with the hundreds of high
school students was a tremendous
blessing. I heartily recommend that all
of our churches continue to support
the work of RYS and encourage
their covenant youth to attend the
conventions. All present at the 2011
RYS Convention clearly heard the
message that we can be confident that
God will finish the work He began
in us as we move forward in this life
under construction.

Mrs. Anne Konynenbelt was
a sponsor to the 2011 RYS
Convention. She is a member
of the Trinity United Reformed
Church in Lethbridge, Alberta
and a teacher at Immanuel
Christian High School.

Lesson 1: Romans 1:1–7
Introduction

I

It is with fear and trepidation, and
at the same time with great joy and
anticipation, that I embark on writing
a Bible study on the book of Romans.
Fear because the few pages of each
lesson will never be able to explain
the incredible wealth contained in
Romans; joy because, even if all that
we do is scratch the surface, we will be
far richer for it.
The book of Romans impacted many
important church leaders such as
Augustine, Luther, and Calvin, who
came from a variety of experiences.
Augustine, for example, lived an
immoral life and was converted when
he read Romans 13:13, 14. Martin
Luther was a pious monk who found
it impossible to please God. Verses
like Romans 5:1 and 8:1 led him to a
new, deeper understanding of God as
he discovered anew that salvation is
through Jesus Christ alone.

The Author of Romans
It is certain that Paul is the author of
the book of Romans. He identifies
himself as a bondservant (or slave) to
Christ. As such, he identifies himself
with those to whom he is writing—
people “set apart for the gospel of
God.” In other words, he identifies
himself as a Christian. Slavery to
Christ is a unique type of slavery. It is
a slavery through which we are made
free.

In 1959, the Christian Reformed
Publishing House published a
delightful compendium study book
entitled “Saved from Sin.” Students
were brought through the first
half of the Heidelberg Catechism,
in which they learned about their
sin and salvation through Christ.
The following year focused on the
obligation of those who are saved
from their sin as they studied the
sacraments, the Ten Commandments,
and the Lord’s Prayer. The title of that
booklet was “Saved to Serve.” That was
Paul’s point. He claimed himself as a
slave to Christ with total allegiance to
Jesus Christ, his Savior. He had been
saved to serve—as every Christian is.
Paul declared himself to be an apostle
called by Jesus Christ. An apostle is
understood to be one who was an
eyewitness of the resurrection, who
had been appointed by Christ to
govern in the early church. He was
sent by the Lord of the church to teach
(and write) with the authority given to
him by Christ. Prior to his conversion
Paul could boast in being a Pharisee’s
Pharisee. Originally, the Pharisees
were a sect who had set themselves
apart to God in preparation for the
coming of the Messiah. Seeing the
decadence of Israel, they began as
a group of people who sought to
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keep God’s law perfectly and thereby
provide a place where a law-keeping
Messiah could be born. By the time
the true Messiah came, they were
more interested in the keeping of
the law (and imposing it on others)
than they were in the Messiah. At
his conversion, Paul quite literally
became a Pharisee’s Pharisee (a set
apart one), although not set apart
by human exclusiveness but by God
Himself; not set apart to keep the law
but to proclaim grace.
His purpose for writing was to inform
the church in Rome that it was his
desire to visit with them. Ready to
embark on his third missionary trip,
Paul wanted to bring peace between
the Jews and Gentiles in Rome to
prove that the two could live together
in the church. Believing he was called
to preach in Spain, Paul asked the
church in Rome for support in his
mission work and for their prayers for
his upcoming visit to Jerusalem.

The Church in Rome
Rome was the political, economic,
and cultural center of the world, the
capital city of the most powerful
nation in the world. At that time its
population was between 40,000 and
50,000 people. With few worlds left
to conquer, Rome had become a place
of great wickedness. As the capitol of
the world power, its citizens sought

pleasure for the sake of pleasure, took
savage satisfaction in the affliction
of others, and pursued instant selfgratification. It was a time of moral
suicide.
The household churches in Rome had
been founded by Jews who had been
converted to Christianity. Many of
them had arrived in the city as slaves
of the empire. Paul didn’t hesitate
to tell them that the greatest honor
came to them, not by being part of
Rome, but by being citizens of heaven
through Jesus Christ. Irenaeus (AD
100) wrote that Peter founded the
church and was her first bishop.
Earlier traditions associate both Peter
and Paul with the founding of the
church. This is more likely, since it
was never Paul’s desire to “build on
another man’s foundation” (Romans
15:20).
In all of the ugliness and violence to
be found in the city, Paul wrote to
the church, “Grace to you and peace
from God our Father and the Lord
Jesus Christ.” If God’s benevolence
and purity were needed anywhere,
certainly they were needed in the
decadent capitol city of Rome. It was
also needed in the church. Many
Gentiles had found in the church a
new peace and security not offered
by the government. Their influence in
the church increased after Emperor
Claudius ordered the Jews to leave
Rome (Acts 18:2) because the Jews
were constantly rioting. Claudius
would not have distinguished between
Jews and Jewish Christians. In fact,
the rioting may well have developed
within the Jewish community because
some were claiming Jesus of Nazareth
to be the Christ.
When the Jews returned to Rome
after Claudius’s death, changes had
been made in the church. The Jews
were in the minority. Difficulties arose
between the traditions of the Jews and
those of the Gentiles. Much of Paul’s
letter focuses on those difficulties: the
place of the law, the arrogance of both
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Jews and Gentiles, and how to deal
with a weaker brother.
Those within the church are loved
by God and called to be saints (v. 7).
Once reserved for the Jews only, this
Old Testament term for those who
were consecrated and dedicated to
God is now applied to Gentiles as
well. It is a term conferred on those set
apart for the gospel of God, members
of the church of Jesus Christ. God had
called both Jews and Gentiles alike to
be a part of His church. He had set
them apart for Himself through His
Son, Jesus Christ, by the power of the
Holy Spirit.

Paul and Christ
Paul’s comment, “Woe to me if I do
not preach Christ” is clear already in
the opening verses of Romans. In his
introduction he declares Jesus as the
One who was promised beforehand
in the Old Testament. One can only
begin to imagine how excited this
persecutor of the followers of the
Way must have been as the Holy
Spirit revealed to him how the Old
Testament was fulfilled in Jesus of
Nazareth. As an expert in the law who
once considered himself blameless,
Paul was forced to acknowledge his
own sin when he was blinded by
the glory of the risen Lord. After
his dramatic conversion on the way
to Damascus, he could no longer
boast in himself; he found that true
blamelessness comes only when one
is clothed with the righteousness of
Jesus Christ.
Paul gives testimony to the human
nature (descendant of David) and the
divine nature (Son of God) of Jesus
and declares Him as Lord. He will
later explain how Jesus is to be Lord
over all: He rules over our intellect as
Lord of our minds, our vocation as
Lord of our wills, our ecclesiology as
Lord of the church, and our politics as
Lord of the nations.
In claiming himself to be an apostle
set apart for the gospel of God,

Paul makes very clear that he is not
bringing a new message to his readers.
His letter focuses on the relationship
that mankind has with God. Jews and
Gentiles alike have sinned against God
and are in a broken relationship with
God (Romans 1:18–3:20); salvation
comes not through the law or through
nature but by faith in Jesus Christ
(Romans 3:21–5:21); slavery to sin
and condemnation is removed from
us (Romans 6–8); God is sovereign
over all (Romans 9–11); and we are
called to live a life of gratitude and
service (Romans 12–15).
Paul quotes the Old Testament
throughout the book of Romans for
two reasons. First, he pointed out to
the Jews that the work of Jesus Christ
was the fulfillment of the promise
given to Adam and Eve in the garden
of Eden. In addition, Christ fulfilled
the demands of the Old Testament law.
Second, he pointed out to Gentiles,
who despised the Jewish heritage
and wanted to throw out the Old
Testament, the wealth of knowledge to
be gained from it. Together, Jews and
Gentiles would discover through Paul
that the message they had received
concerning salvation originated in the
Old Testament. By underscoring the
unity between the old dispensation
and the new dispensation, Paul
encouraged both Jewish and Gentile
Christians to study the Old Testament
in light of the gospel.

Conclusion
No other book of the Bible so
completely explains the central
teachings of the Christian faith
as does Romans. It offers a full
introduction to the basic principles
of Christianity. Readers who are
familiar with the Reformed faith
will recognize Romans as the chief
resource used by the authors of the
Heidelberg Catechism.
As we study the book of Romans,
however, we must remember that
we are Western people living in

the twenty-first century reading a
Middle Eastern document written
in the first century. Modern readers
of Romans have a tendency to view
what they read through their own
culture and life circumstances.
Both the cultures in Rome and in
this century may seem to be selfserving and seeking after their own
instant gratification. Yet, both have
different ways of thinking, different
assumptions, and different views.
This can make a difference in our
application. Although Romans
contains great, important, universal
truths, we must be careful not to
read our presuppositions into the
text. Let us rather seek the guidance
of the Holy Spirit as we study this
very important book of the Bible.

Points to Ponder
and Discuss
1. What does Paul say about himself
in Romans 1:1–7?
2. What were the qualifications for
an apostle? How did Paul qualify?
3. How is our current society
similar to Rome when Paul wrote
his epistle?
4. What does Paul write about the
church in Rome?
5. What does it mean to be called a
saint?
6. What does Paul write about Jesus
Christ in these verses?
7. How does Paul describe the
gospel?
8. What is the connection between
the Old Testament and the New
Testament?
9. What do you expect to learn
from this study of Romans?

Bible Studies on Romans (1)
Lesson 2: A Pastor’s Desire
Romans 1:8–13

P

Paul begins his letter by creating
a bond between himself and the
believers in Rome. He praises God for
them. That praise comes not because
they have sent a large donation to
his ministry nor because they have
built a huge megachurch. He praises
God for their faith. Paul does not
proclaim the gospel in order to gain
esteem for himself or to climb up the
ecclesiastical ladder. Notice all the
verbs in this small portion of his letter:
“I thank,” “I serve,” “I remember,” “I
pray,” “I long.” All of them focus on
Paul’s service to God and his desire
for those who hear his message. As
one who proclaims the good news of
Jesus Christ, his desire for his readers
is for them to understand God’s
glorious plan of salvation so that they
might increase in their faith.
Paul knew both the joy of Christ
and the yoke of Christ. As a scholar
of the Old Testament, he had longed
for its fulfillment. He had seen the
vision of the Messiah on the way to
Damascus. The Holy Spirit had led
him to an understanding of how
the Old Testament pointed directly
to Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah.
How frustrating it must have been
when he tried to convince his fellow
Old Testament scholars that the Word
had been fulfilled, only to be met by
rejection. Contending for the gospel
was not easy. Paul knew well the trials
fellow believers would face, including
the Christians in Rome.
To be a Christian in the capital city
was very challenging, to say the
least. Most religions were tolerated
as long as one acknowledged Caesar

as Lord. Christians refused, instead
declaring Jesus as the one true Lord.
Jews who converted to Christianity
were often kicked out of their homes
and disowned by their families. For
them to claim their hope rested in
Jesus Christ alone was a bold act of
faith. If any institution was in need of
encouragement it was the Christian
church in Rome.
That there was a group of believers in
the capital city was most remarkable.
It was being reported all over the
world, in other countries and other
cities by those who were interested—
that is, to other Christians. If a church
could survive in such a decadent city,
surely it could survive in other places,
as well. The church would survive
because it was not the work of man
but the work of God.
Paul was convinced that spending
time with these Christians would
result in great spiritual growth for
them and personal encouragement
for him. How ironic that the very
place that Paul was so passionate to
visit became his last stop before he
entered the eternal city. A few years
later, he would arrive in the city in
chains and be martyred.
In the few verses that introduce his
letter, Paul becomes very personal. He
explains the reason why he is writing
them and the desire of every minister
of the Word. It is his desire is to
preach the glorious good news of the
gospel so that the congregation may
increase in the knowledge and faith of
Jesus Christ.
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Paul’s focus on faith in his
introduction points to the purpose
the rest of Romans. Binding himself
to the church by extolling their faith
opens the way for him to explain how
rich and full true faith in Christ can
be.

A Substandard Faith
There are many people today who
claim to have a faith in Jesus Christ
when in reality they do not. While
they have faith in some aspect of Jesus
Christ, they do not have a saving faith.
Two funerals I attended recently
brought this home to me. Although
totally different from one another,
they were very much the same. One
offered a comfort rooted in the good
works of the deceased; the other
offered no comfort due to a lack of
any authoritative testimony. While on
the one hand, salvation was assured
based on subjective religious feelings,
on the other hand it was denied
because there was no experiential
conversion.
This type of substandard faith is
proclaimed not only in different
cults and sects; it can be found in
Reformed circles, as well. I have met
elders who deny the resurrection of
Christ and Christian high school
science teachers who refuse to accept
the future resurrection of the body. I
have read of college professors who
deny a historic Adam and Eve and
ministers who boast that their faith
is made stronger because it is filled
with doubt. All of them claim to be
Christians. In fact, all of them claim
to be Reformed. On what is their
faith based? On that which is seen or
on the absolute and unfailing truth
of God’s Word (Hebrews 11:1)? The
Heidelberg Catechism is very clear
in delineating what a Christian must
believe as it lists the twelve articles of
our undoubted Christian faith (Lord’s
Day 7, Q/A 22, 23).
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One renowned Reformed minister
followed the teachings of Norman
Vincent Peale and extolled the power
of positive thinking. His megachurch
grew to great fame as he made people
feel good about themselves. Once he
announced that he was going to do
a series of sermons on the book of
Romans. I thought at last he would
have to mention sin—actually say
the word. To my dismay, he spoke of
“mistakes,” “bad choices,” and “guilt
feelings.” This type of preaching leads
one to have more of a faith in self
than in Christ. It is certainly not a
confession of one’s total depravity and
great need for a Savior.
Several years ago I was introduced to
jail ministry by a man who strongly
believed in the words of Paul to the
Philippian jailer, “Believe in the Lord
Jesus Christ and you will be saved”
(Acts 16:31). He would ask an inmate
if he wanted to be saved. When the
inmate said “Yes” the elderly man
would explain that all he had to do
was believe in the Lord Jesus Christ
and he would be saved. Then he
would ask, “Do you believe in Jesus?”
When the positive response came, he
would declare the inmate as saved.
It appears that lot of people do truly
believe that Jesus will take them
to heaven. That is, they trust the
statement that Paul made concerning
belief in Jesus Christ for salvation,
but they really do not believe in Jesus.
They believe the statement. They
have no idea who Jesus is or what He
accomplished at Calvary in order to
acquire salvation for the elect. Too
often in our efforts to spread the gospel
we offer something far less than Jesus
Christ Himself. What we offer is not
the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ
and His imputed righteousness, but
a statement made about Jesus Christ.
We isolate a promise and offer that to
the unbeliever, ignoring completely
the power of God behind that
promise. Faith must be more than a
simple, “You gotta believe.” We must

explain the contents of a genuine faith
so that we may have a genuine hope
and trust in the saving work of Christ.

A Genuine Faith
It is a genuine faith found in the
churches in Rome that leads Paul
to bring praise to God. A genuine
faith acknowledges that we have
rebelled against God and grievously
sinned against His commandments.
Because of our sin we are worthy
of eternal condemnation. True
faith acknowledges that we are still
inclined toward all evil. In addition,
faith believes that God declares us
innocent because His Son paid for
our sins and that God has imputes the
righteousness of His Son to all who
believe in His once-for-all sacrifice on
the cross.
We are not called to trust in a promise;
we are called to trust in the Godsent Messiah, Jesus Christ. We must
believe that He is the Son of God, sent
from heaven. He lived a perfect life
and made a perfect sacrifice for sin.
He rose victoriously from the grave
and ascended into heaven. It is a faith
in who Jesus is and what He has done
at Calvary that saves us.
That Paul thanks God for this saving
faith in the Roman Christians is
evidence that such faith is the work
of God. He is the One who instills
faith in His followers. Paul’s praise,
however, is not only for the faith that
God has given to the church in Rome;
it is for the good report that faith
receives throughout the world. He
praises God that their faith has grown
into a persevering trust in God in
spite of the hardships that surround
them. They have sought to live out
their faith. Some churches are famous
because of their pastor, their stained
glass, their architecture, or their size.
The church in Rome was famous
because of their faith. Their faith
was an encouragement to believers
everywhere, including Paul.

Paul’s desire to “impart some
spiritual gift to them” was not
so much to give them something
they lacked as it was to strengthen
them in their faith. His desire
was to share with them his gift
of knowledge, wisdom, and
apostleship that they might
support one another in their love
for the Lord and in the work of
His kingdom.

Rev. Wybren H. Oord is
the co-pastor of the Trinity
United Reformed Church in
Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada,
and the editor of The Outlook.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. For what does Paul give thanks concerning the churches in Rome?
2. List in order of importance what you expect from your minister and what he should expect from you.
3. Explain in your own words the various substitute faiths that people adopt. Give examples.
4. What is necessary for a Christian to believe?
5. What kind of faith did the people in the church of Rome have?
6. What is a genuine faith?
7. Can you give modern examples of people whose faith is spoken of throughout the whole world?
8. What makes an “outsider” take note of the Christian’s faith?
9. How is our faith best advertised to those around us and to the world?
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Nicene Creed

T

The Nicene Creed as we know
it is more accurately called the
Nicaeno-Constantinopolitan
Creed. This is because the creed
we have is a product, by and
large, of both the Ecumenical
Councils of Nicea (325) and
Constantinople (381). I say by
and large because later there
was in the Western Church
an important addition that
contributed to the split between
the Western (Latin) and the
Eastern (Greek) Churches. In
what follows we will look first
at the Creed of the Council of
Nicea, then at the enlargements
of this creed at the Council of
Constantinople and finally, at
the Western addition to the
Creed.

The Nicene Creed of 325
The history of this creed is
absolutely fascinating. But we
will not be able to get into all
the intrigues and struggles here.
In 325 Emperor Constantine
called the first ecumenical
synod to settle the dispute over
the relationship between the Son
and the Father. The theological
battles were so intense that it
affected the politics, and so the
Emperor sought to bring peace
and harmony back to the empire
by sorting out this theological
dispute. Or so he hoped. Threehundred-eighteen
bishops
arrived for the big occasion.
All except one were from the
Eastern Church.
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The dispute was started by a man
named Arius, who taught that the Son
was not God but that he was merely a
creature created by God. He took the
word “begotten” to mean “made.” In
response to this teaching, the council
adopted a very strong statement
that affirmed the deity of the Son.
After confessing the Father to be the
Creator they confess that they believe
“in one Lord Jesus Christ, the onlybegotten Son of God, begotten of the
Father before all worlds; God of God,
Light of light, very God of very God;
begotten, not made, being of one
substance with the Father, by whom
all things were made.” In particular
the word “homoousios” (“being of one
substance”) was included in the creed
to make emphatic that the Father and
the Son both partake in one divine
nature.
To make emphatic its rejection of
Arianism it also includes at the end of
its confession the following anathema:
But those who say: ‘There was a
time when he was not;’ and ‘He
was not before he was made;’ and
‘He was made out of nothing,’
or ‘He is of another substance’
or ‘essence,’ or ‘The Son of God
is created,’ or ‘changeable,’ or
‘alterable’—they are condemned
by the holy catholic and apostolic
Church.1
All the bishops except for two signed
the creed. What a victory for orthodox
faith! But we should not celebrate too
soon because, although the creed
was accepted and Arius was banned,
the orthodoxy of this creed did not
immediately settle the unrest and did
not immediately become the accepted
teaching of the church.

Rev. Jacques
Roets

The Addition of
Constantinople (381)
It was not long after the Council of
Nicea that the emperor changed his
mind and began to favor the Arians.
He withdrew the ban on Arius in 335,
and the church received him back into
the fellowship. In Alexandria, where
all the trouble with Arius started,
Athanasius had become bishop in
328 and fought the battle for Nicene
orthodoxy. The struggle and peril that
the church faced during this troubled
time as it sought to establish the clear
biblical teaching about Christ can be
seen in his life. He was exiled no less
than five times during his lifetime for
his vigorous defense of the Nicene
Creed.2 He saw himself fighting
alone against the whole world (contra
mundum), since the Arian party had
the ears of most of the emperors
during this time. It was a dark time in
the life of God’s church for the truth
was in great jeopardy of being denied!
But through the work of men like
Athanasius the Lord maintained the
truth of the full deity of the Son with
the Father during this dark time. And
in 381 the new emperor Theodosius
I called together another ecumenical
council of 150 (Eastern) bishops. At
this council the Nicene Creed was
again maintained, and Arianism in
all its forms was condemned. This
council also elaborated the earlier
creed’s confession about the Holy
Spirit in light of recent heresies that
questioned the deity of the Holy
Spirit. The first Creed only confessed
that we believe “in the Holy Spirit.”
Now this was elaborated to say “And I
believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and
Giver of life; who proceedeth from

the Father; who with the Father and
the Son together is worshipped and
glorified; who spake by the prophets.
And I believe one holy catholic and
apostolic Church. I acknowledge one
baptism for the remission of sins; and
I look for the resurrection of the dead,
and the life of the world to come.
Amen.”
And so the deity of both the Son and
the Spirit was upheld in the church
against those who denied it. We
see how the church, in its desire to
remain faithful to the Word of God,
in its fight against false teaching,
struggled to define clearly the truth
of God’s word and set it apart from
all false teaching. The creeds are not
only statements of the true Christian
faith, but they are also standards to
measure all teaching to see whether
a person is faithful to God’s word or
not, in the fundamental areas.

The Addition of the Western
Church (589)
But this is not the end of the story
of the creed as we know it in its
Western form. Almost all of the
bishops who attended these first two
ecumenical councils were from the
Eastern (Greek-speaking) church,
but their work was also accepted
by the Western (Latin-speaking)

church. This creed was the first to
get universal authority in the church
and is still the primary creed in the
Eastern churches (Greek & Russian
Orthodox) and is expounded in all
their catechisms.
In the Western church the phrase
“and the Son” (Filioque) was added
to the confession at some point in the
statement about the Holy Spirit that
says “who proceedeth from the Father.”
(Now reading: “who proceedeth
from the Father and the Son.”) When
this happened is unknown, but it is
first officially attested to at the third
Council of Toledo in Spain, 589. The
addition was not accepted by the
Greek church, since they emphasize
the Father as the root and cause
of the deity from whom the Spirit
proceeds alone which is “an eternal
inner-Trinitarian process.” This is not
to be confused, they maintain, with
the temporal mission of the Holy
Spirit sent by the Father and the Son.
The Latin church took procession
in a much wider sense, seeking to
maintain the “co-equality of the Son
with the Father,”3 and so upheld the
teaching of Augustine on the double
procession of the Holy Spirit from
the Father and the Son. The Filioque
clause and the authority of the
pope led the Great Schism in 1054

between the Eastern and Western
churches. We are heirs of the Western
church and so uphold the Filioque
clause in our version of the NicaenoConstantinopolitan Creed.

Conclusion
The history of this creed reveals to us
the long years of agony and conflict
that raged in the church to maintain
the central truths of our faith. Let us
not neglect or take for granted these
precious truths, for which so many
of God’s most faithful saints suffered
so much. Let us enter more and more
into the riches and glory of these
truths so that we can always be ready
“to contend for the faith that was once
for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).
1. Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christiandom.
Vol. 1: The History of Creeds. Baker: 1998:29.
2. See John Piper, Contending for our All,
2006:35–75 (Crossway) for a brief biography
of Athanasius and his struggle for the faith.
3. Creeds of Christiandom. Vol. 1: The History
of Creeds. Baker: 1998:26.

Rev. Jacques Roets is the pastor
of Redeemer United Reformed
Church in Dyer, Indiana.
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Bavinck the Dogmatician: Bavinck’s Interpretation
of the Account of Creation in Genesis (2)

Dr. Cornelis P.
Venema

What about the
Theories of Modern
Natural Sciences?
Bavinck’s discussion of the
issue of the older PtolemaicAristotelian worldview and
its relation to the Christian
understanding of the cosmos
serves as an occasion for an
extended discussion of the
theories of modern natural
sciences. In the modern
era, a considerable amount
of conflict has emerged
between the historic
Christian understanding of
creation and a number of
scientific theories regarding
the world and human
origins. The conflict has
created the impression
that Christian theology
and science are inevitably
at odds with each other.
It has also provoked a
number of theologians to
adopt different views of the
creation account in Genesis
to “harmonize” the biblical
view with modern scientific
theories. Recognizing the
importance of these debates,
Bavinck spends considerable
time with the theories of
modern natural science that
have obvious implications
for our understanding of the
biblical account of creation.
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Bavinck introduces his survey of the
theories of modern natural science
with those theories that express
what is best termed “evolutionary
naturalism.” Evolutionary naturalism
encompasses a wide variety of
theories, including Darwinism, that
seek to account for the world’s origin
and development solely in terms of
a lengthy process of development
from an original, primitive state
to the present state of complexity
and diversity of life forms. In theses
theories, the existence of the world
in an original state of relative
formlessness and simplicity is
assumed. According to evolutionary
naturalism, through a random and
“purposeless movement of atoms,”
an original chaotic state, absent any
forms of organic life, slowly evolved
in an incremental process into the

present state of the world with its
remarkable complexity and rich
diversity of living beings, including
the human species (RD 2:486).
In
Bavinck’s
assessment
of
evolutionary naturalism, several
significant problems are identified.
First, all of the theories of evolutionary
naturalism start from the assumption
of some kind of original, formless
state that is nothing more than an
unscientific postulate. No scientist
can identify or prove the actual
existence of such an original state
and, therefore, the assumption itself
exceeds the boundaries of legitimate
scientific understanding, which is
always limited to the world as it
actually exists.

Second, even the most elaborate
theory of evolutionary naturalism
cannot touch the fundamental
question of the origin of what is
assumed to have been the “original”
state of things. What accounts for
the origin and existence of the “stuff ”
from which the world is said to have
evolved? No science or scientist can
answer this question. The most basic
question that the biblical doctrine of
creation answers cannot be addressed
within the limits of legitimate
scientific inquiry.

In addition to various forms of
evolutionary theory, Bavinck also
addresses how the biblical account of
creation faces a significant challenge
from the theories of the modern
science of geology. Since geology
as a science has a particular interest
in the history of the formation of
the present state of the earth, it
has obvious implications for the
understanding of Genesis 1, which
describes the formation of the earth
from an original state of formlessness
to its present state.

And third, the theories of evolutionary
naturalism appeal to various
mechanisms to explain the origin of
the world as it actually now exists
(for example, Darwin’s principle of
“natural selection” or, more popularly
put, the “survival of the fittest”). But
these mechanisms explain nothing.
Rather than explain “how” the world
evolved into its present state of
complexity, these mechanisms simply
declare that the world as it exists is
a complex one, with many different
kinds of inanimate and animate
entities. Without a sovereign and
infinitely wise Creator, who exhibits
his own being and attributes in the
world that he created and ordered,
no science can provide a satisfactory
account of the world as it actually
exists. As Bavinck asks,

In Bavinck’s rehearsal of the
consensus opinions of geologists at
the time of the writing of his Reformed
Dogmatics, two particular challenges
clearly emerge for the interpretation
of the account of creation in Genesis
1 (RD 2:489). First, the science of
geology posits time periods for the
successive ages of the earth’s history
and formation that seem inescapably
at odds with the biblical record. While
Christian theologians have appealed
to the biblical account of creation
and its subsequent history to argue
for an age of the earth in the range of
four to six thousand years duration,
geologists have estimated the age of
the earth to be from twenty million
to as many as two thousand million
years. And second, the “order” or
sequence in which the creation
was formed and various creatures
originated is represented differently
within modern geology than in the
Genesis account. To mention one
example, whereas geology represents
the solar system as the source of
light and the necessary condition
for luxuriant plant life, the Genesis
account does not speak of the creation
of the solar system until the fourth day
after the emergence of such life on the
second and third days of the creation
week. Acquaintance with the science
of geology and its theories regarding
the earth’s formation seems to require
the conclusion that there “are clear
differences between Scripture and
science” (RD 2:490).

How could an unconscious,
purposeless movement of atoms
result in the formation of the
universe? The chance of such
an ordered whole originating
from such a chaotic state is
highly improbable and actually
quite impossible. ‘It is just as
simple to regard the creation as
a playful vagary of chance as to
explain a Beethoven symphony
from marks and dots that have
accidentally appeared on a piece
of paper’ (RD 2:486).1

Against the background of the
challenge of modern geology, Bavinck
identifies four attempts to harmonize
or reconcile the theories of geology
with the biblical account of creation.
First, there is what he terms the
“ideal” theory, which affirms the
“idea” or “spirit” of the biblical
account of creation while abandoning
the “letter” of the account. On this
theory, Genesis 1 is not to be read as
a “historical” account of creation, but
as a “poetic description of the creating
acts of God” (RD 2:490). Though this
attempt to harmonize the biblical
account with modern science seems
to be a recent development, Bavinck
notes that it has antecedents in the
“allegorical” method of interpretation
that was sometimes employed by
early church fathers such as Origen
and Augustine. These church fathers
taught that God created the world
instantly, and that the six days of
Genesis 1 are not successive periods
of time but merely exhibit the
interrelation and order of all things.
The difference between the older and
newer forms of this theory is that
the older forms were not intended
to reconcile the biblical account of
creation with the theories of natural
science.
Second, there is a “restitution”
theory that posits a gap between
Genesis 1:2 and 1:3. According to
this theory, the language of verse 3
does not describe the beginning of
the original work-week of creation
but rather the beginning of God’s
works of “re-creation” after the
chaos and destruction that resulted
from the events and phenomena
described by modern geology. The
restitution theory views Genesis 1:1–
2 as a description of the history of the
formation of the earth as it is known
through the science of geology. What
we find in the account of creation in
Genesis 1:3ff. is an account of God’s
“restoration” of the earth “from
that state of destruction and the
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preparation of the earth as a dwelling
place for humanity” (RD 2:492).
Third, there is a “concordistic” theory
that endeavors to harmonize modern
science with the biblical account of
creation by interpreting the “days”
of creation as “periods of longer
duration” (RD 2:492). Advocates
of this theory treat the successive
days of the creation week as a way of
describing the successive geological
ages during which the earth was
formed and ordered into its present
state.
And fourth, some have sought to
harmonize the biblical account of
creation with modern science by
means of what is sometimes called
the “antigeological” theory. In this
theory, the account of creation in
Genesis 1 is interpreted in a literal,
historical manner. However, after
the original week of creation, in the
period between Adam and Noah,
and especially in the period of the
great flood, the events in the earth’s
formation that are described by
modern geology occurred. Among
some advocates of this theory
after Newton, a “flood geology”
emerged that sought to interpret the
phenomena observed by modern
geology in terms of the cataclysmic
effects of the world-wide flood in the
days of Noah.2

Bavinck on the Harmony of
Scripture and Science
In his assessment of these attempts
to harmonize the theories of modern

science and the biblical account of
creation, Bavinck offers a series of
considerations that need to be borne
in mind when addressing this difficult
issue.
In the first place, the biblical account
of creation must be granted a unique
role and authority in evaluating
the theories of modern science.
Because Scripture is the Word of
God, we must allow its light to be
shed on all the sciences. Though
some interpreters of the Bible may
be tempted to conclude from the
assertions of modern science that the
biblical account of creation is a form
of “saga or myth or poetic fantasy,”
Christian theology must maintain
that it “offers, in accordance with it
own clear intent, history, the history
that deserves credence and trust” (RD
2:495). There is nothing in the first
chapter of Genesis, particularly when
it is read within the outline of the
book as a whole, that suggests it does
not intend to provide an account of
real history. The creation of the earth
in a sequence of six successive days
is the “foundation for the institution
of the week and the Sabbath” and can
scarcely therefore be regarded as nonhistorical (RD 2:499). For this reason,
Bavinck rejects interpretations of
Genesis 1 that deny its historical
trustworthiness or view the six days
of creation as successive “ages” in the
formation of the present state of the
earth.
While Bavinck affirms the historical
trustworthiness of the biblical account
of the creation of the world in six
days, he also cautions against undue
dogmatism regarding some questions
that the confessions of the Christian
church have left undetermined. It
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is noteworthy that no confession of
the church has ever made “a fixed
pronouncement about the six-day
continuum, and that in theology as
well a variety of interpretations were
allowed to exist side by side” (RD
2:495–96). In the history of theology,
theologians as influential and highly
regarded as Augustine and Thomas
Aquinas warned against premature
judgments in this area, especially when
these judgments are rendered without
adequate study or knowledge of the
subject. When Christian theologians
fail to address these questions in a
careful and knowledgeable manner,
they risk making themselves look
“ridiculous by their ignorance in the
eyes of unbelieving science” (RD
2:496).
For Bavinck, the danger of excessive
dogmatism in this area exists for
theologians on the right and the left.
On the one hand, there are those
who are inclined to draw premature,
dogmatic conclusions regarding
the proper interpretation of the
biblical account of creation. Based
on their adherence to these dogmatic
conclusions,
some
theologians
are unwilling to engage the claims
and theories of modern science,
fearing that this will undermine
the trustworthiness of the biblical
account. And on the other hand,
some theologians are so enamored
with the theories of modern science
that they are willing to sacrifice the
truth and authority of Scripture as
the Word of God. Contrary to both
of these approaches, we must proceed
on the assumption that God’s Word
in Scripture and the “facts” known
by science must be in full harmony,
when rightly interpreted.

Behind every feature in the
creation story lies a world of
marvels and mighty deeds of
God, which geology has displayed
before our eyes in a virtually
endless series of phenomena.
Accordingly, Scripture and
theology have nothing to fear
from the facts brought to light
by geology and paleontology.
The world, too, is a book whose
pages have been inscribed by
God’s almighty hand. Conflict
arises only because both the text
of the book of Scripture and the
text of the book of nature are
often so badly read and poorly
understood. In this connection
the theologians are not without
blame since they have frequently
condemned science, not in the
name of Scripture but of their
own incorrect views. (RD 4:496).
In his evaluation of these attempts to
harmonize the account of creation
with the theories of science, Bavinck
also devotes some attention to the
specific issue of the length of the days
of the creation week. Some Christian
theologians who affirm the historical
trustworthiness of the Genesis 1
account and who regard the days as
six successive periods of alternating
darkness and light, as does Bavinck,
insist that these days are like any
“ordinary” day in their length or
duration. Some theologians also
insist, as a matter of dogmatic truth,
that the Scriptures require the dogma
of a young earth. While Bavinck

affirms the historical trustworthiness
of the account of creation in Genesis
1, he cautions against drawing hard
and fast conclusions respecting the
nature and length of the six days of
creation. Since the original state of
the “first creation” prior to the work
of the first day of the creation week or
“second creation” likely endured for
an extended period of time, we are
not in a position to speculate about
the precise age of the earth.
Furthermore, there are features of
the six “days” of creation in Genesis
1 that should caution against
inappropriate certainty regarding
their precise length. The six days
of the creation week are defined as
alternating periods of darkness and
light. However, the first three days
were alternating periods of darkness
and light that were not effected or
defined by the presence of the sun,
which only makes its appearance
on the fourth day (RD 2:499). The
first three days of creation were,
accordingly, “extraordinary cosmic
days.” It is also instructive to note
that the events that transpired on the
sixth day of the creation week seem
to require a more extended period
of time than an ordinary solar day.
When we consider that the account
in Genesis “portrays to us each time
with a single brushstroke without
giving details,” we can hardly insist
that all the creative work of God was
accomplished within the time-span of
the ordinary days of the subsequent
history of the earth. As Bavinck puts
it, “Each day’s work of creation must

certainly have been much grander
and more richly textured than Genesis
summarily reports in its sublime
narrative. For all these reasons ‘day,’ in
the first chapter of the Bible, denotes
the time in which God was at work
creating” (RD 2:500).3
When it comes to the many questions
and controversies regarding the
Genesis account of creation and the
theories of modern science, therefore,
Bavinck maintains that theologians
and scientists alike need to exercise
self-discipline and humility. There
is always the danger in this area of
confusing our interpretations with the
facts. This is as true for theologians
who interpret the account of creation
in Genesis 1 as it is for scientists who
interpret the book of creation.

Summary
Undoubtedly, my summary of
Bavinck’s interpretation of the
account of creation in Genesis 1
raises a number of questions that
I cannot adequately address in an
article of this kind. Readers are
encouraged to go to Bavinck’s chapter
in the Reformed Dogmatics for a
more thorough presentation of the
arguments for his interpretation.
However, there are several features
of Bavinck’s interpretation that are
of special significance and provide a
helpful model for any contemporary
reflection on Genesis 1.
First, Bavinck endeavors throughout
his treatment of this question to
honor the unique and unparalleled
authority of Scripture as the Word
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of God. Whatever the challenges of
modern science to the biblical account
of creation, theologians must not
accommodate their interpretation in
a premature and irresponsible way to
the “theories” (and not the “facts”) of
science. Though our interpretation of
Genesis 1 may not ignore the theories
of modern science, and though we
have an obligation to address the
question of the harmony between
the biblical record and what we know
of the creation through science, the
biblical account of creation must be
handled with absolute confidence in
its trustworthiness.
Second, in Bavinck’s interpretation
of the account of creation, two
emphases stand out. Bavinck insists
on the importance of the traditional
distinction between God’s work of
“first creation,” the original act of
God whereby all things were called
into existence out of nothing and
existed in a formless state (Gen.
1:1–2), and his work of “second
creation,” the distinct creative works
of God on the six successive days of
the creation week. Though Bavinck
believes there are important reasons
why we should not be dogmatic
regarding our understanding of the
nature and duration of the “days”
of the work-week of creation, he
rejects “concordistic” theories that
accommodate the biblical record to
the theories of modern geology. For
example, he rejects the view that
identifies the days of creation with the
“ages” identified by modern geology.
Third, while Bavinck reaches definite
conclusions regarding a responsible
interpretation of the account of
creation in Genesis 1, he cautions
against an over-reaching dogmatism
regarding disputed matters that
have never assumed confessional
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status in the history of the Christian
church. There are some nonnegotiable elements of the Christian
understanding of creation. For
example, a responsible interpretation
of Genesis 1 and the doctrine of
creation requires adherence to the
following: 1) God created all things
out of nothing by his power and
wisdom; 2) evolutionary naturalism
is fundamentally at odds with the
teaching of Scripture and the biblical
doctrine of creation; 3) the account
of creation is not a piece of nonhistorical mythology but a sober
account of actual history; and 4)
the interpretation of the Scriptural
account of creation may not be
accommodated to the theories of
science, particularly when these
theories are at odds with the Bible’s
teaching. But there are also differences
of opinion about questions that do
not touch on any fundamental dogma
of the Christian church, for example,
the question of the duration of the
days of the week of creation.
And fourth, throughout his treatment
of the biblical account of creation,
Bavinck exhibits a considerable
knowledge of the theories of modern
science and their implications for
an interpretation of Genesis 1. In
his approach to the interpretation
of Genesis 1, Bavinck warns against
an approach that accommodates the
theories of contemporary science. But
he also warns against an obscurantist
approach that avoids interaction with
and knowledge of the discussions in
modern science. Because theology
and natural science are engaged in
acquiring knowledge of the same
created world, it is inevitable that
the question arises of the harmony
between their respective views.
Theologians may not avoid asking
how contemporary scientific theories
regarding the world comport with
what we know from the book of
special revelation. The question of the

relation between the biblical account
of creation and the theories of the
natural sciences is inescapable. And
it is a question that requires patient,
careful, and informed treatment
by theologians and scientists alike.
1. Bavinck here quotes Oswald Heer,
according to E. Dennert, Moses oder Darwin?
2d ed. (Stuttgart: Kielman, 1907), 50. The
quote Bavinck uses here reminds me of
something I read a number of years ago
regarding evolutionary naturalism. The
theory of evolution, as an explanation for
the world that now exists, is a little like
saying that a hurricane-like wind, blowing
through a junkyard, produced over a long
time a fully operational Boeing 747 airplane.
All such analogies fail, of course, since the
impossibility of the macro-evolutionary
explanation of the origins of the world and its
life-forms is immeasurably greater.
2. It is interesting to observe that Bavinck
seems to appeal to a version of this theory
toward the end of his chapter where he argues
that the “cataclysmic flood … brought about
immense changes in the entire state of the
earth” (RD 2:505).
3. It is remarkable how similar Bavinck’s
remarks about this question are to those of
E. J. Young in his In the Beginning: Genesis 1
and the Authority of Scripture (Edinburgh:
The Banner of Truth, 1976). Like Bavinck,
Young interprets the six days as successive
time periods (not ages) in which God
performed his creative works and brought
the creation to its original state of integrity.
But he shies away from insisting that these
days are “ordinary” in their length or kind.
They belong to the foundational work-week
of creation that is in every proper sense of the
term “extraordinary.”
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Editor’s note: This is the second part
of a three-part article. RFI plans
to make the entire article available
in booklet form after the third part
appears in The Outlook.

Theonomic Hermeneutics
Theonomy was a theological position
that received some attention in the
1970s to 1990s among some Reformed
and Presbyterian churches. It still
exists today, though its influence and
popularity have waned. Theonomy was
a component of a movement known
as Christian Reconstructionism. The

goal of Christian Reconstructionism
was the reformation of civil society
according to biblical norms. Theonomy
meant the promotion of the abiding
validity of the Mosaic civil laws for
contemporary governments. There was
a distinctive orientation towards the
law, though it must be added that, in
principle, this had nothing to do with
the grounds of the personal salvation
of believers. Theonomists/Christian
Reconstructionists were also avowed
Calvinists, Reformed in their doctrine
of salvation.
Christian Reconstructionism and
theonomy also made headway into

......................
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the Canadian Reformed Churches,
particularly in northern Alberta in
the early 1990s. I distinctly remember
being told by advocates of this
movement that the theonomists
were repeating the emphases of
traditional Liberated Reformed
theology. However, critiques by
Richard Aasman and others in
the Reformed and Presbyterian
community proved to be compelling
enough, and soon the movement fell
off the radar in our churches.19 We
may also note that it is inaccurate to
state that Schilder, Holwerda, and

like John Barach, Randy Booth, Tim
Gallant, Peter Leithart, and James
Jordan have at some point or other
either been advocates of theonomy or
associated with it, even if today they
claim to repudiate it. Other figures
who share some Federal Vision
distinctives and have a theonomist
background include Steve Schlissel
and Andrew Sandlin. To be fair, not
all theonomists past or present are
advocates of FV or are associated with
it in a meaningful way. Nor are all FV
advocates theonomists. However, a
significant number are or have been.

other Liberated luminaries were
theonomic in their understanding
of the Old Testament Mosaic civil
laws. Furthermore, while holding
that Christianity does engage culture,
the Liberated tradition, especially
as represented by Schilder, has been
more about cultural formation than
transformation.20 These emphases
differ from those of theonomic
Christian Reconstructionism.

Is this a coincidence?

It is not a secret that many of the
leading figures in the Federal Vision
movement have, in the past, been
associated with theonomy and
Christian Reconstructionism. Men

Guy Prentiss Waters observed that
the theory and method of Scripture
interpretation
(hermeneutics)
utilized by FV advocates echoes that
of theonomy. Since the movement
emerged from theonomic circles
this should not be surprising. He
concluded:
We have seen that the
hermeneutic
employed
by
many FV proponents resonates
with theonomic conceptions of
covenantal continuity. For all of
theonomy’s care to emphasize
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its espousal of the necessity of
personal regeneration, of biblical
preaching, and of personal piety, the
published writings of theonomist
writers have generally emphasized
the outward, the external and the
corporate. It is this emphasis that
has occasioned FV proponents’
recasting of biblical religion along
predominantly outward, external,
and corporate lines.21

category of “law” and could only
condemn. By contrast, anything
God gave us was “gospel” and
came with no strings attached.
Calvin paid lip service to this law/
gospel antithesis, even though
it was in fundamental tension
with his covenantal approach to
Scripture. Unfortunately, Calvin’s
small mistake has grown into a
tragedy of huge proportions.25

Waters mentioned further how
Christian
Reconstructionism
is
generally acknowledged to be a
failure and how its advocates lay
that failure at the feet of Protestant
scholastic confessionalism.22 Hence,
the FV represents what he calls a
“chastened theonomy, an attempt to
reconstruct the project of theonomy
to accommodate its greater goal of
cultural transformation.”23 Looking
backward, is that an emphasis found in
the Canadian Reformed tradition? And
looking forward we might ask: is that
where we want to go?

According to Lusk, Calvin merely paid
lip-service to Luther on this point.
Nevertheless, even this lip-service was
a “small mistake.”

Rejection or Flattening of the
Law/Gospel Distinction
A clear distinction between law and
gospel has always been a feature of
classic Reformed orthodoxy. This
distinction functions within the
doctrine of justification. Within the
doctrine of sanctification, there has
always been a recognition that there
is overlap and interplay between the
indicative (what God has done) and
the imperative (what God commands).
However, when it comes to how we are
declared right with God, the Reformed
have not joined together what God
has separated. Law and gospel must be
distinguished.
However, advocates of the FV have
oftentimes rejected the law/gospel
distinction. For instance, Steve Schlissel
has said, “This law/Gospel dichotomy is
a false one. It is unbiblical.”24 Similarly,
Rich Lusk wrote:
Luther argued that any demands
God made upon us fell into the
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The Joint Federal Vision Statement
attempts to be more careful. It says
that all of God’s Words have a gracious
nature and that any passage “can be
heard by the faithful as good news”
and “any passage will be heard by the
rebellious as intolerable demand.” The
distinction is reduced to redemptivehistorical categories. The law is spoken
of as being the old covenant era and the
gospel “being the time when we enter
our maturity as God’s people.” The
distinction is also placed in the realm
of the human heart, rather than in the
text of Scripture. In these ways, those
FV advocates who have not rejected
the law/gospel distinction outright have
flattened it out.
To evaluate this, let us begin with what
our Reformed confessions say. In Lord’s
Day 2, we confess that we know our sin
and misery from the law of God. The law
has the character of demand. Through
its demands the law drives us to Christ.
From where do we know the revelation
of Jesus Christ? In Lord’s Day 6, we
discover that it is in the gospel. Lord’s
Day 7 explains that the Apostles’ Creed
summarizes everything promised us in
the gospel. The gospel has a promissory
character. The law/gospel distinction
with respect to our salvation functions
explicitly in the Heidelberg Catechism.
The distinction was recognized by
Liberated commentator J. Van Bruggen
in his commentary on Lord’s Day 2:

The word “Law” in Scripture
denotes everything whereby God
communicates his demand to us
and which tells us what we must
do to be saved. The word “gospel”
means everything in which he
unfolds his promise and tells us
what he did, does, and will do to
save us.26
Van Bruggen here acknowledged
the distinct difference between the
imperative and the indicative in
Scripture. This distinction is found in
the text itself, not in the human heart.
Should there be any doubt about the
intention of the Heidelberg Catechism,
please read the following words from
one of the authors as he introduces his
commentary on the Catechism:
The doctrine of the church
consists of two parts: the Law
and the Gospel; in which we
have comprehended the sum and
substance of the sacred Scriptures.
The law is called the Decalogue,
and the gospel is the doctrine
concerning Christ the mediator
and the free remission of sins,
through faith.27
Zacharias Ursinus then went on to
show in what ways the law and gospel
are different and in what ways they are
similar. The key thing to realize is that
he insists on this distinction, not merely
as a redemptive-historical category
or as a distinction within man, but as
something that emerges from “the sum
and substance of the sacred Scriptures.”
The intent of the Catechism is also
evident from another figure who had
a role in its writing: Caspar Olevianus.
He wrote in a similar vein when he
answered a question with regard to
the difference between the law and the
gospel:
The law is a doctrine that God
has implanted in human nature
and repeated and renewed in his
commandments. In it he holds
before us, as if in a manuscript,
what it is we are and are not to

do, namely, obey Him perfectly
both outwardly and inwardly.
He also promises eternal life on
the condition that I keep the law
perfectly my whole life long . . . The
gospel or good news, however, is a
doctrine of which even the wisest
know nothing by nature but which
is revealed from heaven. In it God
does not demand but rather offers
and gives us the righteousness that
the law requires.28
Both Ursinus and Olevianus and the
Catechism they produced hold forth a
clear distinction between the law and the
gospel when it comes to how salvation
comes to us. The German Reformers
recognized similarities. For instance,
they acknowledged that both law and
gospel are from God and both reveal the
nature, will, and works of God. Yet they
also insisted on a “very great difference”
between them.29 Unless we regard our
confessions as wax noses that we can
turn any which way, the Heidelberg
Catechism holds its confessors to the
law/gospel distinction. An honest and
responsible interpretation requires us
to maintain this.30
The law/gospel distinction also
functions in the Canons of Dort. In
chapter 3/4, article 5 speaks about
the inadequacy of the law. Article 6,
however, speaks about the need for the
gospel. There is a clear distinction, and
this is naturally related to the law/gospel
distinction as it functioned within postReformation Reformed orthodoxy.31
The law reveals the greatness of sin
and more and more convicts man of
his guilt. Says article 5, “Man cannot,
therefore, through the law obtain saving
grace.”32
That is the issue here with this
distinction: how can sinners obtain
saving grace? How can we be saved
from his wrath? Article 6 insists that it
is only through the gospel:
What, therefore, neither the light
of nature nor the law can do, God
performs by the power of the
Holy Spirit through the word or

ministry of reconciliation, which is
the gospel of the Messiah, by which
it has pleased God to save men
who believe, both under the old
and under the new dispensation.
Notice how the Canons speak of the
redemptive-historical categories of
the old and new dispensation while at
the same time acknowledging a law/
gospel distinction with respect to how
salvation is effected. Again, only a waxnose approach would be able to evade
the plain meaning of this confession.
The law/gospel distinction may also
be discerned in the Belgic Confession.
Article 7 says, “We believe that this Holy
Scripture fully contains the will of God
and that all that man must believe in
order to be saved is sufficiently taught
therein.” Here too we find both the
imperative (“the will of God”) and the
indicative (“all that man must believe
in order to be saved”). Later, in article
22, the Confession quotes Romans
3:28, insisting that we are saved “by
faith apart from works of law.” The law/
gospel distinction is functioning in the
background here.
Canadian Reformed pastor Eric
Kampen rightly exposed the hypocrisy
of the Joint Federal Vision Statement
with respect to theological language
and formulations.33 The same Statement
affirms that “all who subscribe to creeds
and confessions should do so with a clear
conscience and honest interpretation,
in accordance with the plain meaning
of words and the original intent of the
authors, as best can be determined.”34
The Three Forms of Unity and their
authors maintain the law/gospel
distinction, not just as redemptivehistorical periods, not as something
resting within the human heart, but
as a distinction functioning within
the economy of salvation. Advocates
of the FV who reject this reveal again
their hypocrisy, this time with regard
to the Reformed confessions. A
rejection of the law/gospel distinction
as it pertains to justification and
the foundations of our salvation is

out of step with the confessions of
the Canadian Reformed Churches.
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Theology Proper
To list all the differences between
Mormon theology proper (doctrine of
God) and historic Christian theology
would be a book in itself. To repeat a
few things already stated, Mormonism
teaches that there are many gods.
Though they say they don’t worship
them all and thus say “we are not
polytheists,” it is in the framework
of their doctrine that there are many
gods. In the historic, biblical Christian
position, this is repulsive beyond
words. So very boldly and clearly does
Yahweh in Scripture declare truths:
“The lord is God; there is no other
besides him” (Deut 4:35), and, “There
is none holy like the lord; there is
none besides you” (1 Sam 2:2). The
entire premise of Job 38–42 and Isaiah
44–55 proclaims unambiguously that
there is only one eternal, invisible,
immortal, divine being who has
revealed himself as Yahweh, the Lord
God. Paul is also clear: God is the
King of ages, immortal, invisible, the
only God (1 Tim. 1:17). Granted,
we don’t learn this all from early OT
texts, because as Bible history moves
forward, God reveals himself in a
deeper, richer way, ending with Jesus
Christ, God in the flesh.
In Christian theological terms, there is
a clear distinction between Creator and
creature. The Creator has attributes of
divinity that he shares with no one or
nothing in creation (incommunicable
characteristics): he changes not, he is
invisible, he is eternal, self-sufficient,
simple (without parts), and so forth.
The Mormon doctrine of God does
not make these essential distinctions.
Remember the Mormon quote,
“Man and God are of the same race?”
Remember the Mormon doctrine that
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God has an exalted body? Remember
the Mormon teaching that the Father
had a Father had a Father had a Father
(ad infinitum)? These teachings are
clearly unbiblical and outside the
bounds of historic Christianity. From
Genesis to Revelation, the Bible
teaches exactly opposite of Mormon
doctrine of God (Num. 23:19, 1 Sam.
15:29, Mal. 3:6). When the Bible
speaks about “gods” they are “gods”
that belong to the created order
of things that came into existence
(either by idol imaginations or Satan’s
minions) at creation. This is one of
many basic, deep, and irreconcilable
differences between Mormonism and
Christianity.
Along the same lines is the Mormon
teaching that God progresses.
Mormon apostle Orson Pratt said
that God progresses in knowledge
and power. As we have already seen
several times, this is clearly a display
that Mormonism denies the Creator/
creature distinction. In broader circles
today that call themselves Christian,
this is also called Open Theism (or
Openness Theology) that Greg Boyd,
Clark Pinnock, and others have
recently advocated. The Mormon
view of progression and Open Theism
are like Apollo and Artemis—twins.
God doesn’t fully know the future,
but he learns and develops to some
extent as he goes. God knows future
possibilities, but not future actualities.
This is a detailed discussion, to be
sure, but suffice it to say that Christian
theologians have been writing against
different sorts of Open Theism
(and philosophies that teach God
progresses) for hundreds of years. If
God progresses in knowledge, he is no
longer omniscient (all-knowing). One

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

Latter Day Saints: A Summary and
Evaluation of Mormonism (3)

Rev. Shane
Lems

Mormon reviewer of Clark Pinnock’s
book Most Moved Mover wrote, “It is
not hard to see how Pinnock’s open
model of deity resonates with common
Latter-day Saint understandings of
God. It is not, of course, a perfect
mesh, yet clearly we do have much in
common.” This is dangerous company:
Mormon theology has found common
ground with a heresy in the broader
Christian arena (Open Theism) that
teaches that God does not fully know
the future. This is anathema to the
historic Christian church.
One
other
significant
and
irreconcilable difference between
Mormonism and historic Christianity
is the doctrine of the Trinity. Some
Mormons will attack the Council
of Nicaea (and our Nicene Creed)
as being an addition to apostolic
doctrine, as if the doctrine of the
Trinity was foisted on the Christian
church by later teachers and preachers.
Mormons clearly deny the doctrine of
the Trinity—the biblical teaching that
there is one God in three persons.
They will say that there are three
gods, but they are different and not
of the same substance. The historic
Christian church follows the OT
and NT by confessing the truth that
there is one divine being who exists
in three distinct persons. The Father
is Lord, the Son is Lord, and the Spirit
is Lord yet there are not three Lords,
but one Lord. The historic Christian
church teaches that if a person does
not believe in the Trinity, he is not a
Christian.

Mormon Terms and
Worldview
Keeping in mind what we have just
learned about Mormon theology, it is

important for us to briefly note how
they use terms. Mormons will look
you in the eye and say “I love Jesus.” “I
believe in God.” “I believe in the Holy
Ghost.” “I go to church,” and other
such phrases. However, we must
remember what stands behind these
words. When a Christian says “I love
Jesus” he means “I love the eternal Son
of God, who is God-in-the-flesh, who
is equal to and one with the Father
and the Spirit.” When a Mormon says,
“I love Jesus” he means “I love Jesus
who is one of the gods, Satan’s spiritbrother, who was saved by faithfulness
and only perfectly revealed to me by
Joseph Smith.” Again, these two are
as irreconcilable as heaven and hell.
Notice at the outset of worldview
discussion, even the terms “creation”
and “fall” mean totally different things:
in Mormonism create means “with
existing things” while Christians say
“without existing things.” The fall for
Mormons isn’t really so bad; the fall
for Christians means sin and hell.
Even deeper and down to the heart of
the matter, we compare worldviews.
The Mormon worldview and the
Christian worldview are as different
as night and day, as opposite as ice
and fire, as opposite as Pharaoh
and Yahweh. If one evaluates the
Mormon worldview with a larger
view of history, it becomes clear that
Mormonism is nothing less than an
American repackaging of ancient
Greek pagan polytheism. That is a
heavy and weighty accusation: I
make it weightier still by saying that
Mormonism is Greek paganism
wrapped in an American flag. Let me
explain.
The ancient Greeks (before and after
the time of Christ) believed that there
were many gods. We read of some of
them in the New Testament: Zeus,
Hermes, Artemis, and so forth. In
fact, in ancient Greece there was a
pantheon of gods—gods of sexual
reproduction, gods of war, and gods
of harvest (much like Egypt in the
OT). The Greek worldview consisted

of myths, such as gods giving birth,
gods having sex, and gods having
fathers. Furthermore, in ancient
Greece, people could become gods.
“We have no king but Caesar” (Jn.
19:15) is another way to say, “Caesar
is Lord”: both are expressions
that a human ruler is equivalent
or nearly equivalent to the gods.
Greek warriors could attain divinity
(progress) by prowess and dominance
on the battlefield. These are but a few
examples of Greek polytheism.
Though in a different way, Mormonism
has the same basic view of the Greeks:
there are many gods; gods give birth,
gods have sex, and people can become
gods. However, Mormons have taken
the Greco-Roman flavor out of this
and garbed it with American family
values—be moral, patriotic, and
have a nice family. Mormons will
display their morality of a husbandwife-children family with the red,
white, and blue in the Fourth of July
Parade. They have also dressed it with
American spirituality: there is a God,
and he loves you and forgives you, if
you just try really hard and be sincere;
trust and obey is the way to heaven.
If you really, really, really believe it
in your heart, it has to be true, and
God rewards that. God has told you
by his Spirit, so no one can question
this unmediated internal voice. What
right do you have to violate my right
of having a whisper and feeling in my
heart?
Even more American is the Joseph F.
Smith’s declaration,
In accord with the revelations
given to the Prophet Joseph
Smith, we teach that the Garden
of Eden was on the American
continent located where the city
of Zion, or the New Jerusalem
will be built. When Adam and
Eve were driven out of the
Garden, they eventually dwelt
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at a place called Adam-ondiAhman, situated in what is now
Daviess County, Missouri.
Clearly, the beginning and end
(creation and eschatology) are
Americanized
in
Mormonism,
along with theology, anthropology,
soteriology,
and
ecclesiology.
Christianity, however, “is not a
Western religion. It has taken more
culturally diverse forms than other
faiths,” as Timothy Keller has noted.
Or, in blunt terms, Christianity doesn’t
need Western culture—or America—
to thrive, nor is Western culture
the birth-mother of Christianity.
Christianity doesn’t need a nation’s
flag at all.
Furthermore, one of the tenets of
ancient Greece was the concept of a
ladder of being. That is, there is one
ladder of being, and all moral agents
are on that ladder. The gods are at
the top, and really wicked people are
at the bottom. A person can get up
that ladder in a few ways: intellect/
philosophy, obedience to the gods,
and/or overcoming a test. Mormonism
has the same tenets: there is no
Creator/creature distinction. Instead,
there is one chain of being (“man and
God are of the same race”) where the
best are at the top and the worst are
at the bottom. To get to the top of the
being-ladder you have to “trust and
obey.” God the Father did it, Jesus did
it, and we can do it to. This is quite
American as well—God is a mascot
to give us what we want. He is pretty
much like us, only a lot bigger and
stronger. If we are like him, we’ll fare
quite well.
One more similarity sticks out. An
ancient Greek philosopher named
Heraclites (d. c.475 BC) taught that
there is no “being.” Instead, there is
only becoming. His basic premise
for being was that you can’t step in
the same river twice—all things are
always fluxing and progressing in
being. Mormonism says an American

“yes!” to that principle of progression.
We can conquer and “progress”
to overcome the Wild West. God
progressed, Jesus progresses, we
progress, Scripture progresses in
continuing prophecy, and doctrines
can flux and change in progression.
This progression is also bathed in
American moralism or modern day
Pelagianism: try harder; you can do it,
and God will certainly bless you right
on into the big becoming future.

Opening the Door to
Apologetics (Defending the
Faith)
Though we do not have the space to
fully deal with all apologetic issues—
many good books have already done
so—it is important to open the door
of talking to Mormons. Utilizing
the
presuppositional
approach
to apologetics, we can show the
impossibility of the contrary from
Christianity. In other words, only the
historic, biblical Christian worldview
and doctrine can account for the
way things are. All other positions
end up in futility and absurdity,
which has been shown above.
Though Christianity has tremendous
mysteries (secret things) that we will
never figure out, the clear things of
Scripture (revealed things) are not
illogical (cf. Deut. 29:29). Let me use
just two examples to encourage the
reader to think along these lines and
go further.
First, Mormon theology cannot
account for time. This is another
weighty claim, yet ponder it for a
moment. If matter is eternal, there
never can be a “before time began.” If
intelligence or some sort of material
principle is co-eternal with God, our
concept of time cannot stand. For
time to be time it needs a beginning.
You cannot measure periods of time
unless there was a first. Every tick of
the clock begs for a beginning. Only
Christianity can account for the tick

and tock of your clock. In creation ex
nihilo, Christianity teaches that time
began when God created the world.
God is outside of time—timeless—
but he created it and steps into it in
the person of his eternal Son. This is
one thing to press upon your Mormon
friends.
Second, Mormon theology cannot
account for the weeds in your garden.
If the fall was a fall upward, what
is a weed in the garden? A good
thing? What is the toil and sweat of
man’s brow, working simply to exist?
Christianity teaches that this is part
of the curse; Mormonism teaches this
is part of some sort of fall upwards.
How can toil and sweat and weeds be
a blessed thing? Adam’s fall plunged
the earth itself into bondage: weeds
remind us of that cosmic curse that
will one day be removed by Christ
when he ushers in the new heavens
and earth, where we need not toil
against it anymore. This is another
clear inconsistency in Mormonism
that we cannot let slide as we talk to
Mormons.
I encourage the reader to think not
primarily about superficial parts
of the Mormon faith, since the
superficial aspects can be fudged
and equivocated to mean nearly
anything, even Christian lingo. Dig
deeper; see the “nuts and bolts” of
Mormonism, how they are opposed
to Christianity, and use Mormonism’s
own teachings to show that it cannot
account for reality. Indeed, as we see,
Mormonism is so completely illogical
that it cannot stand on its own two
feet. To be duped into Mormonism
is to be duped into a self-destructing,
irrational religion. One reason people
are duped is because of the clean
clothes Mormonism dresses itself
in. If something looks good on the
outside and is enjoyable or beneficial
for a person, he’ll go for it, even
if it is quite irrational. This is why
Americans purchase on credit.

Conclusion
The evidence is more than abundantly
clear: Mormonism is opposite of
Christianity. By no stretch of any
dictionary entry on any term can we
lump the Latter Day Saints church
in with historic Christian churches.
Christians do, however, need to be
quite aware of the current cultural
trends. Even the media at times are
quick to lump Mormons in with
Christian churches. I recently saw an
article floating around the Internet
praising Mormons for how they store
up goods for times of crisis. Certainly,
Mormons attempt to call themselves
Christians, though they didn’t in the
past. I have been repetitive above
so the main point would be quite
obvious—the gulf between the two is
impassible and unbridgeable.
Their missionaries will look
you in the eye and say “We’re
Christians too; I believe in
Jesus and accepted him into
my heart; the Holy Spirit
told me.” This is evangelical
language, to be sure, but
underneath the language is
a world of darkness, a world
that many have been sucked
into by crafty language. The
serpent still twists God’s
words—we’re dealing not
with two competing or
complementary religions,
but the war between the
serpent’s seed and the woman’s. We
know who won and will win. He will
protect his church from false teaching
and heresies, even those as dark as
Mormonism. He is also powerful to
pull people out of such darkness and
show them the light of Jesus Christ,
who is one with God the Father and
God the Holy Spirit.
Let me end with just a few
exhortations. First, the issue at
hand needs to awaken the Christian
church to know what she believes
and why she believes it. Doctrine is
important: each Christian is called to

stand fast in and hold fast to biblical
teaching (2 Thess. 2:15). This means
we need to know Christian doctrine
more than just superficially, because
“superficially” Mormonism sounds
the same. Second, Christians have
to be ready more than ever to be
called intolerant, bigoted, narrowminded, and so forth as we continue
to refuse to call Mormons Christians.
We need to be ready to respond to
such accusations with informed
truth and love instead of running
away angry, with our fingers in our
ears. Third, we need to pray for the
deceived Mormons. We need to
support mission endeavors to the
Mormons; we need to befriend them
and lovingly show them the truth
and light of the gospel that refutes
and exposes their darkness. Finally,

we need to hit our knees and praise
the eternal Son of God that he has
rescued us from our own darkness.
He still rescues all kinds of people
from all kinds of places from such
darkness. All this study should lead
us to look away from ourselves to the
light of the world, Jesus.

Rev. Shane Lems is the pastor
of Sunnyside URC, Sunnyside,
WA.
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Christians do not believe in change just for the sake of change.
We accept change when it is beneficial, but do not make it our goal.
We believe in God. He is the eternal unchanging God Who is forever
faithful to His Word, to His children and especially to His church.
Therefore, we must be cautious about changes regarding the church.
Faithfulness and obedience must characterize the worship services.
Changes brought into the worship of God must be based on God’s
Word, must enable us to better worship our God, and must be edifying
for all church members.
This leads us to the responsibility of carefully examining any changes
that would take place within the worship service. Even seemingly minor
alterations to the songs sung during worship should be examined. Thus,
we are called to examine the Hymn Proposal [HP] by comparing it with
the songbook that the majority of our churches have been using since
the beginning of the URCNA1—the blue Psalter Hymnal [PH]. This
article seeks to make those comparisons. The next article will examine
hymns with major word substitutions.

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

URCNA Hymnbook Proposal:
Comparing to the Blue Psalter Hymnal

Mrs. S. Ypma

Many of the minor
alterations involve socalled archaic language.
Once the archaic language
is removed, it becomes
necessary to change other
words as well in order to
make the song flow easily.
The first article in this
series, pointing out gender
inclusive word changes to
nineteen proposed hymns,
indicated that almost all had
other word changes as well.
For instance, in All Glory,
Laud and Honor, the words
“mortal men” are deleted;
twenty-five or more other
words are also replaced in
that one song! Following is a
self-explanatory list:

1976 Blue Psalter Hymnal

HP#

Approx. word changes per hymn

415

O God, Great Father, Lord and King

40

18

319

All Glory Be to Thee, Most High

52

33

416

Our Children, Lord, in Faith and Prayer

41

10

406

Comfort, Comfort Ye My People

109

15

384

How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds

206

15

442

For All the Saints

232

24

402

Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken

233

16

324

God Himself Is With Us

7

13

In a few hymns some of the Thee and Thou words are changed to You and Your, while others remain intact.
This is so for “Christ, Whose Glory Fills the Skies,” “Jesus, I My Cross Have Taken,” and “Take My Life and
Let it Be.” This seems contradictory.

A number of hymns in the HP have verse changes. That is the case for:
1976 Blue Psalter Hymnal

HP#

URCNA Hymn Proposal

120

Come, All Ye People, Bless Our

5

Verse 4 deleted

327

Praise to the Lord, the Almighty

15

22 word changes; an added verse

482

We Give Thee But Thine Own

33

2 verses deleted; 25 word changes

315

O Worship the King

70

a verse added

439

I will Sing of My Redeemer

92

a verse deleted; verses 2 & 3 combined

383

O For a Thousand Tongues

98

two added verses

331

O Come O Come Emmanuel

116

order of verses changed; this verse new:
O come, O King of nations, bind
in one the thoughts of all mankind.
Bid all our sad divisions cease
and be Yourself our King of Peace.
[Question: Where does it say in the Bible that God will
“bind in one the thoughts of all mankind”?]

356

Christ the Lord Is Risen Today

144

order of verses changed; a verse added

368

Rejoice the Lord is King

162

verse 3 deleted; two verses added

Specific word changes to a few hymns are listed below.
This list is intended to show the readers the nature of some modification
1976 Blue Psalter Hymnal

HP#

URCNA Hymn Proposal

381:4

Lifted up was He to die

136

He was lifted up to die

327

From His light to whom we give laud

163

trumpets sound with jubilee

469

Who shall not extol Thee

254

who shall not extol You

318:3

Who wert and art and evermore

55:3

Who was and is and evermore shall be

439

No, I was found, was found of Thee

91:1

no, I was found, was found of You [2x]

:2

Thou didst reach forth Thine hand
…that I on Thee took hold

:2

You did reach forth Your hand
…that I on You took hold
[I Sought the Lord: every Thee and Thou, plus other
words exchanged=22 total]

445:1

Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me

102:1

Whatever my lot, You have taught me

[Comment: four young girls in our church recently made profession of faith; they chose 445 for the congregation to sing following
their vows. The girls thoroughly understand the archaic words!]

You will NOT find the following songs in the HP, listed in their order in the PH:
We Gather Together

Father, Again In Jesus’ Name

Break Forth, O Beauteous

We Praise Thee, O God

O Love Of God, How Strong

From Heaven Above To Earth

Safely Through Another Week

O Jesus, We Adore Thee

Christians, Awake, Salute

O Day Of Rest And Gladness

Now May Thy Servant, Lord

Beneath The Cross Of Jesus

When Morning Gilds The Skies

Angels From The Realms

Jesus, Keep Me Near The Cross

Silent Night, Holy Night
Brightest And Best Of The Sons

Angels, Roll The Rock Away

More Love To Thee, O Christ

Welcome, Happy Morning

Thy Love To Me, O Christ

Hark! Ten Thousand Harps

Jesus, Priceless Treasure

Wake, Awake, For Night

Faith Of Our Fathers

This Is My Father’s World

My Faith Looks Up To Thee

Jesus, The Very Thought Of
Thee

O Master, Let Me Walk

We Have Heard The Joyful
Lord Jesus, I Long To Be
Majestic Sweetness Sits
Spirit Divine, Attend Our Prayer
Spirit Of God, Dwell Thou
Holy Spirit, Light Divine
Come, Holy Spirit, Heavenly
Dwell In Me, O Blessed Spirit
From Greenland’s Icy Mount . . .
Speed Thy Servants, Savior
Far And Near The Fields
Rejoice, Ye Pure In Heart
I Love To Tell The Story
I Heard The Voice Of Jesus Say
Shepherd Of Tender Youth
Savior Like A Shepherd
Savior, Who Thy Flock
Come For The Feast Is Spread
Deck Thyself, My Soul
With Jesus, Lover Of My Soul
I Need Thee Every Hour
Out Of My Bondage, Sorrow,
In The Cross Of Christ I Glory
My God, Is Any Hour So Sweet
Prayer Is The Soul’s Sincere
Humble Praises, Holy Jesus
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Take Time To Be Holy
O For A Closer Walk With God
In The Hour Of Trial
Lord Jesus, Can It Ever Be?
Come, Ye Disconsolate
Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me
He Leadeth Me
Onward, Christian Soldiers
Stand Up, Stand Up, For Jesus
God Of The Prophets
Sun Of My Soul
O God, Beneath Thy Guiding
From Ocean Unto Ocean
O Jesus, I Have Promised
Blest Be That Sacred Covenant
O Lord, Beneath Thy Guiding
More than 140 new songs will be
added if the new HP is approved. A
few have the same so-called archaic
language deleted from our PH
songs. These songs include: “Master,
Speak! Thy servant Heareth,”
“Teach Me Thy Way, O Lord,” “Be
Thou My Vision,” “I Am Trusting
Thee, Lord Jesus,” “Lead Me, Lord,
Lead Me in Thy Righteousness,” and
“Thine Be the Glory.” Where is the
consistency? We must delete thee,
thou, thy, ye, heareth, knowest,
from our well-known PH songs,
but keep it in new songs. Perhaps
we keep the archaic language in the
new songs because that is the way
we heard them sung and learned

them. Wouldn’t that be the case for
the songs in the PH, as well?
The trouble with change is that once
it is incorporated, it is no longer
change. Then it quickly becomes old,
necessitating more and more change.
There seems to be a consistent pattern
in many church denominations:
First, change the songbook, add
new hymns, delete old ones. Second,
rewrite the songs. Quickly the songs
become tradition. Third, sing new
songs every week, using Power Point.
Is that really the pattern and route the
URCNA wants to pursue? I recently
read, “Those who know nothing of
the past are destined to repeat it.”
Surely, we are not at that stage in our
young denomination, are we?
Let us pray that our Father in heaven
will give great wisdom to Synod so
that it will be able to resist the changes
of the HP and hold fast to our Psalter
Hymnal. May this be the prayer of
each URCNA member: “Change and
decay in all around I see; O Thou
Who changest not, abide with me.”
Let it not be said of the URCNA that
we adopted change for the sake of
change. Rather let us keep what we
have, which is a songbook many of us
have memorized, enabling us to sing
with great zeal and enthusiasm. It is a
book that has enabled generations to
sing in a way that is pleasing to our
faithful God. May God be exalted.
1. Editors note: Synod never adopted an
official songbook. Already in 1997, Synod
approved a Psalter Hymnal committee to
develop a new URCNA songbook, including
the grounds that the 1976 Psalter Hymnal is
“presently out of print.” Reformed Fellowship
continues to sell newly-printed 1976 Psalter
Hymnals today.

Mrs. Sheila Ypma is a graduate
of Dordt College and former
school teacher. She is a member
of the Trinity Reformed Church
(URC) in Lethbridge, Alberta.
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After God redeemed Israel from
Egypt, he cut a covenant with them
at Mount Sinai. The covenant terms
were simple: blessings for obedience,
curses for disobedience. For almost a
thousand years, the people repeatedly
violated the covenant. Finally, when
their sin was full, God sent the
Babylonians to destroy Israel and to
uproot them from the Promised Land
to make them slaves in Babylon. In
the midst of their misery in exile,
Jeremiah sent them a letter with these
instructions from the covenant God:
Build houses and live in them;
plant gardens and eat their
produce. Take wives and have
sons and daughters . . . multiply
there, and do not decrease. But
seek the welfare of the city where
I have sent you into exile, and
pray to the Lord on its behalf, for
in its welfare you will find your
welfare (Jer. 29:5–7).
In their captivity in a strange, foreign
land, the Israelites were to live
“normal” lives and be part of the
Babylonian culture and society. They
were to be there for the long haul, so
they were to pray and work for the
peace and prosperity of Babylon,
since their own welfare depended on

the welfare of their masters.
But God was not done with Israel,
because he had a promise of hope for
them in 29:10: “When seventy years
are completed for Babylon, I will
visit you, and I will fulfill to you my
promise and bring you back to this
place.” After seventy years of captivity,
God will bring a remnant back to the
Promised Land.
And then he continues with the oftmisinterpreted verse 11: from eternity
past, he already had a plan for a
future full of hope. He will not forget
his covenant with their forefathers.
In fact, he has a better covenant
prepared for his people, unlike the
covenant that their forefathers broke
(Jer. 31:31–32). Through a better
mediator, namely Christ, who will
himself be the once-for-all sacrifice
(Heb. 8:6; 9:26), God “will write [his
law] on their hearts . . . and they shall
all know me” (31:33). In the new
covenant, God’s people will never be
banished again into slavery to sin.
Jeremiah 29:11 then is not a promise
to the man on the street that God
loves him, that God has “a wonderful
plan” for his life, and that “God hates
his sin, but loves him the sinner.” On
the contrary, he needs to realize that
God “hates all evildoers” and has a

For I know the plans I have for you...
to give you a future and a hope.
–Jeremiah 29:11

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

Pop Evangelism’s Misuse of Scripture
“God loves you...” (3)

Rev. Nollie
Malabuyo

terrible plan for his life—if he does
not repent from his sin (Psalm 5:5–
6). If you could know that someone
would be one of the “dogs” outside
the heavenly city, would you still tell
him that God “has a wonderful plan
for his life”?
This verse is not even God’s promise
to believers that he has “a great plan
for our lives”—it was a promise of
restoration to Israelites in exile 1,500
years ago. It is not a promise of health
and wealth to Christians.
It must also be noted that God’s
promise was a future of hope—not
in Babylon—but in the Promised
Land. They were to avoid settling
in for good in Babylon, where they
were only pilgrims in exile. Like their
father Abraham, their hope was to be
on a permanent dwelling-place in a
city “whose designer and builder is
God” (Heb. 11:10–11).
Like our father Abraham, we are to
set our minds on heavenly things
(Col. 3:2), for although we are still
in this world, our future and our
hope are not in this world, but in
the new heaven and earth, where
God will dwell with his people
forever (Rev. 21:1–3).

Rev. Malabuyo is an associate
pastor of Trinity URC in Walnut
Creek, CA, and serves as a
missionary to the Philippines.
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Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Psalms
Walking About Zion:
Singing of Christ’s Church in the Psalms
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Daniel
Dr. John Piersma
Amos
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
Sermon on the Mount
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
NEW!
Parables
Rev. Henry
Vander Kam
Acts 1-13
Rev. Henry
Vander Kam

Acts 14-28
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Corinthians:
Gospel Power Magnified through
Human Weakness
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Ephesians
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I & II Thessalonians
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Timothy & Titus
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter:
Pilgrims Among Pagans
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
I John
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

Other Materials
Called to Serve:
Handbook for Office-bearers
Michael Brown, ed.
Baptism, Election, & the
Covenant of Grace
R. Scott Clark
Postmodern Liberalism :
Repainting a Non-Christian Faith
Casey Freswick
Jesus Loves the Little Children:
Why We Baptize Children.
With Heart and Mouth:
An Exposition of the Belgic Confession

In Living Color
Images of Christ and the Means of Grace
Daniel R. Hyde
Meeting Jesus at the Feast
NEW! Israel’s Festivals and the Gospel
With a Shepherd’s Heart:
Catechism Materials
Reclaiming the Pastoral Office of the Elder
Life in Christ: A Graduated
John R. Sittema
Confessional Study Course for Grades
But for the Grace of God:
5–12, Based on the Three Forms of
An Exposition of the Canons of Dort
Unity and the Westminster Standards
What We Believe;
Learning to Know the Lord
An Exposition of the Apostles’ Creed
by P. Y. De Jong
Cornelis P. Venema
First Book of Christian Doctrine
The “Blue” Psalter Hymnal
by Hylkema & Tuuk
A Beginning Course in
Christian Doctrine
by P. Y. De Jong & John R. Sittema

Call our office for a free brochure of our latest publications: 877.532.8510 Toll-free in Canada and the USA.
SIGN UP NOW on our website: www.reformedfellowship.net
You will receive our new email newsletter. This new tool allows us to inform you immediately as new publications and
events become available.

