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F"ndamentalism
and tbe Inerran'Jl
of S'J'ipt"J'e
w: Robert Godfrey
Recently this magazine reported the
Executive Director of Ministn'es of the

Christian Reformed Church as saying that
inerrancy is not a Reformed idea, that it
comes out a/fondamentalism, andfonda,.

mentalism poses more of a threat to the
CRC than liberalism. We published the
"Reaffirmation of the Inerrancy of the
Bible" taken by CR Synod '79, and we

promised to print more material to show
that ine"on(.)' is not only and primarily a
Biblical doctrine, but definitely a Reformed
one as well. Because the Executive Director ofMinistries is not at all alone in the
leadership of the eRC in refusing to endorse inemlncy, we will from time to time
beftaturing valuable articles on this most
basic doctrine. If the foundation of our
faith, the Warda/God, is askew, no wonder the denominational superstructure is
crumbling.
One of our Associate Editors, Dr. W.
Robett Godfrey, opens our discussion of
"Fundamentalism and the Inerrancy of
Scn'pture. " The second atticie in this issue
is a speech given by Dr. John Gerstner to
the International Conference on Biblical
Inerrancy called together in Chicago, October 1978. The atticie is pn'nted with the
permission ofthe author and Zondervan
Corporation. Dr. Gerstner effectively removes all doubt that "inerrancy" is a Refonned doctrine espoused emphatically by
John Calvin himself.
The Editors

A

fashionable new rhetoric has
entered the Christian Refonned Church. You do not
need to listen long before you will
notice it. This new fashion declares
various elements of conservative Reformed theology to be "fundamentalistic." Today a theological position does not need to be analyzed or
refuted if it is just dismissed as "fundamentalism."
"Fundamentalism" is the new epithet of choice among the left in the

CRe. It seems to have replaced
"scholasticism" as the favon'te tenn of
contempt in the last few years. Fundamentalism is bad and so any idea that
can be called by that name is also
bad.
This new trend is especially evident in relation to the doctrine of the
inerrancy ofScripture. I have heard it
said in many contexts in the CRC
that we hold to a high view of Scripture, that we believe in the inf'allibil-

ity of Scripture, but that we do not
hold to that fundamentalistic idea of
the inerrancy of Scripture. We are
told by many that it is not really Reformed to believe in inerrancy.

THE WORD
"FUNDAMENTALIST"
If we want to understand this new
fashion, we must begin by examining
what the word "fundamentalist"
means, and then by asking the relation of that word to the idea of the
inerrancy of Scripture. In the popular press ofour land the word "fundamentalist" has come to mean a rightwing religious fanatic. But before we
use the word in that way we oUght to
consider something ofthe history and
origin of the word.
The word "fundamentalist" originated in the early twentieth century
in relation to the publication of some
booklets that were called "The Fundamentals." The authors of these
tracts were distinguished evangelical
Christians who were concerned that

the strong modernist criticism of the
Bible and denial of basic facts and
doctrines of the Christian faith were
having a destructive impact on the
Christian church in America. The
concerns of these tracts were summarized in the five fundamentals of the
faith: 1) the inerrancy of Scripture, 2)
the divinity ofJesus, 3) the virgin birth
of Jesus, 4) the substitutionary atonement of Jesus, and 5) the physical
resurrection and bodily second coming of Jesus.
None of these five fundamentals
was new. Each reiterated what was
held as common evangelical doctrine.
Certainly each was seen as beingfully in
confonnity with Refonned theology. The
only criticism of this early fundamentalism from confessional Refonned
circles at the time was that it was not a
full statement of the system of Bib/ica/
truth. The Refonned worried that the
evangelical movement tended to end
up with a truncated theology and that
the fundamentals were another example of that problem.
As the conflict between modernism and evangelicalism heated up in
the 1920s, some co nservat ive
evangelicals became very militant and
aggressive in their opposition to the
spreading liberalism in the churches.
These aggressive conservatives came
to be known as fundamentalists. (The
best study of fundamentalism is
George Marsden's Fundamentalism
and Amen·can Culture.) J. Gresham
Machen, one of the founders of
Westminster Seminary and regarded
as a Reformed hero in CRe circles in
his day, was a fundamentalist in the
sense of being a militant conservative.
After fundamentalism was defeated
in the mainline Protestant churches
(that is , churches that had historically
been evangelical, but were becoming
predominantly liberal) , fundamentalism increasingly took on the character of being strongly separatistic,
premillennial and often anti-intellectual. In the 1930s fundamentalism
became, in the minds of many, an
old-fashioned, back-water form of
Christianity.
The first editorial of The Torch and
Trumpet (the original name of The
Outlook) declared that the purpose of
the magazine was to promote the Reformed faith and to oppose modernism and to resist fundamentalism, that
strange mixture of truth and error.

This editorial shows that by the early
1950s conservative Refonned people
sensed that fundamentalism was so
identified with a dispensational and
separatist kind of evangelicalism that
it was no real friend of Reformed
Christianity.
What this brief survey shows is that
the word "fundamentalism" has had
a variety of meanings at different
points in the history of the church in
the twentieth century. In the earliest
sense of the word, Refonned theology is fundamentalist, and in some of
its later meanings Reformed Christianity is not. We ought to be cautious as to how we use the word,
especially if we use it as a term of
disdain. We must always remember
that we share with thefundamentalisfs
a common commitment to the authority of Scripture and the great facts of
Jesus'saving work - a commitment that
we do not share with liberals.

with the assertion that "we believe
without a doubt all things contained
in them" (Art. 5). Article 7 calls the
Bible "this infallible rule" and says its
"teaching is perfect and complete in
all respects." Although the word "inerrancy" does not appear, the idea of
inerrancy - that the Bible is absolutely true in all that it says - comes
through with absolute clarity.
The word "inerrancy" has come to
be a key word in the theological vocabulary ofconservative Christians in
the twentieth century because liberals
and neo-orthodox theologians began
to play games with the word "infallible." Infallible means unfailingly

THE DOCTRINE

true and therefore is the equivalent of
inerrant. But some have tried to argue that the Bible is unfailing only in
its saving message, but not in the details of its revelation (such as the details of the history it presents).l Such
a limited understanding ofinfallibility is
absolutely opposed to the historical and
confessional US/: of the word. To make
that clear, confessional Reformed
theologians have seen the value of
using the word "inerrancy."
In 1978 a founding meeting of the
International Council on Biblical Inerrancy was held in Chicago. That
meeting produced a fine statement
defending the doctrine of inerrancy
and explaining carefully what it
meant. Leaders of the meeting included such well-known Reformed theologians as J.l. Packer, John Gerstner,
R.C. Sproul, Roger Nicole and
Edmund Clowney. Faculty members
of many Reformed seminaries - including some from Calvin Theological Seminary - signed the statement.
Clearly these Refonned theologians
did not see anything in the doctrine
of inerrancy that was "fundamentalist" or unreformed.
Synods of the Christian Reformed
Church have also clearly and unequivocally embraced the doctrine of
inerrancy as part ofthe Reformed doctrine of Scripture and as the proper
understanding of our confessional
position. In 1959 synod declared that
the position of "the historic Christian

OF INERRANCY

Now we come to the second concern of this article. Is the doctrine of
the inerrancy of Scripture a fundamentalist doctrine? Clearly the doctrine of inerrancy was a doctrine held
and taught in the church long before
the rise of fundam entalism. Luther
wrote of the "Scripture, which has
never erred." Calvin wrote of the law
of God: "Let us, then, be assured that
an unerring light is to be found
there .... "1 Princeton Seminary in the
nineteenth century further articulated
and developed the doctrine of inerrancy among the Refonned. B. B.
Warfield became the most effective
Refonned scholar in the Biblical presentation of inerrancy.
The word "inerrancy" does not appear in the Refonned confessions. For
this reason some then argue that the
idea of inetT3ncy is not Refonned.
But this is a simplistic way of reasoning. The question is not so much
whether or not the word appears in
the confessions, but whether the concept is found there. The Heidelberg
Catechism defines faith in part as "a
knowledge and conviction that everything God reveals in his Word is
true ... " (Q 21). The Belgic Confession
speaks of the Scriptures as the books
"with which there can be no quarrel"
(Art. 4). The Confession continues

church" was "that the Scripture in its
whole extent and in all its parts is the
infallible and inerrant Word of God"
(Acts, p. 64). This action of Synod
1959 actually involved adopting conclusions reached by the Reformed
Ecumenical Synod. Embracing inerrancy was not a peculiarity of the
CRC, but it was the position embraced by all the Reformed churches
in the RES. In 1979 synod endorsed
and reiterated the commitment of the
church to the inerrancy of Scripture
as stated in 1959 (Acts, p. 127). No
subsequent synod has changed this
commitment of the CRC. The official position of the CRC is that inerrancy is a Reformed doctrine.
Fundamentalists do believe in
the inerrancy of Scripture. But that
does not make inerrancy a fundamentalist doctrine. Reformed theology shares a number ofdoctrines
in common with fundamentalism
(such as the deity of Christ) which
are not distinctively fundamentalistic.
The witness ofRefonned theologians
from John Calvin down to the official synodical pronouncements ofthe
Christian Refonned Church show that
inerrancy is a Reformed doctrine.

INERRANCY ON TRIAL
In our troubled days in the CRC
we hear much about the obligation
we have to keep covenant with one
another. We hear much about the
need to accept the decisions ofsynod.
Yet from many of these very same
people we hear that the doctrine of
inerrancy is a fundamentalist doctrine.
Why is that?
Recently members of the CRC received a letter from the general secre·
tary and others in leadership roles in
the CRe. The letter complained about
the negative spirit of criticism in the
church, especially about charges that
the commitment of the church to the
infallibility of Scripture is slipping.
The letter assured members that the
eRC is fully committed to the infallibility ofthe Scriptures. Will these same
leaders send out a letter assun·ng us that
the church isjust as committed to the inerrancy of Scripture as ever? Will they
explain why inerrancy is criticized
even by some "moderate" leaders of
the CRC if they hold strongly to the
historic position of the CRC on the
authority of Scripture? Can they e;r-

plain why it is not a breaking of the denominational covenant for leaders to reject the decisions of synods on the inerrancy ofSmpture? Since leaders in the
CRC once believed in the inerrancy
of Scripture and many current leaders do not, something has changed in
the CRC about the way Biblical authority is understood.
Since the Enlightenment ofthe eighteenth century, evergrowing attacks
have been mounted against the Bible's
reliability and truthfulness. Reformed
Christians for over two hundred years
have rightly sensed that an attack on
the Bible is an attack on the very foundation of our faith and an attack on
Jesus Himself. Reformed Christians
have defended the Bible knowing the
deceitfulness of human minds and the
absolute need of a sure Word from
God . We have seen the need to develop a variety of terms  true , infallible, inerrant  to affirm the authority
of the Bible and to shield it from subtle
and, at times, dishonest and deceptive assaults. We have developed this
defense in the spirit of the teaching of
John Calvin who wrote: " ... theScriptures obtain full authority among believers only when men regard them
as having sprung from heaven, as if
there the living words of God were
heard ."3 The doctrine of inerrancy
has been an important and useful element in the defense of the authority
of the Bible.
In 1978, at the first meeting of the
International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, I remember the eloquent address of J .r. Packer on the usefulness
of the word " inerrancy ." He reminded us of the uses ofshibboleths in
the history ofGod's people. In Judges
12 J ephthah and the Gileadites were
able to distinguish allies from enemies
according to whether a stranger could
pronounce the word "shibboleth" correctly. Packer noted that at several
points in the history of the church a
shibboleth had been useful to distinguish
allies from enemies. At the Council of
Nicea, for example, the shibboleth
was that Jesus was of the "same substance" with the Father. In our time,
Packer suggested that "inerrancy" was
just such a shibboleth. If someone is
unwilling to embrace inerrancy, a close
examination is needed to find out if he is
really an ally.
The next time you hear someone
say that inerrancy is a fundamentalist
doctrine, gently correct them. Re-

mind them that inerrancy is a Reformed
doctrine. Ask them, if they rej ect the
doctrine of inerrancy, to point out
what errors they have found in the
Bible. Urge them to show more respect for God's Word and, in the face
of an unbelieving world, to defend
the Scriptures as the absolutely true
revelation of God. Call them to sing
with you Psalm 119: "To aU perfection I see a limit; but your commands
are boundless .... The statutes you have
laid down are righteous; they are fully
trustworthy .... All your words are
true" (vss. 96, 138, 160).

APPENDIX
Decision of CRC Synod 1959 on
the inspiration of Scripture (Acts, p.
64) , basically adopting the Conclusions of the Report of the Committee
on Inspiration to the Fourth Refonned
Ecumenical Synod of 1958:
a. The doctrine of inspiration (to
which the Christian Refonned
Church holds) is to the effect
that Holy Scripture alone and
Holy Scripture in its entirety is
the Word of God written, given
by inspiration of God to be the
rule offaith and practice, an inspiration of an organic nature
which extends not only to the
ideas but also to the words of
Holy Scripture, and is so unique
in its effect that Holy Scripture
alone is the Word of God .
b. This doctrine of inspiration,
while holding that the human
authors of Scripture were moved
by the Holy Spirit so as to insure
that what they wrote communicated infallibly God's selfrevelation, also maintains that the
Holy Spirit did not suppress their
personalities, but rather that he
sovereignly prepared, controlled
and directed them in such a way
that he utilized their endowments
and experience, their research
and reflection, their language
and style. This human aspect of
Scripture does not, however, allow for the inference that Scripture may be regarded as a fallible
human witness to divine revelation, for such an evaluation con-

c.

d.

e.

f.

stitutes an attack upon the glorious sovereign work of the Holy
Spirit in inspiration.
This estimate of Scripture is the
demand arising from the witness
which the Scripture itself bears
to its divine origin, character,
and authority. More particularly it is demanded by the witness ofour Lord and His apostles,
and to entertain a different estimate is to reject the testimony of
Christ and of the apostles.
This doctrine of Scripture must
not be regarded as a dispensable
addendum, far less as a merely
human accretion, to our Christian faith. Holy Scripture is the
only extant form of redemptive
revelation. Faith in Scripture as
Godbreathed revelatory Word
is implicit in our faith in the
divine character of redemption
itself.
These considerations that Scrip~
ture pervasively witnesses to its
own Godbreathed origin and
character and that as redemptive
revelation it is necessarily characterized by the divinity which
belongs to redemption are the
explanation ofthe sustained faith
of the historic Christian church
that Scripture in its whole extent
and in all its parts is the infallible
and inerrant Word of God.
To this faith as it is clearly expressed in the creeds of the Refonned Churches the Christian
Reformed Church bears witness
and on the basis of this doctrine
of Scripture seeks to testify to the
whole counsel of God in the
unity of the Spirit and in the
bond of peace."

FOOTNOTES
1. See D.A. Carson and J.D. Woodbridge,
eds., Scripture and Truth, Grand Rapids,

Michigan(Zondervan), 1983, pp. 227,32 1.
2. This position is argued in Jade B. Rogers
and Donald K. McKim, The Authority and
InterpretQtian of the Bible, San Francisco
(Harper and Row), 1979. It is compit'; tc:iy
demolished in Iht'; fine work of John D.
Woodbridge, Biblical Authority, Grand Rapids, Michigan (Zondervan), 1982.
3. John Calvin. Institutes 0/ the Christian Reli·
gion, ed. J. T. McNeill, Philadelphia
(Westminster), 1960, T,vii, !.

Dr. Godfrey is president of Westminster
Theological Seminary in Escondido, CA.
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The jollowing excerpt is from the book,
INERRANCY by Nonnan L Geisler.
Copyright© 1980 by The Zondervan Corporation. Used by permission of

Zondervan Publishing House. This book
is available at your local bookstore or by
calling 8007273480.

views that crept in via a reification of
the dynamic view of Scripture taught
by Calvin and Luther. Protestant
scholasticism allegedly had ossified
the vitality of the sixteenth century.
The dynamic Scripture was made
"static" through theories ofverbal inspiration and inerrancy. The chief cul-

T

he Reformation was not a
revolution. The intent of the
was
Protestant Refon~ti
not to create new doctrine or establish a new church. Rather, the impetus of the movement was to bring
into bold relief crucial doctrines ob-

scured by the process of sacerdotalism
within the medieval Roman Catholic
Church. The doctrine of sola fide was
not new, finding its classical expression in Augustine's De Spiritu et
Littera; neither was sola Scriptura, in
principle, invented by Luther.
Inerrancy has been the classic view
of Scripture throughout church history. To view it as the brain child of
seventeenth century Protestant scholasticism or the de novo creation of
the "Old Princeton" school is to distort history. To be sure, this assertion
has been brought into question again
and again in the twentieth century.
In the first quarter of this century we
saw the rise ofneoorthodoxy, under
the leadership of Karl Barth, Emil
Brunner and Paul Althaus. While this
school sought a restoration of some
semblance of the Reformed faith over
against the excessives of nineteenthcentury liberalism, it also sought to
"correct" orthodoxy at several
points-most notably, the notion of
inerrancy in light of modem conclusions drawn from negative higher
criticism.
With the advent of neoorthodoxy,
the attempt by some of its advocates
to show that neoorthodoxy was not
deviating from classical views of
Scripture but was merely reforming

prit in making the pure Reformationcentury view obscure was supposedly
the Old Princeton school, as embodied particu larly in Benjamin B.
Warfield.
Of late, many evangelical scholars
have echoed the protest of earlier
Barthians, maintaining that inerrancy
indeed reflects a late development of,
even departure from, the classical
view. Some evangelical scholars not
only favor a view of partial biblical
inerrancy but insist that the historic
Christian church believed it. I will
attempt in this chapter to show that
the main historic path of the Reformed tradition in particular has been
that of full inerrancy.
It is significant that the current
fourth edition of The New Columbia
Encyclopedia! recognizes the classical
character of the concept of inerrancy.
While this most massive and comprehensive one-volume encyclopedia
in the world possesses a great deal of
religious information, it is essentially
secular in viewpoint and generally
quite objective. Its matter-of-fact statement is therefore all the more impressive:
The traditional Christian view of
the Bible is that it was all written
under the guidance of God and

that it is, therefore, all true, literally or under the veil of allegory.
In recent times, however, the view
of many Protestants has been influenced by the pronouncements
of critics (see Higher Criticism).
This has produced a counter-reaction in the form of fundamentalism, whose chief emphasis has
been in the inerrancy of the Bible
(italics added).z
The traditional Christian view is
that the Bible is "all true." What "Fundamentalism" has reacted to is deviation from the historic norm .
Ifsecularists, outside the internecine
struggles ofchurchmen, recognize the
obvious thrust of Christian history,
why then is the matter debated so
strenuously within the church? Laymen especially are puzzled and bewildered when their trusted mentors,
who are regarded as experts, differ
about this matter of the church's historic position on inerrancy. Why do
men who have studied the subject
thoroughly so often come to differing
and even conflicting conclusions?
How can lay people understand the
matter if the scholars maintain exactly opposite interpretations of the
very same data? Such confusion is
quite frustrating to laymen and causes
some to despair of ever being able to
resolve the conflicts.
This problem is not so difficult to
explain as it may appear at ftrst glance.
The trouble is rarely in the sources of
information. Two chief factors are frequently at work when data are misinterpreted. One factor involves a weakness of character. namely, prejudice.
The other factor involves weakness
of deductive skilL The accumulation
of data requires inductive skill. The
analysis and interpretation of the data
requires deductive skill. At times the
two weakness factors just mentioned
may be closely interrelated. People
with nonnally great powers of deduction may fail if their minds are governed by prejudice.
There is a general tendency in
church history for those who deviate
from orthodoxy to try to prove that
their deviation is, in reality, an exercise in restoration and refonnation.
To be sure, in some circles, radical
novelty is regarded as the touchstone
of progress and truth. But in other
circles, most especially within the
mainstream of Christendom, it is often regarded as the kiss ofdeath. Most

heretics in the history of the church
have initially sought to defend their
views by appeals at least to segments
of Scripture. Only after their exegesis
was seen to be faulty did they seek to
attack the credibility of Scripture itself. Appeals to the Bible and/or tradition are a commonplace method for
those who seek widespread endorsement of ideas or doctrines that in fact
are contrary to the teaching of both.
[n the current controversy over inerrancy let us not assume that we are
dealing with sinister manipulations of
the data commonly characteristic of
rank heretics. [ prefer to assume that
the problem among evangelicals is not
so much one of blind prejudice but of
weaknesses and pitfalls in the area of
deduction.
Some scholars of massive learning
are not well skilled in drawing conclusions. Some laymen who know
nothing of the subject matter, except
what the experts tell them, can easily
see that certain conclusions drawn by
the experts do not follow from the
data presented by the experts themselves. Thus they may be benefited
by the scholar's learning and not
much harmed by his non sequiturs.
There are five very common non
sequiturs (things that do not follow).
in the field we are about to survey. [f
the reader will master them he will,
we believe, avoid a great deal of misunderstanding. 3
The phenomenal non sequitur: The
Bible's representing things as they appear (phenomena) has occasioned the
leap of logic that concludes it contains error, because that is not the
way things are. Obviously, this conclusion does not follow. If the Bible
taught that things appeared one way,
and they did not appear that way, that
would be error. But for the Bible to
teach that things appear one way
when they actually are another way
is not error. A simple illustration is
assuming that the Bible is in error
when it refers to a "sunrise" (a term
that describes how things appear) because that is not the way things are
(the sun does not "rise").4
The accommodation non sequitur: The
Bible's representing God as accommodating Himself to human language
has occasioned the leap of logic that
concludes His Word contains error
because accommodation to human
language involves accommodation to
human error. Obviously, this conclu-

sion also is not right. It does not follow that, because God accommodates
Himself to human language, He must
accommodate Himself to human error. This would follow by logical necessity only ifit were first proven that
all human language could only err.
This would not even be theoretically
possible to prove for it would require
the use of human language to prove
that human language always errs.
Accommodation may be coupled with
the phenomenal non sequitur by asserting that God accommodates us
by using phenomenal language. An
example is the supposition that the
Bible's representing God as "repenting" (which is how it looks to us) is
an error because of God's
unchangeableness (which is how it
is).S

may be descriptive of the fact that
people do err and that error is characteristic of them rather than of God.
But it does not follow that people always err, even apart from the matter
of inspiration. Certainly it does not
follow that if God inspired men He
would be incapable of keeping them
free of human error in writing. For
example, it does not follow from the
Bible's saying that God used Paul in
the writing of the Epistles that God
could not keep those Epistles free from
error.'
Equipped with this logical geiger
counter to detect hidden mines and
booby traps in the field of sound reasoning, let us tread very carefully,
though hastily, on the path of history
since the Refonnation in an attempt
to ascertain the Refonned tradition
concerning biblical inspiration and
inerrancy.9
John Calvin

The emphasis non sequitur: The
Bible's emphasizing certain things has
occasioned the leap of logic that concludes it contains error because it must
be indifferent to other unemphasized
things. But it does not follow that
because the Bible stresses one thing,
it errs in the things it does not stress.
For example, it does not follow from
the Bible's stress on salvation that it
may err with impunity in mere historical details. 6
The critical non sequitur: The fact that
theologians ofthe church perform the
work of textual critics has occasioned
the leap of logic that concludes that
these critics must therefore believe the
Bible contains error. But it does not
follow that because a scholar examines a text to see whether or not it
belongs to the Bible he therefore believes the Bible can err_ For example,
if Luther at one point denied that the
Book of James belonged in the Bible
it does not mean that Luther believed
the Bible itself was errant. 7
The docetie non sequitur: The Bible's
representing itself as the Word ofGod
written by men has occasioned the
leap of logic that concludes it is therefore errant. Obviously this conclusion
does not follow. "To err is human"

Though the Refonnation begins
properly with Luther, Dr. Preus in
his excellent chapter has already adequately discussed this Refonner. I
will begin, then, with the work of
Calvin.
Karl Barth precisely summarized
the Refonnation view of Calvin on
the Bible as follows:
In the Reformation doctrine of
inspiration the following points
must be decisive.
The Reformers took over unquestionably and unreservedly the
statement on the inspiration , and
indeed the verbal inspiration of
the Bible, as it is explicitly and
implicitly contained in those
Pauline passages which we have
taken as our basis, even including
the fonnula that God is the author of the Bible, and occasionaUy making use of the idea of a
dictation through the Biblical writers. How could it be otherwise?
Not with less but with greater and
more radical seriousness they
wanted to proclaim the subjection of the Church to the Bible as
the Word of God and its authority as such .... Luther is not inconsistent when we hear him thundering polemically at the end of
his life: "Therefore, we either be·
lieve roundly and wholly and ut·
terly, or we believe nothing: the
Holy Ghost doth not let Himself
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be severed or parted, that He
should let one part be taught or
believed truly and the other part
falsely .... For it is the fashion of
aU heretics that they begin first
with a single article, but they must
then all be denied and altogether,
like a ring which is of no further
value when it has a break or cut,
or a bell which when it is cracked
in one place will not ring anymore and is quite useless" (Kurus
Bekenntnis YOm heiligen Sakrament
1544 W. A. 54, 15S, 2S). Therefore Calvin is not guilty of any
disloyalty to the Reformation tendencywhen he says ofHoly Scripture that its authority is recognized only when it...is realized that autorem eius essedeum.
InCalvin'ssermonon2Timothy 3:161f. (C.R. 54, 23SIf.)
God is constantly described as
the author ofHoly Scripture and
in his commentary on the same
passage we seem to hear a petftct echo
ofthe voice ofthe Early Church. ... In
spite ofthe use ofthese concepts neither a manticomechanical nor a
docetic conception a/Biblical inspiration is in the actualsphere ofCalvin 's
thinking. 10
Though Barth saw a basic harmony
between Luther and Calvin on Scripture, Brunner did not. Brunner did
not see the inerrancy doctrine in
Luther but saw it correctly at least in
Calvin.
Calvin is already moving away from
Luther toward the doctrine ofVerbal
Inspiration. His doctrine of the
Bible is entirely the traditional,
formally authoritative view. The
writings of the Apostles "pro
deioraculis habenda sunt[are oracles
that have been received from
God]" (Institutio , iv, 8, 9). Therefore, we must accept "quidquid in
satTis scripturis traditum est sine
exceptione [whatever is delivered
in the Scripture without exception]" (I., IS, 4). The belief
"auctorem eius (sc: scripturae) esse
deum [God is the author of all
Scripture]" precedes all doctrine
(i., 7, 4). That again is the old
view. l1
In spite of Barth's and Brunner's
,recognition of Calvin's view of Scripture some have persisted in asserting
that inerrancy was a later intrusion
into the Reformed tradition. Though
the Calvin corpus has been canvassed

repeatedly to demonstrate the
Reformer's doctrine of Scripture,
some have still balked at granting that
he held to inerrancy. Nothing that
modem opponents of inerrancy have
presented, cited, deduced, or inferred
in anyway whatsoever shows that
Calvin held any other view of Scripture than that of absolute inerrancy.
Brunner 12 and Dowey 13 fmd verbal
inspiration in Calvin. Bromiley even
finds dictation. 14 Kenneth Kantzer's
doctoral thesis may be the most thorough demonstration of Calvin's teaching of inerrancy, IS and John M urray 16
and J. I. Packer 17 agree with him,
though they find problems.

If problems exist with Calvin they
. are basically related to the non sequituTS outlined above. To be sure , Calvin
wrote no major formal treatise on
Scripture. That is not at all surprising
inasmuch as the doctrine was not an
issue of his day. His debate with Rome
was not over the inspiration or inerrancy of Scripture. Both sides tacitly
assumed the position. When Calvin
does speak explicitly on Scripture, his
view is asserted unambiguously. He
refers to Scripture as;
"The sure and infallible record" 18
"The ineITing standard"19
"The pure Word of God"20
"The infallible rule of His Holy
Truth"21
"Free from every stain or defect"22
"The inerring certainty "23
"The certain and unerring rule"24
"Unerring light"ZS
"Infallible Word ofGod"26
"Has nothing belonging to man
mixed with it" 27
"Inviolable"28
"Infallible oracles"29
Though Calvin does not employ the
noun ine"ancy he makes ample use of
the adjectival form inern'ng. He also
uses infallible. Thus for Calvin the
Bible is an inerring, infallible book.
That is what is generally understood
to be meant by inerrancy.
Calvin's classic statement on Scripture is important:
When it pleased God to raise up a
more visible form of the Church,

he willed to have His Word set
down and sealed in writing .... He
commanded also that the prophecies be committed to writing and
be accounted part of His Word.
To these at the same time histories were added, also the labour of
the prophets, but composed under the Holy Spirit's dictation. I
include the psalms with the
prophecies .... That whole body
[cotpus], therefore, made up of
law, prophecies, psalms and histories was the Lord's Word for
the ancient people .... Let this be a
finn principle; no other word is to
be held as the Word of God, and
given place as such in the
Church, than what is contained fIrst in the Law and the
Prophets, then in the writings
of the apostles, ... [who] were
to expound the ancient Scripture and to show that what is
taught there has been fulfilled
in Christ. Yet they were not to do
this except from the Lord, that is,
with Christ's Spirit going before
them and in a sense dictating their
words .. . . [They) were sure and
genuine penmen [certi et authentici
amanuensis] of the Holy Spirit,
and their writings are therefore to
beconsideredoradesofGod: and
the sole office ofothers is to teach
what is provided and sealed in the
Holy Scriptures. JO
Again, in Calvin's comments on 2
Timothy 3;16 we read;
In order to uphold the authority
of Scripture, he[Paul] declares it
to be divinely inspired; for if it be
so, it is beyond all controversy
that men should receive it with
reverence .... Whoever then
wishes to profit in the Scriptures,
let him flISt of all lay down as a
settled point this- that the law
and the prophecies are not teaching [doctrinam] delivered by the
willofmen , but dictated [didatum1
by the Holy Ghost.... Moses and
the prophets did not utter at random what we have from their
hand, but since they spoke by divine impulse, they confidently and
fearlessly testifIed, as was actually the case, that it was the mouth
of the Lord that spoke [OS Domini
loguutum esse) .... We owe to the
Scripture the same reverence
which we owe to God, because it
has proceeded from Him alone.31

When Calvin speaks of the rever·
ence we owe to Scripture, why do not
modem critics of inerrancy rise up
and accuse the Reformer of
bibliolatry? So strong is this theme of
reverence before the Holy Word that
Calvin exclaims, "The full authority
which they [the Scriptures] obtain
with the faithful proceeds from no
other consideration than that they are
persuaded that they proceeded from
heaven, as if God had been heard giving
utterance to them. "32
With such strong explicit statements
from Calvin, it may seem surprising,
ind ee d astoni shing , that anyone
would ever challenge the statement
that Calvin was an advocate of iner"
rancy. Yet the challenge has come.
We see examples of the challenge in
Fullerton, Doumergue, Schiverger,33
Painer, and De Grost, to name but a
not corrupted one single passage
few.
ofScripture nor twisted it so far as
Why does the challenge come? We
Iknow.... 34
could speculate that Calvin, like so
The primary basis of the challenge
many other scholars underwent a proto Calvin's view of inerrancy comes
gressive development of thought in
from an analysis ofrus exegetical pracwhich ideas blossomed but were later
tice. Though it is virtually universally
corrected or discarded. For example,
agreed that Calvin held to a theory of
we can distinguish between "early
inerrancy, that theory was thought
Barth" and "later Barth" and between
by some to be belied by his practice
"early Berko uwer" and " la ter
as a critical exegete. Here the non seBerkouwer. " Thus, perhaps, the citaquiturs rear up and charge into the
tions from Calvin indicate a careful
picture.
process of "selection" from the masThe phenomenal non sequiturappears
sive fifty·nine volumes of the Corpus
with respect to Calvin's comments reReJonnatorum.
garding the Bible and natural science.
This speculative procedure fails misHe maintains that the biblical writers
erably, as every student of Calvin
simply wrote in popular style, and
, - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - , popular style does not
need to be and indeed
"There is a general tendency in church cannot
be harmonized
with science. Popular
thoseWlIP .4IYiato/./'r(YtJJ..
style is one thing; tech·
to try tCl.JlIVve that their
nical style is another.
de.viafjon is, in reality, an exercise in
Attention is called to an
illustration from Calvin
reStoration and reformation."
in which Moses called
the moon one of the two
knows. We cannot find explicit stategreat lights, whereas in fact it is much
ments of Calvin that would indicate
smaller than Saturn, as was known
such a "corrective" development. O n
even in Calvin's day. There is no probthe contrary, his view of Scripture is
lem of hannonization, however. As
sprinkled through a wide variety of
Calvin says, Moses is talking about
his works over a vast number ofyears.
things as they appear to the naked
He went to his grave committed to a
eye, and the astronomer about things
lofty view of Scripture. His deathbed
as they are, as seen through the teleutterance of 1564 has been recorded
scope (non sequitur no. I). If the asfor us:
tronomer said that Saturn appeared
As for my doctrine, I have taught
to be bigger than the moon, he would
faithfully, and God has given me
be in error. IfMoses had said that the
grace to write, which I have done
moon is larger that Saturn, he would
faithfully as I could; and I have
have been in error. But Moses is not

in error, and Calvin is not implying
error in Moses, though Rogers sug·
gests that Calvin acknowledged sci·
entific error in Moses and yet was
indifferent to it.ll Here is what Calvin
says in the matter:
Moses here addresses himself to
our senses.... By this method (as I
have before observed) the dishonesty of those men is sufficiently
rebuked, who censure Moses for
not speaking wit h greater
exactness....Moses wrote in popular style things which , without
instruction, all ordinary persons,
endued with common sense are
able to understand .... But had he
spoken on things generally unknown, the uneducated might
have pleaded in excuse that such
subjects we r e beyond their
capacity.... Moses, therefore,
rather adapts his discourse to com·
mon usage .... There is therefore
no reason why janglers should
deride the unskillfulness ofMoses
in making the moon a secondary
luminary; for he does not call up
into heaven, he only proposes
things which lie open before our
eyes. 36
Closely related to phenomenal matters are questions arising from
Calvin's view of divine accommodation in revelation. Here care is needed
in interpreting Calvin lest we slip into
the pitfall of non sequitur no. 2, accom·
modation. At the heart of Calvin's theology was his doctrine of the incomprehensibility of God . This doctrine
sets the boundaries of divine-human
communication . Calvin was zealous
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FOOTNOTES
I.

2.
3.

4.

to maintain and presezve the difference
between man and God as well as the
points ofsimilarity. When treating the
matter of those dimensions of God's
being that are incomprehensible,
Calvin speaks of accommodation. He
says:
God cannot reveal Himself to us
in any other way than by a comparison with which we know; . .in
order to know God we must not
frame a likeness of Him according to our own fancy but we must
take ourselves to the Word in
which His lively image is exhibited to us. )7
This accommodation by which God
speaks to us in our language, according to our perspective, is not an accommodation to human error but to
human levels of understanding.
If God, accommodating Himself
to the limited capacity of men,
speaks in a humble and lowly
style, this manner of teaching is
despised as too simple; but if He
rises to a higher style, with the
view ofgiving greater authority to
His Word, men, to excuse their
ignorance, will pretend that it is
too obscure. As these two vices
are very prevalent in the world,
the Holy Spirit so tempers His
style as that the sublimity of the
truths which he teaches is not
hidden even from those of the
weakest capacity, provided they
are ofa submissive and teachable
disposition, and bring with them
an eamest desire to be instructed. J8

Calvin saw no conflict between inerrant inspiration and accommodation. In fact, accommodation only
stresses the point that Calvin regarded
the Bible to be inspired, for the accommodation is divine accommodating. His favorite metaphor for accommodation is that of "stammering" or
"lisping." God is said to "prattle" to
us in Scripture with a kind of baby
talk in order to stoop to our level of
understanding. Thus, while the Scriptures provide simple levels of understanding of the incomprehensible
God, it does not follow from such
simplicity that it is therefore errant.
An infant may lisp, stammer, and
prattle and at the same time be truthful about what he is stammering. No
one was ever convicted ofperjury simply for lisping.
Calvin's textual criticism has also
provoked charges of practice inconsistent with theory. Calvin allows for
scribal errors by copyists of the original manuscripts. He allows for variations of chronological order in the

Synoptics. He allows for round numbers and the proper use of hyperbole.
He even acknowledges the use of intemperate language by the writer of
the Psalms but quickly points out the
truth of the Bible in all ofthis. 3'1 Calvin
rejected the Pauline authorship of
Hebrews. Yet Calvin never made the
leap of logic of some of his interpreters, who conclude that the practice of
various forms of textual and canonical criticism implies a denial of inspiration or inerrancy. Calvin avoided
non sequitur no. 4 (critical) .

5.

6.

The New Columbia Encyclopedia, ed. William
H. Harris and Judith S. Levey, (New York
and London: Columbia University Press,
1975).
Ibid., p. 291.
I will refer to these non sequitunthroughout
the article. The reader may wish to consult
the list below. Incidentally, I wish to express my deep gratitude to R. C. Sproul for
his critique ofthis chapter, without holding
him in any way responsible for any of its
defects.
A. H. Strong asks, "Would it be preferable,
in the Old Testament if we should read:
'When the revolution of the earth upon its
axis caused the rays ofthe solar luminary to
impinge horizontally upon the retina, Isaac
went our to mediate' (Gen. 24:36)1" System·
atic Thtology (Philadelphia: Griffith and
Rowland, 1907).1:223. Thegreatinerrantist
Martin Luther was himself committing this
non $I!quitur when he condemned
Copernicus's heliocentrism.
Arthur Lindsley, "The Principle ofAccom·
modation," an unpublished Pittsburgh
Theological Seminary paper (1975), gives a
sound current discussion and critique of
this non sequitur.
George MacDonald carned this non uquitur
to its logical conclusion when he wrote. "It
is Jesus who is the revelation of God, not
the Bible." Cited by William A. Glover in
Evangelical Nonconformists and Hightr Criti-

cism inthtNinetttnth Century(London: Inde·
7.

pendent, 1954). p. 82.
Emil Brunner illustrates this non sequitur
when discussing John Calvin in Revelation
and RtQS()n: The Christian Doctrint of Faith
and Knowitdge, trans. Olive Wyon (phila-

delphia: Westminster, 1946), p. 275.
8. This has been a persistent non sequitur in
neoorthodoxy generally, and Karl Barth
has specialized in it; cf Churrh Dogmatics,
vol. 1, Thtdoctrintofthe WordofGod, second
halfvolume, ed. O . W. BromileyandT. F.
Torrance (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1956),
pp. 523ff. Klaas Runia has astutely criticized Barth in Karl Barth's Doctrine ofHoly
Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962)
in an ad hominem manner by obselVing that
Barth himself believed that Jesus Christ
was true man, without his humanity preventing his sinlessness. See also R. C.
Sproul's critique ofthis non sequituron Barth
in "The Case for Inerrancy: A Methodological Analysis" in God's Inerrant Word,
ed. J. W. Montgomery (Minneapolis:
Bethany Fellowship, 1974), pp. 25557.
9. The history of the doctrine of inspiration
has been repeatedly and thoroughly reo
searched. In addition to extensive studies in
encyclopedias and histories ofdoctrine, in·
numerable monographs have appeared on
the subject in general as well as on details
such as "alleged discrepancies, " as in John
Haley, An fumination oftht A!legtd Discrepancits oftht Bib!t (Nashville: Goodpasture,
1951) and on individual theologians, as in
A. D. R. Pohlman, The WordofGodAccord.
ing to St. Augustint (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1961). It is sufficient here to
note a few of the more important general

historical works. C1assic31 ninetecnthcentury studies included: William Lee, The
Inspiration ofHoly Scripture (New York: Robert Carter and Brothers, 1958); George T.
Ladd, TheDoarineofSacrrd Scripturt: A Criti00/, HistoriJ:;ol and Dogmatk I"'/uiry, 2 vols.
(New York: Scribner, 1883). More recent
works are William Sunday, Inspiration: Eight
LecturtS on the Early History and Origin ofthe
Doctrine of Biblical Inspiration (London:
Longmans, 1903);G. D. BarT)', Thelnspiration and AuJhority of the Holy Saipturt: A
S/.udy ofthe UfnTlIUrt ofthe Fint Fivt Centuries(New York: Macmillan, 1919); Daniel
J. Theron, EYidmceofTrodition(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1958); Johannes Beumer, Die
Inspiration der Hemgen Schrijl (Freiberg,
Basel, and Vienna: Herder, 1968); Brvce
Vawte r, Biblimllnspiration (philadelphia:
Westminster; London: Hutchinson, 1972);
Robert M. Grant, A Short History ofthe Interprttation ofthe Bible, rev. ed. (New York,
London: Macmillan, 1972); Daniel Loretz,
Das Ende du Inspirations Theologie:
Chancencines Ntubtginns, 2 vols. (Stuttgart:
Katholisches Bibelweric, 1974).
Just before this volume went to the
printer a copy of Stephen T. Davis, The
Debate About the Bible (Phi ladelphia :
Westminster, 1977) came into my hands.
Though not a historical study, it is a most
acute analysis of the contemporary debate.
While attacking ineITancy and defending a
S(Kalled infallibilist position, it is one ofthe
most judicious, balanced, fair critiques I
have ever read. Davis avoids virtually 311
non Mquiturs, argues 10 the point, honors
motives, recognizes differences, all the while
unambiguously affirming orthodox doctrines himself. He admirably embodies the
concept of a " worth y opponent." Never·
theless, I believe his argument against inerrancy a nd for " infallibilism" fails utterly.
His attack is unsuccessful because he admits that he cannot prove that "errors"
actually do exist in the Bible (cf. chap. 5, p.
141), and this leaves him with only one
feeble argument, namely, that the Bible
does not explicitly use the word inerrant in
its selfdescription. But ifit calls itself God's
Word many times, thus indicating the in·
spiration not only of the writers but of the
writings as well, what can a divine Word be
but an inerrant Word? The mountain is
laboring and not even bringing forth a
mouse. Davis's own infallibilist position
selfdestructs, for he admits that his Bible
mayevenerronanycrucialdoctrine(though
he hOlXS nOl and thinks it will nOl), and he
admits that u ltimate reliance for truth is on
his own mind, Scripture notwithstanding
(p. 70). Over two hundred yea rs ago,
Jonathan Edwards demol ished this very
argument found in deist MatthewTindal as
presented in his Christianity As Old As CrtariM, Miscellany 1340 in H . G . Townsend ,
The Philosophy of Jonathan Edwards (Eu·
gene: University of Oregon Press, 1955) so
thoroughly that 1 doubt that, if Davis had
read that critique, his IhlxJte About 1M Bible
would ever have been written.
10. Barth, Doari~ftM
WordofGod, part 2, p.
520.
II . Emil Bmnner, TheChristionDoarineofGod,
trans . Olive Wyon (Philadelphia:

Westminster, 1959) , p . I l l.
Brunner also admits that Calvin,
like Luther, thought that scholars
could compute on the basis of biblicalgenealogies (RevtlatiOlt and /Wsen, p. 278, note 13).
12. ThislcindofthinkingleadsGrantto
remark that "by his acceptance of
the primacy of faith in exegesis
Calvin opened the way for subjectivism even while he tried to exclude it" (ShoTt History o[lnterpretation, p. J34) and even Brunner
thought Calvin was too subjective
(Revtlation and RMSCn, p. 269). Admittedly, Calvin's phraseology at
times suggests subjectivity.
13. Edward Dowey, The Krwwltdgt of
Godin Coll'in's 77:ro/o,&(New York: Columbia University Press, 1952), p. 100.
14. Bromiley, Churrh Doctrine of Inspiration, p.
210.
IS. This makes Kantzer's assertion of Calvin's
inerrancy position in Inspiration and Inter·
prtJation, edJohn F. Walvoord(Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans, 1957), p. 137, all the more
impressive.
16. John Murray, Calvin on Scripturtand Dirine
Scmrignty (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1960).
17. James 1. Packer, "Calvin's View of Scripture" in God'sInerrant Won/,ed .J . W . Montgomery(Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship,
1974), pp. 951 14.
18. Job, p. 744, ascited byKanlzer in Inspiration
and Interprttation. The following quotes are
likewise ciled by Kant%er. Kantzer cites
Calvin'S Institutes, the Ikveridge translation, 3 vols. (Edinburgh: The Calvin Translation Society, 1845).
19. Institutes, I , 149.
20. InstituJn, lII, 166; Minor Prophets, II, 177.
21. Hebrews, p. xxi .
21. Minor Prophets, l , 506.
23. Psalms, II, 429.
24. Psalms, v, ii .
25. Psalms, iv, 480.
26. Institutes, II, 58, and III, 309.
27. II TimOlhy, p 249.
28. Minor Prophets, III, 200, and John, t , 420.
29. CathoJic Epistles,p.13 1.
30. InstitukS, IV . viii. 8ff.; cr. I . vi, 2, as cited by
Packer in God's lnenunt Woro'.
31. Packer, "Calvin's View," p. 102.
32. Institutes, vii, I .

and/~ . ~ ~;'

Interpretation, pp. 14244 .
34. CR,
9, 893b.
As cited
by Kantzer in Inspiration
33.
35. Rogers, "Church Doctrine of Biblical Inspiration, " pp. 2829. Cf.
Charles W . Shields, Th t Trial of
Serverus fly the Smart of ~nt\IQ
: A
Reviewofthe 0ffida! Reconi5ond Contemporary Writings (Philadelphia:
MacCalla, 1893), p. 17; C. T.
Ohner, Micluul Servttus: His Ufo
and Teachings (Philadelphia:
Lippincott , 18 10), p. 49; C.
Manzoni, Umonesimo ad Ertsia:
M. Smwo(Napoli: Guida Editori,
1974), p. 30.
36. Genesis, as cited by Lindsley,
" Principle ofAccommodation,"
p.33.
37. Isaiah (40:18).
38. Psalms (78 :3).

39. Sec Kanzte r, Inspiration and Inttrpmation,
pp. 14446.
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Tbe Downward Hermeneuti,al Spiral:
The PCUSAA Model of tbe Downward Spiral
James T. Dennison, Jr,
Having examined the roots of the downward henneneutical spiral in the Enlightenment of 300 years ago in Europe and
England, author Dennison now examines
the Amen'can PCUSA in which the Enlightenment has triumphed virtually completely.
The Editors
n one American denomination in
particular, the Enlightenment
model has triumphed virtually

I

completely. I am referring to the Presbyterian Church United States of
America (PCUSA)-the so-called
mainline Presbyterian church,
ofttimes referred to as the big, liberal
Presbyterian church. The mainline
Presbyterian church was started by
immigrants in the 18th century. They
came from Scotland, Ireland, England
and Wales. They came wholeheartedly committed to the infallible Word
of God and the system of doctrine
taught in the Westminster Confession of
Faith. The Enlightenment model
made little impact upon them until
after the Civil War. But between 1865
and 1880, American Presbyterianism
began a pilgrimage which eventually
produced the broad church.
Modernist-Fundamentalist
Controversy

As the broadening church entered
the 20th century, American Presbyterians learned of seminary professors,
seminarians, pastors and lay persons
who did not believe the words of the
Bible-the very words of God; who
did not believe in the virgin birth of
our Savior; who did not believe in the
bodily resurrection of Christ as a fact
of history. American Presbyterians in
the 1920's and 1930's began to learn
that the antithesis had been unleashed
in their midst- while they slept! A
great battle was waged between the
liberals and the conservatives. It was
part of what was called the Modern-

ist-Fundamentalist Controversy.
Some of the conservatives, notably J.
Gresham Machen, were suspended
and ejected from the Presbyterian
Church. They united in 1936 to fonn
what we know today as the Orthodox Presbyterian Church. Some conservatives hoped to reform the church
from within. They remained until they
died, or grew weary of relentless liberalism, or were driven out by still
more progressive views. For you see,
after a while, liberalism is no longer pa-

new situations demand new approaches to truth, new attempts to
understand how the Spirit speaks to
the church in its present cultural context. Fifteen years later, the General
Assembly (equivalent of a synod in
Christian Reformed polity) of the
Presbyterian Church adopted a report
on the authority and interpretation of
the Bible ("Biblical Authority and Interpretation"). This very significant
1982 report confirmed the doctrine of
Scripture found in C-67 . The inerrancy

dfic and tolerant; after a while, liberalism
becomes tyrannical and oppressive.

of Scripture was explicitly rejected as an
outmoded view ofthe Bible. The church

These conservatives began to realize that the old Calvinism of the
Westminster Confession of Faith had
been abandoned by the mainline Presbyterian church. Ever so gradually,
ever so deliberately, the doctrines of
grace had been modified by 19th century liberalism and its progressive 20th
century offspring-the new modernism (so-called because it was
a new fonn of the old liberal
modernism of the 19th century). This new modernism
is also called neo-orthodoxy
because it claims a "new" use
ofold orthodox doctrines and
language, but radically redefines those old orthodox
truths. Neo-orthodoxy is also sometimes called Barthianism for the Swiss

admitted that the hermeneutical spiral (to which I alluded earlier) was
the dominant view of Biblical interpretation in the mainline Presbyterian church. Said the report, cultural
changes force the Bible to speak in a
new way. The only safe guide for
interpreting the Bible is thus the current "consensus" of the church.

theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968)
who was its greatest proponent.

The Confession of 1967
By 1967, the mainline Presbyterian
church no longer affirmed the historic Reformed faith. It had replaced
the orthodox tradition with anew,
contemporary statement offaith called
the Confession of 1967 (or C-67 for
short). This Confession explicitly
stated the liberal principle: no state-

ment, not even a Biblical statement, can
claim final validity. Continued C-67,

But as the consensus changes, the
meaning of the Bible will change. The
downgrade controls the view of Scriptore in liberal Presbyterianism. In spite
of all the sophisticated language, in
spite of all the learned seminary professors , scholars and pastors who defend this denigration of the Word of
God , the fact remains that in the mainline Presbyterian church, the Bible is a

wax nose--it can be shaped to affinn any
cultural movement or deviation.
Beginning in 1967, mainline Presbyterian conservatives began to realize that the Bible was viewed very
differently from an inerrant, inspired

Pilgrims among Pagans:
Studies from 1 Peter
NELSON D. KLOOSTERMAN

Lesson 15

1 Peter 5:5b-ll

Final Instructions for Those en roul£ to Eternal Glory

Key Verse: 'But may the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal glory

by Christ Jesus, after you have

suffered a while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you.'
1 Peter 5:10
Humbled together under God's mighty hand (read
5:5b7)

The apost le Peter turns from addressing specific
groups within the congregation to exhorting all
members to be submissive to each other. Just as
Christ Jesus prepared to wash His disciples' feet by
wearing a towel (In. 13:4), so too believers who
submit to onc another wear the garment of humility.
Peter supports his appeal by quoting Proverbs 3:34:
'God resists the proud, but gives grace to the
humble.' Notice that pride and humility are polar
opposites not only in human relationships. but first
of all in our relationship to God, and His to us! Our
attitude toward God determines our altitude toward
people.
Peter next urges his readers that. to avoid God's
resistance and to receive His grace, they must humble themselves under God's mighty hand. This is the
same mighty hand that delivered Israel from Egypt,
that delivered Old Testament saints from distress,
and that finally exalted His own Son. In our judgment Peter is describing God's mighty hand here not
as the source of suffering, but as the source of
deliverance. Recognizing God's sovereign providence
is the pathway to humility and thus to enjoying
God's grace in suffering. (Question 1)
So mighty is God's hand that believers may with
confidence turn over to Him all their worries:
'...casting all your care upon Him, for He cares for
you' (v. 7). The Lord summons suffering believers to
place the unbearable burden of all those anxieties
and uncertainties that accompany suffering  how
long will it last? how much will it cost? how much

t

will it hurt?  in His mighty hand. 'As soon as we
arc convinced that God cares for us, our minds are
easily composed to patience and humility' (Calvin).
This knowledge of divine providence leads not to
laziness, but to a quiet faith that is content to wait
upon the Lord for rescue.
Resisting together the devil's aggression (read 5:89)

At the same time, we must be realistic and responsible enough to know that hard work awaits
pilgrims who suffer for the faith . With short,
staccato imperatives Peter awakens us to this reality
and duty: 'Be sober, be vigilant.' Sobriety aims at
internal control, vigilance alerts us to an external
enemy.
Who is the enemy and what is he like?
First, he is the church's sworn opponent (the
'your' is plural), not her friendly companion. Second,
he's the devil, Satan, the prince of darkness. He is a
lifethreatening prowling lion whose aggressive
schemes make the world unsafe. After stalking his
prey he announces his ambush with a thundering
roar as he pounces on his victim. The flock of Jesus
Christ grazes in serious danger!
An of this describes what Peter recognizes as the
power behind the persecution and suffering of these
believing pilgrims. Behind the opposition of an antiChristian culture stands the devil, the great enemy
of God and of His people. Satan's savagery can take
your breath away. His roar can terrify you into cowardice. His teeth and claws can tear deeply and scar
permanently. Pilgrims who suffer among pagans are
really dealing with the devil himself.

But rather than take a detour to avoid confrontation with the devil, we are urged to resist him!
How? By standing fast in the faith: our feet must
have firm footing in the doctrines of faith, and our
hearts must be firmly grounded in the confidence
those doctrines afford. (Questions 2 and 3)
Moreover, this is a communal struggle, as Peter
indicates: ' ...knowing that the same sufferings are
experienced by the brotherhood in your world'
(v. 9b). Earlier the apostle had urged, 'Love the
brotherhood' (2:17). Here in this verse, most translations speak of 'your brotherhood in the world,' but a
beller rendering would be 'the brotherhood in your
world,' pointing to a particular regional community
of faith consisting of these congregations to whom
Peter is writing (van Houwelingen). These brothers
in Asia Minor live in their own world, so to speak,
familiar with the problems of persecution hcing
faced by believers throughout their region.
Often human suffering creates isolation. People
withdraw and become anxious about their private
welfare; victims of suffering tend to ignore others
around them in similar straits. But Christians aware
of the suffering of brothers and sisters arc cemented
together. Suffering persecution bonds believers into
a family! (Question 4)
Peifected together for God's glory (read 5:1O·} 1)

Peter concludes his exhortation by directing our
attention to God with a beautiful prayer and declaration of praise. Both mutual submission and communal resistance may rest in the assurancc of God's
perfecting work and aim at His glorious dominion.
This God is the 'God of all grace: a grace which
comes to fullest expression in the lives of the humble (5:5) who cast their cares on Him (5:7). For
them He is the source of all kinds of spiritual help.
This God once cal1ed or summoned Peter's
readers by means of the gospel out of darkness into
light and life. The destination of that summons was
'His eternal glory in Christ Jesus.' This divine calling
itself is the guarantee that these pilgrims will reach
that destination. The time of suffering is short; their
sorrow will be limited. Jesus Christ is not only their
example for suffering; He is also their Savior in
suffering  He sees to it that their pain leads to
glory.
Peter uses four verbs to describe God's design
with His children in their pilgrim suffering. He perfects them, in the sense of restoring them to their
original beauty and function. This restoration occurs

as God reinforces what is weak, supports what is
unstable, and establishes each one on the foundation
of Jesus Christ.
For all this work God alone deserves the honor
and praise. 'To Him be the glory and the dominion
forever and ever. Amen' (5:11). God's personal
radiance and power are the ground, guarantee and
goal of this restoration program.
With the certainty of 'Amen' Peter ends his
instruction and exhortation. What confidence and
courage persecuted pilgrims may enjoy! Nothing can
prevent God from finishing what He has begun,
which means: nothing can hinder these believers
from reaching their destination of eternal glory!
(Question 5)

Questions Jor Reflection and Reply
1. Imagine writing a letter to believers suffering
persecution today in Moslem countries. Put
1 Peter 5:67 in your own words as you write a
short paragraph to comfort these people.

2. James 4:7 says: 'Resist the devil and he will flee
from you.' Can we really run away from the
devil? If we try to run instead of resist, what are
we saying about God? About the reality of our
salvation? Mention some effective tools or techniques for resisting the devil.
3. According to Isaiah 31:4, Hosea 11:10 and Revelation 5:5, who is the other Lion active in the
world today, and what is this Lion doing?
4. Where in today's world is Christ's church suffering severe persecution? In view of increasing
persecution around the world, mention some
specific things the church of which you are a
member can do to equip herself to endure persecution.
5.

1 Peter 5:1011 is often read in connection with
public profession of faith. Is this really
appropriate, or is it too depressing for the
occasion? Explain why.

Lesson 16
1 Peter 5:12-14

A Benediction of Peace

Key Verse: 'Peace to you all who arc in Christ Jesus. Amen.'
I Peter 5:14b
Standing firm in grace (read 5:12)

Strengthened by greetings (read 5:13140)

A person '5 last words arc often memorable. It
pays to ponder them in terms of the life or, in this
case, the letter leading up to them. As we shall see,
these closing words of 1 Peter resonate with the
themes of the entire epistle.
Peter had written tbis brief letter with the help
of Silvanus (his Roman name) or Silas. Here is what
we know about him: Silas was a respected leader in
the Jerusalem church, introduced to us by Luke in
connection with the Jerusalem gathering recorded in
Acts 15. Silas was among those who brought the
Jerusalem decision to the various churches of Asia
Minor, explaining both the context and the details in
a trustworthy way. Silas also accompanied Paul on
the latter's second missionary journey through Asia
Minor, suffering hardships in Philippi, Thessalonica
and Berea. With Timothy Silas carried on the work
in that region after Paul went on to Macedonia.
These three missionaries met again in Corinth (Acts
18:5), where Paul and Silas labored for a year and a
half. It is not known how Silas met Peter and came
to be at his side in Babylon during the writing of this
epistle.
Silvanus enjoyed Peter's confidence, so that he
could serve as both courier and interpreter of this
letter as it was read in the churches.
With two words the apostle characterizes his
letter-writing method: exhorting (NIV: encouraging)
and testlfying. And here is his purpose: 'that this is
the true grace of God in which you stand.'
Throughout this letter the apostle had heen
emphasizing that God's grace is a daily reality for
pilgrims en route to glory. Divine grace provides
salvation in Christ here and now. Grace breeds courage to suffer for doing good and builds perseverance. In short, God's grace serves as a firm foundation on which to stand. Taking this stand on the
foundation of grace enables Peter's readers to resist
the devil, to honor their rulers and masters, and to
respect one another in marriage. (Question 1)

The most difficult question of interpretation in
these verses concerns the identity of 'she who is in
Babylon.' Some suggest this refers to Peter's wife,
but in view of his general formulation, this is
unlikely. Most interpreters take this to be a reference to the church in the place from which Peter is
writing. He conveys greetings from the church who
is 'coelect with you,' which brings us back to the
beginning of the epistle where Peter had addressed
his readers as 'elect pilgrims.' Moreover, there is no
reason to view the name 'Babylon' as a cryptic
reference to Rome, but we may understand it to
designate that region whose center was the ancient
city of Babylon, just outside the Roman empire,
where a large number of Jews had settled (Calvin).
In any case, the readers of 1 Peter could be
heartened by the greetings from another congregation sharing in suffering  and in divine strength
through coelection! Once again we learn that the
teaching of divine election is no rockingchair doctrine, but a great motivation to keep on walking the
pilgrim's path.
Peter also brings the greetings of his spiritual
son Mark, about whose relationship to the apostle
we learn more from church tradition than from
Scripture. It seems that Mark traveled frequently
with Peter and labored with him in teaching the
gospel. He worked alongside Paul and Barnabas
(Acts 13:25; 15:39), as well as on his own (Col.
4:10; Philem. 24). Believers throughout Asia Minor
who would hear Peter's letter read would have been
encouraged to receive the greeting of this devoted
servant of the gospel.
The readers not only receive greetings, but were
also to give greetings to each other with the kiss of
love. The kiss was an ancient Eastern greeting custom demonstrating a close family bond. This kiss of
love (Paul writes of greeting with a holy kiss) would
have been a warm expression of congregational
fellowship for those persecuted by a cold pagan
society! (Question 2)

The benediction olpeace (read 5:14b)

Whereas the apostle Paul often closed his letters
with reference to the grace of Christ Jesus, Peter
pronounces a blessing of peace upon suffering
pilgrims. This was the peace with which he hegan his
letter, a spiritual wholeness and integrity multiplied
to those 'clect according to the foreknowledge of
God the Father, in sanctification of the Spirit, for
obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus
Christ' (1 Pet. 1:2-3). Spiritual peacc is a product of
reconciliation with God and of a clear conscience.
Peace with God and with onc's self provides needed
protection when we face our persecutors.
(Question 3)
Peter's pronouncement is not for private
enjoyment, but addressed 'to you all who arc in
Christ Jesus.' Pilgrim believers live together. and they
live in Christ, permanently joined to Him in a relationship that determines their lifestyle and sets a
stamp on their character. This relationship creates
and seals the fellowship expressed in the kiss of
love, for the sure protcction and preservation of the
flock unto cternal glory. With this certainty Peter
ends: Amen! So be it!

•••
After he had dedicated his commentary on
1 Peter to Edward VI, king of England, John Calvin
summarized its contents with characteristic lucidity:
Peter's purpose in this Epistle is to exhort the
faithful to a denial and contempt of the world,
so that they may be free from carnal affections
and all earthly hindrances, and aspire with their
whole soul after the celestial kingdom of Christ,
and so that being lifted up by hope, supported
by patience, and fortified by courage and perseverance, they may overcome all kinds of temptations, and pursue this course and practice
throughout lifc.
Our theme for these studies has heen: Pilgrims

among pagans. With Calvin we have heard our heavenly Father urge us forward along the road to glory.
Through the forgiven and restored apostle Peter we
have seen our exalted Savior show us how to suffer.
Now we are called to bear the Spirit's glorious
fruit  love, joy, peace, iongsuffcring. kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, selfcontrol.
Through suffering persecution the fruit of a Godpleasing character will ripen for the day of harvest.

On that day, after the Judge has tenderly plucked
and polished our good works, He will award His ribbon of approval and receive us into His eternal
fellowship.
May this Triune God be glorified in our suffering, through Jesus Christ, to whom belong glory and
the dominion forever! (Question 4)

Questions for Reflection and Reply

1.

Read John 21:1519. Give several references
from the epistle of 1 Peter to illustrate that
Peter was fulfilling Jesus' commission to him
recorded in John 21.

2.

What would be an appropriate application of
1 Peter 5:14a today?

3.

When we face persecution, what protection do
peace with God and a clear conscience provide
us? Why is persecution a frightening experience
if we lack this peace and clear conscience?

4.

Write a few sentences summarizing the benefits
of suffering persecution.

document by denominational seminaries, books and articles by denominational seminary professors, Sunday
School materials and official documents from denominational headquarters. What the Bible says was not
necessarily what God says, the liberals told the church. Modem methods
of interpretation must be used in order to properly understand the meaning of Scripture. After all, modem
liberals said, the Bible is not a supernatural work; it is human, only human, nothing but human.
During the 60's, mainline Presbyterian conservatives also began to realize that the liberal, progressive view
of the Bible had affected the witness
and ministry of the church. The
church became vigorously involved
in the celebrated social causes of the
60's: the anti-Vietnam War movement, the civil rights movement, voting rights campaigns, Third World
liberation movements. Conservatives
complained that the primary role of
the church was the gospel and evangelism. Their cries fell on deaf ears:
social and political relevance was
"in"; evangelistic Bible-preaching and
missions were "out."
Ordination Denied
Conservatives were increasingly
marginalized, isolated and ignored.
Then, in 1975, they were persecuted.
Liberalism had gained sufficient hold
on the seminaries, presbyteries and
congregations that in 1975, a conservative and orthodox seminary graduate was denied ordination in the mainline Presbyterian church. Why was
this man denied ordination? Did he
fail seminary? No, he had virtually
all A's at a liberal, denominational
seminary. Did he profess heresy?
Well, not what one would call doctrinal heresy. He was guilty, in today's
vernacular, of being "politically incorrect." This conservative seminary
graduate respectfully refused to ordain women to the office of ruling
elder or pastor. He was not obnoxious about his position-he launched
no crusade on his own behalf. He
simply said that he did not believe
the Bible permitted women to be ordained as pastors or ruling elders, and
his conscience would not permit him
to participate in an action that he believed was contrary to Scripture. For
his
, he was refused ordinabody of the main-

line Presbyterian church-the General Assembly.
To put this case in perspective, we
need to review the history ofwomen's
ordination in the mainline Presbyterian church. In 1930, the Presbyterian Church in the United States of
America (PCUSA) permitted the ordination of women to the office of
ruling elder, allowing that those who
felt only men should be ordained to
the office of ruling elder should be
tolerated in the denomination. In
1956, the PCUSA extended the right
to ordination to women seeking the
pastoral office. Again , those who opposed women's ordination to the office of pastor were to be tolerated.
But in 1975, for the first time, a person Biblically opposed to women's
ordination was refused toleration.
Notice what the majority in the mainline Presbyterian church had accomplished: first, it gained admission to
the office of elder for women on the
grounds that tolerance for women in
office ought [0 be the mark of a modem, progressive church; second, it extended the office of pastor to women
one-quarter of a century later, again
on the grounds that pastoral ministry
for women oUght to be a mark of a
modem, progressive denomination.
Then, in 1975, it ruled that anyone
opposed to women's ordination was
not to be tolerated. Since 1975, no
persons opposed to women's ordination for Biblical reasons can be admitted to the ministry or eldership of
the mainline Presbyterian church.
How fickle liberalism is; or should I
say how intolerant liberalism is! It
shouts inclusivism and pluralism,
while excluding and barring conservatives.
Mandatory Women Elders
After 1975, the mainline Presbyterian church declared that agreement
with the ordination of women to the
office of ruling elder and pastor was
essential to Presbyterianism. If you
did not agree with women's ordination, you could not be ordained an
officer in £he mainline Presbyterian
church. But the story is not over. In
1978 , the mainline Presbyterian
church passed a rule that every congregation in the denomination was
required to have women on its session (equivalent of an elder board in
Christian Reformed polity). This was,
in essence, a quota system based on

gender. Congregations which refused
or failed to elect women to the eldership were summoned before commissions of the Presbytery (equivalent of
a Classis in Christian Reformed polity) and instructed to correct this alleged inequity. In other words, liberalism moved from peacefol coexistence to
oppression and intolerance of those who
disagreed with women's ordination. Once

the position was in place, the denomination moved more and more to enforce compliance with women's ordination. In less than fifty years, the
historic Reformed position-the Biblical position-of male headship in
ruling office was repudiated and those
who maintained that Reformed and
Biblical position were barred from office in the denomination. How quickly
things change!
The matter of women's ordination
was only one piece ofthe liberal mainline PreSbyterian church's agenda to
bring the denomination into the mainstream of contemporary culture. Liberalism, having jettisoned any final
authority in the Word of God, now
began to adjust the denomination to
the prevailing mood of the time.
Abortion
In 1970, the mainline Presbyterian
church declared that it was the inalienable right of every woman to
choose an abortion. Again, liberalism denies that the Bible speaks with
any fmality on the matter of fetal life.
Hence the elevation of personal choice
above fetal rights was declared the
Word ofGod for our times. The General Assembly of the mainline Presbyterian church has repeatedly affirmed the pro-choice, pro-abortion
position of the denomination. Every
challenge from pro-life members of
the denomination has been denied
with a ringing reaffirmation of the
1973 US Supreme Court decision, Roe
versus Wade.
Homosexuality
Again in 1970, the mainline Presbyterian church released a report
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called "Sexuality and the Human
Community." In that document, commended to every congregation for
study, the legitimacy and acceptance
of the homosexual lifestyle was
strongly suggested. Three years later,
the Presbyterian Gay Caucus was organized. Primarily a group ofgay and
lesbian Presbyterian pastors and lay
persons, the Presbyterian Gay Caucus was organized to provide education and illumination on the gay and
lesbian lifestyle in order to move the
denomination towards acceptance
and approval. In 1976, the General Assembly of the church ruled
that while the ordination of practicing homosexuals was "injudicious," nevertheless the denomination should study the issue for
two years so that in 1978 the General
Assembly could provide definitive
guidance on the matter. In 1978, the
General Assembly met in San Diego
and voted to reject the ordination of
practicing homosexuals by a vote of
600 to 50 (a margin of 12 to 1 against).
But while refusing homosexuals ordination, the General Assembly did declare that they were to be tolerated as
members of local congregations. In
other words, the denomination could
have practicing gay members, but not
practicing gay ministers-surely an
explicit contradiction. In 1979, the
Presbyterian Gay Caucus took a new
name-Presbyterians for Gay Concerns. The organization was also
granted recognition by the General
Assembly as an unofficial, but approved organization within the mainline Presbyterian chwch (a so-called
"chapter 28" organization). This recognition meant that the Presbyterians for Gay Concerns would have
access to all Presbyterian congregations for purposes of disseminating
its educational and informational
materials. By a process of careful
gradualism, the Gay Concerns organization was gaining acceptance
within the denomination.
Human Sexuality

In 199 1, the mainline Presbyterian
task force on sexuality produced a
document called "Keeping Body and
Soul Together: Sexuality. Spirituality.
and Social Justice." In this document,
the task force gave approval to pre·
marital, extramarital and homosexual
sex. Argued the task force, to deny
that such acts were "loving" was to

be guilty of: patriarchal oppression
(in the case of those who objected to
lesbian sex); heterosexism (in the case
of those who disapproved of homosexual sex); gender oppression (in the
case of persons who disapproved of
gay and lesbian sex); and sexual oppression (in the case of persons who
disapproved of premarital and extramarital sexual intercourse). To insist
on sexual abstinence before marriage
was sexual discrimination, said the
task force. To insist on sexual faith-

'- '""Sai(f ihe reP0rt,cu{tunir
changes./iifce.the Bible to speak
in ,flc new way."
fulness after marriage was sexual injustice. To insist on heterosexual sex
only within the marriage bond was
sexual oppression.
Recent Developments

While the 1991 General Assembly
of the mainline Presbyterian chwch
rejected this report in Baltimore,
Maryland, the next stage of the liberated sexual agenda was underway. In
1992, practicing lesbian Jane Spahr
was nominated as the pastor of the
Downtown United PreSbyterian
ChwchofRochester, New York. She
was supported by numerous ministers, ruling elders and lay persons in
the Presbytery and throughout the
denomination. The Moderator of the
General Assembly even stumped the
country in her defense. These pro·
gressively-minded persons called
themselves "More Lights" advertising that they sought more light on the
practice ofthe gay and lesbian lifestyle
than was provided in the Bible, the
confessions of the church or the law
of nature. Ms. Spahr's nomination
was denied by the General Assembly, but once again the liberals had
convulsed the denomination with a
consciousness·raising issue.
This past summer, at Orlando,
Florida, the General Assembly of the
mainline Presbyterian church once
again rejected the ordination of practicing homosexuals to the eldership
and pastorate. The vote: 396--155. In
fifteen years, the homosexual lobby
had gained 100 votes; those who opposed the ordination of homosexuals
had lost 200 votes. The margin of
opposition to the ordination of ho·

mosexuals had gone from 92% (1978)
to 72% (1993). The margin of support had increased from 8% (1978) to
28% (1993).
As the older, traditional members

of the church die; as the seminaries
graduate more men and women properly sensitized to the homosexual
cause; as waves of educational infor·
mation pour into the living rooms and
studies of the denomination, the
chwch will gain the proper, culturally conditioned sensitivity to gay and
lesbian members. Eventually, the
mainline liberal Presbyterian
church will ordain homosexuals
to the office of pastor and ruling
elder. It must- progress demands
it! No authority- not even the
Bible-forbids it!
All oftbis progressive liberalism has
been supported and inspired by the
foundational document 1 mentioned
earlier-the Confession of 1967. C·
67 was a summary of the prevailing
theology of the mainline liberal Presbyterian church in the 60's. C-67 continued the liberal tradition of the
broadening church from the late 19th
century and the modernist-liberal triumphs of the 1920's and 1930's. In
true progressive fashion, C-67 captured and documented the liberal, en·
lightened spirit of the mainline Presbyterian chwch. The Confession of
1967 defined the Bible as "the words
of men, conditioned by the language,
thought forms, and literary fashions
of the places and times at which they
were written." This statement is a perfect, modernist summary of the liberal view of Scripture. The emphasis
is upon the human dimension, not
the divine inspiration of the Word of
God. Notice that the Bible is
contextualized-that is, subject to the
prevailing views of the time in which
it was written. As the context of culture changes, so the Word of God
must change to accommodate the new
prevailing conditions. thought forms
and literary fashions of the new time
and place. If the prevailing view of
homosexuality changes, the Word of
God changes to accommodate the
new cultural context. If the prevailing view of abortion or women's ordination changes, the Word of God
obligingly changes to accommodate
the cultural shift. With a liberal view
of the Word of God, a view promoted
by seminary professors, seminarians,
pastors and progressively-minded lay

persons, it was inevitable that liberal
positions on abortion, human sexuality in general and homosexuality in
particular, women's ordination, even
social and political issues would dominate the agenda of the mainline Presbyterian church .

Speaking Truth
to Power

Cost ofLiberaIism

But there was a price to pay. From
1966, when the Confession of 1967
was nrst presented to the General Assembly, to December 1992, the mainline Presbyterian church (North and
South) lost 1,469,359 members. Total membership plummeted from
4,249,765 to 2,780,406. Please note
that in every one of those 26 years
between 1966 and 1992, the decline
was steady. In not one of those years
was there an increase in membership.
During the same period, the denomination lost t ,548 congregations. Now,
notice this statistic. During that period of membership and congregational decline, 3,500 ministers were
added to the rolls. The trend is clear:
loss of members, loss of churches, increase in professional clergy. Mainline Presbyterianism is a bureaucracy-an ecclesiastical bureaucracy-an increasingly top-heavy or
hierarchical denomination whose professional clergy see themselves as an
elite body destined to steer the church
into greater and more radical liberalism.
Liberalism has practical consequences. Mark it down. When liberalism reduces the Bible to the mere
words of man, it reduces the numbers
in the church. In 1993, it is not the
liberal churches that are growing; it is
the Bible-believing (mostly Pentecostal) churches which are piling up the
numbers. There is a correlation between your view ofthe Bible and your
membership statistics. Church history
demonstrates that when liberalism
comes, people vote with their feet!
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Cal Thomas

A

t a National Prayer Breakfast in Washington, February 3, Mother Teresa of
Calcutta delivered the most startling
and bold proclamation of truth to
power I have heard in my more than
30 professional years in Washington.
Before an audience of 3,000 - that
included the President and his wife,
the Vice President and his wife and
congressional leaders, among others
- the 83 year-old nun, who is physically frail but spiritually and rhetorically powerful, delivered an address
that cut to the heart of the social ills
affiicting America. She said that
America, once known for generosity
to the world, has become selfish. And
she said that the greatest proof of the
selfishness is abortion .
Tying abortion to growing violence
and murder in the streets, she said,
"If we accept that a mother can kill
even her own child, how can we tell
other people not to kiU each other?
... Any country that accepts abortion
is not teaChing its people to love, but
to use any violence to get what they
want."
At that line, most of those in attendance erupted in a standing ovation,
something that rarely occurs at these
sedate events. At that moment, President Clinton quickly reached for his
water glass, and Mrs. Clinton and
Vice President and Mrs. Gore stared
without expression at Mother Teresa.
They did not applaud. It was clearly
an uncomfortable moment on the
dais.
She then delivered the knockout
punch: "Many people are very very
concerned with children in India , with
the children of Africa where quite a
few die of hunger, and so on. Many
people are also concerned about all
the violence in this great country of
the United States. These concerns

are very good. But often these same
people are not concerned with the
millions who are being killed by the
deliberate decision oftheir own mothers. And this is what is the greatest
destroyer of peace today - abortion,
which brings people to such blindness. "
What? Abortion destroys peace and
causes blindness toward the sick, the
hungry and the naked? Abortion leads
to wars between nations? Of course it
does, if life is regarded so lightly and
its disposal becomes so trivial, so clinical and so easy. Why should people
or nations regard human life as noble
or dignified if abortion flourishes?
Why agonize about indiscriminate
death in Bosnia when babies are being killed far more efficiently and out
of the sight of television cameras?
Mother Teresa delivered her address without rhetorical flourishes.
She never raised her voice or pounded
the lectern. Her power was in her
words and the selfless life she has led.
Even President Clinton, in his remarks that followed, acknowledged
she was beyond criticism because of
the life she has lived in service to
others.
At the end, she pleaded for pregnant women who don't want their
children to give them to her: "I am
willing to accept any child who would
be aborted and to give that child to a
mamed couple who will love the child
and be loved by the child." She said
she has placed over 3,000 children in
adoptive homes from her Calcutta
headquarters alone. She has answered
the question, "Who will care for all
of these babies if abortion is again
outlawed?" Now the question is
whether a woman contemplating
abortion wishes to be selfish or selfless, to take life or to give life .
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But She Shall
Be Saved Through
the Childbearing
Venema
The following study of 1 Timothy 2:15
interrupts my sen'es ofarticles on the "Bible
and the Future." I am writing on this
subject for two reasons. First, many proponents of the ordination of women to
church office appeal to the apparent obscurity ofthis verse to prove that 1 Timothy 2:11-15 is a notoriously dijJicult passage to interpret.

If we don't know what

this verse means-so the argument usually runs-then how can we be sure we
know what the preceding verses mean?
Second, I want to honor my mother and

other godly mothers whose lives confirm
the teaching of this verse. Though these
things continue to be hidden from the
"wise" of this world, God gives us in this
verse striking testimony to the honor and

dignity ofbeing a mother in the church of
Jesus Christ. Soli Deo Gloria!
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ne of the troubling features
of contemporary debates
about the interpretation of
Scripture, and in particular the interpretation of I Timothy 2: 11-15, is the
frequency with which participants label the biblical texts unclear. Because
the text is allegedly unclear, or liable
to different readings , we may safely
conclude that it has no direct bearing
upon us. An unclear text is, ofcourse,
a text that cannot function as an infallible rule for our faith and practice.
As a result, many members of the
church who have been following discussions of various issues in the
church have been deprived of their
confidence in the text of Scripture,
that it provides the people of God
clear direction and insbUction in the
midst of the confusion of the present
day.
There is perhaps no more striking
instance of this than the way references are often made to I Timothy
2: 15. I cannot begin to recite the
number of occasions on which I have
heard advocates of the ordination of

chapter, the subject of the respective
calling and role ofmen and women within
the household offaith, the church ofJesus
Christ. In verses 12-14, the immediate context for the remarkable statement of verse 15, the apostle Paul has
prohibited a woman from teaching
and exercising authority over a man .
There is a kind ofteaching and exercise
ofauthon'ty which is forbidden to her
within the life and ministry of the
church. This prohibition is grounded
upon two unchanging factors: the priority of Adam over Eve in creation
(verse 13, appealing to Genesis 2),
and the circumstance of the fall into
sin in which Eve was deceived when
she succumbed to the serpent's temptation (verse 14, appealing to Genesis
3). The affumation of verse 15 continues to address the question ofthe role of
the woman, but now in a positive way, in
terms ofan affirmation raJher than a prohibition.
This calls to our attention a second
feature in the text which has been
generally acknowledged in the history ofthe church. Whatever the positive meaning of the apostle Paul's
statement in 1 Timothy 2: 15, it is intended to be set in contrast with the prohibition of verse J2. The second word
of verse 15 is a disjunction, translated
appropriately in English as "but." The
relationship then, of verse 15 to the
verses which precede it, is contrastive.
The apostle Paul is, in effect, saying,
"not this ... but this," when it comes

women, for example, refer to this
verse as an obviously obscure and
mystifying text. Why, they ask,
should we be so confident that we
know what I Timothy 2 is teaching,
when it concludes with a verse like
this which no one can claim to understand? Perhaps there are aspects
of this text and chapter 2 that are
simply incapable of being seen
through. Therefore, we should simply admit that the chapter as a whole
is obscure and move to more clear
passages in Scripture (say, Galatians
3:28) to detennine what the Bible
teaches about the roles of men and
women.
Interestingly, seldom do those who
refer in this way to 1 Timothy 2: 15
bother to take a closer look. It is
simply assumed that this text is so obscure that it will not repay closer scrutiny. Trying to interpret this verse
will only land you in a labyrinth, like
the fly that becomes entrapped in the spider's net.
."One ofthe troublingfoatures ..
The harder you try to extricate yourself, the more enofcontempomry debates
tangled you will become in
."is the[requtWcy With which ,
its web.
Though I am convinced
participants label the
.
that the interpretation of 1
biblical texts uncle.ar. "
Timothy 2: 11 -14 does not depend upon the interpretation of verse J5,
to the subject of the peculiar calling
the teaching of this verse does illuand role of the woman within the
mine the verses which precede it.
household of faith. Verse 15 means,
Read within its immediate context,
accordingly, to give positive expresverse 15 does not prove, upon closer
sion to the calling in which a woman
examination, to be that obscure.
of faith has her peculiar glory and
honor.
Though there is general consensus
THREE TRADmONAL
on these two points- that the text adREADINGS
dresses the issue of the believing
woman's calling and draws a conIn the history of the Christian
trast with the preceding verses-this
church, there has been a general conconsensus breaks down when it comes
sensus that I Timothy 2:15 is adto the interpretation of the positive
dressed to the general subject that has
declaration of verse 15. What does it
the apostle Paul's attention in this
mean to say, "But (she) shall be saved

through the child-bearing, if they continue in faith and love and sanctity
with sobriety"? Historically, there
have been three predominant readings of this verse.
An affirmation that the "curse ll
will be alleviated

The fust reading of this verse takes
itto be an affumation that the "curse"
pronounced upon the woman in Genesis 3: 16 will be alleviated. Despite
the "birth pangs" with which God
cursed Eve after the fall into sin, she
"will be kept safe" or "be preserved"
through the experience of childbirth .
This reading proceeds from the context in which explicit reference has
been made to Eve's being deceived.
This deception became the occasion
for God's pronouncement ofthe curse
upon her, a curse that is now said to
be diminished by God's gracious preservation of her through the bearing of
children. Typically, those who read
1 Timothy 2: 15 in this way take it to
be a promise applicable to Eve and
believing women who exhibit the
qualities mentioned at the closing of
the verse ("if they continue in faith
and love and sa nctity with sobriety").
They also point out that, though the
verb used means "saved" and is the
common verb in the New Testament
for the fullness of salvation, it can
also mean "to be kept safe" or "to be
rescued from a circumstance of distress or peril. "I
There are several serious difficulties with this reading of I Timothy
2:15. The word used in this text which
is usually translated "the child-bearing" or "the bearing of children" does
not simply refer to the act of giving
birth. It is an expression which, by
synecdoche, taking the part for the
whole, refers to the whole complex of
activities related to the bearing and
nurturing of children. Though it refers explicitly to the act of child-bearing, this aspect of motherhood stands
for the whole complex of tasks associated with being a mother. This is
confumed by the use ofthe same word
in verbal fonn in I Timothy 5:14
where the apostle Paul encourages
young women to many and to "bear
children." Another difficulty with this
reading is its incompatibility with the
conditional clause with which the
verse concludes. It is difficult, if not
impossible, to see how continuing in

faith and love and sanctity would enable a godly woman to be "kept safe"
in the limited circumstance of giving
birth. This also suggests a further
difficulty with this reading: is it plausible that the apostle would use the
verb "to save," only to refer to something so limited as the preservation of
a woman's health in child-birth?2
For these reasons, this reading of
1 Timothy 2:15 is rather implausible
and has few adherents.

However intriguing this reading of
1 Timothy 2:15 maybe, it shipwrecks
on a number of exegetical rocks more
imposing than those which stand
against the previous reading. First,
as we have already noted, the verb
"to save," does not always have to
refer to the fullness of salvation in the
usual sense in which it is used in the
New Testament. In 1 Timothy 4: 10

An affirmation of Eve's role
as the mother of Christ

A second reading of this verse, one
which has few adherents today but
which has been advocated throughout the history of the church, takes it
to be a reference to the role of Eve as
the mother of the seed of promise,
the Christ. According to this reading, Eve (and all faithful women) finds
her salvation in giving birth to the
Savior. Though this reading is intriguing, few defend it today. How,
then, have its advocates defended it
historically?
Defenders of this reading of the
verse begin by stressing the fact that
the verb "to save," should be taken in
its most common sense in the New
Testament. There is no reason to
take this verb to mean anything other
than "to be saved" in the full biblical
sense of salvation. The conditional
clause at the end of the verse only
reinforces the strength of this verb
when it speaks of the virtues exhibited by believing women. Furthermore, the expression "through the
child-bearing" should be translated
"on account of the Child-birth." The
preposition used can mean either
"through" or "on account of." Here
it means "on account of" because it
explains the means by which the
woman is saved. The noun, "the
child-bearing" also has a definite article, referring not [ 0 all births in general but to the birth of the child of
promise. Since the context refers to
Eve and her temptation, recounted
in Genesis 3, it is only proper that
the affumation of verse 15 be taken
to refer to the role Eve and believing women should play in giving
birth to the Savior. Her salvation
and the salvation of all believing
women, comes through the birth
ofthe promised Savior.

the apostle Paul uses the word in its
noun fonn ("God who is the Savior of
all men, especially of believers") to
refer to God's presezvation and care
over all men, even those unbelievers
who are not saved. In the New Testament there are several instances
where this verb is used to refer to a
general circumstance of health, well·
being or blessedness, but not to the
fullness of salvation (Matt. 14:30;
27:40,42,49; James 5: 15). Second,
the use of the definite article in
the expres-
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sion, "the child-bearing" does not justify taking it as a designation of a
single child-birth. The defmite article
only reinforces the general sense of
the expression, used, as we noted
above, to refer to the whole complex
of tasks associated with the bearing
and nurturing of children. Third, the
only other instance of the use of this
tenn for "child-bearing" (in I Timothy 5: 14) describes the general task of
bearing and rearing children, not the
specific act of giving birth. Were the
apostle Paul referring with this expression to the birth of the Christ, he
would be using a most unusual, obscure and unparalleled fonn of expression. And fourth, it is inconsistent with the teaching of Scripture
generally (and the teaching of I Tim.
2:5-6, in the immediate context) to
say that women, but not men, find
their salvation through giving birth to
the Savior!
This reading therefore, does not
stand up to closer scrutiny.
An affirmation of the peculiar
honor of child-bearing

The third, and most common, reading of 1 Timothy 2: 15 takes it as a
resounding affinnation of the peculiar honor of a woman's bearing and
nurturing of children. Read in the
context of 1 Timothy 2: 15, this verse
contrasts the unhappy circumstance
ofEve's being deceived when she took
the lead and listened to the tempting
words of the serpent, with her (and
other believing women's) happy circumstance in bearing and nurturing
children.
There are a number of textual considerations which support this reading of 1 Timothy 2: 15.

First, this reading fits well with the
context. After prohibiting a woman
from teaching and exercising authority over a man in verse 12, and after
describing the circumstance of Eve's
being deceived in verse 14, it is not
surprising that the apostle Paul should
positively affrrm a woman's peculiar
honor in the calling to bear and nurture her children. This fits the context not only, but also explains the
disjunctive "but" at the beginning of
the verse. An appropriate paraphrasing of this contrast might read:
"Whereas I do not pennit a woman
to teach and to have authority over a
man, and whereas the initiative and
independent acting of Eve in the face
of the serpent's temptation brought
ruin and the curse, herein lies the peculiar calling of a woman, that she
bear and nurture children within the
context ofa steadfast faithfulness, love
and sanctity with all sobriety."
Second, this reading legitimately
translates "to save," in its most basic
meaning. Though it does not say
that a woman fmds her eternal salvation in the bearing and nurturing of
children, it does say that her "blessedness," "safety" and "preservation
from danger" resides in the fulfillment
of her calling as a mother. It is impossible that "to save" in this verse
means salvation in the full sense of
eternal salvation. This would not only
contradict the teaching of 1 Timothy
2:5-6 and a host of other New Testament passages that teach one way of
salvation for men and women of faith
alike, but it would also exclude single or
childless women from the hope of salvation/ However, it is perfectly consistent with the basic meaning of the
verb "to save" and its use in several
New Testament passages already
mentioned above, to take it to refer to

the way in which a woman of faith
will find her blessedness and safety.
Nowhere will her blessedness and
safety be more obviously experienced
than in the fulfillment of her calling
in creation to bear and nurture her
children.
Third, this reading does justice to
the most obvious meaning of the expression, "the child-bearing." As has
already been pointed out, this expression, taking the part for the whole
(synecdoche), refers to the whole sphere
and orbit of things pertaining to the
calling of a mother. It refers not only
to the bearing of children, but to the
care , nurture and upbringing of those
children in the Lord. Within this
spbere and its faithful discharge, a
godly woman will find her blessedness and realize ber dignity before
God and all other creatures. This
honor and task is hers, and it bespeaks
an honor and glory as great as that given
to any creature.
Fourth, this reading is confirmed
by the conditional clause at the close
of this verse. Clearly, this verse does
not affrrm the honor of child-bearing
in a narrowly defined sense. It refers
rather to the whole conduct and demeanor of those Christian women
who, by continuing steadfastly in
"faith and love and sanctity with sobriety," experience the grace of bearing and nurturing their children in
the Lord. Verse 15 ends for example,
with a word which earlier appears in
verse 9 of the same chapter. It is a
word which describes the quiet demeanor and conduct of a godly
woman who does not seek to take the
initiative in teaching and exercising
authority in the context ofpublic worship.
In addition to these considerations,
it is also interesting to observe that in
1 Timothy 4:3 the apostle Paul refers
to those who "forbid marriage and
advocate abstaining from foods."
Apparently, there were among the
churches in Ephesus some who were
diminis hing the importance and
honor of marriage, with all that accompanies it. Whatever their motives, it may well be that the apostle
Paul's affirmation of marriage and
motherhood in 1 Timothy 2:15 is
aimed against these false teachers who
were belittling the importance of marriage and family, and calling the
women of Ephesus to other tasks regarded as of greater value.

AWARNING AGAINST

MISUNDERSTANDING

I have taken the trouble to identify
these three readings of 1 Timothy
2:15 , together with their corresponding arguments, in order to show that
the meaning of this verse is not so
difficult to ascertain. Though there
have been and continue to be some
who advocate either the first or the
second reading of this verse, the predominant reading in the past and the
present is the third. The considerations which I have mentioned are ,
in my judgment, sufficiently weighty
to confirm its validity. Within the
immediate context of 1 Timothy 2,
verse t 5 provides us as striking an
affumation of the honor and dignity
of bearing and nurturing children as
any in the Scriptures.
Before concluding our study of this
verse, however, I want to warn against

some misunderstandings.
Because this verse so strongly affirms the blessedness and value of a
godly woman's calling to bear and
care for her children, some might
draw the conclusion that being single
or childless as a Christian woman diminishes her standing or restricts her opportunities for service within the fellowship of
the household offaith. This does not

necessarily follow from this reading
of 1 Timothy 2:15. It might follow
were the text to teach that salvation
in the full sense comes to a woman
only through childbearing. But this
is not what 1 Timothy 2: 15 teaches.
It teaches that there is no greater
sphere of blessedness or honor than
in the calling to bear and nurture children. But this does not mean that
there are not additional and alternative avenues of service for Christian
women within the fellowship of the
church.
The apostle Paul, for example,
clearly teaches in 1 Corinthians 7:78
that there is a real advantage in remaining single so far as one's devotion and attention to the work of the

Lord is concerned. Being single,
whether as a man or a woman, is a
"gift" that oUght to be cherished and
wisely used in the seeking first of the
kingdom of God and its righteousness ( I Cor. 7:7). There is nothing in
1 Timothy 2: 15 that needs to be seen
as in tension with this teaching. The
only occasion for conflict would arise
were one to argue without warrant
that the respective affinnations of the
gift of singleness in 1 Corinthians 7
or the honor ofmotherhood in I Timothy 2: 15 were incompatible.
Furthermore, we know from the
New Testament that women who belonged to the household offaith served
the Lord in a diversity ofways. They
were by no means limited in the exercise of their Godgiven gifts to the
calling of bearing and nurturing children. It is undeniable that Christ gave
a prominent place to women as well
as men in His ministry. Women were
among the first to report the news of
Christ's resurrection (Matt. 28:7,10).
The Spirit of Pentecost falls upon men
and women alike (Acts 2:2832). Men
and women are equally "on e in
Christ" (Gal. 3:28). Women played
an important role in the early life of
the church , serving as "coworkers"
with the apostle (Romans 16:1,3).3
The afflrmation of 1 Timothy 2:15
does not comprom ise or diminish
these diverse forms ofservice
o f godly women in the
church.
The affirmation of this
verse does not diminish the
gift of singleness, the diversity of opportunities for service afforded to women in
the household of faith, or
even the fulfillment and worth of a
married woman to whom the Lord
has not given children. Indeed , in
appealing to this verse and its affirmation about the honor of being a
mother in the church of Jesus Christ,
we need to be much more sensitive
than has often been the case [Q the
callings of those women who are
single or without ch ildren in the
household of faith. We need to do
greater justice to the diverse ways in
which women of faith may labor in
the church of Jesus Christ.
Notwithstanding these cautions,
however, there is no other conclusion
to be drawn than that I Timothy 2: 15
resoundingly trumpets the peculiar

dignity of a godly woman's calling as
a mother. Though it may sound to
our "modem" ears rather quaint or
even unacceptable at first hearing,.(
this verse has been given to the church
through Christ's apostle to remind us
of something we are apt to forget: no
privilege or calling on earth is greater
or more acceptable to God our Savior than to be a believing mother in
the household of faith. No greater
stimulus could be given us, as sons
and daughters of godly mothers, "to
rise up and bless" them (Proverbs
31:28), than that given in 1 Timothy
2:15.

FOOTNOTES
1. This view is suggested by the NASB trans·
lation, "preserved through the bearing of
children," and also by Moffat's translation,
"get safely through c hildbrt
.~
It is cer·
tainly true, as I will note in the following,
that the verb to save," does have the root
meaning of "to be kept safe" or "to be preserved from danger." This is also true in
common English usage: "to save" a drown·
ing person means to rescue him from his
particular distress, not to grant him eternal
salvation.
2. I might also add that thisaffinnation would
not be true; all godly women have not been
kept safe in this sense through child·birth.
3. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of
Nonnan Shepherd's booklet, W o~n
in the
Suviaoj'ChriSl(South Holland, IL; Cottage
Grove CRC, 1992), for a good treatment of
the Bible's positive teaching regarding the
service of women. Shepherd does what
many opponents of the ordination of
women, including myself, have not often
done, and that is treat the ways in which
women may legitimately serve the Lord
with the diversi ty of gins He bestows.
4. In a culture in which fem inism's most pub·
lic goal is what is euphemisticall y called
"reproductive choice," the teaching of this
verse is a sharp reminder of the antithesis.
What to many in our culture is the highest
expression offreedom, is to the believer the
most horrible fonn of tyranny , Ihe slaughter
ofchildren in their mother's wombs! Toour
shame as believers, we have often been
unwilling to echo the teachingof l Timothy
2: 15 for fea r tha! we be thought unenlight.
ened.
M

Dr. Venema, editor of this department,
teaches Doctn'nal Studies at Mid-America
R efonned Seminary in Orange City, lA.
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he Belgic Confession, one of the
creeds of the church of which
I am a pastor, says that you
can identify a true church (a Biblical
church as opposed to one contrary to
God's Word and God's purpose) by
looking for certain evidences, certain
qualifying marks. All of them boil
down of course, to the Bible. (A true

church lives according to God's
Word .) The Belgic Confession breaks
down the marks into three: 1) the
Word is purely preached; 2) the sacraments are properly administered;
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and 3) church discipline is administered in punishing of sin. I'd like to
spend the next three articles examining the role of elders and deacons in
regard to each of these marks.
Thefirst mark or evidence ofa Biblically vital church is that it is a church
that preaches God's Word faithfully.
Now that means several things in a
very objective sense. Clearly, faithful
preaching means that the content of
the preaching is fa ithful to the content
of the Scriptures. Again, faithful
preaching means that the structure or
format of the preaching reflects the
actual text of Scripture , so that God's
people learn the Biblical basis for the
instruction and exhortation. Finally,
faithful preaching requires that the
purpose of the preaching be consistent
with the purpose ofthe Scriptural text.
(You may have heard the old yam
about the dangers ofreading the Bible
o ut-of-context? The preacher announced his texts for the morning:
"Judas went out and hanged himself'
and "Go, do thou likewise." With a
book as large as the Bible, you can
almost make it say anything you want
it to say!)
But, having said all that, I have
really only said some things about
preaching in a generic sort of way. I
have not addressed those men whom
God has given the church as over-

seers (a nd that means oversight also
over the preaching), about their responsibilities in this matter. And
that's necessary, since most elders
have a vague sense in their bellies
that they ought to be involved in some
way in maintaining good preaching
in their church, but really are hesitant
to talk to the preacher about it (after
all, he's been through seminary!). I
want to challenge the elders of the
church to get serious about improving and maintaining fai thful preaching of the Word in the local church .

You CAN AND YOU MUST!
The starting point is really nothing
more than a word of encouragement;
good elders already know good
preaching when they hear it, probably better than preachers do. After
all, they have heard far more sermons
than most preachers ever do, and they
have learned what communicates effective ly. T hey also know w hat
doesn't. So, don't be intimidated by
the duty to listen critically to a man
who is "professionally trained." You
are competent to do the work; and
Acts 20 and 1 Timothy 3 lay upon
you the duty of such oversight. Besides, preachers can't always be
trusted to be objective. They have a
vested interest in defending their efforts. I've told my wife on many
occasions, that I truly want to hear
her reactions to my sermons. But I
have also told her not to give me those
reactions until Tuesday, lest I get
overly defensive and bite her head

om

EVALUATING SERMONS
So often, sermon evaluations become long, laborious and overly technical. I am reminded of the sermon

evaluation of a young man being examined for ordination. The evaluation was given by several preachers.
They read their written manuscript,
impressing all present with their expertise and oratory. One old elder
brought it all down to earth with a
simple question, directed to the "experts": "I don't know w hat you just
said. I just want to know, did he
preach the text?"
Right on! That's the bottom line
isn't it? When all is said and done, it
is not the oratory, the stylistic flourishes, even the liturgical sensitivity of
the preacher that matters. It is whether
or not he opened up the text of the
Bible. Always remember that great
speeches have been given from pulpits. That doesn't make them sermons.
And, the old elder made another
point with his question, one that he

faithful preach
;''''''nn< that the conthe preaching is
to the content of
Scriptures. II
probably didn't even intend. Good
preaching communicates simply, so
that everyone understands just what
was said. If, after hearing a sermon,
you're not sure of the point, you have
a problem! If the elders of the church
don't get the point, the members
won 't, the babes in Christ won't, and
the unconverted certainly won't.
Simple and effective communication
might not impress the scho larly
among us, but it will most certainly
gratify the people of God. Elders will
do well to remember what preachers
ought never to forget: the 3 AM text!
If your wife pokes you in the ribs on
Sunday morning at 3:00 AM and asks,
"Quick, in one sentence, wha[ is the
point of your sermon this morning?"
you had better be able [0 tell her!

COMMUNICATING
YOUR EVALUATION
But, having chall enged you to
evaluate both the "opening up of the
text" and the effectiveness ofthe communication, you may be wondering

how you get all this across to your
preacher. There are several ways.
Some churches have a committee of
several elders who meet regularly with
the preaching pastor, and who discuss, among other things, the effectiveness of his preaching and teaching. Some pastors actively seek official input at elder's meetings. One
brave pastor I know circulated an extensive form among all elders seeking
comprehensive input about his sermonic style, application, textual faithfulness, etc. The feedback generated
a renewed commitment to the priority of sennon preparation in his minisay. Praise God!
Which method works best in your
church? I don't know. Any of the
above can be effective if the elders are
honest. I will say however, that if
your church has never made such
evaluation a part of the official elders' meetings, it might be a bit threatening to dump it on the pastor without discussing the process first. Let
him know your commitment is to the
health of the church, and toward the
preserving and improving of all that
advances that health. Perhaps begin
with a committee of2 or 3 elders who
meet privately with him every quarter. But do the work!

TIlE ELDERS AND SERMON

PLANNING
In addition to evaluating the
preacher's sermons, elders can play
an important part in planning for the
preaching minisay of the church. After all , elders are charged with spiritual oversight and with the defense of
the flock. They should know full well
what the major issues are that should
be addressed in the pulpit.
An example might help. I usually
plan my preaching schedule several
months in advance. Recently, I submitted to the elders a plan for several
series of sermons I wanted to develop
and preach. The plan aimed at laying a strong Biblical foundation for
the Christian home, something we
had previously agreed was urgent in
our extremely youthful congregation.
I would preach one series on Biblical
marriage, another on Biblical stewardship and giving, and a third on
Biblical principles for nurturing children in Christ. Didn't take long after

distributing the plan before one of the
elders observed that there was nothing in the series addressed to the
unique needs of the Christian homes
of single people! And we have a growing number of them here in North
Dallas. He was right, and the plan
was amended.
Perhaps you don't share such plans
in your elders meetings. This might
encourage you to begin. Even if you
don't, the elders of the church must
feel free to challenge the pastor to
address urgent issues facing the people
they shepherd daily. If your people
are being eaten alive by materialism,
and you are hearing a steady diet of
appeals for personal evangelism from
the pulpit, it's time for a change of
diet! The health of the church is at
stake.

"DOERS OF TIlE WORD"
Remember Jesus' Challenge not to
be merely hearers of the Word but to
be doers of the Word? With those
words, I lay upon you o ne final challenge. Elders must not o nly cast their
eye on the preacher when laboring to
keep the church faithful to the Word.
They must also look carefully at the
hearers. Sometimes the preacher is

fa ithful , but the people of God are
stubborn, complaining, unresponsive .
In such a case, the elder's duty to
advance Biblical preaching requires a
conversation with members about
how they listen ... and whether or not
they hear and obey. Often, in an age
characterized by TV and its entertainment approach, people expect to be
entertained in church. More importantly for my argument, such expectations also limit the authority people
are willing to grant to the preaching.
TV can be turned off; you don't have
to listen; you don't have to buy. But
faithful preaching is different. You
don't get a vote . God 's Word stands.
It must be obeyed. Life must be transformed by it.
One final word. Elders can do well
by teaching the youth of the church
how to listen to preaching. Make the
teens hand in sermon notes on two
sennons per month. It will do them
wonders, and the results will really
get the preacher's attention. (" That's
what they heard?! Oh, my .... ")
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Dr. Sittema, editor ofthis department, is
pastor ofthe Bethel CRC in Dallas, TX.
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Thefollowing Declaration was adopted by Classis ofthe Heartland (Orange City, IA) on Marr;h 2, 1994 and will be sent to the General
Secretary ofthe CRCNA as a communication to be brought to Synod '94. Churches who formulated the Declaration have authorized
The Outlook to receive sig1U1turesfrom members ofthe CR denomination. Any members wishing to add their names to this Declaration
are asked to jill out the infonnatwn at the bottom ofthis page by May 15, 1994 and send to:
The Outlook
2475 85th Street
Byron Center, Ml 49315

DECLARATION (OR TESTIMONY) OF POSITION
REGARDING THE DECISION OF THE 1993 SYNOD OF THE CRC
ALLOWING WOMEN IN ALL THE OFFICES OF THE CHURCH
We, the undersigned ministers, elders and deacons of the CRC denomination (officially, Christian
Reformed Church in North America), declare publicly our affirmation of the Three Forms of Unity,
and of the historic Christian Reformed interpretation of the Bible as the Confessions have always
defined the Reformed Faith since the days of the Reformation.
We believe the unity of our denomination and its confessional basis require the issue of women in
all the offices of the church be dealt with Biblically, confessionally, decisively and finally.
We believe the decision of the CRC Synod of 1993 to open all the offices in the church to women is
grievously unBiblical, and is following the world, while being disobedient to Christ the King and
Head ofthe Church.
We believe this decision is symptomatic of a departure from our Reformed confession of the
authority and clarity of God's Word.
We, therefore, humbly inform our brothers in the Lord, the Synod of 1994 of the CRC in North
America, as well as the classes in our denomination, that should the proposed change in the Church
Order, Article 3 be ratified, we cannot in good conscience recognize the authority of synod in this
matter, or its revision of the Church Order, or obey the human ordinances of the synod, since we
would then be disobeying God's own Word, and Articles 29-32 of the Belgic Confession, ascribing
"more power and authority to men and man's ordinances than to the Word of God."
Signed_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.D ate_ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
I(We) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ _ _ _ _ __ _ _ _ ,member(s)
of ____________~-in

Church

City and State

hereby indicate my (our) agreement with the Declaration of Position Regarding the Decision of the 1993
Synod of the CRC Allowing Women in All the Offices, passed by the Classis ofthe Heartland.
Address:
Street______________________________________________ _____
City ___________________________________ State_
Telephone:
~,

________

_ Zip______

• Blanks must be received no later than May 15, 1994.
• This page may be dup/iCaled and distributed without permission.

Calvin Bremer Declines Nomination
for CRC General Secretary;
Calvin Seminary Prof Tapped a Next Choice

GRAND RAPIDS, MI. (February
16, 1994) RBPS - In a surprise development, the man selected for
presentation to synod as the sole
nominee for the Christian Refonned
denomination's top position of General Secretary has declined the nomination. Dr. Calvin Bremer will instead continue to serve as senior pastor of the l077member Bethel CRC
in Lansing, Illinois, the largest con·
gregation in Classis Illiana and the
sixth largest congregation in the
300,320 member denomination.
According to the CRC Board of
Trustees report on its December 1·3
meeting, "the chainnan of the Search
Committee for General Secretary in·
troduced the following nominees who
were interviewed by the BOT: Dr.
Calvin Bremer, Dr. David Engelhard,
and Dr. John Van Regenmorter. Following discussion of the nominees
and their interviews the BOT selected
Dr. Calvin Bremer as the candidate
for General Secretary . Contingent
upon his acceptance of the nomination , his name will be presented as a
single nominee to Synod 1994."
Search committee chainnan Rev.
Cal Bolt said the board dismissed the
committee after Bremer was nominated, assuming that its work was
done. "Of course, when Bremer declined the nomination, they had to
select another. They called me back
as chairman of the fonner committee
but they made the decision, not the
committee," said Bolt. "We did not
recommend one over the other, we
just recommended the three names
and they made the decision."
Board of Trustees chairman Rev.
Allan Jongsma was out of town on
business and unavailable for comment.
Bolt said the Board of Trustees
voted to send Engelhard's name on
to synod as its alternative choice.

Engelhard, currently professor of Old Testament at
the denomination's Calvin
Theological Seminary in
Grand Rapids, said he expected to make his decision on Friday, February
18, and would be available
for comment the following
Tuesday.
Bremer was ordained in
1972 and has served since
1978 as pastor of Bethel
CRC. Ordained in 1971,
Engelhard ha s never
served a congregation as a
pastor, instead working for
23 years as a professor at
Ca lvin Seminary. Van
Regenmorter was ordained
in 1974 and has served
three congregations in
New Jersey, South Dakota
and Colorado. For the last
six years Van Regenmorter
has pastored the 436member First CRC in Denver.
Although loyal to the
CRC, Bremer is generally
regarded as a moderate
conservative. His congregation includes Dr. Joel
Nederhood, dire ctor of
ministries at the CRe's
Back to God Hour broadcast ministry  one of the
few prominent conservatives in the eRC's top denominational leadership.
"J suspect the description
ofClassis I1liana being conservative and Bethel being
moderately conservative
would be accurate in most
people 's eyes," said
Bremer. "I suspect I am
slightly to the right of cen·
ter in the eRC."
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Bremer said he never sought nomination to the position of General Secretary. "I was nominated by someone, I did not initiate the application
process," said Bremer, noting that
even he did not know who suggested
his name to the search committee.
Nevertheless, the decision to decline
the nomination was not easy for him.
"It was a difficult decision," said
Bremer. "Obviously there's a lot of
tunnoil in the denomination and I
would like to make a contribution to
lessening the conflict, but under the
ambiguity in the job description I felt
I could not do so."
According to Bremer, his reasons
for declining nomination centered on
questions about the job description
for the position of General Secretary
in relation to the position of Executive Director of Ministries. The General Secretary post is currently filled
by Rev. Leonard Hofman, expected
to retire this year. The Executive Director of Ministries post was established by Synod 1990 as pan of a
general denominational restructuring
and first filled in 1992 by Dr. Peter
Borgdorff who will remain on after
Hofman retires. The General Secretary is primarily responsible for matters relating to the churches and the
Executive Director of Ministries is
primarily responsible for matters relating to the denominational agencies,
but some overlap between the positions still exists. In the same CRC
Board of Trustees repon announcing
the Bremer nomination, the board indicated that "adjustments were made
in the position descriptions in keeping with the recommendations of an
ad hoc committee appointed to review the positions, particularly with
a view to addressing areas of overlap."
"It appears to me they've done a
lot ofwork defining what they wanted

istries to do but didn't spend a
commensurate amount of time
defining what they wanted the
General Secretary to do," said
Bremer. "Given that ambiguity, there were a number of
questions I posed at various
times to interview committees and did not receive a
satisfactory answer."
"Part of that has to do
with whether the General
Secretary is proactive or reactive and do you want the
General Secretary to rep-

t~:S

resent
denomior thethe
interests
of connation solely
gregations within the denomination,"
said Bremer. "Given what I know at
this point, I simply felt that was not
what the Lord is calling me to do at
this point in time."
While a surprise to many in the
denomination, Bremer's decision to
decline the nomination was not entirely unexpected by the search committee . "The search committee asked
the same questions that Cal Bremer
did , we had the same concerns and
raised them with the board," said Bolt.
"He has the right, of course, to de·
cline a nomination, and in his position, seeing that he had these questions and seeing that he is a very effective pastor in the local church, I
can understand why he made the decision the way he did. "
Engelhard's nomination is not
strictly in accord with the official position description for the office ofGeneral Secretary. Synod 1990 stated and
both Synod 1991 and Synod 1993 reiterated that "the General Secretary
shall ... be an ordained minister who
has served as a pastor in at least one
of the congregations of the denomination" (AdS oJSynod 1993, p. 354; cf.
Acts 1991, p. 626; Agenda 1990, p. 359).

__]
Engelhard is one of several professors at Calvin Seminary
who, despite never serving in the pastorate, have been very involved in the
life of their local congregations. Under Dutch Refonned polity, pastors
who are not serving congregations
may serve as ruling elders on their
church consistories while retaining
their ministerial credentials.
Engelhard has served a number of
terms as an elder and church clerk at
Shawnee Park CRC in Grand Rapids; according to Bolt, he has also
been to synod "probably more than
anyone else" as an advisor from
Calvin Seminary.
"That was discussed at length," said
Bolt. "While it probably does not meet
the letter of the law, we felt that in
light of his many years as an elder
and as clerk of his consistory and as
attender at synod, it clearly fell within
the spirit of the rule." Bolt also noted
that Engelhard had served as interim
pastor of a congregation for six
months, although not officially called
to the pastorate of the church.
Darrell Todd Maun'na, Press Officer

Refonned Believers Press Service

