@Jesus rJhdst 
C{;;he ~j~ht u{j the ooorl))
(a ,2itany

601:
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LEADER -.From the very beginning of time there was light
in this world. Genesis 1:3 tells us that God said. '''Let
there be light' and there was light." Not only was there
physical light which is necessary for physical life, but there
was also spiritual light. "God sawall that he had made,
and it was very good." The goodness of God's creation
reflected a rightness between creation and Creator, be
tween man and God.

\

Laurie Vanden Heuvel

LEADER - In Numbers 24: 17 Baalam spoke prophetically of
the Light, Jesus Christ, when he said:
PEOPLE - "A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise
out of Israel. He will crush the foreheads of Moab... "
LEADER - Frequently throughout the Old Testament, God's
people would fall away from the true worship of their God.
They would lose the vision of their deliverance and become
oppressed by foreign powers. Often in that context, God would
come to them through His prophets to declare punishment and
deliverance by reminding them of the Light which was com
ing to dispel the darkness of sin and bondage. Isaiah was one
of those great prophets of the Lord. After thundering against
the sins of Israel, Isaiah comforts the righteous by saying:

When sin entered the world. physical light remained. Spiri
tuallight would have died had it not been for our loving
and gracious God'who immediately intervened with a prom
ise of One who w~)Uld crush the evil one's head and bring
everlasting Light to all who would believe on Him. The
burden of the Old Testament is the longing of God's people
for the coming of the Light - the Messiah, Jesus Christ.
PEOPLE - "We know that the whole creation has been groan
ing as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.
Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the frrstfruits of
the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adop
tion as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope
we were saved" (Romans 8:22-24a).

PEOPLE - "The people walking in darkness have seen a great
light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a
light has dawned" (Isaiah 9:2).
LEADER - The gospel writer, Matthew, quotes this verse in
chapter 4: 16 to show that Jesus is the fulfillment of the Light
promised in Isaiah 9:2.

LEADER - The songs of God's people in the Old Testament
must have reflected longings such as these:

PEOPLE - "Jesus...retumed... went...and lived in Capemaum...to
fulfill what was said through the prophet Isaiah: ... the people
living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in
the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned."

SONG - 0 Come, 0 Come 'Emmanuef

'Emmanue,

o come, 0 come,
aruiransom CIlptive Israe'
'Iliat 11Wurns in fondy e;rj£e liere, until tIie Son of(jodappear.
o come tfwu '.Da!jspritlff from on frigfi, arui clieer us 6!J tfry drawing
nighi
'.Dispef tliegfoOTTl!J cfowfs of night, arui tfeatft's tfar(sftadOws put to
fCight.

LEADER - With yearning the people must have sung songs like
this:

SONG - Come 'Iftou Lotlff-'bcpectei Jesus

Come 'Iftou fong-~ectedJesus, born to set rz1iy peopfefree;
:from ourfears andsins refease USj fet usfind our rest in %ee.

Chorus:

Israef's strengtft aruiconsofation, hope ofa{[ tIie earth'Iftou arti
'.Dear desire ofevety nation, joy ofevery fonging fteart.

!/(f.joice! 9(.r:joice! 'Emmanuefsfta{{come to tIiee, 0 Isroef.
LEADER - In the Old Testament the Light was concealed in
shadows - types and prophecies. In the New Testament
that Light was revealed in the birth, death, resurrection
and ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ. That Light is ful
filled on earth in us as we walk in it. It is fulfilled in heaven
as it pervades the heavenly mansions, making the light of
sun and moon unnecessary.

LEADER - The great prophet Malachi refers to the Light as the
Sun.
PEOPLE - "But for you who revere my name, the sun of righ
teousness will rise with healing in its wings" (Malachi 4:2a).
LEADER - There is a song which expresses the prayer that this
Sun will rise.

SONG - Clitist 'HWse (jfoty :Ftifs tIie SI(Jes

christ whosegfotyfi1!.s tIie sl(Jes, Clitist tIie true aruionf!J Light,
Sun ofrighteousness, arise, triumph o'er tIie sfuufes ofnighti
'.Da!jspringfrom on frigh, be near; '.Da!jstar in my fteart appear.
-------------------
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'Darkarnfaisma!is the morn unaccompanid 6y 'Ifieei
Joyfess is the tiay's return, ti{['Ifiy tnerC!f's 6eams I seei
Ti([ tIie!f inwara{ight impart, tiff'lfwu cfieer arnfwarm my lieart.

SONG - J'lngds 'WeJliwe:Hearaon!High

LEADER - In the silence of hundreds of years which lay be
tween the periods of the Old Testament and the New Testa
ment, Isaiah's words must have kept the hopes of many alive.

Chorus:

SONG - Comfort, Comfort 9"e :My Peopfe

LEADER - Shepherds hurried to the manger to worship the
Light.

J'lngds we fiave liearaon fiigfi, sweetfy singing o'er the praius,
.9Lnti the mountains in repft;, ecfioing theirjoyous strains.

(jforia in ~ '])eo! (jforia in ~ce£sis 'Deo!

Comfort, comfortye :My peopfe,
Speakye peace thus saitft our (jOd;
comfort tftose wfio sit in aar/Qzess
Mourning neatft theirsorrow's foat£.
Speak..ye to Jerusafem ofthe peace tliat waits for themj
qe{[tier tliat lier sins I cover,
.9IJu{tier warfare now is over.

SONG - Sifent ?{igfit

Sifent night! JliJfy night! j'l{[ is cafm, a{[ is 6rigfit.
!!(purnfyon villJin mother anticfiiftf, !Hoft; Infant, so tenier arnf mi£tf
Sfeep in lieavenfy peace, sfeep in lieavenfy peace.

~ ye straigfit what fong was crooketf
'Makg. the rougtierpfoces prain;
Let yourliearts 6e true antihum6fe
.% 6efits !His hofy reign.
:for thegfo1!f of the Lora now o'er earth is spreaaa6road;
.9IJu{ a{[ffesh sfia{[see the token
'Iftat !His 'Wora is never 6roR!-n.

Sifent night! HOfy night! Slieplierrfs quaR!- at the sighti
(jfories streamfrom lieaven afar, Iieav'nU; hosts sing a£fe£uia.
CliTist the Savior is born! cliTist tlie Savior is 60rn!

/

LEADER - We welcome the Light with a song!

\

SONG - .9Lf£efuia! (Tune - Michael, Row the Boat Ashore, Alle
luia [Afro-American song))

CliTist was born in 'Betfifdiem, aife{uia!
Son of (joaarnfSon ofman, aife£uia!

Hegrew up an eartlifr; cfiift£, a£fe£uia!
Of the worM6ut untfefi£etf, aife{uia!
LEADER - Through the thick stillness ofcenturies, God's Word
was not broken. God had planned to send the Light and
when the time was ripe, He commanded the Light of the
world to appear.

Jesus aietfon CaEva1!f, aife£uia!
!!(pse again triumpfiantft;, a£fe£uia!
!He wi{[ cfeanse usfrom OUT sin, a£fe£uia!
if we ave 6yfaitft inHim, a£fe£uia!

PEOPLE - "For God, who said, 'Let light shine out of dark
ness,' made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light
of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ"
(ll Corinthians 4: 6).

'We wiff ave witft:Him someaay, a{fe{uia!
.9Lrnfforever with !Him stay, aife{uia!
LEADER - A just and devout man named Simeon had been
promised by the Spirit that he would not die until he had seen
the Messiah. When Joseph and Mary presented the baby King
in the temple, eight days after His birth, Simeon took the Child
in his anns and thanked God for sending the Light.

, LEADER - Zechariah the priest announced the coming of the
Light by saying:
PEOPLE - ",..because of the tender mercy of our God ...the
rising sun will come to us from heaven, to shine on those
living in darkness and in the shadows of death, to guide our
feet into the path of peace" (Luke 1:78,79).

PEOPLE - "Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
you now dismiss your servant in peace.
For my eyes have seen your salvation,
which you have prepared in the sight of all people,
a light for revelation to the Gentiles
and for glory to your people Israel" (Luke 2: 29-32).

LEADER - At last the holy night arrived and this song tells the
story:
SONG - 0 !Hofy iJ.{ight

LEADER - We join Simeon by praising God for His wonderful
gift - the Light of the world!

o hofy night, the stars are 6rigfitft; shining,
It is the night of the tfear Savior's 6irthj
Long fay the worftf in sin antierrorpining,
Ti{[!He appearetfarnf the sou{je{t its wortfi.
j'l tftrillofhope the wea1!f sourrejoices,
:for yontier 6reaf(§ a new arnfgforious morn.

SONG - How 'Brigfit .9Lppears the MOrning Star

JiJJw 6rigfit appears the :Morning Star, witft mercy beamingfrom afar;
%e host oflieaven rejoices,. 0 !RJgfiteous 'Brancfi, 0 Jesse's !!(Pd!
'Ifiou Son ofman arnf Son of(joa! 'We too wiff fift <Jur voices:
Jesus, Jesus! JliJft;J hoft;, yet most fowft;,araw 'lfwu near USj
(jreat'Erttmanu4 come arnfliear us.

Chorus:
:fa{[onyOUT /@ees, 0 Iiear the angdvoices!

o night tfivine, 0 night wlien christ was 6orn!
o night, 0 hoft; night, 0 nigfit aivine!

LEADER - When Jesus grew up, He Himself announced to the
world that He was Light, not just a light, but the Light of the
world who alone can give life eternal.

LEADER - Angels filled the air with praises.
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- "When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, 'I
am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never
walk in darkness, but will have the light of life'" (John 8:12).

LEADER - In his gospel, John has clearly demonstrated the

for our daily lives.

PEOPLE - "Yet I am writing you a new command; its truth is

LEADER - "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was

seen in him and you, because the darkness is passing and the
true light is already shining. Anyone who claims to be in the
light but hates his brother is still in the darkness. Whoever
loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in him
to make him stumble" (I John 2: 8-10).

with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the
beginning.

LEADER - Our Lord Jesus Himself calls usto walk in the Light.

person and purpose of the Light of the world.

RESPONSIVE READING of John 1: 1-14

PEOPLE - Through him all things were made; without him
nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and
that life was the light of men. The light shi!les in the dark
ness, but the darkness has not understood it.
~
I

LEADER - The apostle John shows us the meaning of the Light

LEADER - There came a man who was sent from God; his
name was John.
so that through him men might believe. He himself was not
the light; he came only as a witness to the light.

LEADER - The true light that gives light to every man was
coming into the world.

PEOPLE - He was in the world, and though the world was made
through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to
that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.

LEADER - Yet to all who received him, to those who believed
in his name, he gave the right to become children of God 
children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or
a husband's will, but born of God.

PEOPLE - The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among
us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only,
who came from the Father, full of grace and truth."
~

'Breal( !forth, 0 'Beauteous :Jieaven£g Liglit

I

SONG - 'Brightest and 'Best
'Briglitest andoest oj tIU sons oftIU morning,
'Dawn on our aar/Qtess and fetu{ us 'Ifiine ail£;
Star oftIU east, tlie Iiorizon aaorning,
yuile wliere our infant 'l(.etfeemer is faid.

.........
_ ....~

o/ainEg we offer eacIi ampfe oofation,
o/ainEg withgifts wouft[:Jiisfavor secure;
'l(.icIier 6y far is tIU lieart's adOration,
'Dearer to yOaare the prayers of tIU poor.

"""
/

FULFILLED IN HEAVEN
LEADER - It is also God's will that the Light of the world be
fulfilled in heaven. In Revelation 21: 23 God says:
PEOPLE - "The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine
on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the lAmb is its
lamp."

'Brea/(fortli, 0 oeauteous lieaven£g Eiglit,
5f.tu{ uslier in tIU morning;
:)e sliepliertfs sftrinf( wt witli afJri!flit,

LEADER - The Light of the world, our Savior Jesus Christ,
invites us to join Him in heaven.

PEOPLE - '''I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you this testi

'Butliear tIU ange£'s warning.
'l1iis CIii1tllWW weal( in infa11C!J, Our confidence.......
5f.tu{jog sfia{{oej
'lIie power ojSatan oreaf(jng,

mony for the churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of
David, and the bright Morning Star.' The Spirit and the bride
say, 'Come!' And let him who hears say, 'Come!' Whoever
is thirsty, let him come... " (Revelation 22: 17, 18).

~ndpeace eternafma/(jng.

?;he ~i9ht cf)uttitteB

light just a little while longer. Walk while you have the light.
before darkness overtakes you. The man who walks in the
dark does not know where he is going. Put your trust in the
light while you have it, so that you may become sons oflight'"
(John 12:35-36a).

LEADER - To this we respond with a song.

PEOPLE - He came as a witness to testify concerning that light.

SONG

PEOPLE - "Then Jesus told them, 'You are going to have the

SONG . 0 Come .9lf[ 9'"e 'faitlijuf

/ \

o come, a[[yefaitlifu' jogfu£andtriumphant!
o come ye, 0 comeye to 'BetIifefiem!

FULFILLED ON EARTH

Come and 6e/ioftf:Jiim, oom tIU gcmg ofangels.

LEADER - It is God's will that the Light of the world be ful

o Sa'llior wegreet'lliee, 60rn this happy morningj
a Jesus to'lliee 6e a[[gforygiven.

filled on earth by dwelling in the hearts of believers. In
Ephesians 5:14 and 15 Paul calls us to receive that Light.

PEOPLE - "Wake up, 0 sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ

Cliorus:

o come fet us adOre :Jiim,
o come fet us adOre :Jii11;
o come fet us adOre:Jii:nt,

will shiue on you. Be very careful then, how you live ..."

LEADER - The apostle Peter urges us to follow the Light.
PEOPLE - "And we have the word of the prophets made more
certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light
shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning
star rises in your hearts" (II Peter 1: 19).
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The Virgin
Birth
Thomas Johnson
"Therefore the Lord himself will give you SIN: Through the Virgin Birth God
a sign: The virgin will be with child and unmasks and condemns our sin at its
will give birth to a son, and will call him very roots.
Immanuel" (Isaiah 7: 14).
When Christians discuss the roots of sin,
very year at this time the attention what lies in the origins of sin behind par
of Christians comes back again and ticular sinful acts, two themes have been
again to one miracle in the Bible: dominant: pride and unbelief Augustine
The Virgin Birth of Jesus. Our Christmas woUld emphasize the role of pride in Origi
carols repeatedly mention this miraculous nal Sin, while Martin Luther is liable to
event. Handel's Messiah rather boldly say that unbeliefis at the heart of sin. They
proclaims the words of Isaiah. And every are, I suppose, two sides of the same coin.
time we recite the Apostles' Creed we Pride says, "No one will tell me what to
mention this event twice, when we say do," and, "I don't need anyone's help."
i
"conceived by the Holy Spirit," and "born Unbelief says, "God isn't relevant to the
, ofthe virgin Mary."
real world anyway," or, "I don't need the
The question is: Why? Why do we give God hypothesis."
The very first mention of the Virgin
so much attention to one of the many
miracles the Lord has done? After all, there Birth in the Bible confronts these basic at
titudes in the life of King
are many other miracles in the
Ahaz.
Bible that rarely get mentioned
"It is very
Ahaz was a king in Judah,
in our churches. I don't know
the people of God, but unlike
if I have ever heard a sermon
interesting to some of his ancestors, he was
or hymn on Elisha's provision
not a godly king. He prac
me that in the ticed
for the widow or on the plant
and promoted idolatry.
that grew over Jonah. Might
He
was
facing an imminent
history of the war against
we be mistaken in giving so
Israel and Aram;
much attention to just one of
church, the and we're told that "his heart
shook like the trees ofthe for
the acts of God? Or is there
est
are shaken by a wind"
good reason for doing so?
doctrine of the
(Isaiah 7) .. At this point he
I think there is a good rea
Virgin Birth should have turned to God for
son for doing this. In this re
help, but he did not. He
gard the Christian tradition
trusted in his own political
has
served
asa
contains a lot of wisdom. One
schemes instead.
reason, I believe, is that the
sign to
God sent Isaiah to Ahaz
Virgin Birth of Jesus gives us
with a very generous offer:
a distinct and valuable perspec
unmask Ahaz should ask for a sign
tive on the whole Christian
that God would indeed help.
unbelief. " But Ahaz put on mock humil
message, a very personal
ity and refused a sign. Isaiah
"spin" on the whole gospel.
When Reformed people attempt to sum rebuked Ahaz rather sharply, and in this
marize the Christian message we often use rebUke comes the first mention of the Vir
the little summary Sin, Salvation and Ser gin Birth. Some details are still a bit ob
vice. (I love the simplicity.) I would like scure to me, but it seems that the Virgin
Birth would present a choice to Ahaz. He
to show that the doctrine ofthe Virgin Birth
could either believe or disbelieve the prom
illuminates all three essential "S's."
ised sign. If he rejects the sign, it will sig
nify God's wrath on his unbelief and pride.
But if he accepts the sign, it will convey
the promise that God will be with him like

E

he was with David in giving ~~tory
in battle. Tragically, Ahaz rejectedtbe
offer of a sign.
It is very interesting to me that in the
history of the church, the doctrine of
the Virgin Birth has served as a sign to '
unmask unbelief. In the early twenti
eth century when the North American
churches were struggling through the
fundamentalist-modernist controversy,
the doctrine of the Virgin Birth played a
very distinctive role. It served as a wa
tershed issue, a sign that divided unbe
lief in religious language from true belief.
There were numerous religious leaders
who could not affirm the doctrine of the
Virgin Birth in any normal way, and this
showed that their religiosity was a lot like
the mock humility of Ahaz. It was all very
false.
Most Outlook readers will probably be
quite comfortable affirming the Virgin
Birth in our worship, but we should not
become too comfortable. Whenever we
doubt that God is the living God who is
our help and strength right now, we fol
low the lead of Ahaz. Through the Virgin
Birth, by showing that He is the God who
not only rules the affairs of nations but also
very directly intervenes in the lives of in
dividuals, God calls us to repent of our un
belief and pride. Whenever our hearts
shake with fear, instead of turning to our
own ridiculous schemes, we should turn
to God for help. The Virgin Birth can be a
sign for us that God has done the impos
sible before, and we should trust that He
will do it again.

SALVATION: The Virgin Birth of Jesus
serves a sign of God's grace and mercy
that should deepen our faith and love.
It does this in three distinct ways.
Mary, the mother ofJesus, has long been
an interesting Biblical character for me.
She faced a problem that no other human
being has ever faced: she had to believe in
her own flesh and blood son in order to be
saved. What makes this so difficult may
be summarized in the old proverb, "famil
iarity breeds contempt." This contempt
was certainly seen in the other people of
Nazareth. When Jesus started preaching
there they asked, "Isn't this just Mary and
Joseph's son?" And some of them prob- i
ably thought, "Isn't He the reason they had
to get married?"
Mary (and probably Joseph too) was
delivered from this contempt in a very in- I
teresting way. She really knew that this
child was different from her other children ,
because He was conceived in a totally dif- I
ferent way. What coUld be more vivid to I
her? And in this way, I think, we see God ' s
ii'

I'

---~
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care for her in the process of coming to
faith. God graciously gave her a sign to
help her believe that her son was in fact
the Savior of the world.
This should show us God's specific care
for the individual, especially in the
struggles of coming to a deep and lasting
faith. If you struggle with believing, this
may help you. The doctrine of the Virgin
Birth shows us that God cares about our
individual process of believing. This
should encourage us to ask God to help us
in the process. God's grace
even extends to individuals
who might doubt sometimes.
Second, the doctrine of the
Virgin Birth is a sign that God
takes the initiative and plays
the decisive role in salvation.
When the angel was talking to
Mary, the angelfirsttold Mary
the great things that Jesus
would do. Then Mary asked
how this could happen, seeing
she was a virgin. The angel
answered, "The Holy Spirit
will come upon you, and the
power of the Most High will
overshadow you ... Nothing is
impossible with God." The
focus is entirely on what God
would do, specifically on what
God would do to provide a
Savior for mankind.
I think this is the mostimpor
tant meaning of the Virgin Birth.
If Jesus had been conceived in
the ordinary way, then a human
being would have had a deci
sive, active roll in providing salvation for
lost men and women. Then at least one per
son could have said, "I contributed to my
salvation." But Scripture asserts over and
over again that God has to save us because
we cannot save ourselves. The Virgin Birth
reminds us that God is the only one to pro
vide the Savior.
Look again at the role of Mary. Notice
that she did not take the initiative in hav
ing a special place in the birth of Jesus.
She did not apply for the job of being the
mother of our Lord. God chose her for the
job. God sent the angel to her with the
message. God specially caused the con
ception in a most unusual manner. Mary's
roll in all this was that of simply accepting
and believing. Oh, yes, later Mary had a
lot of work to do with Jesus. There prob
ably were nights when she collapsed into
bed totally exhausted from her hard work
as a mother of a small child. There may
have been nights when she prayed ear-

~~-~~
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good night's sleep. But at the decisive
point of Jesus' conception, Mary was to
tally passive. God sovereignly provided a
Savior for lost people.
It is important to remember this when
we think about our salvation. If we look at
ourselves honestly we will despair because
of our sin and weakness. But then we can
remember the Virgin Birth. God provided
a Savior. And He took the initiative in a
very distinct and personal way. And He
also took the initiative in our personal sal
vation. Just as Jesus was
physically born by God's ini
tiatrve, so we were born spiri
tually by God's initiative.
John emphasized that believ
ers are children of God, "born
not of natural descent, nor of
human decision or a
husband's will, but born of
God" (John 1: 13). Salvation
is from God, from first to last.
In this we can rejoice and be
grateful.
A third way God points us
to His grace by the doctrine
of the Virgin Birth is that it is
a sign that God is beginning
a new humanity.
There are only two occa
sions in the Bible when God
created a person apart from
using the normal means. The
first was Adam. The second
was Jesus. We know the sad
story of Adam and every time
we listen to the news we are
reminded that his sin still
shapes the world. And we too, even as Chris
tians, too often act like Adam in revolt. But
in the Virgin Birth, God intervened to start
the creation of a new race, the race of the
second Adam. And those who believe now
have the Spirit of the second Adam at work
in us. Our new nature and the new human
ity will not reach maturity until eternity.
Then we will be a whole new race, a whole
new humanity shaped by Jesus instead of
by Adam. For this we can hope confidently.
And even now we can look to God for the
first fruits. The story of the first humanity
ends in despair. The story of the second
humanity ends in praise. The doctrine of
the Virgin Birth proclaims to us the amaz
ing grace of God.

~~~~
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"I am the Lord's servant. May it be to me
as you have said." And through her God
sovereignly brought salvation into the
world, but it did not happen apart from her
giving herself to God in faith.
Francis Schaeffer called this attitude
"active passivity." He said we must ac
tively give ourselves into God's hand, and
then passively expect God to do the im
possible through us. Schaeffer thought this
attitude was quite important for the Chris
tian life.
Notice the impossible things God has
given us to do: He places us ina world
filled with every sort of sin, and then He
calls us to live lives truly marked by the
fruits of the Holy Spirit: love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, faithfulness, goodness,
gentleness and self-control. We cannot do
this by our efforts. We have to daily place
ourselves in God's hand, asking Him to
do the impossible through us, and then it
becomes possible. Love, joy and peace
can begin to break out.
God has given us the impossible task of
making diSCiples of all nations. After cen
turies of work the job seems to be just get
ting started. God has placed us in a coun
try where only 112 of 1 percent of the
people claim to be evangelical Christians
(and there are not many Catholics around
either). We have an inhumanly great task.
But it may become possible if we put our
selves in God's hand day by day. The
Spirit who did the impossible in Mary is
still at work today. Nothing is impossible
for God.
Our attitudes need to become more like
Mary's. If we actively give ourselves into
God's hand, passively expecting Him to
work in us, our activity, our service for the
glory of God may be radically transformed.

I

I

THE GOSPEL OF THE
VIRGIN BIRTH

It is good for us to remember the Virgin
Birth every Christmas. It gives us a very
personal side to many major themes of the
faith. It calls us not to follow Ahaz, to
repent of our unbelief in God's promises.
It shows us much about God's grace, His
personal concern for the struggle of faith,
His decisive initiative in salvation, His dra
matic plan for a new humanity. And we
are called to face our God-given tasks with
a faithful attitude much like Mary's. Sin,
SERVICE: The doctrine of the Virgin
Salvation, Service: This is what makes one
Birth calls us to ourselves in God's
miracle so important.
hand that He may bring spiritual fruit
Dr. Johnson is a PCA minister serving as
a professor with the International Institute
into the world.
Notice that Mary was given an impos for Christian Studies in Prague, Czech .
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Christ's Coming 
Good News or Bad?
D. Clair Davis
y roommate Roger was big on
efficiency. He told me he tossed
his socks under the bed so they
could collect dust-balls around them. That
way when he picked them up for washing,
he swept the floor at the same time. That's
what he said, but whenever his girl was
due to come by he scurried around pick
ing them up ahead of time. Women have a
civilizing effect.
Visitors do that to you. Grandmother
made you live in the kitchen so her parlor
would always be fit for funerals and
preachers. Now you sit with guests in the
living room and unwind in the family room
after they leave.
What's your plan for when the Lord de
cides to drop by? Do you want Him in the
family room? Before you answer, you
ought to know why He's coming. Amos
talked about people with wrong expecta
tions. "Woe to you who long for the day
of the Lord! Why do you long for the day
of the Lord? Will not the day of the Lord
be darkness, not light - pitch-black, with
out a ray of brightness?" (5:18,20).
The truth is that the Lord comes to bring
righteousness andjustice. He comes to save
His people and to punish the wicked. Is that
good news or bad?
For Herod it was bad. When you're used
to running the world, the fact that the
Lord's coming to do it Himself doesn't ap
peal to you. When you're used to laugh
ing at the Lord, you don't think it's funny
for Him to have the last laugh. So he killed
all the babies, one of whom just might be
the Messiah.
For the wise men the news was so good
it was worth learning more about. So they
traveled from the ends of the earth, not
running from the Lord but hurrying to
worship Him. Then there were the shep
herds. They weren't going anywhere. They
didn't have any expectations. When the
Lord's glory came on them they were ter
rified and didn't know what to think.

M

So the angel explained
you. He's glvmg
Christmas to them. "Don't be
you the only foundation
there is for true reliance
afraid." He knew that was what they
upon Him, knowing Him in
needed to hear fIrst. Then he gave them
the facts: "I bring you good news of great
Jesus Christ.
joy that will be for all the people. Today in
So you don't need to brace yourself
the town of David a Savior has been born to against the post-holiday blues, since Jesus
you; he is Christ the Lord."
is the gift who keeps on giving. Christmas
Who's that at the door? God Almighty, isn't ever going to be over. Remember
the Judge of the whole earth - that's who. Narnia before AsIan came, "always Win
But He's come to be your Savior! You ter and never Christmas"? Now it's some
didn't know what to expect, but you knew times Winter but always Christmas. All
what you deserved. When He came, it that's left is for you to serve Him in joy
might be the end of you. But now the and faith until He comes again. ''That in
Maker of heaven and earth has come to be all afflictions and persecution, with head
the help ofpoor sinners. Now the righteous held high, I wait for the Judge from Heaven
Lord has come to be the Lord, your righ who has already offered Himself to the
judgment of God for me, and has taken
teousness.
away from me all curse" (Heidelberg Cat
Let John Calvin teach you about it:
echism, Q. 52).
Question: What is the first point?
So listen to the angel yourself: Don't be
Answer: To rely upon God.
Q: How can we do that?
afraid! Practice holding your head high for
A: First by knowing Him as almighty and the judgment day. Be bold when you pray.
Confess your sins clearly, trusting in the
perfectly good.
Lord's willing forgiveness. Confess the
Q: Is this enough?
same way to the people whom you have
A: No.
sinned against. Don't read the Bible as a
Q: Why?
A: Because we are unworthy that He potential Dear John, but as a love letter
should show His power in helping us, from your Savior. As you read, ask Him
to change you deeply by His Word. Trust
or employ His goodness toward us.
Him to show you yourself as you are, in
Q: What more then is required?
A: That we be certain that He loves us, stead of the way you've been imagining.
and desires to be our Father and Sav Trust Him to change you into being a ser
vant, especially to those who aren't as
ior.
gifted or attractive as you. Trust Him to
Q: How do we know that?
A: By His Word, in which He declares His change you through whatever it takes for
mercy to us in Christ, and assures us of you to grow in Christ.
Don't be afraid! Open wide the door of
His love toward us.
Q: Then the foundation for true reliance your family room to the Baby of
upon God is to know Him in Jesus Bethlehem. And sing from the bottom of
your heart, "Joy to the World, the Lord is
Christ?
A: That is true. (Geneva Catechism: Q's come."
8-14)
Dr. Davis is Professor of Church History
That is true. That's what Christmas is at Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia,
all about. The Lord has kept the biggest PA.
promise He ever made, and has come to
save you! He's showing you how to rely
on Him by knowing how much He _l_ov_e_s_ _ _ _ _ __
The Outlook

0

December 1997

Keeping
Perspective
at Christmas
John R. Sittema
I,
!

,.,

e're crazy, you know. Our so
ciety becomes temporarily in
sane, beginning earlier and ear
lier each year. We become faddish: deco
rating front lawns with garish and silly ply
wood cutouts of Santa and reindeer, or (my
all time favorite in the North Dallas "light
shows") the 7 dwarfs. (What in the world
does Dopey have to do with Christmas?)
Most become obsessive-compulsive: we
chase allover buying gifts for people we
love (and way too many for people we
ought to love but really don't! You know
them: the "obligatories," those we favor
purely out of a sense of business or per
sonal duty). We chase to school or church
programs we don't want to attend, watch
ing kids who don't want to perform; we
spend hundreds of dollars on cards and
stamps, not to mention hours wondering
whether we received a card from Bill and
Wilma last year. We plan extravagant en
tertainment, either hosting or attending but
usually both. And, more than likely, we
travel hundreds of miles by car or plane to
do all of the above. What's worse, we know
it's all coming, this insanity of pressure
and stress; we clear our calendar to try
again to accomplish the impossible, and
we resent it more and more every year
without ever doing anything to change it.
We feel trapped.

W

How to keep perspective? Here
are a few sneaky questions to whet
your holiday whistle, a few histori
cal observations to inform your
thinking, and then a few concrete
suggestions to "reform" your Christmas
season.

few of you. OK, I'll admit, a couple were
trick questions. But not everyone catches
that! Let's look at some facts, some myths
A QUICK CHRISTMAS QUIZ:
and some Biblical principles.
1) Is December 25 Jesus' actual birthday?
First, the NAME "Christ
2) Did God create the world on
mas" derives from the early
March 25?
"You need a Medieval observance of
3) What countries were the "3
Christ's birth which involved
Kings of Orient" kings of?
vacation, 3 masses: one at midnight,
4) Is our custom of gift-giving
one at dawn, one at mid-day.
Biblically based?
Hence, the day was called
5) Does God really prefer that
with just your "Christ-Mass."
we give expensive gifts,
December 25 as the tradi
patterned after the "gold,
tional DATE of Christmas
Bible
for
com
frankincense and myrrh"?
originated many years ago.
6) Which animals, besides the
panionship!" Two conflicting stories circu
camel, does the Bible say
late. The ftrst, which is most
were in the barn in which
probably apocryphal, is
Jesus was laid in the manger?
based on fantastic calculations and strange
7) What does "There was no room for him assumptions. Supposedly, calculations re
in the inn; you must make room for veal that God created the world on March
Jesus in your heart" mean, and is this 25. Jesus, the "new creation," was con
really what Christians are supposed to ceived at the same time. That conception
do?
would lead to a celebration of His birth 9
8) Does the Bible command us to attend months later on December 25. The second,
worship services on Christmas Day, on more likely origin of the date is that the
Christmas Eve, or on both?
practice of "celebrating" Christmas arose
9) Does the abbreviation "Xmas" mean around 336 AD with the desire of Chris
that the person who uses it is trying to tians to offer an answer to the pagan na
remove Christ from ture feast of "natalis solis invicti" ("feast
Christmas?
of the unconquered sun"). Virtually all
10) T or F: The prac scholars agree that there is little evidence
tice of modern Ameri suggesting that Jesus' birth occurred
can families to travel to around December 25.
warm resort areas like
The FORM of Christmas observance
Florida or Hawaii origi was for many then, and is for many today,
nated with Joseph and a party, a celebration of merriment (hence
Mary and their vacation "Merry Christmas"), although no such cel
in Egypt soon after ebrations are described, suggested or com
Jesus was born.
manded in Scripture. According to the
The answers, which gospel stories, when Christ was born there
appear at the end of this was fear, there was worship and awe, there
__________articl~, mig_ht surprise a~as confusion, there were visitors from ~~
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East, there was cru
elty and death,
there
was
flight. But
there was no
party. Seemingly,
observing Christmas by
celebration seems to have
begun in connection with the pagan nature
festival described above. That feast was a
serious party, a with-all-your-might physi
cal, sexual, food-and-drink merry-making,
tied in with the winter solstice of Decem
ber 21. In it, revelers rejoiced that the sun
would reappear, following the shortest day
of the year, to restore fertility and produc
tivity to the earth. The pagan festival also
contained in it several practices that
Christians, sadly, adopted as their
own: the lighting of candles,
decorating of evergreen trees
(fertility-symbols), exchanging
of gifts and much feasting.
Sound familiar?
Historically, many REFORMED
CHRISTIANS forbade Christmas ob
servance because of these traditional
pagan connections. Scots and Puritans in
the US foeused instead on regular worship
on the Lord's Day, viewing "Christmas"
with the same disdain as we would "ground
hog's day." Others, of course, demanded
but strictly regUlated Christmas "celebra
tions," preferring instead to mandate wor
ship services and downplay merry-mak
ing. Still others became caught up in a ro
manticized traditionalism. I will never for
get the angry/sad look on an older
parishoner's face the first time I observed
from the pulpit that "swaddling .cloths"
were the poor Jewish equivalent of com
mon "receiving blankets," and that Scrip
ture never says any animals were present
in the barn with the manger. Her com
ment? "You took the mystical joy out of
my Christmas!"

~

So, how does one keep one's perspec
tive? On balance, we probably cannot sim
ply ignore a holiday that has so captured
the minds and practices of our culture. (To
"cancel" Christmas would scarcely be un
derstood as a principial gospel protest!)
Our unbelieving culture has a word for
such folks: "Scrooges." At the same time,
we must have our eyes discerningly
open to the radical difference of
practices we see among Chris
tians. Some eschew
trees, wisely restrict gift-giving
to a minimum, and focus their hearts
and minds on Scripture to worship
the "Word who became flesh and
dwelt among us." Others, par
ticularly of conservative Scot
tish Reformed tradition, op
pose holding mid-week ser
vices at all. Their opposition
conflicts with many others
whose traditions of worship on
Christmas Eve, or Christmas Day
(two separate traditions here!), are
oflong standing and deep conviction.
Still others, it seems, are hip-deep in the
secular spending traditions of a material
istic age, in party-going and the good
works-based secularized "Christmas" of
our modem pagan world. ("Remem
ber, Santa will know whether
you've been naughty or
nice!") Here, too, we are to
"test the spirits" to see
whether they are of Christ
or of the world.
Key to a balanced per
spective, I suggest, is to
WORSHIP THE KING who
humbled Himself to come to
us in human flesh. That means
gathering with other believers to worship;
it means including in our worship the quiet
humility of repentance and confession as
well as the joy of redemptive celebration;
it means firmly but gently guiding our chil
dren (not to mention ourselves!) through
the Satanic morass of modem merchandiz
ing and materialism, teaching them clearly
that the joy of one's "Christmas" is not
determined by the number of gifts one re
ceives. (Perhaps the worst among us are
the adults who actually feel guilty because
they haven't bought enough gifts-very
definitely a plural!- for this child, that
niece, or that Uncle. Shame on us!)

It means, instead, (another bulle1ll4list?
ed.) forgoing (at least the majority of) Our
gift-giving to one another, and giving in
stead to a faithful missionary or ministry
of mercy (suffering because year end do
nations are down due to public spending
habits). It means avoiding credit card
purchases that enslave God's people
to levels of debt that takes
months, sometimes years,
to retire. It means not spoil
ing our children and grandchildren, something we'd avoid
like the plague the other 11 months
of the year, but which, strangely, we can
somehow justify at Christmastime.
Let's do something this year about the
modem paganism that threatens to reduce
God's people, good conservative tradition
alists all, to compromised idolatry. Let's
change our Christmas practices seriously, :
purposefully and irrevocably. Let's to I
gether worship the King: with simplicity,
with humility, with stewardship, with gen
erosity to Kingdom causes in place of gUilt
manipulating buying binges, with faithful
gatherings of believers in soft-hearted
worship. Above all, let us reflect the "atti
tude" that "should be the same as that of
Christ Jesus, who, being in very nature
God...made himself nothing, taking
the very nature of a servant,
being made in human like
ness" (Philippians 2:5-6).
A humble Christmas to
all!

ANSWERS TO QUICK
QUIZ: 1. No 2. Who
knows? 3. They weren't
kings. 4. Nope 5. You've
got to be kidding 6. An os
trich, a llama, 3 armadillos
and a colony offire ants (OK, just kid
ding. There are no animals mentioned in
Scripture). 7. Who knows? 8. The Bible
never mentions Christmas. 9. No, it means
they are trying to abbreviate a long word!
Actually, the abbreviation probably came
from some preacher who customarily ab
breviates the name "Christ" by using its
first Greek letter, written as a large "x."
1O. You need a vacation, with just your
Bible for companionship!
Dr. Sittema is pastor of Bethel eRC in
Dallas, TX, and a contributing editor of
The Outlook.
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A Review Article
Bassam M. Madany
Ecumenical Jihad: Ecumenism and
the Culture War by Peter Kreeft. San

i

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1996.
Reading Ecumenical Jihad by Peter
Kreeft, is a unique experience. Many
of us share with Peter Kreeft this inten
sity of feeling regarding the by-prod
ucts of secularization in the life of
Americans. But I find it very difficult
to accept his plan for the fight against
secularism which would include a so
called ecumenical jihad. Furthermore,
I am baffled by the absolute conviction
he shows in equating the Roman Catho
lic Church with the Church our Lord
Jesus Christ established 2000 years
ago! As a t~entieth century Henry
Newman, he considers himself a her
ald called by God to summon Protes
tants (as well as followers of major
world religions) to find their safe home
within the Catholic" Church, the lead
ing world institution in the great war
against secularism.
In this review article, I plan to set
forth the various theses of his book be
fore giving an analysis of its contents.

THE CONTENT

i

While there have been many articles
written in religious magazines describ
ing and deploring the moral chaos in
American society, Peter Kreeft is sin
gularly gifted in the way he enumer
ates the glaring and shocking sins
which pervade various sectors of our
public life. He writes simply and con
vincingly, endeavoring to follow in the
footsteps of C. S. Lewis, a man he
greatly admires and quotes. In his first
chapter he describes the problem as
follows:
So: without religion, no morality,
and without morality, no salvation
of society or of individuals. But:
there are two structural obstacles
to this solution, this only possible

solution. One is the separation be
tween our society and religion, and the
other is the separation and split both
within the Christian religion and
among the religions of the world. (21)
These words help us get into the mind
of Professor Kreeft. He acknowledges an
inherent problem within the American ex
perience: that of attempting to define the

foundations ofprivate and public moral
ity apart from their source in a religious
faith. This is due, as many contemporaries
think, to the constitutionally-mandated
separation between "Church and State."
Furthermore, recognizing that nowadays
we live in a global milieu, Kreeft is tre

mendously exercised by the divisions
among the religions ofthe world. This does
not help in our war against secularism.
How are Christians (as well as follow
ers of other world religions) to face the
common foe and eventually defeat him?
Peter Kreeft's answer is that followers of
the major world faiths must work together
in a struggle which is nothing less than a
worldwide jihad. As he puts it:
The battle lines are obviously chang
ing No longer are Protestants and
Catholics anathematizing each other.
Relations with Jews and even Mus
lims are beginning to show signs of
understanding and respect never be
fore seen in history...It seems that our
divine Commander's strategy is to
bring this change about by confront
ing us with the increasingly clear and
present danger of the common enemy,
the new Tower of Babel. (28)
The war against secularism is bringing
people of different faiths together. More
than that, in spite of their theological dif
ferences, they are fighting together. This
is the important thing today. No one can
tell what the outcome of this new alliance
would be. It is still in its "early stages of
formation. That formation is in a clearer
and more advanced stage in front of
--- -- - - -
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abortuaries and in inner-city drug centers
than it is in the churches or seminaries or
universities. Practice is leading theory."
(28)
This war or jihad against secularism
takes place within several circles. First,
within Christian groups regardless of their
ecclesiastical differences. This is Christian
ecumenism in practice. It is followed by
Jewish-Christian ecumenism, Christian
Muslim ecumenism, also that ecumenicity
which embraces Hinduism and Buddhism,
and finally: "even atheists and agnostics,
if they are of good will and intellectual
honesty and still believe in objective truth
and objective morality, are on our side in
the war against the powers of darkness.
Perhaps they can be called 'anonymous
Christians,' as Karl Rahner suggested."
(31)
That this is not a merely practical alli
ance in the war against secularism is seen
in these hopeful words regarding the fu
ture possibilities of ecumenical jihad.
I have no idea what new theological
understanding might emerge from this
new tactical moral alliance, but I think
that such an understanding will hap
pen. For love causes knowledge. Or
thopraxy leads to orthodoxy, as well
as vice versa. (31 )
Peter Kreeft sees this coming together
of people of different religions in their
spiritual warfare as part of "God's Strat
egy." He has the highest admiration for
pope John Paul II whom he regards as "a
new Gregory the Great. " Mter all, "he has

surely done more than anyone else in our
century to save the world from Commu
nism and from nuclear war. " (33)
Seeing that many Western readers would
object to the use of the term Jihad in de
scribing the war against secularism, Kreeft
devotes Chapter Two to the defense of this
theme, followed in Chapter Three by an
other defense, that ofFanaticism. Another
defense appears in Chapter Four, that of

--- - - - - - - -
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"Culture Wars. "In a rather amusing way, does not arbitrarily decide the meaning of
Another matter that disturbed me in Pe
he tells us of a unique experience he had a specific word. After all, words are not ter Kreeft' s apologeti~ work is hishisto
whenhe was attempting to surf after "Hur simply etymologically defined, they carry riography. No responsible church historian
ricane Felix turned the East Coast into a historical baggage with them. This is has the right to make such generalizations
Hawaii for two weeks. " He was caught specially the case for foreign words. While as "the first millennium was the millennium
by a "twelve-foot wave " which ushered some modern writers on Islam have tried ofChristian unity. There was one and only
him onto "a Heavenly beach" where he hard to down play the meaning of jihad, one worldwide visible Church from Pen
had a great discussion with Confucius, claiming that it denotes primarily a spiri tecost to 1054. The second millennium was
Buddha, Muhammad and Moses (Chapter tual struggle with self, actually and histori the millennium ofdisunity: tears in Christ's
Six).
cally across 1400 years, it has meant holy seamless garment: 1054, 1517 and all the
The remaining part of the book marks a war to expand the territory of Daru'/ Is further tears that followed 1517. "(26)
shift from the main theme of Ecumenical lam, i.e., the household of Islam.
Nothing is more damaging than divi
Jihad. Having set forth the urgency for all
Before the rise of this theistic faith in sions within the body of Christ, especially
religions to work together in the fight the seventh century, the tribes of the Ara when we face the challenge of secularism
against godless secularism, Peter Kreeft bian peninsula raided each other as a way at home and the resurgent non-Christian
begins a discussion designed to prove that of life. After they accepted Islam by 632 religions abroad. But equally devastating
the Roman Catholic Church is the true A.D., their energies were directed against is any departure from the truths of God's
church of Jesus Christ. This is accom the Persian and Byzantine empires in a Word, the Bible. So when dealing with
plished in a rather skillfully described holy war of conquest. Within one hundred church history, we may not gloss over
meeting between C. S. Lewis, Martin years after the death ofMuhammad, a huge some undisputed facts. For example, divi
Luther and Thomas Aquinas. Our author, Islamic dominated empire stretched from sion did not begin in 1054 but in the after
as a lifelong student of the great British Spain to the western parts of India. The math of the Ecumenical Council of
apologist, enlists the "help" of the German terms ofjihad offered the conquered Chris Chalcedon in 451 ! Several churches in the
Reformer and the Italian Doctor of theol tians, Jews and Zoroastrians, either con Middle East did not accept the formula of
ogy, in an attempt to heal the great rift version to Islam, or the status of dhimmis, the One Person of Christ with two natures
within Western Christianity. The trialogue i.e., "protected groups. " While dhimmis (divine and human), and exercising two
is built around a subject treated in one of were allowed to remain within their own wills (divine and human). I am not defend
Lewis's well known books: "Is there such religions, they were required to pay spe ing the theology of the non-Chalcedonian
cial taxes and refrain from publicly wit churches. However, I cannot condone the
a thing as "Mere Christianity"?
Finally, Peter Kreeft displays his ardent nessing to their faith. The by-product of severe persecution which was inflicted on
faith in the power of the Eucharist to bring jihad was the disappearance of the church these Christians by the Byzantine emper
Christians together. "No Catholic dogma in North Africa, and the marginalization ors and the Orthodox Church.
The 1054 schism was not about an in
is so distinctive and so apparently anti of the various Eastern churches in the
significant matter. While it is evident that
ecumenical as the dogma ofthe Real Pres Middle East.
ence of Christ in the Eucharist. Yet this
War against secularism is fine, but not that quite early in the history of the Body of
dogma may be the greatest cause of type of ecumenical jihad as envisaged by Christ, episcopacy became the modus op
ecumenism and eventual reunion. "(145) Kreeft. Our author has based his extremely erandi within the church, no specific epis
His testimony follows. He was born and optimistic view ofIslam (as well as the other copal center was acknowledged as primary
brought up in the Reformed Church in non-theistic faiths) on his encounter with or superior to others. It was the persistent
America; he received his college training some of their followers in the West. This is claim of the bishop of Rome for primacy
at Calvin College of the Christian Re not a proper way to plan alliances with fol over the other centers of the church (in
formed Church. He was 21 when his con lowers of world religions in the face of a Antioch, Jerusalem, Alexandria and
version took place. He was not the only common foe. Had he armed himself with a Constantinople), which precipitated the di
Protestant intellectual to make the switch realistic global outlook, he would have re vision between the Western and Eastern
to Rome. There was the conversion ofTom alized that his dream for a common front churches. Thus, no objective research can
substantiate the claim that what the Ro
Howard of Gordon College. And in his against secularism was utopian.
At the very time I am writing this review mans see was the unique center of Chris
dedication of the book, he includes another
illustrious Protestant, the Lutheran Rich (during the Advent season), a real jihad tianity during the first millennium. At this
ard John Neuhaus who, not long ago, went against the Christians and animists of south point, I'm afraid that Peter Kreeft is en
ern Sudan by Islamic fundamentalists is tak gaged in propaganda and not in a serious
over to the church of Rome.
ing place. In Iran. Protestants are officially account of ecclesiastical history.
The saddest part of the book is in Chap
denied the status of dhimmis which is ac
I must confess that even before reading corded to the older Christian churches ters Seven and Eight. Having fully ex
the book, I was intrigued by the title he (Assyrian and Armenian). They are perse pounded his thesis in defense of a global
chose. I had noticed it in an ad in a reli cuted severely; several of their pastors have ecumenical war against secularism, the
gious journal. The juxtaposition of "ecu been martyred during the 1990s. This is author shifts gears to the second division
menical " and ''jihad'' is extremely awk jihad in action. No amount of Anglo-Saxon of his book.
While formally staying in tbe back
ward. As a teacher of philosophy, he must rhetoric can redeem this word!
ground, it is Peter Kreeft who directs the
have been aware of the tradition that one
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proceedings of the "Trialogue with C. S.
Lewis, Martin Luther and Thomas
Aquinas." His goal is to prove that what
ever wrongs happened in the Western
church under Rome, today it is no longer
defensible to stay away from Rome.
Peter Kreeft allows Luther to give a
shocking description of our times in which
the awful consequences of secularism are
depicted. Underneath this fair treatment of
Luther's view, we encounter the real
agenda of our author, which is that we may
differ in our theologies, both Protestant and
Catholics (and others as well) and still
work together in a COmmon war against
the enemy. Eventually, our orthopraxy will
enable us to re-formulate our doctrinal
positions! Luther is treated cordially and
not as he was actually handled after the
Diet of Worms, but he is still classified
among the heretics. Here is an important
part of one "imagined" response of
Aquinas to the German Reformer:

I
I

Historical research will show one po
sition or the other. And I claim it will
show the continuity ofCatholic dogma
and the roots of that dogma in the
earliest writings of the Church Fa
thers. Many a Catholic convert has
trod this path to Rome, the historical
path - for instance, Cardinal
Newman. All the distinctively Catho
lic doctrines are to befound there very
early in Church history, though some
more clearly than others. And none
ofthe distinctively Protestant denials
of Catholic doctrines is there, except
in those writers who were identified
by the universal Church as heretics.
(135)

I

Peter Kreeft believes that ultimately, the
unique claims of Roman Catholicism are
decided in The Eucharist. In his autobio
graphical account of his journey "from
Dutch Reformed Calvinism to Roman Catholicism, the one Catholic dogma that
most drew me in was the Eucharist. "
The subject of the real presence of Jesus
Christ in the elements of the Lord's Sup
per was of primary importance for our au
thor. He considers that Protestants merely
have "Christ ... present only subjectively
in" their souls! But what really drew him
as a magnet to Rome was the doctrine that
Christ was "more fully present, present
also objectively, in the Eucharist ... I be
came a Catholic essentially for the very
concrete historical reason that I discov
ered that Jesus Christ had founded the
Catholic Church. ... A Protestant taking a
time machine back to any time at all be

fore the Reformation would not feel at
home. I knew that, because I was that Prot
estant, and history is a time machine, and
I did not feel at home. He would feel that
he had stumbled into a Catholic church.
The center of worship was the Eucharist,
not the Bible; the altar not the pUlpit; the
consecration of the bread and wine, not
the preaching ofthe sermon. "(147,148)
Here is the theology of Peter Kreeft
stated in the most succinct way! It is too
bad that he caricatures the Protestant doc
trine of the Holy Supper as a mere symbol.
This a real blunder especially for some
one who was brought up in a Calvinistic
church and received his college education
at Calvin College. Had he seriously stud
ied John Calvin's Institutes and the
Genevan reformer's commentary on John
6? Has he consulted Article 35 of the BEL
GIC CONFESSION dealing with The Sac
rament ofthe Lord's Supper? His specific
tradition taught a very high doctrine of the
Lord's Supper. It was not the Zwinglian
genre which unfortunately considered this
sacrament as a memorial supper. This six
teenth century confession does acknowl
edge a real presence of Christ in the Holy
Supper, but the manner of His presence is
not physical, but spiritual, i.e., by the
Holy Spirit.
Now it is certain that Jesus Christ did
notprescribe his sacraments for us in
vain, since he works in us all he rep
resents by these holy signs, although
the manner in which he does it goes
beyond our understanding and is
uncomprehensible to us, just as the
operation of God's Spirit is hidden
and incomprehensible.
Yet we do not go wrong ~hen we say
that what is eaten is Christ's own
natural body and what is drunk is his
own blood - but the manner in which
we eat it is not by the mouth, but by
the Spirit, through faith.
Belgic Confession, Article 35
Ecumenical Jihad has some very seri
ous parts where Peter Kreeft, as mentioned
earlier, is at his best when describing the
ravages of secularism in our American
culture. This aspect of his work is laud
able. However, his veering at one time to
wards universalism and at other times to
wards theological pluralism, renders his
book confusing. Perhaps this is due to the
fact that his religio-sociologicallaboratory
was limited by his North American aca
demic experience.

The author's argument that Rome should
be our ultimate home is not convincing to
anyone grounded in the fundamental dis
ciplines of theology, church history, and
above all, the Bible. It is hoped that this
passionately written book will bring Prot
estants together, not in some kind of shal
low ecumenicity, but around the heritage
of historic Christianity as it has been pre
served and handed down to us in the ecu
menical Creeds and the Protestant Cat
echisms and Confessions of Faith of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. If this
book would act as a catalyst for such
ecumenicity, it would have served a use
ful purpose, notwithstanding the manifest
desire of Peter Kreeft who wants us to fol
low in his steps!

i
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Bassam M. Madany
Middle East Resources
*This article first appeared in the Spring,
1997, issue of Reformation & Revival
Journal, Volume 6, Number 2. published
by Reformation & Revival Ministries, P.
O. Box 88216, Carol Stream, IL 60188
0216
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Closing the GAP
Cal Thomas
was probably the largest gathering Washington has ever seen, but the real power of "Stand in
the Gap," sponsored by the Christian men's movement known as Promise Keepers, was in its
onsistent refusal to speak of, or attempt to influence the government. Even the stage was
turned away from the Capitol building. Speakers had their backs to Congress. They had come not
to petition government for a redress of grievances, but to petition a much Higher Authority for a
remission of personal and national sins.
Washington is flummoxed. The gathering could not be explained and those in the big media
who tried were mediocre at best. It was as if no one spoke a language they understood. A few
politicians, Democrats and Republicans, were in the massive crowd, but none received
special treatment or recognition. Promise Keepers' President, Randy Phillips, said, "We
"We come
have had too high a view of the power of Man and too Iowa view of the power of God."
For some who view government as God, this was a great awakening.
not as
For six hours, "Stand in the Gap" seemed to say that we've tried the power of Demo
crats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, political majorities and coalitions,
protesters to
organizing and protesting, boycotting and lawmaking, but none of it has formed a more
perfect union. Los Angeles pastor Jack Hayford set the right tone early when he said,
claim our "We come not as protesters to claim our rights, but as sinners to confess our wrongs."
Many people seem to have forgotten about sin in an age where we are all supposed to
be dysfunctional victims of someone else's wrongdoing (though nothing is considered
rights,
objectively wrong anymore because such standards have been obliterated in our pursuit
of "tolerance"). A tiny contingent of the National Organization for Women tried to
but as sinners
perpetuate the stereotype that Promise Keepers is the latest incarnation of the '''Reli
gious Right," and wants to seize political power by stealth. But a Washington Post
survey found that one-third of the men said they came to confess their sins, while a
to confess
majority of men with wives who work outside the home said their wives work hardly
conflicted with family life. Ninety percent said husbands should equally share in
our wrongs." ever
doing housework, disciplining children and making "big decisions." That doesn't sound
like a swarm of guys trying to force women back into the kitchen and chain them to the
bedpost.
Something is stirring in the land. It's too early to call it a third Great Awakening, like those
preceding the American Revolution and the Civil War. But just as the pope continues to draw huge
crowds, most recently in secular Paris and in Brazil, where more than 1.5 million came to a Sun
day Mass, people are growing tired of government and culture that fail to produce the basic moral
and spiritual necessities of life. Indeed, they are recognizing that government cannot produce
these things, no matter how good the intentions. That's why Promise Keepers is sounding the right
call, not to earthly power, but to a personal acknowledgment of human weakness, to a kingdom
not of this world. People are hungry. And politicians have become irrelevant in the feeding pro
cess.
The biggest temptation for the leadership of Promise Keepers will be to organize, incorporate,
even politicize the movement. If they do, it will fail. They should keep their hands off and see what
this God of theirs might do.
In his letter to the Romans, Paul writes that God has built "futility" into His creation, "in hope
that the creation will turn to Him." That is what the frustrated now seem to be doing. What may
follow is beyond any power on earth to stop.

E
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The Holy Spirit's Preparation for
the Coming of Christ (VI)

\

Neal Hegeman
he Holy Scriptures are the author study. This study is looking at implications boon or a grain of sand."4 Contemporary
ity on the work of the Holy Spirit. of the work of the Holy Spirit.
Canadian culture agrees more with Holmes
All Scripture is inspired by God.
than with Calvin. In 1991, in Canada, abor
The focal point of Scripture is the Lord
tions were done 88% (61,985 lives) of the
Jesus Christ. So, what better source to go
time when the baby was under 13 weeks,
7.5% (5,271) lives of the time when the
to than to the four Gospels, in which we
The first mention of the Holy Spirit in baby was between 13-16 weeks, and 2.6%
see the Spirit's work in preparing Jesus and
the gospel record has to do (1,827 lives) of the time when the baby
preparing us to know Him?
with
John, the Preparer of
Revival, according to
"In times of the way of the Lord. Luke was over 16 weeks. The age of the baby
was unknown in 1.7% {l,194 lives) of the
Martyn Lloyd Jones, is the
1:15: He will also be filled
5
unusual working of the Holy
cases.
revival,
with
the
Holy
Spirit
even
Spirit for a certain period of
In times ofrevival the treatment of all
parents will from his mother's womb. " of life, inclnding the nnborn, will be in
time. I This working does not
The Spirit of God abides in terpreted as sacred and in service of the
contradict His normative
seriously
John
from birth. If God Lord. The praying Hannah was granted a
workings, but it is an exten
wills,
He can regenerate Samuel; Lois, the grandmother of Timo
sion of it. I would propose to
consider, not
and
spiritually
abide even thy, and Eunice, his mother, had their
you that creation, the incar
in
an
unborn
child
such as
nation of Jesus, the resurrec
prayers answered for their offspring; the
only the here
John.
This
does
not
mean pleading prayers of Monica, the rebel
tion and Pentecost are among
all unborn children are the Augustine's mother, were graciously an
and now
those special times of divine
recipients
of the Holy swered in the conversion of her son. In
intervention in which God adSpirit's regenerating work,
of
welfare
i
vances His kingdom in a spe
times ofrevival, parents will seriously con
but rather that God in His sider, not only the here and now welfare
cial way. ThecomingofJesus
their children,
sovereignty is able to ac of their children, but their eternal purpose.
and especially the three years
complish
that. This double
There are very different views about
of ministry, death, resurrec
but their
testimony
to God's cre how the Holy Spirit works among
tion and ascension are the fo
ation and sanctification Christian's children. The May 29, 1996
eternal
cal points of true revival.
shows
tha.t God is sover Globe and Mail reported:
R.C. Sproul, in his video on
eign
and
that the Holy
purpose."
"Pentecost" in the Life of
Last Friday night, when most children
Spirit's
work
in creation
Christ series, shows how the
were either asleep or munching on
Holy Spirit came as "anotherComforter."2 and sanctification makes human life, in all
popcorn
in front of their favorite
The Holy Spirit does not replace the au stages of development, sacred. The human
video,
the
youngest members of
thority of Jesus but He comes as one who being, in all stages of development, is an
Toronto's
Airport
Christian Fellow
applies the benefits of the finished work image- bearer of God, an eternal being, an
ship
were
jerking
uncontrollably or
of Christ. In other words, when the Holy instrument of God.
screaming
out
the
name
of Jesus.
John Calvin writes in his commentary
Spirit comes, He will lead us to Christ and
on Luke concerning John the Baptist: "The
The children, aged 4 to 12, experi
keep us in Christ.
enced what this charismatic church
So let us look at the four gospels and power and grace of the Spirit will appear
in him not only when he shall enter upon
calls a "being slain by the Holy Spirit."
review the workings of the Spirit in rela
They tumble backward into the wait
tionship to Christ and the followers of his public employment, but even from the
womb he shall excel in the gifts of the
ing hands of the ministry team mem
!
Christ. HERE WE SEE A CHRIST-CEN
Spirit."3
bers, who laid them on the floor to do
TERED MODEL FOR REVIVAL. In this
Natural man does not have such an el
what the church refers to as "carpet
section we will briefly review the first part
evated and sacred view of human birth or
time." Some rested quietly, others
of the gospels. We will state the verse, give
a commentary, and then present the prin the potential ofliving to serve God. Oliver
convulsed and moaned.
Wendell Holmes said, "I see no reason for
fi
ki
"God bless these children and release
ciple and contemporary application. Since
this review is a summary, the reader is en attributing to man a signi lcance in .nd
different from that which belongs to a ba
your pictures," said Bill Dupley, the
! cou~age~ to_giv~eachl'rin~i}Jle !uE!h~r___________________.________.____ _
__________..J
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THE PREPARATION OF
CHILDREN
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adult co-ordinator of the children's
renewal service. He then invited the
children to come forward and share
the visions God had shown them. The
youngsters eagerly lined up to unleash
the word of God through prophecy.
"I saw a lion and I'm thinking, 'Cool.
It's a lion. It's God,'" ll-year-old
Australian Peter Lazar said with al
most breathless excitement to the 40
children in the room.

to the heresies of Arius who believed that
Jesus had a beginning. "The Son is of the
Father alone, not created nor begotten."
The Spirit of revival requires that we
believe that Jesus is God. Revival cannot
be accomplished with sects and ministries
who deny the deity of Christ. If we search
for revival with Mormons, Jehovah Wit
nesses and liberal Christians, we search in
vain, for they deny the truth about Christ
and Christ is the reason for true revivaL
Our response to those who deny the deity
of Christ is not fellowship but evangelism
for those who have never believed and dis
cipline for those in error.

conceived Jesus, plants new life in us. The
two events are undeniably related tbrough
the Spirit.

THE SPIRIT EMPLOYS ALL
GOD'S PEOPLE

Luke 1:41: "And Elizabeth was filled with
the Holy Spirit. " God used the mother of
John to prophesy. Calvin notes: "She was
suddenly endued with the gift of prophesy
to an unusual extent."
In revival, the priesthood of all believ
A five-year old said he saw the gold
e~ ~ be spiritually a.ctivated. Th~:::1
filled kingdom of God; other children
Spmt comes upon all~ children, wotmm !
described doves, fountains and Jesus
and men. Such was the outpouring at Pen- :
standing in front of a grocery store
tecost, not only for the leaders but for all
saying, "Come, buy the love of the
believers.
Lord."
1be Holy Spirit's employment of all
Matthew 1:18: "She was found with child believers should not lead us to contradict
The children are part of a growing
of the Holy Spirit. " The Holy Spirit gen the Spirit's inspired teachings in other parts
emphasis on prophecy within this con
erated new birth. The creation and regen of Scripture (I Tim. 2:12). The anointing
troversial church. Formerly known as
eration of human beings is the work of the of the Spirit is according to gifts and re
the Toronto Airport Vineyard, the
Holy Spirit. Mariano DiGangi writes:
sponsibilities. It is not an indiscriminate,
church landed in the spotlight in Janu
disorderly
and destructive outpouring. To
ary of 1994, when the church says the
The Spirit who wrought the miracu
the
contrary,
Ephesians 4 points to the
Holy Spirit descended on its members,
lous conception of Jesus in the womb
working
together
of Christ's gifted lead
causing them to burst into "holy
of the virgin Mary brings about our
ers
who
are
called
to equip the saints for :
laughter."
spiritual regeneration. He dispenses
the
work
of
ministry.
The priesthood of
with human paternity and acts in sov
How would you compare the events sur
all
believers
is
to
be
mobilized
to minis
ereign grace to create new persons. 7
rounding the birth of John and what hap
try.
pened in Toronto?
Matthew 1:20: "That
"Revival which is conceived in her is
of the Holy Spirit." The
Holy Spirit prepared the
cannot be way for Jesus to come into
the world. Di Gangi again:
Luke 1:67: "Now his father Zechariah
accomplished
The incarnation of the
was filled with the Holy Spirit and proph
Son of God was not the
Matthew 1:18, Luke 1:35:
esied, saying... " Zechariah had been dumb
result of 'oseph's pro
with sects and
"The Holy Spirit will come
for nine months due to his unbelief, but
creative power but of
upon you, and the power of
now his tongue was made spiritually alive.
Jehovah's creative
the Highest will overshadow
Calvin says:
ministries who
might. The Savior was
you; therefore, also that
This was a remarkable instance of the
born without human pa
Holy One who is to be born
goodness of God, that not only did
deny the deity
ternity, dramatizing the
will be called the Son of
Zechariah recover the power of
fact that God so loved
God." The Spirit of God
speech, which he had not enjoyed for
the world that He gave
of Christ. "
abides with Jesus. The Spirit
nine months, but his tongue became
His unique Son to save
of God preserves the divine
the instrument of the Holy Spirit.
sinners. 8
and eternal nature of Jesus
Revival will see unbelieving and dumb
and creates, as with any other child, the Revival will not only confirm the mi
tongues
be made alive again. It is incred
human nature.
racnlous conception of Jesus but also
ible
to
hear
the testimonies of ministers
William Hendriksen points out:
reaffirm the absolute necessity orthe mi
who have served in the church for many
raculous new birth of the believer.
Not of Joseph but of God!...Neither
years and then came to know Christ!
The denial of the virgin birth by liberal
God nor Gabriel demands ofMary that
Walter Kerr, executive director of Ligonier
Protestants is a denial of the deity of Christ,
she must understand everything. What
Ministries, speaks about his father who had
the inspiration of the Scriptures which tell
is required of her is only this, that she
been a pastor in the United Methodist
us about this, and ultimately, a denial of
believes and willingly submits. 6
Church for many years before he was con
the way of salvation through the necessity
The Athanasian Creed spells out the
verted. 9 It reminds me of my one year stay
of radical rebirth. The same Spirit who
dynamics of the eternal Son, r~p~~~!lg

THE MIRACULOUS
CONCEPTION

THE SPIRIT QUICKENS THE
TONGUE TO SPEAK FOR
THE LORD

THE
PRESERVATION
OF THE DIVINITY
OF CHRIST

The Outlook

e

December 1997

~.~------------------

at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary where at
the beginning of the year a professor gave
a chapel meditation which cast doubt on
the reality ofBiblical events while near the
end of the year, after his conversion, he
used chapel time to give an evangelical
message.

\

THE COMFORT OF THE
HOLY SPIRIT

Praise God for Christian lay members,
like Simeon, who sacrifice their lives to
promote the proclamation of the gospel of
the Lord. Revival is accompanied by the
promotion of the Word ofGod, illuminated
by the Spirit of Christ. The Reformation
of the 16th century was undergirded by the
translation and distribution of the Bible in
the langauge of the people. Praise the Lord
for societies such as
Wycliffe Bible Translators,
Gideons, the Bible Societ
"Revival
ies and others. 1\

Luke 2:25: "Simeon ... was
just and devout, waiting for
the Consolation of Israel,
occurs In
and the Holy Spirit was upon
him. " Simeon was not comforted by the faithful human
times of
prophets, priests and kings.
Luke 2: 27: "So he came
God had removed the offices,
by the Spirit into the temple.
unfilled
only a remnant of the priestWhat a wonderful way to
hood was leftover. The Holy
go to church! Simeon came
human and
Spirit comforted Simeon
seeking the living Savior
with a sure knowledge and
and Lord in worship! Mat
confident patience that in
thew Henry notes: 'Those
religious
deed the Savior would come.
that would see Christ must
Revival occurs in times of
go to his temple; for there
needs."
unfilled human and religious
the Lord, whom ye seek,
needs. Yet, the Spirit contin
shall suddenly come to
ues to give hope to the remnant to wait for meet you, and there you must be ready to
meet him." 12
the promises of God to be fulfilled.
I recall an elderly pastor, Jorge Pasible,
Revival will be accompanied by re·
who had endured the rigors of poverty newal of authentic, Spirit led, Christ
working with his fellow Haitian immi centered and Father-glorifying true
grants in the Dominican RepUblic. Revival worship.
occurred with lasting results among the
Haitian immigrants prior to Jorge's death.
I can still see the glowing smile on his face
The workings of the Holy Spirit sur
and other older Christians who would tes rounding the coming of the Lord Jesus
tify that they had been praying for years Christ into the world took place in ordi
for revival and relief. They saw the com
ing of the missionaries and the renewal of
the church as answered prayer. Jorge died
in peace. 10

PREPARATION
FOR WORSHIP

CONCLUSION

THE REVELATION OF THE
HOLY SPIRIT
Luke 2:26: "And it had been revealed to
Him by the Holy Spirit." God is capable
of revealing events related to the salvation
of His people. Calvin observes: "Though
Simeon had no distinction ofpublic office,
he was adorned with eminent gifts - with
piety, with a blameless life, with faith and
prophecy."
Revival will be accompanied by a sin
cere preoccupation for the salvation of the
Lord. Salvation, not speCUlation, is the
content ofthe Spirit's revelation.
The Outlook
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nary people in extra-ordinary ways. A care
ful observation of how the Spirit worked
gives us insights as to how He will operate
in times of revival, if God grants us such
blessings.
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Evaluating Post-millennialism (I)
Cornelis P. Venema

E

n my earlier surveys of the four pri
mary millennial views, I promised to
valuate each of these views from the
standpoint of Scripture. So far I have at
tempted to keep this promise in respect to
the views known as historic pre
millennialism and dispensational pre
millennialism. Not only have we consid
ered the basic problem of all pre-millennial
views - the unbiblical separation between
Christ's second coming and the close of
the present age - but we have also con
sidered a number of objections against
dispensationalism. In more recent articles,
I have presented an extended treatment of
the teaching of Revelation 20, a treatment
that was critical throughout of the pre
millennialist reading of this passage. Now
that this evaluation of pre-millennialism
and our consideration of Revelation 20 are
completed, the time has come to evaluate
the millennial view known as post
millennialism.

the view that post-millennialism looks for the characteristic emphasis upon a coming
an unprecedented period or golden age be golden age. l
tween the times of Christ's ftrst and second
It is this fundamental feature of a golden
coming. Though variously described and age or future period of unprecedented gos
understood by post-millennialists, this pe pel blessing that is most characteristic of
riod or golden age will be marked by an un all post-millennialist views. Therefore, it
precedented triumph of the gospel on the is this feature which will be the focus of
earth. The nations will be converted and my evaluation of post-millennialism in
honor the requirements of the Word and law what follows.
of God. Prosperity and peace will prevail
In order to organize my evaluation of
in the earth. This unprecedented period will post-miUennialism, I will proceed by rais
endure for a thousand years, not in a literal ing several objections to this position in
sense but in the sense of a great and expan the form of questions. In this article, I will
sive period of time. Only at the conclusion only be able to consider the ftrst two of
ofthis millennial period will there be a brief these objections. In a subsequent article, I
period ofSatanic rebellion and apostasy, the will consider several further objections to
"little season" of Revelation 20.
post-millennialism. After having consid
Among post-millennialists, there are some ered each of these objections, I will then
differences of opinion regarding the com conclude with a more general comment or
mencement of this golden age or unprec two on the strengths and weaknesses of this
edented period of gospel triumph in the millennial position.
earth. Some suggest that this
First objection: When does
period will commence gradu
Christ
become King?
"...post
ally and incrementally. As the
The
ftrst
objection to post
gospel progressively penetrates
millennialism
millennialism
can be stated in
the nations and brings about
the
form
of
the
question 
their conversion, the millen
looks for an when does Christ become
Before beginning this evaluation of post nium will eventually come to
King? Golden age post
millennialism, however, I need to revisit full manifestation. Others sug
unprecedented
millennialism
seems to sug
an earlier discussion of what is meant by gest that the millennium
gest
that
the
kingship
Jesus
post-millennialism. The term post commence more abruptly and
period or Christ is not so much aofpresent
millennialism simply means "after the mil suddenly in the context of a fu
as it is a future reality. The
lennium." This position teaches that ture revival and conversion of
golden age coming
of Christ in the full
Christ's return will occur after the millen the nations by an unprecedented
ness
of
time,
it inau
between the gurated a newthough
nium at the end of the present age. In this working of the Spirit through
and decisive
broader sense of the term, it serves, like the gospel. Opinions also vary
times of period in the history of re
the term pre-millennialism, to cover two as to the place and service ofthe
demption, does not by itself
distinct millennial views: what I would call civil magistrate in the realization
Christ's first constitute the great turning
golden age post-millennialism and a oftiIls millennial kingdom. One
point in history, so far as the
millennia I post-millennialism. Though wrinkle that complicates matters
kingdom of God is concerned.
and
second
these two distinct views are commonly even further is the tendency to
Rather, it commences a series
termed post-millennialism and a day among some post
coming." of events which, only later
millennialism, it should be noted that they millennialists to identify the en
and in terms of subsequent
share a basic feature in distinction from tire period between Christ's first
developments, lead to the
all pre-millennial views: that the return of and second advents as the period o/the mil millennial kingdom. However the millen
Christ will come after the millennium and lennium. Though this latter tendency nium commences, whether suddenly or
conclude the present period ofhistory.
amounts to a position all but indistinguish progressively over a longer period of time,
For the purpose of this evaluation, I will able from a-millennialism (though perhaps it does not commence until some time af
be using the term post-millennialism in the more optimistic in its expectation), it retains ter the great redemptive events attested in
narrower and more limited sense, to refer to

DEFINING GOLDEN AGE
POST-MILLENNfALiSM

will
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the New Testament Scriptures. Or, to state According to this passage, God the Father
the matter somewhat differently, the birth, has "put all things in subjection under His
life, death, resurrection and ascension of [Christ's] feet, and gave Him as head over
Jesus Christ, together with the outpouring all things to the church, which is His body,
of the Spirit at Pentecost, initiate a chain the fulness of Him who fIlls all in all"
of events that will eventually lead to the (compare Col. 1:15-18; 1 Pet. 3:22). Ac
millennial kingdom. But these events are cording to this passage, Christ has been
not themselves events that coincide with seated at the right hand of God "far above
the commencement of the millennium. all rule and authority and power and do
minion ... not only in this age,
Christ's millennial reign comes
but
also in the one to come"
later in the course of the his
"Christ is
(vv. 20-21, emphasis mine).
tory of redemption.
The problem with this con
King now! No suggestion is made that
this present reign of Christ is
struction is that it compromises
the testimony of the New Tes
And He has to be distinguished into a
tament that the reign of Christ
non-millennial and a
been King millennial phase, both of
commences with His fIrst ad
vent and installation at the right
which are to be distinguished
from the from the age to come. Some
hand of the Father after His res
thing quite different is af
urrection from the dead.
Though the manifestation or commencement fIrmed: Christ's reign is dis
evidence of Christ's rule and
tinguished between the
of His present age and the age to
dominion may vary throughout
history so far as the circum
with no other age in
mediatorial come,
tervening or being inserted.
stances of believers and the
As I have noted in prior ar
church is concerned, the entire
rule at the ticles,
the only passages in the
period between Christ's resur
rection and His return at the end Father's right New Testament that might
appear to teach a distinction
of the age is the period in which
He has all authority (Matt.
hand." between Christ's present
28:16-20) and exercises kingly
kingship and His kingship
during a millennial period in
dominion in the earth. The
preaching of the gospel to all the creation the future are 1 Corinthians 15:22-26 and
and the discipling of the nations - these Revelation 20:1-6. Upon careful study,
are the great tasks of Christ's church in this however, neither of these passages teaches
present period of history and they express such a distinction.
In 1 Corinthians 15:22-26, we read the
His present rule as King.
For this reason, in those passages which following:
speak of Christ's kingship and dominion,
For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ
the point of reference is always to the en
shall all be made alive. But each in
tirety of the present age subsequent to
his own order: Christ the fIrst fruits,
Christ's ascension and prior to His return
after that those who are Christ's at His
at the end of the age. Thus, in Philippians
coming, then the end, when He deliv
2:9-11, after the well-known description
ers up the kingdom to God and Fa
of Christ's self-emptying and humiliation,
ther, when He has abolished all rule
the apostle Paul describes Christ's exalta
and all authority and power. For He
tion in these words:
must reign until He has put all His
Therefore also God highly exalted
Him, and bestowed on Him the name
which is above every name, that at the
name of Jesus every knee should bow,
of those who are in heaven, and on
earth, and under the earth, and that
every tongue should confess that Jesus
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the
Father.
This description of Christ's exaltation de
fInes His present standing and glory, and
not an exaltation that is reserved to the fu
ture in any new or distinguishable sense.
In a similar passage, Ephesians 1:22-23,
the present authority and dominion of
Christ are described in the strongest terms.

enemies under His feet. The last en
emy that will be abolished is death.
This passage teaches that, subsequent to
His resurrection from the dead, Christ has
been installed as King and is presently
reigning over all things. This present reign
of Christ will come to an end when all of
His enemies have been brought into sub
jection under His feet, including the last
enemy, death. There is a no suggestion in
this passage of the kind of unprecedented
period of Christ's millennial reign that will
intervene between the present reality ofRis
reign and the fInal state, when all His en
emies, including death, have been de
feated. This passage simply leaves no
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place for a golden age between the present
age and the age to come. Rather, it teaches
that the (millennial) reign of Christ encom
passes the entirety of the present period of
history, only to be concluded at the time
of the final conquest of all of Christ's en
emies at the end of the age.
With respect to the vision of the millen
nium in Revelation 20: 1-16, I do not wish
to revisit the arguments of a previous ar
ticle in this series. 2 In that article, I pro
vided a number of reasons why I believe
the vision of the millennium in Revelation
20 encompasses the entire inter-advental
period between the first and second i
comings of Christ. There are two things
that need to be proven in order to support
the view of a future golden age in history
from Revelation 20. The first is that the
events depicted in the latter part of Rev '.
elation 19:11-21 refer, not to the second
coming of Christ, but to a transitional pe
riod in history leading up to the beginning
of the millennium of Revelation 20. A
much simpler and straightforward reading
of Revelation 19:11-21 suggeststhatitre ,
fers instead to the return of Christ at the
end of the present age. The second is that
the events depicted in the vision of Rev- i
elation 20: 1-6 must take place after the
events recorded in the vision of Revela
tion 19:11-2l. But, as I have also previ
ously argued, this is not able to be proven
and is, in fact, quite unlikely.
There is, accordingly, no biblical sup
port for the idea that Christ's kingship will
enter a new and distinct phase with the in
auguration of a future millennium or
golden age. Christ is King now! And He
has been King from the commencement
of His mediatorial rule at the Father's right
hand.

Second objection: Is the millennium
now or a future golden age7
In reply to this claim that post
millennialism's golden age compromises
the present reality of Christ's reign, some
present-day post-millennialists will insist
that there is no difference in kind (only of
degree) between the present and future
manifestation of the kingdom of Christ
Christ is already King, but His reign will
become increasingly manifest as the gos
pel progressively comes to triumph on the
earth. Thus, some present-day post
millennialists will concede that the millennium is now, that it began with the advent
ofChrist and will be concluded at His coming at the end of the age. According to
these post-millennialists, the only basic
difference between post-millennialist and
a-millennialist views is that the former has
a more optimistic and biblical expectation

,
I

!

,
,

I

i

;

I
-~-~----- ~---

The Outlook

--------~---~

-~----~-~--

fa December 1997

-------------~----

--~-~-.---- ---~-~

of the power and success ofthe gospel in of great prosperity as well as adversity,
this present age than the latter. Typically, then there seems little reason to expect that
those who argue in this fashion will criti this pattern will be radically different in
cize the a-millennialist for an unbiblical the future. Simply put, once the idea of a
pessimism and lack of confidence in the future, distinguishable millennium is aban
promised success of the church's discipling doned, there remains no place for an ex
of the nations. 3
pectation of a coming period of unprec
The curious thing about this argument edented blessing.
is that it seems to abandon the traditional
In some respects, the difficulty faced
post-millennialist claim that there is a fu here by post-millennialists is the same dif
ture golden age, an unprecedented period ficulty faced by any chiliast doctrine, one
of gospel blessing that is distinguishable which argues for a distinct millennial age
from the remainder of the pe
in the midst of the history of
riod between Christ's first and
redemption prior to the end
"Does the of the age. That difficulty is
second advents. It abandons
what I would call the chiliasm
this: how to account for or to
Bible explain
of classic post-millennialist ex
the need for such an
pectation: the view that the mil
interregnum
king
anywhere dom), such a(interim
lennium of Revelation 20 is a
period of the
distinct period in history which
clearly teach victorious reign of Christ in
begins some time after the first
history among the nations
advent ofChrist. However, this
before
the state of consum
that Christ is
abandonment of chiliasm or a
mation or the eternal form of
future millennial era represents
not presently the kingdom. This insertion
a major concession to a
of a millennial age into his
millennialism. Indeed, it leads
King in the tory between the times of
to a position that is formally a
Christ's first and second ad
way in which vents, seems to be a kind of
millennialist, at least in the
sense that it denies a distinct
unnecessary complication in
He will in the history. For it intrudes into
millennia I period in history.
Like a-millennialism, this
the picture a new age that is
future neither the present age nor
modified post-millennialism
identifies the millennium of
the age to come in the bibli
become King cal sense of these expres
Revelation 20 with the entirety
of the period between Christ's
sions. Perhaps this is the rea
during the son
first and second advents.
why, when some con
Furthermore, with its aban
temporary post-millennialists
millennial or describe the millennium,
donment of the older post
millennialist idea of a future
golden age?" they alternate between de
golden age, this modified view
scriptions that echo what the
actually undermines the very
Bible ascribes to the new
idea of the millennium as a golden age. If heavens and the new earth and descriptions
the entire period of history between that seem indistinguishable from what has
Christ's first and second advents is the mil been true throughout the entirety of the
lennium of Revelation 20, the golden age present period of history.
of the millennium no longer seems as
golden as first advertised! On this view,
Satan's binding coincided with the first
Though these objections are not a suffi
advent of Christ and has characterized the cient basis to reject golden age post
history of the church from the first cen millennialism, they do raise serious ques
tury A.D. until now. How, then, can ad tions regarding the biblical basis and con
vocates of this kind of post-millennialism sistency of this position. Does the Bible
continue to describe in the most glowing anywhere clearly teach that Christ is not
of terms the anticipated glory of a coming presently King in the way in which He will
millennial era? Doesn't the glory of this in the future become King during the
anticipated millennium start to tarnish and millennial or golden age? And, if it is con
fade, when it is admitted that the millen ceded that Christ's present kingship is of a
nium has been a reality since the begin piece (not different in kind) from His fu
ning of the Christian church of the new ture kingship (because the millennium is
covenant era. If the millennium includes now), then what becomes of the expecta
the nearly two thousand years of the tion for a golden age, a distinguishable and
church's history thus far (and who knows unprecedented period in the future? These
how many more years to come), during questions - so it seems to me - consti
which the church has experienced times
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tute serious objections to golden age post
millennialism.
However, there are further objections to
golden age post-millennialism, objections
to which we will turn in our next article.

FOOTNOTES
In these last sentences, I am reflecting the posi
tion most commonly found among recon
structionists and theonomists. The term recon
struction refers to a program of rebuilding and
reordering of all of life in its various spheres
(ecclesiastical, civil, judicial, economic, familial
and others) according to the teachings of the Word
and law of God. 1be term theonomy refers to an
understanding ofthe continued normativity of the
Old Testament civil or judicial law (including its
penal sanctions) for the administration of jusn~ ~ ~
by the civil magistrate. Recent proponents of: this
position include Rousas John Rushdooney. Gary
North, Greg Bahnsen, Kenneth Gentry, David
Chilton, Ray Sutton and Gary De Mar. Though
not all post-milIennialists are reconstructionist
becanse their advocacy of and expectation for the
realization of Christ's dominion in the earth de
pend upon what they sometimes prefer to call an
optimistic eschatology. The complication here,
however, is that many of these reconstructionist
postmillennialists tend to identify the millennial
period with the entire period between the first and
second advents of Christ. In that respect, their
position is formally similar to a-millennialism.
However, because they insist upon the progres
sive realization of the kingdom of Christ, includ
ing a golden age of unprecedented kingdom bless
ing, their position might better be regarded as a
kind of hybrid version of post-millennialism. For
a presentation of this position, see Kenneth L.
Gentry, Jr., He Shan Have Dominion (Tyler, TX:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1992). In this
and what follows, I am partially dependent upon
a good summary and evaluation of this position
by Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. ("Theonomy and
Eschatology: Reflections on Postmillennialism,"
in Theonomy: A Reformed Critique [William S.
Barker & W. Robert Godfrey, eds.; Grand Rap-
ids: Zondervan, 1990], pp. 197-224).
2 See my "What About Revelation 201: The Rela
tion of the Visions of Revelation 19 & 20," The
Outlook 47/8 (September, 1997), pp. 20--23.
3 The following statement of Norman Shepherd is
representative: "Both post-and amillennialists
argue for the unity of the eschatological complex
of events, against prernillennialists, on the ground
that the relevant passages (Matt. 24 and paral
lels; Rom. 8:17-23; 1 Cor. 15:22-28, 50-58;
1 Thess. 1:4-10; 4:13-18; 2 Pet. 3:3-15) do not
allow for the insertion of a millennium between
advent and consummation. Amillennialists also
espouse the postmillennial timing of the advent,
but differ sharply from postmillennialists on the
nature of the millennium" ("Postmillennialism,"
in The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the
Bible [Merrill C. Tenney, gen. ed.] Grand Rap-
ids: Zondervan, 1975,1976), p. 822. The inter
esting thing about this statement of post
millennialism is that it is formally a-millennialist,
that is, it rejects a distinct interim kingdom or
millennial period within the period between the
advent and consummation. Oddly enough, how
ever, in the earlier section of this article, Shep
herd summarizes the post-millennialist position
as one which looks for a "future period" or
"millennial era" in which there will be an unprec
edented time of peace, prosperity and spiritual
glory. It is this ambiguity which I am addressing
in the following.

Dr. Venema teaches Doctrinal Studies at
Mid-America Seminary in Dyer, IN.

GRACE UNKNOWN
The Heart of Reformed Theology
by R. C. Sproul

REASONS OF THE HEART
Recovering Christian Persuasion
by William Edgar
Bill Edgar directs us to an apologetic that is many-sided, to
meet the needs ofthe vast diversity ofpeople we will likely en
counter.
-Dick Keyes ofL'Abri Fellowship
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William Edgar calls Christians individually and collectively
to return to the hard work of apologetics - learning to give a
reasonable defense.
That work, he believes, has faltered. Believers have preferred
to seek political power or disseminate a one dimensional, one
size-fits-all gospel. At the other extreme, they have abandoned
the world to its fate.
To recover Christian persuasion, this new Baker Book House
publication looks for a generation willing to communicate a
balanced message of heart and mind, apologists who know the
answers, understand the needs, and are convinced that the gos
pel is fresh, surprising good news.
Evangelism proclaims the gospel; apologetics demolishes the
arguments and pretensions put up against it "So apologetics is
a kind of science," according to Edgar, "a discipline that devel
ops sound ways of presenting the gospel."
To establish the basis for this science today, Edgar lays a
foundation for apologetics, clarifying its Biblical mandate and
showing opportunities and obstacles to its use. He then deals
with questions that arise in apologetic discussion and barriers
to belief.
Chapters look at the three dominating charges that must be
answered in this generation: 1) that Christianity is an illusion;
• 2) that all religions are the same; and 3) that Christianity doesn't
answer the problem of evil.
The final section encourages the apologist to give honest an
swers to honest questions.
Recovering Christian persuasion, through reasons ofthe heart,
means adapting the gospel to both technology and need.
William Edgar is professor of apOlogetics at Westminster
Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, and holds degrees from
Harvard University and at the Universite de Geneve.
Baker Book House
ISBN 0-8010-5138-X· 128 pages • $7.99 paperback

In Grace Unknown R. C. Sproul explains the Refonned faith
that he believes offers pure, Biblical truths. Like his entertain
ing yet substantive videos, Sproul's message contains valuable
teachings for all traditions of evangelical believers. Christian
faith is examined at three levels:
• The author leads back to theology, the study of God. He ex
plains how churches have been pulled from their center in
God to Christianity as "religion."
• He calls Christians to Refonnation theology, a return to the
cries of Luther and Calvin: "Scripture alone" and "faith
alone."
• He breaks apart distinctives that separate Refonned Protes
tants.
Anyone who has wondered about the significance of the "five
points of Calvinism" will be encouraged to embrace a larger
vision of radically God-centered and Scripture-directed spiritu
ality.
Baker Book House.
ISBN 0-8010-1121-3· 232 Pages $16.99· Cloth (6 x 9)

PRACTICAL THEOLOGY PROFESSOR: Westminster Seminary in California
seeks to fill a tenure-track position in practical theology, combining homiletics/
pastoral ministry and missiology/evangelism or Christian education/leadership de
velopment. Appointment to begin July 1, 1998. Required qualifications: earned
doctorate in appropriate discipline, pastoral or other ministry experience, subscrip
tion to Westminster Standards and Three Fonns of Unity. Send inquiries and cur
riculum vitae by January 15, 1998, to:
R. Scott Clark, academic dean
Westminster Seminary in California
1725 Bear Valley Pkwy.
Escondido, CA 92027
FAX: (760) 480-0252
E-mail: rsclark@mailhost2.csusm.edu.
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Mid-America Reformed Seminary
Providing Christ's Church with Preachers and Ministers of the Word
in the Historic Reformed and Presbyterian Faith

• A Classical Curriculum
• A Confessional Approach

BEGINNING WITH JOHN'S GOSPEL by Susan
Harding
Paperback, 68pp., $5.99
ISBN 0851516874

• Intensely Pastoral Training
• Responsive to the Church

Writing for children aged seven to ten, Susan Harding uses
the opening verses of John's Gospel to explain who Jesus
was and why He came into the world. Explaining each
phrase of John's marvelous description of Jesus, Begin
ning With John's Gospel also shows how everything said
in introducing the Savior is perfectly illustrated later in His
life and ministry. Like John's gospel itself, the pages of
this attractively illustrated book are designed to point the
way to Jesus as Savior and Lord.

"And the things you Iulve heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust
to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others:' 2 Timothy 2:2 (NIV)

229 Seminary Drive

Dyer. Indiana 46311
(219) 864-2400 • fax (219) 864-2410
Web Site: www.m-ars.com
E-mail: mars@jorsm.com

TRUTH AND LIFE by Stephen Charnock
Cloth-bound, 608pp., $26.99
ISBN 0 85151724 2
This concluding volume of Charnock's works focuses on
truths which convey eternal life and characteristics of that
way of life which commend them.
The truths relate to the greatness of Christ in His death and
exaltation, as the object of faith; on man's enmity to God
and God's mercy to sinners. These are core gospel truths.
They need to be emphasized today.
The characteristic features which they generate are shown in
their individual, domestic, social, ecclesiastical and national contexts. Enduring afflictions, struggling with sinful thoughts and
deeds, delighting in prayer and seeking fresh pardon are highlighted in the individual contests. In the family context, there is a
sermon on comfort in child-bearing. In society, mourning for other people's sins indicates spiritual life. From the ecclesiastical
standpoint, the stability of the church and the way in which the gospel may be lost are examined. Nationally, there is a sermon on the
significance of November 5th. All these are pressingly relevant areas of the contemporary scene.
Truth and Life is a cameo of Puritan preaching which needs to find its counterpart in pulpits today.
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I Hierarchy in the CRC
I lelle Tuininga
The ugly specter of hierarchy is never very far removed from
the church, and at present it is raising its head in the CRC. A
study committee was appointed in 1995 to review the process
used by churches leaving the denomination and to review the
Articles of Incorporation in use among the churches. Its rec
ommendation came to the 1997 CRC synod, and in a nutshell,
it asked synod to declare that the property of local churches
belongs to the classes and synod instead of to the local churches.
And to put some teeth into that decision, the report asked synod
to instruct church visitors to inquire whether the churches have
changed their incorporation articles to fit this new model. (Read
ers should consult the June issue of TheOutlook for a thorough
analysis and critique of this matter by Dr. Comelis Venema.)
In 1970 (and also in 1980) the CRC adopted model Articles
of Incorporation which left local property in the hands of the
local congregation, as it should be. Synod did that for the ex
press purpose of avoiding litigation in case of a schism or se
cession. Synod ruled that both parties to such a division should
get their fair share of the property value. That was an excellent
decision and it correctly took the matter of deciding which group
was loyal to the parent body out of the hands of the civil court.
No matter who was wrong or right, both sides had a right to
claim their share of the property. That's Reformed church pol
ity and it is a Biblical way of handling such matters. But this
summer synod was asked to completely reverse that decision
and to adopt a method in use by the Roman Catholics and United
Church of Canada: the method ofheirarchy. Rule from the top.
Dictatorship is not too strong a word here. And Synod 1997
adopted it.

It should be noted that even though the 1970 rules were in
effect in the recent rash of secessions from the CRC, they were
largely ignored by the element that remained CRC, with the help
of classes. Whereas otherwise what synod said had to be ac
cepted as gospel truth, in this case the advice of synod could be
ignored which shows that the best of rules can be misused by
those with evil intent.
The new rules which were adopted this summer, of course,
stem from a view of ecclesiology - that the denomination (fed
eration) is the church, contrary to what the Scriptures clearly
teach and what has always been the classical Reformed view.
Of course there is method to this madness. Too many congre
gations and/or groups are leaving the CRC and this must stop.
Since the synod refuses to stop it the Biblical way - by a return
to the authority of Scripture and confessional integrity - it will
try to stop it by force. The method was the same in 1944 in The
Netherlands. The secession was more the result of the hierar
chical church polity than of doctrinal differences. {Something
of this also took place in 1924 in the CRC.}But whatever the
case, Dr. Venema is right: "These proposals would permit an
ungodly tyranny within the CRCNk"
The CRC at Synod 1997 adopted its committee's recommen
dation and that is now the rule. Another determined step on the
road to apostasy. Gestapo tactics in the church - instead of
repentance. We hope and pray that conservatives left in the
CRC will remember Luther's hymn: "Let goods and kindred
go." The truth is above all.

Rev. Tuininga is the pastor ofTrinity United Reformed Church
(URC) ofLethbridge, Alberta, Canada.

UMENICAL AND CHURCH ORDER CONCERNS HIGHLIGHT 2ND URC SYNOD

The Outlook

ED December 1997

,

f
I

The Reformed Fellowship, Inc.
2930 Chicago Drive, SW
Grand Rapids, MI 49418-1176

REFORMED
FELLOWSHIP,
INC
29llOt:ogoDive,S.w.
Grondvie,M149418-1176
• (616)532-8510

CatechismMaterials

Bible Study Materials

Learning to Know the Lord,
by P.Y. Dejong ($1.50 + *$2.00 postage)
Introduction to the Compendium,
by Y.P. Dejong ($1.50 + *$2.00 postage)
First Book of Christian Doctrine,
by Hylkema &Tuuk ($2.50 + *$2.00
postage)
A Beginning Course in Christian Doctrine,
by P.Y. Dejong &John R. Sittema
($2.00 + *$2.00 postage.)

$4.00 each + *$2.00 postage

Cornelis P. Venema

Nelson Kloosterman
Walking About Zion,
Singing of Christ's Church in the Psalms
Gospel Power Magnified through Human
Weakness ~1 Corinthians)
The Law of the Lord as Our Delight
(Deuteronomy)
Pilgrims Among Pagans
(I Peter)

But for the Grace of God
An Exposition of the Canons ofDort
($6.00 + *$2.00 postage)
What We Believe
An Exposition of the Apostles' Creed
($6.00 + *$2.00 postage)

John Piersma

Other Materials

Signs of the Times
I Timothy
II Timothy ITitus
I Peter
IJohn
I & II Thessalonians
Ephesians
Parables
Genesis
Acts: Chapters 1 - 13
Acts: Chapters 14 - 28

John R. Sittema
With A Shepherd's Heart
Reclaiming the Office of Elder
($10.00 + *$3.00 postage)

Daniel

Henry Vander Kam
Sermon on the Mount
Amos

US funds, Canada add 7% GTS
rate is determined by weight and will be adjusted for multiple copies mailed in one package.
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classis.Fraternal activities between con
gregations which need not be reported to
classis may include occasional pulpit ex
changes and table fellowship, as well as
other means of manifesting unity." An
extension of the deadline for new churches
to join without sponsorship or examina
tion of their minister(s) was granted to two
southern California churches: Escondido
CRC and First Chino CRC. A provision
was also granted that any church which
joins the URC which has an ordained evan
gelist may allow that evangelist to continue
in office within that local congregation
even though the URC Church Order does
not recognize a separate office for evan
gelists.
Several churches indicated that they are
or soon will be in need of good, Refonned
hymnals. Synod appointed a committee
to explore what is required to produce, re
produce or obtain a Psalter Hymnal.
All the churcnes of the federation, now
numbering 62, were divided into six new
classes. These are: Western Canada,
Southwest US, Central US, Michigan,
Eastern US and Southern Ontario. .
Cornerstone URC of Hudsonville,
Michigan will be the convening church for
the next synod which is scheduled to be
gin June IS, 1999.
The delegates demonstrated a deep re
spectror each other when differing opin
ions were raised, and there was a true seilse
of unity in the faith throughout the meet
ing. In their prayers the delegates repeat
edly gave thanks to the Lord for His kind
ness to the URCNA as congregations and
federation, and with hopeful anticipation
they look: forward to continued blessings
i
from His hand.
Rev. Derrick Vander Meulen .is pastor of
Bethel United Reformed Church (URC) in
Jenison, Ml.
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