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In April of this year, 2001, the Outlook 
will commemorate its 50th year of 
publication. It began as the Torch and 
Trumpet and retained that name for 
many years. Its circulation was most 
active in the Christian Reformed Church. 

In this issue as well as March and April, 
we will feature a number of reprints of 
excellent articles which appeared in the 
earliest issues. We begin with the very 
first article written by the Board of 
Reformed Fellowship, entitled - Why? 
At the time of the beginning of Torch 
and Trumpet, the CRC official 
publication, The Banner, was in 
circulation, and another new magazine 
also began - The Reformed Journal. 
In the years that followed, the two 
journals ([orch and Trumpet and 
Reformed Journal) would take opposing 
positions on many issues that arose in 
the CRe. The Reformed Journal 
ceased to exist a number of years ago. 
Its viewpoint became the dominant 
thinking of much of the leadership of 
the CRC including The Banner. 
Reformed Journal was no longer needed. 
The Outlook became the minority 
viewpoint in the CRC, and many of its 
readers are among the 40,000 plus who 
have left the CRC in the last 8-10 years. 

It is interesting to see the hints of this 
division already 50 years ago, although 
the articles in the earlier years are far 
less polemical than those oflater years. 
We hope our current readers will enjoy 
this brief 3-month walk through history 
in the upcoming issues. 

- The Editors 

Why another magazine? That ques
tion is being asked by many. We 
wish to give a definite answer to 
that perfectly natural question. 

A second question is being asked. 
Why are two magazines coming out 
at the same time? People are 
wondering if the birth of these two 
periodicals at the same time is 
evidence of a deep difference of opinion 
suddenly breaking into the open. 

We can dispose of the second question 
first. The simultaneous announcement 
of Torch and Trumpet and The 

Reformed Journal was not planned 
that way. We, the sponsors of Torch 
and Trumpet, were completely 
surprised when we heard of the 
impending birth of The Reformed 
Journal. Torch and Trumpet is not 
being issued as the expression of one 
side in a debate, with the editors of 
The Reformed Journal on the other side. 

The persistent questioner may then 
say, Why not merge the two efforts 
since both are intended to further 
the interests of the Reformed faith? 
Why two magazines? It seems very 
clear to us, the sponsors of Torch and 
Trumpet, that the method to be 
followed in seeking to further the 
interests of the Reformed faith will 
be quite different in the two journals. 
We are certain that this difference will 
become increasingly apparent as the 
issues appear. 

Why, then, Torch and Trumpet? We are 
frank to say that we are moved by a 
serious concern for the welfare of Zion. 
Alarmingly and increasingly persistent 
are reports that there are so many in 
the Reformed churches who seem to 
be insensitive to the real meaning of a 
Reformed confession and life. Men 
and women with sharp Reformed 
{(feelers" (Gereformeerde voel-horens) 
are becoming almost a curiosity. 

Only the ignorant or the blind can 
dare hold to the comfortable opinion 
that the flood-tide of anti-doctrinal, 
man-centered modernism has 
graciously by-passed the Reformed 
churches. And in more recent days 
we have Barthianism, called 
{(neo-orthodoxy" by many. We are 
persuaded that this new brand of 
theology is better called a {(new 
modernism," and that it jeopardizes 
the foundations of the faith with 
even greater subtlety than the older 
liberalism. Furthermore, we may not 
fail to take note of the influence 
upon the Reformed churches of that 
strange mixture of truth and error 
commonly called Fundamentalism 
in our day. 

It is our purpose to arouse those of 
like mind with us to a more serious 

study of the Word and the Reformed 
heritage, that we may all put on the 
whole armor of God and be the better 
equipped to fight the good fight of 
faith. We believe the disease of religious 
and doctrinal indifference is making 
insidious progress among us, and we 
would indoctrinate our people with 
the truth of God. Then too, we who 
think and live under the mandate to 
subdue all things for God's glory, 
must speak with greater clarity to a 
generation whose culture is decadent 
because the people stagger in drunk
enness with man-centered ways of 
life and thought. If in God's good 
providence we can do only a little to 
help many give clearer expression to 
that voice in our time, we shall feel 
that our purpose is being realized. 

Our method is simple. We shall try 
to speak in clear, forthright language 
to the average man in the church. 
We shall seek to inspire, instruct and 
edify the serious-minded man and 
woman in the pew. But every issue 
will also carry several worthwhile 
articles for the pastor, upon whom, 
more than any other leader, depends 
the spiritual welfare of the church. 
Most of the articles will appear serially 
and our magazine will be presented 
in such form that it can easily be filed 
into separate volumes, each year 
representing one volume. Because 
most of the material will appear serially, 
we trust that many societies will find 
the magazine useful for study purposes. 

Most of the articles will be expository. 
But when necessity presents itself, 
we shall not hesitate to engage in 
controversy. The truth is intolerant, 
though we would be gracious and 
speak the truth in love. We go forth 
in the spirit of those faithful servants 
of the Lord who {(held the torches in 
their left hands, and the trumpets in 
their right hands" Gudges 7:20). Our 
earnest prayer is that God may 
graciously bless our Torch and 
Trumpet, just as He blessed the lamps 
and the trumpets of Gideon's day. 

We invite you to join us in this crusade. 



ok Calvin and Church Music 

Dr. Henry Bruinsma was professor of 
music at Calvin College, Grand Rapids, 
Michigan. Many of his harmonizations 
of psalm tunes can be found in the 
Psalter Hymnal of the Christian 
Reformed Church. His wife, Grace 
Hekman Bruinsma, was Dean of 
Women atCalvin College. Both were early 
contributors to the Torch and Trumpet. 

Although it should be obvious to all 
Christians that music is a normal 
avenue for praise and worship, we 
Calvinists have too often weakly 
accepted the many false criticisms of 
John Calvin and his attitude toward 
the richest of all arts. Historians 
contemporary with Calvin started 
the lie, and succeeding writers to the 
present day have carried it forward, 
that John Calvin disliked music and 
forbade its general practice. 

Music Banned from 
Geneva? 
Charles Burney, the great English 
writer on music, whose History of 
Music (1776) was the first important 
treatise in its field, wrote a particu
larly damning commentary on 
Calvinist music, claiming that no 
instrumental music was allowed in 
Geneva for one hundred years after 
the Reformation, and that all music, 
except for psalm singing, was outlawed. 
That statement has been copied and 
recopied by succeeding generations 
of writers, and since no one bothered 
to seek the truth, the lie has been 
brought down to the present with 
few to challenge it. 

It is our acceptance of the lie, the 
willingness of our forbears as well as 
our contemporaries to accept meekly 
the weight of centuries of false criti
cism, which has brought us to the 
present situation of musical confu
sion. There are those among us who, 
believing the derogatory statements 
concerning Calvin and music, insist 

the true Calvinist must have little 

or nothing to do with music. There 
are others who, knowing little about 
the great musical tradition which 
Calvinist churches actually possess, 
feel that we may begin now to erect 
a musical culture without foundation 
or roots in the past. 

What Place Music 
in the Church? 
The evidences of this confusion are 
all about us. Many churches wrangle 
over the desirability of the choir in 
the worship service. Not too many 
years ago the presence of an organ in 
the church was contested by some. 
The use of instruments other than 
the organ is seriously frowned upon 
by many. The importance of psalm 
singing as against hymn singing is a 
perennial subject of discussion. The 
place of the individual soloist in the 
worship service is challenged by 
some, while location of the choir in 
the auditorium is the concern of 
others. The use of sCriptural texts 
and scriptural paraphrases in choir 
anthems is the weekly concern of 
many music committees, and the 
music sung in the Sunday night 
"hymnsings" is a constant source of 
argument and worry for musical 
leaders. 

All of these musical problems which 
are facing us today are natural 
problems, inevitable ones. They 
have arisen because too few have 
concerned themselves with them in 
the past, and we have assumed that 
our history as a religious body has 
no rich tradition or foundation 
upon which to build. Although 
modern Reformed folk generally 
have tried to keep in step with the 
problems of youth, government and 
education, they have strangely 
enough side-stepped that one facet 
of creation which is nearer to them 
than they realize, and which, of all 
the means at their disposal, is one of 
the most adaptable to the praise of 
God, the science and art of music. 

Henry Bruinsma 
A Rich Musical 
Tradition 
That we have a rich tradition of music 
is now becoming increasingly 
apparent. Throughout the Protestant 
world, this year is being celebrated as 
the 400th anniversary of John Calvin's 
Psalter of 1551. MUSicologists every
where are beginning to awake to the 
importance of Calvinism as a cultural 
medium. The so-called humanist 
scholars of today, the objective, real
istic writers, are changing the tune 
of the past 400 years and are singing 
the praise ofJohn Calvin, of Clement 
Marot, and of Louis Bourgeois. 
English translations of the great 
Dutch Calvinist motets, written for 
use in the Amsterdam Reformed 
Church of the 1600s, are now 
appearing on the musical scene. The 
secular world is catching up with the 
beauty and importance of John 
Calvin's music. 

Surely we, as Calvinists ourselves, 
can ill afford to continue the old 
story that Calvinists have no music 
of their own! The great challenge to 
us today is to take hold of this tradi
tion of ours, retain it for ourselves, 
and make use of it in its proper 
setting - in our praise of God. This 
is a serious challenge, for if we refuse 
to accept it we shall find ourselves 
deprived of something which 
should be peculiarly ours. Just as the 
Catholic Church, the Lutheran Church 
and the Greek Orthodox Church 
have a musical liturgy which is 
distinctively their own, so we too 
may yet possess a great means of 
praise which can be readily recognized 
as Calvinistic. 

Music on a Biblical 
Foundation 
This building of our musical genius 
upon a biblical foundation, in the 
tradition of the Reformed churches, 
is a difficult task. It is one that has 



the subject of concern for 
many of our religious leaders. It is 
too great a task for one man. There 
are too many problems involved. 
There is too much that we do not 
know about our past; there is too 
much misunderstanding, and often 
too little desire to understand. It is a 
task which will call for the cooperation 
of theologians, poets and musicians. 
And most important, it is a task which 
will take much time. 

This series of articles which will 
appear from time to time will bring 
to light some of the historical back
ground of the music of Calvin's 
church. We hope to discuss the place 
of the organ in Calvin's day, and, in 
the light of such a study, to concern 
ourselves with the organ as it is used 
in our modern church. A similar 
treatment of the choir in the church 
should also be worthy of considera
tion. Above all, however, we wish to 
remain as objective as possible, real
izing that our humble opinion may 
be honestly disagreed with by many. 
Comments and letters from our 
readers will be welcomed. 

Secularism in 
Church Music 
Several readers of my introductory 
article to this series on the problems 
of Calvinism and church music have 
questioned the need for reverting to 
the days of John Calvin in our 
discussion of music in the 
Calvinistic church. This writer is 
convinced that the very vague sense 
of direction which we Calvinists 
have regarding church music today 
lies in the fact that we do not fully 
understand what has happened in 
the past: where our church fathers 
started in their evaluation of church 
music; the reasons for their actions 
concerning contemporary music in 
the church; and the application of their 
principles to our modern problems. 

When John Calvin arrived in Geneva 
in 1541 to assume the pastorate at 
St. Pierre Church, he found no music 
in the service. No organ. No choir. 
No congregational singing. Why? 

The answer must be found in the 
history of the Reformation. 

Music for Music's Sake? 
Among the criticisms of the Catholic 
Church by the sixteenth century 
Reformers was the complaint that 
the church service, the mass, was 
unintelligible to the average layman. 
Spoken or sung, the mass in Latin 
was not understood by many. But 
even a more serious accusation was 
this, that the music of the mass, 
instead of contributing to worship, 
was actually taking the listener's 
mind away from worship. The music 
for many of the masses, sung in four 
or more parts by the choir, was most 

But John Calvin had a 

vIsion ot satistactor'y 

church musIc. 

often based upon a secular folk song. 
For instance, there were more than 
thirty masses written during the 
sixteenth century based upon the 
popular tune, L'Homme Arrne (The 
Armed Man). While one voice sang 
the original melody with the secular 
words, the other voices would sing 
elaborate countermelodies with 
religious words. This increasing 
secularization of music for the 
church, and the idea of music in the 
church for music's sake, finally 
became so disturbing even to the 
Catholic Church that the famous 
Council of Trent was forced to consider 
it and take steps to change it. There 
were elements in the Catholic 
Church which desired the complete 
removal of music from worship 
because they feared that music had 
become so secular it was no longer 
possible to restore it to a place of 
value in worship. Music in the 
Catholic Church was preserved however, 
through the great work of such 
composers as Jacobus de Kerle and 
Palestrina. 

The solution to the problem was 
found differently in the two 
important Protestant Reformation 
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to be sung in Lutheran churches, the 
texts were translated to the vernacular 
so that everyone could understand 
the words of praise. The music was 
simplified, and a new style of 
congregational singing developed so 
that everyone, whether they sang in 
unison or in harmony, at least sang 
the same words at the same time. 
The first reaction of the Swiss 
Reformers to secularized music in 
the church was simply that of many 
Catholics of the day: take all music 
out of the church. Not only vocal 
music by choir or congregation, but 
also instrumental music. Since the 
organ and other instruments had 
been used to accompany the highly 
secular vocal music, it was inevitable 
that the organ should also be discarded. 

Calvin's View of 
Church Music 
Severe as this solution was to 
problem of church music, it is never
theless qUite understandable. Since 
there was no music which fit the 
requirements for Reformed worship, 
none could be used. Just as all the 
dogma of the Catholic Church had 
to be completely eradicated from the 
thought of the Reformed Church, 
so, too, the unsatisfactory trimmings 
had to be cut out. 

But John Calvin had a vision of 
satisfactory church music. His 
historical sense combined with his 
ideals of true worship and praise led 
him to the conclusion that even in 
the New Testament Church there 
was room for the Old Testament 
order of worship through music. But 
again, a start had to be made. His little 
Psalter of 13 Psalms and Hymns, with 
some of the verses composed by 
himself, which he had published at 
Strassburg in 1539, was expanded at 
Geneva for use in his church. One of 
the finest living professional composers, 
Louis Bourgeois, was hired to come 
to Geneva. Bourgeois' job was a 
twofold one. He was to write the 
music for the new Psalter, and to 
teach music in the grammar school. 
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The music which Bourgeois wrote 
for the Psalter fit the needs of the 
congregation for true worship. Since 
for almost a generation there had 
been no singing in the church services, 
the music was kept simple. There 
was no four-part harmony for the 
time being. Everyone sang in unison, 
and everyone sang the same words. 
It was a complete musical unity. The 
music had been specifically composed 
for the texts, and seldom in musical 
history has there been found a more 
beautiful marriage of words and 
music. The music was joyful, highly 
rhythmic (not staid and slow as 
modern Calvinists often think of it) 
and so inspired as to live to the 
present day in almost every conti
nent of the world. Singing these 
Psalms with harmony was first 
enjoyed in the homes, the harmo
nizations having been written by 
some of the greatest living composers. 
As congregations learned the harmo
nizations, and with the introduction 
of organ accompaniments, we find 
the part-singing of the Psalms back 
in the churches within fifty years 
after Calvin's death. With the rise of 
great Calvinistic organists and 
composers like Sweelinck, who used 
the Psalm tunes as the basis for their 
organ chorales and preludes, we find 
instrumental music once more in 
use in the church. 

What About Secular 
Tunes Today? 
In this brief historical background 
there must be some lesson for the 
twentieth century Calvinist church. 
Music was eradicated from the 
church in the sixteenth century 
because that seemed to be the only 
way to cure the problem of secularism. 
The secular, sometimes lewd, associ
ations of the melodies used in the 
Roman Mass had come between the 
worshiper and his worship. Are we 
not faced with a similar situation in 
many churches today? How can the 
mental image of Narcissus gazing 
into the water be an aid to worship? 
But Nardssus is a popular organ prelude 
with some organists. How can one 
sing "Come ye sinners poor and 
needy" in divine worship when 

between him and worship stands 
the name of the composer, Rousseau, 
one of the great atheists of the 
French Revolution? The music itself 
may be attractive and may in itself 
be perfectly wedded to the text of 
the song. But we must remember 
that in our day, just as in Calvin's 
day, pretty music alone or in combi
nation with religious words does not 
necessarily contribute to worship. If 
there is any element present which 
detracts from true worship, it should 
be eliminated. By the grace of God 
much folk music and much art 
music of even godless composers 
may be called beautiful or possibly 
"inspired." But that does not make 
the music ipso facto proper for worship. 

Calvinist churches have generally 
remained true to the importance of 
the Word. In their concern for the 
Word however, they have too often 
forgotten about the vehicle which 
carries the Word. When the choir or 
the congregation or the Sunday 
School class sings portions of 
SCripture, it is only fitting that the 
music have the sincerity and meaning 
which the Word calls for. Only too 
often does the music have a taste of 
the dance hall or the tavern, and the 
unthinking listener, with his rhythmic 
sense tickled, feels musically satisfied. 
The question of his spiritual satisfaction 
and the question of proper praise to 
God is usually left unanswered. 

This state of affairs is a natural one. 
It is a state which might well be 
expected, since the attitude of many 
Reformed folk toward music has 
been destructive rather than construc
tive. Guidance for all of us is desper
ately needed to help us worship in 
spirit and in truth. May God grant us 
that guidance. 

The Desirability
of a1iuly Calvinistic 
Church Music 
Reformed theologians and musidans 
alike are often placed in an embar
rassing position when they are asked 
to describe the music of their 
church. Their embarrassment may, 

in some cases, be caused by the poor 
performance of the church music by 
mediocre talent in their local 
congregation. However, even in 
those churches which possess fine 
musical talents devoted to the service 
of God there are still occasions for 
concern and question. For there 
seems to be no set of standards for 
church music to which we all may 
subscribe. There is no generally 
accepted body of sacred songs which 
reflects the typical spirit of the 
American Reformed people. There is 
no sense of direction for the guid
ance of the church in the choice of 
music for worship. 

It has been said that during the 
Reformation the people sang their 
way into the Protestant church. 
They left the Roman Catholic 
Church, with its great body of litur
gical music, but they founded 
another church with its own distinctive 
music. The Lutherans with their 
great chorales and the Calvinists 
with their spirited and impressive 
Psalm tunes had something which 
brought the meaning of worship 
through song in the vernacular closer 
to the people. We must remember, 
too, that even though the music of 
these two great branches of 
Protestantism was different from the 
music of the Roman Church, it was 
still music of high quality. The music 
as music, and the union of this music 
with the text, created between the 
two elements one work of art worthy 
of the great message it had to convey. 

Protestant Reformed 
Symbolism 
Although Protestantism in general 
has tended to de-emphasize the religious 
symbolism found in the Roman 
Catholic Church, each Protestant 
church has, nevertheless, developed 
over the years a certain set of standards 
and symbols which characterize that 
church in the minds of others. Thus, 
some churches traditionally use one 
type of architecture; some developed 
a distinctive liturgy; some substitute 
a reader for the minister; some baptize 
by immersion, others by sprinkling; 
some use no organ but sing their 



psalms unaccompanied in unison; 
some use a particular type of cross as 
their distinctive emblem; some have 
a body of liturgical chants and 
hymns different from all other 
Protestant song; each church has its 
own set of doctrinal standards 
which sets it apart from all others. 
Many of these standards and symbols 
(mental, aural, or visual) are the 
result of the different historical 
development of the churches. Others 
reflect the attitudes and relationship 
of the church to its Creator. Each 
church has pride in its own distinc
tiveness and is jealous of it. We of 
the Reformed heritage, too, have our 
traditions, our standards, and our 
symbols. Justly proud of them, and 
convinced of the accuracy of our 
position, we have no desire to lose 
those symbols and standards of our 
church which best reflect our back
ground and our eternal yearning for 
a closer walk with God. 

Weakening influences have been at 
work, however, in Reformed churches 
in America from the very moment of 
their transplanting. If one enters a 
Reformed church in The Netherlands, 
he is struck by the fact that the 
worship service is quite different 
from that of the Anglican, 
Mennonite, Lutheran, Moravian, or 
liberal churches. Not only is the 
exposition of the Word by the minister 
different. The congregational partic
ipation in the worship itself is 
different. The congregational song, 
in particular, is so different from that 
of the other Dutch churches that 
there can be no doubt in the mind 
of the casual visitor that here, 
indeed, is a church which worships 
God in a musical language which is 
not only distinctive but wholly satis
fying to the congregation. The 
music and song of the church, based 
as they are on the principle of the 
supremacy of the Word of God, have 
truly become an integral part of the 
worship. This body of believers has 
developed to the point where the 
church's music and the congrega
tion's worship are inseparable. 

The Calvinists' 
Indifference 
Something must have happened 
when these worshipers arrived in 
America. Although Americanization 
does not seem to have adversely 
affected the Roman Catholic's love 
for Gregorian chant, or the 
Lutheran's love for the chorale, the 
Calvinist seems to have neglected by 
choice the traditional music of his 
church. The fault does not lie with 
the generation of the twentieth 
century. The process of watering 
down our musical heritage began 
already in colonial days when the 
early English translators, such as 
Francis Hopkinson, experienced 
difficulty in matching English verse 
to the unusual meters of the 

... toda'y man,Y Calvinists 

do not know the 

greatness of the music 

of our past, do not 

recognize that music 

when the,Y hear it, or 

openl'y scoff if asked 

to sing it. 

Calvinist psalm tunes. The trend, 
begun so long ago, has brought us to 
the point where today many 
Calvinists do not know the greatness 
of the music of our past, do not 
recognize that music when they hear 
it, or openly scoff if asked to sing it. 

This reaction is a natural one. Our 
leaders of the present as well as of 
the past have been derelict in the 
effort to preserve this art. What 
efforts have been made have often 
been misguided. Too often our poli
cymaking has been in the hands of 
well-meaning individuals who have 
allowed mere personal likes and 
dislikes, rather than historical accuracy, 
to influence their judgment. There 
have been some with a thorough 
understanding of the important 
historical development of psalmody, 
but their voices have too often been 
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submerged by the clamor for 
borrowing from other sources. 

The gradual disappearance of our own 
great music and the substitution for 
it of music from other traditions is, 
in itself, not a "bad" thing. Along 
with our common confessions of 
faith, the language of music is one 
of the great factors in the ecumenicity 
of the church. Nevertheless, to 
become a church of musical borrowers, 
regardless how good the thing is 
which we borrow, reveals an insta
bility and immaturity which ill 
becomes a church with the rich 
background that we have. We too 
often forget that our roots are much 
deeper than those of the churches 
from which we have borrowed so 
much. Our river runs directly to the 
spring at Geneva and the music 
which belongs to our history has 
been fed by the blood of martyrs. 
Even greater than the fact that our 
music rises from the well-spring of 
the Reformation is the fact that the 
words of these great songs rise from 
the Holy Scripture itself. 

Need for Serious 
Evaluation 
It is time that we evaluate seriously 
the music in our churches. Dr. Peter 
Y. Dejong, in his article "The Eye or 
the Ear" (Banner, June 20, 1952) 
discusses the relation of the Word to 
the preaching. That relationship is 
no less important for the music of 
the church, including the music of 
congregational song, organ playing, 
and choir singing. With this in mind 
we quote a few excerpts from that 
article: 

The liturgical revival among 
Protestants has only touched the 
periphery of Reformed church life 
until now. Yet among us there are 
champions of a new way. It is 
therefore more than time that we 
take heed to our ways ... 

We must pledge ourselves to 
maintaining the Reformed way of 
worship. 

This is the more needful when we 
remember that the preaching of 
the Word does not seem to have 



had the appeal among us which it 
once had. We also are in danger 
of stressing form at the expense of 
content. Indeed, a Reformed 
Christian is a lover of good form. 
But the form must be the true and 
proper reflection of a sound content. 

God is still pleased to call His 
people to salvation by the pure 
preaching of the Word. The gate 
which He uses first is that of the 
ear, not of the eye (italics ours, H. B.). 

The Word and Church 
Music 
The Word of God is no less important 
for the music of the church than it is 

for the preaching. The organist and 
the choir members are all concerned 
with the worshipers, and their activ
ities serve to lead the congregation 
in worship. In what direction shall 
the congregation be led? 

The words which men, women, and 
children sing are the more deeply 
impressed upon their hearts because 
of the singing. Whether they are 
sung at home, in the worship service, 
or in youth meetings, those words 
become a part of the religious 
experience. What would you have 
them sing? What kind of music shall 
be the vehide for these words? 

The music which we choose as the 
vehide for the Holy Word is a reflection 
of our attitude towards that Word. If 
our hymns and anthems can scarcely 
be distinguished musically from the 
street songs and dance tunes of the 
day we reveal a shocking sense of 
disrespect toward our God. How 
shall we praise Him? 

We shall attempt to answer some of 
these questions in succeeding artides. 
In the next issue we hope to discuss 
something of the relationship of 
form and content in church music. 

A Glorious Mystery Revealed 
to the Gentiles: Christ in You 

This is the second morning devotional 
Pastor Buys delivered at the World 
Reformed Fellowship Conference. 

To them God has chosen to make 
known among the Gentiles the 
glorious riches of this mystery, 
which is Christ in you, the hope 
ofglory. 

Colossians 1:27 

This is one of the most amazing 
statements of the New Testament. It 
is really the highest peak of the 
Christian doctrine of salvation. Paul 
says this mystery contains the riches 
of the glory of God. Literally the text 
says an overflowing wealth of the 
glory is revealed when this secret is 
laid open. 

What is this overflowing wealth of 
glory that he is going to unveil? 
This: that the eternal, almighty great 
and awesome God has come so dose 
to His children that He is living in 
you. To be a real Christian does not 
only mean to believe in Christ with 
your mind, but to believe that Christ 
is in you! Can you think of anything 
greater and more glorious? 

When the devil attacks you, and 
comes to you to depress you, when 
you are weary and tired, and when 
you are persecuted and everyone 
seems to be against you, and you 
begin to wonder whether there is 
much point in being a Christian, 
this is the answer. Think again: Who 
is residing within you; just remember 
who has made His home in you. It is 
the real secret of assurance and joy 
of the Christian life, of being "more 
than conquerors," and of being such 
kind of people that God can use us 
to attract others to Himself through us. 

If you grasp this marvelous truth 
and regularly meditate on it, it will 
give you comfort and strength. It 
has got such all encompassing 
implications that it effects every 
aspect of your life. 

That Christ lives in us is of such crudal 
importance that Paul says to the 
Galatians that it is the whole goal of 
his ministry: My dear children, for 
whom I am again in the pains of 
childbirth until Christ is formed in 
you (Galatians 4:19). 

Let us consider this great Reformed 
truth of the indwelling Christ: 

Peter Buys 
1. It has been hidden for centuries; 
2. It is an inspiration for a new 

lifestyle; 
3. It is the real source of unity and 

ministry to one another in the 
church; 

4. It is the guarantee of life everlasting. 

Hidden for Centuries 
That Christ lives in us is a mystery 
that has been concealed for ages. 

As we naturally are, Christ cannot 
live in us. When our first forefather 
Adam fell in sin in paradise, sin and 
death came to live in all human 
beings born out of him. As long as 
there is no living relationship of true 
faith between a person and Christ, 
sin lives in that person (Romans 
7: 17). Sin is like an evil person, like a 
vandal who destroys a house when 
he moves into it. Total degeneration 
of body, soul and spirit became part 
of man since the fall in paradise. 
When we look to the world around 
us and we observe the sexual 
immorality, the whole pandemic of 
AIDS (and millions are dying in 
Africa), the hatred of tribalism and 
racism that causes discrimination 
and devastation, we see the horrible 
results of indwelling sin. 
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Christ we were as Paul says 
Colossians 1:21, alienated 

from God, enemies in our minds 
because of our evil behavior. In 
Ephesians 2: 11 he says: When we 
were without Christ we were without 
God and without hope in this world. 
When a person is without Christ, his 
whole life and all his decisions are 
governed by self-centered lust. The 
demolishing power of sin can then 
be clearly observed. 

But God still loved His property in 
this broken dying world. For that 
reason His eternal plan of salvation 
has been put in place. In Old 
Testament times He chose to come 
and live with the people of Israel. 
God proved His presence in the 
midst of His people by living in the 
tabernacle and later in the temple. 

But God revealed His presence in the 
midst of His people only after a 
sacrifice had taken place (Exodus 
40:29, 34, and 2 Chronicles 7: Iff.). 
God could only come to live with 
His people after reconciliation had 
taken place as it was symbolized by 
the sacrifices. Without reconciliation 
God could not come to live in the 
midst of His people. 

But in the Old Testament this was 
not true of the Gentile nations. God 
did not live in their midst. 

But now, Christ has been sacrificed 
on the cross. The blood of all the 
sacrifices in the Old Testament only 
foreshadowed the blood of Christ. 
That is why Paul says here in 
Colossians 1:20 that Christ reconciled 
us to Himself by making peace 
through His blood, shed on the cross. 

The result of this final sacrifice and 
reconciliation to God is that Christ 
now, after Pentecost, lives through 
His Holy Spirit in every Christian 
from every tribe and tongue and 
nation. 

Jesus Himself said in John 14:20 of 
the day of Pentecost: On that day 
you will realize that I am in my 
Father, and you are in me, and I am 
in you. 

Since Pentecost God does not live in 
buildings of bricks and mortar. No, 

He now lives in people from every 
tribe and tongue and nation who 
have embraced Jesus Christ as Savior 
and Lord. 

That is why Paul says that God has 
chosen to make known among the 
Gentiles the glorious riches of this 
mystery. 

Inspiration for a 
New Lifestyle 
When Christ comes into the life of a 
person to live in his heart, it is like 
an old run-down home that has 
received a new occupant who starts 
to renovate the house and repair it 
completely. It is always amazing to 
see how Christ renovates people; 
how He transforms ugly self-centered 
characters into pleasant self-sacrificing 
people; how He restores broken 
marriages and heals shattered lives. 

In a sermon on this same text 
Charles Spurgeon said: Christ in you 
means power in you. A strong man 
armed keeps his house till a stronger 
than he comes, and when the 
stronger enters, the first tenant is 
ejected by the power of the newcomer, 
and kept out by the same means. We 
were without strength till Christ 
came, and now we war with princi
palities and powers, and win the victory. 

Christ in us is provides the real stamina 
to live godly lifestyles. That is the 
reason that Paul reminds us that our 
bodies have become temples of the 
Holy Spirit when he explains the 
holy lives Christians should live: 

Flee from sexual immorality. All 
other sins a man commits are outside 
his body, but he who sins sexually 
sins against his own body. Do you 
not know that your body is a temple 
of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, 
whom you have received from 
God? You are not your own; 
you were bought at a price. 
Therefore honor God with your body 
(1 Corinthians 6:18-20). 

Oh, if we remembered that the living 
Christ with all His glory is living in 
our bodies, we would be so careful 
what we do and what we don't do 
with our bodies. Every time I give in 

to sinful desires, I sin against Christ . 
Himself who is living in me. 

When you realize that Christ lives in 
you, you will obey His command
ments as it is said in 1 John 3:24: 
Those who obey His commands live 
in Him and He in them. 

The Real Source of 
Unity and Ministry 
to One Another in 
the Church 
When we realize that the living 
Christ is living in us, we shall also 
realize the deep unity between us as 
Christians. It is one and the same 
Christ who lives in you and me. 
Although we have different colors of 
skin and speak different languages, 
we are one, because the same Christ 
is living in us all. 

That is why the whole church is also 
called the Body of Christ. For Paul 
"the body of Christ" is not just a 
metaphor or helpful word picture, 
but it points to the reality that Jesus 
dwells among His people and gives 
His life to them. This means that the 
church becomes nothing less than 
life-pulsating people who are animated 
by the indwelling presence of Jesus 
Christ. 

Only when we believe that Christ 
lives in each Christian can we 
begin to understand phrases like 
Ephesians 1:23 where it is said that 
God appointed Christ to be head 
over everything for the church, 
which is His body, the fulness of Him 
who fills everything in every way. 

That makes the Christian church 
different from any other religious 
community. Jesus fills the church 
with His life. He is not merely the 
One who founded the Christian 
community and left, but rather the 
One who is present in the commu
nity now and each historical period 
as the vital essence of the church. 

He who lives in us all, binds us 
together. It is not a mere intellectual 
or formal assent to a certain set of 
doctrines or church order or church 
polity that makes us one. It is the living 



Christ dwelling simultaneously in us 
all that makes us one. 

In many other religions people 
believe that God is very far away 
from them, and they have to 
approach other mediators first to 
intercede for them. In Africa, those 
who are not Christians are regularly 
involved in rituals where they worship 
their ancestral spirits to bless them 
and to bring good fortune to them 
and their families. But our message 
to them may now be: God has come 
so close to you that He wants to live 
in your heart. When you believe in 
Him He really lives in you. 

The fact that Christ lives in every 
Christian and that every Christian is 
a member of His body, means that 
we as Christians become His multi
plied hands, His feet, His voice and 
compassionate heart. 

In the church we should all be 
ministers of Christ to one another 
and to the world outside. When the 
leaders of the Protestant Reformation 
discovered this truth afresh, Martin 
Luther said that the whole congre
gation should be priests. 

When we realize that Christ is living 
in our brothers and sisters in the 
church, we will also be very careful 
how we handle each other, especially 
in times of conflicts and differences. 

Let me use an illustration to high
light this point: A certain man once 
saved up money for years to buy a 
very expensive and costly Chinese 
vase for his wife. They were very 
proud of it and placed it on a signif
icant spot on a shelf in their living 
room. One day another friend who 
did not know it was so expensive 
picked it up in a rather careless way, 
and while he was throwing it from 
one hand to another hand he said: 
"This looks quite nice." His friend 
said: "It has cost me a half million 
dollars." "Wow! Sorry!" his friend 
said while he very carefully replaced 
it on the shelf. 

If we realize that our fellow 
Christian brother or sister has not 
cost God merely a half million dollars, 
but the costly blood of His own dear 
son, and that Christ is now living in 

our fellow brother or sister, we will 
be extremely careful and sensitive in 
our criticism. Maybe we will then be 
more eager to wash one another's 
feet, than one another's ears when 
we deal with conflict in our churches. 
Then we will realize that we should 
always speak the truth in love and 
that truth without love is nothing 
less than brutality. 

The Guarantee of 
Life Everlasting 
Here in Colossians 1:27 Paul also 
says that Christ who lives in us is the 
hope of eternal glory. Christ in us is 
the ground and foundation of our 
hope of eternal life. When death 
comes we may know that Jesus 
Christ who lives in us has already 
conquered death. He died, but was 
resurrected. He will never die again 
and He is now living in me. 
Therefore I will be with Him forever 
when I die. After my death I will see 
His body and His face and I will look 
into the eyes of the One who loved 
me so much that He gave His life for 
me when I was still a lost sinner, and 
came to live in me to restore me to 
His image. 

After death I shall see His glory, and 
enjoy everlasting communion with 
Him who is now already living in 
me. By His sufferings and death He 
earned it for me. Through His inter
cession He is now preparing it for 
me. His righteousness gives me the 
right to inherit it. The fact that He is 
living in me through His Spirit is the 
first taste of this glory. 

If He lives in you, you will have 
boldness and a longing to finally meet 
Him personally face to face. 

In Memoriam 
LeRoy Bender Oliver 

1913-2000 

The Rev. Dr. Leroy B. Oliver, 
honorary trustee of Westminster 
Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, 
died on December 1, 2000. He was 
born in Philadelphia on October 
26, 1913 and married Elizabeth 
Cherry, also from Philadelphia, on 
December 23, 1938, who survives 
him. The Olivers adopted two 
children, Jane (Newman) and 
David, both of whom are now 
deceased. They have one grandson, 
Van Newman. 

After earning a bachelor of arts 
degree at Wheaton in 1939, and 
completing the master of theology 
degree at Westminster Theological 
Seminary in 1943, Oliver entered 
the Orthodox Presbyterian 
ministry, serving with distinction 
in the pastorates of Grace 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 
Middletown, Delaware; .Faith and 
New Hope Orthodox Presbyterian 
Churches, Harrisville,. Pennsylvania; 
and Grace Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church, Fairlawn, New Jersey. He 
also served the wider church for 
the next eighteen years, first as 
associate general secretary and 
then as general secretary of the 
Committee on Home Missions 
and Church Extension of the 
Orthodox Presbyterian Ounth (OPC). 

Oliver was moderator of the thirti
eth General Assembly of the OPC 
in 1963 and was assistant clerk or 
stated clerk for ten different 
General Assemblies before that 
date. For thirty years he was a 
member of the Committee on 
Ecumenicity and Interchurch 
Relations; he was on the 
Committee on a Hymnal which 
published the first edition of 
Trinity Hymnal in 1961. 

For twenty years (1955-1975) 
Oliver was a member of the board 
of trustees and its chairman/pres
ident for ten years (1964-1974). 
Later he was Westminster's direc
tor of development, dean of stu
dents, and director of alumni 
relations. He was honored by 
Westminster for his extensive 
kingdom service with the honorary 
Doctor of Divinity in 1999. 
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DOCUlllent"The Law - a "Ii 

"Everything is getting more compli
cated by the second," said a member 
of the Palm Beach County 
Canvassing Board. One of the reasons 
for the complication was the erosion 
of our understanding of the law. 

There once was a time when the law 
was king. Following the supposed 
"divine right of kings" philosophy 
that produced disaster in Europe and 
everywhere else it was practiced, the 
American Revolution asserted that 
human rights came from something 
and someone outside of themselves. 
Thomas Jefferson spoke of "Nature's 
God" as the endower of rights that 
were inalienable, thus out of the 
reach of manipulative human 
hands. Law would have an objective 
standard to which all citizens must 
be conformed in order that the general 
welfare, not individual welfare 
the objective of ancient dictatorial 
tyrants - might be advanced. 

All of that began changing legally 
when voices such as Associate Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes stated, 
"Truth (is) the majority vote of that 
nation that could lick all others" and 
"When it comes to the development 
of a corpus juris (body of law), the 
ultimate question is what do the 
dominant forces of the community 
want and do they want it hard 
enough to disregard whatever 
inhibitions may stand in their way?" 

Vice President AI Gore said much 
the same thing when, during the 
campaign, he asserted that the 
Constitution is a "living document," 
in need of updating by each genera
tion, even within generations. Gore 
would be comfortable with the late 
Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes 
who said, "The Constitution is what 
the judges say it is." 

In the uncertainty that surrounded 
the legal circus in Florida since election 
night, lawyers have paid tribute to 
"the law" but have ignored its classic 
meaning. The law is no longer king. 

Lawyers and courts that seem more 
attuned to public opinion, and the 
"place in history" of politicians are 
king. Or, in this case, kingmakers. 

Today, the law serves lawyers and 
politicians. This attitude contributes 
to the cynicism among the people 
and it decreases respect for law. How 
many times have we heard that if 
one has the right lawyer and the best 
spinners, he or she can beat any rap? 
The law can be made a slave in the 
pursuit of individual objectives. 
Before Florida, we saw this played 
out in the 0.]. Simpson trial and the 
impeachment of President Clinton. 

The legal circus in 


Florida is an outworking 


ot our inattention to an 


objective view of the law, 


rooted in an unchanging 


absolute. It is President 


Clinton's real Iegac,Y 


but he didn't achieve 


it alone. 


With Simpson, the jury ignored the 
evidence and the law because members 
favored a different outcome than 
justice dictated. 

In the Clinton matter, Americans 
were told to ignore the law and focus 
instead on the meaning of words. 
Clinton defenders said we must 
excuse lying because of the category 
(sex) in which lies were told. The 
reputations of men of principle who 
thought the law would prevail 
Independent Counsel Kenneth Starr 
was the most visible example 
were smeared so that the law 
became secondary to the objectives 
of individual players. Al Gore and 
his minions are playing a similar game 

Cal Thomas 
as they question 
the integrity of 
Florida's Secretary of 
State who appealed to the law, while 
they claim she is a partisan Bush lackey. 

Tyrannies do not pop up overnight. 
They are the result of a people who 
grow fat and lazy in their prosperity (or 
despair) and cede their individual 
freedom and power to "leaders" who 
are all too happy to have it. The 
Founders never intended the courts to 
be supreme. Their intention was that 
the law, rooted in objective and 
unchanging truth, would be preeminent. 

President Clinton and his vice presi
dent have spoiled the law but they 
could not have spoiled it if the people 
had not acquiesced in its putrification. 

The legal circus in Florida is an out
working of our inattention to an 
objective view of the law, rooted in 
an unchanging absolute. It is 
President Clinton's real legacy but 
he didn't achieve it alone. We the 
people are equally to blame for our 
own pursuit of individual autonomy 
that has lead to our government 
casting off its anchor and setting sail 
on uncharted waters with no map 
and no compass, simply because it 
feels good at the moment to do so. 
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Takin a Look at Secularism 

Gary Cox 

nary a whimper, 

then we have no 

one to blame but 

ourselves when the "thought police" 

tell us that this expression or that 

vegetable or this belief or that con

viction will no longer be tolerated in 

America. 


The secularist is one who tenadously 

believes in the religion of "no religion." 

He paSSionately desires that God and 

religion (espedally one based in the 

Scriptures) be locked in the closet of our 

churches or, better yet, cast into the 

deepest part of the sea, never to be 

heard from again. He ultimately 

believes that man is the measure of 

all things and we answer to no one 

but ourselves. In short, a secularist is 

one who believes in little that our 

founding fathers fought to establish 

and were willing to die for. Speak up 

America, or you'll soon find yourselves 

muzzled "for the good of the state." 


Rev. Gary Cox is pastor of 
Meadowview Refonned Presbyterian 
Church (PCA) in Lexington, NC. 
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with a major/minor in math and/or 
science for the 2.001-2002 school year. 
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committed to the Reformed faith, 

biblical inerrancy,6-day creation, 


male headship, the al'ltithesis between 

Christianity and the world, and 


covenantal theology. 


Applicants should send a letter of 
application and resume to:· 

Tom Nagel 

18230 Michigan Avenue 

Three Rivers, Mt 49093 

For more information, 

phone 616-279-7373 


Sometimes I feel like Paul Revere. 
Only that this time I'm riding 
through the streets of Davidson 
County screaming with pen and ink, 
"The secularists are coming! The 
secularists are coming!" A few of you 
might get worked up enough to 
come running out of your homes all 
alarmed and ready to do something 
- only to stop halfway down the 
block and say to no one in particu
lar, "What's a secularist?" Let me 
answer that later. First, I want to give 
you a sneak preview of what 
"secularism" (that's what secularists 
practice) looks like. 

It very closely resembles the judg
ment of Federal District Judge 
Jennifer Coffman who (are you sitting 
down?) ruled that displays of historic 
American documents in eastern 
Kentucky schools and county court
houses were "unconstitutional" and 
thus must be removed. Her rationale 
was that these documents conveyed 
"a very spedfic government endorse
ment of religion." Please take a wild 
guess as to what documents Judge 
Jenny has reference to? It must be 
scandalous or possibly pornographic 
- no - worse than that, it must 
mention the name of Jesus. Right? 
Well, almost, but not quite. Here are 
some examples: 

1) An excerpt from the Declaration 
of Independence which reads, "All 
men...are endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness (sic)." 

2) The preamble to the constitution 
of Kentucky which states, "We, the 
people of the Commonwealth of 
Kentucky, grateful to Almighty God 
for the dvil, political, and religious 
liberties we enjoy, and invoking the 
continuance of these blessings, do 
ordain and establish this Constitution." 

3) The national motto, "In God we 
Trust." 

4) An excerpt from President 
Lincoln's "Reply to Loyal Colored 
People of Baltimore upon Presentation 
of a Bible," which reads, "The Bible is the 
best gift God has ever given to man." 

There is more but this will give you 
an idea where this judidal activist is 
gOing, along with too many of her 
colleagues. The goal is nothing less 
than that of total eradication of the 
God of the Bible from our nation's 
past, present and future. If it means 
rewriting the history books, which 
has already been done to a large 
degree, then so be it. If it means wiping 
out any and every opportunity to be 
exposed to such dreadful documents 
of a bygone era, then good riddance. 

So, what's next? Well, if the secularists 
have their way, and judidal tyranny 
is allowed free reign in this land, 

The goal is nothing 

less than that of total 

eradication of the God 

of the Bible from our 

nation's past, present 

and future. 

then you will see in your lifetime a 
president being sworn into office 
without pladng his hand on the 
Bible. The chaplain of the Senate 
will lose his job and we will no 
longer open the legislative sessions 
with prayer. The nation's motto will 
be changed or done away with 
entirely. After thiS, the word "God," 
"Bible," and any other references to 
the Judeo-Christian faith that are 
now carved into the marble of 
national shrines and government 
edifices will be filled in and sanded 
smooth so as never to hint that 
those words were once on the walls. 

And if "we the people" idly sit by 
and allow all of this to happen with 



The Divine Trini 

Rev. Johannes G. Vos was pastor of the 
Reformed Presbyterian (Covenanter) 
Church in Clay Center, Kansas, when 
he began writing for Torch and 
Trumpet. He later became editor of 
Blue Banner Faith and Life magazine 
and professor at Geneva College in 
Beaver Falls, PA. He was the son of 
Professor Geerhardus Vos from 
Princeton Seminary, and Catherine Vos, 
author of the famous Child's Story 
Bible. He was also the brother of the 
lately deceased author, Marianne 
Radius. 

The subject of this article may perhaps 
seem dry and abstract, or of little 
practical importance for the 
Christian life. But really there is no 
truth of the Christian faith that is 
more important for the Christian life 
and the way of salvation. 
Christianity stands or falls with the 
doctrine of the Trinity; where this 
truth has been abandoned, 
Christianity soon disappears. It is 
the landmark of the Christian faith. 

The divine Trinity is a mystery in 
two senses. It is a mystery in the biblical 
sense; that is, a truth that we could 
never have known if God had not 
revealed it to us in the Bible. And it 
is also a mystery in the ordinary 
sense, for it is a truth which baffles 
our understanding and transcends 
our power to comprehend. "The Lord 
hath said that he would dwell in 
the thick darkness" (II Chronicles 6:1). 
God is clothed with impenetrable 
mystery; He can never be compre
hended by finite beings. We should 
not expect to be able to rationalize 
the truth of the Trinity. 

For the present discussion we shall 
assume that there is a personal God, 
that this God has revealed Himself 
in the Bible, and that God can be 
known from His revelation in the 
Bible. These assumptions may be 
established by their proper evidence, 
but we shall not discuss them in this 

article. We shall consider, first, what 
the doctrine of the Trinity means; 
second, the Bible proof of the 
doctrine of the Trinity; and third, 
the practical value of the doctrine of 
the Trinity. 

What the Doctrine 
of the Trinity Means 
First of all, we should realize that the 
background of the doctrine of the 
Trinity is the truth that there is only 
one God. If we define God as the 
Supreme Being, it follows necessarily 
that there can be only one God. 
Also, the Bible teaches this truth 
from cover to cover. We should 
always remember that any idea of 
God which loses sight of His unity 
must be false. 

In the Divine Being there exist three 
Persons: the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit. When we say "three 
Persons," we do not mean exactly 
the same thing by the term 
"Persons" as we do when speaking of 
human beings. The word "person" is 
just the nearest approach, in our 
common speech, to what the Bible 
teaches about the distinction 
between the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit. In the one God there 
exist side by side three centers of 
self-consciousness, each different 
from the other two. Each can call 
the others "Thou" or "He" and can 
speak of Himself as "I" or "Me." 
Thus there's a true distinction of 
Persons in the Divine Being. 

Philip Schaff, in his History of the 
Christian Church, in discussing the 
doctrine of the Trinity, says: "The 
term person must not be taken here 
in the sense current among men, as 
if the three persons were three 
different individuals, or three self
conscious and separately acting 
beings...The word person is in reality 
only a make-shift, in the absence of 
a more adequate term." 
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Schaff also says: "There is only one 
divine essence or substance. Father, 
Son, and Spirit are one in essence, or 
consubstantial. They are in one 
another, inseparable, and cannot be 
conceived without each other ...The 
three Persons are related to the 
divine substance not as three indi
viduals to their spedes, as Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, or Peter, John and 
Paul, to human nature; they are only 
one God. The divine substance is 
absolutely indivisible by reason of its 
simplidty...the whole fulness of the 
one undivided essence of God, with 
all its attributes, is in all the persons 
of the Trinity...The church teaches 
not one divine essence and three 
Persons, but one essence in three 
Persons. Father, Son, and Spirit cannot 
be conceived as three separate indi
viduals, but are in one another, and 
form a solidaric unity." 

We should not suppose that each of 
the three Persons possesses a part of 
the divine nature and attributes. 
That would seem the natural and 
logical explanation to us, but it is 
not true to the biblical data. On the 
contrary, each of the three Persons is 
truly God and possesses all of the 
divine nature and attributes. Just how 
each of the three Persons can possess 
all there is of God is something we 
cannot hope to understand; it 
baffles our human intellect. But the 
Bible teaches just that. As John Gray 
wrote in his poem "On the Holy 
Trinity": 

Equal and none 
Can make but one; 
One are the three; 
Yet what it be 
That triple spirit only knows. 

Though this truth is indeed a mystery, 
still it does not involve a contradiction 
as has often been alleged against it. 
It would be a contradiction if we 
were to say that God is one and God 
is three in the same sense. If that were 
the doctrine of the Trinity, no 
reasonable person could believe it. 



the doctrine of the Trinity 
affirms that God is one and three in 
different senses; He is one in substance 
and three in personality. We admit 
the mystery, but we deny the 
contradiction. 

The three Persons of the Trinity are 
equal in power and glory. So far as 
their nature is concerned, no one of 
them is subordinate to any of the 
others. If there were any personal 
subordination, they could not all 
three be truly God. There is a certain 
kind of functional subordination in 
connection with the working out of 
the plan of salvation for the human 
race. Because of His state of humiliation 
on earth, the eternal Son could say, 
"My Father is greater than I." But in 
their nature none of the three Persons 
can be subordinate; all are equal in 
power and glory, just because they 
are the same in substance. 

All three Persons cooperate in every 
work, yet certain works are attributed 
more particularly to each. Thus we 
think of God the Father as most 
prominent in the work of creation, 
yet the Gospel of John tells us con
cerning God the Son that "without 
him was not anything made that 
was made." The purchase of our 
redemption was particularly the 
work of God the Son, and the appli
cation of our redemption is more 
particularly the work of God the 
Holy Spirit. Yet it is all part of one 
great plan in which all three Persons 
cooperate at all times. 

All comparisons fail to do justice to 
the doctrine of the Trinity. Many 
people have sought to find illustra
tions for this truth in the realm of 
nature or in human life. Some of 
these illustrations may help us a little, 
but none of them is really adequate. 
Really even the reciprocal terms 
"Father" and "Son" used in the Bible 
itself do not mean the same as 
"Father" and "Son" in the ordinary 
sphere. They are just the nearest 
conceptions in human speech and 
human thought to suggest the relations 
between the first and second Persons 
of the Trinity. 

that has been 

exists in the three forms of liquid, 
vapor and ice, yet always has the 
same chemical composition of two 
atoms of hydrogen to one of oxygen. 
This illustration is faulty because 
water is not liquid, vapor and ice all 
at the same time; when it becomes 

But the doctrine of 

the Trinit,Y affirms 

that God is one and 

three in different 

senses; He is one in 

substance and three 

in personality. 

one it ceases to be another. But God 
exists as one substance in three Persons 
at the same time and continuously. 

Another suggested illustration is that 
of the sun. The matter of the sun is 
said to represent the Father; the light 
of the sun to represent God the Son; 
and the heat of the sun to represent 
God the Holy Spirit. This is a better 
illustration than the one of water, 
for light and heat are distinct from 
the matter of the sun, yet inseparable 
from it. The sun is the sun; light is 
light; heat is heat; yet the sun is 
continually radiating light and heat 
through the universe. But the illus
tration breaks down because matter, 
light and heat are not the same in 
substance as the Persons of the 
Trinity are. It may be that modem 
physics has shown that matter, light 
and heat are all made of electrons, 
and so may be said to be similar in 
substance. But the three Persons of 
the Trinity are not merely similar in 
substance; they are identical in 
substance, each of them possessing 
all of the one divine substance. 

While these and other illustrations 
may help us a little in understanding 
this baffling concept, none of them 
is really adequate because material 
things and forces of nature cannot 
represent relations between persons 
and especially not between the 

Persons of the divine Trinity. For the 
divine Trinity is really unique and 
has no parallel in the created universe; 
it is truly a mystery. 

Bible Proof of the 
Doctrine of the Trinity 
The Trinity has not been revealed in 
nature. Nature does indeed tell us of 
the existence, power, glory and 
moral law of God, but it is silent 
concerning His existence in three 
distinct Persons. Our knowledge of 
this truth is derived entirely from 
the pages of the Bible. 

The doctrine of the Trinity is 
revealed gradually in the Bible. The 
Old Testament has only dim sugges
tions of it. It was not until the second 
Person of the Trinity came to earth, 
when our Savior was born in 
Bethlehem, that the full doctrine 
began to be revealed. Consequently 
it is in the gospels and epistles of the 
New Testament that we find the 
fullest presentation of this doctrine. 
In the Old Testament we find certain 
foreshadowings of it; for example, 
the plural pronoun in the first chapters 
of GeneSiS, as in Genesisl:26, "And 
God said, 'Let us make man in our 
image, after our likeness... '" Again in 
Psalm 110: "The Lord said unto my 
Lord...," a verse which presents two 
divine Persons. But these are rather 
suggestions than clear proofs. For the 
full proof we must tum to the New 
Testament. The formal proof may be 
summarized as follows: 

1) The Bible teaches that there is only 
one God. Many texts might be dted; 
for example, I Corinthians 8:4, 
"There is none other God but one." 

2) The Bible speaks of each of three 
Persons as God. (a) The Father. II 
Corinthians 11:3: "The God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
which is blessed for evermore ..." 
(b) The Son. Romans 9:5: "Whose 
are the fathers, and of whom as 
concerning the flesh Christ came, 
who is over all, God blessed for 
ever." (c) The Holy Spirit. Acts 
5:3,4: "But Peter said, Ananias, 
why hath Satan filled thine heart 
to lie to the Holy Ghost, and to 



keep back part of the price of the 
land? While it remained, was it 
not thine own? And after it was 
sold, was it not in thine own 
power? Why hast thou conceived 
this thing in thine heart? Thou 
hast not lied unto men, but unto 
God." 

3) Since the Bible teaches that there 
is only one God, and yet speaks of 
three Persons as God, we conclude 
that this one God exists in three 
Persons, the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit. This is the only 
inference that we can draw without 
making the Bible contradict itself. 

4) By teaching that there is only one 
God and that each of the three 
Persons is God, the Bible teaches 
that the three Persons are identical 
in substance; each of them possesses 
the one, undivided substance 
called "God." 

5) The Bible teaches that the three 
Persons are truly distinct by the 
way each of them speaks to or of 
the others. (a) The Father speaks 
of the Son; Matthew 3:17: "This is 
my beloved Son." (b) The Father 
speaks of the Holy Spirit; Acts 
2:17: "I will pour out of my Spirit 
upon all flesh." (c) The Son speaks 
of the Father; Matthew 1:27: "All 
things are delivered unto me of 
my Father: and no man knoweth 
the Son, but the Father; neither 
knoweth any man the Father, 
save the Son ..." (d) The Son speaks 
of the Holy Spirit; John 14:26: 
"The Holy Ghost, whom the 
Father will send in my name..." 
(e) The Holy Spirit speaks of the 
Father; Hebrews 3:7: "As the Holy 
Ghost saith, 'Today if ye will hear 
his voice ... m (f) The Holy Spirit speaks 
of the Son; John 15:26: "The Spirit 
of truth, which proceedeth from 
the Father, he shall testify of me." 

6) "It is proper to the Father to 
beget the Son, and to the Son to 
be begotten of the Father, and to 
the Holy Ghost to proceed from 
the Father and the Son from all 
eternity" (Larger Catechism, 10); 
(Hebrews 1:5, 6, 8; John 1:14,18; 
John 15:26; Galatians 4:6). 

The Practical Value 
of the Doctrine of 
the Trinity 
The Trinity is exclusively a Christian 
conception of God. Christians, Jews 
and Mohammedans are monotheists 
but only Christians believe in the 
Trinity of one God in three Persons. 
To reject the Trinity is to reject 
Christianity and renounce the God 
of the Bible. 

It we give up the 

doctrine ot the Trinit,Y, 

the plan ot salvation 

tails to the ground. 

The doctrine of the Trinity is inter
twined with the doctrine of salvation 
by grace. The plan of salvation is 
based on the concept of the Trinity. 
Salvation is ordained by God the 
Father, purchased by God the Son, 
and applied by God the Holy Spirit. 
The Bible represents the plan of 
salvation in the form of a covenant 
between these three divine Persons. 
If we give up the doctrine of the 
Trinity, the plan of salvation falls to 
the ground. If we hold a false belief 
about the Trinity, we are certain to 
hold erroneous views about the plan 
of salvation. 

The doctrine of the Trinity is a safe
guard against wrong ideas about 
God. It shows why God is complete 
in Himself, always self-sufficient, 
having no need of any created 
being, because each of the divine 
Persons has the other two as an 
object to love and to know. 

The doctrine of the Trinity also 
emphasizes the fact that the God of 
the Bible is a personal God, not a 
mere power, force or influence. 

Jesus commanded to make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in (or 
rather, into) the name of the Father, 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. We 
should note that it is into the name, 
not the names shOwing the unity of 

God along with the distinction 
the Persons. Baptism is a 1/ sign and 
seal" of a covenant relationship with 
the Triune God in the plan of salvation. 

At the baptism of Jesus we see the 
Trinity disclosed. Jesus Christ is the 
second Person, God the Son. The 
third Person, God the Holy Spirit, 
descended in visible form as a dove 
and abode on Him. At the same time 
God the Father spoke from heaven, 
saying, "This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased." 

Many people today talk about belief 
in God in a very vague, general sort 
of way; but is the God they believe 
in the God of the Bible? Not unless 
He is the Triune God; and they do 
not really come to Him unless they 
come through the second person of 
the Trinity, Jesus Christ, for He is the 
only way by which sinful man 
can approach God the Father. 
"Whosoever denieth the Son, the 
same hath not the Father" (1 John 
2:23). Jesus said, "I am the way, the 
truth, and the life; no man cometh 
unto the Father but by me" (John 
14:6). The person who really comes 
to God by Jesus Christ will know 
God as the Triune God of the 
SCriptures. 
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An Elder Views the Eldershi 

Mr. Peter Wobbema served as an elder 
for many years in the Oakdale Park 
Christian Reformed Church and the 
Plymouth Heights Christian Reformed 
Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan. His 
publishing company printed The Torch 
and Trumpet (later The Outlook) for 
many years. He also provided a 
financial safety net for this publication 
in rough times. His son, Peter 
Wobbema, Jr., is an honorary member 
of Reformed Fellowship board, and its 
production manager. 

It is with a deep sense of humility 
that the writer of this article sets 
down his views as to the qualifica
tions of an elder. Realizing the 
sacredness and importance of the 
office, and being aware of my own 
shortcomings and failures while 
serving as elder, I hesitate to give 
public expression to my thoughts in 
this matter. Every leader will confess 
that he has fallen far short of attaining 
the ideal, and that it is only by the 
wonderful grace and mercy of God, 
who blessed and sanctified his 
labors, that he may have served at all 
somewhat acceptably. 

Let those who are chosen to the 
office and who feel their unworthi
ness and inability, take courage from 
the fact it is the Lord who guided His 
church in calling them, and that He 
Himself will qualify them and provide 
their special needs. However, in 
selecting men for office the consistories 
and churches should do so prayer
fully and discreetly, for whether a 
church will remain pure in doctrine 
and life depends, under God, largely 
upon the caliber of those who are 
chosen as its rulers. 

According to Acts 14:23 and 20:17, 
the organization of churches from 
earliest apostolic times involved the 
appointing or choosing of elders. By 
them it pleases Christ to rule His 
church, as also we read in our Form 
for Ordination: "The office of elder is 

based on the Kingship of our Lord 
Jesus Christ," and {{the work of the 
elders is that of ruling in the name of 
the ascended King, and as servants 
of the great Shepherd caring for His 
flock. It is therefore also the duty of 
the elders to maintain the purity of 
the Word and sacraments, to uphold 
the good order of the church, care
fully guarding the sacredness of the 
offices and faithfully exercising 
discipline. They should, moreover, 
with love and humility promote the 
faithful discharge of the office by 
their fellow-officers, having particular 
regard to the doctrine and conduct 
of the minister of the Word, that the 
church may be edified and may 
manifest itself as the pillar and 
ground of the truth." Every new 
elder should commit to memory this 
entire paragraph! 

Accountable Only 
to Christ 
The elder is in the first place 
accountable not to the congregation 
or anyone of its members, but to his 
Lord and King. Hence he must know 
what is his duty as elder of the 
church. No church will easily go 
astray whose {{overseers" are scrupu
lously faithful to their calling, are 
sound in doctrine, and who lead 
exemplary, godly lives. On the 
contrary, the guilt of such elders is 
indeed very great who by their neglect 
and indifference and sinful ignorance 
allow the flock which is under their 
care to lose its purity of doctrine and 
life. The elder's responsibility is 
tremendous! 

Yet it is a good office to seek, says 
Paul. {{Faithful is the saying, if a man 
seeketh the office of a bishop (elder), 
he desireth a good work" (I Timothy 
3:1). In the following six verses the 
apostle gives a deSCription of the 
kind of man the bishop should be. 
He should be without reproach, 
husband of one wife, temperate, 
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sober minded, orderly, hospitable, 
apt to teach; no brawler, no fighter; 
but gentle, not contentious; no lover 
of money; one that rules his own 
house well, having his children in 
subjection; no novice, lest being 
puffed up he fall into the condem
nation of the devil." No one having 
these qualifications could ever 
"seek" the office of an elder by putting 
on a campaign like that put on by 
the politicians. He who seeks a holy 
office should do so prayerfully, 
humbly confessing his unworthiness, 
and out of a heart filled with gratitude, 
offering himself to serve God in His 
church if that might be His will. One 
who thus "seeks" the office will confess 
his inability, and pray for the 
enabling grace of the Holy Spirit. He 
will also {{trust in the Lord and not 
make haste." 

Christ Himself guides His church in 
the selection of ministers, elders, 
and deacons, as we confess in Article 
31 of the Belgic Confession. Here we 
read as follows: 

We believe that the ministers of 
God's Word, the elders, and the 
deacons ought to be chosen to 
their respective offices by a lawful 
election by the Church with calling 
upon the name of the Lord, and in 
that order which the Word of God 
teaches. Therefore everyone must 
take heed not to intrude himself 
by improper means, but is bound 
to wait till it shall please God to 
call him: that he may have testi
mony of his calling, and be certain 
and assured that it is of the Lord. 

Moreover, in order that this holy 
ordinance of God may not be 
violated or slighted, we say that 
everyone ought to esteem the 
ministers of God's Word and the 
elders of the Church very highly 
for their work's sake, and be at 
peace with them without 
murmuring, strife, or contention, 
as much as possible. 



The fact that one is installed in office 
does not make him especially holy. 
He remains subject to the weaknesses 
of the flesh and the sinfulness of his 
human nature, and needs the constant 
prayers of the congregation. Although 
it is true that those "who serve well 
shall be counted worthy of double 
honor," there is no place for pride 
and self-satisfaction, "for when we 
have done all the things that are 
commanded us, we are but unprof
itable servants, we have done only 
that which it was our duty to do" 
(Luke 17:10). Nor does the "ordina
tion" place a certain mystical unction 
upon a man whereby he is placed in 
a special class for life. The Scriptures 
give us no basis for such superstition. 
It is simply an installation into office 
in the midst of the congregation. 
In our churches this term of office is 
usually for three years. At the end of 
his term one ceases to be an elder, 
unless he is reelected. In that case he 
is installed anew. 

Watchmen Upon the 
Walls 
The elders are the watchmen upon 
the walls of Jerusalem. It is their 
responsibility to see to it that the 
enemies - Satan and the world 
do not despoil it, and that it remains 
the true manifestation of the body 
of Christ. The marks of the true 
Church are as follows: "If the pure 
doctrine of the gospel is preached 
therein; if it maintain the pure 
administration of the sacraments as 
instituted by Christ; if church 
diScipline is exercised in punishing 
of sin; in short, if all things are managed 
according to the pure Word of God, 
all things contrary thereto rejected, 
and Jesus Christ acknowledged as 
the only head of the Church. Hereby 
the true Church may certainly be 
known, from which no man has a 
right to separate himself" (Belgic 
Confession, Article 29b). 

An elder, therefore, if he is to be able 
to distinguish between sound and 
false doctrine, should have a funda
mental knowledge of the teachings 
of the Holy Scriptures. For a 
(Christian) Reformed elder this 

means specifically that he shall be 
acquainted with our Forms of Unity 
- the Belgic Confession, the 
Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons 
of Dort. These standards we believe 
to be a summary of the eternal prin
ciples and doctrines of the Word of 
God, and our elders should assent to 
them. This assent should not be 
lukewarm. Rather they should be on 
fire for these standards, so that they 
may be an inspiration to others. 

The pure preaching of the Word 
refers in the first place to the contents 
of the preaching. The elders should 
be able to detect error if there is any, 
and have the courage of their 
conviction to protest, if necessary. 
Of course this should be done in the 
spirit of love, both for the sake of the 
truth and the brethren, and not in 
the spirit of faultfinding and 
contention or pride. Pure preaching 
also has to do with our manner of 
public worship. God stipulated very 
particularly in the Old Testament 
how He would be served by His people 
of old, and showed great displeasure 
and anger when these stipulations 
were not followed. Think of Uzzah 
and the ark. God is holy and we are 
called to worship Him in spirit and 
in truth, with reverence and fear. No 
element which is in discord with the 
true worship of God may be allowed 
in our services. We are very grateful 
to Dr. P. Y. De Jong who has written 
several articles in The Banner about 
"The Church at Worship" and related 
subjects. We cannot just "worship" 
God as we please. There are certain 
principles to which we must adhere, 
for when the church is at worship 
that is something entirely different 
from every other kind of meeting. 
Our Reformed fathers had a deep 
sense of the uniqueness of what they 
called "dienst des Woords" (ministry 
of the Word) and "eredienst" (divine 
worship). There was purpose in their 
arranging the services in a digni
fied, simple manner, and we should 
not lightly brush aside our Reformed 
traditions in sinful pride and igno
rance. We never should do anything 
by the way we feel about it, but we 
should always ask whether it is 
according to the Scriptures. 

Many Responsibilities 
It might also be well to give a bit of 
thought to the naming of churches. 
We now have churches by the name 
of Grace, Hope, Immanuel, Trinity. 
Is it right for the church of the Lord 
Jesus Christ to take on such names? 
We find no warrant for it in the 
Scriptures. We do read about the 
church at Ephesus, Philadelphia, 
Smyrna, Jerusalem, and Antioch. 
These are simply a designation of 
their location, nothing more. Our 
churches have their boys' clubs, and 
they in turn have their sports. 
Doesn't it sound like sacrilege when 
an announcement is made like this: 
Trinity beat Immanuel in a game of 
basketball? It happens! Aren't the 
names of God too holy for such use? 
It is for the elders to think upon these 
things and to study the Word in 
regard to them. They are responsible! 

Regarding the sacraments, it is again 
the duty of the elders to see that the 
membership is informed as to their 
correct meaning and administration. 
Family visitation should, if possible, 
be timed with the celebration of the 
Lord's Supper. The sacraments 
baptism also - should be discussed 
at times, and the elders should be 
able to draw out spiritual conversation, 
help and encourage those who are 
beset by false fears, and admonish in 
love those who are in danger of 
turning the means of grace to their 
own condemnation. 

No one can be an elder who lacks in 
spirituality. He should be spiritually 
alive, warm, loving, patient. These 
characteristics are especially needed 
in the matter of church diScipline 
which is applied to keep the church 
pure and to save the erring ones. It is 
a labor of love, and should never be 
marred by bitterness and malice on 
the part of those who are called to 
exercise it. 

In the work of visiting the sick and 
those in distress, the elder should be 
able to sympathize. It is not necessary 
to be eloquent. There are times 
when a few well-chosen words and a 
short prayer may give much more 
comfort than long talks and still 



longer prayers. A loving heart and 
sanctified common sense will usually 
show the way. But the sick and 
distressed should never be able to 
say that the visiting elder did not 
even pray with them. To pray for the 
sick is a biblical injunction. 

By word and example the elders 
should lead the flock under their 
care in the way of the Lord. It is 
often difficult to know when to 
speak or when to be silent, for to say 

In 1551 - four hundred fifty years 
ago - a dramatic confrontation 
occurred in Geneva between John 
Calvin and Jerome Bolsec over the 
doctrine of predestination. Today 
that controversy is largely forgotten, 
but it was a significant episode that 
provides a remarkable window on 
the character and meaning of the 
Reformation. 

The facts of the controversy are 
rather simple. Jerome Bolsec who 
was a Carmelite monk and doctor of 
theology in Paris, was drawn to the 
Reformation and so forced to leave 
France. By early 1551 he had settled 
in the canton of Geneva working as 
a physician. From early on he 
became a critic of Calvin's doctrine 
of predestination in a variety of ways 
and settings. The confrontation 
reached a new height, however, on 
October 16, 1551. One of the 
Genevan ministers at a regular 
Friday gathering for a sermon and 
discussion, preached on predestina
tion. Bolsec seems to have believed 
that Calvin was out of town, but 
Calvin had returned early and had 
entered the meeting late, sitting in 
the back. In the discussion Bolsec 
rose to criticize Calvin and his doctrine 
of predestination very sharply. In 
answer to Bolsec, Calvin rose and 

the wrong thing may do much 
harm, while to refrain from saying 
the right thing may result in the 
dishonoring of the name of God and 
of His church. The prayer of the 
Psalmist may well be that of the 
elder: "Set a watch, oh Jehovah, 
before my mouth; keep the door of 
my lips." 

He should control his thoughts, in 
order not to give offense in word or 
deed! 

onnation 
W. R

gave a detailed, and according to his 
supporters, brilliant defense of 
predestination. 

The city magistrates arrested Bolsec 
and he was placed on trial by the 
city. To demonstrate the correctness 
of the Genevan doctrine and the 
unity of Swiss Protestants, the 
magistrates in Geneva sent a letter 
to get advice from Basel, Zurich and 
Bern. The responses were extremely 
disappointing to Calvin: the support 
of the doctrine of predestination was 
tepid at best and the counsel of the 
cities was to be lenient with Bolsec. 

The trial of Bolsec proceeded despite 
such advice, especially charging him 
with attacking the religious estab
lishment of Geneva and bringing 
scurrilous charges against its 
doctrine. On December 23, 1551 he 
was banished permanently from 
Geneva. He eventually returned to 
the Roman Church and in 1577 
wrote a vicious biography of Calvin 
which propagated many false stories 
about Calvin. Bolsec died in 1584. 

The letter of the city of Geneva seek
ing advice from other ministers of 
Switzerland provides a clear summary 
of the way the Calvinists in Geneva 
understood Bolsec's position: "That 
worthless wretch rose up, and 

obert Godfrey 

affirmed that the 
false and impious 
opinion, that the will of God is the 
cause of all things, took its rise during
the present century from Laurentius 
Valla; but that in this he acted
wrongly, for he charged God with 
the blame of all evils, and falsely
imputed to him a tyrannical caprice, 
such as the ancient poets fancifully 
ascribed to their Jove. He then took 
up the second head, and affirmed
that men are not saved because they 
have been elected, but that they are 
elected because they believe; that
no one is condemned at the mere 
pleasure of God; that those only are 
condemned who deprive themselves 
of the election common to all. In 
dealing with this question, he 
inveighed against us with a great 
deal of violent abuse." The Genevan 
ministers saw Bolsec as charging 
them with introducing theological 
novelties and with making God a 
tyrant and the author of sin. They 
also saw him as teaching that pre
destination was grounded in the 
actions of men rather than in the 
will of God. 

The position of Calvin and the 
Genevan church on predestination 
was clear and well-known. Calvin 
had indeed written much that 
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things? Indeed, no one is in his own 
strength. We can only strive after 
perfection, ever confessing our failings, 
yet doing in the name and in the 
strength of our God the things He 
would have us do, to the best of our 
ability. 

Laboring in Christ's vineyard gives 
great joy. And there is the reward of 
grace for the faithful servant. 

Ii 



showed the biblical foundations as 
well as the importance of this doc
trine for the church. When Calvin 
revised his Institutes in 1559, he 
alluded to this incident (as well as 
others) when he wrote in his first 
chapter on predestination: "A baffling 
question this seems to many. For 
they think nothing more inconsis
tent than that out of the common 
multitude of men some should be 
predestined to salvation, others to 
destruction" (I, 21, 1). He wrote even 
more strongly in the next chapter: 
"Some object that God would be 
contrary to himself if he should 
universally invite all men to him but 
admit only a few as elect. Thus, in 
their view, the universality of the 
promises removes the distinction of 
special grace; and some moderate 
men speak thus, not so much to stifle 
the truth as to bar thorny questions, 
and to bridle the curiosity of man. A 
laudable intention, thiS, but the 
design is not to be approved, for 
evasion is never excusable. But those 
who insolently revile election offer a 
qUibble too disgusting, or an error 
too shameful" (I, 22, 10). 

Calvin certainly recognized the diffi
culty of the doctrine for many: 
"Human curiosity renders the 
discussion of predestination, already 
somewhat difficult of itself, very 
confusing and even dangerous" (I, 
21, 1). Yet he saw its importance for 
God's glory, for our humility and for 
our understanding of the character 
of God's grace. He wrote, "We shall 
never be clearly persuaded, as we 
ought to be, that our salvation flows 
from the wellspring of God's free 
mercy until we come to know his 
eternal election, which illumines 
God's grace by this contrast: that he 
does not indiscriminately adopt all 
into the hope of salvation but gives 
to some what he denies to others" 
(I, 21, 1). 

Although Calvin recognized the dif
ficulty for many of the doctrine of 
predestination, that recognition did 
not make him more tolerant or 
patient of Bolsec. Bolsec was apparently 
not a particularly acute theologian. 
T.H.L. Parker commented on Bolsec 

that he was "a poor theologian 	
technically." Calvin's impatience 	
with Bolsec is clear in a letter that he 
wrote to Heinrich Bullinger, the 
leading minister of Zurich, on 
October 15, 1551 apparently just the 
day before his public confrontation 
with Bolsec. In this letter Calvin did 
not refer to Bolsec by name, but used 
him as an illustration of the kinds of 
problems that he faced in Geneva. 
With considerable agitation Calvin 
wrote: "A certain Dominican, a minister 
of the word in a neighboring village, 
has emerged from the mud under 
evil auspices. He bawled out openly 
in the assembly that he had a dispute 
with me and the Church of Geneva; 
and this without the least provocation. 
Not content with that, he brought 
forward a paper filled with foul accu
sations, in which I was bitterly 
reviled for more than twenty times. 
On the matter being known, he was 
sent home. Emboldened by impunity, 
any satellite of the Council of Trent 
insults me now with equal ferocity. 
This is the communion of the 
Church which we daily profess. I 
omit other matters equally dishon
orable, which I endure, not without 
sadness; although I am not so much 
moved on my own account, as on 
that of the public; for I see clearly 
that such a breaking up of alI orderly 
discipline, so foreign to Christianity, 
cannot stand for any length of 
time." 

This controversy is certainly primarily 
theological and focused on a doctrine 
very important to Calvin's under
standing of Christian truth and life. 
Calvin is insistent that his God, the 
God of the Bible, is just and holy in 
all His doing, not some arbitrary 
Jupiter. He is also passionate about 
the need for sinners in humility to 
recognize that their salvation comes 
from God alone, planned from eternity 
and applied sovereignly to them. 

The theological issue is not the only 
matter that this confrontation 
illumines however. In the next issue 
of The Outlook we will consider some 
of the other issues illumined by the 
Bolsec affair of ISS1. 

Footnotes 

1 John Calvin, Letters, Selected Works, ed. by Henry 
Beveridge andJules Bonnet, Grand Rapids, Michigan 
(Baker Book House), vol. 5, p. 323. 

2 T.H.L. Parker, John Calvin: A Biography,
Philadelphia (Westminster Press), 1975, p. 113. 

3 Calvin, Letters, vol. 5, p. 32lf. 
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A Critical Review of Gregory A. Boyd's God of the Possible1 (Part r) 
Though its importance has not yet 
registered with many evangelical 
and Reformed Christians, there is a 
significant movement afoot to revise 
substantially the historic Christian 
understanding of the Triune God. 
Often termed the "open view" of 
God, this movement is represented 
by a number of well-known contem
porary evangelical theologians and 
has made Significant inroads into 
the evangelical community in North 
America. Not long ago the most 
important periodical of the evangelical 
community in North America, 
Christianity Today, offered the opinion 
that, though this new view of God 
departs from previous understanding, 
it does not fall outside of the 
boundaries of evangelical thought. 

Rather than attempt to trace the 
development and advocacy of this 
new doctrine of God in its broader 
context, I would like to consider a 
recent, popular defense of it by 
Gregory A. Boyd, in a book entitled 
God of the Possible. Boyd, a popular 
pastor/preacher in the Baptist General 
Conference who teaches at Bethel 
College in Minneapolis, offers in this 
volume a defense of the new view 
targeted at a general audience. Thus, 
what has been largely a movement 
among evangelical theologians now 
threatens to become a broader 
movement with influence directly 
upon the evangelical community 
itself. 

In the preface to his study, Boyd 
begins with an account of how the 
subject of his study first became a 
matter of personal interest to him. 
While reading the story in 2 Kings 20 
of the sickness of King Hezekiah, he 
was struck by the strange contrast 
between God's prior declaration to 
the king that he was about to die 
and His subsequent declaration, in 

answer to Hezekiah's prayer, that He 
was persuaded to add fifteen years to 
his life. According to Boyd, this 
account raised in his mind the question 
how God "could have truly changed 
his mind in response to a prayer if 
the prayer he was responding to was 
forever in his mind" (7, emphasis 
Boyd's)? If God foreknew exactly 
what was going to occur in advance 
of its occurrence, why would He 
have first declared that Hezekiah was 
going to die? With this question in 
his mind, he subsequently studied 
the Scriptures further and came to 
the conclusion that the customary 
doctrine, that God exhaustively 
knows the future before it occurs, is 
mistaken. The future, contrary to 
the traditional understanding of 
God's exhaustive foreknowledge of all 
things, is "partly" determined and 
foreknown by God, but also "partly" 
open or unknown by Him. 

The Classical View of 
Divine Foreknowledge 

In the opening chapter of his book, 
Boyd attempts to describe what he 
terms "the classical view of divine 
foreknowledge." This view of God's 
knowledge of the future, whether 
articulated in a Calvinist or an 
Arminian framework, amounts to 
the claim that God knows all future 
occurrences. No future event, however 
great or small, is unknown to God. 

For Calvinists, God exhaustively 
foreknows the future so that all 
future events will certainly take 
place in the way He knows them. For 
Arminians, God exhaustively foreknows 
the future, even though many of the 
events He knows are not determined 
by His will and purpose. Though both 
Calvinists and Arminians are agreed 
that God's foreknowledge is exhaus
tive, they have quite different views 
as to how God's will relates to future 
events. Whereas Calvinists insist 
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that God's counsel ultimately deter
mines all things - God works all 
things according to the counsel of 
His will (cf. Eph. 1:11) - Anninians 
insist that some future occurrences, 
particularly the "free" acts of responsible 
creatures, are undetermined. In 
Boyd's words, "[s]ome follow 
Augustine and Calvin and maintain 
that the future will be a certain way 
because God foreknows it this way. 
Others follow Arminius and argue 
that God foreknows the future a 
certain way because the future simply 
will be that way. In other words, 
classical theologians disagree about 
what comes first. Does God's fore
knowledge determine the future, or 
does the future determine God's 
foreknowledge" (23)? 

Acknowledging that the final 
authority for settling the issue of the 
extent of God's foreknowledge is the 
SCriptures, Boyd maintains that the 
classical view of God appeals to one 
motif in the Scriptures as most basic. 
This motif is what he calls "the motif 
of future determinism." This motif 
appeals to those biblical passages 
that emphasize God as "foreknowing 
and/or predestining certain things 
about the future" (13). However, 
there is another motif in Scripture, 
which Boyd labels the "motif of 
future openness," in which God is 
said to face a "partly open future" 
(14). Unlike the classical view, which 
tends to read the first motif literally 
(God truly determines things) and 
the second figuratively (the future is 
open to God only "as a manner of 
speaking"), the open view of God 
insists that each of these motifs is 
literally true. 

In his consideration of the argument 
for the classical view, Boyd devotes 
four pages to a quick sketch of the 
biblical passages typically adduced. 
However, the preponderance of his 
chapter on the classical view 
amounts to an attempt to show 



from the Scriptures that the biblical 
evidence does not support the doctrine 
of God's exhaustive foreknowledge. 

The biblical foundation for the classical 
view appeals to those passages 
which affirm God's sovereign lord
ship over history (e.g. Isa. 46:9-10; 
48:3-5). God can "declare the end 
from the beginning" because He 
rules and governs all things. 
Furthermore, God knows His chosen 
people, not only in terms of their 
future as a people but also in terms 
of the events that will occur in the 
lives of individual persons. Many 
passages of Scripture include what 
is sometimes called "predictive 
prophecy": events that will occur in 
the future are foretold by the Lord's 
servants the prophets (e.g. Cyrus' 
help in rebuilding the temple, Judas' 
betrayal of Jesus, Paul's ordination 
before birth to his apostleship). 
Many of the events of Jesus' ministry, 
moreover, were foreknown and 
foreordained of God. God also "fore
knows" His elect (Rom. 8:29) and 
the events that will consummate the 
present period of the history of 
redemption. 

Though this kind of biblical evidence 
"seems impressive" (29), Boyd 
argues that it can be interpreted in a 
manner that does not require the 
idea that God exhaustively knows all 
future events. When the Bible speaks 
of God's specific purposes and plans 
which will certainly come to pass, 
this only means that the "future is 
settled to the extent that he is going 
to determine it" (30). It does not 
mean that our "commonsense" 
conviction that human beings are 
free to do as they choose is to be 
repudiated. God's plans for the 
future are real, but not exhaustive. 
They certainly do not, indeed they 
cannot, mean that we are no longer 
free to choose between differing 
options. According to Boyd, the best 
way to interpret those biblical 
passages that speak of God's fore
knowledge of the future is to treat 
them as "partly" predictive of some 
events, to the extent that these can 
be legitimately known, but not 
exhaustively predictive in the event 
of those occurrences which presume 
a measure of human freedom and 
unpredictability. Jesus' prediction of 
Peter's denial, for example, does not 
require the assumption that the 
future is exhaustively predicted. It 

only required a sufficient acquain
tance with Peter's character to make 
the prediction a plausible and likely 
knowledge of what he might do. 
Similarly, Judas' betrayal of the Lord, 
though it might not have occurred 
were Judas to have made different 
and contrary choices in his life, was 
predictable given those "parameters 
of life" that offered a reasonable 
certainty of what he would do under 
certain circumstances. 

In his consideration of those biblical 
passages that address God's plans for 
the lives of His creatures, Boyd 
insists that they cannot teach a 
doctrine of exhaustive divine fore
knowledge. If this were their teaching, 
then the freedom of human persons 
would be seriously infringed. 
Indeed, we would become mere 
"automatons" whose every act and 
decision is fully determined by God, 
in advance of its occurrence. Often 
in the Scriptures we are told that 
God "wills" something which does 
not come to pass simply because free 
creatures are unwilling to do what 
God wills. For example, 2 Peter 3:9 
says that God wants "all to come to 
repentance," but we know that 
many people do not obey the gospel 
call when it is extended to them 
(41). Even in the instance of the 
crucifixion of Jesus, the certainty of 
this event within the "definite plan 
and foreknowledge of God" (Acts 2:23) 
does not mean that the individual 
persons involved were unfree to do 
otherwise. The only thing certain 
within God's plan was the general 
certainty of Christ's crucifixion, not 
the particular persons who willingly 
chose to crucify Him. Likewise, 
when the Bible speaks of God's 
purpose of election, this does not 
refer to a definite election of particular 
persons. When the apostle Paul 
speaks of God"choosing us in Christ 
before the foundation of the world," 
what he means to say is "that whoever 
chooses to be 'in Christ' is predes
tined to be 'holy and blameless 
before him in love'" (47, emphasis 
Boyd's). Though we may speak of 
the "corporate election" of the 
church, as a class of persons who will 
be saved through Christ, those particular 
persons who will be saved must 
exercise their "free will" to become 
members of this class. To suggest 
that this choice is made for them by 
God is to deny the freedom of the 
creature to choose to do as he wishes. 

After considering the biblical case for 
the classical view of divine fore
knowledge, Boyd concludes: "The 
passages that express this motif [that 
is, of divine determination of future 
events] do not require us to believe 
that the future is exhaustively settled. 
To confess that God can control 
whatever he wants to control leaves 
open the question of how much God 
actually does want to control" (51). 

God Faces a Partially 
Open Future 

In the follOwing chapter of his book, 
Boyd appeals to those Scriptural 
passages that support the "motif of 
future openness." Traditional defenders 
of the doctrine of God's exhaustive 
foreknowledge typically fail to do 
justice to these passages, arguing 
that they are not to be taken literally. 
However, Boyd insists that these pas
sages ought to be given as much 
weight, and be interpreted in the 
same literal manner, as those passages 
which teach the "motif of future 
determinism. " 

In his consideration of these passages, 
Boyd offers several different categories 
of evidence. The first of these concerns 
those biblical passages that speak of 
God's "regret" over how things have 
turned out. Examples of such regret 
include God's sorrow at the fall into 
sin and its consequences (Genesis 
6:6) and His remorse at Saul's king
ship. A second aspect of the biblical 
portrait of God involves those passages 
where God asks questions about the 
future, as to how it will tum out. The 
third of these categories includes 
passages in which "God tells us that 
things tum out differently than he 
expected" (e.g. Isa. 5:2). The fourth 
aspect of Scriptural teaching that 
underscores the openness of the 
future motif is the testimony to 
God's "frustration" when people 
"stubbornly resist his plans for their 
lives" (62). 

According to Boyd, these categories 
of evidence are not as compelling as 
a fifth group of passages. These are 
passages that reveal God "testing" 
His people in order to determine 
whether they will choose to follow 
Him or not. If these passages are 
taken seriously, as they must be, 
then they suggest that there is a real 
and important sense in which God 
does not know in advance of His 



people's choices what those choices 
will be. God is not playing games, 
for example, when He seeks to ascer
tain whether Abraham fears Him by 
asking him to sacrifice his son, Isaac. 
Similarly, when God tests Hezekiah 
to know what is in his heart, this is a 
true test of his character. 

The most important categories of 
evidence for the open view of God, 
however, are provided in a sixth and 
seventh group of passages. The sixth 
group of passages portray God as 
expressing Himself regarding the 
future in terms of what "may" or 
"may not" occur. These "maybes," as 
Boyd terms them, confirm that God 
does not know everything about all 
future events or contingencies. 
Included in this category of texts are 
those which express "conditionals": 
"if" certain conditions are met, 
"then" certain consequences will 
follow. However, since these condi
tions involve the free actions of 
responsible creatures, there is no way 
for God to know what will happen 
unless we deny human freedom. 
The seventh and final category of 
passages that Boyd considers, is the 
"strongest" (75). These passages 
teach that God often "changes his 
mind in response to events that 
transpire in history." For God's 
changing His mind to make sense, it 
has to be assumed that His mind is 
not "permanently fixed" (75). 
Changing responses to His Word call 
for changing responses on God's part. 

At the close of his survey of these 
categories of evidence, Boyd argues 
that the classical view of God's 
exhaustive foreknowledge cannot 
adequately account for them. Rather 
than allowing these texts to speak 
for themselves, the classical view is 
"driven by philosophy rather than 
by texts" (86). According to Boyd, 
the classical view is not so much 
based upon biblical teaching as it is 
upon a philosophical doctrine of God's 
unchangeableness. This doctrine owes 
more to the influence of Greek 
thought, especially Aristotle's doctrine 
of God as the "unmoved Mover," 
than it does to the teaching of 
Scripture. 

What Practical Difference 
Does it Make? 

In the third and concluding section 
of his study, Boyd takes up the 

question of what he calls the "practical 
difference" of the open view of God. 
What difference does it make 
whether God exhaustively knows all 
things in advance of their occur
rence or only partly knows what the 
future will bring? Though Boyd is 
careful to insist that the difference 
between the classical and open 
views is a "minor" one - certainly 
not one that ought to break the 
bonds of Christian fellowship and 
love - he does believe that there are 
significant positive advantages that 
follow from the open view. Among 
these advantages, there are seven that 
Boyd singles out for special emphasis. 

First, compared to the classical view, 
the open view "makes more intellec
tual sense" (90). Rather than denying 
the apparent freedom of creatures to 
decide their destiny, the open view 
affirms that the free choices we 
make in life, choices that are not 
foreknown or foreordained, make all 
of the difference. In this way, the 
open view"avoids the impenetrable 
paradox (or, many of us would 
argue, the contradiction) of asserting 
that self-determining free actions are 
settled an eternity before free agents 
make them so" (91). 

Second, the open view passes one of 
the tests of faithfulness to the teaching 
of SCripture: the ability to "reconcile 
coherently" different aspects of biblical 
teaching that may appear, superfi
cially read, to be in conflict. Unlike 
the classical view, which treats the 
motif of an open future as merely 
figurative while interpreting literally 
the motif of a predetermined future, 
the open view is able to affirm both 
motifs in their literal meaning. The 
resolution of the apparent conflict 
between these motifs is to recognize 
that the future is partly closed and 
partly open. God knows some 
events before they occur, while other 
events, because they result from the 
exercise of human freedom, are 
unknown to Him. 

Third, the classical view of God tends 
to encourage a posture of fatalism 
among its adherents. If different 
possibilities are unreal, because they 
differ from God's exhaustive knowl
edge of a certain future, then there is 
little reason to resist the injustices of 
the world as it is. On the other hand, 
if the future is open, then there is 
every reason to strive after a more 
ust and world. 

Fourth, unlike the classical view 
God, which tends to make interces
sory prayer a perfunctory exercise in 
acquiescing to the will of God, the 
open view affirms that the future 
genuinely depends upon the prayers 
that we offer to God. Since the 
future is partly open, the requests we 
make to God can truly effect, for better 
or for worse, the course of future events. 

Fifth, the open view of God provides 
a more satisfactory explanation of 
the problem of evil. Rather than 
including evil within the plan and 
purpose of God, the open view 
regards evil as the consequence of 
God's decision to create genuinely 
free creatures whose choices are the 
reason for the introduction of evil 
into God's good creation. 

Sixth, the open view of God allows 
us to understand in a more appro
priate way the adverse circumstances 
of our lives. When a wife, for example, 
discovers that her husband is a cruel 
and abusive person, she is not 
obligated to accept this in a spirit of 
resignation. She does not need to 
accept passively a circumstance that 
she is free to change and that does 
not reflect in any meaningful sense 
God's "will" for her life. 

And seventh, the open view of God 
is more consistent with develop
ments in modern science than the 
traditional view. Modern science has 
come to understand that reality at its 
most basic level displays a measure 
of indeterminacy. Contrary to the 
older science, which posited the 
existence of fixed laws and an 
unalterable nexus of cause and effect, 
recent science affirms the relativity of 
time and space, and the uncertainty 
suggested by quantum theory. 

Conclusion 
This brief sketch of Boyd's argument 
for the open view of God should be 
enough to illustrate how radically it 
revises the traditional doctrine of 
God. Though Boyd claims that this 
view does not depart from the 
boundaries of Christian orthodoxy, 
it is apparent that he has a rather 
elastic view of those boundaries. If 
this view of God is correct, it will 
undoubtedly lead to a radical revision 
of many aspects of Christian doctrine. 

- Continued on page 24 



etier to UaJf on Anne 
John R. Sittema 

Dear Readers, 
Some years ago, a friend suggested I write a letter to the children I baptize, to be read some years later 
when they have grown up. The thought was that the child should know something ofthe commitment of 
the church at the time of their infancy, something of the prayers that the pastor and the elders and the members of the 
church were lifting up on their behalf, as well as hearing a clear testimony of the promises of God to them. My friend 
thought it would serve as a powerful testimony. I agreed, and began the practice. 

I share one of these letters with you. It's personal, but I don't apologize for that. Should any of the readers of this column 
adopt the practice, I would recommend a personal letter as well. More importantly, I pray this brief letter will challenge 
Madison Anne one day, and all ofus today, to think about baptism. I pray it will drive us to reflect how we communicate 
both the promise of the covenant and the demands of the covenant to the children of the covenant. 

Far too often, the practice of the baptism ofchildren is perfunctory, almost superstitious. Perhaps writing such a letter as 
the following will cause us to take the sacrament much more seriously. 

May 21,2000 

Dear Madison Anne, 

Today, you are baptized into the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Your family stands with you 
before the church, Dad holding you in his arms, while water is poured on your forehead. I wanted to write you 
this letter, to be read after you've grown up some years later, to tell you what your baptism means, and why it 
is important. 

A long time ago, God's people were saved from slavery in Egypt. God spared them from His judgment, but only 
if they had faith. They showed their faith by smearing the blood of a lamb on their doorposts. That blood 
"covered" them, so that the angel of death would pass over their houses. 

Ever since that time, Christians have learned that we are saved by the blood of another Lamb, Jesus Christ. When 
He died as the Passover for His people, His blood became our salvation. Baptism is a sign of that blood, a 
promise from God that if you believe in Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, you too will be saved. God will not judge 
you for your sins, but will save you and protect you and love you. You will be "covered" by His blood. 

By the time you read thiS, your Mom and Dad will have raised you to know Jesus. Already when you were a baby, 
I heard your Dad speaking to your infant ears all the names of God. I know that by the time you read thiS, you 
will have learned many more things about the Lord. And throughout your life, your parents, your church 
family, and your pastor will have prayed many times that you would walk faithfully in the light of that 
knowledge of God and a love for Him that fills your heart. 

My wife and I gave you a little stuffed lamb today to commemorate your baptism. We did that to remind you 
of the greater Lamb of God whose blood is our salvation. You can trust Him to save you! Give your life to Him 
in faith and service. Never apologize for following Christ. 

I have on the wall of my office an embroidered saying that I hope will bless you. It reads: 

Measure your life by loss instead ofgain, 

Not by the wine drunk but by the wine poured forth. 

For love's strength standeth in love's sacrifice, 

and whosoever suffereth most has most to gain. 


Here's what I pray for you: Mayall your days be lived in joy before Christ. May your life be one measured by 
loving and sacrificial living for Jesus. May your faith grow deep and strong, and one day soon, may it be declared 
publicly - perhaps even before the very people of God who witnessed your baptism. Then we will together 
rejoice that God keeps His promises, for everyone of them is "yes" in Christ (II Corinthians 1:20). 

Your Pastor, 

John R. Sittema 
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Since no doctrine is more 
fundamental than the doctrine 
of God, the kind of revision in 
this doctrine that Boyd and others 
are proposing can only mean a 
wholesale reformulation of 
many other doctrines of the 
Christian faith. These serious 
and unacceptable implications 
of the open view of God will be 
considered in a subsequent 
article, D.V. 

Footnotes 

1 God o(the Possible. A Biblical Introduction ID the 
Open View o(God. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000. 

2 E.g. Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, William 
Hasker, Richard Rice, and David Basinger. 

3 Boyd's views have been the subject of debate 
at the annual meetings of the Baptist General 
Conference. During its June 25-28, 2000, meet· 
ing, two resolutions dealing with the issue were 
made. The first resolution affirmed that God's 
knowledge of future events was "exhaustive" 
and mailltained that the "openness" view is 
"contrary to our fellowship's historic under· 
standing of God's omniscience." The second 
resolution, however, approved the Bethel 
College Trustees' decision not to terminate 
Boyd's appointment and to affirm that his 
views "fall within the accepted bounds of the 
evangelical spectnnn." 

4 It is difficult to avoid the condusion, in this 
connection, that Boyd has skewed the biblical 
evidence to favor his position. Not only does he 
give shortshrift to the biblical materials that 
favor what he calls the "motif of future deter
minism," but he also ignores a considerable 
body of biblical evidence regarding God's pur
pose of election and the comprehensive scope 
of His counsel and will. A glance at his Scripture 
index will show, for example, that he nowhere 
dtes Ephesians 1:11, a text that, like many oth· 
ers in the Bible, simply asserts that God works 
"all things according to the counsel of His will." 
Needless to say, this text lends no comfort to 
Boyd's position. It is hard to suppress the suspi· 
don that this maybe why he omits to mention it! 

Dr. Cornelis Venema, a 
contributing editor of The 
Outlook magazine, teaches 
Doctrinal Studies at Mid
America Reformed Seminary 
in Dyer, Indiana. 




