Toward ANew IMormatio1l
Mu,k 11:1-19J
John Richard de Witt
This article is an edited transcription of
an address given during the annual meet·
ing o/the Refonned Fellowship on October 6, 1994, in the Beverly Christian Re-

fonned Church (Independent).
I divide what I want to say to you
now into two parts. The first I call a
diagnosis, an analysis. The second is
a proposed prescription. I am to speak
on the great topic, "Toward a New
Reformation. "

TIIE ANALYSIS
First, then, the analysis. Much of
what I have to say will not be new to
you, but I believe these things to be
worth rehearsing and considering
again.
First, we are a people both hurt
and ~gry.
I do not say that lightly.
Precisely because our past is so important to us and because we set such
great store by what God in His mercy
has made us through the inestimable
gift of our spiritual and theological
heritage are we so hurt and angry.
We re~mb
the prophet Elijah who,
after hiS mighty triumph over the
p.riests of Baal on Mt. Cannel, at the
Sign of a threat from Queen Jezebel
fled into the desert exhausted and
couraged.
But he himself went a day's journey into the wilderness , and came
andsatdownunderajunipertree;
and he requested for himself that
he might die; and said, "It is
enough; now,
LORD, take
away my life; for I am not better
than my fathers."
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And he came thither unto a cave
and lodged there; and behold, th~
word ofthe LORD came to him
andhesaiduntohim, "Whatdoest
thou here, Elijah?" And he said
"I have been very jealous for th~
LORD God of hosts: for the children of Israel have forsaken thy

covenant, thrown down thine altars, and slain thy prophets with
the sword; and I, even r only, am
~eft;
and they ~ek
my life, to take
It away" (I Kings 19:4,9, 10).
As I reflected on what I felt I should
say to you today, I realized with fresh
powe: that while some among us
have m a degree suffered for righteousness' sake, it is precisely because we live in a constitutional
republic, a land like the United
S~ates
of America, that people in
high positions of ecclesiastical power
have not persecuted us as our fathers
were in the past. It has not been for
want of will to persecute or to harass
that we have been left unmolested
but because we are protected by th~
civil power.
We think gratefully of the churches
we have known, the preaching we
have heard, the communities built up
by the solid work of those who have
gone before in the name of Christ of
children taught the doctrines of fue
Word of God, of young people who
have made profession of faith in the
Refonned churches. When we consider the present ruinous condition of
so many congregations and of the
church we have loved, we are angry,
wounded, embittered.
Second, we are a people in deep
mourning. You recall the words of
the Psalmist.
I will say unto God my rock,
"Why hast thou forgotten me?
Why go I mourning because of
the oppression of the enemy? As
with a sword in my bones, mine
enemies reproach me; while they
say daily unto me, 'Where is thy
God'''' (Psalm 42:9,10).
I am. well acquainted with people
who will never cease to grieve. So
much has been destroyed, they have
been so severely savaged by disillusionment, have been robbed so extensively of what they regarded as
great and good, have so much under-

gone what has seemed to them a death
in. their immediate family , that they
will never cease to mourn as long as
they live.
We have reason to be grieved in
this way.
o Lord, regard the prayer of those
Who love the walls of Zion well.
Whose hearts are heavy for her woes,
Who sad amid her ruins dwell.
Just as in Psalm 102 the psalmist laments the devastation of Zion so do
we also grieve at the spectacle of a
devastated church.
Third, we are a people subject to
te~bl
pressures. Many of us are
mtnlsters, others elders and deacons.
In our time the condition ofthe church
is not good. There are clear signs
that much is wrong among us. No
longer can we depend upon the disci-

. "The instittltion ojthe church
can be an idol."
plined response of those reared in
Christian families to attend public
worship and to support the cause of
God in the earth. At the same time
ministers in particular, but othe;
church leaders as well, are expected
to succeed. Then we have to cope as
well with the widespread craving
among professing Christians for acce~an,
for integration into the prevailmg culture and society. People
want to be accepted. They wish to be
like ~thers,
as successful as they.
It IS not surprising that we have
seen in recent times the rise of the
church growth movement. I have no
desire to engage now in a critical assessment of church growth thought,
but I want rather to underscore the
reality itself. In this movement one
finds what I believe to be a response
to the desperate desire for effectiveness, for success . Every minister has
known this massive temptation. It is
intolerable to think of decline of a
diminishing of numbers and i~ters
in relation to what we knew in the
past. People's standards have changed. They are accustomed to skilled
and expert communication. They
have been habituated to music and
entertainment of a kind unknown only
a relatively short time ago. They are
used now to the theatrical and immediately impressive. They have accepted the reality of manipulation by
the media.
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It is no easy task to undertake leadershipinthechurch. We need to face
that. We must recognize that large
numbers of ministers are weary and
discouraged. Many are wondering
where they can turn next for a stimulative device to capture people 's minds
and hearts. They are looking for a
method of drawing people back to
church.
Fourth, we are people, too, who
are called to repentance. I say that
carefully and deliberately. I speak
now not to denominational hierarchs,
to seminary professors who may have
deflected the faithful of young people
preparing for Christian service r-~T=
or the ministry, to ministers
and church leaders who have
gone astray. I speak rather to
myself and to yOll. We have
been guilty of idolatry. We
have been guilty of sinning
against the first and the second commandments.
Thou shalt have no other gods
before me.
Thou not make unto thee any
graven image, or any likeness of
anything that is in heaven above,
or that is in the earth beneath, or
thatisinthewaterundertheearth:
thoushaltnotbowdowntothem,
nor serve them... (Exodus 20:3-6).
I tell you that we are obliged to
repent because we have far too often
failed to distinguish between God and
His church on the one hand, and denomination on the other. For us "denomination" has been a kind of idol.
The denominations ofwhich we have
been, or are, part, have been in each
case a fonn of the visible church, that
form with which we have had to do.
We have worked for that denomination, we have sacrificed for it, we have
given to it, and we have prayed for it,
have been anxious about it, and in
the end we have found ourselves disillusioned by it. The institution of the
church can be an idol. It has been an
idol for many of us. It is still that for
many others. Primary loyalty to the
church as institution is a wicked thing,
a sin against God. I do not speak
now of the holy church of our Lord
Jesus Christ, but of the various organizational fonns in which it has come
to expression.
"Denomination" has all too frequendy been everything to us. We
have been loyal to an institution, to
an organization. We have tended to
vest ow hope for the future of God's

work in the world in a denomination,
whether the Refonned Church in
America, or the Christian Refonned
Church, or some other connectional
organization. We have thought in
teImS of our identity as members of
and ministers in a particular human
institution. We have been proud of
our allegiance to a name, and have
rej oiced in our particularecclesiological nomenclature. We have sinned
against God because we have worshiped a denomination and have forgotten to distinguish God Himself and
His holy church from what in the end
is only a strucrure, a strucrure empty
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of significance because it has ceased
to be what it once was.
Fifth, we are a people with a common memory and a noble history.
To be sure, we represent different denominations . I am in the Reformed
C hu'ch in Amen'ca, Many of you
are in the Christian Reformed Church,
in another Refonned denomination,
or in one of the Independent Reformed Churches. No matter. Our
background, our past, our common
memory is the same. We are Reformed Christians, and we are part of
that mighty current which emerged
out of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. At the head of that
movement stood John Calvin himself, but next to him were the towering figures of John Knox, Theodore
Beza and many others. We are conscious ofroots. In some cases these
are lineal and genealogicaL In others,
we have adopted them and ,eceived
them as our own, as a gracious gift
from God. We are keenly aware of
where we have been and from where
we have come, in the spiritual sense
of the word. We ought to celebrate
more than we do this great common
memory and this noble history, a history without equal in the experience
of the Christian church.
S'IX th ,we are a peope
I WI'th a
mighty mission. It is not without
hesitation that I make this statement.
We are a small company here, and
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long time, and my past in the ministry must in the nature of the case be
far more extensive than my future.

But I make bold to say to you that we
have a mighty task before us as a
people.
Then Mordecai commanded to
answer Esther, Think not with
thyself that thou shalt escape in
the Icing's house, more than all
the Jews. For if thou altogether
holdest thy peace at this time,
then shall there enlargement and
deliverance arise to the Jews from
another place; but thou and thy
father's house shall be destroyed:
and who knowest whether thou
art come to the kingdom for such
a time as this? (Esther 4: 13,14).
God has given us a vision.
He has gifted us with a love
for the truth. He has instilled
within us a determination to
work for reformation and to
):: pray for it. The past cannot
be the greater part of the history of the Christian church. Surely
in the providence of God the best is
yet to be. Our future is bright because God is great and because His
Word does not change.

THE PRESCRIPTION
We turn then to what I have called
a prescription. Our inclination may be
to wring our hands and to lament the
ruin we see all around us. The great
question is, however: What is a relatively small company of people like
the Reformed Fellowship to do?
What are we called upon to do? What
steps can we take to cleanse the temple
of the church? Where ought we to
go?
The first step is obvious enough.
We must have at the core and center
of everything we do the infallible
Word of the living God. An ancient
watchword is Sola et Tota Scriptura:
the Scriptures alone and the Scriptures entire. The Reformation of the
sixteenth century was based upon the
Word of God. William Childs
Robinson, a great Southern Presbyterian scholar, once wrote a book with
the very striking title: The Reforma~
tion: A Rediscovery of Grace. It was
precisely that. After a long period of
darkness, at flI"St somewhat gradually
and then in a sudden burst of Holy
Spirit given illumination, the minds
and hearts of men and women were
filled with a new understanding of
the nature of the gospel. It is the
gospel of God's grace to us in ow
Lord Jesus Christ.

What does it mean to be saved?
Does it mean to belong to the Roman
Catholic Church? Does it mean to
follow carefully and judiciously the
sacramentaL system? Does it mean to
make one's confession and to do penance? Does it mean to be an obedient
son or daughter of holy church? No!
To stand before God, to be a believer
in Jesus Christ, to know the grace
and power and beauty and glory of
Christian faith and Christian life it is
only necessary to understand and to
receive the inestimable gift of God's
grace in the finished work of Jesus
Christ- His passion, death, resurrection and ascension. The Reformation was based on the Scriptures , the
Word of God. The Scriptures cannot
be broken. Any reformation which is
to take place in OUI time, or in the
future, must likewise rest upon the
solid base of the Word of God. We
cannot compromise, and we cannot
yield on that point. God's Word is
holy. It is His Word. It cannot fail. It
is infallible. It cannot be broken.
When Scripture speaks, God speaks.
It is without error in all it teaches. It
is God 's Word, and we must hear
and obey.
Second, I want to say to you that
we must make a very clear commitment to serious and solemn
prayer for the movement of
the Holy Spirit once again
within the church. The Reformation was just that: it was
a re-forming of the church in
It
accordance with the Scripture
principle. But it was also a
revival. Unless the Holy Spirit had
been in it, the Reformation itself could
never have happened. I want to commend to you a new book. It was
written by lain H. Murray, and bears
the title: Revival & Revivalism: The Making and Marring ofAmen'can Evangeli-

calism, 1750/858. This wonderful volume will whet your appetite for the
subject of revival.
I do not suggest now that we can
take refuge from personal responsibility and the need for hard work in
waiting on the Holy Spirit, simply
living passively in the expectation that
one day when the time is right God
will once again supervene and re-order the affairs and life of the church.
No indeed! I shall say more about
our duty presently. The truth is, however, that we do not pray with sufficient earnestness and solemnity; we
do not call upon God as we ought to
do, asking Him without ceasing to
have mercy upon His church and to

move among us revivingly. How are
the powers to be cast down from their
high places? How is the church to be
cleansed and purified? How is the
kind ofcleansing which Jesus wrought
so powerfully in the temple just before His passion and death to take
place in the church of the present
time? Ultimately that can only happen when the Holy Spirit comes
down, and God powerfully moves,
breaking hearts of stone and replacing them with hearts of flesh.
Third, we must make a covenant
with God and with ODe another to
move forward together. Among us
now several constituencies are represented. We are not together. We are
apart. Many of us are not unaware of
the historical reasons for our separation. Those reasons are no longer
nearly so significant as once they
were, now that the enemy looms so
large on our horizon. The truth is
that those historic differences have
begun to melt away. But they still
exist. Some of us are in the old denominations still, and some are presently outside them.
The tendency is for you to point
the finger of accusation and blame at
me, and for me to do the same to
you. "I have had the courage," some

spects. We have to remember that
we are together in the work of God,
attempting as best we can in good
conscience to stand f1!lll and to defend the truth as it is in Jesus Christ.
We must not hold each other in such
contempt. We dare not allow ourselves to be so suspicious of one another as we often are. Instead, we
must make a determination, whether
on the inside still at this stage or now
on the outside, to covenant with God
and among ourselves to move forward together. We do not have time
or leisure for partisan peculiarities,
for indulging in old hostilities. The
need is too great. The opposition is
too powerful. The ruin in the church
of God is too ovenvhelming.
Fourth, we must refrain from imposing on others the details of our
own agenda. Most of us have not
had much experience in exercising
ecclesiastical leadership. We do not
know what it is to chair a synodical
committee, or to serve as president of
a classis, or moderator of a general
synod. We have all our lives been in
the minority, thrust aside,
marginalized by the powers that be.
Now, all at once, some of us have
been given opportunities for leadership. We are not entirely certain how
we ought to handle that. If
one is a careful reader of the
conservative, and especially
"God's Word is holy .. . When
the conservative Reformed
Scripture speaks, God speaks.
press, one cannot help being
a ware that ideas are being
is Without error in all it teaches."
thrust forward as the very essence of what it means to be
Reformed . Some of these ideas and
may say, "to resist even at great cost
to myself and the congregation of
convictions are worthy in themselves.
The problem is that they are held up
which I am part. We have separated
ourselves from what is unfaithful and
as central, and that must not be aldishonoring to God, while you relowed to happen.
I think, for example, of the whole
main compromised, having to accommodate yourself day by day, swalmatter of Biblical ethics, and espelowing harder than you ever thought
cially of what has come to be called
you would have to do just to be able
theonomy in relation to ethics. It is
to remain in place and to get along."
true, of course, that all Reformed
At the same time, those on the side
Christians are theonomists: that is to
say, we hold the law of God to be
of the street on which I find myself at
present are thinking about others who
normative for the Christian life. But
have left. We may be saying, "What
across our history we have not undera different position it would have been
stood theonomy in the sense now
for us all if you had not abandoned
widely given it. I concur with those
us, if you had not gone off in seceswho hold that a great deal is to be
sion, if you had not forsaken your
learned from the case law of the
brothers and sisters who are still carPentateuch, the first five books of the
rying on the fight inside the old deOld Testament. But it is a partisan
nominations! ..
eccentricity to allow it to become allI have myself been on both sides in
comprehending.
that struggle, and I know the thinkIn this very meeting two different
versions of the Bible have been read.
ing, feelings, emotions of good men
and women who disagree in these reI am myself in the habit of using the
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Authorized, or King James Version.
Others perhaps make a practice of
employing some other version. When
] attended the Baxter Street Christian
School as a boy, we always knew the
difference between those who attended the Reformed Church and
those who belonged to the Christian
ReConned Church. The Christian
Reformed people used the American
Standard Version of 1901, while we
used the King James Version. I am
not suggesting that textual questions
or questions of translation are minor
ones. I am saying to you with all
seriousness that we must nor allow
such issues to assume a larger place
in our thinking than they may rightfully occupy.
The whole matter of home schooling is tremendously popular at the
present time. Many families in the
congregation I serve teach their children at home. Such is undoubtedly
the case in your congregations too.
That is their right and their privilege.
One can adduce arguments for and
against home schooling. I myself
have seen children taught at home
very effectively indeed. The point is
that we cannot permit ourselves to
believe that the faithful, orthodox,
Biblically responsible method is that
of home schooling, and that parents
who send their children to schoolsto Christian schoolsare guilty ofsin.
In my life I have observed fascinating phenomena. As I mention some
of them I hope I am not treading too
painfully on the toes of some who are
listening. I do mean, however, to
tread on them at least a little. In the
south it is often said of a preacher
who is particularly painstaking in his
application of the truth, that he has

"left off preaching and gone to meddling." In my view a man has not
really preacbed at all unless he has
done some meddling.
Have you noticed that folk from
the Orthodox Presbyterian Chwch
never tire of speaking about the fearful injustice done to the founder of
that denomination, Dr. J. Gresham
Machen, when he was deposed from
the ministry of the Presbyterian
Chwch in the United States, in 1936,
for his faithfulness to the truth? On
their horizon that is the great determining event. Have you observed
that when efforts are made to establish cooperative relationships with the
Protestant Reformed Churches, reference is regularly made to the injustice perpetrated by the Christian Reformed "Common Grace" Synod of
19241
I realize, certainly, that terrible injustices can be perpe r~=-".
trated by ecclesiastical
courts. I have no quarrel with a discussion of
those injustices and with
efforts to put them right.
the
But we do have to get
beyond those events.
We may remember them with sorrow. We can lament the grief and
pain which occurred then. But we
cannot let the whole matter of our
working together now in the wgent
and desperate situation in which we
find ourselves to be conditioned on
negotiations about those issues. Our
eye must be kept clear. And our eye
must be fixed constantly on the Word
of God and on the Lord of rhat Word.
Fifth, I believe very strongly that
as a people we have to make a determined effort to cleave only, to cleave

with heart and soul, to the historic
Reformed faith.
I have been away from Western
Michigan for a long time. I knew the
Reformed Church and the Christian
Reformed Church as a boy and a
young man at Hope College and at
Western Theological Seminary.
While I was a student, I suppose I
worshiped with a Christian Reformed
congregation as often as I did with a
congregation of my own connection.
Members of my family have been active leaders in the Cluistian Reformed
Church. Now that I am here again I
often find myself stunned and dismayed at what I see and hear.
How does one define the Reformed
faith? When I say that we are to
cleave to the faith of ow fathers, the
historic Reformed faith , what do I
mean? It is easy enough to say that
the Reformed faith is embodied in
our confessions: the Heide/berg Carechism, the Belgic Confession, the Canons of Dort, and others of equal authority. I discovered long ago, however, that it is possible to understand
and appreciate and in one's own mind
to be comm.itted to these documents
as they lie on the table, and yet not be
authentically Reformed.
When I speak of the historic Reformed faith, I have in view as well
the whole matter of ethos. I am talking about what a Reformed congregation is like, the air it breathes, the
piety it displays, its spirituality, the
way in which it worships and conducts its life. I am speaking of family, of catechism, of the instruction of
children and young people in the
truths of the Word of God. I am

.......,..__-~
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"We must refrain from
imposing on others
details of our own agenda. "
speaking about the exercise of church
discipline. I am speaking about worship.
So much has happened; the collapse is so obvious and so calamitous, as to leave us uncertain about
what to say. It will be very hard to
rebuild what has been destroyed, because what was once so good and
powerful, once lost is almost impossible to reclaim. But swely enough is
left for a beginning. Beyond any
doubt there is room enough and to
spare in this community and in this
world for a strong, virile, vibrant Re-

formed witness, a witness borne by
people who know who and what they
are, what they believe, where they
mean to be going, and how by God's
grace they are called to order their
lives.
It has always been a mystery to me
how folk, who express themselves as
unhappy with their churches and who
say at the same time that they are
thoroughly Reformed, can take refuge in fundamentalistic, baptistic congregations. How can this be? How
can one swallow a transition like that?
I am not unchurching or declaring
apostate baptistic and broadly evangelical congregations, but I do say
emphatically that there is a vast difference between such congregations
and the Reformed congregations you
and I are to be building.
Sixth, I am convinced that we
must draw some lines in our ecclesiastical situations beyond which we
will not go and that we shall have to
say: Thus far t and no farther. The
lines will perhaps not always be the
same. God's calling is not invariably
the same. Some have a vocation to
linger longer in bad situations than
others can manage to endure. Some
have a vivacious spirit, a winsomeness of manner, an outlook that is so
positive and attractive as to enable
them to carry on where others of us
could not manage to persevere for so
much as a day.
God's calling is not precisely the
same in each case. But every single
one of us has been called to be faithful and to say that, come what may,
we will serve the Lord. For some of
you it may be to say no to the quota
system by which denominational institutions are funded, when some of
these institutions can in good conscience no longer be supported. For
others it will be to say no to the assessments levied by ecclesiastical assemblies, assessments used to carry
on programs and to sustain ministries
which violate the consciences of the
faithful. The truth is that, whatever
the weight and dignity given them by
church tradition, denominational bureaucrats, hierarchs, church leaders,
professors of theology, officers of synods, have no right whatever to constrain the conscience. The Westminster
Confession of Faith has a marvelous
statement on this topic which deserves
to be trumpeted from the housetops.
God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from
the doctrines and commandments

of men, which are, in any thing,
contrary to his Word; or beside it,
in matters offaith or worship. So
that, to believe such doctrines, or
to obey such commands, out of
conscience, is to betray true liberty ofconscience: and the requiring of an implicit faith, and an
absolute and blind obedience, is
to destroy liberty of conscience,
and reason also (Chapter XX,
Article II).
Where you draw the line you must
yourself determine in your own conscience before God, as you r-=~,.
seek His face and study His
Word. But I am very sure
that, if martyrs were required
in the past, their modern
equivalents may very well be
necessary in our present
ecclesiastical situations as
well. There are obvious dangers. From one point of view
it is far easier [Q go elsewhere
than to stand and say, "I will
not budge. I cannot violate my conscience. I dare not yield. The time
has come to say once again, 'We must
obey God rather than men.' I will not
do what they want me to do. I will
not keep the company they want me
to keep. Our congregation will be
bold and faithful to God. We will
listen to Him, rather than to the dictates of a classis or a synod."
Seventh, I am absolutely sure that,
as ministers, officers, congregations,
we must be about the business of
rebuilding a sound, faithful, holy
church. In my convictions I am not
an independent, a congregationalist.
I never have been. But I believeand I think that in this Dr. Abraham
Kuyper was certainly correct in the
ecclesiological theory on which he
grounded the Doleantie of 1886--that
what matters most in the end is not a
denominational organization, a structure, an ecclesiastical institution.
What matters most and what matters
at last is the congregation of God's
people . We cannot do very much, at
least in the short term, about the
classis or the synod, but we can certainly do something for the life and
health and faithfulness of the congregations in which we have been entrusted with leadership positions.
We can begin to rebuild. We can
resist the terrific pressure to introduce
novelties for the sake of being contemporary with a view to luring
people into the church by methods
that have nothing whatever to do with

God. We can begin again to introduce the preaching of the great doctrines of the Bible given expression in
our catechism. We can certainly be
far more assiduous and disciplined
than we have allowed ourselves to
become in instructing our children
and young people in those same
truths. We can begin to take seriously once more systematic family
visitation. We can deal carefully with
our membership roles and pay special attention to people who are drifting away from God and the church,

__= __=J.....=..,
"... what matters most. .. is not a
denominational organization, a
structure, an ecdesiastical
institution. What matters rrwst
and what matters at last is the
congregation of God'speople."
or whose walk is in flagrant conflict
with the precepts of the Scriptures.
We can build. Yes, we can build.
There are many things we cannot
do. And even in what we attempt we
are utterly helpless to succeed without the enabling of the Holy Spirit.
But we can begin to build. Preachers
of the gospel can go home again and
make a new commitment to their
studies and to the proclamation of
the Word of God. It is so easy for us
to lose hope .
I have learned painfully in my own
life that what congregations say may
be very different from what they insist on having. They may say that
they believe preaching is of supreme
importance and that worship ought
to be central to the life of the church.
But when it comes to the actual assessment of the life of the church the
position is very different. A pastor is
now supposed to be much more
skilled in establishing effective relationships in management, in stimulating people to action, in vision casting, in the introducing of interesting
and exciting innovations, in being creative, than he is in the traditional disciplines. The fact is that preaching is
pretty far down on the list of the priorities of most congregations, no matter what may be said to the contrary.
What is a man to do, a man who
has been taught to believe, who has
.been led by the Scriptures to believe,
that the preaching of the Word, as
the Second He/Velie Confession puts it, is

'--I

PI
Zm

Co
P c

;;;:)-1
-<,

o
:gO
(J1;>;;

65th Anniversary

and downhearted, that a
considerable number are
of
fleeing from the pulpit. It
Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia
is not strange that men who
were trained for the minis&
try of the gospel are looking for ways and means of
earning their livelihood in
of
other settings.
Cornelius Van Til's birth
You and I must make a
new commitment to the
Two Day Conference
pulpit, to preaching grace
 pure, free, sovereign,
February 1718, 1995
beautiful, glorious grace.
at
We need to build, to build
Seventh Reformed Church
where we are, to build
in Grand Rapids, MI
now.
Eighth and finally, I
broach a matter about
Theme based on Jude 3
which I have thOUght long
and hard . I am not at all
"Contending for the Faith"
certain just how what I say
can take place. But I press
Friday Evening
on you the need to begin at
Dr. Sinclair Ferguson
once, as soon as possible,
"Faithful Unto Death:
to establish a fellowship
Patn·ck Hamilton and the Scottish Refonnation"
which will take on some of
(Revelation 2:10)
the functions of denominations as we have known
them. Can the Reformed
Saturday Morning
Fellowship be asked to asDr. Samuel Logan
sume the initiative here? I
"Take Heed Lest You Fall:
speak of planning camps
The Decline ofthe Gospel at Cambridge and Harvard"
and conferences for our
(I Corinthians 10:12)
young people, who are no
longer nourished in the old
programs of this kind. Of
Dr. William Barker
meetings for ministers in
"Not Ashamed ofthe Gospel:
which there can be mutual
The Refonnational Witness ofJ. Gresham Machen"
encouragement and ac(Romans 1:16)
countability. Ofa pooling
of resources. Of a reachSaturday Afternoon
ing out to each other across
ecclesiastical lines. Of a
Dr. Sinclair Ferguson
coming into existence r-~
"Continue in What You Have Learned:
ofsome method of finBiblical Counsel/or Times a/Crisis"
ishing the preparation
(II Timothy 3:14)
of young men who believe themselves to be
For more ;nfonnation call:
called to the ministry
Westminster Seminary Seventh Refonned Church
but for whom the ex(616) 4594451
(215) 8875511
isting seminaries may
be inadequate.
Any
also the Word of God? What is a
preacher knows that no theological
man to do who knows that when he
seminary, whether orthodox or something else, can make a minister. The
speaks the bUth about the Lord Jesus
groundwork can be laid. Certain skills
Christ it is not only he who speaks
can be communicated. The Biblical
but the Lord Jesus Himself who
languages can be taught. One can
speaks through him? What is a man
learn history and theology. But no
to do when people yawn out of bore 
seminary has ever yet made a minis
dom under the preaching and who
put pressure on him to be jovial and
ter.
My vision for myself and for you is
anecdotal and practical and as brief
as possible? It is no wonder that many
that we move ahead in this direction,
men in the ministry are discouraged

100th Anniversary

that we come to a m eeting of the
minds in what may emerge as the
American trans de nominational
equivalent of what is known in the
Netherlands as the Gerefonneerde Bond
(the Refonned Association). That
group, which exists in the o ld
Herwrmde Kerk (!), probably embraces
more orthodox Refonned believers
than does any other organization in
the country.
I have no flXed notion of how we
could accomplish such a goal, but we
ought to be talking about it with one
another. As I said earlier, we who are
here for this meeting represent various connections and independent congregations. Surely it is bUe, however, that we stand for the same
things. The adversaries we face are
also the same. We are a relatively
small company. Relatively speaking,
not many people care. The great majority in the denominations in which
we have our roots are rushing headlong in another direction. Do you
not sense God 's call to you? Can you
rest, day or night, while that call is on
you to do something, to do what is in
your reach to do, to come together
with brothers and sisters in Jesus
Christ who are also Reformed and
Calvinistic and committed to the doctrines of grace and believe in the full
authority of the Scriptures and who
love and regard as precious the great
confessions of our church and who
think that the Reformed faith is not
dying, that our present struggles represent what is only a sad interval, and
that refonnation and revival lie on
the other side? Have we any other
option but to come together, to fmd
each other, to settle on a framework

....--___------_,

"Have we any other option
but to come together,
to find each other_ .. "
that will enable us to move forward
in faith and for the bUth? May God
help us!
Dr. de Witt is the pastor of the Seventh
Reformed Church in Grand Rapids, MI

The Patie",e 01 Cod
C. J den Dulk
The first week of November 1994,
a young mother named Susan Smith
tugged on OUf nation 's heart when
we learned that someone had forced
her out of the car and kidnapped her

two little boys still strapped in their
car seats. Many of us were glued to
the newspapers or news broadcasts to
see if any progress had been made in
finding the boys. It was one of those
rare events where a nation rallied togerber in sympathy. prayer and support, empathizing with the horror.
Then came the unthinkable! A
nation's sympathy went from shock
to spite overnight. Susan Smith coofessed that there was no kidnapping,
but that she had been the one who
watched the car and her boys sink to
the bottom of a nearby lake.
Watching the broadcasts of the angry crowd taunting and jeering Susan
Smith, I thought to myself, "If this
were Bible times, they would have
stoned her. " They were that upset!
How could any mother do such a
horrible thing to her children? That
was the question heard over and over
again as people tried to make some
sense of this tragedy. Maybe you
have asked that question yourself.
As Reformed Christians, we have
been taught that believers in Christ
are prophets, priests and kings. As
prophets we are to make known God's
Word, applying it to real situations
such as this. We are to call sinners
back to the only true God and to know
the comfort of belonging to Jesus
Christ by faith.
Let's go back to another world-a
world full of violence and corruption
of every kind. The hearts and minds
of men, women, teenagers and children were continually bent on selfishness and evil desires. The inhabitants of this world acted on these evil,
corrupt desires and society was doing

the unthinkable to each other continually!
God took notice of this violent
world and declared in His grief that
He would destroy it. God's patience
and His longsuffering would come to
an end. Think of it! God was going
to execute His judgment on a whole
world for all of its sins in a moment's
time!
There was hope however in the
middle of all this gloom and hor~

ror. One man found grace in the
eyes of the Lord. His name was
Noah. He was very different from
the rest of his neighbors. He was
a man ofintegrity, striving to conduct his everyday affairs according to
God's will. His contemporaries really couldn't fmd anything in Noah's
conduct that was like theirs. Noah
was pleasing to God while he lived in
a violent, selfish world.
God told Noah how to be saved
from the coming judgment which
would be a world-wide flood. God
told him everything he and his family
needed to know to be rescued from
imminent danger. He told Noah in
detail how to build an ark. This ark
had only one door. In time, those in
that violent world who were to be
saved would have to go through that
door and into that ark that God commanded Noah to build.
From the time that God told Noah
to build the ark until the day when
God Himself shut the only door on
the ark, it took 120 years! Why so
long? Because God is patient, not desiring the death of the wicked but that
sinners repent from their selfish and
cruel ways.
Now in that 120-year time of God's
patience with a violent world, while
Noah obediently went about the hard
job of building that ark and warning
his contemporaries of the coming

judgment, do you think that there
were mothers who were asked by their
little children why Mr. Noah was
building such a huge ship? Let's suppose one child did. Now the mother
does her best to answer this great inquisitive question of her child. She
says something like this: "Well my
child, Mr. Noah says that God is very
hurt that so many people are doing
mean things to each other, and not
loving each other. Mr. Noah says
that God is going to punish the whole
world with a huge flood and we will
all drown unless we go through that
door of the ark." Then her child responds: "Well mommy, are we going
to go through that door and into the
ark?" What would a loving mother say
and do? Did those mothers and fathers in the days of Noah, hearing the
warnings and the only way to be saved
from the coming judgment, love their
families enough to see to it that they went
through that door in the ark?
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

...L.._..,

"There is today, like in the days
of Noah, a word of hope. "
Sadly, the Bible informs us they did
not. Jesus tells us that fathers, mothers, teenagers and children were more
concerned about convenient pleasures, having fun while the fun is to
be had, right up to the very day Noah
went through the door of the ark!
They deliberately paid no attention
to Noah's preaching, to the many calls
to repentance, thereby abusing God's
patience.
That was another world. Let's return now to our own. The apostle
Peter tells us that our world is being
reserved for a judgment offire against
ungodly people. It has been far more
than 120 years since God inspired
Peter to sound the warning. God isn't
being slow however, He is
longsuffering! He is deliberately, delicately patient, giving opportunity for
repentance unto life!
There is today, like in the days of
Noah, a word of hope! In the days of
Noah, there was one way of salvationfrom the judgment. Today, there
is only one way of salvation from the
coming judgment. That way is Jesus
Christ (John 14;6). H e is the door
(John 10:9 K.JV). God's servant in
the ancient world of the flood was

Noah, whose name means "rest" or
"comfort." Today Jesus says, "Come
unto me all you who are heavy laden
and wearied, and "/ will give you rest"
(Matt. 11 :28). Our only "comfort" in
this life, as violent, cruel, and sinful
as it is, is knowing that we belong to
Jesus who took our judgment on the
cross and rose again in victory, assuring us that we are going to make it
through the coming judgment (Rom.
8: I). As believing Noah and his family were secure in the ark, believers
today are eternally secure in Jesus
Christ! What hope, and what a patient God to freely offer such hope
through His prophets, priests, and
kings who make known His Word to
a violent world.
Susan Smith committed a horrible,
numbing crime. She must face a judge
and her just punishment for it. Today
she probably doesn't have a friend in
the world, not even herself. Certainly
not in Union, South Carolina.
Hopefully, in these days of God's
patience, someone will proclaim to
her a "friend of sinners" named Jesus
who is able to save and forgive even
this ho rrible sin.
Hopefully, for the fest of us who
ask how a mother could do this, we
might ask ourselves, do we love our
own children and neighbors enough
in this violent world to see to it that
they hear the gospel of Jesus Christ
and trust in Him alone to save them
fro m the coming judgment? What a
patient God we have!

Rev. den Dulk is pastor of the Trinity
eRC in Sparta, MI.

A1JortionS,ripture or Logi,!
A Critique ofChristian Faith, Health,
and Medical Practice
JamesPaauw
The issue of abortion, once considered firmly settled in the CRC, now
seems to be a discussible matter, encouraged in part by Christian Faith,
Health, and Medical Practice. I Personal
presentations of his views on abortion by Dr. Hessel Bouma III, one of
the authors, at several different venues, resulted in some disagreement in
the pages of The Outlookoverthe characterization of his position (March,
1994; September, 1994). Although
there may be some debate over
Bouma's personal representation of
his position on abortion, what stands
as a matter of record for any and all
to evaluate are his (and the other authors') views of abortion as explicitly
stated in their book. These views are
logically presented and are representative of an insidious and progressively more frequent attack on our
traditional beliefs about abortion. As
such, it is timely to systematically review, as an example, the arguments
in Christian Faith, with an eye toward
an orthodox Biblical response . It
should be noted from the outset that

the book's priface states that all the authors jointly own the thoughts expressed
in each chapter; hence, each chapter is a
product ofagreement by all ofthe writers.
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Unfortunately, this profession is followed with, " ... yet the world of Scripture is strange and alien , and forging
a Christian medical ethic out of it
raises a number of difficult methodological questions. The bridge between the strange world of sickness
in Scripture and a contemporary
Christian medical ethic will be fashio ned of judgments about the nature
of Scripture, the questions appropriate to other sources" (p. 19). The im·
plied concept that, in Scripture, " the
world of sickness" is a separate arena
or sphere to be analyzed for pertinence
in an isolated fashion, rather than
viewed as an integral part of the whole
written revelation of God is troublesome. As such, it opens the possibility that sickness in the Bible, being
colored by the culture of its day, may
be a less normative element of Scripture (sound familiar with regard to
other issues?). The authors strengthen
this suggestion in a brief discussion
of the nature of Scripture. H ere they
take pains to identify " the human
wordswith all their peculiarity" as
a process of tradition , emphasizing a
circumscription of Scripture by time,
rather than its timeless truth . This
treatment of Scripture is also found
in a footnote for Chapter I and may

"Tiley>rlote thatfetuses are
potential persons... "

Since, as Christians,
we generally begin and
end our disputations with appeals to
Scripture, it is profitable to first examine the Scriptural framework for
the book as espoused in Chapter 1.
There can be little disagreement with
their statement, "There is ... no C hristian medical ethic not fonned and informed somehow by Scripture, " although its impact is weakened by the
insertion of the word "somehow."

indicate the standing of Scripture reflected in inferences drawn through·
out the book. In fact, use of Scripture
is, for the most part, limited to the
authors attempts to establish, in the
first chapters, some key underlying
positions from which they logically
work in other sections of the book to
reach conclusions about various aspeets of medical ethics. While there

is relatively sparse reference to Scripture in the inferential parts ofthe book
beyond the fIrst chapter, more liberal
reference is made to secular and nonScriptural writings.

IMAGING GOD
In regard to understanding the genesis of later pronouncements on the
ethics of abortion, one must first
evaluate the position espoused in
Chapter 2 on "imaging God." The
authors' basic premise that " ... those
who image God are to be loved reverentially' even deferentially . .. " (p. 31)
is hardly arguable, in contrast to their
conclusions of who images God . For
the authors, the primary ingredient in
bean·ng the image of God, or attaining
''personhood,'' is the "ability of a person to make choices about our
choices" (p.32). These choices are not
merely to be responses to stimuli, but
must involve making moral judgments about proper choosing. Other
stated factors include selfconsciousness, a moral and religious sense , and
being able to "symbolically interact"
wi.th each other. From this platform,
pnor to propounding their own view,
the authors argue against several other
methodologies to determine who images God, such as the use of Biblical
texts to imply that God establishes a
personal caring relationship with human beings from the moment they
are conceived. For example, theyargue that the familiar words in Psalm
139: 13 might not be properly interpreted as revealing something about
when human beings become imagers
of God, but it might rather be a celebration of God's prior gracious call
extended to each of God's children.
They support this interpretation with
Jeremiah 1:5: "Before I formed you
in the womb I knew you." In rebuttal, it can be pointed out that these
interpretations are certainly not mutually exclusive, and, in fact, may very
well both be correct. Hence, this argument does little to accomplish the
authors' intent to weaken the use of
Scriptural texts to illustrate the image
of God at human conception.
The authors then point to the
preconceptual prophecy in Judges 13
to Manoah's wife regarding the birth
and lifestyle of Samson. They imply
that the revelation of God's foreknowledge of certain persons, prior to their

existence, is the proper interpretation
of other passages such as Psalm l39
rather than that of a revelation of a~
established relationship between God
and a human being "unformed" in
the womb. This is at best a weak argument for two reasons: first, the
genres of the passages are quite dif:er~t,
~ak.ing
it difficult to apply an
ImplicatlOn from an historical record
to an intetpretation of the philosophical writings of the psalmist; second,
revelation of the omniscience of
God in Judges 13 certainly does
not preclude the interpretation in
Psalm 139 that the same omniscient God is revealing a loving,
caring relationship with us before we are fonned. The later use
of the claim that 75% of all fertilized human ova are spontaneously
aborted (miscarried) to suggest that
conception cannot be the beginning
of imaging of God need hardly be
ad~
r esd.
First, this argument is not,
of Itself, a proof; second, the argument
is a deductive argument ungrounded
in Scripture; and finally, it may well
not even be based on fact (as a medical researcher, I cannot conceive of
an ethical study design that could be
used to support this figure) .
Having used these arguments to dis"!iss the use of Scriptural interpretatiOns that establish conception as the
beginning of persons who are in the
image of God, the authors proceed to
explain their own preferred position .
They propose to use considerations
from the 1) potentiality principle
("what a being naturally becomes is
relevant for what attitudes are appro·
priate toward it"), and 2) conferral
considerations (conferral of personhood at some phase of development
from zygote to birth), along with a
3) convenantal ethic, to propose solutions to questions about abortion. The
authors tend to agree with a gradualist
position, calling for an incrementally
stronger conferral of protected status
during fetal development. They note
that fetuses are potential persons, as opposed to possible persons, because
they will become persons in the normal course of their development, and
as such "deserve some ofthe awe and
respect due imagers of God ." In this,
they clearly deny that fetuses are actual
imagers of God. Conversely, they later
calf for a societal "grant" ofpersonhood
by the end ofthe second trimester ofgesta-

tion. Finally, they tum the question
by arguing that the basic issue is not
just whether fetuses or infants image
God , but whether we image God in
responding to their presence and their
needs. In other words , they focus the
discussion about abortion away from the
status of the fetus, and toward our reo
sponse to the fetus within a convenantal
framework. They arrive at conclusions
about abortion based on a "covenantal
response" defined primarily by human

, ~ ... it. is.hard todiscem where .their.

practical application of abortioij
differs from apro-choice view. '?
logic rather than Scriptural interpretation.
T~s
movement into a theater of logicalIty at the expense of the normative
status of Scripture allows for the conclusions made in later chapters.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
The authors' position on "personhood" leads them to state the following policy implications on which their
book should be judged:
In cases ofrape, they would cooperate with abortions, and even
recommend them in some instances.
They would cooperate with abor·
tions when there is a significant
threat to life or health, either physicalor mental.
They would cooperate with abortions "in those cases in which the
pregnancy genuinely threatens to
overwhelm the woman's or the
couple 's ability to meet convenantal (socioeconomic) responsibilities already assumed."
Although the authors take great
p~ins,
rationalizing each position, to
dIstance themselves from a "prochoice" view, it is hard to discern where
their practical application ofabortion differs from a pro-choice view-the means
are different but the ends are quite similar.

'- -I

RESPONSE

~

In brief response to their two year's
worth of logic, debate and writing, I
would offer a simple response based
on logic, the earliest nonScriptural
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writings, and Scripture itself. Firsc, the
authors leave open the possibility that
imaging of God does begin at conception, yet still allow for abortion
well beyond this point. It seems selfevident that the greatest potential
harm to come from this decision
would be in destroying a person who
might truly be in the image of God,
rather than disapproving an abortion
which may be an acceptable
"convenantal response." In fact, it
seems remarkably presumptuous to

destroy a progressive creation of God
while allowing that that work might
be in the image of God. Fools indeed
rush in where angels fear to tread.
Further, the authors of Chn'stian
Faith make liberal use of both secular
and nonScriptural writings. In debate
over the original wording of Biblical
texts, a guiding principle has been that
the closer a source is chronologically
to the original text, the more accurate
it is likely to be. The same principle
might be applied to lessons from nonScriptural religious texts. The earliest
such sources are the writings of the
apostolic fathers, the next generation
of church leaders after the apostles
had died. These writings are purported to comprise the teachings of
Christ to His disciples; at the least,
they represent the views of the early
Christian church at the tum of the
first century. Perhaps the authors of
Christian Faith should have looked
deeper into time, to reference The
Didache, where "The teaching of the
Lord to the twelve apostles" includes,
as a derivative of loving your neighbor as yourself, " ... you shall not abort
a child or commit infanticide." 2 In
The Epistle ofBarnabas, written around
lOOA.D. by the Aiexandrian Jew who
reportedly knew the apostle John,
under "The Way of Light" can be
found: "Thou shalt not slay the child
by procuring abortion; nor, again,
shalt thou destroy it after it is born." 3
It is evident, then, that the leaders of
the early church viewed abortion as a
sin comparable to infanticide. Since
these passages were written by church

leaders so soon after the earthly discourses of our Lord, they ought to
carry significant weight in our decisions about abortion.
Moreover, if we profess that the
Bible is perspicuous, it is objectionable to decide issues of abortion by
anything other than the plain teaching of Scripture. Psalm 139 does illuminate how a loving God always
knows us and cares for us, even in the
womb. To deny this risks placing limits on the loving providence of our
heavenly Father. Tn Jeremiah 1,
God tells us that we are formed
by Him in the womb and set aside
for His service before we are
born. Psalm 51 tells us that we
bear moral responsibility from
our conception on, a point not
lost on the writers of the Heidelberg Catechism (Q&A 7). Scripture
clearly reveals to us that God does
indeed know us from our mother's
womb, setting us aside for service and
establishing a loving relationship with
us long before we are born, even from
conception. Better that we should adhere to the eternal foundation ofthe Bible
than the slippery slope ofhuman logic.
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A federal panel of experts has recommended that the government's 15yearold ban against all research on
human embryos be lifted, because fertilized eggs do not have the "same
moral status as infants and children."
This is just the latest assault on the
uniqueness, dignity and value of the
human species.
There is much talk in the recommendation about "guidelines" and
"appropriateness" and even "morality" (it is thought to be "inappropriate" to conduct experiments on embryos beyond 14 days following conception because of "moral considerations"). Yet, these same embryos,
when allowed to mature beyond 14
days, may be aborted at any moment
until birth without legal protection
and moral considerations. Go figure.
Doesn't anyone study philosophy
or history anymore? Doesn't anyone
see that ideas and actions are connected, and that a decision made at
one level influences decisions made
later on other levels.?
As with all indignities, the recommendation to allow experimentation
on human embryos has been presented in the highest moral tones.
Think of the infertile couples who
could be helped. Consider the possibility for curing those with serious,
perhaps terminal ailments. But is an
immoral act justified by noble objectives? That's what the abortionclinic
bombers and abortiondoctor killers
say.
The possibility of federally funded
embryonic research, whether life is
created in the womb or in a petri dish,
is too much even for the proabortion, womenshoulddowhattheywantwiththeirownbodies Washington Post. In a lead editorial Sunday
(Oct. 2), The Post said, "The creation
of human embryos specifically for research that will destroy them is unconscionable. The government has no
business funding it."
But in asking government to "draw
the line" with human embryo research, The Post wishes to use a writ-
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ing instrument that has run out of
ink. When standards and definitions
for such things as when life begins
and why it is valuable have been removed (as they were 22 years ago in
ROt! lIS. Wade), all things become not
only possible, but probable. This is
why prolifers continue to argue vociferously for nonnegotiable standards and boundaries set not by government but by a Creator who endows us all with the right to lifea
right government has no business taking away.
How quickly we have moved from
a view of Man as "an earthly animal,
but worthy of Heaven, " as St. Augustine called our race, and a little lower
than the angels, "but crowned with
glory and honor," in the Psalmist's
words, to our present moment when
scientists manipulate , extinguish or
preserve human life at any stage based
only on their own personal goals and
objectives.
Some people don't like the frequent
invocation of the Third Reich as an
example of where science, uninfonned by a universal moral code and
unrestrained by the state, can lead.
But it needs to be mentioned . It represented a slide from a position that
all life has objective value to one in
which lives are categorized according
to what they seem to be worth at that
moment.
The Nazi experience probably will
not be repeated in America because
the "advance" of science means huge
ovens are no longer necessary to extinguish "unwanted life." The new
"ovens" are the laboratories.
If the recommendations of the Human Embryo Research Panel to the
National Institute of Health are accepted, the modem ovens, which have
already consumed more than 30 million babies at ages beyond the 14day
"cutoff" recommended by the panel,
will glow with an even greater intensity.
Los Angeles Times Syndicate

No doubt many readers of The Outlook are aware that Classis Grand Rap-

ids East of the Christian Reformed
Church has formally decided not to
"force its congregations to comply
with the decision of Synod 1994" regarding women in ecc1esiastical office. By this decision Classis Grand
Rapids East has detennined upon a
course of ecclesiastical disobedience,
defying the decision of Synod and
violating the explicit requirements of
the Church Order (Church Order AIticles 29 & 31). Whatever justification they may present for this disobedience, it is impossible to resist the
conclusion that, by this decision,
Classis Grand Rapids East has ceased

It is not surprising, accordingly, that
Classis Grand Rapids East has prepared and given an extensive response
to this question. In a lengthy document, citing no less than eight different grounds, Classis Grand Rapids
East has sought to show why it cannot insist upon the compliance of its
member congregations with the decision of synod. These grounds deserve our careful attention and answer. For if they are good grounds,
then there is reason to believe Synod
1994 erred in its decision regarding
women in ecclesiastical office. But if
they are poor and inadequate grounds,
then Classis Grand Rapids East has
not only encouraged ecclesiastical disobedience but has also done so in an
unwarranted and reckless manner.

to function legitimately as a member
c1assis ofthe Christian Refonned Church
and has set upon a course that removes
it de facto from appropriate ,-_ __ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
memhership in the denomina-

_.L_...,

"Classis Grand Rapids East has

tion.
ceased to function legitimately as
Considering the seriousness of this kind of open demember classis ofthe Christian
fiance of synodical authority
Reformed Church••. "
and proper procedure, the
question is inescapable what grounds could Classis Grand
EVALUATING THE
Rapids East possibly give for such a
GROUNDS GIVEN
radical course of action? Are there
any compelling reasons, based upon
A thoroug h evaluation of the
Scriptural and conjl!SSionai considerations,
grounds given by Classis Grand Rapthat might justify the kind of ecclesiids East would require a lengthy
astical disobedience upon which this
study, perhaps almost a booklet or
classis has embarked? Reformed
book length treatment. I will not atChristians understand that we must
tempt such an evaluation in what folobey God rather than man, and therelows. Rather, I will attempt to comfore they do not regard all forms of
ment briefly on each of the grounds
ecclesiastical disobedience to be unpresented, in some cases more extenlawful. If a decision of an ecclesiastisively than in others. In this way a
cal assembly is in clear contradiction
preliminary response and evaluation
to God 's Word, we must, of course,
ofthese grounds will be given. Theredisobey (compare Article 7 of the Belafter and in conclusion, I will comgic Confession). However, such disment on the implications of the acobedience must not be entered into
tion of Classis G rand Rapids East for
lightly; it must be Biblically justifithe Christian Reformed denominaable.
tion.
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Ground #1: Freedom of Conscience

The first ground offered for the de*
cision of Grand Rapids East appeals
to the Christian believer's freedom of

conscience from all manmade or
merely human ordinances that cannot be clearly based upon the teaching of Scripture. This ground asserts
that Synod 1994 bound the consciences of many church members to
a practice that has no compelling Biblical support.
_,.;p~
There ace two difficulties with
this ground. The rust is that it

r

begs the question regarding the clear
teaching of Scnpture. Though it is
certainly true that some Refonned
believers favor the ordination of
women and do not find the Biblical arguments against it compelling, and though it is true that the
vote at Synod 1994, like many previous votes at synod on this issue, was
very close  the only legitimate way in
which this dispute may be settled is by a
direct appeal to the teaching ofthe Scriptures. The consciences of believers

must be governed by the authority of
God's Word; no one may claim freedom of conscience where the Bible
clearly speaks. Synod 1994 declared
that the Bible does clearly speak to
this matter and therefore it properly
insisted that congregations and church
councils abide by [he demands of
Scripture.
But there is also a second and more
subtle difficulty with this ground.
Classis Grand Rapids East fails to acknowledge, as is frequently the case
in Christian Reformed discussions of
women in office, that in the Refonned
tradition, the government and polity of
the church is based upon Scn'ptural teaching and obligation, not the "Lutheran JJ
pn'nciple that the churches may govern
themselves in whatever way they see jit, so
long as they do not violate express prohibitions in the Bible. For this reason, the
Belgic Confession speaks of "that spiri~li)
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tual polity which OUI Lord has taught
us in His Word ," and of doing things
"with good order and decency, when
faithful men are chosen, according to
the rule prescribed by St. Paul in his
Epistle to Timothy" (Article 30). I In
matters of church government which
concern the supervision of the worship and faith of the churches, we are
not free to introduce "human inventions" or practices that are not expressly sanctioned by the Word of

God . This means that for a Reformed
believer the only possihle justification for
the practice ofwomen serving in the «clesiasticaloffices would be the express testimonyofthe Word of God requiring it

This fmt ground of Classis Grand
Rapids East, therefore, not only begs
the question  what does the Bible
teach, anyway?  but it also neglects
to acknowledge the need for a Bibli·
cal argument for the ordination of
women which would show that this
ra _ ct _ ic _eb:.
l ,:. o :. ngsto_
'.: th : at :.s p :.i n:. ·: tu : al:.PO I :. -_.;East'

"... it (thr:.first gmu.nd) neglects
to acknowledge the needfor
a Biblical argu.mentfor the
ordination of women... "
ity which OUI Lord has taught us in
His Word ."
However, as we shall soon see, lurking beneath the surface of this ground
is just such an argument. The irony
of the situation is that Classis Grand
Rapids East will never be able to rest
content with the freedom within its
boundaries to ordain women to office. Its argument will compel the
further insistence that all consciences
within the Chn'srian Refonned Church be
bound by the Biblically-required practice
ofordaining women to office.'
Ground #2: Hermeneutics

In its second ground for [he deci·
sion not to insist upon compliance
with the decision of Synod 1994,
Classis Grand Rapids East introduces
the difficult subject of hermeneutics
or the proper method of interpreting
Scripture. Here the Classis maintains
that Synod 1994 and those who oppose the ordination ofwomen on Biblical grounds are operating with a nonR efonned henneneutic. Though the
term "fundamentalistic" is not used
in supporting this ground, it is evident that the Classis regards the
hermeneutic of those who oppose
women's ordination as being less than
Reformed.
There is something initially curious about this ground from a historical standpoint. Were the hermeneutic
employed by opponents of women in
office unreformed, it is hard to un·
derstand why, historically, the vast
majority of Reformed exegetes in
times past understood the Bible to

prohibit this practice. Though an appeal to the history of Reformed exegesis does not settle the issue  after all, a Reformed church is always
refonning by the Word of God _
this history does constitute a rather
strong argument against the plausibility of Classis G rand Rapids East's
claim that it is unrefonned to interpret the Bible as opposing the ordination of women! From a historical
point of view, Classis Grand Rapids
reading of the Biblical texts is
novel and innovative. Certainly, the
+: burden of proof legitimately rests
with those whose interpretation
of the Bible deviates from the
m ain , consistent line of the Reformed tradition.
However, to address more directly the claims made in support
of this ground, it must be said that
they are very weak and unconvincing. Indeed , in several instances the
classis is guilty of "questionbegging"
in the formulation of its argument:
Though it is true that a Reformed
hermeneutics hesitates to base a
particular teaching on a single,
pivotal text, especially ifthe meaning oftha t text is not entirely clear,
this does not properly represent
what Synod 1994 declared. Not
only did Synod 1994 declare that
1 Timothy 2: 11 ,12 is clear, but it
is also appealed to the "general
analogy" of Scripture. Though
one clear text is enough to prove
a particular Scriptural teaching,
in this case there are many texts
that teach "that men and women
both in the original created state
and in the present redeemed state
have diverse roles and responsibilities" (A clsofSynod 1994, p. 507;
compare I Cor. 11 :3,79; Eph.
5:2224, 1 Pet. 3: 1,56, 1 Tim.
3:2,45, Tit. 1:6, 1 Cor. 14:3435).
Classis Grand RapidS East speaks
of "the subordination ofwomen"
as a "subtheme" of Scripture , inconsistent with the flow of redemptive history and exclusively
the consequence of the fall into
sin. However, it is inconsistent
with classic Reformed herme·
neutics to play offa subtheme of
Scripture against the alleged flow
of redemptive history. Furthermore, Classis Grand Rapids East
offers no proofthat Genesis 2 and
1Timothy2: 1112regardthelead-

ershipofthe man in marriage and
church to be a consequence ofthe
fall. It is not difficult to see why
this proof is lacking: both texts
quite emphatically associate this
leadership with circumsta nces
that preceded the fall into sin!
It is not enough to say that the
henneneutic employed by opponents ofwomen in office could be
used to rej ect various cardinal
doctrines (e.g. the Trinity, infant
baptism) or to oppose practices
now commonly permitted to
women (e.g. voting in congregationalmeetings). Simply to assert
such things as a necessary consequence of the hermeneutic of opponents of women in office is to
commit the fallacy of "guilt by
association ." No proof is offered
by the classis for this assertion.
Both the argument from "cultural
setting" and the parallel with slavery are answered by Synod 1994
in the grounds adopted for its decision. For example, Synod 1994,
commenting on the alleged parallel with slavery, makes the following points: " I) Slavery is permitted in the Bible as an institution resulting from the fall and is
nowhere grounded in creation.
But male leadership in the church
is grounded in creation (1 Tim.
2: 13).2) The Bible points in

the service of women in positions of
authority are exclusively the consequence of the fall into sin. Furthermore, as the history of redemption
progresses, there is a considerable
body of Biblical evidence that suggests that the flow or direction of
this history is toward the more full
inclusion of women and the free employment of their gifts in all the offices . Redemption brings not only
the restoration of that original parity
that existed between men a nd
women before the fall into sin, but
also the full liberation of women for
service within the kingdom of Jesus
Christ.
There are primarily three weaknesses
in the argument for this ground in
the report of Classis G rand Rapids
East.
First, it rests upon an illegitimate
reading of such passages as Genesis
2 and 1 Timothy 2:1214. Though
the classis is anxious to prove that
the Bible teaches an equality in the
sense of"parity" ofrole between men
and women before the fall into sin,
neither of these passages will permit
themselves [ 0 be squeezed into this
mold. They teach a differentiation
of role between men and women in
marriage and the church that expresses a created difference between
men and women. No amount of

r-~=c'

the direction that it would
be good for slavery to end (I
Cor. 7:21, Philemon). No
parallel teaching indicates
that women may hold the
offices ofminister, elder, and
evangelist" (A cts of Synod
1994, p. 508).

Admittedly, each of these pomts
could be elaborated upon considerably. These brief comments, however, ought to show that the argument for this ground by Classis Grand
Rapids East fails to answer the decision of Synod 1994. I am reminded
by this ground of the trite but useful
expression  "saying it is so does not
make it so. "
Ground #3: Biblical teaching
In its third ground, Classis Grand
Rapids East cites a variety of Biblical
grounds or evidences that permit and
encourage the ordination of women
to office. The burden of the argument in this section of the classis'
report is that the limits placed upon

"Certainly, the burden ofproof
legitimately rests with those whose
interpretation ofthe Bible deviates
from the main consistent line
of the Reformed tradition. "
y

"henneneullcal gymnastIcs" will permit another conclusion.
Second, the passages cited by the
classis, in which women are clearly
shown to exercise a wide range of
responsibilities and a diversity of
tasks within the life of God's people ,
are not specifically addressed to the matter%ffice and ordination It is a standard rule of Reformed hermeneutics
that a text that directly and specifically speaks to a particular matter
has greater weight and importance
than a text that indirectly and only
by implication speaks to it. This
means that it is unwarranted to conclude from Biblical passages that ascribe a variety of responsibilities to
women that they should also be per-

mitted ordination. To make this point
more concrete, it should be noted that
the same apostle, writing under inspiration, penned Galatians 3:28 and
1 Timothy 2: l 214! These texts do
not conflict with each other because
they are addressed to quite different
issues. The same apostle who teaches
the unity ofall believers in Christ (and
by implication, their legitimate equality of worth and dignity as members
of the church) also teaches a restriction upon women's roles in tenns of
office and ordination.
And third, there is a hidden and
unexpressed assumption in the c1assis'
use of this ground to defend the ordination of women. This assumption
is that the equality ofdignity and worth
between men and women at creation and
in the church demands the elimination 0/
any possible difference between them 0/
calling or jUnction. This assumption,
however, flies in the fact of the repeated instances in the Bible in which
the calling or function of men and
women are distinguished. In fact,
were this assumption correct, it would
be necessary to conclude that the Bible
is full of internal contradictions: in
some places it affirms the equality of
men and women, and in other places
it denies this equality.
Ground #4: Ecumenical Concerns

The fourth ground presented by Classis Grand Rapids East notes that contacts
with
oth er
Reform ed
churches have been mixed on
the subject of women in offi ce. Rather than simply appealing to the advice of the
NAPARC churches not to ordain women, Synod 1994 should have
considered the differing views and
practices of other churches, some Reformed and in close fellowship with
the CRC, that pennit the ordination
of women.
It is difficult to see how this ground
could be satisfactorily answered and
its concern resolved. Clearly Grand
Rapids East is not happy that Synod
19941istened more attentively to those
conservative and confess ional Refonned denominations with which the
CRC has been most closelyjoined in North
A men'ca in recent decades. Classis
Grand Rapids East wants the CRC to
listen to more progressive (liberal)
voices among those churches with
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which it has contact. However> those

who regard themselves as confe ssionally Reformed in the traditional
sense of these terms will be pleased
(as I am) with the appeal Synod 1994
made to the advice of NAPARC and
the historic consensus of the Reformed churches on this issue. Those
who wish to follow the lead of the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (GKN) and others, churches
who can no longer be regarded as
confessionally Reformed in the traditional sense, will not be pleased. But
no one can deny that to choose to
follow the latter churches would be
to betray the histon'c line of the Christian Reformed Church as a solidly
confessional denomination.
Ground #5:
Synod 1993 and Church Order

In this ground Classis Grand Rapids East objects to the claim, made by
Synod 1994, that the Synod of 1993
violated the requirement of the
Church Order that revisions of previ-

ous decisions only be made on the
basis of "new and sufficient" grounds.

However, Classis East's objection
here amounts to the bold assertion that
synods can do whatever they want by ma-

jon'ty vote.

Because Synod 1993 by

majority vote did what it did, it must

have made the judgment that the
grounds presented were "new and suf-

ficient"! And because Synod made
this judgment, no subsequent synod
has the right to judge the previous
synod 's actions to be out of order by
the requirements of the Church Order! Unless I am missing something
in this ground, it amounts to the assertion that in the assemblies of the
church "might does make right" and
no assembly may be held accountable to Church Order requirements if
by a majority vote it decides to suspend them.
Ground #6: Synod and Local Option
~L()

08:
O

~

'
>f-~

::::J«
O::::J
wZ

:r:«
f- --,

The sixth ground of Classis Grand
Rapids East raises a point on which I
have previously written at greater
length than I wish to do so here . 2 In
this ground Classis Grand Rapids East
insists that it will remain loyal to and
supportive of the denomination, despite its inability to comply with
Synod 1994's decision on women in
office. Furthermore, c1assis maintains
that Synod 1994 should have followed

the pattern of other synodical decisions regarding local chwch practices
in which "local option" is permitted
(e.g. women voting in congregational
meetings). The ordination of women
should be regarded as a "thing indifferent" (an adiaphoron) and left to the
discretion of the local church.
This ground of the classis misses
the mark rather widely on at least
two counts. First, were the ordination of women to office a genuine
"matter indifferent," Classis Grand
Rapids East would have no legitimate
reason to disrupt the unity and peace
ofthe denomination by insisting upon
its freedom to do what it admits is
not a matter of Biblical obedience or
necessity! Second, though there are
many areas of congregational life that
legitimately vary from congregation
to congregation within the denomination, who may serve in the offices of
elder and minister is not among them
No one who advocates the ordination of women can contest the fact
that this practice would permit
women officebearers to function at
every level ofthe denomination's life,
including delegation to all of its assemblies (classis and synod). This
would impose an immediate, direct and
unavoidable requirement upon the consciences ofall those who believe ehe Scriptures forbid the ordination of women to
office. Since the exercise of these o ffices necessarily extends beyond the
limits of local practice, the claim of
Classis Grand Rapids East that this is
solely a local matter rings hollow.
Ground #7: The CRe's Ministry
In its seventh ground, Classis Grand
Rapids East makes the claim, often
repeated among those who favor the
ordination of women to office, that
the CRC needs to remove all unjust
barriers to its ministry of reconciliation among the nations. A practice
such as the prohibition of women
from serving in ecclesiastical office
injwes the church's reputation in the
world and lends support to unjust
forms of patriarchy and other kinds
of discrimination.
This ground obviously cannot stand
alone. It must presume that the ordination of women is a Biblically warranted practice. Were the ordination
ofwomen to be contrary to Scripture,
this practice could not advance the
church's reputation in the world, since

the church is called to be, among other
things, a "pillar and ground of the
truth" (1 Tim. 3:15), founded upon
the teaching ofthe apostles and prophets (Eph. 2:20). Moreover, if the
church's standard of righteousness is
the teaching of the Word of God, not
what the world perceives to be unjust
or discriminatory, this ground is without foundation. Indeed, it might be
argued that Classis Grand Rapids
East, in its formulation ofthis ground,
has simply accommodated itself to a
common inheritance in the West from
the time of the so-called Enlightenment - that "equality" in the sense
of sameness or identity of role is a
precondition for genuine equality of
worth or dignity.
Ground #8: The Use of Gifts
As with many of the previous
grounds considered, this eighth and
final ground offered by Classis Grand
Rapids East begs the question that is
at issue. That question, to put the
matter in its simplest form, is whether
God grants to women the "gift" ofordination. Though Classis Grand Rapids
East assumes that this is the case, this
is precisely what is being disputed.
This ground, therefore, rests upon the
conviction that the Bible teaches that
women must be granted ordination
in order to use their gifts to the fu ll.
One of the problems inherent to
this conviction is that it demeans the
"office ofbeliever, "teaching that men
and women in the church cannot use
their gifts fully and appropriately unless they are ordained. Thus, by maintaining that the decision of Synod
1994 prevents the full use of women's
gifts in the church , classis not only
slanders the teaching and practice of
the Reformed chwches throughout
most of their history, but the teaching
and practice of the universal Christian church since the apostolic epoch
as well. The claim of this ground that, without ordination, women are
deprived of the full use of their gifts
in the church - must be exposed for
what it is: an extravagant and unsubstantiated criticism of the common
practice of most Christian churches
throughout their history. Were this
ground true, it would require the corollary that unordained men are relegated to a status of inferiority and
arbitrary restriction upon the free employment of their gifts in the church.

A Preliminary Conclusion
A brief review like this one of the

grounds offered by Classis Grand
Rapids East for its decision not to
comply with the decision of Synod
1994 cannot authorize anything more
than a preliminary conclusion. Nevertheless, it should be apparent that
what Classis Grand Rapids East has done
is to draw together, in one document, most
if not all of the arguments customarily
employed to make the case for the ordination ofwomen.
The conclusion to which our consideration of these grounds leads is
that Classis Grand Rapids East both
proves too little and too much at the same
time.
It proves too little in that it offers
no real case for the issue that is in
dispute, namely, whether in the
church of Jesus Christ women may
be ordained to the offices of elder
minister and evangelist. Many argu:
ments are offered, but they are like so
many arrows wide of their intended
target.
But it also proves too much in that,
were the case presented by Grand
Rapids East true, then the practice of
forbidding the ordination of women to
ecclesiastical office is sinfol rebel/ion
against the demands ofthe Word ofGod
Ironically, like many advocates of the
ordination of women, Classis Grand
Rapids East wants to plead for this
practice as though it were an indifferent
matter, when its case loudly dec/ares it to
be a matter ofB;blical justice. Though it
is probably necessary, from a purely
pragmatic and expediency standpoint,
to argue the case as though it were a
plea for local option, I find this kind
ofargument disingenuous at best, possibly intentionall y misleading at
worst. If Classis Grand Rapids East
wants to make a case for the ordination of women, my plea would be
that it also spell out clearly the implications of that case  that those who
for Biblical reasons oppose this practice will have to violate their consciences in order to remain within the
Christian Reformed Church or, if they
should be unwilling to do so, they
will have to leave.

AN EPILOGUE ON
ECCLESIASTICAL ANARCHY
Having considered the variou s
grounds offered by Classis Grand
Rapids East for its decision not to
comply with the action ofSynod 1994,
there remains one substantial matter
to address. In my introduction I acknowledged the right ofthe Reformed
believer, particularly a church assembly, to refuse compliance with decisions ofassemblies that are unbiblical,
contrary to the Word of God. No
one can contest this right and still
maintain a reformational view of the
supreme authority of the Bible in the
life of the church.
However, when an assembly like a
classis determines that a decision of a
synod is unbiblicaI and therefore not
"settled and binding," what recourse
does it legitimately have within the
boundaries of the denomination of
which it is a member assembly? Only
two. Either it follows due process
and appeals the decision, seeking to
bring the denomination through its
assemblies to full and faithful obedienceto the Word of God. Oritdetermines to sever the denominational relationship for the sake of obedience to the
Word ofGod(a severance which could
be restored, were the denomination
subsequently to bring its practice into
conformity with Scripture on the disputed point) .
Classis Grand Rapids East, however, has taken a different course, one
which in my judgment cannot be justified because it undennines the essential nature ofthe denominational fellowship, governed as it is by a mutually received and acknowledged Church Order.
Classis Grand Rapids East has in effect said that it wants to remain a
member classis of the Christian Reformed Church, though it WI'll no longer
act like a classis ofthe Christian Refonned
Church, at least on the imporrant matter
ofwho is ordained to office in its churches.
This course can only invite and encourage ecclesiastical anarchy. It opens
a "Pandora's box" of ecclesiastical
disobedience, since it offends against
the very terms ofthe "covenant" made
between the member congregations
of the denomination (as set forth in
the Church Order). It threatens to
remove any moral ground to oppose
other forms of ecclesiastical disobedience carried on within the denomina-

tion, so long as such disobedience is
justified in the name of conscience.
But when such conscientious objection to synodica l decisions and
Church Order requirements is permitted, without being accompanied by
the willingness to suffer the obvious
cost of such disobedience  the cost
of withdrawal from the denomination for
the sake of conscience  the terms of
ecclesiastical fellowship spelled out in the
Church Order become meaningless.
Unless a future synod of the Christian Reformed Church (specifically,
Synod 1995) demands compliance
with the Church Order by this
Classis, upon pain of dismissal from
the denominational fellOWShip should
it refuse, the Christian Reformed
Church will have officially and formally ceased to be a denomination
which orders her life by a common
Church Order. Anarchy (or the tyranny of rule by arbitrary synodical
decision or indecision) will ensue.

FOOlNOTES
I. Attentive readers will notice that I am quoting the older English translarion ofthe &fgic Conftssion which is based upon the authorized Latin translarion of this Confession. The new English translation in use in
the CRC speaks of "persons" (based upon
the French, personages) rather than "faithful
men" (based upon the Latin, viri jickles).
Though "persons" as a translation may serve
the cause of political correctness and allow
the pretence of fidelity to this anicle in the
Confession, no one need doubt what this
Confession means to say, whether by the
French personages or the Latin viri jiddes,
when it speaks of chOOSing oflicebearers
according to the rule of St. Paul to Timothy.
Those who would appeal to the French
"persons" as though this could legitimately
be taken as a genda-inclusiw reference do
violence to the original French and the
normal canons for interpreting historical
texts.
2. Cf. "Local Oprion: A Convenient Fiction,"
Tht Outlook 44/ 6 (June, 1994):1314.

Dr, Venema, a conrn'buting editor to this
periodical, teaches Doctn'nal Studies at
Mid-Amenca Reformed Seminary.
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Those readers desiring a copy of the
Grounds for the action of Classis Grand
Rapids East, trUly obtain them from:
Dr. Philip R. Lucasse, Stated Clerk
3096 Old Kent Road
Kentwood, MI 49512
TeL (616) 9421219
Fac" (616) 9427978
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AlIian,e of
IleFormetl Chur,hes
(AIlC) Convenes
Arthur Besteman
The annual meeting of the Alliance
of Reformed Churches was convened

on November 15, 1994 at the
Lynwood Christian Reformed
Church Independent of Lynwood, Illinois. More than sixty churches were
represented by delegates. Several
churches had sent official observers.
Greetings were brought by the fraternal delegates of churches whose interest in the Alliance has been a source
of encouragement. It is interesting to
observe how the composition of the
Alliance is changing. In the early years
of the Alliance the majority of
churches represented were members
of the Christian Reformed Church in
North America. Two or three years
ago the membership was rather evenly
divided between churches who were
still federated and those churches who
had severed their relationship with
the denomination. Today the membership of the Alliance is primarily
composed of churches who are identified as independent.
During the opening session, lvlr.
Peter Elzinga, a member of The Reformed Heritage Church of Holland,
Michigan was elected chairman. Dr.
Ed Kreykes, who serves as an elder in
the newly organized Cornerstone Orthodox Reformed Church ofSanbom,
Iowa was chosen to serve as vicechairman. Rev. Jerome Julien, pastor
of the Independent Reformed Church
of Sheffield, Ontario continues to
serve as stated clerk.
Dr. P.Y. De Jong whose commitment to the propagation and defense
of the Reformed faith is well-known,
set the tone for the three day meeting
as he addressed the delegates and
friends of the Alliance gathered for
the opening rally on Tuesday evening.
Dr. De Jong chose as his theme, "For
Such a Time as This - the Reformed
Faith." After establishing the need for
the Refotmed faith in our day be-

cause of the compromise and emptiness which marks our society, the
speaker outlined for his audience the
distinctiveness of the Reformed faith.
No one who was present will soon
forget the relating ofthe lesson learned
by Dr. De Jong as a young boy when
an immigrant homemaker said to
him, "When you become a preacher
always begin with and end with God,
otheIWise your people will be left
without an anchor." The speaker then
suggested several ways in which the
churches can express that faith today.
An issue of great concern to the
churches of the Alliance is the matter
of federation. This concern could be
sensed in all the discussions that took
place during the meetings. Some are
ready for immediate organization,
while others believe that more time
must elapse and that greater preparation is needed before organization of
any kind can occur. A small minority
still question the need for any kind of
federation . The prevailing opinion,
however, is that there must be a federation of some kind sooner or later.
As one delegate observed, "We surely
don't want one big pope, but neither
do we want a bunch oflittle popes."
The move toward federation began
to crystallize last year when a committee was appointed to draw up a
church order. The committee was
mandated to draft a provisional
church order using the Church Order
ofDort as its point of departure , with
careful attention given to guarding
against hierarchical abuses. The committee, after a year of diligent work,
came to the alliance meeting with a
provisional church order comprised
of seventy-one articles. This church
order must be submitted to the committee by March I , 1995. The committee was also requested to forn1Ulate in writing the Biblical principles

by which it was guided in its work so
that this material will be available to
the churches as they study the proposed church order.
The council of the Aylmer Independent Christian Reformed church
had overtured the alliance to establish an avenue by which the independent and unaffiliated churches might
arrive at and agree to move toward
the use of a common name. This matter was referred to the church order
committee.
There has been an interest in recent
years among some of the churches of
the Alliance to give recognition in
some way to the Westminster Standanis. It was decided at this year's
meeting to revise the purpose statement of the Alliance to read as follows: "The Alliance of Refotmed
Churches is an association ofchurches
that are united in an effort to give
effective testimony to the truth of the
Word of God as it is set forth in either the Three Fonns of Unity or the
Westminster Standards, and to assist
the member churches in promoting
ecclesiastical unity and Biblical obedience among the people of God." It
was also decided to appoint a committee to present a report demonstrating to the churches the unity between
the Three Forms of Unity and the
Westminster Standards and to identify
any differences which may exist between them.
A committee was appointed to recommend specific liturgical forms and
a specific form of SUbscription for use
in the churches of the Alliance.
The members of the Alliance began their sessions with the singing of
Psalm 8. To hear more than two hundred men joined in the singing of the
Songs of Zion is no small part of the
blessedness of attendance at the Alliance. As we made our way through
the affairs of the sessions, we became
increasingly aware of the greatness
and faithfulness of our God who always preserves for Himself a church
committed to the propagation and
defense of the faith committed to us.
Rev. Besteman is pastor ofBeverly Christian Refonned Church Independent.

Martin Luther:
The Law
and the (folpel (III)
W Robert Godfrey
In the last issue Dr. Godfrey discussed
Martin Luther's writings about right doctrine and law and gospel. He concludes

the series by reviewing Luther's writings
on faith, and on the law as a spiritual
guide.

LUTHER'S WRITINGS (oontinued)
On faith

Now as a corollary to this distinction between law and gospel, Luther
discussed faith. Faith after all was
what responded to tbe gospeL Luther
was not denying that there must be a
response to the gospel. He was saying that response must never be seen
as a work or a human accomplishment or a human merit. Faith , then,
was that respo nse to the gospel
through which we are reconciled to
God. He wrote in his treatise on "The
Freedom of the Christian": "Anyone
who has had even a faint taste of it
[faith] can never write, speak, meditate or hear enough concerning it. It
is a living 'spring of water welling up
to etemallife .... '" 16 Luther's great passion was to talk about faith, the glories of faith , the wonders of faith. He
wrote:
It is indeed impossible for me to
grasp and attain to this one and
only Redeemer from sin, Jesus,
except through faith. He is and
remains beyond the grasp of
works. Since faith alone, before
any works follow it, can lay hold
of this Redeemer, so it must be
true that only fa ith before and without works grasps hold of his redemption, which means nothing
else but becoming righteous. For
to have been redeemed from sin
orto have sin forgiven must be the
same as being or becoming righteous. 17
Good works, however, follow such
faith (or redemption or forgiveness of
sin or righteousness) as the fruit of
faith. Now we will come back to de

then, the law is unnecessary for the
Christian. The law is unnecessary because the law demands, the law threatens, but the Christian does not need
demands, the Christian does not need
threats. He lives for God by faith.
Now we Reformed are inclined to
ask whether Luther was not being a
little naive? Are Christians really that
good? Have Christians really come
that far? Is faith really that powerful?
We must recognize that Luther was
not naive. N aivety is one of the few
charges that cannot be brought against
Martin Luther. We must see that
Luther based his thought on this matter o n a very careful distinction that
he m ade between the inner man and
the outer man. The inner man lives
by faith ; he has been renewed; he has
been changed so that he has a principle of living faith that does spontaneously respond to God and follow
after God. But the inner man is not
the whole story for the Christian. The
Christian is also the outer man. He is

velop that point a little later, but it is
important to hear Luther here. While
he insisted that faith alone and only
faith justified, Luther made perfectly
clear in his writing that good works
follow from and grow from faith:
For faith is a vigorous and powerful thing; it is not idle speculation ,
nor does it float on the heart like
a goose on water. But just as water that has been heated, even
though it remains water, is ,.=~
no longer cold but is hot
"(Luther's) foith was life-changing,
and an altogether different
water, so faith, the work of
life controlling because it put one in
the Holy Spirit, fashions a
touch with Christ."
different mind and different attitudes and makes us
an altogether new human
being. II
still also burdened with an old naIn another place he wrote, "There
ture . In the face of that old nature,
fore faith is an active, difficult, and
Luther said we do stiU need the law
powerful thing." '9 This faith was no
to nudge us, to direct us, to force us
bare mental assent. That was how
on. H e taught that we must show the
fruit of the Spirit. We must make
the medieval Catholics understood
progress in Christian living and, if we
faith . But Luther's faith was lifechanging , lifecontrolling because it
are Christians, we will make progress
put one in touch with Christ.
in Christian living . This progress is
Luther wanted to make this point
primarily because of the spontaneous
quality offaith , but is also because of
about the law and the gospel and
about faith so that we would clearly
direction from the law. Luther could
understand man to be a free lord of
sometimes be difficult to understand
because he moved back and forth beall, subject to none. As we stand before God we are not subject to the
tween the inner and outer man. He
law, we are not subject to any earthly
contrasted them in different ways. Yet
power. We are freed before God by
when we stand back and look at the
the gospel of His promise. Neverthewhole picrure, we can say Luther reless, we are also the dutiful servants
ally was quite right.
We as Reformed may still want to
of all, subject to all. That is also the
reality in which we live as we live
draw the inner man and outer man a
before the world, before men, coram
little closer together and talk more
hominjbus.
positively ofthe law for the inner man
L-l
Luther discussed human service by
than Luther is willing to do . Yet, I
saying that the law is valuable but in
think we can have a profound sympaZm
a deep sense unnecessary. Now exthy for what Luther was saying. He
was not fundamentally wrong here it
actly what did he mean? H e meant
that when faith is real, there will
seems to me. He was right to say that
N-l
bubble up out of the Christian heart a
faith makes a difference. We do have
spontaneous response to God. We
a new nature. We do have a new
00
sympathy for God. There is a filia l
will love to do what God does. We
00
will desire what God desires. We will
response to God so that we desire to
(11;>;:
please Him. We can certainly agree
be drawn not by threats but by love to
live the Christian life. In that sense,
that there is an old nature, a sinful
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nature that needs prodding, that tends
that Luther cared nothing for holito move in the wrong direction.
ness and was indifferent to sin. They
Luther wanted to stress that the real
feared that he was encouraging sin.
Christian life is the Christian life that
Like all other of Luther's statements,
is moving toward holiness. Luther
this one has to be understood in context. The context was this: Philip
never compromised that point In his
discussion of faith over and over again
Melanchthon one day was trying to
he spoke of the way in which faith
decide what to do. Now Philip was a
bit of a hand·ringer, never quite sure,
must live itself out. He said:
cautious, somewhat like Hamlet.
Therefore we conclude with Paul
tbatwearejustifiedsoielybyfaith
Melanchthon went to Luther and he
in Christ without the Law and
said that he was afraid that whatever
action he took in a particular situaworks. But after a man is justified
tion would involve him in sin. To
by faith, now possesses Christ by
that agony of conscience, which led
faith , and knows that Christ is his
to utter inaction, Luther said to
righteousness and life, he will cer·
tainly not be idle but, like a sound
Melanchthon, "Sin boldly." That was
another way of saying, "Do some·
tree will bare good fruit-.There·
thing. " Luther counseled that it was
fore we, too, say that faith without works is worthless and
useless ... faith without works
-thatis a fantastic idea and
ULutherwanted to stress that the
mere vanity and a dream of
Christian life is the Christian life
the heart - is a false faith
and does notjustify.20
is moving toward holiness,1}
You see there is no hint of
antinomianism there. If faith
has no fruit in this life, it is not a real
better to do something in the service
ofGod even at the risk ofdoing some·
faith and therefore it does not justify.
"We say that justification is effective
thing wrong, than to do nothing. In
without works, not that faith is with·
that context Luther was not at all in·
out works. For that faith which lacks
different to holiness. Rather he expressed his passion that one must live,
fruit is not efficacious but a feigned
faith. "21 This conviction reverberated
one must take risks, one must act for
the Lord. One must not be immobithrough his writings over and over
again.
lized by a neurotic fear of sin.
Luther's concerns were well sum·
On the law as a spiritual guide
marized in "The Fonnula of Con·
cord," the last of the great Lutheran
When we come to what we call the
confessional statements. In 1577, af·
third use of the law, that is the law as
ter years of theological wrangling,
a spiritual guide to the believer, we
Lutherans prepared a doctrinal state·
find that even there Luther said things
ment to make peace. One of the is·
that would soften even the hardest
sues addressed in the Formula was
Reformed heart. He wrote, for ex·
the third use ofthe law. Very much in
ample:
the spirit of Luther, the "Formula"
We need the Decalogue not only
declared
:
to apprise us ofour lawful obliga·
We believe, teach and confess that
tions. but we also need it to dis·
although people who genuinely
cern how far the Holy Spirit has
believe and whom God has truly
advanced us in His work of sane·
convertedarefreedthroughChrist
tification and by how much we
from the curse and the coercion of
still fall short of the goal, lest we
the law, they are not on that ac·
become secure and imagine that
count
without the law ; on the
we have now done all that is reo
contrary, they have been required. Thus we must constantly
deemed by the Son of God pre·
grow in sanctification and always
cisely that they should exercise
become new creatures in Christ. 22
themselves day and night in the
That is a beautiful statement. That is
law (Ps. 119: I). In the same way
not a statement to which we could
our first parents even before the
take exception.
Fall did not live without the law,
Some wonder whether Luther reo
for the law of God was written
ally was concerned about holiness
into their hearts when they were
since he once said, "Sin boldly!" The
created in the image of God. We
statement was frequently quoted
believe, teach, and confess that
against him by Roman Catholic
the preaching of the law is to be
apologists in the sixteenth century.
diligently applied not only to un·
They thought this statement proved
believers and the impenitent but

also to people who are genuinely
believing, truly converted, regenerated, and justified by faith. For
although they are indeed reborn
and have been renewed in the
spirit of their mind, such regeneration and renewal is incomplete
in this world. In fact, it has only
begun, and in the spirit of their
mind the believers are in a constant war against their flesh (that
is, their corrupt nature in kind),
which clings to them until death.
On account of this Old Adam ,
who inheres in people's intellect,
will, and all their powers, it is
necessary for the law ofGod constantly to light their way lest in
their merely human devotion they
undertakeself·decreedand
self-chosen acts of serving
real
God. Thisisfurtherneces.
that
sary lest the Old Adam go
his self·willed way. He
must be coerced against his
own will, not only by the
admonitionsandthreatsof
the law, but also by its punish·
ments and plagues, to follow the
Spirit and surrender himself
captive .... Therefore bothforpeni·
tent and impenitent, for regener·
atedand unregenerated people the
law is and remains one and the
same law, namely, theunchange·
able will of God. The difference,
as far as obedience is concerned,
rests exclusively with man, for
the unregenerated man . just like
the regenerated according to the
fl esh· does what is demanded of
him by the law under coercion
and unwillingly. But the believer
without any coercion and with a
willing spirit, in so far as he is
rebom, does what no threatofthe
law could ever have wrung from
him.23
Now again this statement may not
be exactly the way Reformed theologians would put it, but there is a real
commonality of concern among
Lutheran and Reformed that the law
be a living reality among believers,
that it direct the believer in his life
and help him in his obedience.
Luther in his "Large Catechism"
on the Ten Commandments says:
Here,then, we have the Ten Com·
mandrnents, a summary ofdivine
teaching on what we are to do to
make our whole life pleasing to
God. They are the true fountain
from which all good works must
spring, the true channel through
which all good works must flow.
Apart from these Ten Command·
mentsnodeed,noconductcanbe
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good or pleasing to God, no matter how great or precious it may
be in the eyes of the world. 24
There is Luther's concern for holiness.
Now we see that this principle of
"nevertheless" (dennoch) in Luther
came out of his conviction that the
Christian life is an ongoing struggle.
The Christian never arrives in the
sense of totally conquering sin. The
Christian never arrives in the sense of
utterly eliminating temptation from
his life, even the temptation to doubt
that God in Christ is his Savior.
Luther said the Christian life was an
ongoing struggle and in that struggle
we always need the law and the gospel. Luther taught that the Christian
was simuljuslus et peccator(at the same
time righteous and a sinner). The
Christian is at the same time perfectly
righteous before God because of what
Christ has done and yet still a sinner.
Luther concluded that we live with
this struggle correctly when in the face
of every doubt, in the face of every
temptation, we tum again and again
and again to Christ and the gospeL
He said: "When the conscience assails you , He [Christ) says: ' Believe."'2S This conviction led Luther
to exalt the promises of God because
he had known the agony of wondering if God could ever accept someone such as he .
Today we ofte n misunderstand
Luther because so often in our day
few if any seem to have that agony.
The idea seems often to be: "Well, of
course , God would forgive me my
sins." One professor once summed it

ute something and He will have to
give me his grace in exchange for my
holiness." 2l> Luther saw that the central temptation was to think we can
bargain with God and think we can
exchange something that we have
done for His grace. That idea must be
stamped out by the law so that we
will understand Christ.
Nevertheless, he fe lt in the balance
of preaching, one must be careful to
preach more of the gospel than of the
law. He wrote:
If you preach faith, people become lax, want to do no good,
serve and help no one. But if you
do not preach faith, hearts become frightened and dejected and
establish one idolatrous practice
after another. Do as you please;
nothing seems to help. Yet faith
in Christ should and must be
preachednomatterwhathappens.
I would much rather hear people
sayofme that I preach too sweetly
and th at my sermo n hinders
people in doing works (although
it does not do so) than not preach
faith in Christ at all; for then there
would be no help for timid, frightened consciences. I see and experience this: Here is a man who is
lax and lazy, who falsely boasts of
faith and says he relies on the
grace and mercy of God and that
these will no doubt help him even
though he clings to sins. But as
soon as death comes to him, it
appears that he has never really
grasped and believed the grace
and mercy of God. Therefore one
will have enough to do to cheer
and comfort him even
though he has not
practiced anyparticu"The gospel of the average man
laridolatry. But when
is this: I like sinning
the message of faith
has been extinguished
and God likesforgiving,
and the heart is comso the world is very well set up."
pletely swa.mped by
sadness, there is neither counsel or help .
Say something about grace to such
up this way: "The gospel of the average man is this: I like sinning and
a heart, and it will answer: You
God likes forgiving, so the world is
preach much to me about grace
very well set up." Today often we do
and mercy; but if you felt what I
not have the agony of conscience and
feel, you would speak differently.
therefore we do not always underSo a frightened and inconsolable
stand Luther's passion about the
heart goes on. I have heard people
promise. It is the doubting heart that
speak like this when I have tried
needs to cling with white knuckles to
to comfort them. Therefore I
would like to have the message of
the promises of God. That is what
faith in them not forgotten but
Luther understood. He said, "I mygenerally known. It is so sweet a
self have now been preaching and cuLtivating [justification by fa ith alone]
message, full of sheer joy, comfor almost twenty years and I still feel
fort, mercy and grace. I must conthe old clinging dirt of wanting to
fess that I myself have not as yet
deal so with God that I may contribfully grasped it. We shall have to

let it happen that some of our
people tum the message into an
occasionofsecurity and presumption; but others, the worksrighteous, slander us on this account
and say that we make people lazy
and thus keep them from reaching perfection. Christ, Himself,
had to hear that He was a friend of
publicans and sinners, that He
broke the Sabbath, etc. We shall
not fare any better. 21
For Luther the solution to presumptuousness was not just to use the Law,
but especially to get people to understand the gospel, to understand the
grace of God, to understand what
Christ has done.
Luther was a pioneer and a heroic
reformer. He was also a profound
theologian who will help us today to
understand the law and the gospel. If
you want tremendous spiritual benefit and power, read Luther. He has
spiritual insights that will be a great
blessing to all Christians. He will help
us draw near to Christ.
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This summer we took a family vacation to the West Coast. Like all
good tourists, we took in a day at the
beach. And like all good tourists, I
demonstrated my ignorance ofproper
beach precautions. Everyone knows
that if you are coming from Iowa to
go to the beach, you had better be
well armed with sunscreen. We were,
but in putting on the sunscreen I neglected to apply it to one part of my
body the tops of my feet. I guess
that I thought, "I've never been sunburned on the tops afmy feet before,
why should I put sunscreen there?"
Well, I paid the price. Boiled lobster
provides no brighter fed than the tops
of my feet did by day's end. The red
was replaced by white blisters in the
morning. The next three to four days
were complete agony as I attempted
to put shoes on and walk on those
parts of my body that I didn't think
needed protection.
As I reflect on that unwise decision, I am struck by how unwise it is
for us to conclude that we do not
need to obey every part of God's
Word. Sometimes we conclude that
a certain part of God's Word is not
really relevant for us today. Or we
imagine that a portion of Scripture
was written to address a specific problem in a specific age, and therefore, it
is not essential for us to obey that
command today. We leave ourselves
vulnerable to being burned when we
overlook, or neglect even one portion
of God's Wordeven a portion that
does not seem that important.
James says, "Was not our ancestor
Abraham considered righteous for
what he did when he offered his son
Isaac on the altar? You see that his
faith and his actions were working
together and his faith was made complete by what he did" (James 2:2 1,
22). What was it that made Abraham's
faith "complete"? It was complete obedience to the command ofGod that he
offer his son Isaac on the altar. Do
we suffer from incomplete fa ith because we are unwilling to obey all of
God's commandseven His extremely difficult and perplexing ones?
Do you think that Abraham eagerly
setout to obey the command to: "Take
your son, your only son, Isaac, whom

you love, and go to the region of
Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt
offering on one of the mountains that
I will tell you about"? Imagine that
his whole being cried out in protest at
this command: "This is the son that
you promised me! How can you now
command me to sacrifice him? This
command is completely contrary to
your very character. The pagan nations around me offer human sacrifices to their gods, but you are the
giver of life, not the taker. How can
you make such a demand of me?"
The inner anguish that Abraham must
have gone through when he heard
the Lord speak this command may
well have been greater than we can
imagine. The emotional tunnoil was
equal to or exceeds any turmoil that
we experience today over God's difficult commands.
Yet, what did he do?
Did he appoint a committee to
study what the Lord really meant
by the word "sacrifice"? "Surely
the Lord doesn't mean this literally. I had better study this in the
context, to make sure that I know
what God really said."
Didheconclude: "This command
really binds my conscience. I believe that God values life, and
now He is asking me to take life.
Therefore, God's specific command is contradicting the general
flow of rev elation, so I had better
go with my general understanding of God, rather than this specific command"?
Did he say, "That sounds like a
command that was intended for
my Canaanite brothers with their
archaic ideas of placating the
wrath of the gods. However, it
could never have been intended
for me, a child of the Covenant"?
Abraham could have said any of
those things. He could have done any
ofthem. And we would probably find
people today who would defend his
decision. But, then his faith would
have been shown for what it was a
shallow faith of conveniencea faith
that was willing to obey God when it
felt right; a faith that was willing to
obey God when obeying Him agreed
with his agenda; a faith that was will-

ing to obey God as long as it did not
require that he struggle with understanding this incomprehensible God,
who could promise one thing and
command another.
But that was not Abraham's faith.
Abraham's was a faith that was willing to lay his son"his only son,
Isaac, whom [he] loved" upon the
altar and raise his knife to offer the
ultimate sacrifice, complete obedience.
It was for that faith that Abraham
heard the angel ofthe Lord say: "Now
I know that you fear God, because
you have not withheld from me your
son, your only son. II It was that act of
obedience that made Abraham's faith
"complete. ~ It was that act of obedience for which Abraham was commended in Hebrews 11: "By faith
Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice" (v. 17).
Obedience requires sacrificeusually a sacrifice of our own wills; often
a sacrifice of our own desires; sometimes even a sacrifice of what our
understanding of God really is.
One of the most insidious and divisive evils that confronts the church
today is incomplete obedience . Incomplete obedience comes in many
fonns. Those who say, "All that is
important is that I love Jesus. It
doesn't really matter how I live." Or
those who say, "Certain portions of
God's Word do not have to be obeyed
today, because they are culturally
bound." Of course, Scripture must be
evaluated in light of its culture and
context. But that does not mean, that
ifwe tend not to agree with the teaching of a passage, that we are free to
sacrifice it on the altar of antiquity so
that we are free to follow our liberated consciences.
I have heard and read statements
that harangue the Majority Report to
Synod on the Women in Office issue.
They accuse the report of being
unpastoral and insensitive in its statements concerning the "clear teaching"
of Scripture which prohibits women
from holding office in the church. Are
the commands of Paul in 1 Cor. 11 ,
14 and 1 Tim. 2 any less clear than
the command of God to Abraham in
Gen. 22? I don't think: so. However,
like the command of God to
Abraham, these are not easy commands to understand or obey. When
God says, "There is neither Jew nor
Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ
Jesus" (Gal. 3:28), how can He also
say, "I do not pennit a woman to

teach or to have authority over a man;
she must be silent" (lTim. 2:12)?
When God is actively destroying "the
barrier, the dividing wall of hostility"
(Eph. 2: 14b) in the church , how can
h~
reinforce role distinctions within
the church in other parts of Scripture? It seems to me that the reason is
found in the design of God's created
roles, as Paul detennines. However,
if someone else cannot accept such a
created order, should they not obey
God's clear command, even though
they don't understand it? Shouldn't
they show the faith ofAbraham, obeying God even when it doesn't make
sense to us? Can their faith also be
shown to be "complete" by obeying
God's commands, even when those
commands "bind our consciences"?
No, we don't understand everything
that God commands, but we must
obey everything He commands. No,
we may not agree with all of the
"clear" teachings of Scripture, but our
obedience must overrule our disagreement. God desires, and God commends complete obedience.
There are many who are calling for
unity and oneness within our denomination. That could come if we, as a
denomination, would make a renewed commitment to complete obedience to God's Word. Some are saying that we should just "agree to disagree." If we agree to be completely
obedient to all of God's Word we will
find that we are no longer disagreeing. There are many who are calling
the church to be about its task, rather
than squabbling over issues. This commitment to the work of the Lord
would come if we would all strive
after complete obedience.
We need to recognize that God's
ways are not our ways. When we
think that doing the work of the Lord
will be assisted by making the church
more compatible with the world, we
need to acknowledge that God's ways
are superior to the world's ways. We
need to admit that sometimes we
aren't going to feel completely comfortable with a command of God, but
He wants obedience anyway. Sometimes we might feel that complete obedience "binds our consciences." But
when we practice complete obedience
we will find the freedom of being
"called God's friend," as did Abraham.
Complete obedience, that is what
God desires. Anything less will leave
us unprotected. Anything less will allow us to get burned!
Rev. Kats is pastor of the Christt."an Refonned Church in Austinville, IA.

The Eldn
and Tea,bn (II)
Oversight of the Training of the Lamht
John R. Sittema
You arrive at the elder's meeting to dis-

cover everyone talking about Sittema's article in last month's issue ofThe Olltlook.
(Allow me a little fantasy, OK?) In it, he
argued that every elder must be able to
disciple someone, and some should be ac·
tive in the church's teaching ministry. He
even suggested that the time-honored practice in some Refonned churches ofhaving
the minister teach all or most of the catechism instruction might be unwise, prohibiting elders from involvement in teaching. The sentiment around the table is
that he is absolutely correct (what'd you
expect me to say?), and that some adjust·
ments need to be made in your
congregation's educational ministry ifyou
are sen·ous about training disciples to follow the Lord in today's world. You pass
two motions: first, to push subscriptions
for The Outlook; second, to take a long,
hard look at your church's educational
program. You start with the children, the
lambs oftheflock.

ONCE UPON ATIME
Years ago, there was Sunday
School, and there was catechism. The
former taught the Bible stories and
songs thought important. The latter
taught doctrine. Men and women
from the church taught Sunday
School. Seminary-trained ministers
taught most of the children's catechism classes. My good friend Dr.
P.Y. De Jong, known to many ofyou,
once told me he instructed over 500
catechism students per week while serv·
ing in his second charge in a church
in Grand Rapids, MI. The practice
developed for several reasons. First,
such ministers were, in many cases,
some of the most well-educated
people in the church, certainly the
most thoroughly equipped to teach
Reformed doctrine. Second, it had become an expected part of the work of
the preacher. Third, in many areas,
all the kids came for catechism after
school or on Saturday mornings, so it
was physically possible within the limits of the pastor's schedule. There were

some benefits too. The kids got to
know the preacher, and he them. That
simple fact provided more pastoral
benefits than we'd care to admit,
maybe even more than the educational
benefits.

TIMES HAVE CHANGED!
But times have changed haven't
they? No longer is such a thing physically possible. In the church I serve,
for example, there is no way I could
gather the kids together after school
for catechism; students in this church
attend about 25 different schools all
around the Dallas metropolis. Furthennore, during the Sunday School,
the pastor can only teach one class,
and he is often involved in adult education. Additionally, such a dependence on one man isn't educationally
wise. Years ago, there was a common ground among most of the students in many Reformed churches.
Most had been raised with the same
kind of education; most knew the
Bible stories, and possessed a similar
knowledge base. No more! The kids
we deal with today come from an
extraordinarily wide diversity ofbackgrounds, both familial and educational. Some know little if anything
about the Bible. Many don't know
the books ofthe Bible; few know more
than a handful of Bible stories. The
church's educational ministry is, by
definition, much more challenging.
[n some cases, training requires a 1 to
1 student/teacher ratio! It certainly
requires teachers who can do more
than ask the students if they memorized the answer to Lord's Day 7 of
the catechism!
And let's face it, having the preacher
do it all wasn't such a good idea. Sure,
some did a wonderful job, and the
churches were blessed because of it.
But some were simply horrible teachers, and generations of kids learned
to loathe catechism because of it.
(Folks have said to me "my worst
memory of church as a kid was cat-
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echism class with the preacher. I don't
want to do that to my children. to)
What must we offer if we are going
to reach, train, disciple the children of
today's world as they fall under our
shepherding care? Certainly, as Refonned believers we are committed
to God's Word and the historic Reformed creeds as foundational material for ow educational ministry. But
how do we use these in teaching effectively today? If old style "questionschool" (training children to recite
memorized catechism answers) won't
cut it today, what will? How can we
prepare today's children for service to
Christ? Some ofyou are elders; you're
charged with oversight. Here are some
ways you can oversee the educational
ministry to the children ofthe church.

QUESTIONS FOR ASSESSMENT
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1. Assess the situation. Before anything else, you must know what training yOW' local church is providing. Is
the curriculum consistent? Is it highquality? Do the teachers know what
they're doing? Do they know their
place in the larger curriculum goals?
Look over the student body you are
called to train: are they from widely
diverse backgrounds? Do some have
good knowledge of the Bible, while
others are intimidated and shy because of their lack of knowledge? Are
some classes boring, so that students
aren't challenged? Are others more
like baby-sitting setvices for coffeedrinking parents? What have the most
recent 12 or so professions of faith
been like? Have the students been superfiCial in their faith, or have they
revealed deep, thoughtful and articulate faith? Do the hard 'WOrk ofhonestly
assessing the king and caliber of training
you are currently providing to the lambs
ofthe flock.
2. Identify your educational goals.

This may be scary, because many
chwches don't have any, at least not
any that are clear and that function to
shape their educational process. But

such goals are absolutely crucial! Allow me to offer an idea of what I
mean, hoping that it will prod you to
ask the difficult questions in your setting. I believe that the nurture oftoc/ay's
chIldren must provide at least three kinds
ofScriptural knowledgeJistinct, yet interdependent- by tlu! time a student completes your training regiment at tlu! end of
high school. Ask yourself whether your

chwch is providing some, most, or
all of the following:
A . Bihleknowledgeofboth Old and
New Testaments. By this I mean a
thorough grounding in the stories, broad knowledge of the major books, themes, and teaChings
ofthe Bible, memorization ofkey
passages, and demonstrated ability
to work with Scripture---to conduct
or even to lead a Bible study, to
explain the outline of the gospel
in an evangelistic setting, to use
resoW'ces like concordances and
commentari es. Every believer
must be sufficiently trained in
these things to be considered
"equipped" for ministry (which is
what Eph. 4: 12 tells us our goal
must be).
B. Doctrinal knowledge. By this I
mean a thorough grounding in
the confessions of the Reformed
faith, so that each knows what he
believes and how he is to answer
the blowing winds ofdoctrine that
shift rapidly in new directions each
day. We used to call this "catechism." We must still teach the
old truths, but wemustdoa much
better job of it so that the lambs of
the flock know it, can articulate it
and use it effectively against the
errors that are so much more aggressive today.
C. A. world.view perspedive that
enahles each student to think
Christianly ahout God, church,
world and their place in it, includ.
ingpeTSonal llOcotion issues. By this,

I plead for a training regimen that
equips students to be ready for the
aggressive worldliness they will

face in their future. They must be
able to read the daily newspaper
or watch the TV news and to
identify the sinful power of secularism, hedonism, relativism and
humanism. They must know that
the Reformed faith is bigger than
just the 5 points of Calvinism,
that it also embraces a way of
living out the truth that "the earth
is the Lord's and everything in it!"
They must understand the concept of office, that wonderful Biblical theme that teaches us that
each believer has a calling and not
just a job.
3. Assess Your Curn·culum. Most
churches buy a curriculum, either
from their denominational publishing
division or from someone else's. The
CRC, the OPC, the PCA and several
other Refonned churches offer consistent, well-developed curricula that
vary widely in quality. Here's the question you must face: Are the curriculum
maten'als we use achieving our (newly
stated) goals? Are the children learning

the Scriptures thoroughly? The doctrines ofthe faith? A Refonned worldand-life view?
4. Back to Basics. Look, I know that
if you do the work I suggest above,
you may well be a bit frustrated. Every chwch I've seen, including those
I've served, needs help in these areas.
I'm not asking you to fire all your
teachers, pitch ou t your curricular
materials, and begin to wring your
hands. I do suggest that before you
do anything else, you elders must
come to agreement on what kind of
disciples the Lord expects you to cultivate. You must come to some position on goals for yow chW'ch's nW'ture-and you must do that work.
Only then can you begin to develop a
strategy for improvement.
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