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Children of the 

Covenant in the 

Worship of God 

hush spread through 

A--Tl""'" the beautiful sanctuary 
as the congregation 

waited with expectation to hear the 
reading of the Scriptures. The pastor 
had just finished his prayer asking 
God to illumine the preaching of His 
Word. Suddenly a cry echoed across 
the rows of pews: three~year~old Joey 
Callahan was protesting loudly at the 
"shushing" of his mother as all three 
hundred pairs of eyes in the congre~ 
gation riveted their gaze on the young 
family. 

All Christian families eventually 
face the decision of whether or not to 
keep their small children in the wor~ 
ship service of their local congrega~ 
tion. Most of us have been distracted 
by children like Joey. 

and will cause the worship to be less 
glorifying to God. Parents are dis~ 
tracted from their own worship expe~ 
rience, and they are embarrassed by 
the misbehavior of their children. 

BENEFITS OF 
CHILDREN 
WORSHIPING 

However, children worshiping 
with their parents in the congrega~ 
tion can also enhance the life and 
worship of the church family. Per~ 

haps one of the most important 
benefits to the congregation is the 
example this provides to younger 
couples and singles in the church. 
Often, these young people have 

come from broken or 
non~Christian homes, 

y anddthe do nlot havhe a 
goo examp e in t eir 
own family to look to in 
raising their own chil~ 
~~~~'th~np~~i~;~~'oi~~:
serving parents who are 
seeking to raise their 
children according to 
godly precepts. More 
than that, through sev~ 
eral generations, by
God's grace, the congre~
gation will see God's 

Many parents decideti
that their children 
should remain in the 
nursery or in "junior 
church" to avoid these 

embarrassing and dis~ 
ruptive situations. How~ 
ever, perhaps it is time 
to reevaluate the atti~ 
tude of the church to~
ward its youngest family 
members. The presence 
of children in the wor~ 
ship services of the local 
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congregation is important to the 
health of the church. We must make 
every effort to encourage the atten~ 
dance of children of all ages in the 
corporate worship service. 

Why do so many churches and 
families exclude their children from 
the formal worship of the congrega~ 
tion? One reason is the idea that 
children are distracting to worshipers 
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faithfulness in the families in the 
church. 

If we train our covenant children to 
worship God with the congregation, 
we communicate to them the heri~ 
tage they have been given. Even at 
a very young age, when their under~ 
standing is limited, these children 
will begin to understand that worship 
is very important to their family and 

to the other members of the congre~ 
gation. They will grow in self~control 
and self~discipline. Our goal is that 
one day our covenant children will 
grow up to be humble servants who 
have been taught the principles of 
Biblical worship and who know the 
joy of praising their Lord and learn~ 
ing from Him. 

Perhaps the greatest objection to 
including children in the formal 
worship service is the belief that 
children, especially infants and tod~ 
diers, are too young to comprehend 
what takes place in it. We must, 
however, be cautious in determin~ 
ing at what age children can under~ 
stand and recognize the Lord. If we 
truly believe that regeneration and 
illumination are the work of the 
Spirit, then we cannot say that the 
conversion of our covenant children 
depends upon their intellectual ma~ 
turity. 

We see this point illustrated in 
the Scriptures particularly in the ex~ 
ample of John the Baptist, as Rich~ 
ard Bacon observes: "We see in this 
passage (Luke 1 :39~44) that infants 
are capable both passively of being 
filled with the Holy Ghost and ac~ 
tively of responding with joy to the 
presence of Christ" (Revealed to Babes: 
Children in the Worship of God [Old 
Paths Publications, 1993], pp. 33~ 
34). 

We must also realize that an in~ 
fant is as capable of being con~ 
verted as an adult is, for it is 
through grace alone that we are 
given new life. As Bacon also ob~ 
serves (in Revealed to Babes, p. 50): 

The most mature believer does 
not so much apprehend Christ 
as he is apprehended by Christ 
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(Philippians 3:12). It is not as 
important to the child of God 
what he knows of God as the 
fact that God knows him 
(Galatians 4:9). A covenant 
child is as capable of being appre
hended and being known as is an 
adult. 

Although an infant may not have 
a complete understanding of 
Christ's atonement, neither does a 
full-grown adult. Apart from the 
Holy Spirit, we adults are just as in
capable of changing our hearts as 
an infant is. In fact, Jesus used a 
little child to illustrate the humility 
that adults should have (Matt. 18: 1
4). The realization that God may al
ready be drawing our children to 
Himself should cause us to desire 
their presence in the worship ser
vice, particularly during the preach
ing of the Word of God. As Paul 
writes in Romans 10: 17, "Faith 
comes from hearing, and hearing by 
the word of Christ." Our fervent 
hope is that our children will know 
the Lord early in their lives - that 
they might never know what it is like 
not to know the Lord. 

CHILDREN IN BIBLICAL 
ASSEMBLIES 

Perhaps the most compelling rea
sons for us to include our covenant 
children in the formal worship of 
the church are the principles that we 
find in the Scriptures. Throughout 
the Old Testament, many passages 
refer to infants and toddlers being 
included in the assembly of the na
tion of Israel. For example, in Joel 
2: 15-16 we read: 

Blow a trumpet in Zion, conse
crate a fast, proclaim a solemn 
assembly, gather the people, 
sanctify the congregation, as
semble the elders, gather the 
children and the nursing in
fants. Let the bridegroom come 
out of his room and the bride 
out of her bridal chamber. 

In this passage, it 
is clear that children 
and infants were to 
assemble with all 
the rest of the 
people. There are 
similar descriptions 
in Deuteronomy 
31:10-13, Joshua 
8:34-35, Ezra 10:1, 
and Nehemiah 12:43. 
In each of these pas
sages, specific men
tion is made of very 
young children, even 
under two or three 
years of age. 

In the New Testa
ment, we find the 
example of our Lord 
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• Invite older, singles, 

young couples, or ma
ture teenagers to sit with 
your family and help 
some of the children 
worship. 

• Review the sermon with 
your children after the
service in simple terms. 

• Find out the hymns and 
Sctipture verses for the 
upcoming service and 
go over them ahead of 
time with your children. 

Jesus Himself. In Matthew 19: 13-15, 

Jesus not only blesses the children 

who have been brought to Him, but 

also rebukes those who would pre

vent them from approaching Him: 


Then some children were 
brought to Him so that He 
might lay His hands on them 
and pray; and the disciples re
buked them. But Jesus said, 
"Let the children alone, and do 
not hinder them from coming to 
Me; for the kingdom of heaven 
belongs to such as these." And 
after laying His hands on them, 

He departed from 
there. 

Jesus not only in
sists on blessing 
these children, but 
later (in Matt. 21: 15
16) we find Him ac
cepting and delight
ing in the worship 
and praise of the 
children in the 
temple: 
But when the chief 
priests and the 
.. 

scribes saw the wonderful 
things that He had done, and 
the children who were crying 
out in the temple and saying, 
"Hosanna to the Son of David," 
they became indignant, and 
said to Him, "Do You hear what 
these are saying?" And Jesus 

said to them, "Yes; 
have you never 
read, 'Out of the 
mouth of infants 
and nursing babes 
Thou hast pre
pared praise for 
Thyself ?'" 

Matthew Henry's
Commentary on the
Bible says this about
the passage:

Praise is perfected 
out of the mouth 
of such; it has a 
peculiar tendency 
to the honor and
glory of God for
little children to
join in his praises; 

the praise would be accounted 
defective and imperfect, if they 
had not their share in it; which 
is an encouragement for chil
dren to be good betimes, and to 
parents to teach them to be so; 
the labor neither of the one nor 
of the other shall be in vain. 

We see from these two passages 
in Matthew that including our chil
dren in our worship of the Lord is 
something we owe not only to our 
covenant children, but also to our 
Lord. 

If we raise our covenant children 
in the worship of our Lord, we train 
them for joyful service in this life 
and the life to come. May God 
grant that we can say to them what 
Paul said to Timothy, "that from 
childhood you have known the sa
cred writings which are able to give 
you the wisdom that leads to salva
tion through faith which is in Christ 
Jesus" (2 Tim. 3: 15). 
Brenda Mix is a member of Hillcrest 
PCA in Seattle, Wash., and a student at 
Westminster Theological Seminary in 
Escondido, Calif. She quotes the NASB. 
Reprinted from New Horizons. 
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When EvangeDcaIs and 
CathoDes Get Together, 
Where Do Reformed BeDevers Fit? 

One of the most noteworthy 
events in American religion over the 
past five years has been the emer~ 
gence of the movement dubbed 
"Evangelicals and Catholics To~ 
gether." Though not sponsored by 
any organized church, "Evangelicals 
and Catholics Together" has been 
promoted by many prominent lead~ 
ers from Evangelical and Catholic 
circles. The movement has pro~ 
duced two major statements and 
has provoked a great deal of litera~ 
ture by supporters and opponents 
alike. Though its statements con~ 
fess that a number of unresolved is~ 
sues remain between the Evangeli~ 
cal and Catholic partici~ 
pants, these participants 
have pledged to work to~ 
gether on social issues 
and world evangelism, 
and have also penned a 
statement (entitled "The 
Gift 
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of Salvation") on t

every sign of being alive 
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and even world - reli~ 

gious life in the ne
century. . 
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Reformed believers, who are 
sometimes called "Evangelicals" 
and sometimes distinguished from 
them, may wonder what exactly to 
make of this movement. This essay 
will discuss the relationship be~ 
tween Catholics, Evangelicals, and 
Reformed. I offer this to the reader 
not as a definitive analysis, but as 
grist for reflection stemming from 
my opportunities to study theology 
at a Reformed seminary, an Evan~ 

gelical seminary, and now at a 
Catholic university. I will propose 
that Catholic and Evangelical the~ 
ologies show many important simi~ 
larities, and that the Reformed tra~ 
dition presents a distinct alternative 
to both. In light of the many com~ 
monalities between Evangelicals 
and Catholics, I will suggest that 
Reformed Christians should not be 
surprised to find people from these 
two camps discovering that they 
can agree on so many issues. Nor 
should they not be surprised if 
these ecumenical dialogues not 
only continue, but gain strength in 
the years to come. I will also sug~ 

. " 

sometimes serious, differences 
within these traditions themselves, 
and, hence, I will have to speak 
mostly about broad trends. It is par~ 
ticularly important for readers to 
note that some people whom we 
ordinarily identify as "Evangelicals" 
bear more resemblance to those 
whom this essay calls "Reformed." 
"Evangelical" will be used to desig~ 
nate the diverse community of con~ 
servative Protestants who do not 

gest to Evangelicals who 
are uncomfortable with 
these ecumenical dia~ 
logues, that they will find 
in the Reformed tradi~ 
tion a more clear and vi~ 
tal alternative to the 
Catholic tradition than 
they can find in most 
current Evangelicalism. 

A brief note before we 
proceed: This essay will 
be making many gener~ 
alizations about the the~ 
ology and practices of 
the various traditions. 
There are many, and 

belong to one of the confessional 
Protestant traditions (such as 
Lutheran or Reformed/Presbyte~ 
rian). 

CATHOLICS AND 
REFORMED ON 
NATURE AND GRACE 

There are many ways in which this 
analysis could be structured, but 
here is how we will proceed: We will 
first describe the important diver~ 
gences between Catholic and Re~ 
formed theologies on the relation~ 
ship between nature and grace, and 
then suggest that many Evan~ 
gelicals adopt positions which tend, 
at many points, to resemble more 
the Catholic than the Reformed po~ 
sition. To begin, let us briefly survey 
the general Catholic and Reformed 
views on nature and grace. 

Traditional Roman Catholic theology 
views the natural state of man as 
deficient in some way. It teaches 
that, even before the fall into sin, 
Adam needed a gift of grace 
super~added to his natural state if 
he was to live a perfect life, without 
succumbing to the lusts of the flesh. 
As part of the punishment for the 
fall, then, God stripped Adam of 
this gift. Adam, left in his natural 
state, was seriously weakened 
though not completely helpless. 
The work of God's grace in restoring 
the human race involves healing the 
wounds in man's nature caused by 
sin, and elevating and crowning the 
good things that remain in fallen 
human nature. The phrase "grace 
perfects nature" is often used to de~ 
scribe this perspective. Reformed 
theologians have adopted a differ~ 
ent view of the relationship be~ 
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tween nature and grace. The Re· 
formed tradition teaches that the natu· 
ral condition of humanity, as cre· 
ated by God, is one of holiness and 
righteousness, lacking in nothing in 
its ability to please and obey God. 
Though some Reformed theolo· 
gians speak of God's "grace" before 
the fall in order to capture the great 
truth that God was richly benevo· 
lent in creating Adam in such a 
state, it is my opinion that it is bet· 
ter not to speak of grace before the 
fall, given our affirmation that the 
nature of created man had no need 
of any super·added gift in order to 
be perfectly righteous. The Re· 
formed tradition has a higher view 
of human nature before the fall than 
does the Catholic tradition - but it 
has a lower view of human nature 
after the fall. Not simply wounded, 
man's nature has been thrown into 
bondage and death. Hence, grace 
acts not to perfect nature by build· 
ing on what good remains, but to 
bring in a new order of things. True, 
the identity of the individual person 
does not change with the influx of 
grace, but Reformed theology has 
stressed the fact that the saving 
work of grace gives believers a new 
heart, liberation from slavery, and 
resurrection from the dead. 

EVANGELICALISM ON 
NATURE AND GRACE 

Perhaps these disagreements be· 
tween Catholics and Reformed on 
nature and grace seem minor or 
technical. In fact, it would be diffi· 
cult to exaggerate the number of 
differences between the two tradi· 
tions which stem from the diver· 
gence on this foundational matter. 
Let us now look at some of these 
specific Reformed/Catholic differ· 
ences and investigate where the 
Evangelical community tends to fall 
in these debates. 

Human Sin and 
Cooperation with Grace 

First, and perhaps most obviously, 
there is the matter of natural hu· 
man ability to do good. As we de· 
scribed above, Catholicism teaches 

that one result of the fall was that 
God stripped humanity of the 
super·added gift of grace that had 
given natural man the ability to fully 
please God. Nature now inevitably 
commits many sins, yet it is not 
wholly prone to evil. Many virtues 
remain which may be developed in 
impressive and God·honoring ways. 
Reformed Christianity has coun· 
tered by asserting that human na· 
ture has been corrupted in all its 

Dutchman named James Arminius 
became most prominently associ· 
ated with many of the views of 
these dissenters. Though what has 
come to be known as "Arminianism" 
has been expressed in different 
ways in the following centuries, its 
main lines are clear: Humanity's fall 
into sin does not ultimately entail 
an inability to choose whether to 
accept or reject the offer of God's 
grace. It can be little doubted that 

this principal tenet ofparts. Though people 
Arminianism is taughtmay continue to perform 

outwardly good deeds, 
their natural hearts are 
opposed to God in every· 
thing and thus they are 
unable to do anything 
that is truly pleasing to 

in most Evangelical
churches. It is expressed 
in various ways, through 
defense of free will,
through emphasis upon
"decisions" for Christ, 

God. A second, and closely related 
point, involves the question of hu· 
man cooperation in salvation. Both 
Catholics and Reformed agree that 
salvation requires God's grace. But 
recall the differences we have de· 
scribed on the nature·grace rela· 
tionship. Because Catholics view 
grace as perfecting nature, they be· 
lieve that grace must always work 
hand in hand with nature, and never 
override it. Hence, it is necessary 
that nature cooperate with the work 
of grace by accepting what is offered 
through its own free decision. The 
Reformed view is, of course, much 
different. Because nature is wholly 
corrupted, it is unable to cooperate 
with grace. Grace does not come 
seeking cooperation with human 
nature, but to change human na· 
ture, to make human nature some· 
thing new, to give the sinner some· 
thing he did not previously possess. 
On these first two points, it seems ac· 
curate to say that the larger part of the 
Evangelical community has adopted a po· 
sWan more resembling the Catholic than 
the Reformed. Though the great Re· 
formers like Luther and Calvin 
clearly taught the total depravity of 
man and the inability of his sinful 
nature to cooperate with grace, 
there have always been Protestant 
dissenters from this position. Ap· 
proximately a century after the be· 
ginning of the Reformation, a 

and even through the emotional ap· 
peals made in the altar calls per· 
formed by some Evangelical 
preachers. In going this route, is it 
not the case that Evangelicals walk 
closer to Catholic theology than to 
Reformed theology? 

Missions and Evangelism 
Another point at which the Re· 

formed/Catholic differences on na· 
ture and grace have important con· 
sequences is on the issue of mis· 
sions and evangelism. As many 
Protestants know, when Catholicism 
makes its way into new cultures, it 
usually takes on a distinct local fla· 
vor. Very often Catholic practices are 
blended with the habits of the na· 
tive religions to form a synthesis 
which differs from the syntheses de· 
veloped in other lands. Undoubt· 
edly these syntheses are tolerated 
- and perhaps even encouraged - as 
a result of the Catholic teaching on 
nature and grace. Because grace is 
supposed to build upon nature, 
healing and elevating it, it is no sur· 
prise that Catholics would not want 
to supplant native religious prac· 
tices with their own practices so 
much as retain the good in the na· 
tive practices and perfect them 
through combining them with 
Catholic rites. Reformed missionar· 
ies have followed a different route. 
They believe that human beings, as 
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they live by nature, can devise no 
religious practices that are pleasing 
to God, but, as Calvin said, have 
hearts that are idol~factories. Hence 
they do not seek to build upon na~ 
tive religion, but to present a stark 
alternative. Here again, for the Re~ 
formed, grace does not crown na~ 
ture, but ushers in something new. 

As with the previous points, cer
tain Evangelical approaches to 
reaching unbelievers seem to re~ 
semble the Catholic perspective 
more than the Reformed perspec
tive. Perhaps this can be best seen 
in some practices advocated by 
what is often called "seeker-sen~ 
sitive" ministry, which has been 
quite popular in Evangelical circles 
in recent years. To reach non-Chris
tians, emphasis is placed upon 
making them feel comfortable in 
church, which means playing the 
kind of music they like and develop
ing a low-pressure environment in 
which to teach them about Chris~ 
tianity. As with Catholic missions, 
such Evangelical evangelism tends 
to present the Gospel
not as something radi
cally challenging the be~
liefs and lifestyle of the
unbeliever, but as
something which can
take the good of what is 
already there (e.g. 
popular contemporary
music) and build upon
it toward perfection.
Much of what character~
izes the non~Chris~tian
way of viewing the world 
does not need to be

 

'. 

knowing Christ. Catholic moral the~ 
ology distinguishes between the 
"acquired virtues" and the "infused 
virtues," the former consisting of 
moderation, courage, justice, and 
prudence, and the latter of faith, 
hope, and love. The acquired virtues 
were recognized by the ancient 
Greek philosophers, and are attain~ 
able apart from the revelation of the 
Gospel. The infused virtues are 
known through revelation, and 
build upon and perfect the acquired 
virtues. The ultimate goal of the 
moral and spiritual life of the 
Catholic is the beatific vision, the 
seeing of God in eternity. Christ is 
a key possession of Catholic spiri~ 
tuality, but there is not necessarily 
explicit communion with Him until 
a good way down the road of spiri~ 
tual advancement. Again, grace per
fects the good which nature can 
achieve. The Reformed view takes 
exception to the idea that moral 
and spiritual progress can be made 
apart from a conscious relationship 
with Christ. To the Reformed be~ 

liever, all attempts to 
reach toward the good 
and to God Himself are 
vain until one puts his 
faith in Christ. Once 
Christ is grasped, spiri~ 
tual pro~gress is inevi~ 
table, but until He is 
known, no progress is 
possible. Human nature 
itself is helpless to begin 
a journey to God; the 
grace of Christ is the 
heart of Reformed spiri~ 
tuality from first to last. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
challenged, but can be effectively 
used as a stepping~ stone for bring~ 
ing the elevating message of the 
Gospel. Does not such an approach, 
again, more resemble Catholicism 
than Calvinism? 

SpirituaUty 
Though there are other points we 

could also discuss, the final area 
that we will deal with in this section 
is spirituality. Catholicism teaches 
that the Christian life is built upon 
the good life attainable apart from 

Spirituality is something neces~ 
sarily difficult to describe because 
of its subjective and personal char~ 
acter. Yet it seems accurate to point 
out some similarities between cer~ 
tain strains of Evangelical spiritual~ 
ity and the Catholic understanding 
of the moral life which we have just 
set forth. Certainly Evangelicals 
view Christ as their Savior, with 
whom they look forward to eternal 
fellowship. But it also appears true 
that many Evangelical preachers do 
not believe that all genuine spiri

tual progress requires an explicit 
Christological basis. This is evident 
in much of their preaching, espe~ 
cially from the Old Testament. It is 
common to hear moral truths ex~ 
tracted from the various stories and 
prophecies of the texts, without 
hearing how the moral life must be 
grounded in the saving work of 
Christ and in our status as Christ's 
redeemed people. Ethical examples 
are frequently taken from the sto~ 
ries of Scripture without simulta~ 

neously showing of how Christ is 
the center of all Scripture, including 
its moral teaching. To the extent 
that Evangelical preaching and 
Evangelical laity accept the validity 
of such a spirituality, does not their 
vision of the Christian life concur 
with the Catholic position - that 
universally known virtues, apart 
from a explicit basis in Christ, can 
serve as legitimate steps on the lad~ 
der leading to spiritual maturity? 

WHAT ABOUT 
JUSTIFICATION AND 
SOLA SCRIPTURA? 

In response to what has just been 
written, some might claim that even 
if Evangelicals share these similari
ties with Catholics, there remains a 
fundamental gap between them on 
two crucial issues, justification and 
the sole authority of Scripture. While it 
is my judgment that these issues 
were and remain great doctrinal di
viders of the Catholic and Reforma
tion worlds, I also wonder whether 
most of the Evangelical community 
really understands these doctrines 
in the same way as did the Reform~ 
ers, and, therefore, whether these 
issues will really be iron-clad barri
ers against future "Catholic-Evan
gelical togetherness." 

Readers should not think that the 
doctrine of justification by faith 
alone - often called by Protestant 
theologians, the "article by which 
the church stands or falls" - is a 
matter understood in exactly the 
same way by all conservative Prot
estants. The heated debates that 
have arisen between conservative 
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Protestants as a result of "The Gift 
of Salvation" document may be 
proof of this point. Calvin and 
Luther - and the Reformed and 
Lutheran traditions which followed 
them - both affirmed strongly that 
justification entails not only the for
giveness of our sins on account of 
the sufferings of Christ, but also the 
imputation of the righteous obedience of 
Christ to us. That is, the Reformers 
recognized, as did the Catholics, 
that one must possess righteous
ness if one is to be justified. The 
Catholics affirmed that the righ
teousness which justifies is our 
own; the Reformers countered that 
the righteousness which justifies is 
Christ's, judicially credited to us by 
God's grace. The differ

Such a claim may seem strange, as 
it sometimes appears that 
Evangelicals have an even greater 
sense of the sole authority of Scrip
ture than do the Reformed. Re
formed communities have their 
creeds, confessions and catechisms, 
as well as clearly-defined church 
governments and authoritative 
teaching and ruling offices. To many 
Evangelicals these seem like com
promises with the idea that the 
Bible, and the Bible alone, is our 
standard. It is indeed difficult to see 
how Evangelicals who hold such 
views could ever make much ecu
menical progress with Catholics. 
What we might wonder, however, is 
how many Evangelicals would actu

ally hold firm if seri
ence is basic; yet how 
many Evangelicals un
derstand this, and how 
much teaching emanat
ing from Evangelical 
leaders clearly makes 
this distinction? I hope 
that I am wrong on this 
point, but I suspect the 

ously engaged by
Catholics on this point. 
"No Creed but Christ" 
Christianity is indefen
sible. The Bible itself 
teaches that there are
to be authoritative 
church offices. And 
simply because the 
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answer is: not many and not much. 
And if a large part of the Evangeli
cal community does not recognize 
the most basic point of controversy 
about justification - the point at 
which the Catholic and Reformation 
perspectives are seen in their 
clearest contrast - then should Re
formed believers be surprised if 
Evangelicals and Catholics continue 
their dialogues on salvation and 
continue discovering essential 
agreement rather than essential dis
agreement on what the Gospel is? 
If this indeed happens, perhaps we 
should not expect the doctrine of 
justification to serve as an 
uncompromisable issue for many 
Evangelicals. 

The other doctrine often seen as 
uncompromisable for Evangelicals 
is that of sola scriptum, the conviction 
that Scripture is the sole ultimate 
authority for Christian faith and life. 
There is also reason to wonder 
whether this doctrine will serve as 
an effective line in the sand be
tween Evangelicals and Catholics. 

;t I!f. .If
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Bible is our only standard for faith 
and life does not mean that we do 
not need to learn from the great 
teachers of the past. As someone 
like Calvin recognized, no individual 
ought to be so arrogant as to think 
himself capable of harvesting the 
manifold riches of Scripture all 
alone. Our Christian ancestors did 
not speak inerrantly, but they re
main necessary for us as guides and 
as partners in dialogue, In recent 
years, many Evangelicals have come 
to appreciate these facts - and have 
converted to Catholicism. The Ro
man Catholic Church undeniably 
offers a sense of identity, of history, 
of authority. Perhaps Reformed be
lievers should not be surprised if, in 
the years to come, many more 
Evangelicals who are challenged by 
Catholics on the issue of authority 
will find resistance difficult and 
jump, from a Reformed perspective, 
from one extreme to the other. 

CONCLUSION 
I have suggested that believers in 

the Reformed tradition should not 
be shocked to find intensified dia
logues between Evangelicals and 
Catholics, nor to find them discov
ering more and more similarities 
with each other. There should be 
little shock because there are many 
similarities. We as Reformed believ
ers ought to be aware of this if we 
are to properly respond to the 
Evangelicals and Catholics Together 
movement, and respond we must, 
because it is potentially too impor
tant to ignore. But it is also my plea 
to readers in Evangelical circles that 
they think about the course which 
they are on, and the theological 
choices which are before them. Per
haps some will see the Evangelical 
similarities with Catholicism and 
wish to head toward Rome. But per
haps many will recognize that the 
Reformed tradition offers the most 
distinct and powerful alternative to 
Catholicism, and choose to join us 
in our witness to Jesus Christ in the 
third millennium. 
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A---~r--' ttempts to understand 
the Colorado school mas~ 
sacre in purely secular 

terms fall painfully short: Would a 
kind word have helped the 
Trenchcoat Mafia? Did they have a 
bad self~image? Would anger~man~ 
agement techniques have helped? 
The mystery of iniquity - the rise of 
demonic evil in the heart of a child 
- goes much deeper than that. 

Adults tend to sentimentalize 
childhood, having blocked out of 
their minds what it was like. Few 
people can be as cruel to each other 
as children. There is no class sys~ 
tern more hierarchical, rigid and im~ 
pervious to social mobility than a 
school's pecking order. The "jocks," 
"preps," "druggies," "cow~ 
boys," "goths" and other 
cliques of a typical high 
school, exhibit a group 
identity, tribalism, and 
mutual hostility that is 
almost Balkan~like. 

Babies are lovable no 
matter what they do, but 
as Augustine pointed out, 
there is no better example 
of sheer egotistic, hedonis~ 
tic selfishness than a crying 
baby. The empirical fact of 
original sin means that "folly 
is bound up in the heart of a 
child." Raising children means 
teaching them to control their 
emotions and their actions. 
They must be civilized. They 
must undergo moral and spiri~ 
tual formation. 

This is the job of parents 
who apply a God~like love 
and a God~like discipline to the chil~ 
dren in their care, turning them 
eventually - with the direct help of 
God - into mature adults. In this 

~ 

I 

But then came the mass~pro~ 
duced, mass~marketed pop culture. 
Whereas the folk culture was con~ 

cerned to pass down 
traditional values, and
whereas the high cul~
ture was concerned
with excellence, the
culture is produced to
be bought and sold.
The commercialized
culture will give its cus~
tomers whatever they
want, so as to take their

The Youth 
Anti·Culture 

process, the culture is 
supposed to help. 

As Sociology 101 
points out, a prime task 
of every society is social~ 
izing its children. The 
young members of the 
society have to be taught 
its beliefs, customs and 
values, so that they can 
take their place in that 
society as adults, and so that the 
culture can perpetuate itself. This is 
primarily the task of the family, but 
the larger society also 
has an interest in its 

"Raisingchildren turning out  
right. children means  

The culture once ,teaching. them 
could be counted on  

....tQ ~ntrol.theirto support parents  

lar 

in the task of civi~ emotions and  
lizing their chil~ "<~UiiEiiuns:'!'T 

:~':b-';- idren. Today, 
the culture 

has almost become an 
obstacle. Instead of 

socializing chil~ 
dren, the cul~ 
ture now 
seems bent on 

turning them 
anti~social. 

Children's enter~ 
tainment used to rein~ 
force social values, 
from the moral lessons 
of Aesop's fables to the 
work~ethic idealism of 
a Horatio Alger novel. 

Saturday afternoon 
movies were filled with 

role models. Even popu~ 
songs for adolescents en~ 

couraged the culturally essential 
process of courtship, love and mar~ 
riage. 

 
 

money. The appeal is to their de~ 
sires. And, original sin being what 
it is, some of the deepest and most 
lucrative desires are sinful. 

Today's mass~marketed youth cul~ 
ture is more of an anti~culture. It 
appeals to the anti~social, destruc~ 
tive and self~destructive impulses 
that are bound up in the heart of a 
child. Today's popular music, 
manufactured for the youth market, 
generally scorns authority, lauds il~ 
licit sex, and lifts up pleasure as the 
only good. In many cases now, it 
goes even further, wallowing in 
overt evil. Gangster rap, now a fa~ 
vorite of white suburban teenagers, 
glamorizes rape, drugs and murder~ 
ing police officers. Death metal 
spins dark fantasies of vampirism, 
sadistic sex, and demon worship. 
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Marilyn Manson sings songs about 
kids murdering parents. 

Do such artifacts cause its fans to 
commit violence such as the Colo
rado killings? Obviously, few of the 
fans of Marilyn Manson actually 
carry out what they are listening to. 
But the aesthetic appeal is that of 
transgression: the thrill of rebellion, 
the tang of evil. Most listeners are 
content to enjoy such degradations 
in the privacy of their imaginations. 
Even though they never act them 
out, the spiritual impact remains. A 
very few are not content with the vi
carious experience of evil, but want 
to play it out in the real world. 

Members of the Trenchcoat Mafia 
were fond of hard-core death metal 
music, the kind with Nazi imagery. 
They played the bloody video game 
Doom and watched the critically ac
claimed motion picture Natural Born 
Killers over and over again. Cer
tainly, there are many fans of these 
works of art who have never killed 
any of their classmates. But the 
question remains, are these arti
facts helpful in the moral and spiri
tual formation of children? 

That children would think vio
lently transgressive music, video 

games, and movies are 
"cool" may be understand
able, given their immatu
rity. But they are too 
young to come up with 
such things themselves. 
The most subversive artifacts of 
the pop culture are written, pro
duced, and sold to children by 
adults. Corporate execu
tives and stockholders old 
enough to be their parents 
- who are, in fact, parents 
themselves - are cashing 
in on the corruption of 
children. Is this the sign of 
a healthy culture? Or are 
we becoming more like 
animals that eat their 
young? 

Our society seems 
blithely unaware that, in its 
refusal to enculturate chil
dren in a positive way, it is 
committing cultural suicide. The 
weekend after the Colorado killings, 
Marilyn Manson played in Milwau
kee. Even while the newspaper is 
filled with anguished human inter
est stories and indignant editorials, 
the paper's entertainment section 
features a respectful interview with 

Mr. Manson. "I try to 
show people that every
thing is a lie - pick the 
lie you like best" says 
Mr. Manson, "and I hope 
mine is the best." The 
entertainment critic 
wrote that Mr. Manson's 
message is really noth
ing more than those 
time-honored rocket roll 
teenage virtues of indi
viduality, independence 
and rebellion. 

That so many of our children turn 
out as well as they do is a tribute 
to heroic parenthood. It is a bitter 
irony that parents now feel they 
have to protect their children from 
their own culture. 

Reprinted from World magazine May 8, 
1999. 
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he late Bishop Fulton J. 
Sheen once preached a 

sermon in which he said, 

to. Some rock groups advocate sa
tanic rituals, the others sing of open 
rebellion against parental and other 
authority, others sing of killing ba
bies." 

On Sunday Gore ducked a ques
tion from NBC's Tim Russert about 
whether President Clinton should 
convene a summit meeting of CEOs 
whose companies produce violent 
and sexually explicit "entertain
ment," saying, "it's up to them to 
decide what to do." This is leader
ship? 

Why are so many teenagers so an
gry? it isn't that they don't have 
enough stuff. One of the alleged 
killers in Littleton drove a BMW. it 
is that parents are not giving them 
enough time. Love time. Quiet 
time. Quantity time. Supervisory 
time. With too many two-parent 
workers, children get the message 
that career and things are more im
portant than they are. in their hun
ger for significance, they turn to 
other sources of fulfillment and 
other means of discharging the an
ger that builds up in them. 

The solutions to this problem will 
be difficult and, for many parents, 
unpleasant. But when a house is 
burning, you are less concerned 
about water damage than about 
putting out the flames and saving 
the structure. 

Many need to pull their 
children out of public 
schools and educate them 
at home or in private, paro
chial schools where they will 
learn that God loves them 
and they have a place in His 
universe. The television set 
should be tossed out of 
homes where children re
side. Too many kids have 
TV's in their bedrooms. 
They take in the garbage un
supervised. And similarly 

on the computer where parents 
need to install some kind of inter
net-filtration system that will keep 
unsuitable material from curious 
eyes. Parents and children need a 
steady diet of good books. The 
sound of silence and the transmit
ting of good ideas is preferable to 
what Aldous Huxley once said 
about radio in another era: "(It) is 
nothing but a conduit through 
which prefabricated din can flow 
into our homes. And this din goes 
far deeper, of course, than the ear
drums, it penetrates the mind, fill
ing it with a babel of distractions 
news items, mutually irrelevant bits 
of information, blasts of corybantic 
or sentimental music, continually 
repeated doses of drama that bring 
no catharsis, but merely create a 
craving for daily or even hourly 
emotional enemas." How much 
more true of television. 

Some parents may have to con
duct search-and-destroy missions 
in their teenager's room, tearing 
down posters that depict violence 
and sex, throwing out music CD's 
with violent and hate-filled lyrics. 
But all this must be accompanied 
by a radical reversal of parental be
havior. Parents must pledge to 
cease the pursuit of the golden calf 
and focus instead on repairing their 
damaged families. 

Other formulas have failed. This 
will not. While shootings are rare, 
alienation isn't. That we have sur
rendered civilization doesn't mean 
we can't get it back. But the process 
must begin now. 

Los Angeles Times Syndicate 

Surrendering 

Our Civilization 


"However much we gain by what we 
call the advance in civilization, 
something has to be surrendered "" 
The empty soul which feels its emp
tiness seeks to put itself in a state 
of irresponsibility." 

Has anyone thought of a better 
explanation for the tragedy that fell 
on Littleton, Colorado recently? 

President Clinton proposed the 
politician's solution. He wants 
more money for emergency teams 
"to help communities respond 
when tragedy strikes." He has it 
backward. What is needed are 
emergency teams to prevent trag
edy before it strikes. Those teams are 
already available, and the only cost 
associated with them is time. They 
are called parents. 

The empty souls of too many of 
our children are producing unful
filled lives. Only a few resort to the 
type of violence that has horrified 
the nation, but many youngsters 
suffer an internal moral and emo
tional wasteland. if we are serious 
about the kind of intervention nec
essary to rescue the next genera
tion, we will have to do something 
so radical it will be transforming. 

Tipper Gore, who has been mute 
lately on music and music videos 
since she and Susan Baker 
launched the Parents Music Re
source Center, emerged on the Sun
day talk shows. Fourteen years ago, 
before her husband ran for presi
dent the first time and decided criti
cism of the entertainment industry 
was not good for campaign dona
tions, Tipper Gore said, "Rock mu
sic has become pornographic and 
sexually explicit, but most parents 
are unaware of the words their chil
dren are listening to, dancing to, • 
doing homework to, falling asleep 
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John Calvin, the Man 
ontinued exposure to popu~ 
lar American evangelical re~ 
ligion has revealed to me 

once again how completely a~his~ 
tori cal modern Christianity has be~ 
come. People use terms with no un~ 
derstanding of their origin or mean~ 
ing and strongly react to what they 
mistakenly think is the truth. This 
could not be more apparent than 
when reference is made to John 
Calvin. It is akin to a "curse word" 
in some circles to be called a Cal~ 
vinist. Who was this man John 
Calvin? 

JOHN CALVIN: 
THEMAN 

John Calvin, one of greatest Chris~ 
tian thinkers ever, was born July 10, 
1509, in Noyon, France, the second 
of five children. His father. Gerard 
Chauvin, was a man of some means 
and secretary to the bishop of 
Noyon. John became a chaplain at 
the ripe old age of 12! He later ex~ 
changed this office for a higher pay~ 
ing position. While still in his teen 
years he became aware of the Ref~ 
ormation in Germany which was led 
by the former Augustinian monk 
Martin Luther (1483~ 1546). 

Calvin's mother, Jeanne la France, 
died while he was still young. Thus 
at the age of 14 John was sent away 
to the University of Paris for study 
to become a priest of the Roman 
Catholic Church. In 1528 the univer~ 
sity granted him his M. A. degree, 
before he reached the age of 19. His 
father demanded that he take up 
the study of law (due to a conflict 
with the bishop of Noyon). He ob~ 
tained a doctor of law degree in 
1531, the year of his father's death. 
His first book was a commentary on 

Senecca's De Clementia, published in 
1532. He was a well~read scholar 
and even after his conversion en~ 
couraged the reading of pagan writ~ 
ers who had God~given skills which 
could profit believers. Insight into 
this aspect of his thinking can be 
seen in a comment appearing in 
Calvin's commentary on Titus where 
he writes: "All truth is from God; 
and consequently, if wicked men 
have said anything that is true and 
just, we ought not to reject it; for it 
has come from God." 

Calvin's conversion to saving faith 
in Christ was sometime between 
1532 and 1534. (He later wrote that 
before his conversion to Christ he 
had "an obdurate attachment to 
papistical superstitions.") In his 
own words, written in the Preface to 
his Commentary on the Psalms, he says 
simply, "God by a sudden conver~ 
sion subdued and brought my mind 
to a teachable frame." In 1534, 
seemingly as a result of his conver~ 

had to flee for their lives! Such was 
the life of a faithful reformer in that 
time. The Catholic Church would 
later write of Calvin, "[He wasl the 
most daring, subtle, adroit, [andl 
successful enemy of the church of 
God Ii. e., Romel." Calvin fled to 
Basel, Switzerland, where he stud~ 
ied the fathers of the church and 
early Christian theology. For the 
next three years he was forced to 
travel about, mostly for personal 
safety, in France, Switzerland and 

sion to Christ, he sur~ 
rendered his lucrative 
clerical office and be~ 
gan to write as a Chris~ 
tian scholar. His first 
book, De Psychopannychia 
(On the Sleep of the Sou!), 
was a polemical treat~ 
ment of the heretical 
soul sleep doctrine of 
radical Anabaptists. He 
also wrote a preface to 
Olevitan's French trans~ 
lation of the Scriptures. 

Italy. 
By 1539 he clearly understood the 

work of reformation, displaying his 
burden in A Reply to Cardinal Sadolet, 
a book in which he stated his will~ 
ingness to lay down his life for the 
truth of the Gospel. Luther referred 
to this book as one which "has 
hands and feet." 

HIS GREATEST WORK: 
THE INSTITUTES 

His greatest written 
work was to be The Insti~ 
tutes of the Christian Reli~ 
gion, a systematic theol~
ogy of the Bible which is 
erudite, yet profoundly 

clear and devotional. 

The first edition, which 

has only seven chapters, 

appeared in 1536 before 
Calvin reached his 
twenty~eighth birth~

day! This work was ad~ 
dressed to the King of 

In 1533 Calvin became a friend of 
Nicholas Cop, who was to become 
rector of the University of Paris. The 
two advocated a more spiritual 
church, advancing many principles 
of the Reformation. Eventually they 

.
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France, Francis I, as a defense of the 
Biblical faith. The final revision was 
made in 1559 and is more than five
times longer than the first edition, 
 containing 79 chapters. If you have 
never read it I strongly urge you to
do so. You may feel put off by the 
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size or the title but believe me, this 
is life-changing material. (Purchase 
the two-volume set published by 
John Knox/Westminster Press in the 
Library of Christian Classics edition, 
edited by the late Ford Lewis 
Battles.) 

Calvin wrote a catechism, Instruc
tion in the Faith, and a liturgy for the 
reformation of public worship, The 
Form of Ecclesiastical Prayers and 
Hymns. He also wrote commentaries 
on most of the books of the Bible, 
covering the entire New Testament, 
except 2 and 3 John and Revelation. 
(It interests me how many wise men 
in the history of the church have 
struggled with Revelation while so 
many lesser men in our time are so 
"sure" they fully comprehend it!) 

After completing the first edition 
of the famous Institutes Calvin ap
pears to have desired a career of 
writing for reformation from the 
academic tower of scholarship. 
Providence dictated otherwise, for 
which I am profoundly grateful. He 
left Basel to go to Strasbourg where 
the wealth of his family would sus
tain him in writing. Due to warfare 
between Francis I and the Emperor 
Charles V he had to detour for a 
single night in Geneva. Here he was 
met by William Farel who desper
ately needed a younger man to help 
in the reforming efforts ongoing in 
the city. He threatened Calvin by 
saying, "I speak in the name of Al
mighty God. You make the excuse 
of your studies. But if you yourself 
refuse to give yourself with us to 
this work of the Lord, God will curse 
you, for you are seeking yourself 
rather than Christ." Wow! How 
would you sleep after such counsel? 

Calvin spent a sleepless evening, 
and Ronald Wallace adds that he 
"was stricken with terror," as if the 
"hand of God from heaven" were ar
resting him. He submitted to Farel 
and became his pastoral associate 
in Geneva. The government later 
opposed them because they de
manded a more Biblical pattern of 
public worship. This necessitated 
that they flee the city. Calvin finally 

got to Strasbourg where he met 
Martin Bucer, who had a profound 
theological impact upon him. Here 
he lectured and ministered to a 
small congregation as pastor. Here 
he also interacted with Lutheran 
Reformers and Roman Catholic 
scholars. In 1540, at the age of 31, 
he married Idelette de Bure, the 
widow of a former Anabaptist, who 
died only nine years after they were 
married. She gave birth to three 
children as John's wife, all of whom 
died in infancy. In addition to these 
pains Calvin himself suffered physi
cally throughout his entire life. His 
personal hardships were incredible. 
Lesser men would have quit. (The 
story of Idelette has been written by 
Mrs. Edna [Uohn] Gerstner. and is 
in print from Soli Deo Gloria, PO. 
Box 451, Morgan, Pennsylvania 
15064, for those who would like to 
read about this remarkable woman.) 

THE RETURN TO 
GENEVA TO COMPLETE 
THE REFORMATION 

In September 1541 the church in 
Geneva, again under Farel's leader
ship, begged him to return when 
the situation had changed for the 
better. He knew hardship awaited 
him. It was his conviction that God 
wanted him to go as "a sacrifice to 
the Lord." He went, remaining un
til his death, May 27, 1564, at the 
age of 54, having literally burned 
himself out. During these later years 
he continued to experience incred
ible opposition to reformation. Only 
from 1555 till his death did he see 
some measure of fruitfulness in his 
reforming cause. His health grew so 
bad that in his final years he was 
sometimes carried to the pulpit to 
preach. Yet he loved the Gospel and 
labored in preaching it almost ev
ery day in Geneva! 

John Calvin was noted, by those 
who knew him, for eminent humil
ity, teachableness and a willingness 
to forgive others who had wronged 
him. He was also quick to ask for 
forgiveness. He confesses he had a 

fiery temper at times. In writing to 
Bucer he noted: "My struggles are 
not greater against my vices, which 
are very great and numerous, than 
against my impatience; and my ef
forts are not wholly useless. I have 
not, however, been able yet to con
quer that ferocious animal." 

He was a pastor who loved his 
people tenderly. >,.. """'d' 

He wrote of Piety'~1ic 
itself: "True piety 
consists ... in a 
sincere feeling 
which loves God'.
as Father as 
much as it fears and reverences 
Him as Lord, embraces His righ
teousness, and dreads offending 
Him worse than death." He believed 
the Christian life was to be a life of 
self-denial, of resignation to the 
sovereign will and purpose of God! 
Bearing the cross of Christ should 
manifest itself in personal concern 
for the things of God. He was given 
to much prayer and spoke of it as 
"the principal exercise which the 
children of God have" and that 
prayer is "the true proof" of saving 
faith. He was neither a Pietistic es
capist nor a joyless legalist, as the 
following makes plain: "We are no
where forbidden to laugh, to be sat
isfied with food ... or to be delighted 
with music, or to drink wine." 

Further, Calvin was a great evan
gelist and missionary leader. He 
personally labored to bring many to 
faith in Christ. He would frequently 
distribute tracts in the open air and 
speak with people directly. He 
trained and sent hundreds of mis
sionaries, especially into his native 
France. Of all the Protestant Re
formers, Calvin had the clearest 
missions vision and heart. 

"WILL THE REAL JOHN 
CALVIN STAND UP?" 

Calvin was by no means right in 
all that he did or taught. No one is. 
He made some bad decisions, in
cluding consenting to the death of 
the infamous Servetus (a heretic). 
He also developed a reforming pat
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tern that was at times more rigid 
than a proper New Covenant em~ 
phasis would warrant. But he has 
been so maligned by modern writ~ 
ers and preachers that the true story 
of one of the church's greatest 
saints has been virtually lost to 
modern believers. I can still remem~ 
ber when I first heard the name of 
John Calvin. I deduced, quite falsely, 
that here was a man who was "aus~ 
tere, overly rigid, and the promoter 
of the kind of predestination doc~ 
trine that kills missions 

be led along by a careful teacher 
who deeply loves Christ and grasps 
the full~orbed God~centeredness of 
divine revelation. 

Calvin's symboL which can still be 
seen in Geneva, is an outstretched 
hand holding a burning heart, of~ 
fered up to God with the motto: "My 
heart, 0 Lord, I offer as a sacrifice 
to God - promptly and sincerely." 

Interestingly, when he died, 
Calvin's lone request was that he be 
buried in an unmarked grave. His 

request was honored. 
and evangelism. Here 
was a man who surely 
set back the cause of pi~ 
ety and revival." 

My view in those early 
years was given to me 
by others. This view is 

Thus we have, even in 
his last actions, a dis~ 
play of his genuine hu~ 
mility before a gra~

cious, sovereign and 
glorious God. How un~ 
like most who influ~ 

captured in the words of a famous 
evangelist who said of John Calvin, 
some years ago, "Calvin has ... 
caused untold millions of souls to 
be damned." The Oxford Dictionary of 
the Christian Church, a generally help~ 
ful source, comments falsely that 
Calvin was "the virtually unopposed 
dictator of Geneva." Yet Charles H. 
Spurgeon, admittedly the greatest 
preacher of the past century and a 
soul~winner who stands above all 
others, wrote, "The longer I live the 
clearer does it appear that John 
Calvin's system is the nearest to 
perfection." French philosopher 
Montesquieu wrote that the people 
of Geneva "should bless the birth~ 
day of Calvin." I ask, then, will the 
real John Calvin please stand up? 

1 introduce you to Calvin's life for 
a specific reason. To be labeled a 
Calvinist is not an awful thing, es~ 
pecially if it is understood what a 
Calvinist really is. Calvin himself did 
not create a system of theology; even 
the system often attributed to his 
name developed after his death. He 
did powerfully rediscover the great 
Pauline truths of God and grace in 
the clearest manner in his age. 
Read him for yourself. Don't let men 
keep you from this vast treasure of 
solid Biblical truth. If you read 
Calvin, not simply about him from 
those who write about him, you will 

ence the church in our man~cen~ 
tered era. 

VALUABLE RESOURCES 
WHICH WILL HELP YOU 

In addition to the aforementioned 
works of John Calvin, I encourage 
those who are interested in the life 
of this great Reformer to purchase 
several useful books, including: 

W. Gary Crampton, What Calvin 
Says. The Trinity Foundation: 
Hobbs, New Mexico, 88240, P O. 
Box 1666, 1992. An excellent 
overview. Much of what 1 have 
shared above came from read~ 
ing Crampton's introduction to 
John Calvin. 

Graham Miller, Calvin's Wisdom: 
An Anthology Arranged Alphabeti~ 
cally. Carlisle, Pennsylvania: 
Banner of Truth, 1992. The best 
volume of its kind. Highly rec~ 
ommended to the general 
reader for seeing Calvin's over~ 
all wisdom in almost any area 
of interest. 

John Calvin, The Necessity of Re~ 
forming the Church. Old Paths 
Publications: 223 Princeton 
Road, Audubon, New Jersey 
08106. With an introduction by 
my friend, Dr. Robert Godfrey, 
President of Westminster Theo~ 

logical Seminary West, this vol~ 
ume is a great little book which 
will get you into some of 
Calvin's important teaching that 
is so desperately needed today. 

Ronald Wallace, Calvin: Geneva 
and the Reformation. Baker Book 
House: Grand Rapids, 1988. An 
extremely useful volume of es~ 
says, both biographical and 
theological. 

Alister E. McGrath, A Life of John 
Calvin. Blackwell: Oxford, 1990. 
An important academic work 
that should be read after you 
have read the other books men~ 
tioned. 

There are other valuable books 
that might be out of print, in~ 
cluding Jean Cadier, The Man God 
Mastered, and T. H. L. Parker, John 
Calvin: A Biography. 

I have not given an exhaustive list. 
I have tried to give extensive infor~ 
mation to lead you in the right di~ 
rection. You can always call my 
friend, Fred Huebner at Cumberland 
Valley Bible Book Service (717) 249~ 
0231 for in~print books and further 
help. His address is PO. Box 613, 
Carlisle, Pennsylvania 17013. 

I heartily recommend that you get 
your Calvinism from the Bible and 
from John Calvin's writings, not 
from his critics and even from some 
friends who zealously misrepresent 
his theology. You will be a stronger 
and better Christian if you get to 
know this man. 

'oftn H. Armstrong is director of Ref~ 
ormation & Revival Ministries, Inc. 

Reprinted from Reformation & Revival 
Update, March~April 1995. 
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Revenge Never 

Settles the Score 


find it sadly instructive 
that what took place on a 

massive scale in Europe a 
half-century ago is being repeated 
in the same region today - Serbs 
"cleansing their country of long
held animosities that run deep into 
the soul." Yet would it surprise you 
to know that this is only the latest 
round of group homicide? The point 
is, it's always someone hating 
somebody else as deep-seated bit
terness and hatred enrages and 
then engages the mind to violent 
acts of the most unspeakable kind. 

I can tell you with certainty that 
all the bombs and infantry in the 
world will never cure what ails these 
benighted souls of the Balkans or 
any other region of our globe. The 
totalitarian iron fist of Communism 
put a lid on the pot of violence for 
something less than 70 years, but 
as soon as the outside pressure was 
gone the centuries-old venom blew 
the lid off the pot once again. So 
what is the answer if the might of 
NATO and the coercion of the 
United Nations can't bring this ra
bid dog of hatred to heel? The an

At the core of all this 
grotesque inhumanity is 
a heart of unfor
giveness. Philip Yancey 
makes an interesting 
point when he informs 
us that "Nazi Germany 
... included the Serbs in 
their ethnic cleansing" 
campaign during World 
War II. True, in the 
1990s the Serbs killed 
tens of thousands, but 
during Nazi occupation 
of Balkan territory in the 
1940s, the Germans and 

swer, my friends, is the 
gospel of grace. 

When Gordon Wilson 
lost his daughter to a 
1987 EPA bomb, his re
sponse shocked the 
world. Under five feet 
of brick and concrete, 
he heard Marie say her 
final words, "Daddy, I 
love you very much." 
How many of us would 
have emerged from 
that man-made tomb 
only to dedicate their 
life to the destruction 

Croats killed hundreds of thousands 
of Serbs, Gypsies and Jews." 

In this most recent war, Yancey 
goes on to say, "German neo-Nazis 
enlisted to fight alongside the 
Croats, and units of the Croatian 
Army brazenly flew swastika flags 
and the old Croatian Fascist sym
bol. 'Never again,' the rallying cry 
of Holocaust survivors, is also what 
inspired the Serbs to defy the 
United Nations and virtually the en
tire world. Never again will they let 
Croats rule over territory populated 
by Serbs." 

of those responsible for this atroc
ity? 

But Gordon, a devout Christian, 
spoke these words from his hospi
tal bed: "I have lost my daughter, 
but I bear no grudge. Bitter talk is 
not going to bring Marie Wilson 
back to life. I shall pray, tonight and 
every night, that God will forgive 
them." 

Odd - that sounds vaguely famil
iar doesn't it? Something akin to, 
"Father, forgive them for they know 
not what they do." A newspaper 
later wrote, "No one remembers 

what the politicians had to say at 
that time. No one who heard Gor
don Wilson will ever forget what he 
confessed ... His grace towered over 
the miserable justifications of the 
bombers." 

It was the heart of forgiveness 
brought on by the forgiveness that 
Wilson experienced at the hands of 
his Savior that enabled him to for
give the unforgivable and to go on 
to help heal the wounds of his 
homeland. When he met with rep
resentatives of the Irish Republican 
Army who were responsible for the 
bombing, he forgave them and 
asked them to lay down their arms. 

And what is true of nations and 
ethnic groups is true of individuals. 
"The hatred of the heart engendered 
by bitter spouses or rejected sons 
or abused daughters or church
damaged parishioners or a host of 
other categories is all around us." 
But to quote Yancey a last time, 
"Apart from forgiveness, the mon
strous past may awake at any time 
from hibernation to devour the 
present. And also the future." Pray 
for the Balkans - yes! But pray for 
yourself, as well. 

Rev. Gary Cox is minister of Meadowview 
Reformed Presbyterian Church (PCA). 
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The Importance of Balance 

have a friend who is a 

fountain of wise sayings, 
many of which are inspired 

by the wisdom of Scripture. When 
dealing with a person or a marriage 
or some other circumstance which 
is a "work in progress," for example, 
he'll often say "don't count the 
score at half time!" His point: wait 
until God is finished working His 
grace before you give up and pro
claim a failure. 

One of my favorite sayings of his 
is: "You can fall off a bridge on ei
ther side!" This one has particular 
pastoral implications, all of which 
sound the same alarm: "Avoid ex
tremes on either side." 

Now, any saying can be abused, 
forced to say something unrigh
teous. I'm reminded of the poll re
cently that reports that Americans 
are profoundly frightened of any
thing "fundamentalist," including 
both fundamentalist Moslems (i.e. 
terrorists) and fundamentalist Chris
tians. The answer is not, of course, 
to become a middle-of-the-road 
Christian, who willingly embraces 
liberal theology. That's not what is 
meant by "you can fall off a bridge 
on either side." 

But any study of history reveals a 
pendulum effect. That is, people and 
movements tend to move to ex
tremes, and then to retreat, often to 
the opposite extreme. That can be 
true politically, where one genera
tion is so rigidly conservative that 
compassion is lost. The next gen
eration embraces liberalism that is 
so unprincipled that order is lost. It 
can also be true in the church. Re
cently, I've observed a couple of 
good examples. 

L

BIBLICAL BALANCE ON 
CHURCH GROWTH 

The first has to do with "church 
growth." Anyone familiar with the 
North American church scene over 
the last quarter century is familiar 
with the term. A few men of God 
looked around some 30 or 40 years 
ago, and didn't like what they saw. 
The church in the USA was either 
dead in its orthodoxy, or liberal in 
its theology, bent on social action, 
but unconcerned with the plight of 
lost souls. In reaction, an evangelis
tic emphasis developed which soon 
became a comprehensive theology, 
complete with large tomes and a 
"school" of thought called The 
Church Growth Movement. And the 
movement has dominated much of 
American Evangelicalism ever 
since. Scarcely can you go to an 
evangelical church without hearing 
the mantra, "a church that isn't 
growing is dying!" 

Trouble is, not that much Biblical 
thinking goes into defining "growth" 
these days. The assumption that 
growth always and only means nu
merical growth goes largely unchal
lenged. Result? Churches today all 
around the country focus on what 
will bring in the numbers. Balloons 
and clowns in the parking lot? Sure, 
why not! Dumb down the preaching 
to avoid giving offense? Sadly nec
essary. Build the entire service, in 
fact, around the so-called "seeker"? 
What a grand idea! 

But notice how different that is 
from a balanced Biblical view. 
Clowns and balloons? No way. But 
a warm-hearted congregation that 
actively and seriously seeks the sal-
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vation of the lost, where each mem
ber is challenged to invite friends 
and relatives who don't know Christ 
to a Bible study or to worship? 
That's Scripturally commanded! 
Dumb down the preaching? God for
bid! But avoid jargonistic language 
and speak clearly in the language of 
the people so that they can hear the 
preaching? Absolutely! Build the 
entire service to satisfy the taste of 
the seeker? Nope. But be sensitive 
to the presence of guests, praying 
that they will come, warmly wel
coming them, explaining to them in 
the worship service why you do 
what you do and sing what you 
sing? Simple graciousness and love 
demands no less! 

You can so neglect evangelism 
that your church becomes a bastion 
with walls to keep people out, or 
you can so embrace "church growth 
theory" that your church becomes a 
circus-like assembly hall, not a true 
church. You can fall off a bridge on 
either side! 

BIBLICAL BALANCE IN 
VITALITY 

A recent book by Jim Cymbala 
called Fresh Wind, Fresh Fire, 
(Zondervan, 1997) caught myatten
tion last week. Loaned me by a 
friend (trying to tell me some
thing?), I couldn't put it down. 
Cymbala is the pastor of the Brook
lyn Tabernacle, a church of some 
6,000 members in New York. Narrat
ing his own gripping pastoral life's 
story, Cymbala reflects sad frustra
tion with the superficiality of much 
of modern "church growth" Chris
tianity that is more concerned with 
numbers than with spiritual health. 



L 
I 

At the same time, he won't tolerate 
any liberal trifling with the text of 
Scripture or with any weakening of 
the message to satisfy the itching 
ears of a modern audience. Finally, 
he despises the dry, numb, Spirit~ 
resisting stuff of traditionalism, espe~ 
cially worship traditionalism, de~ 
spite the abundant evidence that 
many of the people of God are 
shriveling up spiritually. He realizes, 
to expand my friend's wisdom say~ 
ing, that you can fall off a bridge on 
anyone of three or more sides! 

Instead, Cymbala pleads for prayer 
as the principled practice which 
must rekindle the contemporary 
church. By prayer, of course, he 
doesn't mean merely rote sayings 
recited before God, or formal struc~ 
tural elements in a canned liturgy. 
He means the Spirit~empowered 
passionate heart for the Lord that 
results in His people crying out to 
Him in repentance, seeking Him in 
worship, laying before Him the bur~ 
dens of their lives and of their world 
in intercession, delighting in Him in 
fellowship and community, and cel~ 
ebrating the Holy Spirit's answers to 
those prayers in testimonials to His 
grace and mercy. In short, prayer 
functions for Cymbala as a synonym 
for spiritual vitality, for spiritual intimacy 
with God, as a sign of true faitli 

Cymbala's book won't make all of 
the readers of this column happy. 
He sounds outright charismatic at 
times, and certainly challenges 
some Reformed traditions, if not 
theological and liturgical asser~ 
tions. But when he does so, he does 
so with a careful appeal to the text 
of Scripture, and with genuine re~ 
spect for that text. We can learn 
much from him, and avoid falling 
off the two sides of a bridge that 
lures many Reformed churches 
these days: on the one side, a head~ 
long rush into whatever is contem~ 
porary; on the other, a stubborn 
clinging to traditionalism that stifles 
all spiritual vitality. 

Or, as another friend recently ob~ 
served about many Reformed 
churches whom he believes com~ 
pletely ignore the powerful working 
of the Holy Spirit: "they're 5~point 
Calvinists and 2~point Trinitarians." 
Let's not fall off that bridge! 

Dr. Sittema is pastor of Bethel CRC in 
Dallas, TX. 
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ast month, we observed 
that, even as a young tree 

(twig) needs to be attached 
stake (rod) in order to 

grow and tall, so too a child 
needs to be attached to a rod - the 
Word of God applied - to grow 
straight and tall spiritually, because 
his nature is sinful and his direction 
needs to be reversed. Parents are 
the agents God has chosen to at~ 
tach that rod of correction (the 
Word of God applied). 

HOW DO PARENTS 
A1TACH THE ROD? 

IA column for 
Parents and Teachers 

For parents, the carving process 
involves talking about God's truth 
"when you sit at home, and when 
you walk along the road, when you 
lie down and when you get up" - in 
other words, all the time. All of life is 
to be lived in God's presence. Par~ 
ents are also to "carve" by tying 
God's truths "as symbols on your 
hands," and by binding them "on 
their foreheads," thus increasing 
their children's awareness of their 
own accountability to God for what 
their hands touch and do, and for 
what their minds entertain. 

Parents are also exhorted to "write 
them on the doorframes of 
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you today are to be upon 
your hearts." He then laid out the 
method by which this was to occur. 
"Impress them on your children." In 
today's parlance, the word "impress" 
is not too impressive. What the 
original word "impress" really 
means is to "carve." Parents are not 
to merely "acquaint" their children 
with the truths of God. They are ac~ 
tually to carve these truths of God 
upon their children so that they are 
literally framed and shaped by them in 
much the same way that the famous 
sculptor Michelangelo carved out of 
an unyielding block of marble, his 
beautiful Pieta. 

digm shifts have been 
achieved by small numbers of 
people - for example, the feminist 
movement by the NOW organiza~ 
tion of women, and the New Age 
mass~marketing of pagan spiritual~ 
ity called New Age thinking. If all 
closet Christians would obey the in~ 
junctions of Deuteronomy 6 (which 
are not options), the impact on our 
culture would be enormous. It's be~ 
cause too many parents who call 
themselves Christians have not pas~ 
sionately and joyfully pursued the 
mandates of Deuteronomy 6, that 
pagan thinking and behaving is suc~ 
ceeding. Too many Christian par~ 
ents are afraid of saturating their 
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children with God, causing them to 
rebel. But that will not happen if 
parents enforce the truths of God 
consistently, model their own con
formity to God's standards and sur
round their teaching, discipline and 
modeling with love, prayer and sen
sitivity to the maturation level of 
their children. 

Important times for parents to 
utilize for the nurture of their chil
dren are Sunday afternoons for cat
echism preparation (which is suffer

... 

call out, "Tell him I'm gone." What 
message does that send to the 
child? 

Early in my teaching career, a stu
dent sauntered into my class carry
ing a briefcase. There was general 
giggling and nervous chit-chat sur
rounding the briefcase until the bell 
rang. I said nothing. At break time 
the student picked up his briefcase 
and headed toward the door where 
I was standing. "Tim," I said, "you 
may go, but the briefcase stays 

ing seriously today), here." I stood my ground 
mealtimes and bed against vehement pro
times. These can be op tests from Tim and his 
portunities for regular friends. When the room 
instruction in and dis emptied out, I closed the 
cussion of the Word of door and opened the 
God, perhaps using dif briefcase. Not com
ferent sections of the pletely surprised, I found 
Scripture for each. it filled with porno
Choose good Bible graphic pictures of nude 
storybooks for the women. I shared the pic
younger children, good tures with the principal 
devotionals and study at the end of the day and 
materials for the older we discussed what to do 
children. Insist on meals about the situation. It 
together, especially morning and 
evening as much as possible. That 
may involve talking to school 
coaches as it did in our case. Bed
time devotions were always my fa
vorite time as a mom. Different age 
children went to bed at different 
times, which gave me the opportu
nity to share the successes and fail
ures, joys and frustrations of the 
day, as well as relevant portions of 
Scripture and prayer. When the chil
dren turned twelve, they began hav
ing their own private bedtime devo
tions. As parents, we just checked to 
make sure there were systematic 
and regular devotions happening. 

Model 
It almost goes without saying that 

Christian parents should model 
what they teach to their children. 
But it does need saying. In my experi
ence as a teacher in Christian 
schools for many years, I have seen 
notes written by parents to excuse 
their child's absence for illness, 
when in fact, the student was using 
the day for a different purpose. 
Does that send a message to a child 
that truth is relative, depending on 
what is convenient? When a tele
phone call came at an inopportune 
time, I've heard "Christian" parents 

was decided that I should present 
the pictures and discuss the 
student's possession of them with 
the parents at the upcoming parent
teacher conference. 

Their conference was the day be
fore my wedding. Only mom 
showed up. She was devastated and 
admitted that the pictures came 
from her husband. She was the 
president of Mother's Club and all 
she could say was, "What will 
people think of me when they find 
out?" I assured her that no one 
would find anything out from me, 
only from her son. It was impossible 
to get her to focus on the devastat
ing impact these pictures and the 
example of her husband would have 
on Tim's future. Even when she 
called my home, late that night, af
ter our wedding rehearsal, talking 
for more than an hour, she was 
completely absorbed, not with her 
son's future, but with the soil this 
was on their family reputation. 

As it turned out, Tim ended up on 
Skid Row in Chicago where he lay 
drunk in the gutters for many years. 
One day God lifted him up and led 
him to Pacific Garden Mission 
where he became miraculously con
verted - all praise to the Lord! On 
last report, I learned that Tim fin
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ished college and has for some 
years now, served as a principal of 
a small Christian school. He never 
married. How deep were the 
wounds of a parent's deviant behav
ior. But how amazing the love of 
God! This is a dramatic and unusual 
story, but the tragic scars of parents' 
behavior abound. 

Parents, your example is a crucial 
factor in the development of your 
child. In II Thessalonians 3: 6-10 
Paul says, "In the name of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, we command you 
brothers to keep away from every 
brother ... who does not live accord
ing to the teaching you received 
from us. For you yourselves know 
how you ought to follow our 
example ... a model for you to follow." 

Discipline 
A dictionary defines discipline as 

"training that develops self-control, 
character, or orderliness and effi
ciency." For the Christian parent this 
means the use of whatever interven
tion is appropriate to correct their 
child's nature and reverse his sinful 
direction. But discipline has fallen 
on hard days in our culture. Hu
manism has convinced too many 
Christian parents that discipline 
hinders true freedom and self-fulfill
ment. It has created a misunder
standing of love which causes some 
parents to say, "I love my children 
too much to spank them." For some 
parents, discipline is just too much 
work. But the important thing for 
Christian parents to understand is 
that discipline is not man's idea; it 
is God's and it is not optional. The 
real issues are: 1) Do we love God 
enough to obey Him? And 2) Do we 
love our children enough to admin
ister the correction needed to place 
them on the path which leads to 
eternal life? 

Hebrews 12:7-11 say: "Endure 
hardship as discipline; God is treat
ing you as sons. For what son is not 
disciplined by his father? If you are 
not disciplined (and everyone un
dergoes discipline), then you are il
legitimate children and not true 
sons. Moreover, we have all had hu
man fathers who disciplined us and 
we respected them for it. How much 
more should we submit to the Fa
ther of our spirits and live! Our fa
thers disciplined us for a little while 
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as they thought best; but God dis
ciplines us for our good, that we 
may share in his holiness. No dis
cipline seems pleasant at the time, 
but painful. Later on, however. it 
produces a harvest of righteousness 
and peace for those who have been 
trained by it." 

DO ALL THREE WITH 
LOVE 

Parents have been called by God 
to teach and discipline their children, 
as they model what mature Christian 
behavior looks like. But all three 
processes must be permeated with 
love, and that love must be obvious 
to the children. Hebrews 12: 5 and 
6 say, " My son, do not make light 
of the Lord's discipline, and do not 
lose heart when he rebukes you, be
cause the Lord disciplines those he 
loves, and he punishes everyone he 
accepts as a son." In Revelation 3: 19 
Christ says, "Those whom I love I re
buke and discipline." Should we as 
Christian parents do any less? 

DO ALL THREE 
Our focus now is on the whole 

picture: teaching, disciplining and 
modeling. "You can't have one with
out the others." 

If all a parent does is teach, it is 
not enough. If a parent's life (mod
eling) is a contradiction of that 
teaching, even in ways that are con
sidered to be small transgressions, 
the teaching is diminished. If a par
ent teaches well, but does not en
force that teaching (discipline). the 
teaching will be blunted. 

Similarly, if a parent disciplines, 
but without Biblical teaching, the 
discipline is at best. incomplete. If 
the parent disciplines, but creates a 
different set of rules for himself (no 
modeling). the impact of the disci
pline evaporates and generates hos
tilities. 

And finally, if a parent only mod
els the Christian life, it will always 
make a positive impact; but without 
Biblical teaching and enforcement 
of that teaching (discipline) to go 
along with the modeling, the impact 
will be short-lived, a weak memory 
in the heart of the child. 

The point I want to emphasize is 
that a parent must do all three con
currently and consistently through-

L

out the unfolding years of his child's 
life in order to make a lasting im
pact. 

HOW DOES THE ROD 
FUNCTION? 

The rod functions with firmness - no 
"love pats," no "grandma's paddle" 
covered with cotton batting. If the 
discipline doesn't hurt, it is not 
hard enough. "No discipline seems 
pleasant at the time, but painful. 
Later on however. it produces a har
vest of righteousness and peace for 
those who have been trained by it" 
(Hebrews 12: 11). 

The rod functions with speed. Don't 
wait for dad to come home. Don't 
wait until it's convenient. It never 
will be. Don't wait until your child 
is older. You will lose the war. Don't 
wait at all! 

The rod functions with proportionate 
application. Don't overcorrect; don't 
under-correct. For smaller infrac
tions, use lesser punishments. One 
father I know thrashed his son and 
grounded him for a week for failing 
to bring out the trash. But a "little 
lie" his son told went unpunished, 
even unnoticed . Are there "little 
lies" with God? "Deceit and false
hood I abhor," says the Lord. Is it 
worse to steal a thousand dollars 
than to steal a penny? Stealing is 
stealing. All sin is an affront to the 
holiness of God. Therefore, parents 
and children alike, "Pursue holi
ness," for "without holiness no one 
will see the Lord" (Hebrews 12:14). 

The rod functions with reasonable 
expectations, physically and mentally. 
It is, for example, wrong for a par
ent of a retarded child to expect 
him to memorize ten verses, and 
punish him when he doesn't. It is 
wrong for a parent to demand hard 
labor from a child with physical 
handicaps. On the other hand, for 
normal children, tiredness and ill
ness are usually not good reasons 
to refuse obedience. If children are 
too ill or too tired to go to school 
for example, they need to go to bed 
and stay there. Parents discipline 
for two things: 1) Willful disobedi
ence to reasonable expectations, 
and 2) Sinful attitudes. 

The rod functions with consistency. 
One author has said, " It is not only 
the severity of correction that brings 

obedience, but the certainty of cor
rection as weI!." What Johnny gets 
punished for one time, he gets pun
ished for every time. Very quickly he 
will stop the wrong behavior. No re
peated parental request for obedi
ence: "Johnny, pick up the toys ... I 
said, 'Pick up the toys' ... PICK UP 
THE TOYS!" No increase in paren
tal decibel level; no idle threats; no 
1, 2, 3!!! In fact, no warning systems 
at all! No partial obedience 
"Johnny pick up all the toys." So 
Johnny picks up most of the toys and 
the parent accepts that. The lack of 
total compliance will transfer to 
more serious concessions later on, 
and will cause the developing child 
to take God less seriously as weI!. 

THE WRAPUP 
Your child is a precious gift to you 

from God. He loans the child to you 
and you, in complete dependence 
on God, train the child for God. 

Your child is an image-bearer of 
God who needs to be surrounded 
with covenant nurture based on the 
Word of God applied. That nurture is 
primarily home-based, but must be 
reinforced (not contradicted or cir
cumvented) by the church and 
school. Parents must provide this 
nurture by teaching, modeling and 
discipline, all permeated by love. 
Their goal is to equip their child to 
function as a believing prophet. 
priest and king spiritually, in rela
tionships (socially). and within and 
sometimes over against the culture. 

Obviously, parents are themselves 
sinful and cannot fulfill this stupen
dous task perfectly. But that fact 
may never serve as an excuse for 
not stretching every nerve and ex
hausting every resource in "pressing 
on" to this high goal of parenting in 
Christ Jesus. If we desire God's 
blessings, we must do things His 
way. His expectations are high - and 
they are not optional. 
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Concomitants of the 
Second Advent: 
The Final State, the Doctrine of Eternal Punishment (I) 

II 

THE PROBLEM OF THE 
DOCTRINE 

Now that we have considered the 
subjects of the resurrection of the 
dead and the final judgment. two of 
the "concomitants of the second 
advent." our study of the Bible's 
teaching regarding the future brings 
us to the subject of the final state. 
Here, as with many aspects of the 
Bible's teaching about the future, 
we enter territory that is only 
broadly described in the Scriptures. 
Much of what. in our curiosity, we 
would like to know (or think we 
know) about the future is not told 
us. Only the important and neces~ 
sary truths are. I will attempt to stay 
with these, therefore, in what fol~ 
lows, resisting the temptation to 
wander off into uncharted territory. 

Even if I am fairly successful. how~ 
ever, in remaining within the 
boundaries of Scripture on the topic 
of the final state, there is no avoid~ 
ing the obvious fact that one side of 
the Bible's teaching about the final state, 
namely, the eternal punishment of the un~ 
believing and impenitent in hell, is today 
either neglected or disapproved. This is 
only a polite way of saying: the doc~ 
trine of eternal punishment is to 
most people, in the environment of 
post~Christian and post~modern 
North American culture, simply ab~ 
horrent and unacceptable. Nothing 
can more quickly compromise a 
person's credibility today than the 
discovery that they believe the doc~ 
trine of hell in anything like its his~ 
toric Christian understanding. In~ 
deed, it is hard to imagine a doc~ 
trine more at odds with the affec~ 
tion of moderns for the virtues of 
"tolerance" and "openness."1 What 

could be more offensive to modern 
sensibilities than the conviction 
that those who do not believe in 
Christ or repent at the preaching of 
the gospel are destined to suffer 
eternally in hell? 

A quick glance at recent treat~ 
ments of the doctrine of hell readily 
confirms its unpopularity. Authors 
speak of Hell on Tria1,2 The Other Side 
of the Good News,3 "On Banishing the 
Lake of Fire,"4 and The Problem of 
Eternal Punishment. 5 Roman Catholic 
theologians speak of "anonymous" 
Christians (Karl Rahner) or of a 
larger hope that all will be saved.6 

Even among evangelical authors, 
alternative views of the final state 
for those who are not saved are be~ 
ing affirmed. The doctrine of hell, 
never an easy doctrine to affirm, has 
become the subject of renewed dis~ 
cussion, most of it by those who are 
looking for some alternative to the 
traditional view. At no time has it 
been more unpopular. even within 
the church, to affirm the doctrine of 
everlasting punishment. 

THE HISTORIC OR 
TRADITIONAL VIEW 

Due to the unpopularity of this 
doctrine and the frequent attempts 
to revise it today, even within con~ 
servative evangelical contexts, it is 
necessary to begin with a brief 
statement of the historic position of 
the church on the subject of hell. 
Only against the background of this 
historic understanding can we 
evaluate the more common revi~ 
sions to this understanding that are 
being proposed. What has the or~ 
thodox Christian church historically 
taught regarding the doctrine of 
eternal punishment or hell? 
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If I were to summarize the doc~ 
trine in my own words, it would go 
something like the following. All 
those persons whom God does not 
save through the work of Christ will 
be, subsequent to the resurrection 
and the final judgment. consigned 
to hell. Hell, though its exact nature 
and location remain somewhat un~ 
determined, will be a place of un~ 
ending punishment for God's en~ 
emies. Those who have lived in en~ 
mity against God will find them~ 
selves forever banished from His 
blessed presence, in a state of con~ 
scious awareness of His disfavor. 

Among the Reformation confes~ 
sions, the following statements well 
represent this traditional Christian 
understanding of hell: 

And therefore the consideration 
of this judgment is justly ter~ 
rible and dreadful to the wicked 
and ungodly, but most desirable 
and comfortable to the righ~ 
teous and elect; because then 
their full deliverance shall be 
perfected, and there they shall 
receive the fruits of their labor 
and trouble which they have 
borne. Their innocence shall be 
known to all, and they shall see 
the terrible vengeance which 
God shall execute on the 
wicked, who most cruelly perse~ 
cuted, oppressed, and tor~ 
mented them in this world, and 
who shall be convicted by the 
testimony of their own con~ 
sciences, and shall become im~ 
mortal, but only to be tor~ 
mented in the eternal fire which is 
prepared for the devil and his angels 
(Belgic Confession, Art. 37). 

The end of God's appointing 
this day is for the manifestation 
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of the glory of his mercy, in the 
eternal salvation of the elect; 
and of his justice, in the dam~ 
nation of the reprobate, who are 
wicked and disobedient. For 
then shall the righteous go into 
everlasting life, and receive that 
fullness of joy and refreshing, 
which shall come from the pres~ 
ence of the Lord; but the wicked 
who know not God, and obey 
not the gospel of Jesus Christ, 
shall be cast into eternal tor~ 
ments, and be punished with 
everlasting destruction from the 
presence of the Lord, and from 
the glory of his power 
(Westminster Confession of Faitn, 
Chap. XXXIII.ii). 

Though these confessional state~ 
ments set a proper standard of so~ 
briety and reserve in what they say 
about hell, and though their focus 
remains primarily fixed upon the 
comfort that God's people derive 
from the gospel and its promises, 
they clearly affirm a doctrine of eter~ 
nal punishment. The language 
used, echoing that of the Scriptures, 
underscores the reality and horror 
of hell as a place of unceasing, con~ 
sciously felt punishment upon the 
wicked and unbelieving. With an 
economy of words, these confes~ 
sions affirm what the orthodox 
Christian church has always taught 
respecting the doctrine of hell. Even 
though they do not attempt any de~ 
tailed description of hell as a place 
of eternal punishment, they clearly 
affirm its reality. 

IDENTIFYING THE 
ALTERNATIVES 

If this is the shape of the historic 
doctrine of the church, what are 
some of the more common alterna~ 
tives to this doctrine that are being 
proposed today? Without attempt~ 
ing to be exhaustive in what follows, 
the chief alternatives to the historic 
doctrine are universalism and 
anninilationism. Each of these alterna~ 
tives takes various forms, but, for 
my purpose, I will mention only the 
most important variations among 
them. 

Universalism 
Universalism is the teaching that, 

in the end, all men will be saved. No 

human being will ultimately fail to 
enjoy the fulness of salvation, by 
whatever means or route that salva~ 
tion be obtained. Universalism can 
take, broadly speaking, one of two 
forms: pluralistic or Cnristian. 7 Plural~ 
istic universalism teaches that there 
are many ways of salvation, the 
Christian faith being one among 
them, each of which has its own le~ 
gitimacy and integrity. Cnristian uni~ 
versalism teaches that Christ is the 
one way of salvation which all will 
ultimately travel. either in this life 
or in the life to come. 

In its Christian expression, univer~ 
sal ism affirms that Christ alone is 
the Mediator and Savior of all. No 
one will obtain salvation apart from 
the saving work of Christ. However, 
this saving work is universal in its 
scope or reach; no one will finally 
be lost or suffer eternal punishment 
in hell. All human beings without 
exception will be saved through the 
work of Christ. Christian universal~ 
ism, like pluralistic universalism, is 
able to accommodate various forms 
and expressions. Sometimes, for 
example, those who advocate a 
Christian universalism will include 
the provision for a second opportu~ 
nity for people to be saved after 
death, or they may speak of a period 
of purgatory, subsequent to death, 
during which some are fitted for the 
enjoyment of salvation as they suf~ 
fer a temporary punishment for the 
sins committed in this life. 

Annihilationism (conditional
immortality) 

Annihilationism is the view that, 
with the exception of those who are 
saved and enjoy everlasting life in 
God's presence in the life to come, 
all those who are lost will ultimately 
be annihilated. Those who are lost 
will not suffer any unending tor~ 
ment in hell. Rather, the punish~ 
ment of the wicked will take its fi~ 
nal form in their extinction. The 
punishment of the wicked will be 
eternal in the sense of result, but not 
in the sense of experience. 

Annihilationism can and does 
take many forms.s It is clearly the 
most tempting and therefore dan~ 
gerous alternative to the traditional 
doctrine of hell among evangelicals 
today. In the form of what is called 
conditional immortality, it has capti~ 

vated an increasing number of 
evangelical theologians, some of 
them of considerable ability and in~ 
fluence.9 As this language suggests, 
conditional immortality teaches 
that only those who meet the con~ 
ditions for benefiting from Christ's 
saving work (however those condi~ 
tions be described) will obtain im~ 
mortality. All others will be annihi~ 
lated, either immediately upon 
death or subsequent to a limited 
period of suffering or punishment 
after death. In its most common 
evangelical form, the annihilation of 
the lost will take place after tney nave 
endured some kind of punisnment for tneir 
sin and disobedience. So far as the doc~ 
trine of hell is concerned, condi~ 
tional immortality denies any doc~ 
trine of unending or conscious tor~ 
ment of the wicked. 

Since this common form of 
annihilationism, conditional im~ 
mortality, is the most subtle and 
dangerous alternative to the his~ 
toric doctrine of eternal punish~ 
ment, I will focus upon its argu~ 
ments in what follows. If the argu~ 
ments of the more conservative de~ 
fenders of this view cannot be sus~ 
tained - as I believe they cannot 
then it follows that the more radi~ 
cal denials of the doctrine of hell 
cannot be sustained either. Conse~ 
quently, I will conclude this article 
by noting the primary objections to 
the doctrine of hell often cited by 
advocates of conditional immortal~ 
ity. In my next article, DV, I will pro~ 
vide a response to these objections. 
By responding to these objections, 
the biblical case for the traditional 
doctrine of hell will be presented. 

THE PRIMARY 
OBJECTIONS 

Among contemporary advocates 
of annihilationism or conditional 
immortality, there are several objec~ 
tions to the traditional doctrine of 
hell that are commonly raised. 
Though these objections may not 
be stated in the same way or have 
the same degree of importance 
among different advocates of this 
position, they tend to recur in the 
writings of those who oppose the 
doctrine of eternal punishment. 1o 
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The first and perhaps most impor
tant objection to the doctrine of 
eternal punishment is the claim 
that the Bible speaks of the ulti
mate destruction of the wicked (e.g. 
phil. 3: 19; 1 Thess. 5:3; 2 Thess. 1:9; 
2 Pet. 3:7). The idea of destruction, 
it is argued, suggests the annihila
tion, the ceasing-to-be, of the 
wicked, rather than their continued 
existence in a situation of torment 
or punishment. In the Scriptures 
and in our ordinary use of this lan
guage, destruction usually means 
the cessation of something's exist
ence. Edward Fudge, an influential 
defender of annihilationism whose 
1982 book, The Fire That Consumes, II 
was an alternative selection of the 
Evangelical Book Club, argues that 
this is the uniform testimony of the 
Old and New Testaments. The de
struction of the wicked after the fi
nal judgment means simply that 
they are removed from existence. 

A second and related objection to 
the doctrine of eternal punishment 
appeals to the biblical imagery used 
to describe this punishment. Just as 
the language of destruction sug
gests complete cessation of exist
ence, so the imagery of fire suggests 
a process or act whereby 
the sinner is completely 

punishment takes advan
tage of the apparent ambiguity in 
the language of "eternal." In the his
tory of the church, the parallel be
tween "eternal" life and "eternal" 
punishment in a passage like Mat
thew 25:46 has been a basis for ar
guing that hell is a place of unend
ing punishment. However. manyad
vocates of the doctrine of annihila
tion maintain that. in the case of 
eternal punishment, this need only 
mean that the punishment has an 
unending result or consequence. It 
does not require the conclusion 
that the punishment involves an 
unending awareness of God's judg
ment. Annihilation is an eternal 

punishment, but only in the sense 
that ttsconsequences never end. 

In addition to these more directly 
biblical objections to the doctrine 
of eternal punishment. there are 
several objections of a more theo
logical nature. These objections 
raise questions about the consis
tency of the doctrine of eternal pun
ishment with other doctrines clearly 
taught in the Bible. 

The first of these theological ob
jections and the fourth objection 
that I will mention argues that the 
doctrine of hell is incompatible with 
what we know of the love of God. 
The horrible prospect of God's pun
ishing sinners unceasingly in hell 
for their sins seems repugnant to 
the love and goodness of God, es
pecially as this has been revealed in 
the gospel. Those who raise this 
objection insist that God could not 
possibly eternally punish the sinner 
in hell, were He a God of love. Clark 
Pinnock, a leading evangelical pro
ponent of the doctrine of annihila
tion as an alternative to the doc
trine of hell, has put this objection 
in the strongest terms: 

Let me say at the outset that I 
consider the concept of hell as 

endless torment in 
body and mind an out

consumed. Like the "...the doctrine rageous doctrine, a 
burning of the chaff at of eternal theological and moral 
the return of the Judge in enormity, a bad doc
Matthew 3: 12, so the puniShment is trine of the tradition 
burning of the wicked at to most which needs to be 
the last judgment will ut changed. How can 
terly destroy and remove people...simply· 

Christians possibly
them. abhorrent and project a deity of such 

The third objection to cruelty and vindictiveunacceptable." the doctrine of eternal ness whose ways in
clude inflicting ever

lasting torture upon his crea
tures, however sinful they may 
have been. Surely a God who 
would do such a thing is more 
nearly like Satan than like God, 
at least by any ordinary moral 
standards, and by the gospel 
itself ... Does the one who told 
us to love our enemies intend 
to wreak vengeance on his own 
enemies for all eternity?I2 

The fifth objection to the doctrine 
of eternal punishment is similar to 
the fourth in that it argues that this 
doctrine is incompatible with what 
we know of the justice of God. If jus

tice in its most basic meaning has 
to do with due proportion or receiving 
one's due, this objection maintains 
that an eternal punishment of the 
sinner in hell would be a punish
ment that outweighed the crime. 
The doctrine of hell, it is objected, 
teaches that a limited offense will 
receive at the hands of God an un
limited penalty. But this is mani
festly unjust. It would be a clear 
case of the punishment being far 
more weighty and grievous than the 
crime committed. 

The sixth and last objection to the 
doctrine of hell argues that it would 
mar the perfection and glory of the 
eternal state. To say that God's pur
poses in history would terminate in 
part with the eternal punishment of 
the wicked in hell, seems to suggest 
that the redemptive work of God in 
history will fall short of bringing 
about the fulness of blessing and 
joy. The beauty of paradise regained 
will be marred by the continued and 
eternal presence of sinners under 
the judgment of God in hell. Con
sequently, the eternal joy and per
fection of God's kingdom will have 
to compete with the jarring re
minder of sin and sin's conse
quences. According to this objec
tion, the consummation of God's 
purposes in history would then be 
a little bit like a story without an al
together happy ending. The joy of 
heaven would be muted by the 
presence of hell. 

To these objections and the bib
lical case for the doctrine of eternal 
punishment. I will turn in my next 
article. 

FOOTNOTES 
I 	 The limits of tolerance, ironically, are qUickly 

met, when you affirm or defend the doctrine 
of eternal punishment! I do not mean to sug
gest by these comments that it is only today 
that the doctrine of hell has become an un
popular one. Certainly, there is something in
trinsically difficult about this doctrine. Indeed, 
if God has no delight in the death of the 
wicked (Ezek. 18:23), surely the same ought 
to be true among those who are His children. 

2 	 Robert A Peterson, Hell on Trial. The Case for 
Eternal Punishment (Phillipsburg, N[: Presbyte
rian & Reformed, 1995). 

3 	 Larry Dixon, The Other Side of the Good News. 
Confronting the Contemporary Challenges to [esus' 
Teaching on Hell (Wheaton, IL: BridgePoint, 
1992). 

4 	 Chapter 13 of D. A Carson, The Gagging of God. 
Christianity Confronts Pluralism (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1996). It should be observed that 
Carson does not favor "banishing" the doc
trine; he is describing the tendency to do so 
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II Houston: Providential Press, 1982. The title 
of Fudge's book says it all 
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CHRISTIAN GROUP PROPOSES NEW TV WARNING FOR HOMOSEXUAL CONTENT 
WASHINGTON, D.C. (EP) ~ Television programs already carry content advisories for violence, sex and vulgar 
language. Martin Mawyer, president of the Christian Action Network, would like to add one more warning label: 
"HC" for homosexual content. 

In a letter to Federal Communications Commission Chairman William Kennard, Mawyer requested an ap~ 
pointment to discuss his proposal. "Parents have a right to be warned about programs depicting acts of homo~ 
sexuality on television," he said. "Members of our organization have become increasingly disgusted with the 
amount of homosexuality in television programming. More than two dozen homosexual characters are portrayed 
weekly on network television alone. Unless these producers are trying to promote a secret agenda, they should 
have no problems alerting parents that their programs contain homosexual content." 

As an example of programming which should carry the new warning label, Mawyer cited a short film titled 
"Cowboy Jesus," which depicts Jesus as a lesbian who engages in sex with Mary Magdalene. 

"Without warning, this program was aired on public access cable in Arlington, Virginia," Mawyer said. 
"The shock value of this program speaks for itself. But even more shocking was that this program was aired 

without any warning whatsoever. Our 'He' warning label will give parents the choice they need to decide which 
programs their children should be viewing." 
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KEVORKIAN SENTENCED 
FOR ASSISTED SUICIDE 
PONTIAC, Mich. (EP) ~ Physician-as
sisted suicide advocate Dr. Jack Kevorkian 
was sentenced to 10-25 years in prison 
for his role in the 1998 killing of Thomas 
Youk, whose videotaped death was 

broadcast on the CBS newsmagazine "60 
Minutes." Youk suffered from Lou 
Gehrig's disease. 

"You had the audacity to go on national 
television, show the world what you did 

said Oakland County Circuit Judge Jessica 
Cooper during an April 13 sentencing 
hearing. "Well, sir, consider yourself 
stopped." 

Cooper told Kevorkian, "You said you 
invited yourself here to make a final 
stand. You invited yourself to the wrong 
forum." Cooper emphasized that the ver
dict was "not about the political or moral 
correctness of euthanasia. It was all 
about you, sir." 

Kevorkian, 70, was also sentenced to 
serve three to seven years for delivery of 
a controlled substance. The sentences 
will run concurrently. He will be eligible 
for parole in six years and eight months. 


