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TAKEIT-orLEAVEIT?
Thomas and Laurie Vanden Heuvel
For its entire history the Christian Reformed Church
(CRC) has operated on the standards of 1) the Word of
God,2) the confessions and 3) the Church Order.
The CRC 1994 Synod decided on the basis of these standareis that the office of elder, minister and evangelist are
open to qualified men only as clearly stated in Scripture
and the Church Order. The rule of the
Church Order is that decisions of synod
are"settled and binding unless they are
proved to be in conflict with the Word
of God and the Church Order" (Article
29).
But Synod 1995 did not even bother
to deal with the decision of 1994. It ignored it. It looked at it as a bothersome
burr. It offered what it called a "compromise" by declaring that the word
"male" could be "inoperative" for
those who do not feel comfortable with
it. The result is that the Church Order
itself has become inoperative.
This synod also bypassed the"check and balance" provision of the Church Order which is the ratification process. It too has become "inoperative" on the women in
office issue.
Let's take a closer look at each of these.

COMPROMISE - OR BETRAYAL?
Very skillfully with no documentation from Scripture,
Synod 1995 declared that 1) both views on women in office (closing the offices and opening the offices) are acceptable within our denomination; 2) the issue is not a
confessional one; 3) it does not impact one's salvation;
therefore synod will compromise not by changing the
Church Order Article 3, deleting the word II male" which
is the only legal thing to do, but by issuing a "supplement" to Article 3 which allows a classis to declare the
word "male," stated in Article 3 as a requisite for office,
to be "inoperative," and, in cases where a classis will not
declare the word"male" inoperative, a church within that
classis may do so by itself. And further, in Reconunendation 2c, synod defies all rules of simple logic by declaring that this solution avoids the danger of congregationalism." If this is not congregationalism, what is?
Is this a compromise? Certainly not. It is a BETRAYAL
of the trust that conservatives in the CRC had in the integrity of synodical proceedings and the protection of a
Church Order which clearly states: "ConfeSSing male
members of the church who meet the biblical requirements are eligible for the offices of minister, elder and
evangelist" (Article 3a- violated by Synod 1995); "the
decisions of the assemblies shall be considered settled
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and binding, unless it is proved that they conflict with
the Word of God or the Church Order" (Article 29 - violated by Synod 1995); "a request for revision of a decision shall be submitted to the assembly which made the
decision. Such request shall be honored only if sufficient
and new grounds for reconsideration are presented" (Article 31 - violated by Synod 1995); "no substantial alterations shall be effected by synod in these matters unless
the churches have had prior opportunity to consider the
advisability of the proposed changes" (Article 47b - violated by Synod 1995); "this Church
Order, having been adopted by common consent, shall be faithfully observed, and any revision thereof shall
be made only by synod" (according to
the above stipulations-editors) (Article
86 - violated by Synod 1995).
Ironically, the above "solution" of
Synod 1995 to the issue of women in
office (which was legally settled in
1994) was based on Overture 62 submitted to Synod 1995 by the Council of
Woodlawn CRC (Grand Rapids, MI),
signed by Ina De Moor, clerk (wife of
Calvin Seminary Church Polity professor). In the Christian Courier, Mr. Bert Witvoet, reporter, states: "Dr. Henry
De Moor, professor of church polity and church administration at Calvin Seminary, was the person who drafted
the overture on women in ecclesiastical office that
Woodlawn CRC sent to synod. This overture became the
basis of the report that synod adopted and which allows
a classis to declare the word 'male' in Church Order Article 3a to be inoperative."

THE PERFECT SQUELCH
Not only has Synod 1995 betrayed the conservatives in
the CRC who still operate according to commonly agreed
upon rules, but it destroyed that recourse we would have
had by way of the ratification procedure on this issue. By
attaching the provision by which a classis or a congregation can declare the word "male" to be inoperative, to
the Church Order Article 3a as a Supplement, rather than
a Church Order change, they made it impossible for the
conservatives to claim their right to ratify this supplement provision.
But what game are we playing here? Church Order
Article 3a states: " Confessing male members of the
church who meet the biblical requirements are eligible
for the offices of minister, elder, and evangelist." The
newly adopted supplement states: "A classis may, in response to local needs and circumstances, declare that the
word 'male' in Article 3a of the Church Order is inoperative, and authorize the churches under its jurisdiction to
ordain and install women in the offices of elder, minister,
and evangelist."
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Does this supplement enlarge upon or clarify what Article 3a of the Church Order says (as all other supplements do)? No, it CONTRADICfS what Church Order
Article 3a says. Is there any precedent for this? Is there
any justice here? Certainly such a devious maneuver as
was engineered by Synod 1995 was not envisioned by
those who failed to protect the supplement procedure by
a ratification process. They could never have expected
the broadest assembly of a church of Jesus Christ to violate its own rules and sanction its own contradictions.

RECOMMENDATIONS REVISITED
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The Majority Report of Synod 1995 on Women in Office
sold its package on the basis of seven recommendations.
Some of the content of those recommendations has already been critiqued; but allow us to reflect on a few more
items.
Recommendation 3 places a number of strictures on
women who serve as elders and ministers. But as several
delegates observed, the 1995 decision is simply "a step
in the right direction." It does not satisfy the proponents
of women in office, but everyone knows (the conservatives as well) that Synod 1995 simply opened the door to
women in office, and in due time (probably a short time)
most, if not all, of the strictures will be removed. The time
may even come, sooner than we think, that women in
office w ill be required of all congregations. Do not say
this cannot happen. It has happened in other communions. We remember that in discussions prior to the CRC
opening the door to women deacons, predictions were
made concerning the inevitability of women becoming
elders and ministers in the CRC, and the predictors were
denounced and ridiculed for their "slippery slope mentality." The rest is history.
Recommendation 3f prohibits synodical agencies from
appointing women as ministers of the Word to any field
of labor within their jurisdiction, and from seeking to have
them installed by a local church.
We have two questions. First, if women in office is in
fact a Biblical given as Synod 1995 insists (Recommendation 1a), then why shouldn't agencies implement women
ministers? This prohibition certainly could not be salve
for the wounded feelings of conservatives. That was not
a consideration in any of the other recommendations that
were passed. Could it be that many of the bills of the
agencies are paid by conservatives who oppose women
in office and these funds might be jeopardized if agencies hired and installed women as ministers?
Second, does the word "agencies" include Calvin College, and also Calvin Seminary which will prepare
women for the ordained ministry and recommend their
candidacy? If not (and so it appears from Recommendation 3d), why not?
Recommendation 4 declares that this arrangement of
Synod 1995 be "in effect until the year 2000 at which time
it will be reviewed." How can Synod 1995 expect this
decision to hold when they themselves ruthlessly
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trampled on and brutally stamped out the Biblical stand
(and there can only be one correct Biblical stand. The Bible
does not speak with a forked tongue) of Synod 1994?
What does the"settled and binding" clause of Article 29
mean in the CRC? Nothing.
As we look on the horizon and we see Classis Grand
Rapids East circulating a document on homosexuality
which is more liberal than any decadent mainline denominational stand in the United States (see The Ou tlook,
June/95), and we hear feminine language for God being
vigorously defended by CRC leaders in strategic places,
and we read of shocking views on abortion and euthanasia being defended and promoted by CRC leaders (read
Christian Faith, Health and Medical Practice put out by the
Calvin Center for Christian Scholarship), and we remember the slick and easy solution perpetrated by Synod 1995,
it is not at all inconceivable that future CRC synods will
simply declare as "inoperative" any restrictions the CRC
may have at the present time on these sinful practices.
The gasps of shock by Synod 1995 delegates to the speech
of GKN (our mother church in the Netherlands) fraternal delegate Vessinga (to be printed in a future issue of
The Outlook), could well change to nods of assent by future synodical delegates, to preserve the "unity of the
church."

RESPONSE
How do we respond to the actions of Synod 1995? Last
year we said guardedly that we had a "window of opportunity" and we used that title to cap our postsynod
editorial. We saw a return to Biblical standards in the faith
and order of the church. Today that window is boarded
up. It is closed.
Deep grief has entered our hearts. Synod 1995 showed
us that we cannot trust the leaders of the church to operate according to agreed upon regulations of Church Order. When law is no longer king, the majority becomes
the law. When 51 % can determine what is right and
wrong, when 51% can disregard the law, the 49% are helpless.
Our independent brothers say, "We told you so. Why
did it take you so long to see it?" Our response is that we
had hope and trust in the integrity of the ecclesiastical process. But the Synod 1995 showed us that the integrity of
the church court is not there anymore.
Where do we go from here?
First, we thank God for the Presbyterian Church of
America (PCA). Its General Assembly heard from the fraternal delegate of the CRe what had happened at Synod
1995. They sent the followingcorrununication to the CRC:
We value the relationship we have with the CRC
through NAPARC. It is our desire to continue in full
fellowship w ith you. However, we are grieved and
distressed over the action of the 1995 synod of the
Christian Reformed Church to permit women to
hold the offices of minister and elder. The action of

the Christian Reformed Church is in contradiction to
the clear teaching of Scripture and the historic
presbyterian'and reformed confessions of faith. Furthermore, we have instructed our Interchurch Relations Committee to use all due process afforded them
in NAPARC to remove the Christian Reformed
Church from membership in NAPARC if the Christian Reformed Church does not repent of and rescind
the action at the Synod. We commend the sizeable
number in your midst who are working hard to see
the CRC remain faithful to Scripture on this issue and
pray for God to use this group to prevail at the 1996
synod.
(adopted unanimously)
We deeply appreciate this statement from our brothers
who have our best interest at heart. We are encouraged
by this large Reformed body acting unanimously on our
behalf. What they say, we say.
We are also encouraged by the positive statement to us
"who are working hard to see the CRC remain faithful to
Scripture on this issue and pray for God to use this group
to prevail at the 1996 synod."
Second, we must face the sad fact that there is serious
and deep division in the CRe. We must face the Biblical
question: "How can two walk together unless they be
agreed?" It becomes impossible to walk together when
trust is broken. Our editorial policy in The Outlook has
been cooperative. We have tried to work together within
the system. But this becomes impossible when betrayal
and a collapse of ecclesiastical law occurs. The "law," the
Church Order with its "settled and binding" clause (Article 29), and its check and balance regulation for ratification (Article 47) has been our protection. But when these
provisions are violated with impunity, where does that
leave us? It leave us at the mercy of the 51 %. How can we
walk together if no law protects and unites us?

OPTIONS
One keen analyst of this year's synod put it this way:
"We have only two options: TAKE IT or LEAVE IT. The
CRC is not 'headed in the wrong direction'; as of Synod
1995, IT ISON THE WRONG COURSE. Our choice is no
l ~nger
to change the CRe because Synod 1995 has locked
the door on the conservatives and thrown away the key.
The only choice is  how to get out. Basically there are
only two options for every member of the CRC: TAKE IT
(pay all the bills and watch the tragedy of theGKN be reenacted in the eRC) or LEAVE IT (the only questions
being  how and with whom?)."
Our reaction to this statement is that there is much more
truth than fiction here.
With permission we are printing a proposal adopted
by the Escondido (CA) CRC which it will present to
Classis California South. It says:
1) Believing that the Scripture prohibits the ordination
of women to the offices of elder, minister and evangelist;

2) Convinced that Synod 1995 failed to follow the
Scripture and violated Church Order articles 3, 31,
47 and 86;
3) Committed to preserving the biblical principles of
our Church Order;
4) Devoted to maintaining the historic Reformed character of our churches, for example in rejecting ecclesiastical fellowship with denominations that permit
and encourage homosexual practice; Classis California South, under Church Order article 44, invites
all classes (as well as all councils and officebearers)
who share our convictions to attend an assembly in
November to formulate appropriate actions and
responses toSynod 1995. Classes, councils and individuals are encouraged to submit agenda items and
motions to this assembly. The assembly will seek
ways to:
1) protest and change the decisions ofSynod 1995
relative to women in ecclesiastical office and
relative to its failure to break relations with the
GKN despite their unbiblical approval of homosexual practice;
2) protect congregations which differ with their
classis where women serve as officebearers;
3) seek to ensure that the historic Reformed commitments of our churches will be maintained
in coming generations.
All decisions of this assembly will be presented to the
classes represented at the assembly for approval for submission to Synod 1996.
Classis California South, if it approves this request,
should appoint a committee on arrangements to see that
the invitations are mailed out and that local arrangements
and an agenda are prepared.

We laud the action of Escondido CRe and urge all
likerrtinded members to unite at this time for the purpose of effecting a just and righteous solution to our
present dilemma.
The letter of invitation will go to all classes and
consistories. Individual officebearers will be welcome as
voters even if their consistories or classes will not accept
the invitation. Individuals of like mind who are interested but not officebearers, will be welcome as observers
if there is room. The place of meeting has not yet been
determined, but it will likely be in the midwest, but led
under the auspices of Classis California South, or a
consistory if California South classis does not accede to
the request of the Escondido CRe.
It is our prayer that Jesus Christ who is the Lamb on
Mount Zion will guide us in these matters. We fervently
want a church for the coming generations which will
stand for the truth without compromise. We must not
capitulate to the culhlre or to a church that tries to adapt
to the culture. We must be salt and light to address the
culture in the name of our risen Lord!
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timental argument is not Reformed. The second line of
One young delegate said to me that this synod and the
defense was that we must go on talking to have any in- CRC were symbolically represented by two of the fraterfluence. This· defense was not really reasonable in that nal delegates who spoke to us. One of those delegates the GKN has already informed us that they will not talk the one from the GKN  represents where the CRC is goto us about the issue most troubling us. It also ignores ing: greater confusion, greater doctrinal and moral laxthe fact that discipline is an effective way to influence. ity, greater accommodation to this world, greater betrayal
(Ironically the same Interchurch Relations Conunittee that of the Savior.
urged synod to continue relations with the GKN proudly
The other fraternal delegate was from the Otristelijke
pOinted to how suspending relations with one of the Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland. These churches of
South African churches had helped lead that church to the CGKN are the churches of the Afscheiding that did
renOWlce apartheid.)
not join with the churches of the Doleantie.
In a sense the CGKN is more our mother
The third example from the debate relates
"We need
than the GKN since the CRC was really
to women in office. The first tmdisciplined
dimension to that debate was the repeated
founded in 1857 by people from
churches that
contention that the proposal was a comproAfscheiding churches in the Netherlands.
will join together This delegate in his remarks represented
mise. The compromise was that the left in
the church did not get everything that they
in a disciplined where the CRC has been and where it ought
wanted immediately. They did get the orto be. He spoke of the joy in his denomina manner to
dination of women to the eldership and
tion when the news of the 1994 decision of
ministry almost immediately, but they did
the CRC was learned and of the sorrow and
maintain our
not get it in every cIassis. In a myopiC outdisappointment with which the action of
Reformed
look many moderates seemed t9 be pleased
1995 will be received. He appealed to us to
with a compromise thatwouId enable them
listen to the Scriptures and to the teaching
heritage. "
to keep women officebearers out of their
of the Apostle Paul. He commented on the
churches and classes for a time. But that time will be short remark of the GKN fraternal delegate that the churches
at the classical and synodical level a maximum of five in the Netherlands must minister in a hostile, secular enyears. But the chant should start almost immediately that vironment. He agreed with that observation and noted
it is unreformed to have two types of ministers and el- that the evils of humanism had caused great harm to
ders  those who can be delegated to classis and synod Dutch SOciety. But he went on to say that part ofthe reason
and those who cannot. And of course it is unreformed to for the rise of secularism in the Netherlands was the unfaithhave two types of ministers and elders. So this marvel- fulness of the churches. He said that the churches must be
ous compromise is in effect a complete victory for the careful not to accommodate themselves to the world and
left. No future synod will be able to say no to women must be faithful to the Lord and his Word. He reminded
after the action of 1995. It was not compromise; it was us that the Apostle Paul had labored in a society far more
carnage. The historic position of the church was aban- hostile to the gospel than anything we know, and had
doned for reasons that did not make sense.
not compromised the Word of God.
The second dimension of the debate on women in ofAs I listened to the fr<.ltemal delegate from the CGKN I
fice that was undisciplined was the debate on whether felt that I had at last heard the Word of the Lord at Synod
the new decision needed to be ratified by Synod 1996. 1995. Faithful churches are what we need now more than
Here again the debate was incredible. Serious and ever. We need to act to ensure that our children and grandthoughtful delegates seemed able to convince themselves children will have Reformed churches like the CGKN to
that the Oturch Order was not being changed and there- attend rather than churches like the GKN.
fore no ratification was necessary. It is not responsible to
Our God is faithful and will preserve His elect in the
change the supplement to a Church Order article in a way that church of His Son. Now is the time to pray together for a
makes the Church Order say the opposite of what is written Reformed church. Now is the time to act as well. We need
and then claim that you have not changed the Church Order. churches that will join together in a disciplined manner
What Synod 1995 did was an improper and ruthless vio- to maintain our Reformed heritage. We hope to see such
lation of the Oturch Order. Its reasoning trying to justify a call fQr action coming out of Classis California South
that action was pathetically undisciplined.
this summer. Pray that such a call will come and that
During the synod we were privileged to hear the fare- many classes and churches will respond so that the fruit
well address of the Rev. Aaron Kayayan, for many years of Synod 1995 will not just be undisciplined actions, but
the Frenchspeaking broadcaster for the Back to God also a positive new discipline and faithfulness in our
Hour. In his marvelous speech he commented that the Reformed churches.
greatest danger facing the church in its ministry today is
"the death of reality." By this phrase he means that for Dr. Godfrey, a contributing editor of this periodical, is Promany modem people a belief in the reality of the objec- fessor of Church History and President of Westminster Theotive world outside their subjective experience has disap- logical Seminary in Escondido, CA.
peared. Many in the CRC are experiencing just that"death
of reality."
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To the reader of this column:
This column is rather d ifferent this month than the usual. Several months ago, I
wrote a couple of articles on the subject of Biblical ecumenicity.ln them, I pleaded
for local churches like yours, and challenged elders and deacons like you, to
pursue ways in which the Biblical unity of the Body of Jesus Christ could be
given local expression.
I was asked recently by the CRe Interchurch Relations Committee to serve as
Fratemal Delegate to the PCAGeneral Assembly which would be meeting during the 3rd week of June in my "back yard" at the DallasAirport Hyatt Hotel. That appointment would involve bringing
the greetings of the eRe denomination to a "church in ecclesiastical felfowshiJ(  in short, to a denomination with whom
we have formal fraternal" (brotherly) ties. We together belong to NAPARC (the NQrthAmerican Presbyterian and Reformed Council); we share the legacy and heritage of the Refonnation; and we stand historically close in our commitment
to articulate the Reformed Faith to this worldly culture.
A bit of recent history will help you understand some of the
importance of this relationship, and thus of the address included below. The CRC has been "wrestling" for some 23 years
over the matter of women in ecclesiastical office, now forbidding the practice, now alowin~
it, going back and forth like a
badminton birdie. The worst dimension of the issue has to do
with the fact that the two views represent two contrastin& (I
would say "conflicting") herme neutic approaches to Scripture. Simply put, the options are these: do we listen to the specific words of texts
like I Tim. 2:11 f., or do we believe God speaks clearly through the general direction we infer from passages like Gal. 3:28? To put it differently, does the general
direction of God's perceived redeeming program (thought 10 be revealed in Gal.
3:28) override the specific commands in passages like 10m. 2:11?
lhis year, the synod of the CRC met, beginning the week prior to the PeA GeneraiAssembly. O n Monday and Tuesday, June 19 and 20 the CRC would make
a momentous decision allowing its classes and congregations to ordain women
to all offices of the church. The very next day I was to address the General Assembly, which had, in recent years, joined with several other fratemal denominations and addressed rather strong letters to previous CRC synods, rebuking
them for their failure to stand (or the historic Reformed hermeneutic and practice in regard to this issue and related issues. In short, I was to address a body of
believers that had a history with the CRC over this very issue.
In that context, what is one to say? My answer was to be rather simple. Biblically, the concept of brotherhood within the family of believers has several dimensions. First, brothers are related by their common faith, their common confession, their common belief system. Second, brothers live and work together.
Finally, brothers hold each other accountable. Luke 17: 3 contains Jesus' powerful instructions to H is disciples regarding these things: " If your brother sins,
rebuke him, and if he repents forgive him."
With this in mind, my address sought to celebrate the first two dimensions of
our fraternity: our common faith, our joint labors, and our common experiences as we have lived and labored together over the 23 years of the PCA's
existence. At the same time, and given the urgent and faithful concern of this
denomination for the CRC and her Scriptural fidelity, I sought to challenge the
brothers in the PCA to fulfill the other dimension of the responsibilities of fraternityto hold us accountable.
Those same issues lay heavy upon you in your walk with other believing church
communities in your cities and towns. You cannot, you may not, live and work
with an attitude of presumptive arrogance, believing that yOll witness as church
is the only expression of faithfulness in the world today! You must find those
believing brothers and s is ters with whom you can Biblically cooperate on matters of faith, obedience and prophetic strategy. But in doing so, you mus t understand your responsibilities to such brothers. That's why I reprint this speech.
Fraternal relationships between churches are wonderful, so long as they are
Biblical. I would suggest that the Bible demands that we hold each other to
mutual accountability.
I hope this brief address, although very specific in its target, will challenge you
to think about these questions: What would you say to those churches with whom
you are closest? What would you celebrate with them? On what issues would you challenge them? Haw would you pray for them?
Dr. John R. Sittem a, Bethel CRe, 6506 Frankford Rd., Dallas, TX 75252.
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ADDRESS TO
PCAGENERAL
ASSEMBLY
BY CRC FRATERNAL DELEGATE
JOHN R. SITTEMA
Grapevine, Texas

June 21, 1995
Dear Brothers in Ou r Lord Jesus
Christ,
I bring you the greetings of your
brothers and sisters in the Christian
Reformed Church of North America
and pray that the King of the Church
will guide you in the business you
transact in His Name in these days.
As I stand before you today, my task
is bittersweet.
On the one hand, we have together
tasted the sweetness of close and cooperative fraternity.
1. What a sweet joy it has been to
revel in our common commitments and
labors:

• to being churches of Confessional
integrity, you in your loyalty to
the Westminster Standards, we in
our loyalty to the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic Confession and
the Canons of Dort. Such standards are increasingly important
as witnesses to unchangeable
doctrinal truthfulness in an age
characterized by relativism, and
in the midst of churches which
are "blown about by every wind
of doctrine." I believe with increasing conviction that they are
most effective discipleship tools
in an evangelistic setting.
• to joint diaconal works and witness (e.g. Bethany Christian Services, joint labors in defense of
the family and insupportofadoption as a positive alternative to
the wickedness of abortion).
• to educational enterprises, especially evident in our mutual
strong support for Christian
schools from K through college. I
commend you on the excellence
of your Covenant College, which
several of the members of our
local
attended, and in

and blessed. We, with long commitment to strong support for
Christian schools including the
support of several colleges, rejoice in such institutions. I also
commend you on the many seminaries in which you have a hand.
Your commitment to the training of ministers of the Word of
God is noteworthy and matches
our commitment to a wellequipped pastorate.
2. What a sweet blessing to share common experiences. My own personal life
has been significantly intertwined
with many dear brothers and sisters
of the PCA:
• You have taught me: Dr. John
Wemer,ofyourfraternity, taught
me Greek in college many years
ago; additionally, I attended
postgraduate studies at Westminster in CA a decade ago, and
was blessed immeasurably by
PCA brethren both at that time
and subsequently.
• You have cared for family and
friends: brother Tom and family
now reside in Charlotte, N.C.,
and worship happily and with
great blessing at ChristCovenant
PCA.
• You have labored alongside of
me: over the course of the years,
many CRC pastors and I have
enjoyed wonderful fraternity in
cooperative ventures in our various communities.
• You have encouraged and advised us: wise and thoughtful assistance in our local efforts to
begin a Christian day school was
sought and received from
Colleyville, TX, PCA and Christ
Covenant PCA in Charlotte, NC.
But there is also the bitterness of the
reality that we are (as Berkhof said
it) part of the church militant. In fact,
there is no fraternal responsibility
greater than that of standing alongside brothers and sisters in the spiritual battles of the day. Eph. 6 teaches
us that we wrestle not against flesh
and blood, but against spiritual powers. Indeed! In Acts chapter 20 the
Apostle instructs us about the nature
of the foes: both the savage wolves
of the world whose teeth rip and tear
at the sheep of the flock, and the doc-

trinal corruption of the faith from
within the body of believers. The
teeth of the "savage wolves" in our
day represent those worldly ideas
and philosophies that attack a ll
Christ's followers, irrespective of denomination: secularism, feminism,
relativism, materialism. Likewise, we
together live amid a church world in
which the primacy of Biblical doctrine is replaced by "relevance," and
priorities of the church's task are
compromised by "pragmatism." Together we must stand against such attacks.
You have been faithful brothers in
these things, standing firm with us
in the face of the challenging issues
of the day. You have addressed us in
recent years Biblically and most appropriately in our seeming perpetual
struggle over the issue of women in
ecclesiastical office and other related
hermeneutical and doctrinal issues.
You have sought always to hold us
accountable to Scripture. I thank you
for that.
Would that I could report that our
struggle with the issue of women in
office has been laid to rest, and that
in complete peace and unity in God's
truth. In fact, however, the last 48
hours have revealed that our
struggles are not over. Last year, the
Synod of the CRC took a decision in
harmony with the desire expressed
in your fraternal communication;
over the last two days, the Synod of
1995 has reversed 1994, declaring that
two hermeneutically different positions on women in office are both acceptable within the boundaries of our
denomination, and that each classis
may choose to declare" inoperative"
the Church Order article that prohibits the ordination of women to the
offices of minister and elder. Since
this action avoids amending the formal and relevant Church Order article, ratification by a subsequent
synod is not required .
While the decision was taken and will
be defended by many as a way to
"put this divisive issue to rest among
us after 23 years," many others expect that this decision will further the
deep divisions that tear at the fabric
of our denominational unity. Since
you have written to us in recent years
about these issues, I am sure you are
exasperated with us; I am too. I am

sure you are frustrated with us over
our inability to stand firm, as we
seem to change positions with each
passing year; I am too.
We are the church militant. Because
our spiritual battle is not over, yours
with us is not over either. Dr. Barker
referred in his sermon last night to
Francis Shaeffer's plea that we "put
the chasm in the right place"between church and world, not between Christ's true disciples. Calvin
called it "the great void." The pOint
is that, despite your frustrations with
us, I have been sent as a fraternal delegate. By that word, we testify that
you are our brothers, and we yours.
You must still pray with us and for
us that our witness to Biblical truth
will not waver, will not be compromised; you must hold us accountable,
as we must you, to that Scriptural
standard that transcends any synod
or General Assembly's decisions.
Those are brotherly duties! The
words of Luther at the Diet of Worms
ring as true today as they did on April
18, 1521 when he spoke them in answer to Eck, the prosecutor, and the
emperor himself:
Unless I am convicted by Scripture and plain reasonI do not
accept the authority of popes and
councils,jor they have con tradicted
each othermy conscience is captive to the Word of God. Here I
stand, I carmot do otherwise.
I would plead with you, brothers, to
stand by such commitment yourselves, to stand with us in our professed and confessional commitment
to the selfsame Word of God, and
where need be, to stand up to us (in
the face of our repeated contradictory
decisions and statements), to hold us
accountable to that Word as we colabor in a world that so desperately
needs unshakeable truth in an age of
relativistic confusion.
May you be found faithful in all you
do in these days of your General Assembly; may Christ be honored by
the love and devotion you demonstrate for Him and for His Word; and
may you be instrumental in the coming of the Kingdom of Ouist.
For the Ouistian Reformed Church
in North America,

Dr. John R. Sittema

India: Church Planting
Jesus'Way
Derrick f. Vander Meulen
I met Suresh on Sunday morning, January 29, 1995 in
Hyderabad, India. He was a student in the School of
Evangelism and was to be my interpreter at a small
church gathering that morning.
It was last November that I had recejved a phone call
from my friend and colleague Rev. Steve Arrick asking if
I was interested in joining him for a visit to India. We
were invited by The Bible League (formerly The WorldHome Bible League) to see for ourselves the work of
church planting and evangelism being accomplished in
that ancient and populous country. I had been to Europe
and Central America, but never to the Far East. I knew
!ha! ~
was a rare opportunity and eagerly accepted the
inVitation.
We were part of a group of more than 20 people, led by
the Executive Vice President of The Bible League, Mr.
Willis Timmer, who arrived in the large city of Madras
late Wednesday night, January 25th. Our stay in India, a
week that I shall never forget, had begun..
Waiting for us a t the airport in Madras was Rev. John
~ e Vries, f?under of Mission .21. India. These two agenaes, The Bible League and MISSIOn 21 India are working
cooperatively as partners in India, planting churches, distributing Bibles and teaching students in the Schools of
Evangelism. The following m orning Rev. De Vries explained to us their strategy.
. Indi~
is a third world country of staggering complexIty. It IS the second most popufous nation on the planet,
with nearly 900 million people. This is about equal to
the total amount of people in both North and South
America living in an area 2/3 the size of the United States.
40% of the population - over 350 million people - is
U?~er
th~
age of14. There are 4,635 distinct people groups
diVided mto 6,400 castes. When added to this equation
the fact that there are 1,639 languages spoken, 16 of which
are officially endorsed, not to mention the hopeless bondage of the Hindu religion, one begins to understand the
many factors contributing to India's complexity.
At the same time, however, we must not forget the
power of our Almighty Savior who conquered Satan,
~ ea th and hell an~
w~o.
has and continues to set the captive free! It was Insplrmg for me to personally witness
this very conviction among those involved in this ministry in india.
With this conviction firmly in place, the goal of The
Bible League and Mission 21 India is to plant churches in
every village in India. Rev. De Vries pointed out again
and a?ain that when considerin? church planting, we
must' think maps, not blueprints.' In other words, rather
than building a church structure and trying to figure out
how to fill the building with people, we must follow
Christ's example of Luke 10 where He sends out 72 of
His followers, two by two, into the villages and cities.
Luke 10:1-9 - After this the Lord appointed seventytwo others and sent them two by two ahead of him to
every town and place where he was about to go. He
told them, "The harvest is plentiful, but the workers
are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to
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send out workers into his harvest field. Go! I am
sending you out like lambs among wolves. Do not
take a purse or bag or sandals; and do not greet
anyone on the road. When you enter a house, first
say, ' Peace to this house.' If a man of peace is there,
your peace will rest on him; if not, it will return to
you. Stay in that house, eating and drinking whatever they give you, for the worker deserves his
wages. Do not move around from house to house.
When you enter a town and are welcomed, eat what
is set before you. Heal the sick who are there and tell
them, 'The kingdom of God is near you.'"
Thus, their method is to send these 20th century fol-

lowers of Christ to do what the first century followers
did by finding a home in which they are welcome, and
through prayer and the proclamation of the gospel, begin a church right there. Let the people of the village
feed and support the church planter rather than others
coming in building a foreign church building upon the
weak. foundation of western funds!
1h.is is the strategy. Not only is it Biblical; it is very
effective. Church planters are being educated and sent
out ~d
w:hole villages are being transformed through
the hberahng gospel of Jesus Christ.
The question may well arise in your mind: "If this is
the case and the villagers are supporting the church planters, then what need is there for me to financially support
this work?" The answer is that these Indian church planters, often very poor, need education. For example, if your
church committed $5,000 for this work, The Bible League
would direct your contribution to India Bible Literature
who would use it to publish 5,000 children's Bible
storybooks. These would be distributed to churches who
would then pay only a percentage of the cost (usually
30-50% of the printing cost). This money is then used to
provide a year's training, living expenses and Scripture
material for a student of the School of Evangelism. The
money sent by your church would not only provide Bibles
for churches but also support the education of a future
church planter in the School of Evangelism.
Suresh, my interpreter on that Sunday moming, was a
student of the School of Evangelism who has since graduated. He is 20 years old and has a deep love for Christ
and a desire to spread the good news of salvation to his
fellow country-men. Suresh recently sent m e a letter in
w hich he wrote:
Brother, herewith I am sending some pictures of
village gospel meetings. This village name is
t;la.gayatJ1ippa: Here the people are uneducated and
livmg With theIr own customs and traditions. These
people used to worship trees and stones! But God
has enabled us to start an outreach ministry by the
proclaiming of His Good News. There are 27,000
people living here. In this month [May, '95] I have
conducted gospel meetings. Praise the Lord. So
many people heard the gospel and 121 people w ere
saved. 28 have already taken water baptismP
He also wrote that he and the church where he is serving are praying fo r our churches in the United States.
They recognize the dangers we face of materialism and
humanism, far different from theirs.
That Sunday in January was the highlight of my stay
in India. I had the privilege of worshiping with God's
people in a city on the other side of the world, and began
a friendship with Suresh, a man burdened to reach the
lost in his country.

Encouragennentsfor
Cultivating Holiness
Joel R. Beeke
The cultivation of holiness is demanding. Thomas
Watson called it "sweating work." Happily, God provides
us with several motives to holiness in His Word. To encourage us in the pursuit of holiness, we need to keep
our eyes focused on the following biblic;:a::.l.::truc:::th::s::'_ _ _ L,
1. God has called you to holiness for your
good and His glory. "For God hath not
called us unto Wlcleanness, but WltO
holiness" (1 Thes. 4:7). Whatever God
calls us to, is necessary. His call itself,
as well as the benefits which we experience from holy living as described
below, should induce us to seek and
practice holiness.
Holiness benefits us by augmenting
our spiritual wellbeing. God assures us
that "no good thing will he withhold
from them that walk uprightly" (Ps.
84:11). "What health is to the heart," John Flavel noted,
"that holiness is to the soul."39 In Richard Baxter's scarce
work on holiness, the very chapter titles are enlightening: "Holiness is the only way of safety. Holiness is the
only honest way. Holiness is the most gainful way. Holiness is the most honourable way. Holiness is the most
pleasant way."40
But most importantly. holiness glorifies the God you
love (Is. 43:21). As Thomas Brooks affirmed, "Holiness
India is an example of a country and people who for makes most for God's honour."41
2. Holiness makes you resemble God and preserves your inmillennia have been under the tyranny of Satan. This
has not only affected the inward spirit of the people with tegrity. As Watson notes: "We must endeavour to be like
a hopelessness inherent to such slavery, but has naturally God in sanctity. It is a clear glass in which we can see a
affected the outward, visible environment. Most Indi- face; it is a holy heart in which something of God can be
ans live in unsanitary and filthy conditions. Yet, there is seen."42 Christ serves here as a pattern of holiness for
a growing community of Christians in India whose lives
have been cleansed, inwardly to be sure, but also on the usa pattern of holy humility (Phil. 2:513), of holy comoutside. They are shining lights in the darkness, evidence passion (Mk. 1:41), of holy forgiveness (Col. 3:13), of holy
unselfishness (Rom. 15:3), of holy indignation against sin
of God's sovereign power and victory over Satan.
My trip to India this year was both educational and (M!. 23), and of holy prayer (Heb. 5:7). Cultivated holiinspiring. I learned about a country of which I had little ness which resembles God and is patterned after Cluist
knowledge beforehand. I learned about and witnessed saves us from much hypocrisy, from resorting to a "Sunthe fine work being accomplished through The Bible day only" Christianity. It gives vitality, purpose, meanLeague and Mission 21 India. I learned that there is a
spiritual awakening among many to and by the grace of ing, and direction to daily living.
3. Holiness gives evidence a/your justification and election,
God through Jesus Christ. And I saw the Lord building
His Church in ways and places I had not even consid- andJosters assurance. Sanctification is the inevitable fruit
ered. I was thrilled to bear witness in India that our Lord of justification (1 Cor. 6:11). The two may be distin"WILL build His church, and the gates of Hades will not guished, but never separated; God Himself has.married
overcome it." To God alone be glory!
them. Justification is organically linked to sanctification;
new birth infallibly issues in new life. The justified will
FOOTNOTE
walk in "the King's highway of holiness."43 In and o
1 These statistics are taken from a booklet entitled Church Planting in
,g
through
Christ, justification gives God's child the title for ::>
lndill, published by The Bible League.
heaven and the boldness to enter; sanctification gives him o
Rev. VanderMeulen ispastorofEastmanville Reformed Bible
the fitness for heaven and the preparation necessary to Q)
Church.
;!:
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enjoy it. Sanctification is the personal appropriation of Holiness cannot be exercised where the heart has not been
the fruits of justification. B. B. Warfield notes, "Sanctifi- fundamentally transformed through divine regeneration.
cation is but the execu tion of the justifying decree. For it Through the new birth, Satan is deposed, the law of God
to fail would be for the acquitted person not to be re- is written upon the heart of the believer, Christ is crowned
leased in accordance with his acquittal."44 Consequently, Lord and King, and the believer made "willing and ready,
the justifying decree of Christ, "Neither do I condemn henceforth, to live wHo Him" (Heidelberg Catechism, Questhee," is inunediately followed by the call to holiness, tion 1). Christ in us (Christus in nobis) is an essential
"Go, and sin no more" Un. 8:11).
complement of Christ for us (Christus pro nobis).4Il The
Election too is inseparable from holiness: "God hath Spirit of God not only teaches the believer what Christ
from the beginning chosen you to salvation through sanc- has done, but actualizes the holiness and work of Christ
tification of the Spirit" (2 Thes. 2:13). Sancin his personal life. Through Christ, God
tification is the earmark of Christ's elect
sanctifies His child and makes his prayers
"God leads none and thanksgivings acceptable. As Thomas
sheep. That is why election is always a
to heaven btl t
Watson has noted: "A holy heart is the alcomforting doctrine for the believer, for it
tar which sanctifies the offering; if not to
is the sure foundation that explains the
whoill He
satisfaction, to acceptation."49
grace of God working within him. No wonsanctifies
5. Holiness is essential for your effective serder our Reformed forebears deemed election to be one of the believer's greatest comvice to God. Paul joins sanctification and
on the earth ."
forts.0&5
usefulness together: " If a man therefore
Calvin insisted that election should discourage none, purge himself, he shall be a vessel unto honour, sanctifor the believer receives comIort from it, and the unbe- fied and meet for the Master's use, and prepared unto
liever is not called to consider it; rather, he is called to every good work" (2 Tim. 2,21). Holiness is used by God
repentance. Whoever is discouraged by election or re- to assist the preaching of the gospel, to build up the credit
lies upon election without living a holy life is falling prey of the Christian faith which is dishonored by the careto a satanic misuse of this precious, encouraging doctrine lessness of Christians and hypocrites who often serve as
(d. Deut. 29:29). As Ryle asserts, " It is not given to us in Satan's best allies.!iO Our lives are always doing good or
this world to study the pages of the book of life, and see harm; they are an open epistle for all to read (2 Cor. 3:2).
if our names are there. But if there is one thing clearly Holy living preaches reality. It influences and impresses
and plainly laid down about election, it is this,-that elect like nothing else can; no argument can match it. It dismen and women may be known and distinguished by plays the beauty of religion; it gives credibility to witholy lives."46 Holiness is the visible side of their salva- ness and to evangelism (Phil. 2:15).51 "Holiness," writes
tion. "Ye shall know them by their fruits" (Mt. 7:16).
Hugh Morgan, "is the most effective way of influencing
Consequently, holiness fosters assurance (1 In. 2:3; 3:19). unconverted people and creating within them a willing"Everyone may be assured in himself of his faith by the ness to listen to the preaching of the gospel" (Mt. 5:16; 1
fruits thereof" (Heidelberg Catechism, Question 86). Re- Pet. 3'1-2)."
Holiness manifests itself in humility and reverence for
formed divines are agreed that most of the forms and
degrees of assurance experienced by true believers--es- God. Such are those whom God looks to and uses (Is.
pecially daily assurance-are reached gradually in the 66:2). As Andrew Murray notes:
path of sanctification through careful cultivation of God's
The great test of whether the holiness we profess to
seek or to attain is truth and life will be whether it be
Word, the means of grace, and corresponding obedience.41
An increasing hatred of sin by means of mortjfication and
manifest in the increasing humility it produces. In the
a growing love to obey God by means of vivification accreature, humility is the one thing needed to allow
company the progress of faith as it grows into assurance.
God's holiness to dwell in him and shine through
Christ-centered , Spirit-worked holiness is the best and
him. In Jesus, the holy one of God who makes us
most sound evidence of divine sonship (Rom. 8:1-16).
holy, a divine humility was the secret of his life and
The way to lose a daily sense of assurance is to forego
his death and his exaltation; the one infallible test of
the daily pursuit of holiness. Some believers live too careour holiness will be the humility before God and men
lessly. They treat sin lightly or neglect daily devotions
which marks us. Humility is the bloom and the
and study of the Word. Others live too inactively. They
beauty of holiness.S3
6. Holiness fits you for heaven (Rev. 21:27). "Follow [literdo not cultivate holiness, but assume the posture that
nothing can be done to foster sanctification, as if holi- ally: pursue] ... holiness, without which no man shall see
ness were something outside of us except on rare occa- the Lord" (Heb. 12:14). As John Owen wrote:
There is no imagination wherewith man is besotted,
sions when something very special "happens" inside. To
more foolish, none so pernicious, as this-that perlive carelessly or inactively is to ask for daily spiritual
darkness, deadness and fruitlessness.
sons not purified, not sanctified, not made holy in
their life, should afterwards be taken into that state of
4. As a believer, holiness alone can purify you. Conversely,
blessedness which consists in the enjoyment of God.
"unto them that are defiled is nothing pure" (lit. 1:15).
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Neither can such persons enjoy God, nor would God
be a reward to ~em.
Holiness indeed is perfected in
heaven: but the beginning of it is invariably confined
to this world. God leads none to heaven but whom
He sanctifies on the earth. This living Head will not
admit of dead members. 54
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The "Signs of the Times":
Tribulation (IV)
Cornelis P. Venema
In our introduction to the biblical teaching regarding the
"signs of the times," we noted that these signs often stress
the antithesis in history between the kingdom of God and
the powers of evil. The coming of the Lord Jesus Christ in
the fullness of time and the preaching of the
gospel of the kingdom to all the nations, provoke the opposition and hostility of the world
to the extent that it remains under the tyranny
of the evil one. As history moves toward the
time of Christ's return or revelation from
heaven, there is an intensification of the conflict in history between the truth and the lie,
the kingdom of God and the kingdom of this
world. This intensification of the conflict, far
from witnessing to the uncertain prospect of
Christ's triumph, only confirms that all things
are being ripened for judgment and the consummation of history at Christ's coming
again.
Among the signs of the times, accordingly, are several
which reflect this intensified conflict as the time of the end
nears: tribulation, the Great Tribulation, apostasy and the
coming of antiChrist(s). In this article we will consider the
first of these signs of the times which witnesses to the conflict between Christ and the spirit of the antiChrist: the tribu-

lation experienced by the faithful people of God during the present
age. The Bible teaches that one of the marks of the progress
of history under the dominion of Christ is the world's opposition to believers whose fellowship with Christ includes
a participation in His suffering. Believers may expect that
their devotion to Christ and His cause will inevitably provoke the world's opposition and hatred, just as was the case
with Christ Himself when He came proclaiming the gospel
of the kingdom.

GENERAL REFERENCES
There are a number of general references in the New Testament that clearly teach that tribulation or
trouble will attend the way of the Christian
" ... these siglls
believer in the present age. Though these
passages may seem strange to some ears,
often stress the
since the tendency among many today is to
nil tithesis in
ignore or belittle them, they cannot be minimized or overlooked. Unlike the picture so
history between
often painted of the Christian life and pilthe kingdom of
grimage today, these passages paint a sobering picture of struggle and difficulty as the
God mui the
common circumstance of believers in the
of
present period of history. Such tribulation
will not be limited to a specific period of time
either in the past or the distant future; it will span the whole
period between Christ's first and second coming. Nor will
it cease before Christ's revelation at the end of the age (2
Thess.1:68).

powers

evil."
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In the Sermon on the Mount, for example, Jesus taught turn, we must also consider it here since it speaks of tribulaHis disciples that they could expect suffering and distress tion as a general characteristic of the present age.
as a consequence of their discipleship. The words of Mat·
This passage is known as the "Olivet Discourse" because
thew 5:10·12 are well known:
it records the words of Jesus Christ spoken to His disciples
Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake
while He was "sitting on the Mount of Olives" (Matt. 24:3).
of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
These words were spoken on an occasion after the disciples
Blessed are you when men cast insults at you, and
had pointed out the temple buildings to Christ, and He had
persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you
responded by declaring, " Do you not see a ll these things?
falsely, on accountof Me. Rejoice, and be glad, for your
Truly I say to you, not one stone here shall be left upon anreward in heaven is great, for so they persecuted the
other, which w ill not be torn down" (v. 2). This response of
p rophets who were before you.!
Christ provoked from the disciples a twofold question, "'Tell
As one of the socalled "Beatitudes," this
us, when w ill these things [the destruction of
statement provides a general description of
the temple] be, and what will be the sign of
U " .this tribulathe circumstance of the believing disciple of
Your coming, and of the end of the age?''' In
Jesus Christ in the face of the world's persethis question the disciples inquire of the Lord
tiol1 results
cution and insults. It suggests that such perwhen the destruction of the temple in Jerusafrom the
lem would take place and what w ill be the
secution will be the normal consequence of
seeking to be fa ithful to Jesus Christ.
"sign" of His coming (parousia). They desire
believer's
There are similar warnings about the sufto know not only how Jesus' words regardcommitment
fering that will inevitably attend the Chrising the tearing down of the temple will be
tian life in other New Testament passages. In
fulfilled but also what signs will characterize
to
Christ."
the discourse recorded in the Gospel of John,
the period prior to His coming and the end
in which Christ was teaching His diSCiples in
of the age.
In His response to this twofold question of the disciples,
the upper room prior to His crucifixion, John records that
Jesus declared, "Remember the word that I said to you, 'A Christ begins in vv. 414 by mentioning a number of signs
slave is not greater than his master: If they persecuted Me, that will characterize the present age before " the end shall
they will also persecute you" (15:20). Here Christ appeals come" (v. 14). These signs will include such things as the
to a principle consistent with the relationship of master and "hearing of wars and rumors of wars," "famines," "earthservant  if the master suffered at the hands of the world, quakes," "false prophets," " lawlessness," and the preachsurely the diSCiple can expect the same. Acomparablewam- ing of the gospel"in the whole world for a w itness to all the
ing is made in John 16:33, "These things I have spoken to nations." Among these signs will also be the experience of
you," says the Lord, "that in Me you may have peace. In tribulation: "Then they will deliver you to tribulation, and
the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have will kill you, and you will be hated by all nations on acovercome the world." In 21imothy 3:12, the apostle Paul, count of My name" (v. 9). These verses seem to speak genimmediately after describing the persecutions he had suf- erally of signs that will characterize the age between the time
fered in various places, notes that this will also be the expe- of Christ's first and second coming.
rience of all believers: "And indeed, all who desire to live
However, in the verses that follow, especially verses 15godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted" (compare Acts 28, the focus of Christ's words seems clearly to be upon the
14:22).
events that will precede and accompany the destruction of
It is commonly taught in the New Testament, therefore, the temple in Jerusalem in the period of time contemporary
tha t the circumstance of the fait hful child of God in this with those to whom Jesus first spoke these words. In fact,
present age will be one marked by trouble or persecution. in verse 34 Jesus speaks of "all these things" taking place
The world's opposition to Christ and His kingdom will in- before the passing away of "this generation," a phrase that
evitably be brought to bear upon the believingchHd of God. seems most obviously to refer to the generation alive when
these words were first spoken. A number of interpreters,
TRIBUlATION IN THE ·OLlVET DISCOURSE"
many of them able and Reformed in their confession, have
argued, therefore, that this discou rse, together with all the
One of the most important a nd comprehensive passages
"signs" described in it, refers to events that were fulfilled in the
in the New Testament for an understanding of the signs of
lifetime of that generation, specifically in the year 70 A.D., when
the times is the socalled Olivet Discourse recorded in Matthe temple was destroyed in Jerusalem. 2 Sometimes termed the
thew 24 (parallels in Mark 13:37 and Luke 21:536). How"preterist" or "past time" reading of Matthew 24, this interever, this passage is also m uch disputed as to its meaning.
pretation would mean that the tribulation mentioned in this
Some interpreters argue that the signs of the times of which
passage, including the "great tribulation" referred to in v.
the Lord Jesus Christ speaks in this passage are exclusively 21, is a sign that has already been fulfilled and bears no relrestricted to the period immediately prior to the destruction of evance to present history before Christ's second cOming. 3
Jerusalem in 70 A.D. Undoubtedly, the primary reference of This passage would not, therefore, have anything to teach
many of the sig ns in this passage is to this period, but there us about whether tribulation is a sign of the times during
are good reasons to conclude that they also describe the the entire period between Chris t's first and second coming.
period of history extending to the time of Christ's coming
Though I believe that the primary and immediate reference
at the "end of the age." Though we will return to this pasof the signs of the times in Matthew 24 is to the destruction
sage in our next article, when we consider what is meant by
of the temple in Jerusalem in 70 A.D., I also believe that there
" the Great Tribulation" that will occur prior to Christ's re are several good reasons why they have a secondary and re-
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mote reference to events that will characterize the present SOME OBSERVATIONS ABOm TRIBULATION
age until Christ's second coming. Without elaborating upon
Assuming that it has been well enough established that
them at length, these reasons are the following:
tribulation will mark the life of the believer and the believ• To say that all of the events described in Matthew 24
ing community during this present age, some observations
took place before or during 70 AD. does not finally do
about the nature and occasion for this tribula tion s till need
justice to the disciples' question and this passage's
to be made. Though this is not an article on the subject of
language regarding the"end of the age. " This language,
tribulation in the life of the Christian, some brief comments
and the language abou t the "coming" (parousia) of
may help to explain further what is meant by this sign of
Christ used elsewhere in this passage (vv. 27,30,4244),
tribulation.
commonly refer in the New Testament to the second
First, the most common New Testament term for tribulacoming of Christ. .
tion is one which describes that trouble or dis• As we saw in a previous article on the sign
tress that results from the believer's commitof the preaching of the gospel to all the
" ... tribulatiol1
ment to Christ, to the Word of the gospel, and
nations, this sign can onIy with difficulty be
to the cause of the kingdom of God. The term
said to have been fulfilled prior to 70 A.D.
... can take
itself is very general and broad in its meanThere is a suggestion in this sign and in the
many forms ."
ing, referring to w h atever disruption o r
l.anguage Christ employs (com pare v. 6) of
trouble attends the life of the believer because
the passage of some time before a ll w ill
of His devotion to Christ. lnterestingly, in 2 Thessalonians
have been fulfilled (compare Luke 19:11, where the
1:6-8, the tribulation presently suffered. by the believer is
disciples are said to have misunderstood Jesus' words
contrasted with the rest or peaceableness that will result from
to mean that the "kingdom of God was going to appear
Christ's coming at the end of the age. The contrast between
immediately").
the present and future circumstance of believers in this pas• In verses 2931 of Matthew 24, Jesus seems to be speaksage, indicates that the tribulations of this present life are
ing of His second coming, to an event that can hardly to
those troubles that make the Christian 's present pilgrimage diffibe said to have already occurred in 70 A.D. He speaks
cult and fall short of the peace that will a ttend the life to
of a visible advent in v. lOb that parallels other New
come. These troubles confirm the words of the Lord in
Testament descriptions of Christ's second corning (comMatthew 10:34, when He warned the disciples, "Do not think
pare Matt. 16:27; Mark 8:38; Luke 9:26; Acts 1:9-11; 1
that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to
Thess. 4:17; 2 Thess. 1:7; Rev. 1:7). The reference to the
bring peace, but a sword."
"sign of His coming" echoes the la nguage used by the
It is crucial in this connection to notice that this tribuladisciples in the second part of their question, and the
tion results from the believer's commitment to Christ. The tribulanguage of the"great trumpet" and the"angels" in v.
lation that serves as a sign of the times is not any circum31 is characteristically used. of Christ's return at the end
stance of trouble or distress, but that circumstance resulting
of the age (compare 1 Cor. 15:52; 1 Thess. 4:16; 2 Thess.
specifically from the believer's aim to be a faithful diSciple
1:7).
of Jesus Christ. Consequently, in many references to the
• The teaching in verses 36-44 that no one knows the day
persecution and trouble that will attend the Christian life in
or the hour of Christ's coming or " that day" can best be
the present age, we find language used that joins the expeunderstood of Christ's second coming, not the destrucrience of tribulation closely with the believer's relationship
tion of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. This is also language with
with Christ. Nowhere is this language more striking than
New Testament parallels which uniformly refer to the
in Colossians 1:24, where the apostle Paul speaks of his joy
second coming of Christ (Matt. 25:13; Mark 13:32; Luke
in suffering and sharing in filling up that which is lacking
12:39-40; Acts 1:6-7; 1 Thess. 5:2; Rev. 16:15).
in Christ's afflictions." This passage should not be under• It should also be noted that chapters 24 &: 25 belong
stood to teach that there was any lack in Christ's atoning
together. They are joined by a series of pa rables that
work, but it does speak clearly of a participation on the part
illustrate the nature of Christ's coming and the need for
of the church in the afflictions of Christ. One important way
preparedness in the light of its certainty (vv. 43-44, the
in which the church has fellowship with Christ is in the way
parable of the household; vv. 45-51, the parable of the
of suffering affliction for H is name's sake. This is the reawise and wicked servant; 25:1·13, the parable of the ten
son Christ could confront Saul before his conversion on the
virgins). The language of Matthew 25, in its description
way to Damascus, asking him, "Saul, Saul, why are you perof the final judgment of "all," suggests that the Lord is
secutingMe?" So intimate is the communion of the believer
still speaking of those events which will precede or
with Christ that the affliction or persecution of the believer
accompany His coming a t the end of the age.
Accordingly, if Matthew 24 describes signs of the times is a comm union or participation in Christ's a ffliction.
Second, tribulation in the life of the believer can take many
that are present and characteristic of the whole period leading up to the coming of Christ at the end of the age, then it forms. Often it takes the form of open persecution, in which
can be added. to the testimony of those general references the believer is exposed to the reproach and hostilitY of those
considered. above which speak of tribulation as the experi- who reject the gospel of Jesus Christ (1 Thess. 1:6; 2 Thess. 1;
ence of the believer in this present age. No believer should 2 Tim. 3:12-13; Acts 14:22; Rev. 1:9). It can mean imprisonbe surprised by the world's hostility or opposition. Christ ment, something which the apostles and many believers ever
Himself predicted that this would be a sign of the end of the since have experienced (Acts 20:23). Sometimes it means
ridicule (Heb. 10:33), poverty (2 Cor. 2:4), illness (Rev. 2:22),
age.
or inner distress and sorrow (Phil. 1:17; 2 Cor. 2:4). Whether
h
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the believer lives in a country or society friendly or hostile
to the gospel, there is no escape from one or another of these
forms of tribulation. Each of these forms of tribulation confirms the genuineness of the believer's fellowship with
Christ, as well as commitment and devotion to His person
and gospeL
Third, this sign of tribulation, like the other signs of the
times, does not testify to the uncertainty ofChrist's cause but to
its certain victory. One of the more dramatic confirmations
of this is given to us in Revelation 12:712. In this passage
we are given a vision of a great battle in heaven between
Michael and his angels on the one hand and the dragon and
his angels on the other. This battle ends in the victory of
Michael a nd his angels, and the casting down of Satan to
the earth, a victory which is said to have been accomplished
"because of the blood of the Lamb and because of the word
of their [the believers'] testimony" (v. 11). However, what is
striking about this passage is how the defeat of Satan and
his host results in his intensified pursuit and persecution of
the church on earth, knowing that his time is short and his
defeat certain. The suffering and affliction of the church is,
accordingly, witness to the victory of Christ's cross and cause
in the purpose and plan of God. Far from being a fearful
prospect of doom and gloom for the faithful people of God,
it reminds the believer that God's king<;lom will prevaiL
Fourth, the circumstance of tribulation in the life of the
believer can be, and often is, an occasion for growth and maturity in discipleship. Nowhere SO much as in affliction does
the believer come to realize the depth and the extent of his
fellowship with Christ. In suffering affliction believers reflect something of that same pattern evident in the life of
Christ Himself, who only entered into His glory after the
shame and suffering of the cross. Indeed, the prominent
place of tribulation in the life of believers and the church
serves as a constant reminder of the centrality of the cross
of Christ, not only as the means of atonement, but also as a
call to selfdenying patience under circumstances of suffering (1 Pet. 2:2125). Through the experience of affliction and
trouble, the believer grows in perseverance and ho pe. As
the apostle Paul declares in Romans 5:35:
[a]nd not only this, but we also exult in our tribulations,
knowing that tribulation brings about perseverance;
and perseverance, proven character, and proven character, hope; and hope does not disappoint, because the
love of God has been poured out within our hearts
through the Holy Spirit who was given to us.
For this reason, believers should count their trials"all joy"
and the "testing of the faith" an occasion for growth in the
Christian life, growth that produces maturity and completeness Games 1:24). In the midst of the trials and troubles of

this life, the Christian is like a child diSCiplined by his father
(Heb. 12:6), like gold which is refined through fire (1 Pet.
1:7), or like the vine pruned by the gardener Gohn 15:1ff.).
This sign of the times  the tribulation that will inevitably accompany the believer's discipleship in the present age
 like all of the other dimensions of the Bible's teaching
about the future, serves to nurture the believer's hope. It
reminds him of the triumphant words of the apostle Paul at
the end of Romans 8:
Butinall these things [tribulation, distress, persecution,
famine, nakedness, peril, the sword] we overvvhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us. For I am
convinced that neither death nor life, nor angels, nor
principalities, nor things present, nor things to come,
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created
thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God,
which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 01v.3739)

FOOTNOTES

2

In a parallel passage in Luke 6:22.. we read: "Blessed are you when
men hate you, and ostracize you, and cast insults at you, and spurn
you r name as evil, for the sake of the Son of Man.See J. Marcellus Kik, An Eschatology of Victory (phillipsburg. NJ:
Presbyterian& Reformed, 1971), pp. 53173, whoarguesextensively
that Matthew 24:135 refers to events that took place before and
during 70 A.D. Kik believes the chapter is divided atverse36 which
introduces for the first time the subject of the " end of the age" in the
strict sense of Christ's second coming. Compare Ed Stevens, Whnt
H ~eJl
in 70 AD. (Ashtabula, Ohio: Northeast Ohio Bible Institute, 1981), for a defense of a consistent preterist reading of Matthew

24.

3

It should be added here, however, that, even were this reading
correct, this would not mean that tribulation is not a present reality
or sign of the times. The general references mentioned in our
previous section are dearly not limited to any specific time period
prior to Christ's return, but describe the circumstance of the believer
during this present period of history. Conseque ntly, the teaching
that tribulation is a sign characteristic of the present age does not
finally depend upon whether Matthew 24 or the Olivet Discourse
refers to past events only or nol.
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