Devoted to Devotions
JAN GROENENDYK
The word "devote" is given the fol
lowing definition in Webster's Dictio
nar!j: "to give up oneself or one's
time, energy, to some purpose, ac
tivity, or person." Every person is de
voted to something or someone
whatever absorbs one's time. We will
consider devoting ourselves faith
fully to Bible reading, Bible study
and prayer.
Any relationship requires faithful
and consistent communication.
When communication breaks down,
so does the strength and joy of that
relationship. God has given us two
avenues of communication with
Him: His holy Word and prayer. He
speaks to us through our reading of
the Bible, and we respond to Him in
prayer. When we neglect these two
means, we are neglecting our rela
tionship with God. God will then
become more distant, but not be
cause God has moved away. The
longer the neglect of our devotional
life, the further we move from God
and the more difficult it becomes to
have a warm, secure, living and vital
relationship with our triune God.
When we fail to communicate with
God, we lose the joy and confidence
of our relationship with Him.
There is no set place or time of day
required for having our devotions. In
I Thessalonians 5:17 we are com
manded to pray continuall!j. The more
a Christian uses time and energy for
faithful, daily devotions, the more
that Christian learns to pray
continuall!j-in all activities and cir
cumstances. Also, the more the be
liever knows and understands who
God is through reading and studying
Scripture, the more the child of God
feels a part of the relationship; and
increasingly that person's will and

plans conform to
God's revealed
will and plan.
Private or fam
ily devotions are
appropriate any
time of the day. To
begin the day without
prayer is like using a mo
tor on low power. God's
blessing on everything we do
on any given day is so important.
God wants us to pray, and we des
perately need prayer for the twenty
four hours given to us by God each
day. The following poem, which
hangs on our bedroom wall, ex
presses well the necessity of a morn
ing prayer.

The Difference
I got up earl!j one morning and rushed right

into the day;
I had so much to accomplish that I didn't
have time to pra!j.
Problems just tumbled about me,
and heavier came each task.
"Wh!j doesn't God help me?" I wondered.
He answered, "You didn't ask."
I wanted to see jO!j and beaut!j,
but the da!j toiled on, gra!j and bleak.
I wondered why God didn't show me.
He said, "But you didn't seek."
I tried to come into God's presence;
I used all of my keys at the lock.
God gently and lovingly chided,
"My child, you didn't knock."
I woke up early this morning and paused
before entering the day;
I had so much to accomplish that I had to
take time to pray.
(Author unknown)

Mealtime also provides an excel
lent opportunity for having devo
tions. It is important to recognize
God as the giver of our food, ask God
to bless our food and thank Him for
it. After enjoying nourishment for
the body, it is very fitting to nourish
the soul with God's Word. We try to
meet our physical needs; we should
not neglect our spiritual needs.
Bedtime is another meaningful
occasion for devotions. Hopefully we
began the day by communicating
with God; it is only proper to end the
day in fellowship with the giver of
every good thing. It is appropriate
to commend our sleeping time to
the one who does not slumber.
Morning, mealtimes and bedtimes
are all excellent opportunities for
devotions, as well as any time in
between. Isn't it a marvelous bless
ing that we can come to God any
time, anywhere, and He is ready and
willing to hear and answer us? We
never get a busy signal from God. He
never answers us; "Please hold, I
have a call waiting on another line."
God is always available and ready for
us. We are the ones who spoil avail
ability and accessibility, not God.
Family prayer or group prayer is
important, but don't neglect your
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private prayer life. The following sage reading. This has some limita scheduled reading is divided well
quotation, which was printed in the t ions. Using this method alone one chronologically, which is helpful,
Steve Wingfield Ministries letter, ex- s eldom reads a complete chapter or particularly in the latter books of the
presses the importance
book of the Bible; nor Old Testament. Passages from the
of prayer for our spiri- ~..
does
one
read Psalms are suggested reading for
tual well-being:
~ ~'" .
through the entire each Sunday throughout the year. I
~~'
.~~\;.,
Bible, losing the highly recommend reading through
The prayer life o f i!!!o
\ ! ~-'"
\r
/.
chronological, the Bible this way. Reading the Bible
l
the Christian is
" ~'!
q-. ~ ~-.-~"
--'
historical order so consistently in larger segments
the true gauge of \'-.\i.'
and context of lends itself well to seeing repetitions
the rest of his life.
i:,"'
Scripture. This and themes which God places in
Noone:s?uterlife
'::ir
type of Bible Scripture. I used a Bible which had
of activity ever
1(;
. :,' /
reading, used exclusively, easy reading print and I highlighted
hinders one from reading and un verses of promise, comfort, hope
:ises a.bove one's
/1 '00'_.
Inner life of prayer.
derstanding the whole of God's mes and strength. It has made that Bible
~ :
As you pray, so are you. ~',
sage to us. It is like receiving a let especially precious and valuable to
You never become a better
ter from someone and reading only me. I also made written notes re
Christian than you are in your
parts of it, but not its entirety. You'll garding significant passages and
prayer life.
never know what you are missing in concepts. Reading and studying
the author's message if you never God's Word this way was insightful
No matter how zealous, how
read the letter from beginning to and spiritually strengthening. The
busy, how benevolent, how good
end, even if you read some parts over pamphlets can be ordered in large
a name you may have as a Chris
again and again. If it's an important quantities at a very reasonable price.
tian worker, teacher or preacher,
letter, you will want to read all of it, I would urge churches to do so and
you are no better than when you
and reread it. God's Word, His mes to make them available at the be
are alone with God in prayer.
sage to us, needs the same re ginning of each new year.
What you are and do in secret
Prayer and Bible reading can be
sponse; it must be read totally, and
will appear openly. If you are
reread. The thematic or random read done any time of the day or night
weak, lacking and powerless
ing of Scripture is excellent to use, and any number of times in a day.
but it should not be the Christian's Willful neglect of devotions has se
there, you will be weak and lack
singular method of devotions.
rious consequences for the spiritual
ing in spiritual power at every
The Bible can be read from Gen life of the believer. Christian, be sure
other point in your Christian
esis through Revelation by reading to devote adequate time and energy
character and activities.
a chapter, a book, or a part of a chap to Bible reading, study and prayer. If
Everything as to what you be
ter or book each day. For variety, one you are not devoted to devotions, you will
come and as to what you accom
can listen to a chapter
soon become delinquent
plish for the glory of God and His
or part of a chapter or
in having faithful devo
"We never get a tions, filling your time and
kingdom depends upon prayer
book of the Bible each
as it depends on nothing else in
day on cassette. My
using your energy for
husband and I find this
the world.
busy signal something or someone
method enjoyable for
else to which you are giv
(Author unknown)
our
bedtime
devotions.
In Romans 12:12 we are told: "Be
from God." ing greater priority. Child
of God, I urge you to con
A
third
method
for
read

joyful in hope, patient in affliction,
ing through the Bible
centrate your devotion on
faithful in prayer (emphasis mine J.G.).
which I have found very helpful and God, your relationship with Him
The other means of communicat 
a great blessing, is using the pam through Jesus Christ, and the work
ing with God, Bible reading and
phlet entitled: "Through the Bible of the Holy Spirit in your heart,
Bible study, can take many forms.
1997" (or whatever year it is). This through reading and studying God's
Thematic and random reading of Scrip
brochure is published by the Na Word while praying faithfully. Fol
ture passages are used much today
tional Association of Evangelicals, lower of Christ, be "devoted to devo
through the many daily devotion
PO Box 28, Wheaton, IL 60189. A tions."
books on the market and the popu 
person must make a daily time com Jan Groenendyk was a Christian School
lar use of booklets such as Today and
mitment for reading approximately teacher for twenty years. Her husband is
Daily Bread. These are very com 
three or four chapters a day to com Rev. Marion Groenendyk and they are
mendable devotionals if the Bible
plete the entire Bible in one year. The
members of First Zeeland CRC, Zeeland,
passage is read as well as the writ
brochure has a square for checking
ten message; but in our day, some
MI.
off each day's designated Scripture
Christians limit their devotions ex
passages. This provides an easy, ac
c1usivelyto the piecemeal Bible pascurate reading record. The daily
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church, Sundayworship can become
just one more program that is no
better or worse than other church
activities.
Detrimental to Sabbath obser
vance has been the widespread
popularity of revivalism. Not only
have churches used revivals as a
means to convert the lost and gain
new members, but revivals have be
JOHN MUETHER and DARYL HART
come the chief guide for determin
Question: How is the Sabbath to be sanc pea red in the twentieth century? ing genuine spirituality. These
tified? Answer: The Sabbath is to be sanc The explanation usually comes from events distinguish the saved from
tified by a holy resting all that day, even the rise of leisure activities and pro the lost and they are times when
from such worldly employments and recre fessional sports, the changing char believers reaffirm their faith and
ations as are lawful on other days; and acter of work wrought by the indus sense once again the saving power
spending the whole time in the public and trial revolution and technology, and of God. In other words, revivals in
private exercises of God's worship, except so the ascendance of the automobile dicate when the Spirit of God is at
much as is to be taken up in works of ne that brought weekend resorts within work. This means that the way to
cessity and mercy (Westminster Shorter reach of the middle class. In other measure genuine faith is through the
Catechism, Q&A 60).
words, what happened, in sociologi quantifiable means of church pro
cal terms, was secularization.
grams and the intensity of religious
All of this is true, but it is not the experience. Mountain-top experi
n our studies on worship, we
come this month to the Sabbath, whole story. At the same time that ences are assumed to be necessary
the day that Christians are to set American Protestants changed their
for spiritual growth.
apart for private and public acts of observance of the Lord's
Compared to these
"...the Sabbath high-octane
worship. We will assume that Re Day, they also developed
experiences,
is designed to the Sabbath seems bor
formed Christians understand that a peculiar form of spiri
they are to worship God on the tuality, a particular un
work slowly, ing. However, the Bible
Lord's Day, which is the Christian derstanding of the way in
and our Confessions de
quietly, almost scribe
Sabbath. Our focus, therefore, is not which spiritual growth is
a very different
on the "when" of wo'rship - Scrip to take place. This form
imperceptiveiy picture of the spiritual
ture and our Confessions have of piety is connected to
in reorienting disciplines essential for
settled that question - but instead the cultural context of re
Christian life. In Exo
our appetites the
on the "how" of worship. That is to ligious disestablishment.
dus 31, just as Moses
say, we want to see how a proper Since the War for Inde
heavenward." was to descend from
observation of the Sabbath will pendence, American
Mount Sinai, God reiter
shape our understanding and prac churches find themselves in a reli ated the Sabbath command in His
gious free market where the most parting instructions. "You shall
tice of worship.
We recognize and lament the as successful competitors are those surely observe my Sabbaths," God
sault throughout Christendom on that offer the most attractive prod commands (v. 13). The Sabbath is a
the sanctity of the Lord's Day. We uct to religious consumers. With perpetual covenant for all genera
believe that this is related to the out the financial support of the state, tions (v. 16). God's intention is to
widespread confusion among Chris churches in the United States were bless us through the constant and
tians about worship. So recovering forced to adopt market strategies for conscientious observation of the
the Sabbath is vital for recovering growth and development.
day, week after week and year after
How does this mentality shape year. We are sanctified through a
Reformed worship.
spirituality? Much of the corporate lifetime of observance. In other
life of contemporary evangelical words, the Sabbath is designed to
churches consists of highly pro work slowly, quietly, almost
grammed activities conducted imperceptively in reorienting our
Why has Sabbath-keeping de
throughout the week for all ages and appetites heavenward. It is not a
clined in American Protestantism?
interest groups. Without such ac quick fix. It is an "outward and ordi
Why has a practice that enjoyed uni
tivities potential members will look nary" ordinance (Westminster Shorter
versal acceptance among American
for another church with the right mix Catechism, 88), part of the steady and
Protestants in the eighteenth and
of programs for mom, the kids, and healthy diet of the means of grace.
nineteenth century virtually disap
dad. With a "seven-day-a-week"
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American Christians, we have especially by theologians who assert is the day that is set apart, and be
noted, are generally not in synch that. with the coming of Christ, all longs to the Lord. The Lord's Sup
with this rhythm. Attracted to the of life is a "Sabbath rest." Some go per is a holy meal; it belongs to the
inward and extraordinary, they suf so far as to conclude that there is Lord who ordained it in order that
fer from spiritual bulimia, binging at no longer anything particularly we might remember His work of re
big events, then purging, by unique about the Sabbath, nor bind demption. And so we must not re
absenting themselves from God's ing about its observance.
gard the Lord's Day as an ordinary
The flaw of this argument is easily day, any more than we would treat
prescribed diet. The problem with
the spirituality of "mountain-top detected if we apply the same logic the Lord's Supper as a common
experiences" is that eventually you to our tithing to the Lord. We ought meal. In the early church, the asso
to view the Sabbath and ciation between the Lord's Day and
have to come down from
that mountain, where you
our use of time in the worship was clear. The people that
"American same
way that we regard belonged to the Lord gathered for
generally find that life is
the
tithe
and the stew worship on the day belonging to the
still difficult: your job is
Christians...
still unpleasant, your
ardship of our money. Lord, the Christian Sabbath. In the
suffer from To set apart a portion of New Covenant, just as in the Old,
marriage is still shaky,
sickness and disease
our income for the work this was the day for "holy convoca
spiritual of the church is not only tions" (Lev. 23:2-3).
have not gone away. In
contrast, the Sabbath is
bulimia..." to acknowledge that ten THE SABBATH,
percent of our posses
a discipline that provides
sions belong to God. HOLINESS, AND
an oasis for pilgrims in
the desert, whose life is still marked Rather. it expresses our conviction
by suffering. And unlike the church that all that we possess is the Lord's. WORSHIP
How then does the idea of one day
activities that clutter the rest of the Still, God's comprehensive Lordship
week, the Sabbath is the time when over our possessions does not re set apart inform our attitude toward
believers assemble on Mount Zion move from us the obligation to give worship? If the Sabbath day is separate
to meet with their God, to hear Him to Him a portion specifically for the and unique, so are the activities of that day.
speak, and to partake spiritually of work of His church. In a similar way, Because the Bible teaches that the
even though all of our days are to Sabbath is holy, it follows that we
their Savior'S body and blood.
Moreover, the diligent practice of be used in service to our Lord, we are to understand worship as holy
Sabbath-keeping helps the Christian are still commanded to set apart one activity. Just as the Lord's Day is set
to learn what we referred to last day in seven for special use in wor apart from the rest of the week, so
month as the "grammar" of Christian ship and service. While we live all the acts of worship are hallowed, or
worship. In worship, Christians are of life in God's presence and within set apart. from the rest of the activi
engaged in the act of learning the His eyesight. only in worship on the ties of life.
As obvious as this conclusion may
language of Zion. By observing the Lord's Day do we enter into the holy of ho
Sabbath and faithfully attending the lies. For this reason, Isaiah refers to seem, it has come under consider
means of grace, one can learn this the Sabbath as God's "holy day" (lsa. able challenge in our day. We are
losing a sense of holiness and there
language over time, through the sure 58: 13).
fore
of the idea that worship is holy
Lest we think the Sabbath was
and steady means of repetition.
merely an Old Testament ceremonial activity. This challenge comes from
SANCTIFYING THE
institution, we can see this same two directions.
First, there are many
connection
in the New
SABBATH DAY
Christians, especially
Testament, especially
"...the Sabbath Reformed Christians,
Exodus 20:8 instructs us to "re
with the term that is in
member the Sabbath day, to keep it
is a discipline who emphasize the com
troduced to describe the
holy." The Sabbath is a holy day
Christian Sabbath, the
that provides an prehensiveness of the
because God Himself sanctified it by
Lordship of Christ. A
"Lord's Day." John was "in
oasis
for
His holy resting on the seventh day
Christian world-and-life
the Spirit on the Lord's
of creation (v. 11). A theology of the
pilgrims in the view extends to all areas
Day" when he wrote the
Sabbath must underscore the
book of Revelation (Rev.
desert. .. " and walks of life. This
uniqueness of the day. Only when
teaching rightly affirms
1: 10). This language is
we understand the holiness of the
the goodness of creation
similar to the "Lord's Supper" (I Cor.
Sabbath day do we begin to appre
and
the
legitimacy
of all legal
11 :20), and it means the same thing.
ciate the holiness of Christian wor
callings.
One
need
not
be
a preacher
Just as the latter is the supper that
ship. But the idea of a Sabbath day
belongs to the Lord, so the former or a missionary to honor God in his
in the New Covenant is under attack,
or her labors. One can be a farmer
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or a baker and glorify God, if that is ues, "We must make distinctions of
what God has called one to do. Fur this sort that are implicit, though not
thermore, the worldly things that explicit, in Scripture. Scripture does
farmers and bakers produce are not not, for example, explicitly forbid
somehow immoral or beneath Chris juggling exhibitions at worship
tians. They are good gifts of God meetings. But Scripture does set
who pronounced His creation as forth the purposes of worship meet
good; so to work in God's good cre ings; and entertainment - even
ation is not to enter into an evil though lawful at other times, is not
normally consistent with those pur
realm.
But neither is it to enter into a holy poses. We may even say that enter
realm, and here is where a Christian tainment. when it is consistent with
world-and-Iife-view may lead Chris biblical standards, is a form of 'wor
tians astray. Some Reformed theo ship in the broad sense.' But it is
logians have suggested that to main generally inconsistent with the pur
tain a distinction between the pose of a worship meeting" (empha
church and the world, or to distin sis added).
gUish between what is holy and what
Notice what has happened to wor
is common, is to embrace a dualis ship in Frame's logic. His world-and
tic world-view that compromises a life view, insisting that all of life is
fully-orbed Reformed world-and-Iife worship in a broad sense, quickly
-view and denies the goodness of obscures the Biblical teaching about
holiness. So all that he is capable
creation.
Second, in a similar way, the notion of saying about juggling is that it is
of worship as a distinctly
not "normally" consistent
holy activity falls under
the Sabbath with worship, but that it
is "generally" inconsis
implicit attack from the
advocates of contempo 
day is separate tent. This leaves open the
rary worship. Because
possibility that there may
and unique, so be particular times when
life in all its diversity is
juggling is appropriate,
for the purpose of glori are the activities
fying and serving God,
because it is a form of
why not give expression
of that day." worship in Frame's "broad
to that diversity in wor
sense." By this route all
ship? Why not encourage gifted art sorts of innovation (and nonsense)
ists and musicians to display their find their way into worship.
God-given talents in worship
In other words, the distinctions
that are foundational to our obser
through skits, dance and the like?
To be sure, most advocates of con vance of the Sabbath and our assem
temporary worship find it necessary bling for worship all collapse in
to draw some distinctions. John much contemporary writing that re
Frame, for example, writes, "There frains from underscoring the Bibli
are differences between what we cal teaching on holiness, and thus
have called 'broad' and 'narrow' undermining the idea that in wor
senses of worship," but he goes on ship we assemble with all the saints
to write that "those differences are and angels before the throne of God,
not always precisely definable." And in the holy of holies.
We will examine later in some de
so when it comes to public worship
on the Lord's Day, he denies that tail the specific activities that are
"there is a sharp distinction between appropriate in worship. But the con
what we do in the meeting and what cept of holiness furnishes us with a
we do outside of it.... All of the start. This much may be said: only
holy activities are appropriate; God
earth is God's temple."
We don't need to proceed very far has appointed them as the means
before we see how this line of think for His holy people to glorify His
ing may be abused. Frame contin name and to grow in grace. Only

"If

from that basis can we avoid the pit
falls of contemporary worship con
fusion.

THE PROFANE AND
THE COMMON
Scripture insists that we connect holiness
especially to Sabbath-keeping. The Sab
bath day is holy because it is that
particular time when God's people
give heightened corporate expres
sion to their holy calling. To under
stand the holiness of the Sabbath
and worship, it is necessary to con
trast it with the Biblical teaching on
profanity. To be worldly in our Sab
bath-keeping is to profane the day,
by treating it with contempt, des
ecrating and poll uting that which
God has set apart as holy. In Ezekiel
22:26 God through His prophet lays
this charge upon Judah:
Her priests have done violence
to My law and have profaned My
holy things; they have made no
distinction between the holy and
the profane, and they have not
taught the difference between
the clean and the unclean; and
they hide their eyes from My
Sabbaths, and I am profaned
among them.
A similar example comes from
Leviticus 10. Because Aaron's sons,
Nadab and Abihu, worshiped in a
way that God had not commanded
by offering strange fire, He con
sumed them. In that context God
instructed the priests of Israel "to
make a distinction between the holy
and the profane, and between the
unclean and the clean" (Lev. 10:10).
Thus, the distinction between the holy and

the profane lies at the heart of Biblical teach
ing about worship.
In these examples, the acts of pro
fanity that God threatens to punish
are things that He has not com
manded. So there is a clear com
mandment from Scripture for God's
holy people not to profane the Sab
bath by engaging in activities that
He has not prescribed. But there is
more. Our confessional standards
bring out a further Biblical distinc
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tion in their teaching on the Lord's pleasure do we call the Sabbath a
Day, in referring to matters that are delight, and do we honor it as a holy
"common" or "lawful." How is the day of the Lord (lsa. 58: I3).
Sabbath to be sanctified or kept
Now, of course, some would ac
holy? The Westminster Larger Catechism cuse us of espousing a harmful du
tells us, "The Sabbath is to be sanc alism at this point. But such a
tified by a holy resting all the day, charge misunderstands the Biblical
not only from such works as are at teaching on holiness. To mark the
all times sinfuL but even from such Sabbath as holy is not license for six
worldly employments and recre day of secularization. We live all of
ations as are on other days lawful" life in the presence of God. But be
(117). The Catechism is pointing out lievers engage in activities during
a third category of activities that in the week that are common to them
forms our observance of the Sab and non-believers. Only believers,
bath. There are things we do during however, assemble on the holy day
the week that are legitimate and to participate in the holy activity of
worthwhile. They are part of our vo worshiping God. They come corpo
cation, like baking and farming. And rately to Zion, assemble before Him
who is the consuming
there are recreations that
And only by fire, and meet Jesus at the
are valuable and permis
sible, even such activi
recovering the mercy seat, only on the
Lord's Day.
ties as juggling. But the
Sabbath as a
Catechism suggests that
In another sense, the
not only would juggling
holy day set charge of dualism is false,
be impermissible in wor
apart for holy because, strictly speak
ing, it doesn't go far
ship, but it may not even
activities does enough. The Biblical pic
be something we would
do on the Lord's Day at
the church have ture might be better de
all.
any hope of scribed as trichotomous
instead of dualist. Scrip
Another example from
worshiping God ture instructs us to divide
the Old Testament is
helpful here. In Jeremiah
acceptably. " activities among the holy
activities, those that are
17, God instructs His
people, "You shall not bring a load inherently sinfuL and the ones that
out of your houses on the Sabbath are common or lawful on other days.
day nor do any work, but keep the These three categories are crucial
Sabbath day holy" (v. 22). These both in sanctifying the Lord's Day
common activities are certainly law and in understanding what is accept
ful during six days of the week, but able in worship. Unless we distin
they are forbidden on the day re guish among these activities, we are
served for holy activities. In missing the Biblical picture of the
Nehemiah, we see these lawful holiness of worship and the Sab
works expressly condemned as bath.
wicked and profane: "What is this evil
thing you are doing, by profaning the RECOVERING
Sabbath day? Did not your fathers HOLINESS
do the same so that our God brought
God calls Christians to live holy
on us, and on this city, all this
lives. He calls us to live in the world
trouble? Yet you are adding to the
and to work out our salvation in fear
wrath on Israel by profaning the Sab
and trembling. He also commands
bath" (13: 16- I 7). The prohibition
us, at set times and places, to par
against lawful and common activi
ticipate in holy things that are dis
ties on the Sabbath extends beyond
tinct from the ways of the world. God
work and includes even leisure pur
has given us a holy meal (the Lord's
suits that are lawful on other days.
Supper), holy water (Baptism), holy
Only by turning away from our own
words (preaching), and a holy voca

tion (the minister of the Word). He
has also given us holy time: one day
for worship and rest. Contrary to
popular claims, Reformed Chris~ians
do believe in a liturgical calendar.
But it is weekly, it is not seasonal.
Nor is it based on the programming
of large para-church ministries.
Rather, it is the outward and ordi
nary cadence of Sabbath-keeping.
It is no coincidence, we believe,
that a crisis in Reformed worship is
taking place in an age of Sabbath
desecration. Skits that mimic tele
vision sitcoms and sermons that
start with Letterman-like "top ten
lists" are possible only when we for
sake the holiness of the Sabbath.
And only by recovering the Sabbath
as a holy day set apart for holy ac
tivities does the church have any
hope of worshiping God acceptably.
When we enter the holy of holies on
the Lord's Day, we are engaged in
practices that are "outward and or
dinary," but also uncommon, be
cause they are holy.
Attention to the sanctification of
the Sabbath and distinguishing be
tween those practices that are legiti
mate and illegitimate ways of ob
serving the day will also inform the
way we worship. For crucial to keep
ing the Sabbath holy is the obser
vance of the holy activities that com
prise the worship of the only living
and true God.
D.G. Hart is librarian and associate profes

sor of church history at Westminster Theo
logical Seminary (Philadelphia, PAJ, and is
an elder at Calvary Orthodox Presbyterian
Church in Glenside, Pennsylvania. John R.
Muether is library director at Reformed
Theological Seminary and an elder at Lake
Sherwood Orthodox Presbyterian Church in
Orlando, FL. They are co-authors of Fight
ing the Good Fight: A Brief History of
the Orthodox Presbyterian Church
(1995).
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The Means and Message for
Reformation and Revival (XII)
NEAL HEGEMAN

any, not all, of the Biblical principles 6. Revival can happen on a personal basis but in
which are applicable to revival have been
church history we usually see it occurring com
reviewed in previous articles. Is there re
munally. Revival not only effects the local con
vival in North America? Review the principles and
gregation and regional churches but also the
community in which it is situated (Rev. 1: 10-11).
apply them to what you have seen, experienced,
or heard about. It may very well be that one group
Article #2
of people is experiencing revival and another is
not, even though they live in the same proximity. 1. The Spirit of revival is not different from the
Holy Spirit introduced to us at the beginning
However, more often than not, revival touches a
of God's self-revelation in Scripture (Gen. 1: 1-2;
variety of people groups and churches. May this
Acts 2: 1-4).
study have increased your desire to pray for re
vival and may the Lord of revival revive us again. 2. When revival takes place, polytheism is cleared
To pray for revival. we need to know what we are
out of the church. The Spirit of revival is always
praying for. If God were to grant revival. we need
in complete harmony with the revealed will of
to know what to look for. In the absence of revival.
the Father. the saving work of the Son, and the
we need to know what we need. May the follow
holy and perfect ways of the Holy Spirit (Acts
ing principles be in accordance with the Word of
19-20; Eph. 1 : 1-4).
God, and hence, with His Spirit.
3. Wherever the Spirit is at work, the counterfeits
Article #'1
are active (Gal. 1:8).

M

1. Revival. above all else, must come from God. 4. When the Spirit of revival comes He introduces
order into the chaos of our sinful life. He does
Revival is in the first place, theological. that is,
not
bring chaos into an orderly Christian life
God-initiated, God centered, and God glorify
(John
16:8-11).
ing. Soli Deo Gloria! (Romans II :36; Jude
1:24-25).
5. When revival comes, God's people are smitten
with the awe of the triune, personal. powerful
2. We may not ignore the binding character of
and holy God (Acts 9: 1-9).
God's attributes and being in revival (Psalm
119:37-38).
Article #3

3. God shows Himself to be true through His rev
I. The Ten Commandments, are fulfilled and not
elation. You and I need to have the security of
suspended in times of reviva 1 (Mt. 5: 17).
knowing that God can speak and act for Him
self in such a way that we are not deceived 2. There is a revival of true theology- namely, the
doctrine of the one true God (Acts 4: 12).
(II Peter 1:20-21).
4. In times of revival. God will revive His message 3. We see a boldness in representing the sover
eign Father, the redeeming Son and the sancti
and messengers! He will revive their hearts and
fying Holy Spirit (Acts 2: 14-39).
minds (Isaiah 6).

4. True revival is boldly theological and theologi
5. Revival refers to a time of God's special redemp
cally exclusivistic, yet told to all who will hear
tion activity. Martyn Lloyd-Jones defined revival
(Mt. 28: 19-20).
as an experience in the life of the church when
5. There is renewed devotion, prayer. and personal
the Holy Spirit does an unusual work. The un
repentance and faith (Mt. 6:9-13; I Tim. 2:1-7).
usualness of the Spirit's work is not in contra
diction with His usual work, but rather an in
6. Idols fall and true devotion to God is exalted
tensification of it (Acts 3: 19).
as personal repentance, prayer and praise is

A
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7. The name of God is accompanied by the pow
the content of the Spirit's revelation (Romans
10: 1; Acts 2:36).
erful Word and corresponding deeds. There is
a revival of witnessing to Jesus (Phil. 2: 10-11). 6. There is a renewal of authentic, Spirit-led,
8. We look forward to revival influencing the edu
Christ-centered and Father-glorifying true wor
ship ((John 4:24; Acts 2: 14-42).
cation world, where Christian education,
whether that be done at home, with private Article #7
schools, or informally within the public schools,
exalts the name of Jesus as the ultimate foun 1. The spiritual meaning of Christian baptism is
brought into focus (Acts 1: 5)
tain of authentic education, wisdom and val
ues (Prov. 1:7; Col. 2: 15-18).
2. Inner purification which only the Spirit of God
can give is affected (Mal. 3: 1-3; Romans 8).
9. There is renewed emphasis on communal wor
ship, communal rest and the personal pursuit 3. True revival is given by God from heaven (Isaiah
of holiness on the Lord's Day and during the
64:1-5; Eph. 1:15-23).
week (Rev. 1:10).
4. Revival does not help us escape the tempta
Article #5
tions of the world, but the Spirit prepares us to
face the temptations (lames 1: 12-15).
1. We see the increase of parental and children's
responsibility, repentance and restoration. The 5. Times of revival are often followed by persecu
tion. (Acts 3:13).
Spirit of Christ brings the fulfilment of the 5th
commandment into our hearts and homes (Ex. 6. Revival depends on the continuing presence of
20:12; Eph. 6:1-4).
the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:25).
2. The culture of death and destruction is replaced 7. Real spiritual, personal and social needs are
by the community of life and love (Ex. 20: 13;
addressed with the gospel of the kingdom of
Mt. 5:21-26).
God (Luke 4:18-19).
3. The staying power of vows of faithfulness and Article #8
fidelity are upheld. There is definite repentance
of and repulsion to the temptation of lust (Ex. 1. Revival is blessed by regeneration of people.
Unless the Spirit causes new birth, there can
20: 14; Mt. 5:27-32).
be no belief. true repentance, spiritual life and
4. TRere are tremendous inversions of social roles,
eternal hope (Jeremiah 37; John 3:5).
as the rich serve the poor and the poor work
together with the rich. The eternal City of God 2. Revival is not only a knowledge that the Spirit
exists, but the fruits of repentance and trans
triumphs over the temporary and self-centered
formation
are evident (Mt. 7: 15-23).
City of Man (Ex. 20: 15; Mt.6:24; James 2).
5. The tongue speaks the truth about God, one 3. Revival can only be identified with true spiritu
ality (John 3:6)
self, the church, and society (Ex. 20: 16; Mt.
5:37).
4. Revival cannot be identified with human be
ings seeking to manipulate human emotions,
6 In times of revival there is an amazing outpour
wills
and minds. To pray for and wait for revival
ing of thankfulness and gratitude (Ex. 20: 17;
is
to
depend
on the sovereign workings of God
Gal. 6: 10).
(Acts 2: 1).

Article #6

5. Revival does not increase the measure of the
presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives but
rather, by God's grace, the extent of God's work
ing is broadened to include others (Acts 1:8; I
Revival not only confirms the miraculous con
Cor. 12:1-11).
ception of Jesus but also points to the abso
lute necessity of the miraculous new birth of 6. Revival without Christ-centered Biblical preach
the believer (John 3:3; I Peter 1:22-25).
ing and practice is a Spiritless exercise (Romans
10).
The priesthood of all believers is spiritually ac
tivated (Eph. 4: 12; I Peter 2:5).
7. Fleshly attempts to produce revival or spiritu
ality are counter to the Spirit of God (Acts
Unbelieving and dumb tongues are made alive
8:
14-25).
again to testity to God (Rom. 3: 13-16; I Cor.
12:3).
8. Revival causes us to be dependent on the heav
enly reign of the glorified Christ rather than the
A sincere preoccupation for the salvation of the
earthly reign of men (Acts 9:5).
Lord is manifest. Salvation, not speculation, is

1. The Spirit requires that we believe that Jesus is
God (Mt. 1:23; John 1: 1).
2.

3.
4.

5.
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Article #9
I. Pentecost is a further development of the Holy
Spirit's work, fulfilling the initial workings of the
Holy Spirit in the Old Testament and in the life
of Jesus (loeI2; John 14~16).
2. In times of revival, the Spirit illuminates the
redeeming work of the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts

I: 1~4).
3. In times of revival, the sovereign God may ac~
company the communication of the gospel with
signs which, without a doubt, come from God
(Mark 16).
4. The preaching of the gospel is the means which
the Spirit uses to bring salvation to the thou~
sands of listeners (Romans I 0:8~ I 7).
5. In times of revival the Holy Spirit brings inner
conviction as to the sinner's real gUilt for the
death of Christ. The Holy Spirit also brings in~
ner convincing that the promise of pardon for
sins and power for service are believable (Ro~
mans 7~8).

3. In times of revival, the Spirit of God multiplies
spiritual seeking in personal communion and
in congregational worship in extraordinary ways
(Neh. 9: 1~3; Acts 2:40~47).
4. In revival, worship is restored to its proper
place. God's people begin the week with com~
munal worship (the Lord's Day) and continue
to serve Him throughout the week (Isaiah
58: 13~ 14).
5. In times of revival the vision of Jesus is so Bib~
Iical that non~Biblical manifestations of claims
to seeing Christ are exposed (Mt. 24:4; Rev.
20:3).
6. In times of revival there is a multiplication of
churches through the increase of gospel preach~
ing and obedience (Acts 2:47; 4:4,31; 9:31; 12:24;
Rev. 2~3).
7. In times of revival there is an urgency to evan~
gelize all in preparation for the day of judgment
(Mt. 24: 14; I Tim. 2: 1~7).

com~

8. In times of revival the Biblical preaching of
God's Word will be the central activity of wor~
ship as God's people seek to hear the voice and
know the will of God (Micah 4: 1~2).

I. We see that John was revived by the Spirit of

9. All true revival begins with prayer and contin~
ues with prayer (Eph. 6: 18~20; Col. 4:2; I Thes.
5: 17).

6. In times of revival there is a world~wide
munication of the gospel (Acts 1:8).

Article #10
God in order to reform the early congregations
according to the Word of God and to the glory
of the Father (Rev. I).

Article #11
I. In times of revival, God uses the particular few
in order to reach many others (Acts 2: I~ 39).
2. In times of revival there is an increased aware~
ness of the Christian's vocation as prophet,
priest and king (Exodus history; I Peter 2).

10. In times of revival, persecution is not able to
stop believers from being faithful to Jesus, even
to the end (Acts 4:13~18; Rev. 1:2,9).

Dr. Neal Hegeman is Associate Pastor at the Corner~

stone United Reformed Church in London, Ontario,
Canada. He serves as Executive Director of Ligonier Min~
istries of Canada.
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Complainers Take Another Lap
Around the Desert
GARY COX

Recently I talked about the prob
lem of a complaining, grumbling
mouth that actually issues from a re
bellious heart whether we realize it
or not. Nobody likes to be around
someone who regularly complains.
Some of you are married to a per
son like that and you know what a
pain it is, but what about you? Give
yourself a test. Just take one day and
consciously count how often you
find yourself grumbling about some
thing even if under your breath. You
might be shocked.
Most of us have a problem in this
area that we need to recognize and
then realize that it's a serious prob
lem as evidenced in the life of the
wilderness wanderings of the Jews.
They discovered that when they
complained they did so against God
and actually sinned against the Lord.
They also found out that complain
ers don't enter the Promised Land
- the physical one or the spiritual
one. Let me show you what I mean.
Israel would complain and God
would say, "Take me a lap around the
desert." They would get the point
for about a day and a half - and
then start grumbling about some
thing else, and God would say to
them, "Take another lap because
you're going to keep walking until
you learn this lesson."

Well, they finally griped so much
that the Lord said, "OK, just die in
the wilderness. Suffocate in your un
belief and rebellion," and they did.
A whole generation dropped in the
sands of the Sinai.
That was bad enough, but did you
know that complainers don't enter
the heavenly Promised Land either?
Paul alludes to that fact in
Philippians 2: 16 where he speaks of
the possibility of his laboring "in
vain" among the Philippian believ
ers. He acknowledges that God
might say to some of the apostle's
converts, "Just die in the wilderness."
Now some of you may be think
ing, "Wait, I thought we enter heaven
by faith alone in Christ alone?" Well,
if you think that you'd be right. Then
you might say to yourself, "But if
that's the case then complaining
can't keep us out of heaven - only
unbelief!" And you would be right
again. So, here's the kicker - God
says in the Bible that the root of a
complaining, griping spirit is an un
believing heart.
You see, our lips reveal our hearts.
We either trust our Father in heaven
and express thankfulness or we rebel
against Him and complain.
The very morning that I preached
the first of two messages on this
topic I stepped into the pulpit area

a few minutes before the beginning
of the first service in order to hook
myself up to the lapel microphone.
As I was trying to put it on I noticed
that someone had reversed the clip.
It was a hassle to change it back to
the right, so I'm standing there
grumbling under my breath, and our
associate pastor walks up overhear
ing my complaining. I looked at him
and started to laugh (maybe I should
have cried), and said, "Do you real
ize what I'm preaching on this morn
ing?" We both laughed, but there's a
big sense in which it's not amusing
at all.
How desperately we need the
grace of God to change us, and that's
a major part of the "good" in the
good news of the gospel. I can't
change me but God's Spirit can and
does in the lives of genuine believ
ers. So the next time you start to
complain about something, listen
for the voice of your Father in
heaven. You just might hear Him say,
"My child, take another lap around
the wilderness" because that's where
grumblers exercise.
Rev. Cox is senior pastor of Meadowview
Reformed Presbyterian Church (PCA) and
columnist for the Lexington Times (a
subsidiary of the New York Times) from
which this article is reprinted.
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Bible Studies on

Genesis 1·11
LESSON 1: STORY OR HISTORY?
READ GENESIS 1: 1 .. 2:3; II TIMOTHY 3
Our Lord Jesus Christ once asked His disciples
whether they understood the parables which He had
spoken (Matthew 13). They said that they did, to which
our Lord replied, "Therefore every scribe who has be~
come a disciple of the kingdom of heaven is like a head
of a household, who brings forth out of his treasure
things new and old" (Matt. 13:52).
Engaging in a study of Genesis 1~ 11 will be for us, I
should hope, an exercise that will remind us of things
that are "old" and weIl~known, but also an exercise that
will inform us and challenge us in "new" things as well.
Studying areas of the Bible that have been frequently
covered is risky in the sense that we may think we know
all of it quite well. In such a case, we are not always
open to learning the things that God has placed in His
Word. One can and should always learn something
new when he or she opens up the Bible again to read it
and listen to His message again in childlike faith.

Some Bible study basics:
the Author and the author
The Christian confesses certain things about God's
Word, the Bible. In II Peter 1:20~21 (NASB) we read the
following:
But know this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a

matter of one's own interpretation, for no prophecy was ever
made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy
Spirit spoke from God.
While we would admit that the human authorship of
Genesis is not explicitly stated for us, yet this book of
beginnings is so integral to the whole of the first five
books, the Pentateuch ("five~scrolled"), that we may
discuss the human authorship of the whole as inclu~
sive of a discussion concerning the human writer of
Genesis. We believe that the man "moved by the Holy
Spirit" to write the Pentateuch (and thus Genesis, of
course) was the great Old Testament prophet Moses.
Support for this comes from the testimony of the
Pentateuch itself. Consider the following passages:
Exodus 24:4~8: "And Moses wrote ..."
Exodus 34:27: "... to Moses, Write these words'"
Numbers 33: I ,2: "And Moses wrote ..."
Deuteronomy
law..."

31:9,24~26:

"And Moses wrote this

In Exodus through Deuteronomy Moses is the promi~
nent figure, the one who received the covenant at
Mount Sinai, and the one who wrote out the itinerary
of Israel as she traveled through the wilderness to the
Plains of Moab. Other Old Testament passages sup~
port this as well (d. Joshua 1:7,8; 8:31; 22:9; I Kings 2:3;
II Kings 14:6; 21:8; 22:8; Ezra 6: 18; Nehemiah 13: 1;
Malachi 4:4).
The testimony of the New Testament also supports
the claim that Moses is the principal human writer of
the Pentateuch. The Jews of Jesus' day and our Lord
Himself had no question regarding the Mosaic author~
ship of the Pentateuch. Read and reflect upon these
passages as indicative of the general New Testament
understanding of Moses as author of the Pentateuch
(the "Law"): Matthew 8:4; 19:8; Mark 1:44; 10:5; 12:26;
Luke 5:14; 16:16,31; 24:27,44; John 5:46A7; 7:19. More
could be cited, but these will suffice for now. In short,
the witness of the Scripture itself is that Moses wrote
the Pentateuch and that this is God's Word which ad~
dresses us with binding authority.
Furthermore, we confess that all of Scripture is ulti~
mately from the mouth of God, given to prepare God's
people to lead useful lives of service in the kingdom of
God. The Apostle Paul tells Timothy that "all Scripture
is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for re~
proof, for correction, for training in righteousness; that
the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every
good work" (II Tim. 3:16~17). When Paul penned these
words, he had in mind the Old Testament Scripture
because the New Testament documents had not yet
been collected and universally recognized as God's in~
spired Word. Genesis 1~ 11, as part of that inspired,
breathed~out~from~God collection, is also profitable
and useful to us today for teaching us positive truths,
warning us about destructive errors, and building us
up in faith and obedience. Try to keep in mind as you
read Genesis 1~ 11 that goal of achieving a godly equip~
ping in teaching and correction.

Some Bible study basics:
guidelines to interpretation
To acknowledge one's presuppositions about the text
of Scripture is not yet to spell out how one approaches
this text as a text. How do we read the Bible? Some
say that we should be "literal wherever possible." B~t
does this not run the danger of a kind of flat. two~dl~
mensional reading of Scripture? For example, in clas~
sic dispensationalism when the Bible says Israel. it
means Israel (the children of Jacob). but when it says
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church, it means church, and never shall the two be in~
terchanged. Maybe we could be "figurative" or "alle~
gorical wherever possible." But this is not satisfactory
either, because the danger is that our understanding
of the Bible is subject to all kinds of fanciful and quite
arbitrary interpretations. We could treat the Bible and
its message as a "wax nose."
The classic description of a Reformed reading of the
Bible is exegesis (interpretation) that gives full weight
to the redemptive, the historical, the grammatical, and
the covenantal context and concerns of the passage.
In the history of how the Bible was interpreted, this
was the "literal" (i.e., according to the letter) or "liter~
ary" reading, giving full allowance for the various types
of literature (genres) that compose the Bible, whether
those types be historical narrative, legal code, poetry,
wisdom statements, prophetic sermons, and the like.
God has given us His Word in human words, in a vari~
ety of life~settings, in several types of literature. Text in
context (actually several contexts!): this must be kept
in mind as we read.
The following principles should help us all in our
reading of Genesis 1~ 11 (and even the rest of the Bible).
First of all, the words in a passage must not be abstracted (lifted
out) from the immediate context. This does not mean
that a word or several words might not have special
weight or great significance. That can (and does) hap~
pen. But what a word means, it means in its context.
At the same time, we must recognize that words have
denotations (basic, core meanings) as well as connotations
(derived, more "poetic" meanings). So, we should al~
ways think carefully how a word is being used by the
writer in a particular context.
Secondly, verses must not be abstracted from their context.
The actual division of our Bibles into chapters and num~
bered verses is several centuries old by now, but we
must remember that this was not the case when the
Bible was first written. For example, the Gospel writer
Luke did not write individual verses; he wrote (under
inspiration) a carefully researched account of Christ's
life and work (d. Luke 1:l~4), an account that holds
together as a whole.
Thirdly, we must take into account the type of literature
in which a passage occurs. This is the matter of genre
and the kind of interpretation appropriate to the kind
of literature. For example, you would not interpret a
physics textbook as you would interpret a poem by
Robert Frost. You would not read the classified sec~
tion of a newspaper as you would read a play by wi1l~
iam Shakespeare. So too, the poetry of the Psalms al~
lows for more of an emotive, suggestive interpretation
that would not be as appropriate in, say, historical nar~
rative.
Fourthly, the overall structure and unity of the Bible must
be kept in mind. Because the Bible has one Author,
who used many human authors over a great period of
time, we believe that the overal message of the Bible

r

is unified. Scripture, because it is unified, is therefore
able to interpret itself. The great church father Augus~
tine reminds us that the New Testament's message is
contained (concealed) within the Old Testament, while
the Old Testament's message is revealed more fully in
the New. The basics of God's great message of salva~
tion in Jesus Christ are already given in the Old Testa~
ment; the New Testament will throw greater light on
the truths already spelled out in the Old. The Apostle
Paul reminds Timothy that the holy Scriptures (the Old
Testament!) are "able to make you wise for salvation
through faith in Christ Jesus" (II Tim. 3: 15).
Finally, we may never allow what we discover and know
from extra~biblical material to have an authority and an im~
portance that is the same as, perhaps even higher than,
the Bible itself. As we have said earlier, the Scripture
is quite able to interpret itself. Knowledge gained from
extra~biblical studies should never be ignored, for of~
ten such information may throw helpful light on the
original languages, the culture and the customs of the
times of the Bible, but the message in the end must be
the message which Scripture itself teaches.

}
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Genesis 1.. 11:
challenges to reading
Why do we limit our study to these chapters in the
book of beginnings? Why not study, say, Genesis 1~9
or Genesis 1~ 13? There are several reasons why some
have in the past (and even still today) made Genesis
11 the end of a Significant section of Genesis. At the
end of Genesis 11 the genealogy being traced takes us
to Abram and Sarai. Abram (later renamed Abraham
in Genesis 17) becomes the main figure in the story
line that takes us to Genesis 25. The story line focuses
on God's covenantal dealings with one man, while in
the chapters before Abram there are accounts of world~
wide events and long genealogical lists. The history
and genealogies recorded in Genesis I~ 11 obviously
take us back to the very beginning of time, and that
has led some to ask the question, "Is this all true as a
record? Could the things recorded in Genesis 1~11 re~
ally have happened? Or, do we in fact have stories that
are really more like myths, sagas, or legends?"
Such a challenge arises out of a variety of sciences I
which themselves have been developing in the last
three hundred years. In particular the challenges and
questions about how we should read Genesis 1~ 11 have
come from the sciences of physics, geology,
palaeontology, archaeology, literary analysis, and his~
toriography. A straightforward reading of Genesis 1~ 11
could lead one to believe that the world was likely cre~
ated just slightly earlierthan 4000 B.C., that it was once
inundated by a world~wide flood, and that a godly line
of people kept alive religious traditions which in time
became inscripturated in the Pentateuch, the first five .
books of Moses. But some scientists, especially since J

J
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the time of the Enlightenment (late 17th through the
18th centuries) have come to doubt the Biblical account
in terms of its description of actual events in time and
space.
What is a responsible, Christian viewpoint toward
this? Does Genesis 1~ II record history (facts that de~
scribe real people and places in time and space), or do
we have here merely stories whose value lies in the
"ideas" which are depicted or taught in them, but sto~
ries with little or no historical reality in them? Some
are inclined to speak of Genesis I ~ II as "primeval his~
tory" (little historical value) while Genesis 12~50 is "pa~
triarchal history" (more historical basis). We will come
back to this point later.
The student of Genesis 1~ II should not be surprised
to find that palaeontology and archaeology have not
recovered material facts to support all the data men~
tioned in early Genesis. The Scripture has a message
to tell, and it tells its redemptive message in narra~
tives that read like "factual" history. Perhaps an illus~
tration may help at this point. When one drives through
a large national park, the driver does not see all the
plants and animals that exist in the park. The road is
such a narrow band. Conversely, those who study the
park extensively will not encounter very frequently that
which stays close to the road, that narrow band.
Genesis 1~ II tells stories that have a specific focus
(the "narrow road"). Various sciences may very well
investigate the wide ranges of the creation and its vari~
ous aspects as God's world existed many, many years
ago (the "large park"). If historical research has not
discovered Cain, for'example, that is understandable.
Conversely, one must not extrapolate what "early man"
was like, for example, from the brief phrase "Cain was
a tiller of the ground" (Gen. 4:2), as if all early mankind
was settled agriculturalists.
This is not to say that Scripture and science belong
in two watertight compartments. Divine redemption
and revelation occur in this creation, in a history and
in a cosmos that is common to both the Christian and
the non~Christian alike. The study of this world in all
its marvelous dimensions requires for the confessing
Christian the usage of the SCripture as the proper lense
or eyeglasses in order to see more clearly what God
reveals in the world. Such study can be very useful
even in the reading of Scripture because the inspired
text has a context in time and space, in history and in
culture.
The Christian is therefore not afraid to ask questions
or even to listen to what the various sciences are say~
ing, provided he always remembers that science must
remain modest in all of its claims of what "really hap~
pened" in the earliest eras of creation's history. The
Christian must always remember that there are no neu~
tral facts anywhere in the creation. Even Biblical "facts"
are not neutral! the heavens are telling of the glory of
L -_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

God; and their expanse is declaring the work of His
hands," says Psalm 19: I. Romans I: 19~20 adds the fol~
lowing:
Because that which is known about God is evident within

them; for God made it evident to them. For since the creation
of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and
divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood
through what has been made, so that they are without ex~
cuse.
Creation is truly a "most elegant book" that speaks
clearly of God the Creator. Scripture is also a most
elegant book, but one which speaks "more clearly and
fully" to its readers about all that is "necessary for us
to know in this life," to the glory of God and our salva~
tion (Belgic Confession, Article 2).

Genesis I~ II:
revisiting the chapters
If we allow the Scripture to set its own agenda and
take note of its own divisions, then it is questionable
to see Genesis 1~ II as the best unit for study. Why
make the major break at the end of chapter II when
Abram is introduced already within Genesis II? Does
he not belong with what follows in chapter 12?
The fullest account of the creation week is given to
us in Genesis 1: I through 2:3. The chapter break is not
always that helpful to the reader. When seen as a whole
unit, we have here described in a very structured, or~
derly way, God's putting into place everything that per~
tains to our world and our time. The stage is con~
structed and its players are placed on that creational
stage through the power of God's creative word.
Then in Genesis 2:4 we read, "This is the account ..."
The word account is translated as generations, history, even
record in other translations. It is an important word that
occurs at key places throughout the rest of Genesis.
The reader of Genesis can find 10 account or generation
sections:
I. 2:4 ~ 4:26: the account of paradise, the fall into sin,
enmity between brothers, and the line of Cain;
2. 5: I ~ 6:8: Adam's line through Seth; God's "grief"
concerning the human race;
3. 6:9 ~ 9:29: Noah, and the woman's seed saved in the
flood;
4. 10: I ~ II :9: Noah's sons; God fills the cleansed world;
5. II: I O~ 26: Shem, and the blessing of Noah at work;
6. II :27 ~ 25: II: Terah; the blessing of Shem is ful~
filled in the son Isaac;
7. 25:12~18: Ishmael (Abraham'S other son);
8. 25: 19 ~ 35:29: Isaac's blessing is fulfilled;
9. 36+43: Esau (Isaac's other son);
10. 37: I ~ 50:26: Jacob; Israel is saved by God through
Joseph in Egypt.
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This appears to be the way that Genesis organizes itself.
With each account ("generations") there is a narrowing
process, each one giving us more details and charac~
terizations as God moves His covenant of grace along
toward the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore,
Genesis does not think along the lines of "primeval his~
tory" and then "patriarchal history." This might be the
way some scholars have construed the book of Gen~
esis, but this does not appear to be the way Genesis is
itself arranged.
At times the central figure in the particular generation
is not the one named at the beginning of the generation.
For example, Abraham is the central figure in the gen~
eration of Terah, and Joseph plays a very prominent role
in the generation of Jacob. We thus begin to see imme~
diately that Genesis does not give us first of all biogra~
phies of Bible heroes, or merely stories of interesting
people who lived a long time ago in the ancient Near
East. Rather, the stories of Genesis move us along re~
demptive history, from a beginning toward an end point.

Genesis 1,,11:
God's work in history
We have noted how God's inspired Word tells us only
what it wants us to know about how the sovereign God
has worked in history. All of the rest of the Bible un~
derstands that the characters and the events recorded
in Genesis I ~ II are real people and actual events. We
can return to this point in later lessons where such is
appropriate. If anyone should make the claim that the
"assured results of science" have made it impossible
for us to believe that Adam and Eve, for example, were
our first parents, specially created by the hands of God,
then the confession that Scripture is its own interpreter'
is denied. Romans 5 and I Timothy 2 appeal precisely
to the reality of Adam as covenant head and representative for
the whole human race. The Bible, in its totality and its
unity, lays down its own playing rules.
Genesis I ~ II speaks of people, places and events that
are real. It tells us its history in stories. We should not
be afraid to call the early chapters of Genesis "stories,"
provided that we understand them to relate to the
reader facts which the rest of Scripture teaches to be
facts. Always check out how a scholar or any writer is
using his terms: how does he define the important
words he uses?
At the same time, let us remember that the facts of
redemptive history are not told to us to make us more
intelligent, but they are recorded to make us believers
in. the God who has entered into this creation in order
to save it from sin and death.

POINTS TO PONDER AND DISCUSS
1. How important are our presuppositions about the
Bible in our reading of the Bible? What must we
believe about the Bible when we read and study it?
See Belgic Confession, Articles 2,3,5, 7; WestminsterCon~
fession, Chapter 1.
2. Check out, if you are able, some Bible encyclope~
dias or Bible introductions to see what some of the
critical understandings are of the origins of the
Pentateuch, including Genesis. Why do many schol~
ars today reject the idea that Moses is the human
author of the Pentateuch? Did Jesus accommodate
Himself to the beliefs of His day in speaking of Moses
as the writer of the Pentateuch, if in fact Moses was
not the writer? If so, what does this do to our view
of Jesus Christ?
3. The Bible as a text, a body of literature, shows many
of the features that belong to texts. Some have ad~
vocated that we should read the Bible -just like any
other book." Evaluate this statement. What is true
and what is not true about this statement?

4. What are some of the challenges that the sciences
today raise in our reading of Genesis? ",-can the
study of history, archaeology, and otherscieIIcEsac
tually help us in reading the Bible? WhatCJlher"parts
of the Bible have "questions· raised about. . . .be
cause of what some scientists are saying?
5. Read John 20: 30~ 31 and 21 :25. How can these1lll!l5leS
help us ask the right kinds of questions aIJaII: the
rest of Biblical history, indudincGI!!M

_"I?

6 Some say that only the teachings ri~ at the
Bible are important but not: its historidty_ Ear i"e
such a suggestion_ I-Iow important is the fac:Ior- of
history and historicity in the Bible? See JoIua 1:14; I
John 1: Iff.
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Bible Studies on

Genesis 1·11
LESSON 2:THE FIRST DAY
READ GENESIS I: 1.. 5
In the beginning God created His kingdom. Genesis
1: 1 reveals to us that the totality of all that exists was
created by only one almighty Being, namely, God Him~
self. Very clearly God makes Himself the first subject
of Genesis and thus of the Bible itself. Before any~
thing created was or came into existence, God is and
exists sufficient unto Himself and for Himself. Read
Isaiah 40 and several following chapters. These Bibli~
cal passages make it clear that God is the First and the
Last in creation.

Him all things were created: things in heaven and on
earth, visible and invisible...all things were created by
Him and for Him ...and in Him all things hold together"
(Col. I: 16, 17). This teaching is again underscored by
Hebrews 1:2 which says regarding Jesus Christ the Son,
God "appointed heir of all things, and through whom
He made the universe." These are powerful statements!
Jesus Christ. God the Son, created everything, keeps it
all together. gives all things meaning and purpose, and
seeks to direct all things for Himself, for the glory of
God the Father.

"In the beginning"

All things He created
Genesis 1: 1 tells us that God created "the heavens
and the earth." Later on in this chapter we learn that
the sky (firmament) is called "the heavens" (or
"heaven"). and the dry land is called "the earth." But
we would be misreading Scripture if we understood
Genesis 1: 1 to be saying nothing more than the fact
that. in the beginning, God created "the sky and the
dry land." Rather, the two things mentioned in verse 1
("the heavens and the earth") refer to the totality t~at
belongs to a particuLar category, in this case, that which
was created. If, for example, the Bible mentions "day
and night," it refers to the totality of a unit of time. Or
again, when we read in Zephaniah 1: 12 that the LORD
will "do nothing, either good or bad," the words "good"
and "bad" when read together speak of a totality. In
Isaiah 44:24 we read, "I am the LORD, who has made
all things, who alone stretched out the heavens, who
spread out the earth by Myself." Notice in this Isaiah
verse the words "alone" and "by Myself."
The Christian Church confesses, however. that this
God (the word in the original is the more general name
for Diety, Le., 'Elohlm) is one Being, three Persons. In
verse 2 the Spirit of God is seen hovering over the great
deep, demonstrating already the uncreatedness of the
Spirit as well as His splendid sovereignty over the
creational elements. The Spirit of God and the Word
(the Son) of God are also active Persons in creating all
things when Psalm 33:6 says, "By the word of the LORD
were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath
of His mouth: The word for "breath" can also mean
"Spirit" or "wind:
Furthermore. God the Son is also active in creation
of the kingdom over which God rules. John 1: 10 tells
us that the world was made through Him. Paul re~
minds the Colossian church (and us as well!) that "by

If time is integral to the creation order itself, it is
somewhat problemmatic to speak of a "before" the cre~
ation. What was there before the "in the beginning" of
creation, except God Himself? Yet He is above, before,
underneath, and after time, space, and all things. We
use language to describe God's Being and His activity,
sometimes in ways that cannot fully grasp all that God
is. Before there was anything, there was, and is, and
always will be the great Creator. God.
If we believe that the creation account here (and we
are not forgetting the further revelation of Genesis 2)
is being put by Moses before God's people in the time
of the wilderness wanderings, then the revelation of
Genesis I: I is extremely significant. In Moses' day (as
today!) people believed in many gods. In effect, this
leads to a "multi~verse" of conflicting deities and dif~
ferent law~givers (and thus different laws). Genesis 1: 1
reveals that there is only one God, only one Law~giver,
and thus His Law~word is one, coherent, unified, sen~
sible, and ultimately good. One God, one kingdom!

Creation, then a gap?
It has been suggested by some students of the Bible
that the creation account of Genesis one represents
the restoration of a world that became chaotic "be~
tween" verses one and two. First, God created all things,
but then the world fell into a disorganized state of af~
fairs. This theory makes room, of course, for the world
to be very, very old, and thus compatible with the claims
of many scientists who insist on a universe that is at
least six billion years old. The very ancient remains ()f
"human ancestors" represent evidence from that.ear~
lier, fallen world, it is said. What God is doing in Gen~
esis l:3ft it is said, is actually reordering or reconstruct~
ing a universe that had become disordered. Thus, it is
claimed, there is a "gap" between verses one and two,
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a gap that represents a great amount of time. After all,
not everything that has happened in the history of the
world has been recorded in the Bible for us (which, of
course, is true, but not necessarily applicable at this
point in the text!).
However, there is nothing in the text which warrants
such a view. The text in the original language does not
use a verbal form that would indicate "became" (thus
"the earth became formless and empty"). When Adam
was created, are we to understand that he lived in a
creation already billions of years old, with the remains
of pre~Adamite beings and many skeletal remains of
thousands of creatures already in the ground? Was
the first world that was destroyed (in the "gap") not so
good, while the world created in Genesis was "very
good"? The Scriptural text does not allow us to say
that "God created all things in six days, except for ... "
Rather, close attention to the text leads the reader to
another kind of conclusion.

Unformed and unfilled
In the original language, the last word of verse one is
"the earth," and the first word of verse two is "the earth."
This points out that the Bible is turning its attention
to the concerns of what God did in the creation of the
earth. The realm called "the heavens" is thus set aside
for the moment. This is the place of God's throne room,
the place where the seraphim, the cherubim, the arch~
angels, and thousands of angels wait upon the Lord in
the great heavenly council, praising and glorifying Him
forever. Psalm 89: 11 tells us that both the heavens and
the earth belong to God because He has founded it.
The heavens and the earth-these are the kingdom over
which He is absolute Sovereign.
But there is more to consider. Psalm 115: 16 reminds
us that the highest heavens belong to the LORD, but
the earth He has given to man. Thus the text turns our
attention immediately to "the earth." Within God's king~
dom we are given a home, a place, space in which we
are called to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. This is
the area of man's activity, the place where the image~
bearer of God will carry out his service for, and worship
of, the living God.
This earth is described in verse two as being initially
"formless and empty" (or void). This has led some to
describe the initial creation as being a "chaos." Such a
term is most unfortunate because it suggests that mat~
ters were out of control, as if no one was in charge of
things. Perhaps the word "chaos" reminds us of the
children's playroom after an afternoon when the three~
year old and the fjve~year old have been in it!
God did not create a chaotic mess. In fact. the rest of
the creation week will be God's work that will divide the
various areas of the earth (understood broadly as all
that which is not "the heavens," God's special throne
rocrrIll, and then He will populate the areas that have

been formed through division. What is formless re~
ceives form through separation on roughly the first
three days, and what is empty receives occupants on
the last three (or four) days of the creation week. The
wisdom of divine design is about to be held up before
the believers' eyes! Thus "formless and empty" are not
seen as something inherently evil, but the phrase de~
scribes "the earth" as it was in the beginning, at that
initial point when our God brought it into existence.

Day one ~ one day
It is inevitable that the question arises here as to thed'i'"
nature of the days of the creation week. Does the word
day represent a long period of time (an age of, say, mil~
lions or billions of years)? Does it mean a period of
24~hours, nothing more and nothing less, as we expe~
rience that today? Or, is the creation week of six days
of work and the seventh day of rest merely a literary,
quasi~poetic, account of the beginning, and therefore
not at all descriptive of how the world began?
An exhaustive discussion of every question involved
in this topic goes beyond the primary concerns of this
Bible study. However, this writer takes the position
that the days of Genesis one are to be understood not
as long periods of time ("ages") since the originallan~
guage has devices for expressing long periods of time,
and those vocabulary devices are not used in Genesis
one. This writer understands that the days of Genesis
one are ordinary days of alternating evenings and morn~
ings, real periods of time that succeeded each other in
the very beginning of God's kingdom. Even many schol~
ars who do not believe that the days of Genesis are
real and ordinary days will admit that the text, on any
surface reading, conveys that idea to the reader. In
other words, the "plain sense reading" dearly pushes
the reader to this conclusion: the days of Genesis one
are ordinary days.
But there are more reasons that may be adduced in
support of this reading. Read Exodus 20: 11 and 31: 17,
for example. Scripture reminds us that God created
the world and all that is in it in the space~time period
of six days, with the seventh day being set aside as the
day of rest (we'll examine that more closely in a later
lesson). Of course, the primary analogy being set forth
here is the six plus OPIL pattern that defines the human
week, not primarily the length of the Genesis one days.
However, if the days of Genesis one have no analogy to
the days of the week as we experience the week, then
God is drawing an analogy to something that, in effect.
never happened. This would be a strange reading of
the fourth commandment indeed!
Secondly, the argument that is occaSionally heard, that
to God a day is a thousand years, is not an accurate
readingofthetext. Read II Peter 3:8 (ef. Psalm 90:4). It
says that "with the Lord one day is as a thousand years,
and a thousand years as one day." Notice the com~
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parative word as. It reveals to us again (as we need to
be reminded of this fact) that our sovereign King is
above all limitations and restrictions that time may
impose upon us as creatures. God created time, He
controls all time, He is involved with us in time, but
He is not restricted by time. God does not wear a wrist
watch, nor is He constrained by human calendars! "His
purposes will ripen fast, unfolding every hour." He can
do whatever He wills in a split second, or He can work
out His plan over many millennia. But it was His good
pleasure to create all things in the space of six days,
ordinary space-time days of successive evenings and
mornings.
Thirdly, it must be admitted that the word "day" (yom
in the original language) can have other meanings, even
within Genesis one. Elsewhere in the Old Testament
the "day of the LORD" phrase, so common in the proph
ets, takes us beyond a strictly 24-hour period. Genesis
1:5 (ef. verses 14,16,18) even draws our attention to two
usages of the word. The light by itself is called "day,"
while the evening and the morning constitute the pe
riod we know as a "day." (Even the English language
uses the same distinction.) So, the reader must be
sensitive to context and usage of a word within that
context. Our concern at this point is the usage of the
word day that concludes the description of each suc
cessive period of creational activity.
Fourthly, each of the six creation days has a numeri
cal adjective before it ("second," "third," etc.). Byanal
ogywith other portions of Scripture (for example, Num
bers 7:12-78; d. Zech. 14:7), when such a construction
is used, the days are understood to be ordinary days.
When the plural "days" is used elsewhere in the Old
Testament, the understanding is that they are normal,
ordinary periods of time we recognize as days.
Fifthly, the text of Genesis one defines these days as
"evening ... and ... morning." This restricts the under
standing of what a day is. Obviously, Genesis was not
written at the North or South poles, where an evening
or morning can be quite long at certain times of the
year! Genesis was written by Moses, whose feet stood
on the ground of the ancient Near East. A day is com
posed of an evening period (darkness), followed by the
period of morning (daylight). In Daniel 8:26 there is
the reference to evenings and mornings (in connection
with sacrifices); these are clearly understood as nor
mal days.
Finally, the references to "seasons," "days" and "years"
in Genesis 1:14 point to units of time measurement
which were understood and were well-known by the
reader. As mentioned above, the plural form here for
"day" points to the meaning of "day" as that of a nor
mal, ordinary day.
The pOints noted above, when put together, have an
accumulative effect. They point us in the direction of
understanding the creation week as being six, ordinary
days, in immediate succession to each other, days in
L-.._ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

which God separated the parts of the earth into their
respective portions and then populated those separate
portions with the creatures that make up His royal
realm.
There are those who see Genesis 1: 1ff merely as a
literary panel. They come to this conclusion from at
least one of two directions (not always mutually exclu
sive, but certainly distinguishable). Some say that "the
assured results" of science tell us that the world, the
stars, and all living creatures could not have come into
being at the instant God gave His Word. Others would
argue that the account of creation as given in Genesis
2:4ff is historical, while Genesis 1 has only a theologi
cal, perhaps polemical, point to make. In other words,
there may be exegetical (textual) reasons for seeing
Genesis 1 as not literal, although it is still very impor
tant for what it reveals about God's creation and sover
eignty. In several later lessons, we will give more at
tention to these suggestions.

"And God said"
The first subject of the Bible is God, and the first
Speaker of the Bible is God as well. By His words, "Let
there be light," He wills light into existence. So it will be
with the other events of the creation week and with the
other elements that are made in these first six days.
Read verses 3, 6, 9, 11, 14,20,22, 24, 26, 28 and 29.
Here we read the recurring phrase, "And God said," or
"God blessed them and said." Creation begins with divine,
royal words. Later, at Mount Sinai, the Ten Words will
come from the heavenly King, covenantally binding Is
rael as a people, divinely-created, to their royal Master
and sovereign Father. In the beginning God's Word cre
ates His kingdom; at Sinai God's Word creates His king
dom of priests, Israel.

The first word: light
God is light, and in Him there is no darkness at all
(d. Ps. 27: 1; 36:9; John 1:3; 12:35). This light of Genesis

1:3, however, is a created phenomenon, the first of God's
gifts to the creation. By creating light first before the
light-givers or the light-bearers of the fourth day, God
is showing us that the sun (or suns) are not the ulti
mate source of light. The ancients worshiped the sun
as a god because they saw it as a source of their life
and well-being. In connection with the creation of light
first. E.J. Young (In the Beginning, p. 40) says the follow
ing: "Light is the foundation of all that follows ... But
that we may understand that light, the necessary foun
dation for all life, is the gift of God and not of the sun,
light is mentioned before the sun." We will say more
about this in connection with the fourth day. In any
case, we note that light is created to separate itself
from the darkness. God has begun the grand task of
removing the formlessness of the earth He created in
the beginning.
.. .~
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POINTS TO PONDER AND DISCUSS
I. II Timothy 3: 16~ 17 tells us that the Scripture is prof~
itable and useful for teaching us the truth so that we
may be equipped for every good work. What teach~
ings (doctrines) are positively taught, explicitly or
implicitly, in Genesis I: l? What falsehoods (errors,
heresies) are denied or are able to be refuted by
Genesis I: I? (Think in this connection of atheism,
polytheism, deism, pantheism and other "isms.")
2. Read Colossians I: 15~ 17 and Hebrews 11:3. Histori~
cally the Christian church has confessed the doc~
trine of creation ex nihilo (out of nothing). How im~
portant is this teaching? What challenges in recent
times have been raised against this teaching? At
what points did God use means and/or material in
His creative work?
3. God as the absolute Sovereign of the universe con~
trois all that happens within His kingdom, yet we
speak of miracles and providence. How can we explain
what is a divine miracle and what is divine provi~
dence?
4. In the Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter IV ("Of
Creation") we read: "It pleased God the Father, Son,
and Holy Ghost, for the manifestation of the glory of
His eternal power, wisdom, and goodness, in the
beginning, to cr~ate, or make of nothing, the world,
and all things therein, whether visible or invisible,
in the space of six days, and all very good." In your
own words, what is the Confession here teaching?
What does the Confession mean "in the space of six
days"? Do Christian churches today need to make
even more explicit statements about what they be~
lieve about creation, or may there be some freedom
of understanding within the wording of the Reformed
confessions? Why, or why not?
5. Read John 1:l~5. In what ways is this New Testa~
ment passage parallel to the opening verses of Gen~
esis I? What is the significance to such an introduc~
tion to the Gospel of John?
6. What comfort is there in Genesis I: I for the believer
in the revelation that all things come from God, the
only God, the sovereign God?

L...-_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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Subscription
in the Dutch
Reformed Tradition
W. ROBERT GODFREY
he Reformation was above all
The first gathering, normally reck
a doctrinal reform in the life of oned a national synod, was held in
the church. Throughout the 1571 at the city of Emden in East
Middle Ages, calls for reform had Friesland. This synod adopted sev
primarily been concerned with the eral articles related to subscription.
moral life of the church. The Refor Article 2 stated:
mation certainly resulted in pro
To testify to the unity in doctrine
found moral and spiritual renewal
among the Dutch Churches, it
for the church, but the foundation
seemed good to the brothers to
of that renewal was doctrinal.
subscribe to the Confession of
The doctrinal concern of the Ref
the Dutch churches [the Belgic
ormation was expressed in the writ
Confession I. And to testify to the
ing of great confessional statements.
unity and connection of their
No period in the history of the
churches with the
church produced such
churches of the French
".. .all preachers kingdom similarly, it
profound and compre
hensive statements of
must subscribe seemed good to subfaith c3'S did the great Re
to the scribe to the confession
form of the sixteenth Bnd
offaith of the churches
confession as of that kingdom [the
seventeenth centuries.
The reformers in
the expression French confession of
tended that confessional
lor form I of 1559]. certainly trusting
statements would faith
that the ministers of
fully express the reli
uHity... " those churches on their
gious convictions of the
part will testify to this
confessors. These con
unity by subscribing to the Con
fessions united fellow believers and
fession of Faith of the Dutch
distinguished one religious commu
churches 2
nity from another.
Article 4 declared: "Also Dutch min
This study focuses on the experi
isters who are absent from this
ence of one religious community, meeting are admonished that they
namely the churches of the Dutch must agree to this same subscrip
Reformed tradition. It examines tion. The same is also established
briefly which confessional state for all others who afterwards are
ments have functioned in that com called to the ministry of the Word
munity and how those statements
before they may begin to exercise
have been subscribed
that ministry."3
The earliest gathering of Dutch
Reformed churches took place in Article 5 further specified:
what is usually called the Convent
The brothers also decided that
or Synod of Wezel in 1568. This
theformofcatechismtobeused
meeting was not a formal synod and
among the French-speaking
no subscription was required of its
churches is the Genevan
attenders. I
[Calvin's Genevan Catechisml and
among the Germanic-speaking
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churches is the Heidelberg Cat
ecnism. Yet if some churches are
using anotherform of catechism
which is agreeable to the Word
of God, they are not obligated to
change it 4
These articles point to several el
ements of the life of the Dutch Re
formed churches. The first, shown by
the fact that they were written in a
city outside of the Netherlands, is
that the churches were experiencing
severe persecution. Organization
and discipline were difficult; yet the
churches were working to express
their unity in doctrine and practice.
Second, the churches desired interna
tiona I connections, especially with
their neighbors, the Reformed
churches of France. They hoped that
French spiritual (and perhaps mili
tary) support would encourage and
help sustain them in their struggle.
Third, while a variety of confessional
documents were being used in the
churches, the Belgic Confession was the
basic standard. The Heidelberg Cat
ecnism was not yet the only official
catechism, but it was already widely
used.
At all subsequent national synods
in the Netherlands, subscription to
the confession was required. As H.H.
Kuyper wrote, "Already from the first
General Synod the decision was
made in the Church Order that all
preachers must subscribe to the
confession as the expression [or
forml of unity..."5S uc h commitments
were made at the synods of Dort
(1574), Dort (1578), Middelburg
(1581) and The Hague (1586).6
The Synod of Dort (1574) specified
that elders and deacons also should
subscribe to the Belgic Confession. It
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The Form reads:
for suspicion, in order to pre
the unity and sincerity of
serve
We, the undersigned ministers
doctrine,
would wish to ask of us
of the divine Word under the ju
that
we
explain
more fully our
risdiction of Classis _ _ __
opinion
about
some
article of
declare sincerely and in good
this
Confession,
Catechism
or syn
conscience before God, by this
odical declarations, we promise
our subscription, that we from
also
always to be ready and will
the heart think and believe that
to
respond to such a request.
ing
all the articles and particular
under
the same penalty stated
points of doctrine contained in
above,
reserving however to our
this Confession and Catechism of
the
right of appeal if we
selves
the Dutch Reformed Church to
should
believe
that we have
gether with the declaration on
been grieved by the judgment of
some points of this doctrine
the
consistory, classis or synod,
made by the National Synod
during
which appeal we will ac
held at Dordrecht in
quiesce
in the judgment and de
'This
Form
of
1619 agree in every
We the undersigned
termination
of the provincial
thing with the Word of
preachers, under the
II
Subscription
synod
jurisdiction of the
God. We promise
Classis of Alkmaar. de
This Form of Subscription has four
has four therefore diligently to
teach and faithfully to
clare and witness that
elements. 12 The first is the statement
elements." defend this very doc
the teaching which is in
of complete agreement with the doc
that catechism adop
trine without pUblicly
trines presented in the confessional
ted unanimously by the Re
standards. These standards are
or privately, directly or indirectly
teaching or writing anything
clearly stated as the Belgic Confession,
formed [the Heidelberg Catechism I
and which is comprehended in
against this doctrine. We also
the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Can
the 37 articles of the Dutch Re
not only reject all errors contrary
ons of the Synod of Dort ( 1619).
The second element is a promise to
formed Churches [the Belgic Con
to this doctrine which are con
demned by the synod of Dort,
teach and defend these doctrines.
fession I agrees in everything with
The subscribers engage positively to
the holy Word of God, and con
but we also want to refute and
oppose them and give every ef
promote these doctrines as part of
sequently with the foundation of
fort that they might be kept away
the teaching of salvation. We
their ministries.
The third element is a commitment
from the Church. And if at some
promise to maintain this same
to oppose actively all doctrines that
teaching, through God's grace;
later time it should happen that
we foster any different consider
militate against the teachings of the
and openly to reject all teach
confessions. This commitment is
ation or sentiment against this
ings which are brought against
doctrine, we promise that we will
especially focused on protecting the
and oppose it; and with all dili
neither
publicly
nor
privately
church from Arminianism.
gence and faithfulness according
Finally the form at considerable
propose, teach, or defend such
to our ability to stand against
length deals with doctrinal doubts
a view either in preaching or in
them, as we affirm the same with
our signatures. 10
or problems that might arise after
writing, but we will first reveal
this
view
to
the
consistory,
the
the
initial act of subscription. Sub
This earliest form of subscription
scribers declare that they
class
is
and
the
synod
expresses a characteristic of the
....
.professors.
will
report any changes
so
that
it
may
be
exam
Dutch Reformed tradition, namely
of
mind
to the appropri
ined.
We
are
always
tcadlcrs alld
that all of the doctrines of the con
ate
church
authority, will
ready to submit with a
fessional standards are accepted as
CL1 1l1forters of
not teach such views in
willing spirit to the
part of one's subscription. No ex
the
sicfl
s{lOuld
way, and will submit
any
judgment
of
the
ceptions are permitted.
to
the
jurisdiction of the
consistory,
classis
or
The issue of subscription was
sign tfIe
problem
by the church.
synod,
under
penalty
raised again at the great Synod of
Form of
Subscribers
further ex
that
if
we
act
in
a
con
Dort, 1618-1619. That synod
pressed
willingness
to
way,
we
are
by
that
Subscription."
trary
adopted the Form of Subscription which
answer
questions
put
to
very fact suspended
has been used through the centuries
them if in the future the church for
from our offices. But if the
in the Dutch Reformed tradition.
good reasons suspects that they
consistory, classis or synod ever
have changed their views. This com
on account of serious reasons

further declared that only one cat
echism ought to be used for public
teaching and that the one catechism
should be the Heidelberg. 7 The Synod
of Dort (1578) added the require
ment that professors of theology
must also subscribe to the Belgic Con
fession. 8 The Synod of Middelburg
(1581) added school masters to the
list of subscribers 9
While statements about the re
quirement of subscription are found
in a number of places, the earliest
form of subscription extant is from
the Classis of Alkmaar in 1608. That
form reads:
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mitment was the most controversial
part of the form, acknowledging
what came to be known as the right
of inquisition (ius inquisitionis) 13
Some objected to the idea that the
assemblies of the church could ask
for further explanations of a minis~
ter on a point of doctrine covered in
the confessional standards of the
church. Despite the debate this right
was clearly incorporated into the
form.
The Synod of Dort also decided
that professors, teachers and com~
forters of the sick should sign the
Form of Subscription. Clearly the mind
of the synod focused on those with
teaching, preaching and pastoral
responsibilities as the ones that es~
pecially need to sign such a form.
Interestingly a somewhat different
decision was made with respect to
elders. The synod stated: "Whether
and in what way elders of the
churches are to subscribe is left to
the discretion of their individual
classes and synods."14 In practice the
elders in the Dutch churches did
subscribe to the confessional stan~
dards in a variety of ways.
This decision of tRe synod with
respect to elders probably reflects
the sharp distinction drawn in the
minds of early Reformed thinkers
between the work of preachers and
teachers on the one hand and rul
ing elders on the other. In the six
teenth and seventeenth century, el
ders were involved primarily in the
supervision of the moral life of the
congregation. They certainly were
not involved in leading worship or
teaching and preaching. They were
not seen as having primary respon~
sibility for maintaining the doctrinal
integrity of the church. This under~
standing of the work of elders is ex~
pressed in the Belgic Confession, Article
30:

We believe that this true Church
must be governed by that spiri~
tual polity which our Lord has
taught us in His Word: namely,
that there must be ministers or
pastors to preach the Word of
God and to administer the sac~

raments; also elders and dea~
While many conservatives remained
cons, who, together with the
within the Dutch Reformed Church,
pastors, form the council of the
others departed to establish a pure
Church; that by these means the
Reformed church. The new church
promptly adopted the Form of Sub
true religion may be preserved,
and the true doctrine every~
scription written at the Synod of Dort.
where propagated, likewise
The Secession was one of the impor~
transgressors punished and re~
tant influences on the development
strained by spiritual means; also
of the Christian Reformed Church in
that the poor and dis~
North America.
tressed may be relieved
Doctrinal drift in the
"Doctrinal drift
and comforted, accord~
Dutch Reformed Church
in the Dutch continued. In 1883 the
ing to their necessities.
deformation of the Form
A careful reading of this
Reformed of Subscription was com~
article shows that the
Church plete when all that min~
particular work of the el~
isters were asked to
ders is to see that "trans~
continued."
promise
was that they
gressors" are "punished
would
"promote
the in~
and restrained by spiri~
terests
of
the
kingdom
of
God
in gen~
tual means."
The Form of Subscription prepared at eral and especially those of the State
Dort remained in use in the Dutch Church."I? This drift had caused a
Reformed Churches in the Nether~ serious reaction among orthodox
lands until 1816. At that time a ma~ Calvinists led by Abraham Kuyper.
jor reorganization of the church took In I 886 another division took place
place as the Napoleonic era came to in the Dutch Reformed Church.
an end and the kingdom led by the Those who left were known as "the
House of Orange was established in grieving" and so the movement be~
the Netherlands for the first time. 15 came known as the Doleantie. This
The Form of Subscription was changed new church also adopted the origi~
so that ministers now promised that nal Form of Subscription of the Synod
they "took in good faith and heartily of Dort.
The largest churches of the Dutch
believed the teaching which con~
tradition in the United
Reformed
formably to God's holy Word is ex~
States
are
the
Reformed Church in
pressed in the accepted forms of
America
and the Christian Reformed
unity of the Dutch Reformed
Church. The Reformed Church in
Church."16
This change precipitated a major America used a form of subscription
debate in the church about the based closely on the Dort form from
meaning of the word "conformably." the time when it first translated its
Did the new form mean that one forms into English in the eighteenth
subscribed to the confessional stan century. In the 1970s it adopted a
dards because they conformed to the new form called the "declaration for
Word of God, or in so far as they con Ministers," which reads:
formed? The orthodox maintained
L
, in becoming a
minister of the Word of God in
that the form should be read as
meaning "because" which would
the Reformed Church in
America, within the Classis of
have meant that it maintained a
_ _ _ _ , sincerely and gladly
strict subscription. The more liberal
declare before God and with you
party in the church claimed that it
meant "in so far as" which gave them
that I believe the gospel of the
room to pick and choose among the
grace of God in Jesus Christ as
elements of the confessional stan~
revealed in the Holy Scriptures
dards.
of the Old and New Testaments
and as expressed in the Standards
This controversy was a key element
of the Reformed Church in America.
in the Secession (Afscheiding) of 1834.
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specified what the act of subscrib
I accept the Scriptures as the
only rule of faith and life. I ac
ing entailed:
cept the Standards as historic and
Guidelines as to the meaning of
faithful witnesses to the Word of
subscription to the confessions
God. I promise to walk in the
by means of the Form of Subscrip
Spirit of Christ, in love and fel
tion:
lowship within the church, seek
1) The person signing the Form
ing the things that make for
of
Subscription subscribes without
unity, purity and peace. I will
reservation to all the doctrines
submit myself to the counsel
contained in the standards of
and admonition of the classis,
the church, as being doctrines
always, ready, with gentleness
which are taught in the
and reverence, to give
Word
of God. 2) The
an account of my un 
"Sound
subscriber
does not by
derstanding of the
theology
is
not
his
subscription
de
Christian faith. I will
the
only
clare
that
these
doc
conduct the work of the
church in an orderly
component of a trines are all stated in
the best possible man
way and according the
healthy church, ner, or that the stan
Liturg!J and the Book of
but without dards of our church
Church Order... 1 pledge
my life to preach and
sound theology cover all that the Scrip
tures teach on the mat
teach the good news of
a
church
ters
confessed. Nor
salvation in Christ, to
does
he declare that
cannot be truly
build up and equip the
church for mission in
healthy." every teaching of the
Scriptures is set forth
the world, to free the
in our confessions, or
enslaved, to relieve the
that every heresy is rejected and
oppressed, to comfort the af
refuted by them. 3) A subscriber
flicted, and walk humbly with
is
only bound by his subscrip
God. I ask God, and you His ser
tion
to those doctrines which are
vants, to help me so to live until
and is not bound to
confessed,
that glorious day when, with joy
the references, allusions and re
and gratitude, we stand before
marks that are incidental to the
our great God and King.ls
formulation of these doctrines,
Clearly this declaration has· moved
nor to the theological deduc
far from the form adopted at Dort
tions which some may draw from
and reflects the pluralistic character
the doctrines set forth in the
of the Reformed Church in America
confessions. However, no one is
today.
free to decide for himself or for
The Christian Reformed Church
the church what is and what is
has basically maintained the Form of
not a doctrine confessed in the
Subscription adopted at Dort. Unlike
standards. In the event that such
the practice of the Dutch Reformed
a question should arise, the de
Church and the Reformed Church in
cision of the assemblies of the
America, the Christian Reformed
church shall be sought and ac
Church has extended the require
quiesced in 20
ment for subscription beyond the
ministers and professors of theology
to include elders, deacons and evan These guidelines do not revise, but
gelists. As recently as 1987 an over clarify the meaning and use of the
ture was received at its synod to re Form of Subscription. In 1988 the Chris
vise the form, but that request was tian Reformed Church prepared a
more contemporary version of the
rejected. 19
In 1976 the Christian Reformed Form of SubSCription which again was
Church did adopt guidelines which not a substantive revision:
c........._ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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We, the undersigned,
servants of the divine Word in the
Christian Reformed Church in
Classis____________,
by means of our signatures de
clare truthfully and in good con
science before the Lord that we
sincerely believe that all the ar
ticles and points of doctrine set
forth in the Belgic Confession, the
Heidelberg Catechism, and the Can
ons of Dart fully agree with the
Word Of God.
We promise therefore to teach these
doctrines diligently, to defend
them faithfully, and not to contra
dict them, publicly or privately, di
rectly or indirectly, in our preach
ing, teaching, or writing.
We pledge moreover not only to re
ject all errors that conflict with
these doctrines, but also to refute
them, and to do everything we can
to keep the church free from them.
We promise further that if in the fu
ture we come to have any diffi
culty with these doctrines or reach
views differing from them, we will
not propose, defend, preach, or
teach such views, either publicly
or privately, until we have first dis
closed them to the consistory,
classis, or synod for examination.
We are prepared moreover to sub
mit to the judgment of the
consistory, classis, or synod, re
alizing that the consequence of
refusal to do so is suspension
from office
We promise in addition that if, to
maintain unity and purity in doc
trine, the consistory, classis, or
synod considers it proper at any
time-on sufficient grounds of
concern- to require a fuller ex
planation of our views concerning
any article in the three confes
sions mentioned above, we are
always willing and ready to com
ply with such a request, realizing
here also that the consequence or
refusal to do so is suspension
from office.
Should we consider ourselves
wronged, however, by the judg-
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15 For some discussion of the changes in the
early nineteenth century in the Dutch Re
formed Church, see Hansen, op. cit., 294ff, and
W. Robert Godfrey, "Church and State in Dutch
Calvinism," Through Christ's Word, ed. by W. Rob
ert Godfrey and Jesse Boyd III (Phillipsburg,
New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1985)
234ff.
16 Cited from Matthijs Pieter Thomassen a
Thuessink van der Hoop van Slochteren. Kerk
en Staat Volgens Groen Von Prinsterer (Groningen,
1905) 110.
17 Frank Vanden Berg. Abraham Kuyper (St.
Catharines, Ontario, Canada: Paideia, 1978)
117.
18 The Book of Church Order of the Reformed Church
in America (New York: Reformed Church Press,
1990) 102f.
19 1987 Acts of Synod (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Board of Publications of the Christian Re
formed Church, 1987) 613.
20 1976 Acts of Synod (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Board of Publications of the Christian Re
formed Church, 1976) 68f.
21 1988 Acts of Synod (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Board of Publications of the Christian Re
formed Church, 1988) 401f.

Reprinted from The Practice of Confes
sional Subscription, David W. Hall,
Editor.
Dr. Godfrey is Professor of Church His
tory and President of Westminster Semi
nary in CA.
ment of the consistory or classis,
we reserve for ourselves the right
of appeal; but until a decision is
made on such an appeal. we will
acquiesce in the determination
and judgment already made 21
At least according to its subscription
requirements the Christian Re
formed Church is not a pluralistic
church, but a strictly confessional
one.
As one surveys this history of the
use of the Form of Subscription in the
Dutch Reformed tradition, one is
struck by the strict character of that
subscription in most of its history.
Clearly deviation from that subscrip
tion has been a sign of doctrinal and
spiritual decline. Revitalization in
the Dutch Reformed tradition has in
volved a return to the Form of Sub
scription adopted by the great Synod
of Dort. Sound theology is not the
only component of a healthy church,
but without sound theology a church
cannot be truly healthy The bless
ing of the Lord, both in numbers and
in spiritual vitality. has been present

in the Dutch Reformed tradition as
it has treasured, understood, em
braced, and taught its great confes
sional documents.

FOOTNOTES
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Analyzing the
Possible Birth
of a New Nation
CAL THOMAS
The 1998 "off-year" campaign for
control of Congress has started ear
lier than usual. is likely to be more
expensive than ever and, in the
end, will probably produce mini
mal change to the status quo of
divided government.
As conservatives search des
perately for a political savior
who can undo the damage they
perceive President Clinton and
his baby boom generation have
caused to our morals, there are
signs that things are changing.
This change is fascinating be
cause it is not coming from top
down political activism, but
from a bottom-up transforma
tion of minds and hearts as
boomers come to their senses.
Boomers seem to be emerging from
a protracted adolescence, spanning
more than 30 years. News reports tell
us they are tired of the values they
once embraced and
are searching for
" . .. Ollce
people's hearts the faith, ethics and
virtues that mostly
are characterized their
transformed, parents' and grand
parents' genera
the political tions.
Just as
and cultural boomers harmed
institutions will culture with their
bad behav
reflect that largely
ior, their new subtle
transformation ... switch is producing
a beneficial jolt.
This shift is not only observable as
many boomers search for the God
who "died" in the '60s, it is also be
ing noticed in the corporate world.
A recent issue of Sales and Marketing
Management began a cover story:
"There's strange talk being spoken in

the hallways of Corporate America
today. It's about inner peace and a
desire to gain more from business

than a hefty paycheck ... Spirituality,
folks, is taking hold of the work
place"
Writing about this trend in the
April issue of the publication Ameri
can Demographics, David B \Volfe who
heads a behavior consulting firm in
Reston, VA, says that "America is
being changed by a massive and
unprecedented shift in what I call the
psychological center of gravity
(PCG). This is the center of influence
on popular culture and values. Its
midpoint has moved from the young
adult years, when people's values
characteristically undergo a major
realignment."
In other words, the boomers are,
at last, growing up. And they are re
alizing there are certain truths about
the human condition that cannot be
ignored. So, we are beginning to see
a drop in crime, an increase in mar
riage rates and a slow decline in divorce as the boomers not only de-
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mand more from themselves, but
want more for their children.
Wolfe says politicians and police
chiefs are taking too much credit for
the decline in crime. Instead, he
credits "the moral influence of the
PCG ...These moral, middle-aged in
fluences could be changing the be
havior of nearly everyone above the
age of reason."
Wolfe believes a kind of "uncon
scious consensus" is at work, "trans
forming the val ues profile of the na
tion." While he thinks this will have
an impact on everything from fast
food to retailing and other in
dustries whose marketing has
been based on the val ues of the
young, he also predicts that be
cause "the age at the epicenter
of the PCG is still rising, the nar
cissistic, materialistic values of
youth will exert less and less in
fluence on consumer behavior."
If Wolfe is right, conservatives
may be focusing their efforts in
the wrong place. Instead of con
centrating on Washington, they
might better achieve their ob
jectives by turning to the har
vest that awaits them in the
fields outside the Beltway.
Meeting the boomers at their point
of need is what the churches do best;
or used to do best before too many
became entangled with the wrong
kingdom. Religious conservatives re
turning to their first priority and liv
ing the message that their unelected
Leader lived and taught would have
a greater and more lasting impact
on culture than any presidential can
didate, election, legislation or Su
preme Court decision.
The beautiful part of this is that
once people's hearts are trans
formed, the political and cultural
institutions will reflect that transfor
mation. But it's nearly impossible to
force a standard of goodness on a
nation that either wants to be bad
or is indifferent to those who do bad
things.

Los Angeles Times Syndicate
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Report on the
1998 eRe Synod
MARK VANDER HART
he agenda items for this year's
Christian Reformed Synod
were fewer by comparison with
the agendas of recent synods. In fact,
earlier this year the General Secre
tary of the CRe, Dr. David Engelhard,
even suggested that this year's
synod meeting be canceled in view
of the lighter agenda, a suggestion
which was turned down by the CRC
Board of Trustees. The published
Agenda for Synod 1998 contained only
19 overtures (supplemented by
about another half dozen overtures
by the time synod met) and no re
ports this year of synodically-ap
pointed study committees. Never
theless, whether the work load be
light or heavy, this is the work of the
church of Jesus Christ, and one may
never approach sucl;l work lightly.
The CRC synod met from Saturday,
June 13, to Friday, June 19, again
staying within the desired period of
one week. Elected president of
synod was veteran delegate Rev.
Howard Vanderwell of Classis
Georgetown. Vice-president this year
was Rev. Jack Vos of Classis Toronto.
Serving as first and second clerks
were elder Stanley Koster (Classis
Holland) and Rev. Peter Nicolai
(Classis Chatham), respectively.
Having served as synodical presi
dent before, Rev. Vanderwell brought
to bear both his humor and knowl
edge of procedure to largely good
effect in keeping the delegates fo
cused on the work before them.
Six overtures in the printed Agenda
came from Classis Lake Erie, and
these overtures generally provided
the material for some (although not
exclusively all. of course) of the
weightier subjects discussed this
year.

T

CRCINVESTMENTS IN
THE IRM CORPORATION
It has been reported in The Banner
and in the public press (e.g., Grand
Rapids Press) that CRC agencies in
vested about SII.5 million in the
IRM Corporation of Concord, Cali
fornia. In October, 1997, the IRM Cor
poration informed its investors that
it was experiencing cash-flow defi
ciencies and that all principal and
interest payments were being sus
pended. Several overtures were
prompted by this situation, over
tures that addressed The Banner's
editorial freedom to report and com
ment on the IRM situation as well
as ones that addressed the CRCNA:s
investment policies, especially in
light of the fact that much of this
S11.5 million may well be lost The
situation was described as "a messy
thing"
Classis Grand Rapids North over
tured Synod 1998, asking that a com
mittee be appointed to "review and
evaluate the effectiveness of the
structure and functioning of the
Board of Trustees" of the CRe. Be
hind the overture was a concern over
the centralization of power within
the CRC as well as concern for the
financial management of denomina
tional funds. For example, in addi
tion to the IRM investments, there
was substantial spending over bud
get in connection with the "Free to
Serve" rallies. The Board of Trustees
of the CRC was established precisely
to prevent this kind of thing from
happening. The GR-North overture
said, in part: "The investments in
IRM and IRM's default raise ques
tions as to the board's effectiveness
in adopting and supervising invest
ment policy."
The advisory committee was divided
in its recommendations on the GR-
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North overture. The majority (13 out
of 20) favored an independent re
view, while the minority (7 mem
bers) recommended that the Board
of Trustees be instructed to review
itself in terms of its "policies, pro
grams, goals, and performance," and
then report to the 1999 synod. But
after debate, the synod voted 97 to
86 to reject the GR-North overture
calling for an independent review.
Instead, the CRe's Board of Trustees
is instructed to review its current
procedures and report next year.

REVISING THE FORM
OF SUBSCRIPTION?
Overture 2 (Classis Thornapple Val
ley) asked synod to revise and
modify the Form of Subscription in
three areas: I) in its statement that
"all the articles and points of doc
trine" in the Three Forms of Unity "fully
agree with the Word of God"; 2) so
that the responsibilities of elders
and deacons may be distinguished
from those of ministers, evangelists,
and professors of theology with re
gard to teaching and defending the
confessions' articles and points of
doctrine; and 3) in the matter of
those who subscribe but who come
to a difficulty with a doctrine or doc
trines stated in the confessions. Cur
rently, the CRC requires that all
officebearers sign the Form to indi
cate their unreserved agreement
with the teaching of the Reformed
confessions as well as their prom
ise to promote Reformed teaching
and to refute all errors regarding
them.
The advisory committee recom
mended that synod not accede to
the overture, citing in the grounds
to this recommendation the fact that
Synod 1976 had already addressed
the concerns raised in the
Thornapple Valley overture.
But in the ensuing debate it became
evident that overture 2 had much
support. A Wisconsin delegate said
he was glad that Job didn't sign the
Form, because there is vitality when
one wrestles with Scripture and the
creeds. The Form currently squelches
this. Vice-president Jack Vos was
happy the overture was before
synod, because the CRC was no
longer "confessionaliy creative."
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People fear any change as deterio postion. "To gain numbers, we have changes in Roman teaching should
ration. A church can flourish with to lower our standards," he claimed. cause the CRC to revisit OIA 80 and
loose confessional subscription, "There is no other way. We need a now remove it from the Heidelberg
while at the same time it is possible multi-ethnic church with common Catechism as held in the CRe.
to go downhill with tight subscrip doctrine."
The advisory committee's recom
tion. Nevertheless, Vos supported In defense of the committee's rec mendation was that synod not ac
the advisory committee's recom ommendation, elder Steve Baas cede to Lake Erie's overture. In the
mendation because, he said, now is (Classis Wisconsin) reminded synod discussion which followed, it be
not the right time to address the that the Form was not a "gag order." came clear that many simply bypass
question.
Everyone signs it, not simply of the 01A 80 when preaching or teaching
Ethnic advisor Rev. Dante Venegas times when we all agree, but in an through the Heidelberg Catechism. Other
said that the ethnic advisors favored ticipation of those times when dis speakers, often with Roman Catholic back
overture 2. "Even whites can't under agreements might arise. Signing the grounds or who work in Roman Catholic
stand the Form. Let's begin to move!" Form is analogous to marriage vows contexts, argued forceful1y for retaining 01
Elder Martin LaMaire (Classis in the sense that the Form ofSubscrip A 80 because it was accurate. Dr. John
Northern Illinois) noted how today tion provides boundaries and a con Bolt of Calvin Seminary noted that
many Reformed churches partici text for working out differences that even the New Catechism of the Roman
pate in crusades that are Arminian. may arise later. Responding to the Catholic Church continues to use
assertion that many el the language of sacrifice in reference
Delegates come to classis
these days, they sign the
and deacons have to the Mass. At the conclusion to the
.....it sounds like ders
Form of Subscription, but
never read all the con debate the recommendation not to
we need a better fessions and, therefore, accede to the Lake Erie overture car
they have no idea of what
they're doing, he said.
they do not know what ried by a strong voice vote.
educational they
"We must always be open
are doing when
second recommendation which
program for they sign the Form, advi The
to reforming." Semper
came out of the advisory committee
reformanda!
officebearers. " sory committee reporter called for the Interchurch Relations
Dr. William Koopmans Committee "to make an attempt to
In a lengthy speech in de
(Classis Ouinte) said dialogue with the leadership of the
fense of his classis' over
that
it
sounds
like we need a better Roman Catholic Church to clarify the
ture, elder Cornelius Korhorn
educational
program
for official doctrine of that church con
(Classis Thornapple Valley) stated
office
bearers.
that in his congregation not one el
cerning the mass." This passed eas
der or deacon had ever read the Can In the end the committee's recom ily.
ons of Dart or the. Belgic Confession. If mendation was adopted by a vote of
THE STATUS OF
this be the case, what does it mean 98 to 85.
that these officebearers must dili
MINISTERS WHO LEAVE
gently teach and defend these doc REMOVING Q/A 80 OF
THE CRC
trines? Are they able to reject and THE HEIDELBERG
refute all errors in doctrine? Is the
Classis Lake Erie sent Overture 15
Form prescribing a job for the elders CATECHISM?
to
synod so that it might examine
and deacons, a job that they are un
Overture
16
(Classis
Lake
Erie)
the
"declarations regarding minis
able to perform? Only theologians
called
upon
synod
to
remove
Oues
ters
who resign" In the overture's
can do that, he said. Korhorn
discussion,
specifically singled out
tion
and
Answer
80
of
the
Heidelberg
pleaded for integrity and honesty
Catechism
and
place
an
explanatory
were
The
Outlook
and the leadership
when officebearers sign the Form,
at
the
back
of
the
Catechism.
the
South
Holland
Conference.
appendix
of
something which can be achieved
Answer
80
explains
what
the
Roman
accused
The
Outlook
of hav
Lake
Erie
much better were the Form to be re
teaches
concerning
Catholic
Church
ing
a
"long
history
of
encouraging
se
vised.
the Mass (its necessity and the wor cession" and cited two statements
Another delegate from Class is ship involved in it), and Answer 80 from 1990 and 1995. This class is
Northern Illinois claimed that the compares the Mass with the Re wondered how ministers who alleg
creeds are ambiguous. Science formed and evangelical teaching re edly advocate secession from the
(which he had taught for years) re garding the Lord's Supper. The last CRC, can be granted "honorable re
quires precision. He wondered if the sentence of this Answer reads this lease" from the ministry of the CRe.
ministers present had ever preached way: "Thus the Mass is basically Lake Erie called upon synod to
on reprobation, for example, or if any nothing but a denial of the one sac honor the 1993 synodical decisions
delegates had ever heard a sermon rifice and suffering of Jesus Christ concerning release, demonstrate
on this doctrine. In his opinion the and a condemnable idolatry."
that "the church speaks with integ
Bible doesn't really teach it. and we
rity," and demonstrate "sensitivity to
don't really believe it. Elder Ezequiel In its grounds Lake Erie argued that the remaining members of the de
increasing
contacts
with
Roman
Romero (Classis Hackensack) ar
nomination, especially to its female
gued that the CRes doctrine puts Catholics (not the least of which is members."
home missions workers in a difficult via marriage) as well as perceived
L -_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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The situation before synod this year
upon which Lake Erie's overture had
immediate bearing was the recom
mendation that synod approve the
work of the synodical deputies in
their concurrence with the unani
mous action of Classis Grandville in
granting honorable release to Rev.
Tom Vanden Heuvel who had ac
cepted a call from the Presbyterian
Church in America to be engaged in
a church-planting work in the HoI
land, Michigan, area. In fact, Classis
Grandville granted him honorable
release on two separate occasions,
and Synod 1998 was now called
upon (again) to approve the depu
ties' work with regard to Rev. Vanden
Heuvel's honorable release.
On Wednesday evening, June 17, this
matter produced a lively debate as
delegates discussed the matter of
declarations of the status of minis
ters who leave the CRC and are
granted "honorable release" or "re
lease" by their classes (with concur
rence of the synodical deputies), but
who have, in the opinion of some,
engaged in schismatic activity be
fore and during their withdrawal. At
the conclusion of the debate, the
chairman, Rev. Vanderwell, halted
procedural business and called for
a time of prayer. A n'umber of del
egates prayed for forgiveness and for
reconciliation, and many delegates
were moved to tears.
The next day the matter was before
the synod again, having been recom
mitted to the advisory committee
the evening before. The advisory
committee again recommended that
synod approve the work of the syn
odical deputies in the matter of the
honorable release of Rev. Vanden
Heuvel. Many delegates rose to say
that it is important at this point to
be "pastoral" and to "reach out to a
brother who has left us." "We need
to get this behind us," said commit
tee reporter, Rev. John Zantingh
(Classis Hamilton). This recommen
dation was approved by a vote of 121
to 56. But then synod voted (114-62)
to attach a note which said that in
this situation the category of simple
"release" was probably more appro
priate than "honorable release."

Abraham Kuyper in his statement
that every square inch of life belongs
to Christ the King, but we cannot
speak out strongly on behalf of the
unborn. "This is heavy, but it is on
Classis Zeeland (Overture 3) came my heart," he added. "We've molli
to this year's synod to urge the CRC fied those who beat up the proph
to declare to the people of North ets."
America that abortion is an ongoing Rev. Gil Kamps (Classis Arizona)
holocaust and that we are chal spoke in favor of not acceding to the
lenged to oppose it boldly.
overture. Zeeland should come back
When this came to the floor initially to spell out how to minister in an
from the advisory committee, Rev. active and positive way in the abor
Joel Kok (Classis Hackensack) op tion issue, not merely speak in a
posed the recommendation. He ar negative manner. Others agreed,
gued that this public statement from again isolating "holocaust" as the
synod might well arouse violent pas objectionable word.
sions. He would hate it, said Kok, if At this point in the proceedings,
one person were moved to acts of chairman Vanderwell reminded the
violence against abortionists or synod that abortion is such a pow
abortion clinics. Rev. Jack Vos felt erful issue. "How can we not take a
discomfort over the word "holo stand? The world is watching." Dr.
caust," and therefore could not vote Henry de Moor, professor of church
for it. Upon motion to amend from polity at Calvin Seminary, noting
the floor, the word "holocaust" was that Zeeland was upset by the direc
replaced with "catastrophe." Some tion synod was taking, wondered if
delegates felt that by using the word the chair could "put the procedures
"holocaust" the CRC might be caus aside" to move back to the earlier
ing offense to the Jews who use the recommendation. After the chair
word to describe what happened to asked for a show of hands, and hav
them in World War II.
ing seen a large number of hands go
When this amendment carried (thus up, the officers conferred together.
replacing the word "holocaust" with Synod then voted to table the rec
"catastrophe"), Rev. Bernie Tol of ommendation not to accede to
Classis Zeeland told the synod that Zeeland's overture, and it moved
back to its earlier recom
Zeeland withdraws the
mendation,
favorable to
motion. Synod then
"How can we
Zeeland's overture. One
voted to send the matter
not take a amendment regarding
back to the advisory com
mittee.
stand? The the change of wording
("holocaust" now re
When the advisory com
world is placed with "atrocity")
mittee came back to
watching." was accepted by com
synod, it had done a com
mon consent. The earlier
plete turnabout. The ad
recommendation from
visory committee now recom
Zeeland then passed, an action
mended that synod not accede to
which was greeted with applause by
Overture 3. In its grounds it said that
many delegates.
"synod had previously expressed the
denomination's strong opposition to
abortion" and that "no further state
ment is needed at this time." First
to speak was Rev. Bernie Tol. He
pointed out that he and others had • Met together with the CRC's
Multiethnic Conference on Satur
spoken prophetically at this synod.
day
evening, June 13. Grand Rap
He warned synod not to be like the
ids
North elder delegate and
priest and Levite who saw someone
former
SCORR director. Mr. Bing
in need but who hurried on past to
said
that the CRC needs to
GoeL
get home. "We have done some won
make
a
"paradigm
shift" in order
derful things at this synod, but we
to
experience
"a
taste
of heaven
are missing the boat" said Tol. We
on
earth."
The
current
"buildhere
are inconsistent if we quote

ABORTION AS AN
AMERICAN
"HOLOCAUST"

L-
________________

OTHER ACTIONS OF
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Lake Erie to wait until the year
ing" is not adequate; its site must
be cleared in order to raise up a
2000 in the matter of women and
ordination to ecclesiastical office.
new structure. Synod later passed
a number of recommendations
Calvin CRC (Overture 13) asked
dealing with ethnic diversity
this year's synod to review the
within the CRC and how to en
1995 decision, to remove Church
courage more multiethnicity as
Order supplement Article 3-a
(placed there by Synod 1995), and
well as becoming more
multicultural.
to instruct CRC agencies and
churches to comply with e.0. Ar
Interviewed Dr. Dean Deppe and
ticle
3-a. Lake Erie, on the other
Dr. Ronald Nydam for appoint
hand,
had urged that CRC agen
ments to teach at Calvin Semi
use
women pastors, because
cies
nary.
not to do so would be discrimi
Clarified the matter of The Banner's
natory on the basis of gender,
editorial freedom as the official
among other grounds.
publication of the CRCNA. The
Banner was initially prohibited • Decided that a synodical regula
tion prohibiting CRC
from publishing news
agencies from appoint
or comment about the
"Now churches ing women as ministers
financial difficulties of
are to report or asking local churches
the IRM Corporation
ordain women as
when those difficulties
baptized, to
ministers,
does not ap
became public last fall.
confessing, and ply in the case of In Soon
Rev. Peter Borgdorff
Gho is a recent
said that The Bannerwas
inactive Gho.
graduate
of Calvin Semi
not the best way to
members."
and
needed
the ennary
communicate to CRC
dorsement
of
a
denomi
members the difficul
national body before she could be
ties which the IRM Corporation
appointed
as a military chaplain.
was experiencing. As the official
committee was itself
The
advisory
publication of the CRCNA, The
on
this
matter, but the ma
split
Banner was subject to potential
jority recommendation prevailed
"legal risks" in making public com
on the floor of synod through an
ment on this. Classis Lake Erie
overwhelming vote. Following the
(Overture 17) asked synod to en
vote
synod gave Gho a standing
sure that The Banner was under the
ovation.
control of the synod through CRC
Publications, as well as to ensure • Heard John De Haan, retiring di
rector of the CRWRC, speak words
the "editorial freedom" of The Ban
of farewell to Synod. Mr. De Haan
ner. In the end, synod adopted the
served the CRC in this position for
1993 policy statement "The
over two decades.
Banner's Accountability and Free
dom," in order to clarify The • Approved three categories of re
Banner's role within the structure
porting church membership. This
of the CRCNA.
came in response to Overture 6
Used for the first time in history
(Classis Atlantic Northeast). The
classis suggested that the Re
an electronic system of voting in
formed Church in America's
those instances where the voice
policy, as described in the RCA's
votes appeared too close to call
Church Order, serve as the model
or where the chair'S ruling on a
for the CRe. Now churches are to
particular vote was challenged.
report baptized, confessing, and
This procedure tended to speed
up the business of the synod, but
inactive members. The last cat
egory may be subdivided into in
more than one observer noted
active baptized and inactive con
that the "drama" of the roll call
fessing members. Ministry shares
votes by classes is now gone.
and pension assessments will be
Approved 29 candidates for the
based only upon the number of
ministry in the CRe. Four of the
active
confessing members who
29 candidates are women.
are 18 years of age and older.
Encouraged the Calvin CRC of
Rock Valley, Iowa, and Classis
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• Approved the work of the synodi
cal deputies in releasing James
Lucas from the office of minister
of the Word. This approval came
after a vigorous speech by elder
Philip Quist (Classis Grand Rap
ids East), in which he said that the
grounds for Jim Lucas's release
bordered on "inSUlting." Mr. Lucas
is openly gay, albeit celibate. He
was pressured by the council of
the Eastern Avenue CRC to admit
that he believed that faithful,
monogamous, same-sex unions
could be within the will of God.
Eastern Avenue declined to con
tinue holding his ministerial cre
dentials. Technically, the CRC has
released Mr. Lucas from ministe
rial office because for eight years,
he has not received a call, and
thus he was not released because
of his views. Said Quist, "Here is
another minority (Le., the homo
sexual, MVH) that needs care."
Furthermore, the question was
asked, "Maya minister disagree
with the CRC Report of 1973?"
This has never been answered.
• Accepted the invitation of the
First CRC of Orange City, Iowa, to
hold Synod 2003 at Dordt College.
The synod last met at Dordt Col
lege in 1991. Next year's synod will
meet in Ancaster, Ontario, at Re
deemer College.
• Decided that new or financially
dependent churches need not
adopt the CRe's "new model ar
ticles of incorporation." Banks at
tach strings to the money that
they loan, but "that's a tactic of
the world, not of the church," said
Rev. Warren Lammers (Classis
lakota).
• Heard a farewell address by Rev.
Arie Van Eek, retiring from his
work with the Council of the Chris
tian Reformed Churches in
Canada. He served the CCRCC for
three decades.
• Approved a draft outline of a pas
toralletter which will be sent out
to member congregations of the
CRe. According to the Official
News Office of synod, the letter
will address "the pain caused by
recent departures of churches
from the denomination and the
internal strife that continues to
exist in many congregations." This
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pastoral letter will also be pub The subjects of schism, separation, Did previous synods actually realize
lished in The Banner and in the and continued membership losses that several of their decisions offend
Christian Courier.
were discussed at some length at the consciences and the Biblical
• Approved the appointment of a this particular synodical gathering. convictions of thousands of Re
committee, recommended by the It became, for some delegates, a mo formed believers, many of whom are
officers of synod, to prepare a re ment of some emotion. All in all, I still within the CRC? And this is more
port for Synod 2000 to assist in think that this was good, although than being a "one issue" matter, for
the review of the 1995 decision we must remember that emotions example, the ordination of women
regarding women in ecclesiastical are fickle, unpredictable things. Fur to ecclesiastical office. These things,
office and the Church Order thermore, while expressing one's coupled with instances of brutal ac
Supplement which permits emotions is healthy, we should al tions by local classes, are not unno
classes to declare the word "male" ways remember that emotions are ticed by many people, CRC and non
in Article 3 to be declared "inop very poor foundations for determin CRC alike. Everyone must be care
ing what one should do. One can ful to act responsibly, in accordance
erative."
not always help what one feels, but with what God's Word says, between
we can help how we think and act.
the opening and closing prayers of
SOME CONCLUDING
Personally, I experience a mixed reac any church assembly.
OBSERVATIONS
tion to all of this. This reporter was Having said all that, we should also
At this point in my report, 1 wish to present as an observer at the synodi be thankful for a number of good
make some personal comments and cal meetings of 1992, 1993, and 1995. decisions that were made by the
observations about what happened At those synods the work of the syn 1998 CRC Synod. Many readers of
odical deputies was routinely ap this magazine can applaud the de
at the CRC Synod of 1998.
First of all, it is a tribute to good proved in many cases where ministers cision not to appoint a committee
planning and organization that this were leaving the CRC, sometimes with to revise the Form of Subscription and
year's CRC Synod was able to accom all or portions of the congregations the decision not to remove or to
plish its work in one week's time. Yet, they served. In fact, any reader can place Q/A 80 of the Heidelberg Cat
some delegates felt that, even with check out such matters in the Acts of echism in an appendix. Nevertheless,
a relatively light agenda, the process Synod from the years 1992 to the in listening to the discussion as well
is speeded up to the point where present. At the synodical meetings as noting the relatively close votes,
adequate time for debate, reflection, where I was present, such departures this observer noted that the Form of
and consideration of the more diffi were noted with hardly a comment Subscription and the Catechism's state
cult issues is not always there. Ad and all eyes appeared to be dry. In ment about the Roman Mass do not
equate committee r~ports must be other words, pastors and members really function in many circles of the
prepared and properly grounded in have been withdrawing by the thou CRe. When statements are made to
fewer days time. Synodical agendas sands over the last several years, and the effect that elders and deacons
"have never read the
in 1999 and 2000 promise to be so, why the emotional no
"Most people Canons of Dart or the Bel
much weightier than this year's tice now? To be sure, an
overture from Lake Erie
who have gic Confession" or that in
agenda.
prompted this year's dis
signing the Form, "they
Secondly, everyone hopes and prays cussion, but didn't anyone
separated from have no idea what they
that the monies involved in IRM's at previous synods "feel the
the CRC did so are doing," one might al
troubles can be adequately re pain" before?
most conclude that the
after careful Form is a virtually dead
trieved. Not only does the CRC stand
We
should
acknowledge
to lose perhaps much of the $11.5
consideration letter.
million dollars which several of its that not every separation
or
departure
from
the
and prayerful This should not lead to
agencies have invested in the IRM
CRC
was
done
in
the
most
any spirit of self-righ
Corporation, there are also the many
thought." teousness or bitterness
pastoral
or
honorable
individuals and other Reformed in
and certainly not to a
stitutions which are waiting to see way. Nor are people with
the
same
reasons.
complacent
attitude. Every day con
drawing
for
all
how the situation will reach resolu
Often
local
circumstances
playa
us
with
the call to be an even
fronts
tion. The CRC Synod has mandated
dominant
role
over
concern
for
the
more
Reformed
Christian. Every
the Board of Trustees to be engaged
in a self-review of its own proce decisions and directions taken by generation is challenged to lay hold
dures. Many adequate guidelines recent CRC synods. Let it also be of the faith once for all delivered to
were already in place when these in noted that pain and grief are deeply the saints. It is for that Reformed
vestments were made. As one del felt also by those who have with faith that we work with joy. May the
egate put it, "There is the appearance drawn to seek church fellowship King of the church keep us all faith
of a 'good 01' boys' network in place elsewhere. Most people who have ful to that calling.
here." One hopes, therefore, that this separated from the CRC did so after Rev. Mark Vander Hart is Professor of
does not become a matter of "the fox careful consideration and prayerful OldTestament and teaches Hebrew at Mid
America Reformed Seminary in Dyer, IN.
guarding the chicken coop," to quote thought.
another observer.
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