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juicy details in 
the strictest con~ 
fidentiality. Be~ 
side these tugs 
of the old na~ 
ture, we have to 
deal with the in~ 
ability of our new 

and knows 

those 
Him. 

man to totally eradi
cate all sinful de
sires. Crucifying 
our old nature is 
an ongoing, 
painful process. 

Many parts of 
the New Testament 
prepare us for this type 
of trial and suffering. "And 
Jesus said to all, 'If any man 
would come after me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross daily 
and follow me. For whoever would 
save his life will lose it, and whoever 
loses his life for my sake, he will save 
it''' (Luke 9:23, 24). "Whoever does 
not bear his own cross and come af
ter me, cannot be my disciple" (Luke 
14:27). 

"Beloved, do not be surprised at 
the fiery ordeal which comes upon 
you to prove you, as though some
thing strange were happening to 
you. But rejoice insofar as you share 
Christ's suffering, that you may also 
rejoice and be glad when His glory 
is revealed. If you are reproached for 
the name of Christ, you are blessed, 
because the spirit of glory and of 
God rests upon you" (1 Peter 

what we 
need. In all things God 

works for good with 
who love 

These 
words of Ro

mans 8:28 
have reas~ 

sured Chris
tians of all 
times and 
places. 

In the sec~ 
ond place we 
can be cheer

ful for what 
still is possible. 

Filled with confidence 
in God's care we learn to look 

at the bright side. It is in this area 
that we hear many humbling and 
moving testimonies. "I am so happy 
that the Lord allowed 
me to keep some sight 
in my left eye. Now I 
am still able to see my 
grandchildren!" "Isn't 
a wheelchair a marvel
ous invention? What 
would I do without it? 
If it wasn't for these 
wheels, I could not 
have visited you!" "I 
will never be able to 
have a boyfriend ... 
But seeing my broth~ 
ers and sisters find 
partners makes me so 
happy. I am glad that I 

am still alive to4: 12-14). 
experienceIn faith Christians 
that!" This attilearn to cope with 
tude will benthe sufferings of this 
efit us duringage. Though there 
some forms of are different types of 

pain, our response is similar. Our 
reaction to difficulties that are a con
sequence of following Christ is com
parable to the way we deal with the 
hurt of living in a fallen world. A few 
guidelines will help us. 

GUIDELINES 
In the first place we do well not to 

worry. Though anxiety can be very 
real and understandable, it in~ 
creases our suffering unnecessarily. 
All affliction comes to us out of the 
hand of our Father. He is in control 

~-- ~~~-----

persecution as well. It 
could be that we are 
deprived of certain 
privileges, or that we 
have to pay fines, but 
we still may have the 
nearness of a fellow 
Christian. We have to 
pay for the education 
of our children on top 
of all our taxes, but 
isn't it wonderful that 
we can raise them in a 
time of peace and that 

Beatitudes for the Aged 
Blessed are they who understand 


my faltering step and palsied hand. 


Blessed are they who seem to know 

That my eyes are dim and my wits are slow. 


Blessed are they who know today 

My ears must strain to hear what they say. 


Blessed are they who looked away 

When coffee spilled on the table today. 


Blessed are they with a cheery smile 

Who stopped by to chat for a little while. 


Blessed are they who know the ways 

To bring back memories of yesterdays. 


Blessed are they who make it known 

That I'm loved, respected and not alone. 


Blessed are they who sense I'm at a loss 

To find the strength to carry my cross. 


Blessed are they who ease the days 

On my journey Home in loving ways. 


-Author unknown 
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we are able to provide them with 
Christian schooling? 

In the third place, we do not have 
to acquiesce. With common sense 
we must explore what can be done 
to improve our health and increase 
our resistance. The means of mod~ 
ern medicine are available to us. The 
possibility of vitamin and mineral 
supplements can be explored. At 
times of mild persecution we can 
pursue political avenues to correct 
injustices and point out real dis~ 
crimination. Ora et lavora conf denter. 
In faith we will supplement our 
prayer with works, which include ef~ 
forts to maintain law and justice in 
the land. 

In the fourth place, in our adversity 
we have the opportunity to practice 
thankfulness. The Lord uses our dis~ 
appointments and hurts as exercise 
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in the school of gratitude. The les· 
sons are very difficult sometimes. 
How do we give thanks when a child 
leaves the church or when we have 
to deal with the pain of divorce? In 
God's strength we can reach the 
point that we realize we have to stop 
asking questions. We have to learn 
to put our hand on our mouth in 
view of the Almighty's greatness (see 
Job 40:4). By doing that we have be· 
come ready to bring our needs be· 
fore the throne of God, with thanks· 
giving. In return our Lord will grant 
us the peace that passes all under· 
standing. 

Suffering is essential for salvation. 
By His suffering and death our Lord 
Jesus Christ secured our eternal 
well·being. As His followers we take 
up our cross. Through our struggles 
and pain, we learn dependence on 
our Father and gratitude under all 
circumstances. Our suffering directs 
our view to eternity. We can learn to 
rejoice in our suffering, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, and 
endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope 
does not disappoint, because God's 
love has been poured out in us 
through the Holy Spirit, (Romans I 

5:3·5). 

Reprinted from Reformed Perspective, 
March, 1998. 
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What is Coming Up 
at the Christian Reformed 
Synod of 1998? 
JAMES ADMlRAAL 

T
he Synod of the Christian Re· 
formed Church is scheduled to 
meet for its annual session 

from June 13·20, 1998, at Calvin Col· 
lege in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Del· 
egates from 47 classes· 94 pastors 
and 94 elders • in addition to de· 
nominational personnel and advi· 
sors, will meet for a maximum of one 
week. The one·week session was 
begun last year. It begins on a Sat· 
urday, and the Prayer Service for 
Synod is held on Sunday, and by the 
following Saturday Synod should 

eted numbers are to pages in the 
Agenda. 

AGENCY MATTERS 
Board of Trustees: The overall gov· 
erning board of the CRC is the Board 
of Trustees (BOT). One the major 
matters it has had to deal with in the 
last year is the IRM Corporation 
problem. This problem has been 
well·publicized. IRM Corporation, 
which has invested in real estate in 
California, is in financial trouble and 
cannot at this time pay any interest 

or principal to its inves· have completed its busi· 
ness. tors. Agencies of the de· 

Judging from the Agenda nomination have a total 
for Synod 1998 (hereafter of $11.4 million invested 
referred to simply as the with this corporation. 
Agenda), one might well Christian Reformed 
conclude that this year's Home Missions alone 
Synod should have no has $7.9 million in IRM. 
difficulty completing its No doubt this problem 
work within a week. It is will elicit a lot of ques· 

tions at synod, especially one of the shortest Agen· 
das in recent years. For the concession by the 
example, there are no BOT that these invest· 
Study Committee Re· 
ports coming before this Synod, and 
there are only 19 overtures from 
classes and councils printed in the 
Agenda. 

On the other hand, some of the 
issues contained in the overtures 
and in the reports of the denomina· 
tional boards and agencies are 
weighty, controversial, and could 
lead to extended debate. I will touch 
on some of them below. 

To offer a brief summary of what 
is coming up at Synod, I will first 
glean a few matters from the reports 
in the Agenda, provided by the vari· 
ous denominational agencies. Then 
1 will proceed to some of the issues 
contained in the overtures. Brack· 

ments were made out· 
side of previously·established syn· 
odical guidelines. The BOT is sub· 
mitting a set of more specific guide· 
lines to govern future denomina· 
tional investments. 

There are also 2 overtures coming 
to synod in response to the IRM 
problem. One asks that all denomina· 
tional agencies be required to offer the 
churches "a full detailed statement of in· 
vestments" [p. 2121. The other asks for 
an independent committee to review 
and study the IRM matter. The latter 
overture raises another, more funda· 
mentaL question: Should church agen· 
cies be investing large sums of money do
nated for ministry purposes, in secular 
causes? 
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Calvin Seminary: The major recom
mendations coming from the semi
nary board pertain to the appoint
ment of two new professors. Retir
ing from the seminary are Professors 
Melvin Hugen and David Holwerda. 
To replace Dr. Holwerda in the area 
of New Testament, the seminary 
board recommends the appoint
ment of Dr. Dean Deppe from 
Prinsburg, Minnesota. To replace Dr. 
Hugen in the area of Pastoral Care, 
the board recommends the appoint
ment of Dr. Ronald Nydam from 
Denver, Colorado. 

CRC Publications: Two key develop
ments reported by this agency are 
the publishing of the first volume of 
John Calvin's Institutes of the Christian 
Religion in the Russian language, and 
the switch to a biweekly publication 
of The Banner. 

Serving under Publications is the 
CRC Worship Committee. This com
mittee was assigned by Synod 1996 
to study a request to approve the 
New King James Version of the En
glish Bible (NKjV) as acceptable for 
use in worship services. The Worship 
Committee enlisted several Old and 
New Testament scholars to do this 
study, and based on their evaluation, 
the committee advises synod not to 
recommend the NKJV for use in wor
ship. The grounds for this recom
mendation are that the NKJV is 
based on an inferior Greek text of the 
New Testament, contains many 
"misleading and even ungrammati
cal English renderings" Ip. 881. and 
is not used widely enough in the 
church world. Two appendices con
tain further documentation. 

I am not generally in favor of us
ing a multiplicity of versions in our 
churches. Nor have I personally used 
or studied the NKJV It is my under
standing, however, that the NKJV, is 
basically a modernization of the KJV, 
doing away with many of the latter's 
archaisms. If that is the case, one 
might think it a little inconsistent 
that \ve do allow the KJV but not the 
NKJV for use in worship. 

Interchurch Relations Committee 
(IRq: The work of this committee is 

always significant. not only because 
the unity of the church is important, 
but because how the CRC relates to other 
denominations is also a measure of its own 
theological direction. 

One of the sad developments in 
interchurch relations is the recom
mended suspension of the CRC from 
NAPARe. NAPARC is comprised of 
several conservative Reformed and 
Presbyterian denominations in 
North America, including the Pres
byterian Church in America (PCA) 
and the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church (OPC). The latter two de
nominations have already termi
nated their ecclesiastical fellowship 
with the CRe. All the NAPARC mem
ber churches will now be voting 
separately whether to remove the 
CRC from NAPARe. All this has re
sulted primarily from the CRC deci
sions on women-in-office. 

At the same time, the IRC is con
tinuing to dialog with the Reformed 
Churches in the Netherlands IGKN). 
with whom our relations are tense. 
The CRC is also working to restore 
good relations with the Reformed 
Churches in South Africa (GKSA), 
after a time of suspension was lifted. 

One recommendation from the 
IRC is approving the concept of 
"union churches" with the RCA, 
meaning that. under certain circum
stances, a CRC congregation and 
RCA congregation can organize as 
one congregation. The committee 
offers guidelines for how this can be 
implemented and work. 

OVERTURES 
The Agenda contains 19 Overtures, 

although no doubt more will come 
to synod which could not make the 
deadline for inclusion in the Agenda. 
Several of those overtures are of 
potentially great significance for the 
CRC and its future. 

Revise the Form of Subscription: 
Classis Thornapple Valley is overtur
ing synod to appoint a study com

·tt t . th F f S b·ml ee 0 revIse e arm a u scnp
tion. The c1assis then proceeds to 

I· I h· h thsuggest th ree mes a ong w IC e 
present Form needs to be revised. 

r 

One is the statement in the Form 

which claims that all the articles and 
doctrines set forth in the Heidelberg 
Catechism, Belgic Confession, and Can
ons of Dart fully agree with the Word 
of God. The classis takes issue with 
the words "fully agree," and wants 
them changed, claiming that the 
creeds are by nature human docu
ments and therefore not infallible. 
This wording, says the classis, also 
makes some persons sign the Form 
with mental reservations and oth
ers not to sign it at all, because they 
don't agree with it. 

A second change classis wants in 
the Form of Subscription is that it 
should distinguish as to who should 
promise to teach and defend the ar
ticles of our faith. Ministers, evan
gelists, and professors of theology 
should do so, but elders, deacons, 
and others - not trained theologi
cally - shouldn't be required to make 
this promise. 

A third change the classis proposes 
is in the requirement of the Form 
that those who disagree with the 
doctrines of the church should not 
publicly or even privately advocate 
their views until their disagree
ments are properly adjudicated. 

It is obvious that these kinds of 
changes being suggested by Classis 
Thornapple Valley carry many impli
cations and if implemented would 
have serlous consequences for the 
church. 

The way the class is has worded its 
overture clearly indicates it wants 
not just a study committee to look 
into these matters, but a study com
mittee that would actually be asked 
to make revisions in the Form of Sub
scription along the lines the classis 
has outlined. 

Each of the points the c1assis 
makes needs to be thorough Iy dis
cussed and questioned before a 

~~~~ ~~~~~~~:~o~~. ~~~~'~~t~o~ 
line" of the classis overture is quite 
obviously to weaken the strong commit
ment to our Reformed Creeds the Form 
of Subscription currentllJ demands. 

Abortion Statement: Classis 
Zeeland urges synod to make a bold 
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statement decrying and opposing 
the continuing "holocaust of abor
tion" [po 210]. Whereas synod has 
spoken on this issue before, 1998 is 
the 25 th year since the Supreme 
Court's Roe v. Wade decision, and 
abortion continues. Certainly this 
would be an appropriate time to 
again proclaim the church's stand to 
our society. 

Inactive Members: Classis Atlantic 
Northeast is proposing that for 
membership reporting, synod estab
lish a third category of members, 
besides baptized members and con
fessing members - namely, "inactive 
members" [po 214]. 

Who would be "inactive mem
bers"? They would be baptized 
or confessing members who 
have been declared by the 
consistory to have had no rela
tionship with the congregation 
for one year due to no justifiable 
reason. These members would 
still be subject to discipline by 
the church. The reason for estab
lishing the category of "inactive 
members," according to classis, 
is that it will encourage churches 
to report their membership 
more accurately. The underlying 
reason, however, appears to be 
financial. Churches allegedly do 
not report their full membership 
because they have to pay minis
try shares on a per member ba
sis. If "inactive members" need 
not be counted for ministry 
shares, churches would report 
their membership more accu
rately. 

This overture goes in the direction 
of the Reformed Church of America's 
method of membership counting. 
The question is: Will it create more prob
lems than it attempts to solve? 

Question 80 of the Heidelberg 
Catechism: Classis Lake Erie wants 
Question and Answer 80 removed 
from the Heidelberg Catechism. This is 
the Q. & A. that describes the Ro
man Catholic mass as a "condem
nable idolatry." The classis feels this 
terminology is offensive to Roman 

Catholics who wish to join the CRe. 
and hinders Christian unity. Appeal 
is also made to changes in the Ro
man Catholic Church on justification 
by faith. 

This is not the first time Q.&A. 80 
has been challenged Synod 1977 
decided, however, to retain it in the 
Heidelberg Catechism. Part of the rea
son given then was that the teach
ing of the Roman Catholic Church 
on the mass has not changed. That 
reason still holds. Classis Lake Erie 
quotes from the Baltimore Catechism, 
a Roman Catholic document. It is 
plain, however, from the interna
tional Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
that the Roman Catholic Church still 
firmly believes that the mass is a 
sacrifice of Christ. 

Property Division: Four Overtures 
are coming to synod dealing with the 
matter of who should get the church 
property when a church leaves the 
denomination. Synod 1997 adopted 
a revised Model Articles of Incorporation. 
The main change occurred in an ar
ticle pertaining to property, which 
included a section of what should 
happen in cases of division in a 
church. In such an instance, the re
vised model states that the group 
which remains Christian Reformed 
- according to the exclusive deter
mination of classis or synod - shall 
have exclusive right to the church's 
property. The overtures wish synod 
to revise this section so as to recog
nize the final authority of the church coun
cil in property matters. More fundamen
tally, these overtures are concerned 
about Reformed church polity, and whether 
classes and synods may lord it over local 
church councils. 

Women~in~Office: Whereas the is
sue of women-in-office is not on the 
"front-burner" of the CRC at the 
present time, overtures arising from 
this issue continue to come up, and 
will also at this year's synod. One 
council wishes synod to review its 
1995 decision opening all the offices 
to women, instead of waiting until 
the year 2000, and to undo that de
cision. 

On the opposite spectrum is an 
overture which wants synod to de
lete its 1995 regulation that synodical 
agencies "not appoint women as min
isters of the Word to any field of la
bor within their jurisdiction nor seek 
to have them installed by a local 
church" [po 226]. 

In that same direction, an overture 
asks synod that when seminarians 
are declared candidates in the CRC 
by vote of synod, voting separately on 
male and female candidates not be allowed. 
This has been done in the years since 
1995 so that delegates conscien
tiously opposed to women-in-office 
are not compelled to vote for women 
to be ministers. 

This latter overture shows clearly 
what some in the CRC are intent on: 
force everyone to accept women-in
office. It even compares the women
in-office issue to racial discrimina
tion. In so doing, it shows the very 
lack of Christian sensitivity it ac
cuses others of demonstrating. 

As the Synod of 1998 meets, it is 
my prayer that it will seek God's 
guidance through His Word and 
Spirit, and that in times of contin
ued stress and conflict within the 
CRC, it will lead us to renew our 
commitment to love and serve 
Christ. 

Rev. 'ames Admiraal is pastor of the First 
Prinsburg (MN) Christian Reformed 
Church. 
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Who Are the Real Schismatics? 
LAURIE VANDEN HEUVEL 

When my husband and I left 
the Christian Reformed 
Church (CRC) December 

31, 1997 after 36 years in the minis
try there, we decided that as editors 
of The Outlook we would "forget those 
things that are behind" in the CRe. 
and "press on" in our new church 
home, the Presbyterian Church in 
America (PCA). We would, to be sure, 
print carefully constructed critiques 
of proceedings in the CRC in years 
to come, especially those written by 
and for CRC readers; but we person
ally would no longer become em
broiled in its debates. 

However, in the face of Overture 
15, coming from Classis Lake Erie to 
CRC Synod 1998, which asks synod 
to consider carefully the declara
tions of release for ministers who 
have left the CRC, some things need 
to be said, not because my own 
husband's "honorable release," 
which was twice granted unani
mously by Classis Grandville, is now 
being challenged by Classis Lake 
Erie, but because there is a more 
basic question which must be faced 
by CRC Synod 1998 and that is: Who 
are the real schismatics? Classis Lake 
Erie judges several ministers who 
have now left the CRC to be the schis
ma-trcs wnoareU:erefore not deserv
ing of "honorable release." 

Their report goes to great lengths 
to show how The Outlook (of which my 

husband is Co-editor) "encouraged" 

secessions. As editors we deny that 

charge. We never advocated secession 


. from the CRe. As the tide was turn
ing strongly against CRC members 

who were opposed to women's or

dination, we did allow occasional 

statements which referred to seces

sion as the only solution if the CRC 
remained unresponsive to correc
tion. Even in the most explicit article 
carried by The Outlook entitled Take It 
or Leave It (july/August, 1995, p.5). it 
was made clear that this was a state
ment made by someone else, and we 
as editors commented that there 
might be more "truth than fiction" 
in that statement. Was it not true 
that in 1996 these were the only two 
choices left to the opponents of 
women in office? They could either 
"take it" (pay all the bills and watch 
the tragedy of the GKN be reenacted 
in the CRC), or "leave it" (the only 
questions being - how and with 

Overture 15 charges the officers 
with encouragement to secession, a 
ground for which they should not 
receive "honorable release." In our 
judgment, this South Holland Con
ference statement is a clarion call for 
repentance, and a statement of intent to 
separate if the CRC does return to 
its former position. 

In both examples cited, a presenta
tion of options and a statement of intent, 
the quotes are construed as "encour
agements" to secession. This is a 
subjective spin which Classis Lake 
Erie is placing on these statements 
to achieve their goal: the withhold
ing of "honorable release" status to 

- --~--

whom?). The framers of "1fIIII departed ministers. 
Overture 15 call this 
"encouragement" for se
cession for which at 
least the Co-editor of 
The Outlook should not 
be recommended for 
"honorable release." We 
call it a plain and 
simple statement of the 
facts of our options. There was and 
never will be a satisfactory "middle 
ground." 

The overture then tackles the 
South Holland Conference for its 
letter sent to Synod 1996, fall of 
1995: 

Should you not lead our 
churches in repentance for sin 
and a return to the high view of 
Scripture for which the CRC has 
historically been known - until 
recent years - we will be forced 
to convene next year to consider 
painful options, one of which 
must be a proposal to form a 
new or different denominational 

federation. 
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The overture brushes 
aside years of faithful ser
vice on the part of these 
departed pastors by equat
ing their perceived miscon
duct of advocating seces
sion, with a pastor whose 
years of faithful serviceter
minates in deposition for 

adultery. What an insult. 
But there is a more fundamental 

issue here which constitutes the real 
reason for this editorial: Who are the 
real schismatics? 

As a Christian Reformed Church, 
we bound ourselves together for 
years by confessions and a Church 
Order which we all promised to up
hold. Should any elder, pastor and 
professor (Calvin College and Calvin 
Seminary) differ from what was 
taught in these documents, he was 
dutybound to follow a specified pro
cedure. The Form of Subscription 
signed by all of these leaders in the 
church requires that, should anyone 
of them develop doubts concerning 



anything upheld in these docu~ 
ments, he must neither "directly" nor 
"indirectly" contradict the same by 
"public preaching or writing." The 
doubter is further required to "reveal 
his sentiments to one of our eccle~ 
siastical assemblies" for adjudica~ 
tion before advocating it. 

In the CRC, on the matter of 
women in church office, the practice 
of the procedure was reversed. For 
years pastors and especially profes~ 
sors wrote, taught and spoke in de~ 
fense of women in office 

not. (2) He said that The Banner was 
no longer the official publication of 
the CRC and he was therefore under 
no obligation to uphold the official 
stand of the CRe. Surprised, I asked 
if The Banner had ever informed its 
readers of this. He said, "No." (3) He 
said, "Conservatives don't know how 
to write." Shocked, I said nothing. 

After a fruitless half hour, I finally 
said, " Well. I will let you go. I am 
going to write an article for The Out~ 
look and I just called to see what, if 

any, plans you had to 
until finally, after twenty~ "First, conquer balance this issue of The 
five years, they won their Banner before synodthe country,
case at the major assem~ meets. Now I know that 
bly. Some pastors even then change the you have none." "Well," 
blatantly disobeyed the CRC rules. and punish he said quickly, " let's 
stand and ordained see; what can we do?the resisters."
women in their churches. 
Not one of them was offi~ 
cially reprimanded or declared "dis~ 
honorable" for disobedience to the 
stand of our church. 

The Synod I 995 itself acted ille~ 
gaily when it bypassed the required 
procedure for ratifying a change in 
the Church Order Article 3. It created 
instead a supplement which would 
declare the word "male" inoperative. 
Who are the real schismatics? 

The january 23, 1984 issue of The 
Banner carried six articles promoting 
women in office (the matter of 
womer) deacons was coming to 
synod that summer). I read them and 
called the editor of The Banner. His 
secretary told me he would not talk 
to me (this was the first and only 
time I called him). But when I in~ 
sisted I was a full quota~paying 
member of the CRC, he reluctantly 
came to the phone. I expressed my 
distress and surprise that there was 
not one word in this issue of The Ban~ 
nerwhich reflected the 2000~year~0Id 
stand of the Christian church in gen~ 
eral. and the CRC stand in particu~ 
lar, against women in church office. 
His response was threefold: (I) He 
said that Editor john Vander Ploeg 
used the pages of The Banner to pro~ 
mote his agenda, so this editor 
could do the same. I pointed out that 
Editor Vander Ploeg's agenda agreed 
with CRC commitments and his did 

How would it be if we 
run an article giving the 

"pros" and "cons" of women in office, 
three writers on each side of the is~ 
sue, 300 words each?" I said that was 
hardly "equal time." But that is what 
happened. Three writers wrote for 
women in office, and Dr. W. Godfrey 
and I (only two writers) wrote against 
it, 300 words each. So, since the re~ 
tirement in 1980, of Dr. Lester De 
Koster as editor of The Banner, to this 
day, the official stand of the CRC re~ 
ceived 600 words of endorsement in 
its unofficial. funded publication, The 
Banner. Who are the real schismatics? 

During the turbulance of the past 
twenty~five years, I was invited to 
Calvin College a number of times to 
debate professors before students in 
class. Openly the professors 
flaunted the position of the CRC on 
this issue, clearly violating their own 
commitments to uphold the posi~ 
tion of the CRe. These are only two 
personal examples. Many more 
could be cited. 

The real schismatics are those who 
created discord in the church by ille~ 
gaily and relentlessly promoting 
their cause (women in office). To this 
day none have been officially judged 
as "dishonorable" or removed from 
their office. 

Further, the Form of Subscription, in 
addition to forbidding public expres~ 
sion of doubts without ecclesiasti~ 

cal approval. admonishes office 
bearers (elders, ministers, profes~ 
sors) to "defend" the commitments 
of the CRe. to "reject all errors," to 
"refute and contradict" them, to "ex~ 
ert ourselves in keeping the Church 
free from such errors." Who are the 
real schismatics? Certainly not the 
office bearers who followed the direc~ 
tives of the Church Order. Rather, the 
real schismatics are those who vio~ 
lated the Church Order without disci~ 
pUnary restraint for twenty~five years, 
raising discord and creating disunity in 
the church. If there had been no pub~ 
lic agitation for a position which was 
contrary to the stand of the CRC, 
there never would have been the ar~ 
ticles in The Outlook, or a South Hol~ 
land Conference which Overture 15 
complains about. Curiously, the 
situation seems analagous to politi~ 
cal takeovers in the world. First, con~ 
quer the country, then change the 
rules and punish the resisters. 

While many in the CRC slept, the 
skids were being greased subver~ 
sively by leaders in the church until 
they finally won their case. But when 
one side wins, another side loses. 
Thousands left the CRC with weary 
souls and aching hearts, not only 
because of women in office, but even 
more importantly because of the 
deep erosion of the authority of 
Scripture in the CRC, the "hermeneu~ 
tical shift" on the part of far too many 
of its leaders. 

But a new day is dawning. For most 
of those who have left, there is a free~ 
dom and joy in doing the work of the 
Lord with those of like mind. For the 
CRC there remains the task of as~ 
signing a status to the ministers who 
have left. Thankfully, God is the 
judge ~ and He will hold each per~ 
son involved in these decisions ac~ 
countable for the results. 

--------The Outlook 0 June 1998-------



To Be or Not To Be 
Bound by a Form? 
DARRELL TODD MAURINA 

S
ince 1619, the Christian Re
formed Church and its prede
cessor denominations in the 

Netherlands have had some of the 
strictest policies of any Reformed 
tradition for subscription to the doc
trinal standards of the church. 

That could change if Classis 
Thornapple Valley gets its way. By 
unanimous vote, the January 17 
meeting of the suburban Grand Rap
ids assembly overtured Synod 1998 
to appoint a study committee that 
would revise the statement in the 
Form of Subscription that 'all the articles 
and points of doctrine set forth in the 
Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Cat
echism, and the Canons of Dart fully agree 
with the Word of God' 
(italics added) to reflect 
the fallibility of all human 
work." Other provisions 
in the overture propose 
that the study committee 
modify the Form of Sub
scription so that it distin
guishes the responsibili
ties of elders and dea
cons from those of ministers, evan
gelists, and professors of theology 
in the promise to teach and defend 
the articles and points of doctrine" 
and "modify the requirement that 
signers of the Form of Subscription, if 
they come to have some difficulty 
with a doctrine or doctrines in the 
creeds, will not speak or write about 
it until they have disclosed their sen
timents to the proper authorities in 
the church for examination." 

In the CRC, all ministers, elders, 
deacons, evangelists, and theologi
cal professors must "declare truth
fuily, sincerely, and in good con
science before the Lord that we sin
cerely believe" the doctrinal stan

dards of the church in "all the articles 
and points of doctrine ... fully agree" 
with Scripture - the language to 
which Classis Thornapple Valley 
unanimously objected. Further
more, the Form ofSubscriptiol1 requires 
that office bearers promise "to teach 
these doctrines diligently, to defend 
them faithfully, and not to contra
dict them, publicly or privately, di
rectly or indirectly, in our preaching, 
teaching, or writing" and to pledge 
"not only to reject all errors that con
flict with these doctrines, but also 
to refute them, and to do everything 
we can to keep the church free from 
them." If officebearers should "come 
to have any difficulty with these doc

trines or reach views dif
fering from them," the 
Form of Subscription re
quires them not to "pro
pose, defend, preach, or 
teach such views, either 
publicly or privately, un
til we have first disclosed 
them to the council, 
classis, or synod, realiz

ing that the consequence of refusal 
to do so is suspension from office." 
Further provisions specify a process 
whereby a church council, classis, or 
synod supervising an officebearer 
may, "on sufficient grounds of con
cern," vote to "require a fuller expla
nation of our view concerning any 
article in the three confessions," 
specify suspension from office if the 
officebearer refuses to provide the 
required explanation, and indicate 
a procedure for appeals. 

"Changing those requirements 
would have severe consequences for 
the life of the Christian Reformed 
Church," said Dr. Cornel Venema, 
professor of Doctrinal Studies at 

Mid-America Reformed Seminary in 
the Chicago suburb of Dyer, Indiana. 

"I would propose that what they 
are proposing is the undoing of any 
meaningful confessional subscrip
tion on the part of the denomina
tion and its ministerial servants," 
said Venema. "I call that a tongue
in-cheek subscribing; you say you 
believe in something but you reserve 
to yourself the right to disagree, and 
that is no subscription at all. Were 
such a proposal adopted by the 
synod, it would formally confirm that 
the CRC has ceased to be a confes
sional Reformed body and that 
those who have left the CRC for that 
reason have confirmed the validity 
of that ground." 

Why Change the Form of Subscrip
tion? 

The Classis Thornapple Valley 
overture originated at Princeton CRC 
of Kentwood. Elder Cornelius 
Korhorn said his church didn't send 
the overture because of any specific 
problems with Christian Reformed 
doctrine but rather out of concern 
that the Form of Subscription requires 
more than can properly be expected 
of officebearers. 

"As we see it, the Form was written 
in the early part of the seventeenth 
century," said Korhorn. "The people 
who signed it were all professors and 
ministers, and if there were elders 
there, they were competent; whereas 
today most of our elders and dea
cons aren't competent in theology. 
If the preacher said something 
wrong they wouldn't know it." 

"In my particular council not a 
single person has ever read the Can
ons of Dart; there's something wrong 
there," said Korhorn. 

While particularly concerned 
about requiring elders and deacons 
to promise things for which they are 
not sufficiently trained, Korhorn also 
argued that the Form reflects an out
dated method of doing theology. 

"When this was first written, schol
ars were largely working by them
selves; there was no mail service or 
telephone; they were off by them
selves," said Korhorn. "Today if a 
theologian is wondering about a cer-
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tain question you can get on the 
Internet and ask questions. Theo
logical conversation today is entirely 
different from what it was when the 
Form was written, which means that 
the way it should be handled must 
be modified to reflect twentieth cen
tury reality." 

"If the Form had said they will not 
publicly preach or teach something 
that is at variance with the creeds, 
that would be reasonable, but it says 
they will neither publicly nor pri
vately talk about it, and that is un
reasonable," said Korhorn. 

The most serious problem with the 
current language, in Korhorn's view, 
is the statement that the creedal lan
guage fully agrees with Scripture. 

"To say the creeds are fully in ac
cord means there is nothing in the 
creeds that is possibly contrary to 
the Scripture; to us it seems that in 
any human document you need to 
leave open always the possibility 
that something is not in accord," 
said Korhorn. 

"We are not saying that anything 
is not in accord, but only that we 
should not say that" emphasized 
Korhorn. "We are not saying there is 
anything wrong in the creeds; all our 
objection is to the Form of Subscrip
tion." 

According to Korhorn, the overture 
went through a two-year process of 
review and six editions before its 
current language was adopted by 
Princeton CRC and later by Classis 
Thornapple Valley. 

Retired Princeton CRC pastor, Rev. 
Sierd Woudstra, one of the primary 
authors of the overture, concurred 
with Korhorn's explanation of its 
genesis and rationale. 

"I have become convinced that 
signing the Form of Subscription has 
become a ritual, and is basically 
meaningless," said Woudstra. "I love 
the Reformed faith, properly defined 
of course, but I've had difficulties 
with the Form of Subscription for de
cades already. I have always felt that 
too many elders and deacons don't 
know what they are signing and if 
they did know what they were sign
ing, they would have problems with 

it because they don't know what's in 
the creeds." 

"One of the things I said is when I 
retired, nobody can require me to 
sign the creeds as a condition of 
employment," said Woudstra. "It's 

might have difficulty working in a 
Christian Reformed context. 

"Would a man like G.e. Berkouwer 
be able to effectively lecture at 
Calvin Seminary?" asked Woudstra. 
"I think not. To me it is an utter trav

something you do be
cause you have to do it 
and trust the Lord will for
give you for signing de
spite the fact that you do
have some reservations." 

While Korhorn said his 
primary concern was the
overture's second point
that elders and deacons
may not have the neces
sary theological knowl
edge to intelligently sign 
the current Form of Sub
scription, Woudstra said his 

esty of justice what was 
done there by Calvin 
Seminary to Dr. Jan 
Veenhof. This was an act 
of gross injustice, and I 
still want to challenge 
Calvin Seminary to make 
amends." 

Berkouwer and Veen
hof, both longtime pro
fessors in the GKN, 
came from strongly con
servative backgrounds 
and later in life broad
ened their theological 

"The solution 

 

. to that problem 
is not to ;ettison 

the Form of 

 
 

Subscription 
but to do a 

 better ;ob of 
teaching, 

preaching and 
studying..." 

primary concern was the restrictions 
the Form places on theological in
quiry. 

"The provision in the Form that 
says you may not write or talk about 
things before you talk to your 
consistory or c1assis is putting the 
cart before the horse," said 
Woudstra. "The best way to find out 
if your concerns are valid is to write 
an article about it; it is by means of 
public discussion of an article that 
you see if your opinion is right or 
not." 

Citing the way synod handled the 
concerns of deceased CRC mission
ary Dr. Harry Boer and his denial of 
the doctrine of reprobation - the his
toric Calvinist doctrine that God 
damns people to hell as well as 
elects them for salvation - Woudstra 
said the Form of Subscription created a 
bad theological climate in the CRe. 

"I have a high regard for the creeds 
even though I have grave concern 
about the creeds, especially the doc
trine of reprobation where I am fully 
in agreement with Dr. Harry Boer," 
said Woudstra. "I have often won
dered if the CRC is hospitable to 
theological issues." 

In addition to Boer, Woudstra cited 
two professors from the CRe's 
"mother church," the Gereformeerde 
Kerken in Nederland, as examples of 
world-renowned theologians who 

positions. In 1996, Calvin Seminary 
terminated Veenhof's visiting profes
sorship at the seminary when it be
came known that he had been a 
member of the GKN study commit
tee that provided theological justi
fication for allowing monogamous 
homosexual unions and had written 
a book defending that position. 

While strongly opposing the over
ture, Venema agreed with Woudstra 
that there are significant problems 
in the CRC with lack of knowledge 
of the confessions among the elders 
and deacons. "The solution to that 
problem is not to jettison the Form 
of Subscription but to do a better job 
of teaching, preaching and study
ing," said Venema. "You don't solve 
the problem by rejecting the confes
sions and subscription to the con
fessions." 

"The one outstanding argument 
for the overture is it would bring the 
denomination's practice into confor
mity with present reality. They are 
arguing that people would be forced 
to be hypocrites," said Venema. "If 
you wish to be, like myself, part of a 
confessionally Reformed commun
ion of churches, the CRC is not the 
place." 

United Reformed News Service 
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The Purpose of the 
Church 
JOHN MUETHER and DARYL HART 

Question: What is the task of the church? 
Answer: And Jesus came and said to them, 
"All authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me. Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father, and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe 
all that I have commanded you" (Matt. 
28: 18-20). 

L
ast month, we argued that the 
church must identify itself as 
against the world. It can bear wit

ness to the world only if it resists 
worldliness, flees from idolatry, and 
hates the deeds of sinful men. How 
does its other-worldliness shape its 
task? Has the church any responsi
bility to the world? Or is part of its 
mission to those outside the 
church? 

To ask these questions is to ex
plore the purpose of the church. 
Though evangelicals have ma?e ,The 
Purpose-Driven Church a Chnstlan 
bestseller, they are confused about 
the purpose of the church. One ne~d 
only look at a recent issue of Chns
tianity Today for confirmation. In a 
listing" 1 00 Things the 
Church is Doing Right," "It should not tution. On all that is
the magazine featured a wrong in social life, in
wide range of Christian ~ surprise us that the modes of inter
good works, from col in this free. course, in the habits of
lecting underwear for the training the young, and
homeless to providing market 

in the prevailing senti
automobile mainte landscape we ments in the commu
nance for single women. nity that have grown
Among these "churches" ffnd competing 

out of existing institu
profiled, less than a notions of the tions, God may have
quarter actually involved purpose of the planted the church
the institutional church, 
and only a handful in
volved the preaching of 
the Word. Many of these 
churches offered full-service, "seven
day-a-week" sets of activities for, all 
ages and interest groups. One wnter 
recently suggested that small 
churches cannot compete against 

these ecclesiastical Wal-Marts and 
will be forced out of existence. 

It should not surprise us that in 
this free-market landscape we find 
competing notions of the purpose of 
the church. Some have claimed that 
the church is primarily a tool for the 
transformation of its culture. In the 
nineteenth century, New School 
Presbyterian Albert Barnes articu
lated this view in the context of the 
church's relation to social reform. 
The church, he wrote: 

owes an important duty to soci
ety and to God... ; and its mission 
will not be accomplished by se
curing merely the sanctification 
of its own members, or even by 
the drawing within its fold mul
titudes of those who shall be 
saved...The burden which is laid 
upon it may not be primarily the 
conversion of the heathen orthe 
diffusion of Bibles and tracts 
abroad; the work which God re
quires it to do, and for which 
specifically it has been plante? 
there, may be to diffuse a defI
nite moral influence in respect 

to an existing evil insti

there to exert a definite 
church." moral influence - a 

work for Himself. 

Barnes offers a classic description of 
the church as an agent of social 
transformation. As this cause would 
be taken up by the social gospel be
ginning in the latter part of the nine-

teenth century, the world would set 
the agenda for the church. Conver
sion and sanctification of sinners 
was not enough. Instead, the pri
mary work of the church was its ex
ercise of social influence. 

A very different view was articu
lated by a contemporary of Barnes, 
the Southern Old School Presbyte
rian James Henry Thornwell. In his 
understanding of the church's re
sponsibility to society, Thor~well 
came to very different conclusions: 

The church is not, as we fear too 
many are disposed to regard it, 
a moral institute of universal 
good, whose business it is to 
wage war upon every form of 
human ill. whether social, civil, 
political. moral, and to patron
ize every expedient which a ro
mantic benevolence may sug
gest as likely to contribute to 
human comfort ...The problems 
which the anomalies of our 
fallen state are continually forc
ing on philanthropy, the church 
has no right directly to solve. 
She must leave them to provi
dence, and to human wisdom 
sanctified and guided by the 
spiritual influences which it is 
her glory to foster and cherish. 
The church is a very peculiar 
society; .. .it is the kingdom of her 
Lord Jesus Christ... It can hear no 
voice but His, obey no command 
but His, pursue no ends but His. 

Here is a clear rejection of Barnes' 
claims. The world does not set the 
agenda for the church. Only Christ, 
the head of the church, establishes 
its ministry through His word. The 
task of the church is to exalt its head, 
to teach only the doctrines He has 
revealed, to worship Him as He has 
commanded, and to order its life by 
what He has ordained. The church 
is not an agent of social transforma
tion. The purpose of the church is 
not to save the world, but to save 
God's people from the world. These 
two models have vied with each 
other throughout the history of 
American Protestantism. Their dif
ferences lay at the heart of the New 
School-Old School division in nine
teenth-century Presbyterianism and 
the modernist-fundamentalist con
troversy of the twentieth century. 

Still another version of the pur
pose of the church comes from the 
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church growth movement in con
temporary American evangelicalism. 
Begun in the 1950s, the church 
growth school uses social science to 
discern why some churches grow 
and others don't. Its findings have 
been used by church-planters to 
identify methods of successful 
church planting. From telemarketing 
campaigns, spacious and comfort
able facilities, contemporary cho
ruses sung to up-tempo music, and 
dramatic skits, to warm messages 
focusing on helping families cope 
with the pressures of modern life
all of the techniques are employed 
to draw largely baby-boomer wor
shipers into an attractive and com
fortable worship atmosphere. 

The more honest church planters 
in this camp will go so far as to see 
the church as a business and urge it 
to adopt a more entrepreneuarial 
mindset. So the sucessful church 
will be "market driven," seeing the 
gospel as its product and the local 
community as the consumer. Ac
cording to George Barna, "The more 
successful a church is at fulfilling 
people's needs, the greater its 
chances for growth." 

For church-growth proponents, 
the primary purpose of the church 
is to attract newcomers. Typically, 
this is done by "target audience pro
files" of a specific age range and 
socio-economic profile. The task of 
the church is to make itself attrac
tive to that specific demographic 
profile. In many congregations, this 
thinking has prompted the introduc
tion of contemporary worship with 
dance, skits, and messages that 
avoid "Christianese" or evangelical 
jargon that might bewilder or scare 
or bore the unchurched. 

Like the New School emphasis of 
Albert Barnes, these churches are 
trying to get themselves out of their 
ghetto in order to influence their 
communities. In the words of one 
practitioner, they seek to "outgrow 
the ingrown church." Unlike the Old 
School sentiments of Thornwell, 
these churches are not limiting 
themselves to the Lord's specific 
commands. Stressing an "outward 
face to the world," they are more sen
sitive to the language of the world 
than to the vocabulary and grammar 
of the church. 

As different as these three mod
els are, what they share in common 
is the claim that they are about the 
task of fulfilling the Great Commis
sion. The Great Commission seems 
to be a simple set of instructions: 
"Go therefore and make disciples of 
all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father, and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them 
to observe all that I have com
manded you" (Matt 28:18-20). But 
given these competing models of 
the church, it is clear that the mean
ing of Christ's words is not at all ob
vious to the church today. So the 
Great Commission is where we 
ought to begin in understanding the 
purpose of the church. 

Whose COMMISSION IS IT? 
A large multi-million dollar 

parachurch organization has as its 
mission the goal "to help 
give every man, woman, "This points us enant for the ministry of and child in the entire 

Word and sacrament justworld an opportunity to to the truth that 
as priests were in the Oldfind new life in Jesus salvation Covenant. John CalvinChrist" by the year 2000. 
underscored this point inAnd it bases this goal on involves far 
his Geneva Confession ofthe Great Commission. more than 1537, explaining that theAnother parachurch orga


nization produces the conversion." church should "receive 

Great Commission Handbook, 
and it can be consulted on the Internet 
through its Worldwide Web address, 
"GoYe.com." 

Of course, it is commendable to 
see Christians expressing a burden 
for evangelism. Yet it is important 
to underscore that the Great Com
mission is not given to individuals 
or to the parachurch. Jesus gave the 
Great Commission explicitly to His 
apostles. But since the promise ex
tends beyond the apostolic age, to 
the end of this age, we must ask, 
whose commission is it after the 
apostolic age? The answer can be 
found in Matthew 16: 1 7-19, where 
we find Peter's confession of Christ, 
which is the "Great Constitution" of 
the church. Edmund Clowney writes 
that these two texts must be under
stood together: "The Great Commis
sion of Matthew 28 requires the or
der Christ has appointed for his 
church in the Constitution of Mat
thew 16." 

Rightly understood, therefore, the 
Great Commission is the task of the 

church. It follows that the Great 
Commission is directed specifically 
to the ministers of the Word. After 
all, the Commission directs us to 
baptize. The sacrament of baptism 
is given to the church, to be admin
istered only by its officers. A prevail
ing notion among evangelicals to
day is that special office in the 
church is really unimportant. Fre
quently office is disparaged in the 
interest of promoting the "priest
hood of believers," and a high view 
of the church is greeted with the 
charges of clericalism and elitism, 
which play well in populist evangeli
cal circles. However, the priesthood 
of believers doesn't mean that all 
believers are pastors, and the gen
eral office in the church should not 
swallow up the special offices of 
minister, elder, and deacon. 

As stewards of the mysteries of 
God, ministers in particular are set 

apart in the New Cov

the true ministers of the 
Word of God as messen

gers and ambassadors of God," to 
"hearken" to these ministers as to 
Christ Himself, and to consider 
"their ministry as a commission from 
God necessary in the church." 

The church is no human invention. 
It was ordained by God for the task 
of the Great Commission. For this 
reason, we can be sure from Scrip
ture that, despite their multi-million 
dollar annual budgets, parachurch 
organizations like the ones de
scribed above will not fulfill their 
missions. This is because they have 
usurped tasks that Christ has given 
to His church. We dare not replace 
the church with a vehicle of our de
sign, no matter how much more ef
ficiently it may seem to operate. 
Christ offers His heavenly authority 
and protection only to His church; 
and only its ministers, Calvin wrote, 
"might confidently expect to be vic
torious over the whole world." 
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What IS THE CHURCH'S 
COMMISSION? 

Another problem surrounding the 
Great Commission is to mistake it 
simply for a command to evangelize. 
With the dawn of the world-wide 
missionary efforts in the nineteenth 
century, evangelicals have read the 
Great Commission with emphases 
on the words, "go" and "all nations." 
Thus they convert the Great Com
mission into a proof text for both for
eign missions and door-to-door 
evangelism. In his popular Outgrow
ing the Ingrown Church, Jack Miller 
sums up the Great Commission in 
this way: "It is the privilege and duty 
of each believer to become God's 
zealous pacesetter in bringing the 
lost to Christ by every means avail
able." But this understanding re
duces the Great Commision to evan
gelism and further restricts evange
lism to spreading of information 
about the gospel to the world and 
registering decisions for Christ. The 
Great Commission is not only about 
evangelism, nor is it mainly about 
evangelism. 

The point here is not that the 
church should not evangelize. We 
must proclaim the gospel to the lost 
and desire that converts come to 
Christ. But that is not the only func
tion of the church, and it is certainly 
not the focus of its worship. 

The Great Commission itself sug
gests something very different. The 
main verb in the Greek is not "go" 
(which is a modifying participle), but 
"disciple" (which is the imperative). 
The text should read, "As you go, dis
ciple, by teaching and baptizing." 
This points us to the truth that sal
vation involves far more than con
version. It is about becoming a dis
ciple of Christ. The goal of the church 
is not to get the gospel message to 
everyone or to get more folks in the 
door of our churches. Rather, it 
should be exactly what Christ com
mands here: "teaching them to ob
serve everything I have commanded 
you." This the model for Christ's fol
lowers. 

This is why Thornwell's under
standing of the church was so pro
found He went on to write: 

[The church] can hear no voice 
but Christ's, obey no commands 

L but His, pursue no ends but His. 

Its officers are His servants 
bound to execute only His will; 
its doctrines are His teachings, 
which He as a prophet has given 
from God; its discipline His law, 
which He as king has ordained... 
The church can announce what 
[the Bible] teaches, enjoin what 
it commands, prohibit what it 
condemns, and enforce her tes
timonies by spiritual sanctions. 
Beyond the Bible she can never 
go, and apart from the Bible she 
can never speak. 
Here Thornwell is echoing Calvin, 

who wrote similarly, in reflecting on 
the Great Commission: 

Let this be a firm principle: No 
other word is to be held as the 
Word of God, and given place as 
such in the church, than what is 
contained first in the Law and 
the Prophets, then in the writ
ings of the apostles; and the only 
authorized way of teaching in the 
church is by the prescription and 
standard of his Word. 

In one sense, it might 
be argued that Calvin 
and Thornwell held a 
narrow perspective on 
the church, limiting what 
it could do and say. But 
in another sense, they 
understood the huge 
burden placed upon it, 
for she was to disciple all 
the nations, by teaching 
them everything Christ had 
commanded. This teaching 
involves the whole coun
sel of God, not the "four 
spiritual laws" or even 
the "five points of Cal
vinism." 

WHAT IS 
DISCIPLESHIP? 

What then is discipleship? A com
mon word to describe what many 
people mean by discipleship is "as
similation." This is the process of 
getting new members more fully in
volved in the life of the church, 
whether through VBS or small 
groups, singing in the choir, or serv
ing in the nursery. We prefer an older 
term, Christian nurture, to describe the 
process of discipleship. In this sense 
discipleship means being con

formed to the whole counsel of God. 
It trains God's people for good works 
and sustains them with spiritual 
food for their pilgrimage in the wil
derness of this world. In other words, 
we should measure discipleship less 
by how active one is in the programs 
of the ch urch than by how effectively 
the people of God resist worldliness. 

Christian nurture sees salvation 
not as a momentary occurrence but 
a continuous and arduous process, 
from which all Christians are prone 
to wander. It acknowledges that 
God's people are in need of salva
tion continually, from conversion 
until death. In this context, worship 
is essential to the health of believers. If we 
forsake the assembly of God's 
people, if we are not regularly sus
tained by Word and sacrament, we 
will not persevere in the faith. 

Discipling, teaching, and baptizing. 
Together, these three elements of the 
Great Commission describe what the 
Reformers understood to be the 
marks of the true church: the preach

"...we should 
measure 

discipl~ship less 
by how active 

one is in the 
programs of the 
church than by 

how effectively 
the people of 

God resist 
worldliness." 

ing of the word ("teaching 
all I have commanded 
you"), the administration 
of the sacraments ("baptiZ
ing them in the name of 
the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit") and the 
exercise of discipline 
("make disciples"). The 
Great Commission, then, 
is a description of the true 
church fulfilling its man
date. The ministry of Word 
and sacrament disciple 
God's people. These are 
the keys of the kingdom. 
This is the ministry that 
God has promised to bless. 

DISCIPLESHIP AND 
WORSHIP 

jContemporary confusion about the 
Great Commission arises from two 
fundamental mistakes. The first is an 
unwillingness to believe God and His 
promise to use the church and the 
things the world considers foolish to 
accomplish His purpose of reaching 
the lost. Much of the innovation in 
worship today reveals our lost confi
dence in the promises that God is 
bound to keep. We really don't believe 
that He has entrusted to the church 
the ministry of gathering and perfect-
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ing of the saints, that He will make 
effectual the preaching of the Word 
and the administration of the sacra
ments to that end, and that He will 
supply the officers of His church with 
all that is necessary for them to carry 
out this work. 

~. 

The second mistake comes from un
derstanding the church and its wor
ship merely as vehicles for evange
lism. The goal and purpose of the church 
is to make disciples. Evangelism is only 
part of the commission Christ gave 
to His church. If we take the church's 
responsibility to disciple more seri
ously, we will not tailor our worship 
to win the approval of the world. In
stead of dumbing down, we need to 
have our worship wise up. 

Worship disciples God's people. It 
involves teaching all that Christ has 
commanded. 

Thus it is the church, and specifi
cally, the church at worship that fulfills 
the Great Commission. It is minis
tering to God by gathering a people 
before Him in order to offer the sac
rifice of praise. It is ministering to 
the body of Christ by nurturing it 
through the ministry of Word and 
sacrament. And all of this happens 
before a watching world. It sees the 
church engaged in an odd ritual, 
speaking a strange language, wor
shiping the true and living God, and 
rejecting the gods of this world. 

Unless we see worship from the 
perspective of the Great Commis
sion, rightly understood, our wor
ship will not honor God. Nor will it 
be effective. For finally, only worship 
that honors God, that conforms to 
what He has commanded, will be ef
fective for convincing and convert
ing sinners and for building them up 
in holiness and comfort. 

In other words, worship is essen
tial to the task of the church because 
it is the God-appointed means of 
discipling the nations. 

D.G. Hart is librarian and associate profes
sor of church history at Westminster Theo
logical Seminary (Philadelphia, PAL 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). 

Re-Versalism 

BRET L. Me ATEE 

Reformed theology is under 
reconstruction, so much so 
that avant garde Reformed 

theologians should take a hint from 
GM and advertise their sleek prod
uct to Unchurched Harry with the 
pitch; "This is not your Father's the
ology." One of the major ways that 
Dad's theology has changed is with 
the ambitious combining of Re
formed Soteriology with Universal 
Soteriology. Let's call it Re-ver
salism. 

Re-versalism seeks to 
soften the particularism 
that has always been part 
of Reformed thinking, 
while avoiding the 
postmodern ugliness of 
full blown univeralism. In 
short Re-versalists want 
to avoid the "all roads 
lead to heaven theology," 
but allow for more roads 

ceed in hawking our Reformed 
soteriology, we had better nuance 
our soteriology to make sure nobody 
is grieved. The problem though is 
not classical Reformed soteriology, 
but rather people's innate sense of 
justice. Re-versalism is catering to 
our sinful nature. Our sinful nature 
always suggests that God is not fair 
(Romans 9: 140. It is not fair for God 
to decide in His providence who will 
hear the gospel and who will not 
(compare Acts 16:6). It is unfair of 

God not to give every
body the gospel. It is 
unfair that God would
save some and leave 
others to their own de
fiance of God. Of course
the problem here is that
Reformed doctrine has 
been forgotten. Re-ver
salism forgets that God
by definition is fair 

"Re~versaUsm 

forgets that
;ustice would be 

best served if 
all men were
left eternally 

than the Reformed church has his
torically taught. Given their 
pre-suppositions, re-versalists are 
bright, sincere, creative, and no 
doubt have the best of intentions in 
their attempt to construct a 
soteriology more suitable to the 
kinder and gentler age we live in. 
Unfortunately the attempt to meld 
two antithetical systems results in a 
design that is confusing, abiblical, 
and satisfies only half of the equa
tion. 

Re-versalism desires to be sympa
thetic to the consumer who finds 
distasteful the truth that those who 
have never heard the gospel will be 
eternally lost. No doubt, polling data 
reveals that this truth leaves many 
people's innate sense of justice 
sorely grieved. Now of course it 
stands to reason if we want to suc

lost." 
(Deut. 32:4). Re-versalism forgets 
that justice would be best served if 
all men were left eternally lost. There 
was no need for God to bring the 
gospel message to anybody, and no 
need for anybody to be regenerated. 
God didn't owe rebellious fallen man 
any favors. The marvel is not that 
people "don't get to hear" the gos
pel; the marvel is that anybody does. 
Do we dare to think that God is un
just because He is rich in mercy 
(Eph. 2:4f)? Do we dare believe that 
changing our soteriology to pacify 
the whims of our sinful nature allows 
the gospel to be the gospel? Does 
this change let God be God? 

One proponent of Re-versalism, 
seeking to widen the narrow gate, 
states that "he does not believe that 
all those who have lived and died 
without hearing a single word of the 
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this Jesus? Isn't it in thegospel? 'fhe 

SalvatiOll-only 
ThroughJesu~'e. 


• 


JELLE TUININGA 

O
ver the years·the·Rev. Neal 
Punt has had his own unique 

. . {not to say confusing} view 
about who will be saved and who will 
not. More than a decade ago his writ
ings created some controversyin the 
church, a controversy in which I also 
took part. I was hoping that Punt had 
come to a more BibIical pOSition 
since thattime, but alas, he has not. 
He sets forth his views again in athe 
January 5 , 1998 Issue of The Banner. I 
feel compelled to expr€ss my dis
agreement once mbre. Since the 
matter is not unimportant. I hope The· 

Outlook will allow me it .few com
ments. 
eo-nfasing: Says the sub-headiftg to 
his article: "Hearing the gospelisn"t 
the only path to God-but ..esus is 
the only way .. :" Sound coqf. ...... K? It 
is. Listen again: "ScriPt~--;;~ -logic" here. .;tc. . .... . 

teaches thataUwho beUevf!iQ ~ 0rifiJud sin! Punt~~flot.beUeve 
Christ will be.saved."ButfrOmthis. that anyone receives~.ematron ... 
says Punt, we rnay not drawthec;6n- demnation because''6f;;;~:fai,r in 
elusion that "only thosew~bclieye Adam: ·We cannot derna,#strafe 
in Jesus ChrisfwiU saved." He'calls fJbm Scripture that Godh;js~eri 
that "a logical fallacy.f' .. ~ toCQnsign anyone to everIastif:1g 
. I wOUld . like to ask: If Jesus· is the· damn4ion on the basis of theix~iIl 

only way, where do we hear about in &lam: Only those whdhear the 

Canons afDort (Ill/IV, Art: 6) caUsthe 
ministry of reconciliation ''the glad 

f 
\tidings concerningthe jp"b:' So 

the gospells a~t1tl/:/ , Ycf'M$;uS 
is revealed in i:hegospel. If Jesus is 
the only way, how do people rome 
to know.Him and believeln Him 
apart from the gospel? 
follow that people 
gospel to be· saved? 
Rom. 10: "And how can thE~ll~M_~! 
in the one ofwhom they have not 
heard? And bowean they hearwith
out someone preacning to. th¢m!(~' 
can you separat~~Usfromt~~os
pel. or vice versa? t<fSeePtint'si 

Biblical message are eternally lost 
but only those who, in addition to 
their sin in Adam, willfully and fi
nally reject or remain indifferent to
ward the revelation God has given 
them are eternally lost."! Before ex
amining this, it should be noted that 
the language here seems somewhat 
imprecise. Since nobody is saved by 
revelation alone, we believe the 
writer is suggesting eitner that those 
who have never heard a single word 
of the gospel are lost because they 
rejected the special grace that is re
lated to general revelation, or they 
are lost because they rejected the 
common grace that is related to spe
cial revelation. Meanwhile the saved, 
who never heard the gospel, are 
saved either by embracing the special 
grace that was related to general rev
elation, or they are saved by embrac
ing the common grace that was re
lated to special revelation. Now if 
Alice in Wonderland makes sense to 
you I am sure this makes for a per
fectly logical arrangement; but for 
the rest of us, alas we are mere mor
tals. If Re-versalists are relating spe

cial grace to general revelation they 
are implying that the hypothetical 
saved who have never heard the gos
pel are saved by a special grace with
out the propositional revelation of 
Christ that comes in special revela
tion. If they are relating common 
grace to special revelation they are 
implying that those who are saved 
without hearing the gospel are saved 
without special grace and by revela
tion alone. This strikes me as strange 
and unorthodox. 

For the sake of discus
sion let us grant the
original supposition that 
those who have never
heard the gospel are
saved by embracing
some kind of grace that 
is related to some kind of 
revelation. If that is what 
is suggested here, it 

 

as the individual chooses. The prob
lem from an Arminian standpoint is 
that these noble pagans are saved 
by a lesser revelation that is related 
to a prevenient grace which has 
swallowed whole the need for the 
greater revelation that is related to 
a grace that saves. Most Evangeli
cal Arminians would blanch at the 
thought that the revelation that is 
required for initial prevenient grace 
is the same as the revelation re
quired for the more mature grace 

that is related to salva
tion. In this mutated 
form, prevenient grace 
and the lesser revelation 
that travels with it have 
been stretched out to the 
point of obviating the 
need for greater revela
tion and a more mature 
grace. This lesser grace 
and the attendant revela

"Special 
revelation and

 
 special grace 
 stand in a 

umque
relationship to 
one another." 

sounds like a mutated 
form of the Arminian doctrine of pre
venient grace. The non-mutated 
form of that doctrine teaches that 
grace which precedes potential con
version can be accepted or refused 

tion therefore become saving in 
themselves. 

Now, if this constitutes moldy 
Arminianism, it makes for rancid 
Calvinism. From the Reformed 
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gospel and then deliberately reject 
it are lost. But the Bible says that 
we are by nature children of wrath and 
"lie under the curse" (Canons). They 
are "dead in sin and in bondage 
thereto" (Canons ). We read in John 
3:36 that the wrath of God remains on 
those who do not believe. Note that 
it was on them by nature, and now 
remains on them. That means they are 

I. 

"sanctified in Christ." Punt should re
member that in Adam we all did pur
posely and deliberately turn away 
from God. WE rejected God, and 
unless we turn to Him and repent, 

standpoint, grace which comes to us 
that is related to general revelation 
is not sufficient fQr salvation, no 
matter how we respond to it. Gen
eral revelation can convince us that 
there is a God, it even can convince 
us we are sinners of some sort but it 
cannot lead to the salvation that 
comes in speCial grace for there is 
nothing of the Savior in it. Special 
revelation and special grace stand 
in a unique relationship to one an
other. The Reformed standpoint de
clares that the revelation that is re
lated to God's common grace does 
not imbue men with enough truth 
to lead to conversion, no matter how 
we respond to it. Common grace 
may yield to us certain talents and 
gifts; it often causes us to see gen
eral revelation but it can not by defi
nition save, for there is nothing of 
the Lord Christ in it. The suggestion 
that those who never hear the gos
pel are saved requires us to confuse 
the proper positing of general rev
elation with common grace and spe
cial revelation with special grace. 

We also must recognize that it is 
precisely because we are in Adam 

we will perish. That's why we have 
no reason to believe that all children 
are saved. Our children, too, turned 
against God, and without God's gra~ 
dous covenant and salvation, there 
is no reason to believe that they are 
saved. 

Punt thinks that even a pagan can 
"act justly, love mercy and walk h um
bly with God." The Bible says some

CAreless use of Scripture - That's 
Punt's accusation of those who hold 
to the traditional view. But Punt him
self cites all kinds of texts to try to 
prove his point: that Christ died for 
all. But generations of responsible 
exegetes have shown that those 
texts cannot be made to say what 
Punt wants them to say. And talk 
about careless use of Scripture: 
Punt's two textual pillars that he 
uses for his approach collapse en
tirely at closer scrutiny. They are Ro
mans 5: 18 and I Cor. 15;22. I simply 
cannot understand how Punt comes 
up with such a superficial interpre
tation of these texts. As dozens and 
dozens of responsible Reformed ex
egetes have shown, these texts are 
not concerned about numbers at all: 
they simply state the modus operandi 
of how God deals with people. All 
that Paul wants to say is this: There 
is the principle of the one for the many; 
Adam and Christ represented others. So 
all Paul is saying is: All who died, 

~ . 


" 
I 

damned without the gos~ 
pel. Only those who be
lieve in Jesus Christ are 
"delivered from the wrath 
of God and from destruc
·tion" (Canons 1,4). We say 
in our Form for Baptism that 
our children "are subject 
to all manner of misery, 
yea, to condemnation it
. self." But then they are 

thing else (see Romans 
3). L.D. III of the Heidel
berg Catechism says that 
"we are so corrupt that 
we are wholly incapable 
of doing any good." Punt 
should note that even for 
those who "do the things 
required by the law" the 
wrath of God is revealed 
from heaven against all 

the godlessness and wickedness of 
man. Punt has a more optimistic 
view of the natural man than the 
Bible has. 

that we will always willfully and fi
nally reject God's revelation and the 
grace that accompanies it (Eph. 2: 1). 
The unregenerate is at enmity with 
God and will not do anything but 
curseGodandHisspecialgraceand 
special revelation. If he is unregen
erate it does not matter whether he 
hears the gospel 932 times or none 
at all; he does not and will not see, 
and so he is lost (II Cor. 4:4). On the 
other hand, if we believe in election 
and irresistable grace we will be con
fident that if God starts something 
in any cognizant person's life by His 
general revelation and common 
grace with the intention of it flower
ing into salvation by the Holy Spirit's 
usage of special grace and special 
revelation, that person will eventu
ally be confronted with and bow the 
knee to the Christ (Acts 8:26-39; Acts 
13:48; Acts 16:13-14). 

Another implied aspect of what 
has already been said is the impos
sibility of two realities living in one 
person. The unregenerate spend 
their lives constructing a reality that 
. f I I ltd t th G d h·IS a se y re a e 0 e a w 0 IS. 

· f th I thStart109 rom emse ves as e cen

ter of the universe (which reveals the 
epitome of self-centeredness), they 
construct a reality at warfare with the 
reality of the God who is. To suggest 
that God saves those who have cre
ated a reality opposed to Him 
(egocentric vs. theocentric) is to sug
gest that God saves those who are 
currently denying and defying Him. 
To suggest, as the Re-versalists do, 
that man can somehow be reli
giously neutral or can somehow mix 
and match his egocentric reality with 
a theocentric reality is plainly mis
guided. This view completely lacks 
any insight into the meaning of the 
carnal mind being at enmity (war
fare) with God. Re-versalists need to 
hear Van Til when he observes: 

Man as sinner is an ally of Satan 
in that he basically hates God, 
whatever may appear on the sur
face as the fruit of non-saving 
grace2 

Individuals past and present simply 
cannot be saved until their reality 
(worldviev:) is altere~. This can.not 
happen WIthout speCIal revelatIon, . . . 
meslstable grace, regeneratIon and 
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died in Adam; all who are made alive 
are made alive in Christ. No more, 
no less. I wish Punt would show 
some responsible exegesis here and 
not make these texts say whatthey 
are not saying. I find his exegesis 
here completely irresponsible. 

Punt says that only those who will
fully reject the gospel will be lost. 
(Keep in mind that in a sense we all 
did this in Adam.) But the author of 
Hebrews says: How shall we escape 
if we neglect such a great salvation? 
Says Kuyvenhoven In Daylight: 

Note that the Bible does not say: 
"If we reject salvation." It says: 
"How shall we escape if we ne· 
glect salvation-such a great sal· 
vationT 

The majority of those who are 
not saved will be lost "simply" 
because they have not paid at· 
tention to the gospel of the Son 
of God. They have not openly re
jected God's last and loving word, 

but they have shamefully ne
glected it. More people perish by 
disregarding the gospel than by 
opposing God's Word. 

Punt might also take a look at I Pe
ter 4: 18. 

Punt quotes Billy Graham with ap· 
proval when he (Graham) says: 
"There is only one Way, and that Way 
is Jesus Christ." But he takes excep
tion to Graham when the latter says, 
"There is only one path to God 
through repentance and faith in the 
atoning death of Jesus Christ." This 
restriction limits the gospel. says 
Punt. I take my stand with Graham. 
He is right, and I wish Punt would 
come to see that. It isn't that Billy 
Graham limits the gospel; it is that 
Punt removes the limits that Scrip
ture clearly places with regard to 
salvation. 

Rev. Tuininga is pastor ofTrinity United 
Reformed Church in Lethbridge, Alberta, 
Canada. 
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justification, that is to say, the full
ness of Christ crucified. 

Re-versalism tends at times to 
play with logic. They may say things 
like: "Just because Scripture teaches 
that whoever confesses Jesus as 
Lord and believes in his heart that 
God raised Him from the dead will 
be saved, does not necessarily mean 
whoever does not fulfill these con
ditions will be lost." D. A Carson in 
his book, The Gagging Of God reveals 
the problem with their torturing of 
logic: 

At the level of logic ... this conclu
sion is normally justified. State
ments of the sort, "If A, then B," 
do not guarantee the truth of "If 
not A, then not B," and that is 
what exclusivism demands. But 
there is one important excep
tion. If all the members of class 
A are precisely identical to all 
the members of B, then if the 
conditional statement "If A, then 
B holds," so also does the con
ditional statement, "If not A then 
not 8." In other words, if all those 
who confess with their mouth 

that Jesus is Lord and believe in 
their hearts that God has raised 
him constitute class A, and all 
those who are saved constitute 
class B, then if the members of 
the two classes are the same, it 
is precisely true to say that, "if 
you do not confess Jesus as Lord 
and do not believe that God has 
raised him from the dead you are 
not saved."3 

Of course one should be gentle 
with one's opponents (remember 
Paul's gentleness with the Judaizers 
in Galatians 5: 12), but at this point 
Re-versalism becomes a chic Univer
salism. What started out as a con
cern for a wider gate has, by way of 
necessary implication, been trans
formed into a deconstruction project 
for the elimination of gates The 
simple fact is that Scripture does 
teach that only those who believe in 
Jesus Christ will be saved: and only 
those who do not believe in Jesus 
will be lost. It seems almost pedan
tic to cite passages like John 14:6, 
Acts 4: 12, Romans 10: 14-15, and 
I John 5: 12; yet increasingly it ap

pears that we have fallen so far that 
what was once certain is now pitied 
as being anachronistic. 

This kind of thinking in addition 
to being non-biblical (as if that isn't 
tragic enough), also eviserates our 
compassion for the selfish, a key 
secondary reason for missions. We 
exhibit no compassion for the 
present selfish who have never heard 
the gospel when we suggest that the 
rebel ofthe past who never heard the 
gospel was not in reality a selfish 
God-hater, insisting on enthroning 
themselves as their own deity (Does 
anybody remember Romans 
3:9-20?). Scripture, speaking rhetori
cally, asks, "How shall they believe 
in Him of whom they have not 
heard?" The clear answer is: They 
won't. If we really wanted to show 
compassion for those who hate God 
we would work callouses on our 
knees praying that God's glory would 
be displayed in their salvation. If we 
really wanted to show compassion 
for those who hate God we would 
quit trying to work off all God's 
"edges" and preach the unvarnished 
truth that God hates the workers of 
sin (Psalm 5:5, 11:5, Eph 2:3); yet 
even when He hated us He loved us. 
If we really wanted to show compas
sion for those who hate God, we 
would be better stewards of our 
monies so that we could be better 
givers for God's work of missions, 
both local and international. If we 
were really compassionate as we like 
to consider ourselves, we would 
have compassion for God. Every 
time we rearrange things to fit our 
current sensibilities we reveal a 
harshness toward God. Every time 
we are content with Re-versalism 
coming from our pulpits we reveal a 
hostility towards the cross. Every 
time we put up with Re-versalism 
being expressed in our publications 
as a valid opinion we are in danger 
of blaspheming the Holy Spirit. 
Re-versalistic ideas are uncompas
sionate, mean-spirited, and God dis
honoring; and those who believe 
and promulgate them should be
ware. We esteem compassion so 
highly that we dare not allow false 
compassion to be a smokescreen in 
the ongoing attempt to create a "de
ity du-jour." 
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Re-versalists contend that much of 
Reformed soteriology twists Scrip
ture when it places too much em
phasis on the imputational aspect 
of Adam's sin to his posterity. Some 
Re-versalists demand that damna
tion is only related to the expression 
of our inherent nature and not the 
result of Adam's sin imputed to us. 
This seems fuzzy because little time 
is spent teasing out the relationship 
between imputed sin and inherent 
sin. We would only comment that 
there must be some re
lationship between 
these two lest we fall into 
the Pelagian doctrine 
which teaches that we 
are able not to sin. This 
would be to deny both 
our federal relationship 
to Adam, and our sinful 
nature, and thus deny 
key foundations of the 
gospel. 

Another technique 
used to confuse the mat
ter in the minds of 
people is to underscore 

"To nuance any 
of these truths
changes all of 

these truths and 
all the other 

ones that 
comprise the 

Gospel of Jesus 

the sinfulness of God's people. The 
logic goes something like this: God's 
people sin, the unreached sin; God's 
people have heaven, the unreached 
responding to their measure of rev
elation therefore can have heaven. 
It is a kind of a sophisticated version 
of the, "Let him who has no sin cast 
the first stone" argument. Re-ver
salists would no doubt ask: "How 
dare we suggest that unreached 
peoples are eternally separated from 
God when we have so much sin in 
us?" The Reformed position grants 
that all of God's people are sinners, 
but also insists they are at the same 
time saints. This is something that 
can not be predicated about the lost; 
they are always only sinners, and this 
is the problem with the above logic. 
God's people do sin but they have 
an advocate with the Father. The lost, 
reached or unreached. past or 
present, have never had this blessed 
advocate. 

Re-versalists also have latched 
onto the "all" and "world" passages 
of Scripture as proof that more will 
be saved than we think. It is beyond 
the scope of this article to examine 
these passages individually but the 
simple truth is, this reasoning 

proves more than what most 
Re-versalists want to prove. This rea
soning is unattached to the Sola 
Scriptura principle of reading less 
clear passages in light of the more 
clear passages and ends up proving 
an unvarnished Universalism not a 
Re-versalistic position. To insist the 
"all" and "world" passages are proof 
that more will be saved than we 
think is to ignore Calvin's observa
tions that: 

No worship has ever 
pleased God except 
that which looked to 
Christ 4 (And) surely, 
after the fall of the first 
man no knowledge of 
God apart from the me
diator has had power 
unto salvation. For 
Christ not only speaks 
of his own age, but 
comprehends all ages
when he says: "This is 
eternal life, to know the
Father to be the one 

Christ." 
true God, and Jesus 

Christ whom he has sent" [john 
17:3 p.l. Thus, all the more vile 
is the stupidity of those persons 
who open heaven to all the im
pious and unbelieving without 
the grace of him whom Scripture 
commonly teaches to be the 
only door whereby we enter into 
salvation. 5 

In their hearts Re-versalists genu
inely believe their position is a Bib
lical halfway house between Univer
salism and Classical Reformed 
Soteriology. Their halfway house 
though is like a California hotel dis
lodged from its mountainside perch 
by a raging mudslide; it is not at the 
bottom yet, but there is no place to 
go but down. We need to remember 
that Arminianism used to be 
thought of as the halfway house be
tween Reformed Soteriology and 
Universalistic Soteriology. Re
versalism is the mansion sliding 
even further down than that posi
tion. Re-versalism sounds more like 
a halfway house between Universal
ism and Arminianism, and if that's 
the case, then what are allegedly 
Reformed people doing there? 

In conclusion, if all this were about 
is what happened to the lost of the 
past who never heard the gospel 

then I might be far less vehement. 
That is not what it is all about. This 
is about redefining what the gospel 
is. And the gospel is now exactly 
what it has always been. Nothing has 
changed! God as sovereign creator 
is still God. Man as dependent crea
ture is still dependent. Dependent 
man still will not choose God with
out God changing man's nature. The 
changing of man's nature is still re
lated to the Spirit's harmonious work 
of applying special grace and giving 
special revelation. Man besotted 
through and through with sin still 
must find perfection in order to ap
proach this majestically Holy God. 
God's wrath is still revealed from 
heaven towards all unrighteousness. 
Man by nature is still a child of 
wrath. God still upholds His holiness 
having spent His wrath on His Christ 
at Calvary. God still displays His love 
to His people by providing His Christ 
at Calvary to be His people's perfec
tion. God still displays His love to 
His people by sending forth His 
Spirit to apply the benefits of salva
tion. God still intends to glorify His 
people when He gathers them to 
Himself. To nuance any of these 
truths changes all of these truths 
and all the other ones that comprise 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. It is pre
cisely because the Re-versalist's re
arrangement of parts of the gospel 
would be a going backwards into 
heresy that we should forswear its 
teaching and chide it's proponents. 

Footnotes 
1 Neal Punt. "Wondering Who Is Saved" Tile Ban

ner (13311 January 5.1998) 18. 
2 	Cornelius Van Til. An Introduction to Systematic 

Theology (Presbyterian and Reformed Publish
ingCo.1974).pg 134. 

3 	D. A. Carson. The Gagging Of God: Christianity 
Confronts Pluralism IZondervan Publishing 
House. 1996). pp 312-313. 

4 	 lohn Calvin. Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Reli
gion 1 IEdited by John T. McNeil, Westminster 
Press. 1960), pp 341-342. 

5 	 Ibid. 
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April 8, 1998 

Dear Editors: 

In your January 1998 Issue of The Outlook, at the top of page 9, under the heading RESTRUCTURING ECCLESIASTICAL FELLOW
SHIP, please note the following introductory statement: "The Orthodox Presbyterian Church thinks it 'flunked' the test of dealing 
with the Christian Reformed Church and wants to avoid making the same set of mistakes twice. That was the message brought by 
the OPC Interchurch Relations Committee Chairman, the Rev. Jack PetersoIL..."As best I have been able to determine, including two 
conversations with him about this matter, this is an accurate quotation from Mr. Peterson's remarks. 

As a member of the OPC General Assembly Committee on Ecumenicity and Interchurch Relations (CEIR) since June of 1993, and 
therefore providentially in the position to have more than minimal involvement with and knowledge of that whole process which 
culminated in the severing of fraternal relations with the CRCNA, I take the strongest exception to the broad assumption of that 
(quoted) statement for the following reasons: 

1. 	 Reflecting on the extensive debate and voting of the last several OPC GeneralAssemblies concerning the whole matter of frater
nal relations with the CRCNA (including the 1997 G.A. in which the final vote to sever fraternal relations passed by a very large 
majority), I believe it is abundantly clear that a growing majority of G.A. Commissioners,year after year, wanted and expected 
unequivocal and substantial Biblical dealing with the corporate sines) in the CRCNA.. 

2. 	 To the best of my knowledge, no identified, authorized or statistically valid poll of the OPC membership at large has ever been 
taken at any time to determine if "the church" thinks it "flunked" the "test" of dealing with the CRCNA. If the chairman of the 
CEIR thinks the OPC "flunked" the (unspecified) "test" of dealing with the CRCNA, he is entitled to such an opinion, but that 
opinion ought not to be implied or stated as representing the thinking of the OPC at large. 

3. 	 To the best of my knowledge, no court of the OPC has made such a declaration to the effect that such a failure ("flunk") indeed 
took place. 

4. 	 In retrospect I do believe that we, as miserably imperfect, but blessedly redeemed sheep of the Lord Jesus Christ, and as 
committee members, certainly in some respects could have undertaken and accomplished our painful work in a better manner. 
But I also believe, unequivocally, that (in the aggregate), the OPC did what was righteous and Biblical in severing fraternal 
relations with the CRCNA by means of the measured steps we employed. 

5. 	 If "flunked" means only that we were instrumentally unsuccessful in stimulating the CRCNA to come to any admitted or ob
served corporate repentance, then I would agree that we "flunked" in that very limited and carefully defined sense alone. But I 
do not agree that real or presumed procedural language or other deficiencies in our inter-denominational discipline effort, 
therefore means that the whole process constitutes a "flunk;' in the sense that Mr. Peterson's statement (as reported in your 
article) so generically implies. 

6. 	 That article statement, in its pejorative and broad wording, is so lacking in necessary definition(s) as to render it open to a 
number of ambiguous interpretations, the net effect of which, in my opinion, is to decrease, rather than increase, the kind of 
carefulness which honors the blessed name of Jesus Christ, the Head of His Church, and provides ecumenical communication 
which fosters the kind God-honoring interaction we presumably all desire. 

Consequently, I very respectfully request that you print this "counter-perspective" letter in its entirety, lest the impression become 
widely accepted that there exists some kind of a denominationally approved assessment that our ecumenical effort directed to
wards the CRCNA somehow was significantly, or all wrong, or that a sizable block of OPC leaders thinks that. 

Cordially, and with thanks, in Christ, be whatever consideration you grant this request. 

Robert B. Needham 
CDR, Chaplain Corps, USN (Retired) 
Member: OPC Committee on Ecumenicity and Interchurch Relations 
Pastor: New Hope Orthodox Presbyterian Church, Hanford, California 

p. S. The proper name of the OPC General Assembly's Ecumenicity Committee is; The Committee on Ecumenicity and Interchurch 
Relations. 

cc: The Rev. Jack Peterson 
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Concomitants of the Second 
Advent: The Final Judgment (II) 
CORNELIS P. VENEMA 

W
HO AND WHAT 

WILL BE JUDGED? 

The fact that believers need not 
fear the final judgment because it 
will vindicate their faith and service 
to the Lord, does not mean that the 
final judgment will only be of those 
who are unbelieving and impenitent. 
The Scriptures teach that all will be 
judged, the just and the unjust. No 
one will be spared or excluded from 
this judgment when the books are 
opened and the verdict is pro
nounced. 

In a number of Scripture passages, 
reference is made to a judgment that 
will include all people who have ever 
lived. Some of thege passages have 
been noted already in the preceding. 
For example, in Revelation 20: 11-15 
general references are made to "the 
dead" (vv. 12,13). Furthermore, the 
language used in this passage to de
scribe the outcome of the judgment 
suggests that these dead include 
both believers and others who, be
cause their names were not written 
"in the book of life" (v. 15), are thrown 
into the lake of fire. According to 
the teaching of Romans 2:5-6, in the 
day of the "revelation of the righ
teous judgment of God," every man 
will receive according to his works. 
The well-known description of the 
final judgment in Matthew 25 de
scribes "all the nations" as being 
gathered before the throne of the 
Son of Man. These passages do not 
limit those who will be judged in any 
way. The language used confirms 
that no one will be exempt from be
ing subject to judgment. 

This includes all believers who, the 
Scriptures teach, will also be subject 

to judgment. Though this judgment 
is not one that believers need to fear, 
it is a genuine judgment for them 
nonetheless. When in 2 Corinthians 
5: 10 the apostle Paul speaks of "we 
all" who must appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ, he is refer
ring specifically and primarily to be
lievers. Hebrews 10: 30 states that 
"the Lord will judge His people." 
Writing to believers in Rome, the 
apostle Paul admonishes them for 
judging their brothers, noting that 
"we shall all stand before the judg
ment seat of God." james 3: 1 speaks 
of a more severe judgment that will 
be applied to those among believ
ers who become teachers. And in 
1 Peter 4: 17, believers are even 
warned that judgment will "begin 
with the household of 

of the obedient angels, an omission 
that has led some to conclude that 
they are exempted from the judgment. 
However, there is in one passage, 1 
Corinthians 6:2, an intriguing refer
ence to the judgment of angels. This 
passage does not specify whether 
these angels are obedient or disobe
dient. On the basis of this passage, it 
seems possible that all angels, obe
dient as well as disobedient, will be 
liable to the final judgment.! That all 
angels should be subject to judgment 
seems to be consistent with the gen
eral teaching of Scripture regarding 
the purpose of this judgment. In this 
way, the justice of God's verdicts re
garding all of His creatures will be 
clearly revealed for all to acknowledge. 

If all will be judged - believers 
and unbelievers, (obedi

God"! ent and) disobedient 
This liability to judg

ment, however, does not 
contradict the clear bibli
cal teaching that believers 
have already passed out 
of death into life (John 
5:24). Nor does it conflict 

angels - the question 
that naturally arises is, 
what will be judged? This 
question is especially 
pressing with respect to 
believers because, if 
they are to be judged for 

with the confidence expressed in Ro
mans 8: 1, that there is "now no con
demnation for those who are in 
Christ jesus" (Rom. 8: 1). It simply 
means that in the day of judgment a 
verdict and pronouncement will be 
made regarding all people who have 
ever lived, including believers. 

One question that has arisen at this 
point has to do with whether all an
gels will also be subject to judgment. 
Some Scripture passages suggest that 
the disobedient or fallen angels will 
be liable to judgment (2 Pet. 2:4; 
jude 6). These passages omit any ref
erence to a corresponding judgment 
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sins that are already forgiven, does 
this not suggest a kind of double jeop
ardlj? Why should the sins of believ
ers, washed and blotted out through 
the blood of Christ, be brought for
ward at the final judgment in order 
to playa role in the pronouncement 
of God's judgment upon them? 

To start with the first part of this 
question, the Scriptures are quite 
vigorous in their teaching that all 
will be judged for whatever thelj have 
done. This includes not only all 
thoughts, words and deeds, but also 
the hidden things that may other
wise be unknown. To return to a 
passage we have cited several times 



before, 2 Corinthians 5: 10 speaks 
very broadly of the "deeds in the 
body, according to what he has done, 
whether good or bad." This excludes 
nothing. Matthew 25:35-40 specifi
cally speaks of those things done to 
"the least of these my brethren," 
whether they be favorable or unfa
vorable. Revelation 20: 12 speaks of 
the dead being judged 
"from the things which 

seems to suggest - then the recog
nition of sinful and imperfect works, 
of greater and lesser obedience, will 
playa role in the final judgment of 
believers. To be sure, the final judg
ment will not be an occasion for 
undoing the confidence that believ
ers now enjoy that there is no con
demnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus. But that the 
works of believers will be 
judged is undeniable and
may even serve as a legiti
mate motive for diligence 
and conscientiousness in 
fighting against sin in this
life. Often in the Scrip
tures the prospect of the 
recognition and reward 
for work done for the Lord
is an encouragement to 
faithfulness (compare 
Heb. 10:25; Jude 24; 2 Tim. 

..... the 
were written in the undeniable 
books, according to their 
deeds" (compare I Cor. 
3:8; I Pet. 1:17; Rev. 
22: 12). God will not 
overlook in the day of 
judgment those works 
which were done in ac
cord with His will (Eph. 
6:8; Heb. 6:10). Norwill 
He overlook the "idle 
words" (Matt 12:36) that 
have been spoken, or 

teaching of
Scripture is that 
believers will be

;udged according
to all that they 

have done in the
body, whether 
good or bad." 

the deeds which are "now hidden in 
darkness" (1 Cor. 4:5). Just as all are 
judged, so all that they have done 
will be subject to judgment 

The more difficult form of this 
question relates to the propriety of 
a judgment of the works of believ
ers. If believers are not liable any 
longer to condemnation, and if they 
are not fearful of the prospect of a 
final judgment, then it seems im
plausible that all of their works 
should be revealed on the day of 
judgment. Wouldn't the judgment 
of these works risk bringing shame 
and embarrassment to believers 
whose sins are wholly covered and 
forgiven for the sake of Christ? And 
wouldn't such shame and embar
rassment be inconsistent with the 
believer's present confidence that 
his sins have been removed as far 
as east is from west (compare Psalm 
10312)? 

In my next article, I will return to 
one part of the Scriptural answer to 
this question the reward for good 
works that wi 11 be granted in connec
tion with the final judgment. Clearly, 
if there is such a thing as a greater 
or lesser reward for works done by 
believers while in the body - as a 
passage like I Corinthians 3: 10-15 

4:1; I Pet. 5:4). 
Though this judgment of the works 

of believers should not be under
stood to conflict with the Scriptural 
teaching of salvation by grace alone 
through faith alone, and though it 
should not be taught in such a way 
as to rob the believer of that confi
dence that is born from the gospel 
promise of the forgiveness of sins
the undeniable teaching of Scripture 
is that believers will be judged ac
cording to all that they have done in 
the body, whether good or bad. Not 
only will this be an occasion for be
lievers to rejoice in the salvation 
which is theirs in Christ. but it will 
also be an occasion for God's judg
ment respecting them to be con
firmed as altogether righteous. 

THE STANDARD OF 
JUDGMENT 

When the final judgment takes 
place, one critical aspect of this 
judgment is the standard that will 
be used to confirm the justice of the 
verdict pronounced. This standard 
will be the law and Word of God so 
far as these have been revealed to those 
who are judged. The standard will 
be the same for everyone: what has 
been revealed or made known to 

-----.-------------

them concerning God's will. How
ever, because there is an important 
difference in the extent and fulness 
of what has been revealed, the prin
ciple that will apply is that greater 
privilege brings greater responsibility. 
Those to whom much has been 
given, from them much will rightly 
be required. Whereas those to 
whom little has been given, from 
them less will be required. 

The principle of greater or lesser 
responsibility is set forth strikingly 
in Matthew II :20-22. Rebuking the 
cities in which He had done many 
of His miracles, Jesus declared se
verely: 

Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to 
you, Bethsaida! For if the 
miracles had occurred in Tyre 
and Sidon which occurred in 
you, they would have repented 
long.ago in sackcloth and ashes. 
Nevertheless, I say to you, it 
shall be more tolerable for Tyre 
and Sidon in the day of judg
ment, than for you. And you, 
Capernaum, will not be exalted 
to heaven, will you? You shall 
descend to Hades; for if the 
miracles had occurred in Sodom 
which occurred in you, it would 
have remained to this day. Nev
ertheless I say to you that it shall 
be more tolerable for the land 
of Sodom in the day of judg
ment, than for you. 

These words should not be taken to 
mean that those to whom less have 
been given bear little or no respon
sibility for their unbelief and disobe
dience. The principle is one of how 
much more. All bear the weight of re
sponsibility, the full responsibility, 
to answer to what God has given to 
them. Some, however, because they 
have enjoyed a richer privilege and 
disclosure of God's words and works 
are weighted with a greater respon
sibility. This principle is one of the 
principal themes of the book of He
brews. Because of the greater rich
ness and blessing of the new cov
enant, disobedience and unfaithful
ness in the new covenant situation 
becomes even more deadly than in 
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the old covenant situation (compare 
Heb. 2:1-3; 12:25-29). 

Oftentimes this raises the ques
tion, what about those who have not 
had the opportunity to hear the gos
pel or be taught from the Word of 
God? Is it fair that they should be 
judged according to a standard that 
is unknown to them? 

To answer this question, I would 
reiterate the language used above: 
The standard of judgment will be the 
law and will of God so far as these have 
been revealed. In Romans I: 18-23 and 
2: 11-16, we are taught that all 
people, Jews and Gentiles alike, have 
been given some knowledge of God 
through the things He has made and 
the law whose work is written upon 
their hearts. No one can be excused 
before God on the basis of a plea of 
ignorance. To the extent that God 
has revealed Himself to all, to that 
extent all are responsible and with
out excuse before Him. Speaking to 
the question, is it fair 
that God should judge 
those who do not have 
the full light of His Word 
and gospel?, Carl F. H. 
Henry gives the fonow
ing, wise answer: 

God's fairness is dem
onstrated because he condemns 
sinners not in the absence of 
light but because of their rebel
lious response. His mercy is 
demonstrated because he pro
vides fallen humans with a privi
leged call to redemption not ex
tended to fallen angels. He con
tinues to extend that call world

wide even while some rebel hu
mans spurn it as unloving and 
unjust and prefer to die in their 
sins. All are judged by what they do 
with the light they have, and none is 
without light2 (emphasis mine). 

CONCLUSION 
Rather than attempt to draw to

gether all the aspects of the final 
judgment considered in the preced
ing, I would like to close this article 
with an extensive citation from the 
Belgic Confession, Article 37. (To the 
last part of this confession - the 
reference to the reward awaiting the 
righteous for their good works - I 
will turn in my next article.) This 
article wonderfully summarizes the 
biblical teaching regarding the final 
judgment as follows: 

Finally, we believe, according to 
the Word of God, when the time 
appointed by the Lord (which is 

unknown to all crea
tures) is come and the
number of the elect
complete, that our Lord
Jesus Christ will come
from heaven, corporally 
and visibly, as He as
cended, with great glory 
and majesty to declare 

"No one can be 
excused before 

God on the 
basis of a plea/ot:; 

ignorance." 

Himself Judge of the living and 
the dead, burning this world with 
fire and flame to cleanse it. Then 
all men will personally appear 
before this great Judge, both 
men and women and children, 
that have been from the begin
ning of the world to the end 
thereof, being summoned by the 

voice of the archangel, and by the sound 
of the trump of God ... Then the books 
(that is to say, the consciences) 
shall be opened, and the dead judged 
according to what they shall 
have done in this world, whether 
it be good or evil. Nay, all men 
shall give account of every idle word 
they have spoken, which the world 
only counts amusement and 
jest; and then the secrets and hy
pocrisy of men shall be dis
closed and laid open before all. 
And therefore the consideration 
of this judgment is justly terrible 
and dreadful to the wicked and 
ungodly, but most desirable and 
comfortable to the righteous 
and elect; because then their full 
deliverance shall be perfected, 
and there they shall receive the 
fruits of their labor and trouble 
which they have borne. 

FOOTNOTES 
I The Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 

XXXIlI,i, seems to take the position that only 
disobedient or reprobate angels will be judged 
"In which day, not only apostate angels shall 
be judged, but likewise all persons that have 
lived upon earth shall appear before the tribu
nal of Christ .. " Cf Westminster Larger Catechism, 
Ouestion 90. The Belgic Confession, Article 
XXXVII. does not say anything about the judg
ment of angels, whether obedient or disobe
dient. 

2 "Is It Fair?," in Through No Fault ofTheirOwn?: The 
Fate of Those Who Have Never Heard (ed. by Will
iam V. Crockett and James G. Sigountos; Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1991), p 255. 
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