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In the following article, Mrs. 
Groenendyk, after explaining the idea of 
"adiaphora," discusses two main ideas: 
(1) Howard Van Till's ''Adiaphora Strat-

egy"  in  The Fourth Day,  and (2)  Van 

Till's  "Adiaphora  Strategy"  in  Reverse. 

This secondsection issatire which applies 
to  Van  Till's  book the same strategies he 

uses against the Bible.  The headings and 

subheadings are very helpful in following 

the  line  of argumentation.  The  article 

requires carefol reading (and rereadingfor 
maximum benefit) because it deals with a 

highly  complex  book  which  this  author 

has  brilliantly  dissected.  Although  the 

creationevoiution issue plagues the CRC, 

it is  important reading for all Christians 

because  the  struggle  in  the eRe on  this 

issue  is  only  a  microcosm  of the  same 

stTugglegoing on in this country and other 
parts ofthe world. 

The Editors 

What are the concepts of adiaphora 

and  "vehiclepackagingcontent"  doing 
to  the  authority of the  Bible  in  the 
Christian Reformed conununity? 

IIISTORY OF ADIAPHORA 

Adiaphora  comes  from  the  Greek 

word  adiaphoros  which  means  indif
ferent. Adiaphora  is really the plural 
of adiaphoron.  Adiaphora  is an old 

term which caused much controversy 
in the Lutheran Church soon after 
Luther's death. 

In 1548 Charles V had theologians 
draw up an interim which is a tempo

rary agreement in religious matters. 
IE was called the Augsburg Interim and 
was forced upon the Lutherans in Ger

many. The Adiaphoristic Contro
versy was caused by the compromise 
Melanchthon made in his acceptance 
of the Leipzig Intm·m made by Maurice 
ofSaxony for his dominions. 

An Olrl Con"pt 
in New (jaJlb 
(A critique of The Fourth Day by Howard Van 

Till and its implications for the church) 

those things that are against the Word 
ofGod."6 

Melanchthon confessed his mis

take, but much strife continued be

tween his followers and the 
Flacianists. Flacius is widely consid

ered to have saved the Reformation. 
"Adiaphorism was definitely contrary 
to the principles of the Refonned (or 
Calvinistic) church. "7 

"The Adiaphora  argument has re

curred often in Christian thought. It 
can concern actions that are indiffer
ent (neither bad nor good, being nei
ther commanded nor forbidden by 

God), ceremonies  (neither forbidden 
nor commanded so they may be used 
or discarded), and doctrines (although 

taught in the Word of God, they are 
of such minor importance that they 
may be disbelieved without injury to 
the faith). ' 

VANTILL'S 
"ADIAPHORA STRATEGY" 

Adiaphorism began in the Lutheran 
Church but has grown, and it contin
ues to be used to declare anything 

one terms as "nonessential" or "in
different" to salvation or redemption 
as adiaphora.  "It doesn't affect my 
salvation" is heard frequently in the 

Christian Refonned community to
day in an effort to compromise and 
fit present day issues in the church 
into the interpretation of Scripture. 

In his book, The Fourth  Day,  I be

lieve Howard Van Till, in what he 
calls "packaging" in his "vehicle-pack

agmg-content" model of Bible inter
pretation, is using and expanding 

adiaphorism. 
To get a better grasp of the Bible 

interpretation approach presented in 
Chapter One of The Fourth  Day,  it is 

most expedient to discuss the first 
chapter as a whole. 

First, I would like to summarize 
and comment on Chapter One of The 

Fourth Day entitled "Taking the Bible 
Seriously. " 

The chapter begins with the discus
sion of the status of the Bible. The 
author establishes that the Bible is the 
Word of God but later qualifies it by 

saying, ".. the Bible as an organic 
whole functions as God's Word, Holy 
Scripture" 9 (page 5). It's necessary 
for him to make that qualifying state
ment because later he classifies some 

Jan  Groenendyk 

"Melanchthon had introduced al

most all of the Roman ceremonies 
for the sake ofcompromise under the 
pretext that these rites were neither 
commanded nor forbidden in God's 

Word, and hence were non-essentials, 
adiaphora,  or matters of indifference. 
He also compromised with Rome on 
the doctrine of justification and the 
seven Sacraments. "I "Melanchthon 

and his friends deliberately veiled dif

ficulties under vague expressions and 

"(Adiaphora) continues   

to be used to dedare   

anything one to/fflS as   

'nonessential' or 'indif-  

ferent'to salvation or   

redemption as adiophora. "   

treated the concessions to Rome as 
non-essential or indifferent (adia-
phora)."2 

"Many Protestants, such as lllyrirus 
Flacius and John Calvin, believed that 

Melanchthon had sacrificed too 
much." J The opposition was led by 
Flacius, taking the attitude: "Noth
ing is an adiaphoron when confes
sion and offense are involved."4 

"In practice the controversy was 

ended in September, 1555 by the reli
gious peace of Augsburg, when 
Lutheranism was acknowledged as 
legitimate, but much bitter and dan

gerous internal strife was kept up by 
Protestants on the theoretical ques
tion of adiaphora. " 5 

The tenth article of the Formula  of 

Concord (1577) was an attempt by the 
Lutheran Church to settle the matter. 
The "Statement of Lutheran Doc
trine" in the tenth article included: 
"We must not classify as adiaphora 



parts of Scripture as being the prod
uct ofdivine revelation and other parts 

of Scripture as not being the product 
of divine revelation. Van Till also 
writes: "Though it has the status  of 
the 'Word of God,' the Bible comes 
to us in the form  of thoroughly hu
man language and literature" (page 
5). As one reads on in Chapter One, 
this statement is further elucidated be
cause the author later declares the 
human stories, accounts and events 
as "packaging" and gives divine rev
elation and trustworthiness only to 
the teaching  conveyed but not to the 
specific stories, events, or accounts 
themselves. 

His covenants or His writings. A child 
imitates a parent much more quickly 
than a parent imitates a child; there
fore, logically, since God's covenants 
with Adam, Noah, and Abraham oc
curred first, any similarity would more 
likely have resulted from suzerainty 
covenant having imitated God's cov
enants retold from generation to gen
eration by covenant people until Gen
esis was written, rather than vice-
versa. 

In Van Till's discussion of the mul-
ti/aceted character o/Scripture, he writes 
about redemption and the Creator-
Redeemer relationship and concludes 
with the following: 

ation discussion as seen in the follow· 
ing quote: 

Ifwe try to read a poetic or litur· 
gical story oforigins as ifitwere a 
primitive scientific report, we 
might see a chronicle of divine 
magic rather than an artistic por
trait ofthe Creator-Creation rela
tionship (page 11). 

Here Van Till works on establish
ing the necessity 0/poetry to convey such 
a profound truth  as  creation.  Later in 
the chapter he picks up the discussion 
of its needing to be poetry and then 
makes a superb effort to sell the idea 
that any profound truth should and 
could be told so much more ad-

The Covenantal Structure 

of the Bible (Van Till) 

In the author's "status discus
sion," he goes to some length to 
establish that the Bible has COY-

mantal structure which is a tenet 

r~""'~~----":"''''''--''''''==='''''''''' equatelY in metaphoric or sym

of Calvinism. By emphasizing 
the crwenantalstrnaureofSoipture and 
particularly the Creator/Creation re
lationship he can later in the book 
claim that Genesis I must be read as 
follows: 

The Genesis narratives and other 
biblical materials oncreationmay 
better be seen as artistic illustra
tions ofthe eternal covenant rela
tionship ofCreator and Creation 
than asjoumalistic reports ofspe
cific past events (page 247). 
The author's emphasis on covenant 

structure also helps him later in the 
chapter to try. to convince the reader 
that not only does the Bible have cov· 
enantal structure but also covenantal 
form  so that later in the book he can 
declare Genesis I-II to be primeval 
history because it has the fonn of 
"suzerainty covenant," a fonn ofcov
enant common in the ancient Near 
East at the time of the writing of the 
Old l'estament. By claiming Genesis 
1-11 to be primeval history, the flood 

story can be read as only an illustra
tive story of the Creator/Creation re
lationship. It's necessary for the au
thor to make an illusion of the flood 

story events since empirical study does 
not accept the flood story events be

cause they do not follow the nonnal 
pattern of material behavior. 

Ifthere is similarity in form between 
God's covenants and suzerainty cov
enant, I see no necessity for God hav
ing to imitate suzerainty covenant in 

"Van Till works hard on   

establishing the necessity ofpoetry   

to convey such a profound   

truth as creation. "   

And finally it must be noted that 
much of what we fmd in many 
parts of the Bible is merely inci
dental infonnation 0/little impor-
tance or relevance to the gospel mes-
sage ... Now thai's interesting, but not 
particularly important or reiewJnt to 
my redemption  (page 7). (The ital

ics are mine for the purpose of 
showinguseofadiaphorism, J.G.) 
This is getting the reader ready for 

what the author classifies as "packag
ing" in his Bible interpretation model. 

In his discussion of the multiplicity 
o/Scripture's sources, Van Till is laying 
groundwork well for his model of 
Bible interpretation with the follow
ing quote: 

Yet, while the content of the 
Bible's kerygmatic message, its 
proclamation of the gospel (con
tent), is thoroughiydivine because 
of its origins in divine revelation, 
the fonn ofthat message(vehicle) 
and the historical-cultural context 
in which it was revealed (packag
ing) is thoroughly human (page 
8). (parentheses mine, J.G.) 

The Poetic Form of the Bible (Van Till) 

In his discussion on the variety  0/ 
Scripture'sforms, the author works hard 
to convince the reader that the "Story 
of Origins" or the "Story of the Cre

ator," as Van Till calls the creation 
story, has the literary form of poetry, 
and he engages more Creator/ere

bolic poetic fonn. The follow
ing quotation illustrates his sales 
effort: 
Simple matters of historical 
record may be conveyed by a 
matter-of-fact chronicle of 
events. Profound truths of 

immense magnitude, however, 
cannot always be adequately ex
pressed in the genre ofstraightfor
ward expository discourse; they 
are often expressed better in a 
more symbolic or poetic fonn. 
How often we say, "Words just 
can't describe what I want to ex
press." Ourbestaltemative, then, 
is to shift from expository dis· 
course, which does constitute an 
attempt to contain something in 
words fully, to poetry or some 
other highly symbolic fonn that 
makes no pretense ofexhaustively 
describing some great thought or 
event or emotion, but instead 
free1yadmitsthatitissimplypoint
ing in a certain direction that read
ers must creatively and imagina
tively follow ifthey are to get even 
the beginning of an understand
ing of that profound idea (pp. 14
15). 
One can only say, "What a pro

found sales job for symbolic poetry!" 
This is laying groundwork carefully 
for later claiming symbolic poetry as 
the vehicle (literary fonn) for Gene
sis 1. Van Till also gives Psalm 23 as 
an example of symbolic poetry and 
concludes with this: "The magnitude 
of that message is so great that only 
the vehicle of lyric poetry could bear 
the heavy load. Powerful vehicle, 
appropriate packaging, magnificent 
message!" (page 15). No one argues 



that the Psahns are not poetic or that 
Psalm 23 does not use symbolic pas

torallanguage. It may be convenient 
and helpful for the author, but is it 
appropriate to use Psalm 23 as an 
illustration to persuade the reader to 
transfer  this thinking over to Gene

sis 17 
Van Till accuses anyone who takes 

a more literal interpretation of Scrip

ture as doing so out of ignorance, 
ineptness, fear and lack of trust in 
Scripture's Author. Later in the chap

ter he classifies those not willing to 
use his "vehicle-packaging-content" 

model on Scripture as being foolish 
and absurd. How kind! How 
nonjudgmental! 

The following quote promises that 
one's eyes will be opened: "On the 
contrary, we may confidently expect 
that we will see his (God's) message 

all the more clearly when we make 
proper use ofcritical tools" (page 12). 

Two human beings fell for that line 

before! 

Three Functions of Scripture (Van Till) 

Howard Van Till takes it upon him

self to pronounce three JUnctions  for 
Scripture  and ranks them as pn'mary, 
secondary, and a thirdfunction ofmuch 
less importance. He asserts that the 

primary  function of Scripture is to 
bring the gospel or redemption mes
sage. He writes: "Finally we must in
terpret any Scripture passage in the 
context ofthe pn'maryJUnction ofScrip

ture-to reveal God's marvelous work 
of redemption" (page 18).' 

The purpose the author ranks as 
secondary is to provide testimony and 
eyewitness accounts of God at work 
in human history and in His Creation. 

The third function according to Van 

Till is the following: 
Yet another function of Scrip
ture, of considerably less impor
tance than the primary and sec

ondary functions, is to provide 
the reader with information con

cerning things in themselves. I 
say "in themselves" as opposed to 

"in relation to God" or "in their 
function as vehicles ofdivine rev
elation." Such information is in
cidental to the pn'ncipal themes of 
Scripture and is drawn solely from 
human experience. Thisinc1udes 
information about persons ... , in
formation about events, or infor
mation about the material world 

expressed in the pre-scientific lan
guage of the day. Such informa
tion may be relevant for academic 

study of one sort or another but 
makes little or no impact on our expe
rience of redemption. Taking the 
Bible seriously does not require 

us to treat such matters as the 
product of divine revelation; on 
the contrary, taking the Bible seri
ously requires, I believe, giving 
such incidental information the 

lesser status that I have suggested 
(page 13). (The italics is mine for 
the purpose of showing use of 

adiaphorism, J.G.) 

"One would thirtk Van Till 

had an inst'de line to the 
Authorof Scripture. " 

.t~ 
Van Till not only assigns and ranks 

the three functions of Scripture, he 
then makes these three Van Till-given 

functions the basis of our priorities for 
study ofGod's Word. One would think 

Van Till had an inside line to the 
Author of Scripture. He has the bold~ 
ness to segment Scripture as to divine 

revelation and importance when the 
Author of Scripture has said: 

AllScriptureisGod-breathedand 
is useful for teaching, rebuking, 
correcting and training in righ

teousness, so that the man ofGod 
may be thoroughly equipped for 
every good work (II Timothy 
3:16 and 17). 

The "Vehicle-Packaging-Content" 

Model (Van Till) 

The three functions are setting the 
stage well for presenting the author's 
"vehicle-packaging-content" model 

which is based on the three stated 

functions. 
In his discussion of the vehicle 

model of the Bible, Van Till says: "To 
complete the introduction to this ve
hicle model of Scripture, let me note, 
finally, that the Bible can be viewed 
as a complete unit, including the ve
hicle (literary genre), packaging (spe

cific story, symbols,etc.), and contents 
(God's message to us)" (page 15). 

To illustrate his "vehic1e-packaging
content" model of Bible interpreta
tion, Van Till uses the word picture 
of a granola bar. 

The "content" of his model which 
is the redemption message or specific 
teaching of God, is likened to the 
granola bar itself. This the author 

classifies as food and being of divine 
revelation and the trustworthy teach
ings of God. Van Till says: 

We can be confident that all of 
the content of God's message in 
the Bible is delivered to us un

damaged and unspoiled ... so we 
as readers of Scripture must be 
studiously and prayerfully wise 
in separating the contents (the 
trustworthy teachings of God) 

from the vehicle and the packag

ing (page 15). 
What does that say for the Scrip

ture classified as "packaging"? 

Van Till likens the wrapper of the 
granola bar to the part ofScripture he 
classifies as "packaging," which in

cludes the specific stories, events, and 
accounts, or the part of Scripture 
which he does not consider to be "con
tent. " What does one usually do with 

the wrapper? Toss it in the waste 
basket? Does that denote much value 
to that part of Scripture? 

The truck which delivered the 
granola bar the author likens to the 
vehicle of his Bible interpretation 
model, which is the literary fonn or 

genre in which that part of Scripture is 
written, such as poetry or historical 

chronicle. Van Till explains: 
Or, to put it in "real" terms in
stead of "model" terms, the task 
ofBiblical interpretation is to ex
tract the original meaning, God's 
message or teaching (content), 
from the specific event, account, 
or story (packaging) as it has been 

conveyed to us by a particular 
literary genre, such as chronicle, 
epic, or parable (vehicle) (page 

18). 
The following quote is Van Till's 

application ofhis "vehicle-packaging

content" model applied to Genesis 1: 

The chronology of the narrative 
is not the chronology of creation 
but rather the packaging in which 
the message is wrapped. Thepar
ticu1ar acts depicted in the Story 

of the Creator are not the events 
of creative action reported with 
photographic realism, but rather 
with imaginative illustrations of 
the way in which God and the 
Creation are related (pp 84-85). 
In my judgment, Howard Van Till 

used adiaphorism in his term "pack
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aging" and/or "third function infor· 
mation" which includes the part of 
Scripture which the author classifies 
as "nonessential" or "indifferent" to 
the gospel or redemption message. I 
believe he expanded adiaphorism by 
asserting that the part of Scripture 
which he classifies as "packaging" 
and/or "third function infonnation," 
is not a product of divine revelation 
and is, therefore, solely and thor· 
oughly human. 

In addition, throughout Chapter 
One and the remainder of the book 
Van Till prides himself in asking all 
the appropriate questions and the only 

appropriate questions. The do· 
mains he has set up have just 

the correct and the only correct 
things included and excluded. 
What he declares biased,  is bi· 
ased. What he claims to be un· 

biased,  is therefore, free of any 
bias. Later in the book he de· 
clares theoretical conclusion draw· 

ing  in the natural science do· 
main as a totally unbiased ana· 
lyrical study. Because he says 
it, therefore, it is so. He de· 
clares that the main purpose of 
Scripture is covenantal and anything 
else in Scripture is secondary or un· 
important. He detennines which parts 
of Scripture are products of divine 
revelation and which parts are not. 
His claim is that he is not a profes· 
sional theologian or Bible interpreter, 
but he then proceeds to make some 
extremely bold, sweeping statements 
and judgments about Scripture as be· 

ing absolute truths. 
Chapter One, I believe, answers the 

following question Van Till asked on 
page 263 of The Fourth Day. 

When some of them go on to 
receive further education in the 
natural sciences, when they be· 
come more knowledgeable con· 
ceming both the methods and re
sults ofscientific investiga tion and 
gain anappreciation forthe valid· 
ity ofempirical data and the ered· 
ibility ofits interpretation in tenns 
ofcoherent, evolutionary cosmic 
history, what kind of choice can 
they make (page 263)? 
Chapter One reveals the choice 

Howard Van Till has made. Natural 
science, Van Till's study and work, 
was guarded against illusionary ap
pearance, and he chose to make Genesis 

}.}} illusionary instead. For Van  Till,  all 

the credibility lies in cosmic history,  not in 

the  part 0/ the Bible  he  labels  ''pacJwg. 

ing."  It makes it much more conve· 
nient and comfortable for the scien· 
tist and preserves his education and 
profession in natural science, indud· 
ing all cosmic history theorizing. 

VAN TILL'S "ADIAPHORA 
STRATEGY" REVERSED 

Having given a summary of and 
some comments on Chapter One of 
The Fourth  Day, I would now like to 
apply  Van Till's "vehide·packaging· 
content" model to  Chapter One, us· 
ing on him and Chapter One of his 

Van  Till claims  "that he is not   

a proftssional theologian or Bible   

interpreter,  but he then proceeds   

to make some extremely bold,   

sweeping statements and   

judgments about Scripture   

as being absolute truths. "   

book, some of the reasoning, ratio· 
nalization and logic he used on the 
Bible. I don't think Van Till should 
object since he took the liberty to do 
it with the Bible and expects the Au· 

thor of Scripture not to object. I 
would like to entitle this endeavor: 
Taking Chapter One 0/ The Fourth Day 
Sen·ously. 

Taking Chapter One Seriously 

What does it mean to take Chapter 
One seriously? To state it as directly 
as I can, it means to respect Chapter 
One for what it is, and to respond to 
it appropriately. Oearly, taking Chap-
ter One seriously is no simple matter. 

To respond to Chapter One of The 

Fourth  Day appropriately and take it 
seriously, I would like to consider the 
(1)  status  of the chapter, (2)its fone. 

tions,  and then (3) analyze what the 
"vehicle," the "packaging," and the 
"content" are of Chapter One. We 
must ask the appropriate questions to 
get the appropriate answers for such 
a profound chapter as Chapter One. 

The Status of Chapter One 

First ofall, what is the status o/Chap. 

ter One?  Where does it stand relative 
to the other chapters in this book? It 

is crucial that we resolve the question 
of status, because it affects in a sig· 
nificant way nearly every other ques· 
tion we might ask concerning the na· 
ture of The Fourth Day. 

Chapter One, "Taking the Bible 
Seriously," is crucial to the rest of the 
book. It has a very big mission to 
fulfill for the author. If Howard Van 
Till can persuade Christians to accept 
Chapter One, they will be able to ac· 
cept the rest of the book. His life's 
work and study in natural science will 
be preserved, worked into his world 
view which he tries to identify as Cal· 
vinistic, and be approved by Scrip. 

ture. He can then be honorable 
in both the scientific commu· 
nity of which he is a member 
and in the Christian commu· 
nity ofwhich he is a member. 

The chapter is also appropri
ately placed as the first chapter. 
To folly  understand  Chapter  One 
and see what purpose the chapter is 

fulfilling.  it should be  read at  the 

end 0/the book rather than the be· 

ginning,  or  else  reread  after  ccrm· 

pleting the book to understand what 

much  0/ the  terminology  really 

means  to  the  author  and  what ground· 

work he is laying. 

One way to understand the unique 
status of Chapter One is to investi· 
gate the sources the author drew on as 
the chapter and book were written. I 
believe the following quote gives the 
author's major source: 

The cosmos is permeated with 
evidence of its own history. The 
study of that history lies legiti· 
mately within the domain of the 
natural sciences. While the can· 
c1usions drawn from such a study 
are often tentative, and while the 
reasoning leading to many ofthese 

conclusions often takes the form 
ofa plausibility argument, I firmly 
believe that the conclusions must 
be given serious consideration 
(page 107). 

Van Till uses the study of cosmic 
history with its tentatively drawn con· 
clusions, and the plausibility argu
ment as the soun:e for his philosophy 
of temporal origin and formal origin 
rather than the book ofGenesis which 
was written by God who saw ere· 
ation firsthand, and Moses who was 
on the mountain with the One who 
saw ereation fIrSthand. Which source 
sounds more reliable to you? 



The Functions of Chapter One 

Our second appropriate question 
for Chapter One is: What are  its jUnc

tions? In my opinion the chapter has 

three functions-a primary, a second
ary, and a third of much less impor
tance; in fact, its "credibility can be 

questioned and is of no more signifi
cance than to be read as questionable 
infonnation" (to borrow Van Till's 

description of Scripture). 
In my judgment, the primary func

tion of Chapter One is to sell to the 
reader the author's "vehicle-packag
ing-content" approach to Biblical in

terpretation. By establishing Gene
sis 1 to be symbolicpoetry, and the main 
structure of Scripture as covenantal, 
the author can then try to convince 
the reader to accept his model ofBible 
interpretation so that Genesis 1 can 
be read only for covenantal relation
ships between the Creator and Cre
ation, and Genesis 1-11 can be de
clared covenantal fonn and, therefore, 
primeval history; so it only has to be 

read as illustrative ston·es. That will 
take care of the events of creation, 
Adam and Eve, and the flood, since 
aU these events foul up the cosmic his

tory record for the standard pattern 
ofmaterial behavior from the birth to 
death stage. 

The secondary function of Chap

ter One, in my opinion, is to convince 

the reader that the author takes the 
Bible seriously. He establishes 
strongly his Calvinistic training and 
uses Biblical terminology which will 
be discussed later in the "packaging" 
analysis. He uses "high sounding" 
adjectives to describe many Biblical 
nouns and concepts. In my judgment 
he seeks to display great Biblical un
derstanding in much theological dis
cussion, attempting to persuade the 

reader that he truly knows the Bible and 
speaks profoundly about the Creator. 
Creation, and Redeemer. In myopin

ion his attempt to convince the reader 
that he takes the Bible seriously is a 

secondary function because it is used 
for the purpose of persuading or con

vincing the reader to accept his pri
mary function. 

The third function, of much less 
importance, is his purpose of stating 
or arguing his theological views. The 
reason it should be given this sug
gested lack of importance is because 
it lacks author authenticity since the 
author states that he makes no claim 

to be a professional theologian or Bib
lical interpreter (page 3); therefore, it 
would be nonsensical to read it for 

anything other than questionable in
fonnation. 

The Vehicle - Packaging-Content Model 
of Chapter One 

Next, I would like to apply Van 
Till's "vehicle-packaging-content" 

model to Chapter One of The Fourth 
Day. 

ConUnt 

In my judgment the "content" 

of Chapter One is the author's 
message of presenting his "ve
hicle-packaging-content" ap

"For Van Till, all the 

credibility lies in cosmic 

history, not in the part 

qfthe Bible he labels 

'packaging'" 

proach and seeking to get his read· 
ers to accept it as his own method 

ofBible interpretation. The "con· 
tent" or message has author au
thenticity and validity because he 
designed the model and imple

ments it throughout the book. 

Vehide 

In my opinion, the "vehicle" 
(literary fonn or genre) for Chap
ter One is prose. However, I must 
conclude that it is persuasive prose 
for the purpose of selling his 
method of Bible interpretation. 
The era in which this chapter and 
book are written is in the latter 

part of the 20th century. A com
mon fonn of prose at this time is 

persuasive prose used in market

ing and advertisement. Persua
sive prose in the latter 20th cen
tury has characteristics found in 
Chapter One, namely flamooyant, 
superlative, majestic language to 
convince, persuade and sell. Per
suasive prose used in marketing 
methods in the era Van Till writes 
this chapter often includes many 
big truths with subtle and hidden 

insinuations and meanings. It of
ten ridicules. insults, mocks or 
condemns its competitors. Ad· 

vertisements using persuasive 
prose often require one to "read 
between the lines" and read the 

"small print." I believe the au
thor of Chapter One uses sales 
and marketing literary tools com
mon in the 20th century. There
fore, in my judgment, Chapter 

One is presented in the literary 
fonn of persuasive prose, or one 
can say, "Its 'vehicle' is persua
sive prose." 

Packaging 

The "packaging" ofthe author's 

message in Chapter One is clev
erly, appropriately and intelli
gently chosen. To fulfill the 
chapter's function, his message is 
wrapped in much positive sound
ing language with words like: 
"beautiful and imaginative repre

sentation," "artistic portrait," 
"may confidently expect," "all the 
more clearly," "may be profitably 
employed," "gain a deeper and 
more detailed knowledge of 
God," "profound truths of im
mense magnitude," "makes no 

pretense," "must creatively and 
imaginatively follow," "to get 

even the beginning of an under
standing of that profound idea," 
"it is wise," "to package the goods 
appropriately," "in order to pro

tect the contents from damage," 
"provide convenient units for han
dling and delivery," "powerful," 
"appropriate," "magnificent," 
"must be studiously and prayer

fully wise," "sound principles of 
intezpretation," and "more easily 
visualized" (pp. 11-18). 

There also are words in the 
"packaging" to convey a message 
of condescension to those not will

ing to accept his message. These 
include words like: "preposterous 
absurdity," "unrealistic or dis

torted picture," "chronicle of di

vine magic," "prevents us frOm 
getting its real meaning," "dis
torted, perhaps even grotesque 
misrepresentation," "loss is 
thereby doubled," "dulling ofour 
awareness," "illegitimate claim of 
supremacy," "perhaps less," "ig
norance," "ineptness," "fear," 
"genuine fear ," "unfounded," 

" untrusting ," " lack of trust," 
"foolish," and "more absurd yet" 
(pp. 11-16). 



r Governor,  Preservu,  Protector, Pro."ider 

The "packaging" of Chap
ter One wraps the message in 

ambiguous words which 
sound credibly Calvinistic 
and Biblical, but through a 
reading of the remainder of 
the book, one finds that the 
meaning which the author is 

putting in to the Calvinistic 

terminology of "Creator," 
"Creation," "origin," "Gov
ernor," "Preserver," and 

"Protector ofCreation" isam

siderahly different than the mean· 
ing with which the usual Cal

vinist is reading those 'WOrds. 
Chapter One uses the words 

very carefully and appropri

ately to sound very Bibli
cal, Refonned and Calvin
istic. He calls God the Cre

ator very forcefully with 
profound and reverent 
sounding language. The 
Calvinist comes with the con

notation of God as Creator 
of heaven and earth as re
corded in Genesis 1. The au
thor ofChapter One comes with 
Creator only meaning Origina
tor. and Originator isn 't even as 
great as it sounds. God as 
Originator only means that 
God originated or caused the 
"Big Bang" which the natu
ral scientist assumes to have 
occurred. He uses the words 
Governor, Preserver and Pro
vider for explaining God's re
lationship to the cosmos. It 
sounds right on track until ane 
reads the rest of the book and 
finds that the author's concept of 
God as Governor, Preserver, and 
Provt'der of the cosmos is much 
more limited than the Reformed 
or Calvinistic belief The author 
sees God's governance as be
ing bound only to the normal 
or standard pattern for material 
behavior which the author 
claims to be coherent and in
variant; therefore, God only 
abides strictly by the laws of 
nature He put into effect. Ac
cording to author Van Till, 
there can be no deviance in the 
ordinary patterned behavior 
of matter from birth to death 
stage. Van Till writes: 

We can assume that the 
Creationwilldisplay both 

integrity and coherence 
in all ofits properties, all 

of its behavior, and in all 
of its history (page 241J). 
We noted the substantial 
bodyofevidencesupport
ing the assertion that 
natural laws are spatially 
and temporally invariant 
(page 256). 

Van Till explains that even 
God cannot defy that birth to 
death stage pattern; therefore, 
Adam and Eve created as 
adults must be done away, as 

"The author ofChapter One 

comes with Creator only meaning 

Originator, and Originator isn't 

even as great as it sounds. " 

well as the specific events of 
creation, and the flood as a 
historical or specific event. 
God's governance, preservation 
and protection ofthe cosmos for 
the author really only consists in 
God sustaining the natural pro
cesses ofevalwel matter. Quot
ing Van Till: 

That the cosmos has the 
status ofCreation entails 
first ofall that it is totally 
dependent on God for its 
existence, both for its 
coming into being andfor 
its continuing existence. 
For this reason, we 
said,the Creator must act 
as both the Originator and 
the Sustainer of the uni
verse (page 67). 

Creation--creation 

Another ambiguous word 
used often is "Creation." 
Wrapping his message in this 
word was helpful for fulfill
ing the functions of Chapter 
One and the book. Creation 
was differentiated from cre
ation. Capitalized Creation 
was used to refer to the "ma
terial world," or, for the au
thor, "evolved matter." 
Choosing to use Creation 
rather than "material world" 
or "evolved matter" was a 

wise choice for the author 
when being read by Calvin
ists. The word Creation con
notes the product of God's 
creative work. But to accu
rately convey the meaning the 
author gives the word, "Origi
nation" or "Evolved Matter" 
should be substituted for Cre
ation. Van Till capitalizes 
Creation literally and philo
sophically both in his writing 
and theology. 

IT Chapter One and/or the 
book was confusing to you 
when you read it, reread 
Chapter One and make the 

suggested substitutions: 
"Originator" for Creator, 
"Origination" or "Evolved 
Matter" for Creation, and 
"Sustainer" for Governor, 
Preserver and Protector, 
and you will get a much 
clearer picture of what 

Chapter One is saying theo
logically. 

Origin-Three Kinds 

Another double meaning 
word used in the packaging of 
his message is Van Till's use 
of the word "origin." For 
him cosmic history dictates 
both his philosophy of tem~ 
ral origin ("the beginning of 
something's existence") (page 
220) and fonnal on"gin ("the 
manner in which something 
was formed from existing 
materials") (page 220) with 
only causal on"gin being as
signed to Biblical exegesis. 
Scn'pture is only left with thepart 
oforigin that dcesn 't conflict with 
the author's high credibility rank
ing ofcosmic history which in
cludes temporal development and 
evolutionary processes. The 

Bible can have what's left, 
which is to name something 
or someone as the cause of 
the "Big Bang" and the cause 
of the continuing of the co
herent and invariant laws of 
nature. It keeps natural science 
in the place the author wants it, 
and it keeps the Bible in the place 
the autlwr wants it --cosmic his
tory being credible, authentic, 
noni/lusionary, elevated, and die



tating the meaning ofGenesis  I
ll. Van Till writes: 

Neither Biblical theism 
nor atheistic naturalism 
canjustifiably make a pri
ori demands upon the re
sults ofempirical science 
(page 208). 

The author says this about 
biological evolution: 
The~er~befound 

by empirical study, not 
by philosophical or theo
logical dictation (page 
188). 

Van Till argues later in the 
book that the creationist tries 

to say that there are only 
two beliefs - creationism 
and naturalism. Van Till 
alleges there's a third; and, 
I believe, that for him there 
is because in Chapter One 
he is straddling the fence 
between the two, trying to 
identify with his naturalis
tic colleagues in natural sci

ence, who leave God out of 
the picture totally, and trying 
to identify with the creation
ist by tacking onto the cos
mic history record, God's re
lationship to the cosmos as 
that which only sets the pat

terns of matter in motion and 
subsequently sustains them. 
This way he can be at peace 
with both worlds. In my 
judgment Van Till's creation 
theology is a naturalistic phi
losophy, with God as Origi
nator and Sustainer of 
evolved matter added. All of 
his theologizing would be 
more plausible ifGod hadn't 
included Genesis 1-11 in the 
Bible. 

SlaJus 

Another well-liked and 
wisely chosen word in the 
"packaging" of Chapter One 
and the entire book is "sta
tus." Webster's Dictionary de
fines "status" as "condition 
or position with regard to 
law." The word "status" 
helps the author make all the 
external or Biblical terminol
ogy such as Creator, Cre
ation, origin, Governor, Pre
server, Provider, Creator/ 

E 

Creation relationship, cov
enantal relationship, etc. to 
sound Calvinistic, but the 
author's connotation of the 
biblical terminology is sim
ply in relation to the coher
ent and invariant laws of na
ture. Van Till explains: 

In fact, however, theques
tions lie not within the 

fairs but in the categories 
of external relationships 
- status and its conse
quences for origin, gov
ernance, value, and pur
pose (page 228). 

.".........,..~=====..,..-==....-~ .......,..,......"'l   
"Gods governance, preservation 
andprotection of the cosmos 

for the author only consists in 
God sustaining the natural 

processes of evolved matter. " 

Covenant, covenantal re
lationships, eternal relation
ship and eternal covenant are 
given much emphasis in the 
packaging of Chapter One 
and appropriately so. They 
are Calvinistic tenns and used 
to help the author's cause of 
status, Creator/Creation re
lationship, and covenantal 
structure and fonn to make 
the specific events of Gene
sis 1 illusionary and Genesis 
1-11 just illustrative stories of 
the great covenantal relation
ship between Creator and 
Creation. Quoting Van Till: 

Weshould recognize that 
Genesis I, for example, 
is not a journalistic chronicle 
ofpast events but an artis

tic illustration of an eter
nal relationship. In its 
role as the opening state
ment of the covenantal 
canon, Genesis 1 serves 
to introduce thecovenant 
God as the Creator and 
to establish the status of 
the entire cosmos as his 
Creation(page270). (Ital

ics mine, J.G.) (Substi
tute "Originator" forCre
ator and "Evolved Mat
ter" or "Origination" for 
Creation, J .G .) 

MDrkajng Tool-Pmuasive Prose 

In the packaging of Chap
ter One the author uses the 
marketing literary tool ofper

suasive prose well. He intro
duces a concept he wants 
adopted by his reader, one 
step at a time - appropriate 
method. This is done with the 
1) poetry discussion followed 

categories of internal af-
later by establishing it as sym

bolic, metaphoric poetry; 2) 

from Scripture as covenantal 
structure to determine later it 
is also covenantal fonn as the 
suzerainty covenant; 3) and 

from establishing the three 
functions of Scripture to 
later presenting his  model 
of Bible interpretation 
which is based on the given 
functions. By using much 
repetition with subtle 
changes or additions, high 
sounding vocabulazy, vague 
terminology and complex 
sentence structure, the au

thor creates confusion for the 
reader, making it more diffi
cult for the reader to really 
dedpher what he is saying; 
therefore, the reader will 
more easily accept what the 
author is selling. The "pack

aging" of Chapter One con
tains many theological tenns 
and arguments, with an abun
dance of good-sounding 
truths, wrapped in enough 
Biblical and Calvinistic ter
minology to make it sound 
authe ntic and religously 
sound as one can see in the 
following quote: "The hu
man history recorded in 
Scripture is genuine human 
history" (page 8). This 
sounds good, but for the au

thor, the record of human 
history begins with Genesis 
12; and in addition, all the 
specific human stories, events 
and accounts in Scripture are 
classified by the author as 
"packaging," and void ofany 
divine revelation, hence 
solely and thoroughly hu
man. How genuirre is thatfor a 
genuine human history record? 
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The Board of the Refonned Heritage Christian School Association is 
inviting applications for a full-time teacher/administrator position (grades 
1-8) which will begin in Augustof1994. Applicants for a second full-time 
teaching position are sought as well. 
Successful applicants must be committed to: 

• rhe Reformedfairh 

•  Biblical innerrancy 
•  6day creation 

•  mole headship 
•  the antithesis between Christianity and the world 

•  COlIenantal theology 
Teacher certification and experience are strong pluses. Applicants should 

send a letter of application and resume to: 
David Kle:ostennan 

5630 Powderhorn 
Kalamazoo, MI 49009 

Pl)one: (616) 375-5751 

CONCLUSION 

To conclude my endeavor of "Tak-
ing  Chapter  One  Seriously,"  I  be-
lieve  Chapter One's theology can be 
"hanged on the gallows"  the  author 

built in the book for other individuals 
or groups with different  presupposi-

tions than he has.  In my judgment, 
the  theology of Chapter One,  "Tak-
ing  the  Bible  Seriously,"  can  be 
hanged  on  each  of  the  following 
quotes  Van  Till used to judge others-

gallows he built for Concordists,  the 
apparentage hypothesis, three for sci-
entific creationism, and a  method of 
hypothesis  testing,  respectively.  I 
quote from  The Fourth Day. 

To treat the empirically discov-  
ered cosmic chronology as if it  
were the answer to the question  
of Genesis chronology is to al-  
low the sciences todictate scrip-  
tural  interpretation,  which  is,  
in  general,  bad  hermeneutics  
(page 92).  

... substitutes deceptive illusion  
for authentic, divinely directed  

It gives the appearance of pro-  

moting beliefin the Biblical doc-  
trine of creation, but in reality  
its concept ofcreation has been  
stripped of its Biblical content  
...  (page 246).  
... a sad parody ofBiblical the-  
ology (page 246).  
...   impose  humanly  devised  
themes on Scripture, forcing it  
to illustrate what we want it to  
say (page 40).  

Have I convinced you  that I take 
the  first  Chapter of The  Fourth  Day 

seriously?  Neither did Van Till con-
vince  me  that he  takes  all  the  Bible 
seriously. 

This first chapter of The Fourth Day 
among the Christian Reformed com-
munity reminds me of the children's 
story,  The Emperor's New Clothes.  Ev-
eryone  saw  the  naked  emperor  but 
was  not  wanting  to  be  called  "stu-
pid," when everyone else was saying 
that the emperor was wearing beauti-

ful clothing.  Many in the  Christian 
Reformed community read this chap-
ter and book,  and  who  wants  to  be 
called  " ignorant,  inept,  fearful,cosmic history (page 239). (In- {8enton}, p.I45. 

stead  Van  Till  substitutes  de-
ceptive  illusion  for  authentic 
Scripture.  J.G.) 
"Scientific  creationism"  takes 
a  cafeteriastyle  approach  to 
natural science: take only what 
you  like  and  pass  by  the  rest 

(pp. 245246). (The author has 
protected his esteemed natural 
science to leave it totally intact 
by taking the cafeteriastyle ap-
proach  to  the  Bible  instead: 
takes  only  what  he  likes  and 
passes by the rest.  J.O.) 

untrusting, foolish, and absurd" ifyou 

don't call Genesis what Van Till does, 
or don't use  his  "vehiclepackaging-
content" model to interpret Scripture? 

It  is  most  unfortunate  that  the 
Calvin College Board ofTrustees did 
not  take  a  strong  stand  against  this 

lcind  of Bible  interpretation.  As  in 
the  report of the  twelve  spies  in the 
Old Testament, the majority won, but 
that doesn't prove  it  is  wise  and  ac-

ceptable.  I  believe  if this book  had 
been  written by someone outside  of 
OUI denomination and not by a pro· 

fessor of Calvin College, this method 
of Bible  interpretation  would  have 
been readily rejected. 

Howard Van Till has an influential 
position for propagating this approach 
to Bible  interpretation.  It has a net-
work effect in the Christian Reformed 
community.  Do  you  want  this 
method ofBible interpretation taught 
to  your sons  and daughters,  our fu-

ture  Christian  School  teachers  and 

ministers? 
Widespread  acceptance  of 

"adiaphorism"  and  "vehiclepackag-
ingcontent"  in  Bible  interpretation 

will bring  the  CRC  to  pre·Refonna-
tion  days,  likely  not  with  the  same 
teachings the Roman Catholic Church 
had then, but certainly a lack ofScrip-
tural  authority.  God  can  send  an-
other reformer if it is His will,  in His 

time, but it will be to the shame of the 
CRC as it was to the Roman Catholic 
Church at the time ofMartin Luther. 

Mrs.  Groenendyk  attended  Dordt  Col-

lege and graduated from  Calvin  College. 

She  received  her  MA  from  MSU and 

taught in five Christian schools for a total 

oftwenty seven years.  She is  married to 

Rev. Marion  Groenendyk and is a mem-
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November 1993 

Dear Fellow Members of First Chino. 

As council members we have been mandated by God to give /he best possible leadership that we can for the church. We 
appreciate your prayers for us in the past. and now ask for your prayers and support in avery important matter. Most of you know 
that this past June, synod decided to open the offices of elder, minister end evangef~t 10 women. Synod 1994 will be asked to ratify 

this decision. Obviously th~ is amejor departure from /he historic position of the Reformed churches who have from their inception 
restricted these offICeS to men. How are we to give leadership on this critical issue? For this we request your fervent prayers. 

We have announced to you by way of the bulletin. that we appointed a special committee to advise us on these matters. The 
committee consists of: John Verhoeven, chairman, loren Struiksma, Jim Johnson,Jerry Sterk, Geoffrey Vanden Heuvel, and Rev. 
Scheuers as advisor. After reviewing the Acts of Synod 1993, the committee proposed and the council adopted a set of important 
guide~nes under which we shall operate (copy altached). In accord with the guidelines the council unanimously adopted a 
statement of what we believe and where we stand on the issues. In an effort to dissuade the synod from ratifying its decision to 
open these offices to women we have sent an overture to this effect. We have also requested our past()( to address these issues in 
apositive fashion in aseries of sermons. In the future, educational materials wiD be provided as well as opportunities to discuss and 
wresHe with these issues together as we become well infonned about them. 

Perhaps you may ask why synod's decision is of such great concern to us. There are basically two reasons. As you see from the 
council's statements, we believe /he decision of Synod 1993 is not in harmony with the teaching of Scripture. We believe thet those 
who favor women in office use a method of Bib/tcal interpretation which is very dangerous. There are those who admit that certain 

passages clearly restrict church office to men but who nevertheless say that such passages are 'culturally bound,' that is, they on~ 
applied to aspecific time or place in the pest but have no binding effect upon us in our day. U~ng this principle one could argue, that 
what the Bible says about homosexuality, or abortion, or about God's character, etc., applied only to the time the Bible was written, 
but it no longer applies to us today. Once we accept this method of interpreting Scripture we have lost the foundation tor our faith 

end '0< /he Ine of /he church. 

That brings us to our second reason tor concern. We believe that to set aside God's Word in this fashion invalidates the church's 
total witness 10 the world and makes obedient adherence to the Great Commission impossible. We want. with you, to reach our 
world for Christ. But we believe that we can only do th~ ij we are faithful to God's Word and do not send a mixed message to our 

community. If we are asking our wond to fully believe God's Word, the least we must do ~ 10 fully believe rt ourselves. 

We ~ndly ask that you will reed ihe enclosed materials, be much in prayer for us, tha congregation and denomination as we struggle 
togeiher with thase metters. We want above all that Christ's name be glOrified, and thai His Kingdom be promoted 

Serving Christ Jesus with you, 

The Council 

I   



STATEMENT OF THE COUNCIL   
FIRST CHINO CHRISTIAN REFORMED CHURCH   

Because of the confusion surrounding recent actions and trends in our denomiM 

nation, the council of the First Chino Christian Refonned Church seeks in this 
document to clearly communicate our position on various issues. 

We believe that it is the fundamental duty ofthe church to preach 

the gospel, faithfully administer the sacraments, and seek: to 
make and nurture disciples of Jesus Christ. 

We believe that the basis for all that the church believes and 
teaches both in faith and in practice is the infallible and inerrant 

Holy Bible. 

We believe thatScripture's authority extends to aU that it teaches 

and binds our consciences, theories and behavior. 

We believe that to set aside God's Word invalidates the church's 

total witness to the world and makes obedient adherence to the 

Great Commission impossible. 

We believe that Synod 1993 of the Christian Refonned Church 

acted in direct contradiction to the clear teaching ofScripture in 
I Timothy 2 & 3, Titus I , and I Corinthians 14 when it decided 
to allow women to hold the office of elder and minister in the 
church. 

In the following statement, to which we have subscribed our names, we wish to 

~plain our position on a related number of issues facing the church, and 
distance ourselves from those actions ofSynod 1993 which we consider to be 

contrary to the Scriptures. 

not lie. If at any point we set aside 
God's Word, we invalidate our wit-
ness. 

In the past 2,000 years the church 
has listened to the Word and prohilr 
ited  women  from  holding  these  of-
fices.  While we must do everything 
legitimate  to use  all  the  gifts of ow 
members, we are also commanded to 
obey everything the Lord commands. 
While in past history we may not have 
adequately done the fonner, this does 
not  give  us  permission  to  now  dis-
obey the pattern ofauthority found in 

the Bible.  A church that ignores the 
Biblical pattern for  ecclesiastical  au-
thority  is,  in  fact,  a  church that has 
lost  its  Biblical  authority,  including 
its authority to call people to faith  in 
Christ. 

The proposal to open the offices to 
women has been rejected on Biblical 
grounds  again  and again during  the 
last 20  plus years.  Article 31  of our 
Church Order requires that a request 
to  change  a  decision  of synod  "be 
honored  only  if sufficient  and  new 
grounds for  reconsideration are  pre-
sented."  And Article  29  says  that 
"decisions of the assemblies shall be 
considered  settled  and  binding,  un-
less it is proved that they conflict with 
the Word. of God or the Chwch Or-
der."  And  yet,  though  such  proof 
has never been presented, and no new 
and sufficient grounds have been put 
forward.  Synod  1993  opened  these 
offices anyway, in violation of its own 
rules.  The synod said with respect to 
opening these offices,  "This action is 
pennitted by Scripture"  (Acts a/Synod, 
1993,  p. 596).  And  as  grounds  for 
this  decision,  all  the  old  arguments 
are  presented.  Nothing  new.  Cer-
tainly nothing sufficient. 

Those who wish to ordain women 
to  church  office  can only  do  so  by 
trying  to  explain  away the  teaching 
ofthe Bible.  We believe that the Bible 
as a whole simply does not allow for 
the  ordination of women  to  church 
office.  We do  not believe  the  Bible 
was written just for a specific time, as 
if it does not apply today.  We believe 
the  Bible's  teaching  prohibiting 
women  from  office  is  not a  fault  or 
flaw  in the Bible.  Specific passages, 
as well as the Bible as a whole,  sim-
ply do not  allow  this.  We take  the 
Bible  to  mean what it says.  We be-

lieve that the Bible is our only author-
ity  on  this  issue  and  that  we  must 

As members of the council of First 
Christian Refonned Church ofChino, 
California, we take seriously our com-
mission from Christ both to contend 
for  and to  promote  the  truth  of the 
gospel as expressed in the Refonned 
faith.  Jude 3 urges us "to contend for 
the  faith  that  was  once  for  all  en-
trusted to the saints."  In Matthew 28 
Christ commands the church, "There-
fore  go 'and make disciples of all na-

tions, baptizing them in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy  Spirit,  and  teaching  them  to 
obey everything I  have commanded 
you."  This dual commission, to con-
tend  for  and  promote  the  faith , we 
have promised, by way ofour oath of 
office and now promise with new ur-
gency, to fulfill to the best ofour abili-
ties. 

We believe that we can only preach 
the  gospel  and  carty  out  the  Great 
Commission in our community and 
world ifwe stand firmly on the clear 
teachings of Scripture.  The Lord will 
not bless a people or church that dis-
obeys His will. At the same time we 
find  ourselves  in  a  denomination, 
which  by  its  official  decisions  and 
practices, has begun to change its view 

of the Word of God and the Word's 
place  of authority  in  the  life  of the 
church.  Disastrous  results  have  be

gun  to  set  in:  some  congregations 
have left the denomination or are con-
templating  doing  so;  churches  are 
filled  with  tensions;  confusion 
abounds;  the  public  witnesses  a  di-
vided  church.  In short,  because  of 
the  questions  raised  about  God's 
Word and  its  functioning  in  the  life 
of the  church,  our witness  is  being 
hindered.  When a denomination be
comes  disobedient  to  the  Scripture, 
this  action  undennines  the  local 
church's  main mission,  which  is  to 
proclaim and live by the Word until 
Christ returns. 

Synod  1993's  decision  to  allow 
women to serve as elders  and minis-
ters in the church is one major symp-
tom of this trend  in the CRC, where 
the Word no longer functions authori-
tatively.  To be sure this is  only one 
symptom among many.  The  major 
problem,  as  we  see  it,  is  what  this 
decision does to the Bible.  If the Bible 
can no longer be trusted to speak au-
thoritatively on  the  issue  of women 
in  office,  it  cannot  function  as  the 
basis for our salvation,  for God can-





Pilgrims among Pagans:   

Studies from  1 Peter   

NELSON D. KLoOSTERMAN 

Lesson 13 

1 Peter 4:12-19 

Encouragements to Persevere under Persecution 

Key Verse: 'Therefore let those who suffer according to the will of God commit their souls to Him in doing 
good, as to a faithful Creator.' 

The theme of suffering trials at the hands of 
unbelievers is one of the central topics in 1 Peter. 

Already in 1:6 the apostle had mentioned having 
been 'grieved by various trials,' and ever since 3:13 
he bas been developing the calling to endure in this 
suffering. 

Every Christian following in the Master's steps 
can expect abuse and affliction for His sake. Experi

encing pain simply because you are a Christian can 
take the wind out of your sails. Believers who be

come the target of ang!}' chants and hateful opposi
tion can easily lose their confidence, if not their 

composure. A personal encounter with an unbeliev
ing attacker may leave a Christian breathless with 
fear, wondering bow to behave and respond. 

To that fear and perplexity Peter now turns. 

Not surpme,  but joy  (read 4:1213) 

With tenderness the apostle begins a new sec
tion in his letter, addressing his readers in pastoral 
affection with the term 'Beloved.' The deeper com
fort behind this address is that his readers are the 

Beloved of the Lord! 

Both the pain and the purpose of the abuse they 
are suffering Peter describes as 'the fiery trial which 

is to try you.' The figure of purifying metal by fire 
clearly fits with God's design in permitting this suf
fering. He wants to refine and discipline the faith
life of believers. 

Rather than being surprised or bewildered, 

persecuted Christians should practice joy. Their 
continual joy will increase as they realize the degree 
to which they are sharing in Christ's sufferings. Any

1 Peter 4:19 

one who is persecuted for Christ bears within him

self the dying of Christ, so that Christ's life may be 
manifested (Calvin). The basis for this joy is not 
persecution in itself, but participation and bonding 
with Christ. Moreover, our present joy at suffering 
for Christ prepares for an even deeper jubilation 
when later we will behold His glo!}'. (Question  1) 

Many today caDDot live in terms of delayed grati-
fication. People want instant answers and solutions; 

they are used to immediate purchases and pleasures. 
Relationships and customs and institutions that fail 

to provide immediate satisfaction are abandoned. 

Politics has become the art of legalized pandering 
lobbyists and legislators cooperate in securing as 
much as possible as quickly as possible for as many 
as possible. The ability to postpone gratification  is es-
sential to suffering persecution  with joy.  This spiritual 
ability is essential for all of life. Something better 
and more glorious is on the way. Therefore, endure! 
(Question 2) 

Unashamed of SUffering  (read 4:1416) 

In the beatitude that Peter pronounces upon 

those who are insulted because of the name of 

Christ we hear the echo of our Savior: 'Blessed are 

you when they revile and persecute you, and say all 
kinds of evil against you falsely for my sake. Rejoice 
and be exceedingly glad .. .' (Mt. 5:11-12). 

Why are those who suffer abuse for Christ's sake 
blessed? Because the Spirit of glo!}', who is in fact 
the Spirit of God, rests upon them. If there is any 
feeling that accompanies being treated like dirt for 

Christ's sake, it is un-glo!}', disgrace. What a comfort 



to know that God's very Spirit - a Spirit whose 

essence is glory - rests upon such believers, even as 

He once descended to rest upon Christ! In their 

suffering God's children experience His presence, 
not His absence. The privilege of those who taste 

reproach for Christ  is that they are covered by the 

Spirit  through whom they share in the glory of God 

the Father. 

With deep insight Calvin remarks, '[Peter] men
tions reproaches [insults). because there is often 

more bitterness in them than in the loss of goods, or 

in the torments or agonies of the body ....We see 
many people who are brave in bearing want, coura

geous in torments, and bold in the face of death, 

who yet succumb under reproach.' 

Most modern versions omit the last sentence of 

verse 14: 'On their part He is blasphemed, but on 
your part He is glorified.' The slanderous effect of 
unbelieving persecution is offset by the surpassing 

glory given to God by His children. 
But there is a difference between suffering as a 

wrongdoer and as someone who is innocent. If you 

suffer. it should not be as a murderer, a thief, and 

evildoer or as a meddler (v. 15). Two groups com
prise this list, one with three members (murderer, 

thief and any other kind of wrongdoer), the other 

with a special category (busybody). We don't know 
precisely what this latter involves, but we may be 

sure that it was disreputable and inconsistent with 

the Christian walk. Christians must mind their own 

business and not try to manage everybody else's. 

Yet, if anyone suffers 'for the name of Christ: 

as a Christianos, don't be ashamed. The name 

'Christian' appears here and two other times in the 

Bible (Acts 11:26 and 26:28). It began to be used as 
a nickname (,Christniks'), probably as a term of 

contempt. Don't be ashamed to wear the name, to 

be so bound to Jesus Christ that His name becomes 

the brand with which unbelievers mark and mock 

you. Rather, give glory to God in such 
circumstances. (Question 3) 

Judgment for believers now,  for the rest  later (read 

4:17-19) 

Here is another reason for Christians to 

shoulder their sufferings without complaint. The 

season for divine judgment has arrived, and God's 

house is first in line for cleaning. This notion of 

divine judgment among the covenant people was 

familiar from the Old Testament. God, who judges 

without partiality, will not spare His own people, but 

begins with the holy city and the holy temple. 
Prophets like Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Malachi 

preached forcefully that God will come to cleanse 
the priestly house, after which people will be permit

ted to bring before God fitting sacrifices. The Chris

tian congregation is where the lightning of God's 

judgment strikes first (Van Houwelingen). 
But how does all this relate to Christians suffer

ing persecution? 

Believers suffering for Christ must realize that 

this purifying experience is a harbinger of the com

ing judgment of the world. This Peter emphasizes 
with two rhetorical questions, moving from the lesser 

to the greater. If believers suffer this way now, what 

will happen to unbelievers? If the righteous one is 

barely rescued, what will befall the ungodly? 
What does it mean that 'the righteous one is 

scarcely saved'? Calvin understands the apostle to 

mean that the way to salvation is thorny and difficult 

for God's elect. We should not carelessly indulge 

ourselves, but travel very carefully as we pick our 

way through obstacles to faith and holiness. OUT 

course in this world is like sailing between rocks in 

the middle of a storm; anyone who arrives safely in 

port has escaped a thousand deaths. 
The passage concludes with the exhortation 

which forms the key verse for our lesson: 'Therefore 

let those who suffer according to the will of God 

commit their souls to Him in doing good, as to a 

faithful Creator' (v. 19). To suffer according to 
God's will can mean two things: first , that suffering 

is part of God's plan, His permissive will, for 

believers; and second, that believers must undergo 

suffering according to God's will of precept. 

It is good to emphasize this second sense, name

ly, that while we suffer we must obey God's Word. 
For under persecution we may tend to excuse 

impiety and bitterness on account of ill treatment at 

the hands of the godless. The spirit of revenge may 
creep upon us, so that we exchange insult for insult 

and injury for injury. 

The antidote to revenge is for Christians suffer

ing for the faith to commit themselves into the 

hands of the faithful Creator. If their suffering lies 

within God's permission, certainly they may count on 

His protection! Let them hand the reigns of their 
lives over to Him. Such trust is far from passive, for 

by surrendering themselves to this kind of Creator, 

believers are empowered to pursue good works, as 

the apostle reminds with his final words: 'commit 

their souls to Him in doing good.'  (Question 4) 



As you read 1 Peter 4:12-19 once again, reflect 

on the many encouragements to persevere under 

persecution. Suffering Christians need not be dis-
couraged, but may be filled with jubilation because 
they are sharing in the sufferings of Christ Himself. 

They need not be embarrassed  or ashamed  of their 
suffering, but may glory in their opportunity to glori-
fy their God and Savior. They need not flee  the pain 
and  discipline of persecution,  but may prepare  them-

selves  for  deliverance by  the hand of their faithful 

and powerful Creator who one day will call everyone 

to account for  their conduct.  'Blessed are you when 

men revile and persecute you, and say all kinds of 
evil against you  falsely  for my sake.  Rejoice and  be 

exceedingly glad,  for  great  is your reward  in  heaven, 
for so  they persecuted  the prophets who were be-
fore you'  (Mt. 5:1112). 

Questions for Reflection and Reply 

1.    Mention several reasons why believers might be 

surprised by persecution.  What are some ways  in 
which  Christians  try  to  insulate  themselves  from 
or avoid persecution for  Christ's  sake? 

2.    Someone who yearned  for entertaining worship 
and enthusiastic church life said,  'After all, we 

should be able to enjoy our religion.' Why  is  this 

kind of enjoyment incompatible with suffering 

persecution? How does  this  'enjoyment' differ 
from  the kind Peter is  describing? 

3.    'Sticks and stones may break my  hones, but 
words will never hurt me.'  Is  this  entirely  true, 

partially true or entirely false?  Explain why. 

4.    In the  light of verse  19,  explain  the connection 

between your view of creation and your view of 

Christian suffering. How does belief in  evolution 
affect  a person's  ability  to handle suffering gen-

erally,  and  persecution in  particular? 



Lesson 14   

1 Peter 5:1-5.   

Shepherding EId",s Serve Pilgrim Survival 

Key Verse:  '...and when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that does not lade away.' 

The letter of 1 Peter was written to a number of 
churches throughout Asia MinoT, each of which bad been 

built under the careful eye of the apostles and their 

fellow missionaries. This care included appointing elders 
in every congregation (Acts 14:23) who, like those in 
Ephesus, had been commissioned to shepherd the flock 
of Christ entrusted to them (Acts 20:28). 

Peter's instruction in this chapter to the elders and 
the younger people must be interpreted in the context. of 
those experiences of persecution be had been discussing 
in the preceding chapters. Church leaders bear a special 

burden within the congregation in limes of stress and 
affliction. They must protect believers who are in danger 

of backsliding on account of persecution. Moreover. even 
as Christ emptied Himself for His sheep, so elders must 

serve as examples to the flock of selfless sacrifice. 
Before proceeding to consider the verses of our 

passage, we should say something about the choice of our 
passage and the identity of those Peter is addressing. 

Because verse 5 begins with the word 'likewise: it 
seems to belong with the preceding verses, offering us a 

contrast with the category mentioned in verse I, 'the 
elUers.' But in the second part of verse 5 Peter turns his 

attention from a particular group within the church to 
the whole congregation, so we will study that part of 
verse 5 along with verses 6-11 in our next lesson. 

The two groups mentioned in this passage - the 
elders and the younger people - are not two classes of 
officebearers. To be sure, the elders are the leaders in the 

congregation, especially responsible to care for and su-
pervise the whole church.  It seems  that  the younger 
people constituted a particular group .of members who 
may have been in danger of bringing into  the church a 
spirit of autonomy and independence which  was  cultivat-

ed in the political and social world.  For them, accepting 
the authority structure of the church was  crucial  to 

healthy fellowship among  the pilgrim community. 

From  one elder to others  (read 5:1) 

The opening words give  us  a profound insight  into 
the nature of church office:  'The elders who are among 

you I exhort.  .. .' The elders do not stand above  God's 
people, but among  them,  in  their midst.  Peter's descrip-

tion suggests  that  the congregation forms a circle around 

the elders who stand in  the middle.  (Question  1) 
Peter identifies himself as  a  fellow  elder. Called by 

1 Peter 5:4 

Christ  to be a disciple from  the beginning, he alludes 
here  to his  postEaster restoration  to office by  the Savior 

who  had commissioned him with  these words:  'Feed my 
sheep!' Peter's writing now corresponds  to  that mandate. 

The instruction he is  about  to give arises also from 
his  identity as  'a witness of the sufferings of Christ.' Peter 
had  seen with his own eyes  the suffering inflicted by  the 
croWds. by  the scribes and Pharisees, by  the soldiers and 

even  by  the Master's own  followers.  His experience as 
eyewitness  had  formed  his  pastoral  (shepherdlike) heart, 
so he could pass  along an authoritative recipe for  the 

elders of the Asia Minor congregations. 
Yet another designation he mentions: Peter is  also  'a 

partaker of the glory  that will  be revealed.' His words 
may  recall  the Transfiguration, where Peter, James and 
John had beheld  the heavenly glory of Jesus Christ 
pulled, as  it were,  from  the future into  the present. This 
experience qualified Peter with a vision of the destination 
God  has  in mind  for  His  people  people who  need  to be 

protected and  preserved  for  the coming glory. 

The  mandate and manner of shepherding  (read 5:2-4) 

The exhortation to  the elders  is simple:  'shepherd 
the flock of God which  is  among you.' 

It is  noteworthy that although the work of elders  is 
described  in  terms of shepherding,  they are not called 
shepherds.  When Paul speaks of ' the evangelists and  the 
shepherds and teachers' (Eph. 4:11). he groups together 

'the shepherds and  teachers' as  those who are responsible 
for pasturing the flock with Christian  teaChing.  God 
alone is  Shepherd, and  in  1 Peter 5:4  Christ is called  'the 
Chief Shepherd,'  reminding us  of His  own selfdesigna-

tion in  John 10:1116 as  the Good Shepherd. 
A second  remarkable feature  is Peter's description of 

' the flock of God among you.' Earlier he had addressed 

the elders encircled by  the congregation, but now he 

speaks  to  the elders who encircle  the flock.  This flock  is 
entrusted to  the elders  for  their care and keeping.  It is 
precisely these  two  activities  that form  the heart of 

elders' work.  In  1 Peter 2:25  the apostle 'had  identified 
Jesus Christ as  ' the Shepherd and  Overseer of your 

souls.' The Savior's shepherding love is  reflected  in  the 

elders' careful pasturing of the flock,  and His watchful 

compassion is  shown  in  the elders' protection of the flock. 
A  threefold contrast shows how this work must be 

done.  Peter warns against  three sins  that are particular 



obstacles for elders: sloth, avarice and domination 

(calvin). In the face of persecution and slander elders 
must keep their enthusiasm and eager initiative. The 
greatest reward is not monetary prOfit, but the unfading 
crown of glory awarded by Christ (see v. 4). Pasturing 
and protecting the flock requires that elders use gentle. 

ness among the portion of the congregation entrusted to 
them. The phrase in verse 3, 'over those entrusted to 

you/ suggests that the elders were appointed to care for a 
particular part of the local congregation, much like the 

'districts' or 'parishes' in many Reformed and 

Presbyterian congregations. (Question 2) 

In each of these ways elders must be examples to the 
flock. The suggestion underlying this exhortation is that 
the conduct of officebearers strongly affects the style of 
the congregation. Where elders are lazy, position-
oriented  peoplepleasers,  the congregation degenerates 

into a  social club where majority  rules  rather than Christ 
and His Word. But where elders are enthusiastic, eager 

and exemplary in applying  the lOving care of the Chief 
Shepherd,  the flock   though persecuted from  every side 
 lives  contentedly in  the world. 

The promised reward  for  this  kind of performance of 
office is grand: an unfading crown of glory given  person-
ally by  the Chief Shepherd Himself!  Not an exalted posi-

tion of power in His kingdom, nor a  share of His  royal 
booty, but a crown conSisting of unfading,  untarnished 
glory  that is:  a  share in  the victory of Christ Jesus 

Himself. 

Submission among the younger ones (read 5:5a) 

The effective function  of officebearers  in  the church 
requires  the proper response and cooperation of those 
who are called  to  follow.  Peter turns  to a particular 
group in  the churches of Asia Minor when he writes, 

'Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves  to the 
elders.' 

The word  'likewise' emphasizes  that  'the elders' and 

'the younger ones' are together under Christ Jesus.  It is 

especially  the younger ones who must  respect  the elders' 
authority so that the care and protection of the flock  may 
prove beneficial.  When younger people  'get out into the 

world,'  they  need  to think and act  independently of their 
peers.  Moving away  from  living under direct parental 
authority can  lead  to conflicts  in  the church as wen as  in 
the family. For the sake of congregational stability, youn-

ger members must govern  their natural  impulse toward 
independent action and toward challenging the status 

quo.  (Question 3) 

Back  in chapter 1 the apostle had  identified his 

readers as  privileged pilgrims, elect and  holy,  full  of grace 
and peace. These pilgrims are very  much  like sheep who 

need someone to provide food  and water, protection and 
direction. These pilgrims who live  among pagans are like 

sheep being attacked daily for Christ's sake. Their 

survival depends on the right order of the church. The 
flock of Christ must be led  and must willingly follow!  -
in the green pastures of His Word, guided by His rod and 
staff along  the narrow paths,  through shaded ravines,  up 
to the luscious pastures where  they  may lie down along 

the quiet streams of divine mercy and grace. 
Once again we learn how the church's  internal purity 

and  faithfulness  is  so essential for  her external warfare. 

Beware,  then, of false  dilemmas, of wrong choices often 
forced  upon us, which view  the church's internal purity of 
doctrine and life as  less  important  than  her outward 

mission. The proper exercise of office and respect  for 
office  is  needed  in order that believers may endure perse-

cution at the hands of a  world  whose passion  is  power. 
But  these are needed also  in order that  the church may 

bear witness  to how real power ought to be used:  in 

protective service and selfsacrifice. 
Elders,  the sheep entrusted to you  by  Christ need 

you  to be faithful  to our Lord  in  terms of these verses. 
Church members, ChriSt's  elders need your submission 
and cooperation according to  these instructions. Together 
strengthening one another,  the congregation will  thereby 
be a witness  for good among pagans,  shutting the mouths 
of those whose god  is  the flesh, whose end is  destruction. 

Take care of the internal, for  the sake of the 
external.  What God has  joined together  let no  man  put 

asunder!  (Question  4) 

Questions for Reflection and Reply 

1.    Read and study Acts 20:2831.  On the basis of 

this  passage,  list several duties  that belong to 
elders.  What are  the  implications for  the elders 

and for  the congregation of the fact  that  the 
Holy Spirit appoints overseers? 

2.    Mention some reasons why elders (and pastors 

too!)  might be lazy, greedy and domineering in 

the exercise of their office.  What are some prac-

tical steps elders and pastors can  take to avoid 

each of these three sins? 

3.    Discuss  the wisdom of assigning one or two 

elders especially to  the young  people, young 
adults  or young couples  in  the congregation. 

What are some good reasons for doing this, and 
what are some possible dangers? 

4.    Explain some traditions  in your system of church 

government that directly help  fulfill  the teaching 

of these verses.  Explain some that may hinder 

following  the teachings of these verses. 
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HEIDELBERG CATECHISM 
• Jones, Norman. Study Helps on the Heidelberg Cat~ 

echism (290 pages), RCUS Publications, H.e. 73, Box 
21, Karval, CO 80823 (719) 446-5308. 
A 9"x6" spiral bound workbook containing 129 les-
sons (one for each Q/A  of the  Catechism). This basic 
and  concise  study  guide has  two  pages explaining 
each question  followed by ten homework questions. 
A helpful glossary of theological terms is found in the 
back of the book. 

•   Praamsma,  Louis.  Before  the  Face  of  God,  Paidea 
Press, Jordan Station, Ontario, Canada (416) 5625719. 
A  two volwne  study guide intended  for  a  twoyear 
class.  This  is  a  fairly  contemporary  workbook em-
ploying  a  useful  format  of  lesson  explanation  fol-
lowed by discussion questions with deeper level ques-
tions added at the end. 

•   Protestant Reformed,  Heidelberg Catechism Work-
books, Protestant Reformed Seminary, 4949 Ivanrest, 
Grandville, MI (616) 5311490. 
A  two year program intended  for  eighth and ninth 
grades.  A  s imple  format  which  relies  heavily  on 
teacher input. 

•   Spykman, Gordon.  Never on Your Own, True Vine 
Ltd.,  251  North  Main,  Suite  108,  Sioux  Center,  IA 
51250  (712) 7224622. 

This is  a  two year study course of the Catechism  for 
grades 910 produced by the CRC Board of Publica-
tions.  Textbooks and workbooks available. 

•   What Must I Know  Saved From Sin  and Saved to 
Serve (all revised since 1992).  True Vine, Ltd., Sioux 
Center, IA  (address above). 
These comprise a  3year study course of the  Heidel
berg Catechism for grades 710, produced by the eRe 
Board of Publications, containing memory work, brief 
lesson explanations and thought questions. 

•  Visscher, Rev. J.   I  Belong,  Inheritance Publications, 

CANONS OF DOKf 
Reference Works 
•  Steele  & Thomas.  The Five Points of Calvinism (95 

pages), Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing, Box 817, 
Phillipsburg, NJ  08865. 
Contrasts the five points with Amtinianism in a helpful 
analysis,  then defends  the  five  points from  the Scrip-
ture and concludes  with documenting  over 90  other 
works dealing with Calvinism. The simplest, most com-
prehensive work on the five points. 

•  Palmer, Edwin. The Five Points ofCalvinism (88 pages), 
Baker Publishing, Grand Rapids, MI  49546. 
A helpful and basic introduction to the Canons ofDori. 

•  Hoeksema,  Homer.  The  Voice  of  Our Fathers  (861 
pages), Reformed Free Publishing Association, Box 2006, 
Grand Rapids, MI 495Ol. 
An exhaustive exposition of the Canons which first de-
tails the history of the Synod of Dert and its work, then 
presents and discusses the five points, contrasting them 
with  Arminianism  and  clarifying  the  differences be-
tween infra and supraIapsarianism. 

•  Peterson, Rev. Henry.   The Canons of Dort  A Study 
Guide,  Baker Book House, P.D. Box 62f37, Grand Rap-
ids, MI  495166287. 
Contains 21  chapters (4 on each Head of Doctrine) in-
tended as a study guide for church groups which can 
also  be  adapted.  for  catechetical  use  for  high  school 
students.  Contains suggested Scripture readings and 
discussion questions with each chapter. 

BELGIC CONFESSION 
•  Starn, Clarence. Everything in Christ, Inheritance Pub-

lications, Box 154, Neerlandia, AB, Canada TOG1RO. 

Contains a 56  page explanation of each article of the 
Belgic Confession with questions at  the end of each les-
son to be answered by the s tudent.  For grades 11 & 12. 
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This is a curriculum on the Heidelberg Catechism pro-
viding students  in  grade 9  and  above  with  all  the 
necessary source material and a workbook section on 
each Lord's Day.  It comprises a two volwne textbook 
with a separate teacher's manual. 

•  De   Jong,  Rev.  Y.  P.  Introduction  to  the Compen-
dium,  available  from  the  Reformed  Fellowship of-
fice,  2201  Oak Indus trial Dr., NE, Grand Rapids, MI 
49505. 
A catechetical book in sacred history. 

•   Vander Meer,  Rev.  Lew  and  Walters,  e.  What We 
Believe,  CRe Board of Publications, 2850 Kalamazoo 
Ave. SE, Grand Rapids, MI  49560. 
A video series of about 20 minutes per lesson in which 
the speaker explains the Belgic Confession. There are 24 
lessons in the series.  A student workbook reviews key 
facts  raised  in  each  of  the  video  presentations.  For 
grades 912. 
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.z:leS. Bible Doctrine for YOWlger Children 

?¥'" each), Bible Truth Books, P.O. Box 2373, 

",,== ,, ~II 49003. 
• ..oo::me series of hventy chapters which contains 
ft?.rz=J!TlS of all major Biblical doctrines. Includes 

L"stories and illustrations to assist explaining the 
-oc--res Incorporates catechism Q/A's for memori

= 
• ~ james. Bible Doctrine for Older Children (181 

?";;'S each). 
- wt:' ~ thatcoverthedoctrinesataslightlydeeper 

~ -:nan the above. 

• ~ James. Bible Doctrine for Teens and Young 
Adults (6L7 pages each). 
_.\ .:htee volume series covering major doctrines of the 

2::h. \.Vritten in a clear, precise and easy to read style 
=rludi:ng hundreds of charts and illustrative stories. It 
=CXP(U3tes the Reformed doctrinal standards, discus

sial questions, term definitions and catechism Q/A's 
fa memorization. 

• Beeke, JoeL Student Workbook on the Refonned Faith 
145 pages each). 

.-\ two voltune work geared for high school students. 
1heseare more comprehensive in scope than the above. 
Designed for use with two other companion books. 

• Lockman, Vic. Tracts, Commentaries, and Catechism 
Materials, Vic Lockman, publisher, P.O. Box 1916, 
Ramona, CA 92065. 

<:artoon illustrated materials that are solidly Reformed, 
SImply and clearly commwticated. 

" De Jong, Dr. P.Y. Learning to Know the Lord, True 
\ rUle, Ltd., Sioux Center, lA (address above). 
1his 63 page booklet isa study of Reformed doctrine for 
grade 10 students. 

" Brink,. Rev. Wm. P. Learning Doctrine from the Bible 
(revised in 1991), True Vine, Ltd., Sioux Center, lA 
(address above). 
1his catechism book presents Christian doctrine in a 
textual way for grades 6-9. Each of the 27 lessons 
contains memory questions, home study and written 
work.. 

" Spykman, Gordon. Christian Faith in Focus, Baker 
Book House (address above). 
A 1~ page study guide ror grades 11-12 covering the 
doctrines of God, man, Christ, salvation, the GlUrch 
and the Last Things. 

" Plantinga, Dr. c.,Jr., and De Vries, Rev. Robert. A Sure 
Thing, eRe Board of Publications, 2850 Kalamazoo 
Ave. SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49560. 

A C'OUI'Se in Reformed doctrine for students in grades 8
!O who have a good background in Scripture. There 
a:e 24 lessons with a student workbook included. 

• De Jong, Dr. P.Y. and Sittema, Dr. John R Beginning 

~ m Christian Doctrine, Reformed Fellowship 
~ (address above). Cost is $2.00 plus postage. 

• Hylkema & Tuuk. First, Second, Third, and Fourth 
Book in Christian Doctrine, True Vine, Ltd., Sioux 
Center, IA (address above). 
The purpose .of this series is to provide an intelligent 
and systematic study of the great doctrines of the Scrip
ture for grades 6-12. 

• DeJono/ Frederica. Light Upon My Path (revised 1992), 
True Vme, Ltd., Sioux Center, IA (address above). 
A course in basic Biblical doctrines for grades 3 & 4. 
Revised workbook included. 

• Van Halsema, Thea B. With All My Heart (revised in 
1992> True Vine, Ltd., Sioux Center, IA (address 
above). 
A course in basic Biblical doctrines for grades 4 & 5. 
Revised workbook included. 

• Snapper, Dr. Marion and Spykman, Dr. Gordon. Teach 
Me Your Way (revised in 1992), True Vine, Ltd., Sioux 
Center, IA (address above). 
A course in basic Biblical doctrines for grades 5 & 6. 
Revised workbook (1993) included. 

WESTMINSTER STANDARDS 
• Williamson, C.L Study Guide for the Westminster 

Shorter Catecrusm, Presbyterian & Reformed Publish
ing. Box 817, Phillipsburg. Nj 08865. 
Two volumes clearly explaining the truths of Scripture 
summarized in the catechism. Each lesson begins with 
the catechism question, with Scripture proofs written 
out, followed by an explanation and illustrations, and 
concluded with study questions appropriate for home
work. 

• Williamson, GJ. Study Guide for the Westminster 
Confession of Faith. 
A one volume work detailing each of the confession's 
articles. Similar in style and format to the above men
tioned study guide. 

• Williamson, G.I. Catechism for Young Children, Great 
Commission Publications, 7001 Peachtree Industrial 
Blvd., Suite 120, Norcross, GA, (800) 695-3387. 

An excellent introduction to catechism memorization. 
Can be used with children as young as two and a half. 

• Children's Ministry International, P.O. Box 679, 
Clarkston, GA 30021, (404) 493-8952. 

A creative presentation of the catechism for ages 4 - 12 

and 10 - teens. Includes attractive flanne1graph visuals. 
Uses the King James Version of the Bible. 

• Bible Doctrine, Great Commission Publications, 7001 
Peachtree Industrial Blvd., Suite 120, Norcross, GA, 
(800) 695-3387. 

A two year study course for junior high teens (with a 
teacher's kit for year two). 

The Board of Reformed Fellowship 
2201 Oak Industrial Dr. N.E. 
Grand Rapids, MI 49505 
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submit to it and live according to it. 
We take seriously what is clearly 

taught in the whole flow of Biblical 
teaching and especially such passages 
as I Timothy 2 and 3, Titus 1, I Cor-
inthians 14 and Acts 6 which demon-
strate  that  God  does  not  allow  for 
women to be ordained to ecclesiasti-

cal office. 
We believe,  in the words of Synod 

1984,  "that  the  headship  principle, 
which means that the man should ex-

ercise  primary leadership and direc-
tionsetting  in the  home  and  in  the 
church,  is  a  Biblical  teaching  recog-

nized  in both  the  Old and the New 

Testament"  (Acts  of Synod,  1984,  p. 
623),  and that this headship of man 
in the  church  implies  that  women 
should not be admitted to church of-

fice. 

On the  other side of the  issue,  as 
Norman Shepherd has well argued in 
his fine  booklet dealing with  this  is-

sue,  Women In  The Service a/Christ. 
Although  Galatians 3:28 has emerged 

as the prinaple text on  which  the case for 

women in office rests,  the/act is  that this 
text has nothing to  do  with  that issue. 
The  verse  teaches  oneness  in  Christ  with 

respect to  salvation.  Without  any  war
rant from the text or the context, this one
ness is transfonntd into a social theory of 
equality, and equality is assumed to mean 
equal access to the special offices, though 
Paul does not draw this conclusion, nor is 
he dealing with this subject in the nar· 
rower context or in the letter as a whole. 

In fact,  the Synod of 1991  set up a 

special  committee  to  gather  from 
twenty years ofdiscussion the Biblical 
grounds for opening ecclesiastical of-
fice to women.  At its conclusion the 
committee, in effect, reports that there 
are none. By the church's own admis-

sion, none of the arguments put for-
ward give us warrant to open the of-
fices  to women.  And those who in-
sist  that  we  should  do  so  anyway 

should  learn  from  past  history that 
the  Lord's  blessing  will not  rest  on 
those  who disobey His Word.  Our 
sister church,  the GKN in the Neth-
erlands, which accepted these changes 
some 20 years  ago,  is  today  a  mere 
shell of its fonner self.  Many of our 
own countly's liberal denominations 
which have bought into a faulty view 

of God's  Word,  have  ceased  to  be 
salt and light in our world.  Ignoring 
the  Word  results  in a  forfeiture  of 
one's witness to the truth. 

In order to keep our witness vibrant, 

we  feel  it  necessary  herewith  to  ex-
press openly our united stance on the 
Word ofGod, as well as our position 
on  those  difficult  questions  debated 
in our times, which are  dearly con-
nected to and derive  from our stand 
on God's Word.  It is our prayer that 
this statement will help to strengthen 

the church in its witness to the world. 
I. The Inerrancy of Scripture 

We believe: 
I. That the  Soipture  is  the very 

Word of God  written.  Since 
God  can  neither  lie,  be  mis-

taken  nor  change,  His  Word 
cannot contain error.  There-
fore, Scripture is inerrant. 

2. That Soipture's authority  ex-

tends  to  all  that  it  actually 
teaches.  The careful study of 
Scripture  will  sometimes  re-
quire  us  to  correct  our  tradi-
tional viewsofwhatitsays. But 
once  the  actual  teachings  of 

Scripture are ascertained, they 
bind oUI consciences, our theo-
ries  and  our behavior.  They 
take precedence over any rival 
claims to knowledge. 

3. That God's  special  revelation 
in  the  Bible  is  compatible  in 

every respect with His general 
revelation in  nature.  Human 
interpretations  of general  rev-
elation, however, must submit 
to the authority of special rev-

elation. 
4. That Scripture's  primary  sub-

ject is the message of redemp-
tion  from  sin  through  Jesus 
Christ. But all Scripture's sub-
ject matter is God's Word and 
always  true.  When Scripture 
speaks  to  matters  of history, 

science, ethics or anything else, 
it is true and authoritative, and 
it governS our thinking in these 
areas. 

5. That  the  infallibility  of Scrip-
ture necessarily implies the in-

errancy of Scripture. 
II Timothy 3:16,  17;  II Peter 
1:20,21; Mark 13:31; &-velation 
22:18,  19;  Belgic Confession Ar
ticles 3 & 7 

n. The Interpretation ofScripture   

We believe:   
1. That since the Scripture is  the 

Word of God, it is a unity and 
cannot contradict itself. 

2. That the meaning of Scripture 
must  be learned  through  the 
faithful  and accurate  interpre-
tation of the text of Scripture. 
The meaning ofScripture is not 
established by tradition, by ap-
peals  to  continuing revelation 
or  simply  by  the  decisions  of 

church councils. 
3. That in the process ofinterpre-

tation, understanding the origi-
nal intent ofthe human author. 
the  literary character of a spe-
cific text,  the need to compare 

one text with another,  the role 
of specific texts in the progres· 
sive unfolding ofrevelation, and 
the Christcentered dimension 
of all Scripture are essential. 

4. That  interpreters  of Scripture 
mustseektorecognizeandover-
come their own limitations of 
ignorance and sin.  They need 
the  illumination  of  the  Holy 
Spirit for their work.  Faithful 

interpreters always seek to stand 
under the Word ofGod, not over 
it. 

S. That  a  scholarly  study of the 
Bible  does  not  and  must  not 
undermine the clarity of Scrip-

ture . 
Biblicalexamples o/incorrect inter
pretations: Satan in Genesis 3:15; 
The man ofJudah in I Kings 13,' 
Satan again in Matthew 4:1. 
Biblical interpretation teaching: 
Matthew 11:1; I Con'nthians2:13; 
Belgic Confession Articles 2 & 7 

m. Genesis 13 

We believe: 
1. That the Book of Genesis was 

written by Moses under the in-

spiration ofthe Holy Spirit and 
in  all  its  parts  is  an  accurate, 

historical presentation. 
2. That Genesis 1 teaches that God 

created everything out ofnoth-

ing and that He created it good. 
3. That God created the firstman, 

Adam,  from  the  dust  of  the 
ground  and  the  first  woman, 
Eve,  from  that man.  The first 
man was a unique creation of 
God, not descending from any 
previously existing creature. All 

human  beings  are  descended 
from these first parents. 

4. That at creation each creature 
was made according to its own 
kind, thus ruling out the notion 
that  the  various  creatures 
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Cottfe••iottal Cottfel'ence   

I...~ 13.~$, 19'94   
Last year's Confessional Conference led to the formulation of Hermeneutical 
Guidelines for Refonned Unity which are now in the bands ofmember congre-

gations  of the Alliance of Refonned Churches.  Work was also begun on a 
document providing confessional affinnation of Creation and Refutation of 
Evolution.  Join us in Chicago this July to consider and discuss the document 
on Creation/evolution, and begin work on the refutation ofegalitarianism. 

:r.a.....eclS..eak.... 
Dr. Bill Dennison  The Roots of Egalitarianism 

Proftssor 0/ThLoiogy,  Covtnanl Colkge 

Dr. George Grant  The Fruits ofEgalitarianism 

Noted &form~d Author, Lectuur and Teachn; Dimtm o/Legacy Communicafl'ons 

Dr. Peter Jones  How to Refute Egalitarianism 
Proftssor o/NT,  Westminster Seminary  WeSl; AJithor o/The Gnostic Empire Strikes Back 

Cost for the 1994 Confessional Conference is $150 per person.  This includes 
access to all sessions,  three nights lodging and eight delicious, allyou..caneat 
meals,  ConfConf is held at the facilities of Wheaton College (no affiliation). 
To register by phone, call (616) 5543203; to register by mail, send your name, 
address,  church  affiliation and  check  to:  Rick PoU,  Registrar,  Confessional 
Conference for Reformed Unity, 3390 60th St., SE, Caledonia, MI  49316. 

3. That the Christian community 
must teach and exemplify Bib-
lically responsible sexuality and 
reproduction and must seek to 
provide  support  services  for 
pregnant  women  in order  to 
facilitate  the  choice  of a  live 
birth. 

4. That Christians  must  support 

all moral efforts to protect the 
life  of the unborn  in our land 
and throughout the world. 
Psalm 139:13; Jeremiah  1:5 

VU. Homosexuality 
We believe: 

1. That homosexual  desires  and 
actions are a  result of the Fall 
and are sinful. 

2. That homosexuals who give in 
to these desires and actions or 
who argue their legitimacy, like 

all  sinners,  must  be  clearly 
called to repentance and faith. 
The unrepentant must be dis

ciplined by the church.  Those 
who  practice  or advocate  ho-
mosexuality  as  a  legitimate 
lifestyle  must not be  ordained 
to ecclesiastical office. 

3. That Christians  must  provide 
loving  support  and  care  for 
those struggling against homo-
sexual temptations,  encourag-
ing  them  to  seek  forgiveness 

and  grace  to  overcome  their 

temptations. 
4. That the church acts  contrary 

to  love  for God and its neigh-
bor when  it  declares  morally 
neutral  anything  which  God 

has declared sinful. 
I  Corinthians  6:911;  Leviticus 

18:22; Romansl:2627; Genesis 19 

Herewith we  have  set  our names, 
this 8th  day of November  1993,  trust-
ing  God  that He will bless ow wit-
ness to the world and call all His elect 
children to Himself through the testi-

mony ofRis Word and by His Spirit. 

Signatures:  All 24 Counal Members 

For many ofthe above statements we are 
indebted  to  the  faculty  and  board  of 

Westminster  Theological  Seminary  of 

California  which  are  cu"ently consider-

ing some ofthese statementsfor their own 

purposes.  On the other hand,  our state-

ment as is pn'nted, is not intended to speak 

for the Westminster community. 

evolved  from  one form  of life   
(Genesis  I, I Corinthians   
\5 :39).   
Genesis 111; Hebrews 1:2,10; He-  

brews 11:3;Mark 10:6;BelgicCon-  

Jession2, 3, 4, 9,  10,  12,  13, 14, 15, 

16,23 

IV. The Ordination of Women 
We believe: 
1. That men and women equally 

bear the image ofGod and are 
to serve Him with all their gifts 

according  to  His  specific 
callings to them. 

2. That from  creation men were 
given  authority  and  ultimate 
leadership in the family and in 
the church. 

3. That Christ, as He makes clear 
in  His  Word,  does  not  call 

women to the authoritative of-
fices  of teaching elder  (minis-

ter)  and  ruling  elder  in  the 
church  and  therefore  the 
church  may  not ordain  them 

to these offices. 
4. That the purpose  of the spiri-

tuai  gifts given  to  men  and 
women  in  Christ  is  not  self-
fulfillment  but setvice  to  oth-
ers,  to  the  end  that  God  re-

ceives all the glory. 
I TiTtWthy 2 & 3;  Titus 1; 
I Corinthians 14 

v. Feminization of God 

We believe: 
1. That each member of the Trin

ity receives a male reference in 

the  Bible,  not as  a  result of a 
cultural bias of a previous age, 

but  because  this is  how  God 
chooses  to  reveal  and  charac-

terize Himself. 
2. That God is indeed our Father, 

Jesus is indeed the Son ofGod, 
and that the Holy Spirit served 
in a male functional role in the 

conception  of Jesus  with  the 
virgin Mary. 

3. That  any  substitution  of  the 
tenn "goddess"  for  God, as  is 

being  done  by  "evangelical 
feminists" and New Age think-
ers, is blasphemy. 

4. That it is error to teach that the 

Bible should be changed to re-
flect gender neutral titles  in its 

references  to God. 
Matthew 6:9; Luke 1:34,35 

VI. Abortion 
We believe: 
1. That  the  unborn  child  from 

conception  is a  human  being 
in the image of God. 

2. That abortion as  practiced  to-

day is  a  scandal and grievous 
sin. 
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Tbe  Hnmenellti,ul  Downward  Spiral: 
Womell'l O,dillQtioll, HomolexuQlity QlId Abo,tioll

With Q glQlIee Qt the perUSAl 

James  T.  Dennison,  Jr. 

In this issue the author begins a sen"es of 

three  articles  dealing  with  the  henne
neutical downward spiral. T1t.is month 
he examines the roots ofthis spiral in the 
Enlightenment a/three hundred years ago. 
In the second article he will trace the down
ward spiral in the now liberal Presbyte
rian Church USA (PCUSA). In the third 

article he will compare the PCUSA with 
the current trends in the Rrformed com

munity. These articles Wt'Tf' delivered as 
an address in the Escondido Christian 
Reformed Church, Escondido, California 
on the evening o/December i, 1993. 

The Editors 
Our goal in this discussion is to 

honor the Lord Jesus Christ, the King 

and Head of the church: to honor His 

person, Very God of Very God; to 
honor His work. wherein He has pur

chased the church with His own 
blood; to honor His word, all ofwhich 
is given by inspiration of His blessed 

Spirit; to honor His relationships, 

whereby He is the Husband of His 

body, the church, His Bride. Jesus 

must increase; we must decrease. He 

must have the preeminence; we must 

count all things loss for the excellency 

of the knowledge of Christ Jesus our 

Lord. 

The issue of women's ordination is 

part ofa larger issue of the interpreta· 

tion of the Bible. The way in which 

we interpret the Bible is sometimes 

called our hermeneutics (from the 

Greek word hermeneuo which means 

"to explain" or "to interpret"). 

Henneneutics then is the process of 

interpreting the Bible. For three cen· 

turies, orthodox and conservative 

Christians who affinn the infallibility 

and inerrancy of the Word of God 

have clashed with another method of 
henneneutics endorsed by liberal 

Christians. TIlls liberal hermeneutic--

or liberal method of interpreting the 

Bible- has produced the s<rcalled 

hermeneutical spiral or hermeneutical 

downgrade. Like a helicopter losing 

power mid-air and spiraling down to 

earth, or like a road which descends 

from higher to lower ground, the Bible 

has been interpreted by liberal Chris

tians in a downward spiral or down· 

grade direction. 

Currently, we are still in the midst 

of this spiraling downgrade of the 

Bible by which llberals redefine not 

only the role ofwomen in the church, 

but the rights of women to abortion, 

and the rights of gay and lesbian per

sons to same-sex intercourse and mar· 

"One ofthe chains 

binding 18th century 

men and women was 
Christianity . .. " 

riages. A host of other social, politi· 

cal, ethical and doctrinal issues ofour 

day have been affected by the liberal 

hermeneutical downgrade. 

In this discourse, I want to exam· 

ine the history of this downgrade by 

examining the view of the Bible over 

the last three hundred years. I then 

want to conduct a brief case study of 

a denomination which has been con· 
sumed by the liberal downgrade, 

namely the mainline Presbyterian 

church. Finally, I want to review the 

Biblical teaching on women1s ordina

tion, homosexuality and abortion us· 

ing the conservative and orthodox 
doctrine of the Bible. In this way, I 

hope to show how we have gotten 

where we are; what has already hap

pened in one very liberal denomina

tion which has officially embraced the 

liberal view of the Bible; why Scrip
ture as interpreted in consistency with 
itself does not permit us to spin or 

slide in the direction of liberalism, 

but holds us to the standard of the 

inerrant Word of God. 

THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

Three hundred years ago, in Eu· 

rope and England, a movement in 
philosophy and theology was born 

which we call the Enlightenment. The 

basic premise of the Enlightenment 

was that m en and women were in 

chains- they needed to be set free. 

One of the chains binding 18th cen
tury men and women was Christian· 

ity, especially Christian doctrines, 

Christian creeds, Christian confes· 

sions of faith . The Enlighterunent set 

out to free men and women from the 

chains of Christianity- the bondage 

of Christian doctrine- the slavery to 

confessions of faith. The Enlighten· 

ment was so bold as to assert that it 

would free men and women from the 

superstition of the Bible itself as tradi· 

tionally understood. During the En

lightenment, the Bible was attacked 

as an instrument of repression. The 

teachings ofthe Bible restricted men's 

and women's liberty. The Bible had 

to be adjusted to the spirit of the en· 

lightened times or simply rejected out

right. 

Rationalism 

1bree hundred years ago, the move· 

ment which reduced the Bible to 

man's level was called rationalism. 

Men and women would be set free 

from the slavery of the Bible by the 

use of reason alone. Most doctrines 

ofChristianity, the Enlighterunent ar· 

gued , were unreasonable: virgins 

don't have babies, dead bodies don't 
rise, people don't walk on water. In 

other words, if reason alone is to set 

men and women free, they must be 

free from belief in the miracles of the 

Bible. And ifthe miracles ofthe Bible 

must be rejected (or reduced to the 

mere rational), then the doctrines of 

original sin, divine predestination, 

substitutionary atonement, justifica



tion by faith alone in Christ alone 
must also be rejected as subtle fanns 
of tyranny. Men and women in the 
18th century were hungry to be free-
free of the church, free of the domi

nant political structures of the time, 
free even of the authority of the Bible 

as historically understood. In a word, 

the Enlightenment was anti-author
ity, especially the authority of reli

gion whether embodied in the church, 

in the creeds or in the Bible. 

"Since the words of the Bible 

are not the very words of God, 

individuals to find their own truth 

in the words ofthe Bible. " 

Now every modem, 20th century, 

CUlTent liberal view of the Bible can 

be traced back: to this revolution in 

human freedom. We are told by both 

18th and 20th century liberals that 
we can no longer accept Christianity 

as a set ofdoctrines, as a supernatural 

religion, as a religion of creeds and 

confessions, as a body of infallible 

and inerrant Biblical truth. 

Romantic Idealism 

Two hundred years ago, the liberal 

movement which reduced the Bible 

to man's level was called romantic ide
alism. In the 19th century, men and 

women would be set free from the 

slavery of the Bible not by reason 

alone (which in the 19th century was 

itself found to be a fonn of tyranny), 

but by a return to nature, a retreat 

beyond reason to feelings- transcen

dent fee lings-romantic feelings 

above and beyond reason. Men and 

women would be emancipated by the 

religion of their inner feelings. Never 

mind! Get in touch with your reli

gious ideals, your inner feelings of 

God, your sense of inner identity with 

the sea, the mountains, the trees and 

flowers- your sense of participation 
in nature and nature's God. The Bible 

was not a set of doctrines reduced to 
reason- religious creeds intellectu

ally understood; the Bible in 19th cen
tury liberalism was a book to increase 

your feeling of oneness with the Di

vine Spirit, the Absolute Spirit-that 

mysterious divine power that moves 
the universe . For 19th century tiber· 
als, the Bible was a textbook of great 
human ideals: the ideal of political 

freedom; the ideal of noble sacrifice 
in a great cause; the ideal of civil vir
tue and benevolence towards your 
neighbor. Two hundred yearn ago, the 

Bible was reduced to two great ideals of 
19th century freedom and dignity: the 

fatherhood of God and the brotherhood 
afman. 

New Modernism-Existential

ism 

One hundred years ago, at 

the turn of this century, theit is up to the seminary professors, 
liberal movement which had 

scholars, theologians, the church and reduced the Bible to mere ra

tionalistic truths (18th cen

tury) and to romantic ideal

istic feelings (19th century) 

progressed to a new liberal-

ism- the so-called new modernism. 
You must understand that liberalism 

is progressive, ever developing, evolv

ing, changing, moving. AlIliberaIs ab
hor fixed absolutes- metaphysical or 

supernatural truths. All truth for lib

erals is subject to change. No system 

which claims final truth is acceptable. 

If Christianity claims to have final 

truth about God, Christ, sin, salva

tion, relationships between men and 

women, sexual behavior, rights of the 

unborn, then Christianity is hopelessly 

old-fashioned, out of step with the 

times, a modem anomaly. Hence 

Christianity must be adjusted or rein

terpreted in the light of the times-

reason in the 18th century, romantic 

idealism in the 19th century, existen
tialism in the 20th century. N ow that 

fancy word " existentialism" means 

encounters with your existence; the 

relation of human existence to the 

impersonal forces of the modem 

world. How do you cope with 

firestonns in Laguna Beach and 

Malibu Canyon; how do you cope 

with the Vietnam War; with totalitar

ian governments; with weapons of 

mass destruction? You cope by af

firming your own existence. More 
basic than reason; more basic than 

feelings , 20th century man has af

firmed his existence- his life is the 

fundamental value. So do whatever 

affums your life! A body of doctrines 
is not self-affinning; creeds and con

fessions are repressive. In fact, Chris

tianity is a myth and must be stripped 

of its supernaturalism in order to be 
meaningful to modem men and 
women. 

Modem men and women, we are 
told, cannot believe in the Jesus of 

the Bible- one presented as the Son 

ofGod. Messiah, Savior ofthe world. 
All this is rhetoric- the way ancient 
people confronted their own need for 
freedom. It is absurd to modern man. 

It must therefore be surpassed in the 

life-affinning decision ofmodem men 

and women to choose their own way 

of obedience. So 20th century liber

als, as all liberals before them, reject 

the concept that the words ofthe Bible 

are the very words of God. 20th cen

tury liberals reject the concept that 

there is an equals sign between the 

words on the page of your Bible and 

the Word of God. After all, since the 

18th century Enlightenment, modern 

men and women have known that 

the Bible is full oferrors- hopelessly 

contradictory. By modem methods, 

we must sift out the truth of the Bible 

by eliminating or going beyond its 

errors- by reason, by feelings, by ex

istential encounter. Since the words 

of the Bible are not the very words of 

God, it is up to the seminary profes

sors, scholars, theologians, the church 

and individuals to find their own truth 
in the words of the Bible. That truth 

will change with the times. What was 

true for the Refonnation may not be 

true today. We enlightened ones are 

on a progressive escalator, ever as

"All liberals abhorfixed 

absolutes. " 

cending to higher and more perfect 

fonns of truth as the years go by. 

If it was once believed homosexu
ality was a sin, we have learned new 

truths about loving homosexual rela

tionships. If it was once believed that 

deliberate abortion was a sin, we have 

learned new truths about self-love

nothing, not even a fetus, may inter

fere with our love of self. If it was 

once believed that in the church and 

in the home, women- though equal 

in dignity, worth and personhood 

with men- were subordinate in role, 

we have learned new truths- women 

may not be excluded from any role in 
the church or home without reducing 

their humanity and dignity. 
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We are on the brink of the 21st 
century and yet we are face to face 
with questions from man's 1st cen
tury: "Has God said?" We cannot 
isolate ourselves from history. The 
legacy of the Enlightenment still 
dominates our culture. More and 
more, the legacy ofthe Enlightenment 
dominates our churches-even evan

gelical and Refonned churches. We 
are part of a cultural continuum. Do 

we adjust via rationalism, idealism, 
existentialism or some other ism; or 
do we affinn that Scripture is the in
errant Word of God, the only abso

lute and infallible rule of faith and 
practice? Do we affirm that our Re
fonned creeds and confessions con
tain the doctrines and morals of the 
Word of God and are therefore reli
able summaries of the truth of Scrip

ture? In short, do we bend the knee to 
the Lord Jesus Christ as King and 
Head of His church, who speaks His 

mind and will for His Bride through 
the Word He has Spirit-breathed; or 

do we bend the knee to the prevailing 
philosophy and culture? 

The spirit of the Enlightenment is 
still with us, influencing, shaping, 
motivating the minds ofseminary pro

fessors, seminary students, pastors 
and lay persons. This Enlightenment 
spirit reduces the Bible to "myth," 
non-historical "event," non-super
natural "drama," primitive "religious 

language," "culturally conditioned" 
idiosyncracy, untruth. For three hun
dred years, the lovers of orthodox 
Christianity have rallied against this 

Enlightenment legacy. They have 
stood on the Biblical side of the great 
antithesis. Homosexuality, abortion, 
women's role: all are antithetically 
related. "Has God said?" 

Rev. Dennison  received the MDiv.  and 

Th.M.  degrees from Pittsburgh  Theologi-

cal Seminary.  He was pastor of the Pio-

neer andPleasant Grove United Presbyte-

n·an  Churches (UPCUSA),  Ligonier,  PA 

from 197()"1979. Currmtly he is a minis-

ter  in  the PCA. He  is  the  Editor  and 

PuhlisherofKerux: A Journal ofBib
lica!-Theological Preaching and isfin-

ishing editorial work on George M  Giger's 

translation  of  Francis  TUffetin's 

Institutes of Elenctic Theology (3 
vois., Presbyterian andReformedPublish-

ing Co.).  Currently,  he serves as Librarian 

and  Lecturer  in  Church  History  at 

Westminster  Theological  Seminary  in 

California. 

Pardon Me  While  I   
fluote  you Corre,tlv   

Wybren H. Oord 

In January the trustees (fonneely 
Synodical Interim Committee) of the 
Christian Refonned Church in North 
America(CRCNA) sent a letter to 
members of their denomination. In 
that letter the trustees "observed with 
increasing disappointment and con
cern the various negative statements 
and charges which have been leveled 
at the CReNA and its various agen
cies." And, while they chose "not to 
reply to such negative networking," 
they apparently did have a mass mail
ing to assure the members of the 
CRCNA that all is right with the de
nomination. The letter also warns 
members not to judge the denomina
tion on statements which are "either 
quoted out of context or misquoted 
and twisted to convey a different 
meaning." 

The trustees can be assured that 
men like Of. P.Y. Dejong, Rev. Art 
Besteman, Rev. John Kruis and oth
ers are not leaving the denomination 
they grew up in and love because of 
quotes taken out ofcontext.  People are 
becoming disillusioned with the ac
tivities of CRCNA not because they 
believe "distortions afthe truth orbla
tant untruths," as the letter claims; it 
is because they see CReNA rapidly 
slipping from her Refonned heritage. 
It is not because they blindly believe 
everything they read; it is because they 
have done the research and found it 
to be true. 

The following is only one example 
of the way a CR church council 
worked hard to discover the differ
ence between "truth and distortions 
of truth or blatant untruths." 

In January 1992, The  Outlook pub
lished a review of Christian  Faith, 
Health,  and Medical Practice  (Fellows 
of the Calvin Center for Christian 
Scholarship, Calvin College; 
Eerdmans: 1989). The review was 
written by Rev. R.B. Lanning and 
Dr. D. Kreuze. Theirreviewclaimed 
that the authors of the book were very 
supportive of abortion. 

After reading the review, I bought 
the book to prove the reviewers 
wrong. I read the book, and to my 
horror. Rev. Lanning and Dr. 
Kreuze's review was not only accu
rate, but I found many other areas 
where the book denied that life begins at 
conception,  opposed  a  Right  to  Life 

Amendment, and claimed the fetus was 
a nonperson. 

I presented my finding to the elders 
of my church. They too were skepti
cal. Some of them read the book and 
felt that the Board ofTrustees should 
be notified and asked some very spe
cific questions concerning the book and 
the authors of the book who teach at 
Calvin College. After some corre
spondence in which our questions 
were never answered, the board re
ferred us to Dr. Hessel Bouma m, 
one of the five authors of the book 
and a professor at Calvin College. 

Hoping against hope that our inter
pretation of Christian Faith, Health, and 
Medical Practice was incorrect, we ne
gotiated with our Board of Trustees 
representative to have Dr. Bouma 
speak at our church. Read that sen-
tence again.  Our church has supported 
Calvin College for over 100 years, 
but we had to negotiate with our Board 
of Trustees representative in order to 
have a professor of that college speak 
at our church. At first Dr..Bouma 
offered to come; then, later he refused. 
We actually had to write letters to 
President Diekema, the Board of 
Trustees and our board representa
tive before he consented to speak at 
OUI church. We also had to negotiate 
terms  for the meeting. Part of that 
negotiating was that we were  not per-
mitted to  record Dr. Bouma:S  lecture  in 
any way, nor could anyone outside ofour 
congregation  be  invited  to  the  meeting. 
We complied with the first stipula
tion, but informed our intermediary 
that, while we would not openly in-
vite anyone to the meeting, we would 
not police the event. 

At long last, on September 15, 1993, 
the doctor came and spoke to mem
bers ofour congregation. During that 
meeting he blatantly promoted abor
tion and ridiculed Right-to-Life agen
cies. He showed slides of children 
with physical deformities and child
hood diseases, all ofwhich could have 
been avoided, according to Dr. 
Bouma, by a simple and safe proce
dure called abortion. He claimed that 
a fetus with congenital defects is not 
a full person, so its termination is to
tally acceptable and should be prac
ticed in some cases. He asserted that 
we can hardly say a fetus is an image
bearer ofGod and thus not a person. 

SI
-I 

»m 
;00
OC 
I-I

5 
~o 
-"':><: 



When asked if he thought abortion 
was ever murder he said' "No" 

This is only o~e case ~ whiclt the 
elders of churches I served corre-
sponded  with  agencies  of  the 
CRCNA to discover truth from  "in
nuendo."  I do not know any council 
that takes  delight  in writing  letters, 
making  phone  calls  and  doing  all 
kinds of followup  work with agen-
cies of the CRCNA.  These actions 
were not taken with the intention of 
attacking the church; they were done 
to defend  a  denomination we  love. 

Fighting  Words 
Theodore Plantinga 

Unfortunately,  after  hard work and 
diligent  research,  it  was  acknowl-
edged  that  charges  leveled  against 
the  agencies were  accurate.  When 
the  truth  is  discovered we  are  duty 
bound  to  report  it by  virtue  of the 
oath  we  have  taken when entering 
the offices of minister or elder.  By 
oath before God, we have promised 
"to  be  faithful  watchmen  over  the 
house of God, taking heed that pu-
rity of doctrine and godliness of life 
be maintained." 

And  now  we  are  accused  of dis-
torting  the  truth?  These  are  bold 
accusations  for  the  Board  of Trust-
ees of the CRCNA to make in a let-
ter to members of the denomination, 
especially  since they are made with 
absolutely  no  grounds  to  support 
them!  A  simple  "in most cases we 
have  chosen  not  to  reply"  is  not 
enough!  It is time to reply to researched 
findings.  Letters filled with assurances 
and statements of faith may appease 
those  who  blindly  follow  whatever 
the  denomination  does;  but it does 
not convince those who have worked 
hard  to  distinguish  between  "truth 
and distortions of truth." 

A  credible  statement  of faith  re-
quites  a  credible  lifestyle.  Do  not 
just tell us that the CRCNA is faith-
ful  to  the Scripture and  the Confes-
sions.  James  2  says:  "Show  us. n 

Show  us  how  promoting  abortion 
complies with the Scripture and Con-
fessions.  Show us how claiming that 
a  fetus  cannot be  a  "full person"  or 
"imagebearer  of God"  agrees  with 
the  Bible  and Lord1s  Day  3  of the 
Heidelberg Catechism which asserts life 
begins at conception.  Show us how 
promoting the teaching of evolution 
as a credible option is in compliance 
with God's Word on creation. 

If we are wrong,  teach us.  If we 
are right, believe us. 

Rev.  Oord is pastor of the  South  Olive 

Christian Refonned Church. 

A 
t a recent Redeemer College 
faculty  meeting,  we  talked 
about the antithesis. The con-

text  was  a  discussion  of Reformed 
emphases and distinctives in our cur-
riculum  how best to introduce and 
reinforce  them.  During  the  meeting 
we  also talked about tensions  result-
ing from the diversity ofchurch back-
grounds  represented  in  the  student 
body.  It is  sometimes difficult  to  de-
fend  the  Reformed  faith  in  one's 
teaching  without  offending  students 
from other backgrounds. 

In our age of"political correctness" 
(PC), people seem to think they have 
the right not to be offended, or made 
to  feel  uneasy  at what  others  may 
say.  While PC has  few  followers on 
our campus (it was roundly attacked 
in the latest issue ofour student news· 
paper), the desire to avoid feeling of-
fended  or  "excluded"  does  live  on 
campus.  Therefore  professors  are 
urged to be very careful  in formulat· 
ing their criticisms of nonRefonned 
churches  and  theological  traditions. 
If the  good  ship  Redeemer  carries 
paying  passengers  from  Anninian 
churches, would it not be wise to soft-
pedal  one ' s  disagreements  with 
Arminian  theology?  This,  at  least, 
seems to be the logic behind some of 
the  statements  made  on campus  re-
cently. 

On the other hand,  there  are  also 
Calvinist  students  who  like  to  see 
Anninianism  denounced  and  who 
will gladly draw your attention to the 
Canons ofDort.  One of our professors 
was criticized for being too polite and 
restrained in stating his disagreement 
with Anninianism. 

Since I teach philosophy,  issues of 
this  sort  are  my stockintrade.  I  do 
believe  that  the  antithesis  has  great 
significance  for  Christian education, 
and so I urge the students to be forth-

right as they engage  in spiritual and 
ideological  battle  on  our Lord's  be-
half. Because philosophy has so much 
to  do  with  ideology,  I  supply  them 
with  fighting  words  and  also  try  to 
model for them the stance of the mili
tant Christian. Some think I go too far 
in this regard. 

POLITICAL 
CORRECTNESS  (PC)   
VS. FREEDOM OF SPEECH   

In a philosophy oflanguage course 
I am currently teaching, I take up the 
issue of freedom of speech and try to 
explain how it is that we enjoy such a 
freedom,  on the one hand, while on 
the other hand we are not free  to say 
whatever we  like.  For example,  we 
are  not  free  to  shout  "Fire!"  in  a 
crowded theater. In the process, I in· 
troduce  the  wellknown  philosophi-
cal tenn "performative language," by 
which  is  meant  language  that  does 
something,  language  that  is  equiva-
lent to action. The standard example 
is the "I do" uttered in the course ofa 
wedding ceremony. 

Threats  are  also  perfonnatives. 
Some threats are  legitimate:  punish-
ment may be promised by  a  teacher 
or parent unless suchandsuch an ac-
tion  is  performed  promptly.  But  a 
great many threats are not legitimate. 
It is wrong to assault someone, and it 
is  also  wrong  to  threaten  to  do  so. 
The guarantee of freedom  of speech 
does not give us the right to threaten 
people whenever we feel  like it. 

Since Christian education is  com-
mitted to  maintaining the antithesis, 
it  has  to  supply  Christian  students 
with fighting words.  But this semes-
ter I  am  having  trouble winning as-
sent for such an understanding of our 
task as Christian educators. Many of 
my students fear there is enough fight-
ing  in this world already without us 



as Christians adding to it. They seem 
to think that the Christian's calling is 
to make peace, and so forth. In my 
philosophy of language course we 
study the work of Walter Ong (his 
fine book The Presena of the  Word is 
required reading), but Ong's empha· 
sis on polemics leaves many of the 
students uneasy. 

I should add that I do not advocate 
nasty or contentious conduct for its 
own sake. Redeemer has recently been 
refining its stand on the selection of 
plays to be perfonned for the public 
in its main auditorium. In a written 
submission, I suggested that the plays 
we select should not include the "pnr 
faning and degrading" of "the reli· 
gious symbols of other religious tra
ditions, such as Judaism and Islam." 
I wrote that "at Redeemer we are to 
take issue with the teachings of these 
traditions, but we must do so in a 
civil manner. A profaning of their 
symbols is not appropriate on our 
stage." My suggestion was not 
adopted; it was thought that artistic 
freedom should not be restricted 
through such a guideline. 

When my suggestion was discussed 
at our meetings, the Salman Rushdie 
affair came to mind and was men· 
tioned. Rushdie's novel The  Satanic 

Ver.res  includes a critical and satirical 
account of the founding ofa religious 
tradition with unmistakable resem· 
blances to Islam. It was assumed that 
Rushdie was in effect lampooning the 
origins of this religious tradition and 
attacking its founder, Mohammed. 
Certain authorities in Iran decreed 
that he deserved to die for this of· 
fense, and thus put a price on his 
head. The threat was a very serious 
one; for the last five years or so, 
Rushdie has lived in hiding, and there 
have been actual attacks on people 
connected with the publishing of his 
novel, leading to at least one death. 

My suggestion regarding play se· 
lection was not intended as a conces· 
sion to the fanatics in Iran or as a 
statement of sympathy for those who 
respond to criticism with threats of 
violence and murder. I would defend 
Rushdie's legal right to publish such 
a novel. But I do suggest that Re· 
deemer, in its interaction with people 
who hold to non-Christian creeds, 
ought to follow different tactics. I 
mention this to indicate that my posi· 
tion is not that we oUght to throw 
sensitivity to the wind and ignore the 
feelings of people when we confront 
them in the great spiritual and ideo
logical struggle ofour age. 

GOVERNMENT 
INTERVENTION 

The debate about fighting words on 
Redeemer's campus recently entered 
a new chapter when the socialist gov
ernment of the province of Ontario 
introduced legislation that would fur
ther protect people from feeling criti· 
cized or rejected. The legislation in 
question, called Bill 55, is intended as 
an amendment to the human rights 
code. The legislation calls for "equal 
treatment" and specifies: "Every per· 
son has the right to equal treatment 
without discrimination because of 
race, ancestry, place of origin, color, 
ethnic origin, citizenship, creed, sex, 
sexual orientation, age, marital sta· 
tus, family status or handicap in any 
public communication made by an
other person." 

How might one run afoul of this 
law? The proposed bill goes on to 
explain that this "right to equal treat
ment" would be "infringed by a per· 
son who makes a public statement or 
publishes, sells or displays or causes 
or pennits the publication, sale or dis

play ofany written material or visual 
representation that ridicules or de· 
means a person or class of persons 
because ofrace, ancestry, place ofori· 
gin, color, ethnic origin, citizenship, 
creed, sex, sexual orientation, age, 
marital status, family status or handi
cap .... " The list is also repeated in 
connection with discrimination, in· 
citing discrimination and expressing 
hatred. The penalty is a fine of not 
more than $50,000 (currently equal 
to about $38,000 US). 

The Redeemer community was 
urged to oppose this legislation. Stu
dents circulated petitions and stressed 
that under such a bill, much of the 
current Christian opposition to ho· 
mosexuality would become illegal. 
Many members ofthe Redeemer com· 
munity signed, although some com· 
mented that to interpret the threat 
mainly in terms ofthe homosexuality 
issue was to read the proposed legis· 
lation in a one-sided fashion. (I agree 
with this criticism.) But what struck 
me as interesting and worthy ofcom
ment was the quiet but principled op
position to signing that I encountered 
in some students. 

Now, it should be understood that 
those who refused to sign were not 
the kind of people who would them
selves propose and advocate such leg· 
islation. When pressed, they were 
willing to admit that on the basis of 

such legislation, a government might 
well undertake mischievous activity 
and make a nuisance of itself. Yet 
they professed sympathy for the im
pulse behind the legislation, namely, 
to make sure that people are not ridi
culed or demeaned on the basis ofthe 
various categories listed in the bill. 
The students in question did not main

tain that all criticism or exchange of 
views must cease; rather, they argued 
that criticism must be carried on po. 
litely and respectfully. It may be that 
the Christian vocabulary needs to 
include some fighting words, but we 
should find less contentious tenns for 
conducting our spiritual and ideologi
cal warfare. Christians are not in the 
business of fighting or ridiculing or 
demeaning. And ifChristians get car· 
ried away in their criticisms, the gov· 
emment may have to restrain them. 

I have taken the trouble to put the 
thOUghts of these students on paper 
to show that in my part of the world, 
at least, we are living and working 
under curious circumstances. Many 
people today are extremely sensitive 
to criticism and disagreement. No 
wonder that Redeemer faculty mem· 
hers ask whether the theme of the 
antithesis, the warfare between Christ 
and Satan, is still relevant to educa· 
tion. 

One special circumstance at Re· 
deemer helps to explain such ani· 
tudes. Ever since the CRC Synod of 
1990 made its deeply misguided deci· 
sion regarding women's ordination, 
the Redeemer community feared that 
it would be split over a set of issues 
that was not of its own making. Our 
original CRC support body has been 
divided into two, and a fair number 
of our students are now members of 
"independent" churches. The college 
is also well aware - although it does 
not advertise this fact - that a num
ber of its graduates have become pas
tors of these "independent" churches, 
usually after a period ofstudy at Mid· 
America Reformed Seminary. 

The current CRC issues are debated 
infonnally at Redeemer, but on the 
whole one cannot help but be sur· 
prised - perhaps even impressed 
at how peaceful our campus is during 
this time of tunnoil in the Christian 
Refonned churches. We have learned 
to walk on eggs without breaking 
them. CRC·leavers need not feel that 
they will be scorned, ridiculed or de· 
meaned because of the stance they 
have taken during the church struggle. 
(Bill 55 is not needed for their protec· 
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tion.) And we often tell ourselves that 
since we have evangelical students 
from many denominations on cam
pus, we should not bore them with 
accounts of our troubles and debates 
in the Reformed community. We wel
come those evangelical students with 
open anns and do not criticize them 
for belonging to churches that fail to 
use the Three  Forms  of Unity.  As for 
students from "independent" 
churches, we do not hassle them about 
their church membership either. One 
gets the impression that all churches 
are good - perhaps equally good. 

CONCLUSION 

How shall we then fight? Or should 
fighting be given up altogether? It is 
my own conviction that the notion of 
Christianity as militant, as engaged 
in a battle with spiritual foes outside 
the Christian camp, is a fundamental 
Biblical teaching that needs to shape 
and inform the curriculum ofa Chris-
tian college. I also believe that a con
tinuing discussion and debate regard
ing Christian truth is needed inside 
the Christian camp, so that Christians 
can make clear their reasons for be
longing to one church or denomina
tion rather than another. Christian stu
dents must be taught how to disagree 
with one another - respectfully, to 
be sure, but also firmly. 

The socialist-govenunent ofOntario 
is not helping us by its misguided and 
dangerous Bill 55. But I fear that the 
attitudes that give rise to this bill are 
also to be found within the Christian 
camp. Did the socialist government 
put them there? I don't believe it. If 
we are sometimes silent when we 
should be speaking up, I don't think 
it's because we fear a $50,000 fine. 

Could it be that we have lost the 
courage of our convictions? Or are 
we simply depleted - needing to be 
renewed, replenished? I hope it is the 
latter. And if the problem is that we 
are depleted, I look to the Lord to 
resupply us, so that when we realize 
that we are in the midst of a great 
spiritual battle, we will not be left 
without fighting words. 

Dr. Plantinga,  editor ofthis department, 
teaches Philosophy at Redeemer College, 
Ancaster,  Ontario,  Canada. 

The  Bihle and  tbe Futu,e: 
The  I"tmrredillte  StQte {II} 

Venema 

The Bible's teaching about the "in
termediate state," the condition of 
believers between death and the res
urrection of the body at Christ's re
turn, has been subject historically to 
differing viewpoints. Though there 
has been a general unanimity in the 
historic Christian church that believ
ers enjoy a provisional and intensi
fied communion with Christ upon 

"Nowhere in the Bible is 

death treated as a natural 

dimension oflife. " 

death, a communion which involves 
a conscious experience of fellowship 
with God through Christ, there have 
been minority opinions as well. 

In our previous article, introducing 
the subject of the intermediate state, 
we identified two great themes in the 
Scriptures which form the framework 
within which to approach this sub
ject. The first of these themes is the 
biblical teaChing that death is the' 
"wages ofsin. " Nowhere in the Bible 
is death treated as a natural dimen
sion of life, something that can be 

easily domesticated or treated trivi
ally. Death, to use the biblical meta
phor, is our "last enemy." Accord
ingly, the second theme of promi
nence is the (eaching that salvation 
brings victory over sin and death, a 

victory that includes andfocuses ultimately 
upon  the  resurrection  of the body.  The 
biblical hope for the believer's future 
tenninates, not upon the intermedi
ate state, but upon the glorification 
the believer will experience in union 
with Christ and all other believers at 
the consummation of Christ's saving 
work. The believer does not place his 
confidence for the future in the "im
mortality of the soul" but rather in 
the "resurrection of the body." 

There are, however, two minority 
opinions on the subject of the inter
mediate state that distort this biblical 
focus on the resurrection of the body 
by denying the reality ofan intermediate 
state,  in  which  believers  enjoy  conscious 

fellowship  with  the Lord. These views 
ofthe intermediate state wrongly con
clude from the biblical teaching about 
death and the resurrection that there 
is no living fellowship with God in 
the state intermediate between death 
and resurrection. 

Before addressing the positive bib
lical teaching about the intermediate 
state in our next article, then, we will 
first consider these two viewpoints in 
this article. Since they are closely 
related to the themes discussed in our 
previous article, it is appropriate to 
consider them at this point, before 
turning to those passages of Scripture 
that clearly affinn an intermediate 
state. 

ArmrmLATIONISM 
OR SOUL EXTINCTION 

The first of these views of the inter
mediate state might be termed 
"annihilationism." As this terminol
ogy suggests, this view teaches that 
death brings the annihilation of the 
whole person, body and soul, the ces
sation ofexistence in any form what
soever. There is no state intermedi
ate between death and the resurrec
tion. Until the resurrection of the 
body, the believer ceases to exist alto
gether. In this sense, the resurrection 
of the body actually involves what 
amounts to the recreation of the indi
vidual person. There is no continuity 
of existence on the part of the person 
who dies, between the time of death 
and of resurrection. 

It should be noted that there are at 
least four different uses of the tenni



nology of "annihilationism." These 
diverging uses must be borne in mind 
in order to understand clearly the view 
we are considering here. 

The first use refers to the view that 
all individuals, whether believers or 
unbelievers, cease  to  exist altogether at 

death and have no fUture prospect oflife 
ofany kind.  This use reflects a materi
alistic world-view which is anti-Chris
tian. This is not the view of 
annihilationism that is our interest at 
this point. 

The second use refers to the view 
that all human beings are naturally 
mortal, but some (believers) are given 
immorlalityas agifi ofGod'sgrace. This 
view, sometimes called "conditional 
immortality," can take one of two 
forms: either believers upon death 
cease to exist until the time of the 
resurrection or they enjoy a provi
sional state of fellowship with the 
Lord before the time of the resurrec
tion. 

The third use refers to the view that 
all individuals are created immortal, 
but God annihilates those whom He does 
not save (annihilationism proper). 
Those who do not believe in Jesus 
Christ and thereby receive the gift of 
eternal life are liable to annihilation 
or extinction by a direct act of God's 
judgment in death. 

It should be clear enough from these 
different uses of the tenninology of 
"annihilationism" that things can be
come quickly unclear! I mention them 
here only to clarify the sense in which 
we are using the terminology. 
Annihilationism-so far as the question 
of the intermediate state is concerned
refers to any vt"ew that denies an interme
diate state by teaching the non.e:xist~ 

" .. .salvation brings victory 
over sin and death. " 
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of persons after death and prior to the 
resurrection. Obviously, there are a 
variety of views of the intermediate 
state corresponding to these fonns of 
anni-hilationism: the materialist 
would deny any future existence 
whatever; the conditional immortal
ity advocate mayor may not affirm 
an intermediate state; and the 
annihilationist-proper advocate would 
affirm some view of an intennediate 
state, since only those whom God 
annihilates as an act ofjudgment cease 

to exist upon death. For our pur
pose, however, the only thing that in
terests us is tk teaching, in whateverfonn 
it is cast, that there is no existence after 
death and before the resu"ection of the 
body. 

Admittedly, this annihilationist 

aeaturely existence, and the central
ity of the resurrection of the body in 
the biblical view of the future. They 
show that this view is one based more 
upon arguments of a general nature 
than upon the teaching ofspecific bib· 
lical passages. 

view has had few advocates in r===============""="" 
the history of the church. How "The comfort ofevery believer...is 
ever, it has gained an increasing 

that they go to be 'with the Lord. '" number of advocates in the last 
century, primarily among two of 
the major cults, the Jehovah's Wit· 
nesses and the Seventh·Day 
Adventists, I and also among Chris
tian believers who take an exagger
ated view of the importance of the 
resurrection of the body. Advocates 
ofthis view have in common the con
viction that the biblical teaching of 
the integrity of man's constitution as 
a "living soul," (not a soul "having" 
a body) requires the conclusion that 
death means annihilation. 

The basic fonn of the argument for 
this view is, accordingly, quite simple. 
Because man was created from the 
dust of the earth and became, after 
the Creator breathed into him the 
breath of life, a "living soul" (Gen. 
2:7), there is no meaningful sense in 
which the "soul" of man could sur
vive death and the dissolution of the 
body. The unity ofsoul and body is so 
intimate and necessary to man's existence 
as a creature that they are inseparable, 
even upon death. Typically, advocates 
of this annihilationist view of the in· 
tennediate state contend that, to af· 
firm the continued existence of the 
"soul" between death and resurrec
tion, is to succumb to the influence of 
Greek thought and to teach an 
unbiblical view of man's created 
unity. Because man does not "have" 
a body, distinguishable from his soul, 
but is rather a "living soul," there can 
be no prospect of life apart from the 
body, even in the so-called intennedi

ate state. 
In our next article, we will consider 

a number of biblical passages that 
clearly teach an intennediate state, 
and that speak of man's "soul" or 
"spirit" as existing after death and 
apart from the resurrection of the 
body. These passages contradict the 
main emphasis of annihilationism. 
They also show that the major argu

ment for this position is really a bibli· 
cally unwa"anted inference from the 
teaching of the unity of man's body 
and soul, as the normal fonn of his 

SOUL-SLEEP OR 
PSYCHOPANNYCHY 

A second and, in terms of histori
cal influence and advocacy, more im
portant view ofthe intermediate state 
is what is often tenned "soul-sleep" 
or "psychopannycby." For some of 
the same reasons that lead to the ad· 
vocacy of annihilationism, advocates 
of this view reject the doctrine of an 
intermediate state or the teaching that 
believers (and unbelievers) experience 
any kind of conscious existence after 
death and before the resurrection. The 
state between death and resurrection 
is like that of sleep, an unconscious 
state in which there is no experience 
ofrelatedness to others or the passage 
of time. Just as sleep is characterized 
nonnally by the non-experience ofthe 
passage of time, so it is with the inter
mediate state. The time between fall
ing asleep and awaking is virtually 
non-existent, at least it is not experi
enced, so that, upon awakening, it is 
as though no time elapsed. 

In the history of the church, advo
cates of this view have included: an 
early, but small, sect of Christians in 
Arabia, whom Eusebius ofCaeserea, 
a church historian, refers to in his 
writings; a number of more radical 
sects among the Ana·baptist move
ment of the sixteenth·century Refor
mation;2 some of the "lrvingites" in 

19th century England; and a number 
of contemporary Christians who dis
like the doctrine of a conscious state 
of existence between death and the 
resurrection, fearing that it belittles 
the importance of the body to man's 
creature1yexistence. 

Arguments for 

The two most important arguments 
for this view of the intennediate state 
are:fiTJI, the unity ofbody and soul is 
essential to human existence; and sec
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ond,  the biblical references which de
scribe death as a "falling asleep." 

The first  of these arguments, that
the unity ofbody and soul are essen
tial to human existence, is reminis
cent of the major argument of advo
cates of annihiliationism. Because
man is a psychosomatic unity (not a
soul "having" a body, but a "living
soul" or an "ensouled body"), death
cuts man off from the possibility of
any kind ofmeaningful experience or
continued, conscious existence. It is
simply inconceivable that man, his
body having dissolved, could enjoy
an intennediate state of fellowship
with the Lord or others, apart from
his body which is the indispensable
condition for all human experience.3 

The second of these arguments, ap
pealing to biblical passages that de
scribe death as a "falling asleep," is
the more important ofthe two. There
are passages already in the Old Testa
ment that describe the death of be
lievers as a kind of sleep in which
there is presumably a loss of that con
scious experience that belongs to life
in the body (cf., e.g.: Gen. 47:30;
Deut. 31:16; 2 Sam. 7:12; Ps. 30:9;
6:5; 115:17; Eccles. 9:\0; Is. 38:18
19). However, this is even more
clearly affinned in the New Testa
ment. In 1 Corinthians 7:39, we read,
"A wife is bound as long as her hus

band lives; but ifhet husband has/allen
asleep,  she is free to be married to
whom she wishes, only in the Lord"
(emphasis mine). Similarly ... in a well
known passage regarding the future
state ofbelievers, the apostle Paul de
clares in I Thessalonians 4:13, "But
we do not want you to be uninfonned,
brethren, about those  who  are  asleep,
that you may not grieve, as do the
rest who have no hope" (emphasis
mine). Such language, describing the
death of believers as a falling asleep,

ment passages (cf., e.g.: Matt. 27:52; 
John 11:11-13; 1 Cor. 11:30; 15:20; 
15:51; Acts 7:60; Luke 8:52). Since 
sleep involves the loss of conscious
ness, advocates of the soul-sleep posi
tion argue that these texts clearly teach 
that believers are in a state of uncon
sciousness in the intennediate state. 

In addition to these two primary 
arguments, advocates ofthe soul-sleep 
position also add others. One of them 
is an argument from silence. No
where, it is noted, do we find in the 
Scriptures an account of anyone who 
had been subject to death and subse
quently brought to life, whose experi
ence in the interim is recounted in 
any way. The reason for this absence 
must be that the person who had died 
ceased to enjoy conscious experience 
in the interim period. Another of 
them is the argument that the believer 
or unbeliever's experience of a provi
sional state of bliss or woe in the in
tennediate state, would be an unwar
ranted and premature anticipation of 
the final judgment. Were believers 
and unbelievers to experience con
sciously the provisional fonn of their 
final state, the final judgment would 
be anti-climactic for them and selVe 
no essential purpose. 

Arguments against 

At first glance, these arguments for 
the soul-sleep position seem insuper
able. However, upon closer scrutiny, 
they prove to be without much punch 
or cogency. This will become evi
dent, if we consider them one at a 
time. 

The first argument, that the unity of 
body and soul is essential to human 
experience, is partially true, but over
stated. The nonnal state of man as a 
creature is certainly one of the union 
of his "inner" and "outer" self, soul 
and body. Death is an abnormal con
dition, tearing apart what God cre

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

is found in many other New Testa

ated and joined together. Death does 
bring tremendous loss and depriva
tion; it precludes the fullness  of crea
turely existence for which man was cre
ated. But this does not mean that it 
necessarily terminates any form of 
continued, conscious experience and 
existence. This is not a conclusion 
warranted by the biblical evidence. 
For in the Bible, not only do angels 
experience conscious existence with
out bodily form, but believers are said 
to experience fellowship with the 
Lord, apart from their bodies, upon 
death (see Heb. 12:23; Rev. 6:9-11). 

Though we will have to consider a 
number ofbiblical passages that speak 
of an intennediate state in our next 
article, suffice it to say now that the 
biblical teaching about the unity of 
soul and body, the importance of the 
future resurrection, and the depriva
tion that death brings, does not present 
an insuperable obstacle to the teach
ing ofa conscious, intermediate state. 

Furthermore, the second and more 
directly biblical argument which ap
peals to the biblical descriptions of 
death as a falling asleep, is not as 
formidable as it might first appear. 
Several obsetvations about these pas
sages are in order. First, in none of 
the biblical passages describing death 
as a falling asleep, is the "soul" the 
subject that sleeps; the person, body 
and soul, sleeps. You might even 
argue that, because death results from 
the dissolution of the body, it is par
ticularly the body which sleeps. Sec
ond, the imagery of sleeping means to 
describe death euphemistically, that is, 
in a way which demonstrates that its 
sting and terror have been removed 
for the believer. This is the reason 
that those passages which use this lan
guage only speak ofthe death ofbelievers, 
never ofunbelievers! Death is a "falling 
asleep" only for those who are "in 
Christ" (1 Cor. 15:18) or "in Jesus" 
(I Thess. 4:14), not for those who are 
outside of Christ. And third, the two 
ideas that predominate in this euphe
mism for the death of believers are 
restingjrom one's labors and involvement 
in the struggles/trials ofthis life and an 
entering into a state ofpeace andjoy(cf. 
Ps. 37:37-39; Is. 57:1-2; Phil. 1:23; 

1 Thess. 5: 10; 2 Cor. 5:8). The idea 

ofa loss ofconsciousness or felt expe
rience of being in the presence of the 
Lord or fellow believers does not be
long to it. It is a biblically unjustified 
pressing of the metaphor of sleep to 



insist that it means to deny conscious-
ness to the believer upon death.  This 

would in fact contradict the teaching 
of other biblical  passages  which  do 

ascribe such conscious experience to 
believers in the intermediate state. 

The other two  arguments  referred 
to are equally weak and invalid.  The 
argument from silence, for  example, 
has  little  to commend  it.  There  are 

only  a  few  instances  mentioned  in 

Scripture  in  which  the  dead  are 
brought back to life.  From these few 
instances, we are not permitted to es-
tablish the universal rule that all per-

sons  experience  no  conscious  exist-
ence after death and before the resur-
rection of the body.  It may well be 

that there are good reasons why such 
persons  do  not  report  their 
experience(s)  in  their  disembodied 

state.  Perhaps what the apostle Paul 
declares in 2 Cor.  12:4 holds also for 
them, when he speaks of having been 
"caught up into Paradise,  and  [hav-
ing] heard inexpressible things, things 
that  man  is not  pennitted  to  tell." 
Moreover.  the  other  argument  coo-

cerning  the  judgment  day  supposes 
that it serves the purpose of revealing 
for the first  ti~ the eternal destiny of 
believers  and  unbelievers.  But  this 
denies  the  Scripture's  teaching  that 
believers  have  already  the  foretaste 
of "eternal life" (cf. 1 John 5: 13; John 

5:24;  Phil.  1:28;  Rom.  5:1;  8:1).  It 
also confuses what is constiIutive with 
what is declarative:  the final judgment 

does not constitute or determine the 
destiny of believers and unbelievers, 
but only declares  publicly,  vindicat-
ing God's grace and justice, what that 
destiny is. 

CONCLUSION 

In the final analysis, the only anti-
dote for these unbiblical views of the 

intennediate state is the positive teach-

ing of Scripture itself about this state 
and  its  features.  Neither  annihila-
tionism nor soulsleep begin to do jus-
tice to the biblical teaching about this 
intermediate  state.  Both  of them 
wrongly  conclude  from  the  Bible's 
emphasis upon the unity ofbody and 
soul, and the future reality of the res-
urrection of the body,  that there can 
be no conscious  experience  of com-
munion with or separation from God 
in the intermediate state. 

The comfort of every believer who 
"falls  asleep"  in Jesus,  according  to 
the  Scriptures,  is  that  they  go  to be 
"with  the  Lord."  They enter upon 

death  into a new phase of unbroken 
and conscious fellowship with Christ 
and His people.  Thisnot annihila-
tion or soulsleepis the future pros-

pect of believers  in  the  intermediate 
state.  To this positive biblical teach-
ing  and  solid  comfort  we  turn  next 

month. 

FOOTNOTES 
I.   lomweloworeofthedebotewhether 

the Seventh-Day Adventists ore a cull. 

In my judgment, they are probably 
best described as a seriously (doctri

nolly)  deformed expression of evon
gelical Ctvistionity. bearing several 
"cull-like" 'eottKes. Cf. Anthony A. 

Hoekema, "Appendix E: The Teach
ings of Seventh-Day Adventists and 
Jehovah's Witnesses on the Ute After 

Death: in his The Four Major Cults 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmons, 1963), pp. 
345-371, for a discussion of the teach· 
ings of these groups on the intermedi

ate stote. 
2.   II is interesting to note thol John Calvin, 

early in his  refOfrTling work.  wrote a 

treatise against certain Ana-baptist 
defenders of the  doctrine of  "soul
sleep,"entitled,Psychoponnychio. An 
English translation of this troct, still a 
worthwhile treatment of the orgu
ments for and the biblical reasons 

against soul-sleep, can be found in: 
Selected Works of John Colvin: Tracts 

and LeIters, ed. by Henry Beveridge 
and Jules Bonnet. Vo l. 3 (Edinburgh: 
Colvin Translation Society. 1851; Boker 
Book House reprint) , pp. 414490.  The 
40th Article of King Edward VI's 42 
Articles (a preclKSOf of the loter 39 
Articles of the Anglican Church) also 
addressed these Ana-baptist teoch
ers of the doctrine of soul-sleep: "They 
which say that the souls of those who 
depart hence do sleep being without 
011  sense, feeling or perceiving fill the 
Doy of judgment. do  utterty dissent 
from the right belief disclosed to us in 
Holy SCripture." 

3.   This raises one of  the peculiar prob
tems of the ~ soul-sleep' · position: if 
human experience requires the body, 
thendoesn'ldealh bring the endof 011 
experience and existence, including 
the human experienc e known as 
Msleeping'"? Another way of putting 
the question would be this: if human 
existence is always bodily existence, 
doesn't death mork the terminotion of 
humon existence. including that of 
the "sru'? It seems odd to offrm the 
existence, inctuding the "sleeping" of 
something, namely, the human "soul," 
when death is regarded as the end of 
any meaningful form of human exist
ence. 
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Top Christian Reformed   

Board Writes Entire   

CRC Membership   

in Response to   

"Negative Networking"   

Grand Rapids, MI (January 26, 1994) 
RBPS  In a letter sent to each family 
in  the  311,OOOmember  Christian  Re-
fonned  denomination,  the  eRC's  top 
denominational  board  reported  that  it 
has  "observed  with  increasing  disap-
pointment  and  concern  the  various 
negative statements and charges which 
are being leveled," and "concluded that 
a response is necessary lest anyone con-
clude that the charges are true." 

A  letter  to  the  entire  Christian  Re
fanned  membership  from  the  CRC 
board  of trustees,  formerly  known  as 
the synodical interim committee, is ex-
tremely  unusual  and  may  be  unprec-
edented.  According to the letter signed 
by board oftrustees president Rev. Allan 
Jongsma,  General  Secretary  Rev. 
Leonard Hofman, and executive Direc-
tor of Ministries Rev.  Peter Borgdorff, 
"during  the  past  years  the  various  of-
fices  and boards of the CRCNA have, 
in most instances,  chosen  not to  reply 
to such negative networking simply be-
cause  it  seemed  prudent,  trusting  that 
people ofgoodwill would recognize the 
distinction between truth and distortions 
of truth or blatant untruths." The  de-
parture from this policy of silence was 
occasioned, according to the letter, "be-
cause of the  pain that many members 
experience  when the  church they  love 
is attacked." 

The letter did not specify any of the 
persons  or  organizations  doing  the 
"negative  networking"  and  identified 
only one of the  charges  leveled.  "We 
are especially eager to address the sug-
gestion made,  either directly or by  in-
nuendo, that the CRCNA has departed 
from  its  confessional position  that the 
Holy  Scriptures  are  our  only  rule  for 
faith and practice," said the letter. 

The  "negative  networking"  has  ap-
parently hit a  raw nerve  in the top de-
nominationalleadership.  General Sec-
retary  Rev.  Leonard  Hofman  refused 
to corrunent on the  letter,  specify who 
was  being  criticized,  or  indicate  who 
else  might be  authorized  to speak  for 
the  board  of trustees.  "I  don't  think 
Rev.  Jongsma or Peter Borgdorff or I 
would really like to corrunent on that," 
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said Hofman. "We sent it to the fami
lies of the Christian Refonned Church, 
we said what we said, and we really 
want to leave it at that." 

Attacks on the denominational agen
cies are unwarranted, according to the 
letter. "Through the years synods of 
the CRCNA have affinned the faith of 
the church in the infallibility of Scrip
ture, and urged upon the church the 
approach of humble faith in the Word 
of God," said the board of trustees. 

Recognizing that there are serious dif
ferences within the membership of the 
divided denomination, the letter said 
that "differences of interpretation sur
face among those who are equally de
voted to the Scriptures and are within 
the fellowship of the same denomina
tion. To suggest that this automatically 
means that some uphold the Bible while 
others do not, is unfair to those who 
prayerfully struggle to understand the 
teachings of the Word and is harmful 
to the fellowship of the body of Jesus 
Christ we call the church." 

The letter continued with some 
strongly worded language directed 
against those doing the negative net
working: "Therefore, in the name of 
the Lord, we plead with all who de
voutly call on the name of our Savior 
Jesus Christ to form their judgment 
about the faith of the CRCNA, not on 
the basis of false accusations gathered 
from here or there - statements which 
are also often either quoted out of con
text or misquoted and twisted to con
vey a different meaning - but on the 
basis of the church's own official con
fessions and official statements, deci
sions, and actions." 

A concluding paragraph noted that 
the denomination "is being blessed by 
the Lord with the Spirit's presence in so 
much of its ministry around the world" 
and said the denominational leadership 
is "committed to being faithful to him, 
to his Word, and to the calling that is 
ours to proclaim and to teach all that 
he has commanded us as together we 
engage in evangelism, education, and 
benevolence. " 

"AIe we hitting target?" asked Laurie 
Vanden Heuvel, co-editor of the con

servative Outlook magazine. "You'll no
tice they don't specify what charges or 
who is bringing them, apparently people 
who have not yet left, neither do they 
answer the charges. They just dismiss 
them as false, lull the people to sleep 
with their assured belief in infallibil
ity." 

"They need to produce the evidence 
that we have made false accusations or 
taken things out ofcontext. They spread 
that over the whole denomination with
out producing the evidence for what 
they say,"saidVandenHeuvel. "When 
we speak we produce the evidence but 
they won't answer our evidence. We've 
produced pages and pages of evidence 
and no answers have been forthcom
ing." 

Vanden Heuvel noted that the letter 
avoided declaring that the CRC believed 
in the inerrancy of Scripture - a posi
tion afflCTJled by synod as recently as 
1979 and never officially repudiated. 
"People are not aware that many lead
ers in strategic positions deny inerrancy 
while affirming infallibility," said 
Vanden Heuvel. 

"When they say the Bible is infallible 
but not inerrant, they mean that the 
main truths, the central message of 
Scripture, is true, but the details are not 
necessarily accurate. For us as conser
vatives, the bottom line is who wrote tht 

Biblt,"  said Vanden Heuvel. "If it is 
God, then to suggest that He breathed 
error is blasphemy. If mere men wrote 
it, who can know if even its central 
message is true? But the people in the 
pew still perceive inerrancy and infalli
bility as the same thing - and denomi
national leaders are capitalizing on that 
ignorance." 

"It's the conservatives who have been 
constantly reminding the church and 
its leadership that in the issues ofScrip
tural interpretation, creation, women in 
office, and the feminization orGod, we 
are violating the confessions," warned 
Vanden Heuvel. "We'll join them in 
saying 'back to the confessions.'" 

"They just ask the constituency not 
to ask questions, trust them, and re
joice in all the good things that are hap
pening in missions, and we do rejoice 

with all those who proclaim the pre
cious, inerrant Word of God," said 

Vanden Heuvel. 
The president of the conservative or

ganization which initiated much of the 
"negative networking" also criticized 
the letter's statement on Scriptural au
thority. "The sentence that really is the 
downfall, it would seem to me, of the 
whole CRC is the sentence that has to 
do with the interpretation ofScripture, ., 
said Heruy Van Till, president of the 
Committee of Concerned Members. 
"To put it very simply, the old 
henneneutics goes to the text and says 
what is the truth, the new hermeneutics 
goes to the text and says what is your 
opinion." 

Rev. Wybren Oord of South Olive 
(MI) CRC was also offended by the 
letter. The South Olive consistory has 
had extensive correspondence and per
sonal meetings with the Calvin College 
Board ofTrustees, Calvin College presi
dent Dr. Anthony Diekema, and re
gional board representatives regarding 
the views of certain Calvin professors 
on theistic evolution and abortion. The 
South Olive consistory also brought Dr. 
Hessel Bouma III in to speak to the 
congregation and answer questions on 
whether he believed abortion was per
mitted by Scripture. 

"I spoke with the president of the 
board, I had the board representative 
come, we've had a pile of correspon
dence, we've done our homework and 
that's what makes it so irritating," said 
Oord. 

"I think it's unfortunate that mem· 
bers who have a deep love for the 
CRCNA and who question the direc
tion the denomination is going are be
ing called to task by the Board ofTrust
ees," said Oord. "The accusation that 
judgments are made by people taking 
things out ofcontext is unfounded; too 
many people have worked too hard to 
discern truth from error and are not 
pleased with the results they found." 

Darrell Todd Maurina, Press Ojficer 
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