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Westminster Assembly of
Divines was convened in 1643 after
years of tension between Charles I
and his increasingly Puritan
Parliament. Meeting under the
chairmanship of the learned
William Twisse against the king's
express wishes, the original vision of
the assembly was to effect closer
uniformity of faith and practice
throughout Charles' realm. The
original task of the delegates was to
revise the Thirty-Nine Articles of the
Church of England, but following
!I:,il~<:'<' the signing of the Solemn League
and Covenant, this assembly moved
toward a more specific and exacting
task of framing theological and
ecclesiastical formulae which would
bring the Church of England into
conformity with the doctrine and
practice of the presbyterian Church
of Scotland.
The various documents composed
by the assembly proceeded through
a process of committee work in the
afternoons, followed by plenary
discussion on the floor of the
Assembly in the mornings, with
regular additional gatherings for
worship, fast days, and the like.
Despite disagreements, the divines
produced one of the truly monu
mental documents of church history
that has instructed, directed, and
profoundly influenced Presbyterian
churches worldwide ever since. The
Confession of Faith, along with the
Shorter Catechism, has influenced
Presbyterianism even more profoundly
than has Calvin's Institutes.

The Westminster Confession of Faith
represents a high point in the devel
opment of federal theology, and its
inner dynamic is powerfully
covenantal. Divided into thirty
three chapters, it carefully covers the
whole range of Christian doctrine,
beginning with Scripture as the
source of knowledge of divine things

(in the same manner as the First
and Second Helvetic Confession, the
Formula of Concord, and the Irish
Articles). It continues with an expoSition
of God and His decrees, creation,
providence, and the fall (II-VI)
before turning to expound the
covenant of grace, the work of
Christ, and, at length, the application
of redemption (VII-XVIII). Careful
attention is given under various
chapter headings to questions of law
and liberty, to the doctrine of the
church and sacraments (XXV-XXIX),
and to the last things (XXXII-XXXIII).

It would be no surprise
to the divines that
the past )50 'years
have not removed these

Standards from their
place in the life
and work of toda'y's
churches.
While the Confession was composed
by disciplined theological minds, it
also displays the influence of men
with deep pastoral and preaching
experience. It is an outstanding
expression of classical Reformed
theology framed for the needs of the
people of God.

Historical Place
What is the place of The Westminster
Confession of Faith in history? On
one level, it must be regarded as a
failed experiment. The uniformity of
doctrine, worship, and polity desired
in the Solemn League and Covenant
for the churches of England,
Scotland, and Ireland proved to be

unattainable. The restoration of the
monarchy under King Charles II in
fact set the tide running in the
opposite direction. The Thirty-Nine
Articles were left untouched to stand
as the confessional statement of the
Church of England. The Book of
Common Prayer was republished and
its use in public worship was made
compulsory. The diocesan episco
pate, in its fully-elaborated medieval
form, was reinstituted. The work of
the Westminster divines was simply
cast aside .
The result was very different in
Scotland. The Church of Scotland
warmly embraced the Westminster
Standards, major and minor. Only
one exception was registered, in
regard to the provision of the
Confession (Ch. XXXI, Sec. II) giving
the civil magistrate power to call
synods. Otherwise it was the judg
ment of the General Assembly that
the Westminster Standards well and
truly represented the faith, worship,
and government of the Scottish
national church.
Charles' success in restoring the
status quo ante bellum in the
Church of England encouraged him
to launch a similar effort in
Scotland. The nation rose up in
defense of the "covenanted attain
ments" of the Scottish Reformation.
For more than twenty years, agents of
the king roamed the land persecuting
and killing the Covenanters. As
many as 18,000 Scots died for their
faith. At times armies clashed on the
field of battle, but at no time did
Charles gain any ground in his quest
to Anglicanize the Scottish church.
The Glorious Revolution of 1688
marked the end of all such efforts.
Under a new king, William of
Orange, the Scots secured forever the
right to maintain the doctrine,
worship, and polity of the
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Westminster Standards in their
national church. Scottish emigration
and missionary work carried those
Standards to every part of the world.
Great national bodies grew from
small beginnings in North America,
India, Australia, and elsewhere. In
every case, these "daughter churches"
received and adopted the doctrinal
standards of the "mother church,"
thus making the Westminster
Standards one of the most important
spiritual and cultural products given
by Scotland to the world.
Down to the last decades of the
nineteenth century, there was no
serious challenge to the supremacy
of the Westminster Standards in the
Church of Scotland or in any of her
daughters overseas. Even the
Secession of 1733 only served to
intensify devotion to these Standards,
both in the continuing Church of
Scotland and among the Seceders of
the Associate Synod.
Crosscurrents began to move in
these waters at that time however,
and soon efforts were made to
modify or even supplant The

Westminster Confession of Faith.
Objections were now heard against
what was perceived as a too-stringent
determinism, or a "persecuting
principle" vesting the civil power
with the duty to suppress heresy and
punish heretics.
In Scotland, various bodies took in
hand "Declaratory Acts" imposing a
particular meaning on the words of
the Confession of Faith at various
pOints to the exclusion of what were
held to be erroneous interpretations.
The Presbyterian Church in the
U.S.A. adopted a similar Declaratory
Act and added new chapters to the
Confession of Faith in an effort to
woo anti-Calvinist dissenters back
into her fold.
Staunch Calvinists such as Benjamin
B. Warfield of Princeton harshly
critiqued such efforts, and labored to
show that such modifications were
ill-considered, unnecessary, and
even deceptive. Nonetheless, the
efforts to modify the Calvinism of
the Westminster Confession found
favor with many Presbyterians.
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Their thinking was influenced by
popular Arminian revivalists such as
Dwight Moody and Billy Sunday, or
by scholars and churchmen caught
in the powerful grip of the Modernism
of the times.
Smaller bodies with a reputation for
orthodoxy and attachment to their
Scottish heritage also grew restive
under the burden of Westminster.
Reformed Presbyterians evolved a
"Testimony" fully as long as the
Confession ofFaith, to supplement it
as a statement of their distinctive
beliefs. In 1925, the United Presbyterian
Church of North America adopted a
new "Confessional Statement"
offered as a substitute for her historic
18-point "Testimony" of 1858, but in
reality, it was a theologically stream
lined and devalued replacement for

The Westminster Confession of Faith.
Union discussions among various
Presbyterian bodies in the United
States induced Southern bodies such
as the Presbyterian Church in the
U.S. and the Associate Reformed
Presbyterian Church to adopt revisions
of the Standards identical to or similar
to those adopted in the PCUSA. The
goal was to remove any confessional
obstacle to the merger of these various
groups into one denomination.
In the latter half of the twentieth
century, a new way was found to
solve any perceived problems with
the Westminster Standards for
contemporary Presbyterians. The
United Presbyterian Church in the
U.S.A. produced a new Book of
Confessions. The Westminster Confession
of Faith and the Shorter Catechism
were two of a number of such
documents culled from church
history and arranged in album format
as a kind of museum of the history
of doctrine. The collection was crowned
with a new item known as the
"Confession of 1967."
This new device enabled the
UPCUSA to affirm the Westminster
Standards as part of her history
without binding her ministers and
elders to anything taught or
commanded in them. This marked
the end of the influence of The
Westminster Confession as a living
The Outlook

force in America's largest body of
Presbyterians.
Other groups were emerging from
the wreckage of the older
Presbyterian bodies in America during
this period. All tended toward
conservatism, and all declared their
adherence to the Westminster Standards:
the Orthodox Presbyterian Church
(1936), the Bible Presbyterian
Church (1937), the Presbyterian
Church in America (1973), and the
Evangelical Presbyterian Church
(1981).
It is open to question whether these
newer denominations adhere to the
Westminster Standards without reser
vation, exception, or modification.
Certainly many members of these
churches are ignorant of or antago
nistic toward the doctrine and
worship set forth in these Standards.
It is remarkable, nonetheless, that as
a new century begins, these
Standards retain their pride of place
as doctrinal standards and bench
marks for America's Presbyterians.
The growth and vitality of these
newer denominations suggest that
the Westminster Standards will be
with us for many more years. There
are also encouraging signs that the
younger students and ministers of
these denominations have a growing
attachment to these Standards.
The Westminster Standards still shine
as a beacon of faith for many in
Scotland and Northern Ireland.
There are several small bodies of
Presbyterians, and a significant wing
of conservative evangelicals in the
Church of Scotland, who adhere
firmly to the Westminster Standards.
New groups of Presbyterians have
emerged in Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand to keep alive the faith
and testimony of Westminster in
those lands. Mission work has planted
this same testimony in Asia, most
notably in South Korea, but also in
Japan, China, India, Singapore, and
elsewhere. Nor is Africa without a
growing number of Presbyterian
churches zealous for Westminster.
Many of the Westminster divines
suffered greatly for their faith. Cast
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out of their churches and officially
silenced by King Charles in 1662,
they labored as best they could in
England, despised as Non-Conformists.
They accepted their lot because they
believed deeply in the Biblical truths
summarized and set forth in the
Westminster Standards. It would be
no surprise to the divines that the
past 350 years have not removed
these Standards from their place in
the life and work of today's churches.
They would see this only as confir
mation of the truth of God's Word
"which liveth and abideth forever"
(1 Peter 1:23).

Evaluation
The Westminster Confession of Faith
excels in numerous areas. Notable
elements are these:
1) Its bearing a systematic design
built upon the two "principia" of
Scripture and the triune God. I
believe that The Westminster
Confession of Faith itself, though
not a scholastic system, could not
have been written apart from the
intellectual background of
Protestant Scholasticism, which
contributes significantly to the
Confession's well-known thor
oughness, precision, and balance;
2) Its opening chapter on
Scripture, which B.B. Warfield
said was the best single chapter in
any Protestant confession;
3) Its mature formulation of the

Reformed doctrine of predestina
tion (III, V, IX, XVII). The
Confession
contains
more
supralapsarian accents than
previous Reformed confessions,
but continues the basic infralap
sarian approach of the confessional
Reformed tradition. Thus, though
remaining wisely noncommittal
on the debate between supra- and
infralapsarianism, it teaches clearly
that God's will is the ultimate
cause of all things, including
human salvation. It teaches the
doctrine of reprobation unequiv
ocally, but in guarded terms (III, 7-8),
being careful to balance this
teaching with a chapter on
human freedom (IX);

4) Its emphasis on covenants as
the way in which God relates to
His people through history is
particularly noteworthy (especially
VII). The Confession offers the first
major Reformed confessional
exposition of the two covenant
schema - the covenant of works
and the covenant of grace.
Westminster's covenant theology
is a development within consis
tent Reformed theology - not a
modification or distortion of
Calvinism as some scholars have
recently argued;
5) Its doctrine of redemption
structured according to God's acts
(X-XIII) and human response
(XIV-XVII), thus underscoring its
"covenantal" balance between
divine sovereignty and human
responsibili ty;
6) Its Puritan chapters on the
doctrines of adoption (XII) and
assurance (XVIII) were unique
among Reformed confessions.
While criticism is sometimes
voiced that the Confession is a
deeply scholastic document (e.g.,
it has no separate chapter on the
Holy Spirit), it is interesting to
note that it is the first Reformed
confession to have a separate
chapter on adoption - perhaps
the least scholastic of all doctrines.
Moreover, no Reformed confes
sion had shown such sensitivity
to the subjective difficulties believers
have in maintaining a conscious,
healthy degree of assurance;

7) Its strong affirmation of the law
of God as perpetually binding the
conscience of the believer, even
though certain ceremonial and
civil statutes are no longer in
effect (XIX), balanced by a careful
formulation of the nature of
Christian liberty of conscience
(XX);

8) Its Puritan view of the Sabbath
(XXI), affirming the day as a
perpetual obligation more strongly
than some continental Reformed
writings;
9) Its confessional inclusion of
the standard Reformed position

of allowing divorce and remar
riage only on the biblical grounds
of adultery (XXI, 5);
10) Its confessional distinction
between the visible and invisible
church (XXV) is more clearly
developed than in any prior
Reformed confession.

Conclusion
The Westminster Confession of Faith
stands at the peak of a great devel
opment of English Reformed theology
and represents a developed covenant
theology that is true to Scripture and
flows inherently out of the Reformed
system of doctrine. It represents the
best of Puritan scholarship, blended
with Scottish theological sagacity.
Its greatest drawback is its lack of
the Heidelberg Catechism's devotional
warmth and "personalness" which,
in our continental Reformed tradition,
we have come to deeply treasure.
Ultimately, both the precise
Reformed declarations of the
Westminster Confession and the
devotional Reformed statements of
the Heidelberg Catechism are needed,
for they mutually enrich our biblical,
Reformed heritage.
Dr. Beeke is the pastor of the
Heritage Netherlands Reformed
Congregation in Grand Rapids,
MI. He is professor of systematic
theology and homiletics at the
Puritan Refonned Seminary, editor
of Banner of Sovereign Grace
Truth, and president of Refonnation
Heritage Books and Inheritance
Publishers. He is also the author of
several books and coeditor of the
recently published Reformed
Confessions Harmonized.

Music:

the Problem of Form and Content
Henry Bruinsma

Dr. Henry Bruinsma was professor of
music at Calvin College, Grand Rapids,
Michigan. Many of his harmonizations
of psalm tunes can be found in the
Psalter Hymnal of the Christian
Reformed Church. His wife, Grace
'""",,,"',,,,,,,,, Hekman Bruinsma, was Dean of
Women at CaMn College. Both were early
contributors to the Torch and Trumpet.
These articles were published in the
Torch and Trumpet, December of 1952
- March of 1953.

In our last article we discussed in a
general way some of the problems
which have arisen in the field of
church music with the transplanting
of the Reformed Church from
Europe to America. We mentioned
something of the strength of the
music which the Dutch churches
have incorporated into their worship
services, carrying on the great
psalm-singing tradition established
by John Calvin himself. The
strength, virility, directness, and
sincerity found in the Dutch congre
gational worship through song can
match anything to be found in the
American Protestant church world.

The Dutch Tradition
and Ours
The Dutch service, however, is based
upon a tradition established by a
homogeneous group of people. It is a
tradition which has behind it four
hundred years of practice, one
which is steeped in the blood of
martyrs and the pain of persecution.
We agree with our Dutch brethren
concerning the principles of worship
and the ingredients entering into the
composition of the worship service.
However, we are in a land where we
form a very small minority group, a
situation quite different from the
Dutch. On all sides of us we have
churches with other religious and
national backgrounds, each of them
trying to worship God in their own

way. Each is follOwing through on
its own traditions or creating new
ones. Many of these religiOUS groups
differ with us on doctrinal grounds,
some of them even having radically
different concepts of God Himself. It
is thus inevitable that their manner
of worship will be different from
ours. It is likewise probable that the
music they play and sing and the
words which they use will be qUite
different from ours.
We may not keep our minds closed
to whatever is good and true and
beautiful in other church liturgies.
But we must, as Reformed Christians,
always insist upon a proper
evaluation of these things. Unless
we as a people of God keep in mind

Too otten both
individuals (theologians
and musicians) forget
that music in God's
service is adeCJuate
for the occasion onl'y
if both elements
(words and music) are
considered seriousl'y.

of worship, and because we are a
minority group which more or less
has lost the liturgical and musical
tradition established by our ances
tors, it is increasingly important that
we pause and take stock. We must
evaluate ourselves and particularly
the music which we use for worship.
It is inconceivable that we should try
to return overnight to the musical
practice of the Reformed churches in
the Netherlands, Belgium or France.
The use of the organ, the choir, and
even the method of congregational
singing has changed so much in our
American churches that such a
return would seem intolerably foreign
to us. Were we to do so, much of the
great music which has been assimi
lated into our congregational
repertoire and the libraries of our
organists and choirs would be of little
value. We have already built up a
sort of musical tradition, for better or
for worse. For some of our churches
the tradition is an honorable one,
based upon principles which apply
to the congregation, the choir, and
the organist. For others it is one of
which few can be proud, since it is
based upon a kind of laissez-faire for
the organist, choir, and societies.
Often the only measure of control we
can find is in the use of the congrega
tional Psalter Hymnal prescribed for
use in the worship services.

A Key Principle
our principles for worship and
particularly bear in mind our belief
in the supremacy of the Word itself, we
shall be easily swayed by the beautiful
sounds and sights which emanate
from some of our neighboring
churches. Even in the more abstract
realm of music we may not trust our
senses alone. Too often that which is
ticklish to our rhythmic sense or
heart-touchingly romantic to our
harmonic sense may be the vehicle
for something entirely foreign to our
faith. Because we are in a position to
be exposed to many different concepts

Let us briefly discuss one of the prin
ciples which should guide us in the
selection of music for use in the
church. We mean by "the church"
more than just the Sunday worship
service. We mean also those meetings
held under the auspices of the
church which are variously designated
as catechism classes, Sunday School,
Ladies Aid, youth groups, and the
like. A prinCiple, to be worthy of
application for a worship service per
se should also be applicable to the
other phases of church life.

have already stated that the
source of our preaching and singing
is the Word of God. The editors of
our praise book have exercised great
care in choosing psalm and hymn
texts which adhere closely to the
words of Scripture. In most cases
where there are choirs in the church,
consistories have set forth certain
rules governing the choice of
anthem texts for use in the service.
We know of very few instances,
however, where there has been any
great guidance in the choice of the
music which clothes the text, the
vehicle of musical expression which
sets forth the thought. Whether the
music is a setting of a specific Bible
text or passage, as in a choir anthem
or a vocal solo, or the more abstract
organ voluntary where the religious
thought may be more difficult to
comprehend, the proper musical
clothing for the scriptural expression
ought still to be there. It is precisely
in this area that our church musi
cians and theologians must reach a
meeting of minds. It is here that we
must do our thinking and establish a
norm if we are to achieve a standard
of usage for music which will match
its high purpose in the church.

Both Harp and Psalm!
At this point we cannot presume to
set forth an authoritative statement
on the problem of form and content
in church music. Only after many
minds have done much thinking on
the subject can we hope to arrive at
some conclusion. In guiding our
thoughts, however, we would like to
quote a short article on the subject
of musical taste by the learned
theologian, the late Dr. K. Schilder of
the Netherlands, as it was reprinted
by Mr. Geerink Bakker in a recent
issue of Polemios. It presents in a
forceful, precise manner the ques
tion facing us today - the question
of beautiful form and beautiful
content in church music.
A people which only has the song
but not the lute, the psalm but not
the harp, the content but not the
form, the beautiful thought but not
the beautiful sound, is poor. And its
poverty is to its own discredit for

God's people can never be poor
unless they have allowed the
Kingdom to lie untouched which
God has given them.
But there is still one thing which is
poorer than poverty. That is death.
Not only is a people poor, but dead,
which has the lute but not the song,
the harp but not the psalm, the form
but not the content, the beautiful
sound but not the beautiful thought.
That people is dead.
Dead were those peaceful ones in
Zion against whom Amos spoke
(Amos 6:5,6). They had not taken
over the whole heritage from
David. It is true they had taken
from David's legacy the lute, the
harp, the beautiful sound of the
music, and the art. But they
missed his song, his psalm, his
holy thoughts, his piety... The
harp, the lyre, the music is never
without content. They are always
imbued with some thought. And
David's thought was dim in
Israel's children, for they could no
longer pray as David, no more
confess as David, no more plead
for mercy as David, no more
honor God through song as did
David. Then, with David's harp
preserved, the art remained; but
David's Psalms were only warbling
to this generation; the holy music
became dance music. The instru
ment of David went into the
hands of strange, profane souls,
and the worldly song superseded
the holy art of David (translation
mine, H.A.B.).
We are happy that such a situation
does not yet exist in our church. It
does, however, exist all about us in
many other churches where the
abstract beauty of the music is often
considered to be of greater impor
tance than the religious truth which
it is to convey.

Calvin Restores
Church Music
In order to combat this evil there
have been some who wished to
remove all music from the worship
service. This was true in the Refor

mation when for a time there was no
music whatsoever in the church at
Geneva. There were even some
devout Catholics in the Council of
Trent who felt that the interest of
the Catholic Counter-Reformation
would best be served by the aboli
tion of all music from the Mass.
When Calvin returned to Geneva he
spent much thought and energy in
returning music to the worship
service. He established certain prin
ciples for worship which we must
bear in mind as we study our twentieth
century problems of church music.
He undoubtedly would have
encouraged the production of a
great deal more music for his church
if he had had the time, the talent, and
the cooperation from his coworkers.
In carrying on with our great tradi
tions we too must have the time, the
talent, and the cooperation in
meeting the musical needs of the
twentieth century Reformed church.

The Need for
Constant
Improvement
When faced with making decisions
on church music, a non-musical
theologian will undoubtedly concern
himself primarily with the content
of the music, Le., the words actually
used by the congregation or the
choir in the songs which they sing.
A non-theological musician will, on
the other hand, be more concerned
with the beauty of musical expres
sion as the first requisite. The one
finds himself concerned with content;
the other may find himself concerned
with form. Too often both individuals
(theologians and musicians) forget
that music in God's service is
adequate for the occasion only if
both elements (words and music) are
considered seriously.
This study of the relationship of
words and music can best be served
if we first return to the concept of
church music as it was generated by
the great reformers of the sixteenth
century. As we strive to develop our
own particular aesthetic of worship
music we should keep in mind our

point of departure. Just as the
doctrines and liturgies of the
Reformation churches were different
from those of Rome, the music, too,
followed a different course to meet
the needs of a changed situation.
There were several elements in the
music of the Catholic Church which
Protestants generally disapproved of.
What were these important points
of departure from the traditional
church music? In what way did the
music of the Reformed churches,
particularly, differ from that of the
Roman Church? How does this
difference affect us today?

Use Of the Vernacular
One of the cardinal achievements of
the Reformation was the transforma
tion of the worship service from the
Latin tongue to the vernacular, the
language of the people in their own
locality. The common man no
longer needed to understand any
language other than his native
tongue to worship God. This was
important not only for the sermo
nizing, catechizing, and praying. It
was also important for the musical
life of the Church. It meant that an
entire congregation, without special
training, could participate in praise.
This, however, had deep implica
tions. It forced the church to develop
a whole new body of poetry and
music for the use of the church in
worship. The church as an organiza
tion had to encourage and promote
the writing of new hymns and
psalm texts and the composing of
new music to accompany these. The
whole existing body of song in the
Latin tongue had to be eliminated.
The consequent vacuum was partic
ularly evident in Geneva where for
some years there was no music
whatsoever in the church service.
With the arrival of Calvin, however,
the work of writing the texts and the
music of the new church song was
assigned to the most talented men
available. Over a period of about
twenty years the Genevan Psalter
finally took shape.

No Foreign Music in
Our Worship Services!
As Reformed Protestants, what does
this particular facet of the develop
ment of church music mean to us?
In the first place, it means that the
music sung in the church must be in
the vernacular. Although this may
seem an unnecessary point, it is one
which should be kept in mind.
While the development of choirs in
our churches has been, on the
whole, a healthy one, there are
occasions when our leaders may be
tempted to make use of some partic
ularly beautiful Latin anthems or
motets by Renaissance composers.
Such music may be great music,
perfectly fitted as a vehicle for the
Latin scriptural text. However, as
Protestants following the principle
that our church song must be intel
ligible to the hearer as well as the
performer, we are forced to relegate
that music either to the service of
the Roman Church, or to limit its
performance to concerts and recitals.
Music sung in a foreign tongue can
have no place in the Protestant
worship service.

Keep On Revising
and Improving!
Secondly, this early Reformation
stand on church music means that
the modern Reformed church has
sufficient precedent to induce it to
appoint the finest musicians and
poets available to keep its liturgical
music alive and meaningful. The
mere writing of a psalter does not
finish the task. No praise book is
ever complete. Calvin's Genevan
Psalter went through at least nine
revisions and additions between
1539 and 1562. Not only was each
succeeding edition larger than the
previous one, but the existing tunes
and texts were being continually
revised and improved. Upon the
death of a poet or musician, another
competent man was appointed to
continue the work. Even the death of
Calvin himself did not stop the work.
Over the centuries a tremendous
body of Calvinistic church music

has been developed along the lines
first established at Geneva. England,
Scotland, France, Belgium, the
Netherlands, Germany, Poland,
Hungary, and America have all
contributed to the development of a
body of Reformed church music.
We, too, must continue in this tradi
tion, making use of what we have in
this heritage and building upon it.

A Suggested Program
A program for making such a heritage
come to life for us today should be a
many-sided one. Among other
things we should consider the
following:
1) The creation of a historical
commission to recover and make
available to our leaders the great
music of our past. The impressive
chansons, motets, and anthems
from the French, Dutch, and
English Calvinistic choral tradi
tion would fill a great need which
our church choirs have today. The
preservation and distribution of
these and of the great organ and
other instrumental works by such
Calvinistic masters as Sweelinck
and his followers would raise our
musical standards immeasurably.
Their availability and use would
create a musical stability and
unity which we sadly lack today.
2) The establishment of a committee
for the revision of our existing
praise book (now in progress),
while a step in the right direction,
is hampered by its lack of historical
continuity. Such a committee
should be a continuing one, ever
concerned with revision and
improvement of not only the
congregational song but also the
literature and performance of
organist and choir.
3) The promulgation of principles
of good church music must be
accompanied by an intensive
program of education. The
process of education is never com
plete. In order to begin training the
child we must now begin to train
the teachers and the ministers.
With the cooperation of college
and theological seminary, all of

our prospective church and
school leaders must understand
something of our traditions and
our principles of church music.
4) We must encourage the
composition of new church
music and the performance of
this music in our worship service.
The composer of religious music,
no less than the writer of religious
articles and books, can make no
contribution if his work remains

on the shelf. The publication and
distribution of new religious
writing of all kinds is essential to
the healthy growth of the church.
This short list of suggestions presents
activities which cannot be carried
out sporadically but must become
the work of some permanent,
continuing ecclesiastical body. The
present free and undirected develop
ment of music in the Calvinistic
churches of America can only lead

liturgical and musical chaos. A
unified approach by an entire body
of believers brings strength.
Through that strength we shall be
enabled to build upon and further
develop our traditions and thus
influence the rest of the American
church world for good. And, above
all, through the application of
Reformed principles to church
music we will be able to contribute
much more to the praise and glory
of Almighty God.

Relativism vs. Absolutism
Gary Cox
The November election turned out
to be far more than a political tug-of
war. It was a fierce struggle between
two conflicting world and life views:
relativism versus the rule of law of
absolutism.
It was a clash between a philosophy

that says we must follow the rules
even when we don't like them, and
a philosophy which thinks the rules
are ill-conceived and should be
"made-up-as-you-go." Relativism,
which claims that there are no
absolutes and thus everything is
"relative," has been steadily rising
like a SOD-year flood and it came
dangerously close to drowning the
Constitution.
Long before Christ, the Greek
philosopher Protagorus defined rela
tivism by saying, "The way things
appear to me - in that way they
exist for me; and the way things
appear to you, in that way they exist
for you." In other words, there are
no absolutes in life that transcend
our individual experience, so each of
us is free to make up our own rules
as we go along.
You see, if there is no "right way" to
live based on an objective standard
(such as the Bible), then any lifestyle
will do, and who's to say which one
is naughty or nice? In his book
"Absolute Confusion," pollster George
Barna found that 62 percent of those
surveyed agreed, "It doesn't matter
what religious faith you follow

because all faiths teach similar
lessons about life." Barna reported
that 64 percent of Americans believe
"Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Muslims
and all others pray to the same God
even though they use different
names for that God." That same per
centage (64) said that "all religions
are equally good," and a shocking 72
percent believe "there's no such
thing as absolute truth; two people
could define truth in totally conflicting
ways, but both could still be cor
rect." Seventy-one percent of
Americans say that "there are no
absolute standards that apply to
everybody in all situations."
That is bad enough when it pervades
a culture, but when it starts pervading
the church it becomes devastating,
and that's exactly what's happened.
Fifty-three percent of those who
identify themselves as "born-again
Christians" claim there's no such
thing as absolute truth. Forty-four
percent of those who identify them
selves as evangelical Christians agree
that "there's no such thing as
absolute truth; two people could
define truth in totally conflicting
ways but both could still be correct."
What do you do with the Ten
Commandments? Those must be
God's simple suggestions, and thus
today people will say, "Well, it's true
- if it's true for you, but may not be
true for me." Even the teen-agers in
our churches have drunk deeply at
the well of relativism. Citing a 1999

survey, Christian
apologist Josh
McDowell recently
said that "6S percent of evangelical
teen-agers believe there's no way to
determine which religion is true."
McDowell went on to say that there
is a "cultural viewpoint in vogue
today that says 'truth is not there to
be discovered, it's there to be created.
III

McDowell blamed the propagation
of Darwinism in the public schools
for society's rejection of absolute
truth. "If there's no Creator God,
then there's no external truth and all
you have left is man. If there's no
Creator God in which dwells truth
apart from yourself, then all truth is
created, all truth is personal."
To live in the light of relativism is
like trying to play football with no
rules - it just doesn't work no matter
how hard you play the game. Our
God created human beings to run
on the tracks of His truth. To live
otherwise means a train wreck is
inevitable. God says to us as He did
to Israel, "This day I.. .have set before
you life and death, blessings and
curses. Now choose life, so that you
and your children may live and that
you may love the Lord your God,
listen to his voice, and hold fast to
him. For the Lord is your life ..."
Rev. Gary Cox is pastor of
Meadowview Refonned Presbyterian
Church (PCA) in Lexington, NC.

the P alter "Out of Date"T
Laurie Vanden Heuvel
Laurie Vanden Heuvel began writing for
The Outlook in February, 1968 with
her article, "Sing To the Glory of God"
(later published in pamphlet form and
distributed widely). In 1969, her two
articles entitled, "ls the Psalter Out of
Date?" appeared, followed in 1970 by
the article, "Is This the Bride Christ
Bought?" and in 1971 by the article
entitled, "Should the Underground
Church Be Brought Up?," a speech
delivered at Calvin College at a time
when all the harbingers of later devel
opments in the Christian Reformed
Church were already sUrfacing boldly,
having been nurtured privately for some
time by some of the leadership in the
CRe. The article, "ls This the Bride
Christ Bought?" was also published in
pamphlet form by the board of
Reformed Fellowship and distributed
widely.
The March and April issues of The
Outlook this year contain reprints of
the two-part series, "Is the Psalter Out
ofDate?," still a very current topic.
Laurie Vanden Heuvel wrote many
articles in the years following 1971
and she, (together with her husand)
became Editor of The Outlook in
January of 1990.
The Vanden Heuvels will retire from
The Outlook as editors after the
April/O1 issue. They will take up their
work as Directors of Communications
for World Reformed Fellowship
(featured in the January, 2001, issue).

Relevance! This is the battle cry of
many today. "Anything old is bad;
anything new is good," so they say.
Consequently, there is a breakdown
in morals such as the world has
never before witnessed. "New
Morality" is the sophisticated term
applied to age-old sin. The Bible has
been attacked to the point where it
has little significance and absolutely
no authority for millions of people
today. In a frantic attempt to be

relevant, people "tune God out" and
"tune Satan in."
There are some however, who,
although they have rejected the
"faith of the fathers," nonetheless
still want to exert an influence on
the church as institution. They are
opposed to Biblical preaching and a
Biblically oriented worship service.
As a result, they have introduced
most bizarre forms into the worship
service. Modern "church jazz" is one
of the new modes. A new hymnody
is being urged. One example of such
hymnody is the following hymn
taken from a new hymnal published
by the World Council of Churches
entitled "New Hymns for a New
Day":
"It was on a Friday morning that
they took me from the cell,

And I saw they had a carpenter to
crucify as well.
You can blame it on to Pilate, you
can blame it on the Jews,
You can blame it on the devil. It's
God I accuse.
You can blame it on to Adam, you
can blame it on to Eve,
You can blame it on the apple, but
that I can't believe.
It was God that made the devil,

and the woman and the man.
And there wouldn't be an apple if
it wasn't in the plan.
Now Barabas was a killer, and they
let Barabas go.
But you are being crucified for
nothing here below.
But God is up in heaven and He
doesn't do a thing,
With a million angels watching,
and they never move a wing.
To hell with Jehovah, to the
carpenter I said;

I wish that a
carpenter had
made this world
instead.
Goodby and good luck to you, our
way will soon divide.
Remember me in heaven,
man you hung beside.
CHORUS:
It's God they ought to crucify,
instead of you and me,
I said to the carpenter, a hanging
on the tree."
Where does the Psalter fit into such a
scheme? May I submit to you that,
naive and irrelevant as it may sound,
the Psalter is the only answer to the
cry for relevance today? Professor J. B.
Work has described this Psalter most
beautifully:
The great importance of praise as
a means of grace is set forth. The
singing of Psalms combines
prayer and instruction with the
highest form of adoration and
devotion. What can be so accept
able to God as the words with
which the Spirit touched the lips
of the Hebrew psalmists? In them
the soul pants for God, cries from
the depths, looks up to the starry
heavens, shouts from the hills of
Zion. The collection begins with
the contrasted ways of the right
eous and the ungodly in the First
Psalm, enthrones Christ in the
Second, celebrates the Resurrection
in Sixteenth, opens the two books
of God in the Nineteenth, weeps
with Jesus in the Twenty-Second,
clasps His hand in the Twenty
Third, voices the exiles' plaint in
the Forty-Second, grieves with the
penitent in the Fifty-First, surveys
the widening Kingdom of
Messiah in the Seventy-Second,
calls all the earth to worship in
the One Hundredth, enters the
holy of holies in the One

Hundred and Third, sings with
the Saviour in the Hallel, and so
from height to height till it ends
with a burst of hallelujahs in the
closing doxology. The very order
is significant. It was not without
fitness that our fathers sang them
in course as they gathered morning
and evening about their family
altars. It was a course of instruc
tion. It was daily admonition. It
was bread from heaven. The day
of revival shall have dawned
when all God's people shall be
found offering with true hearts
the morning and evening sacri
fice of praise provided by the
Holy Spirit. 1
The Psalms are the answer to today's
needs for two reasons. First, they are
divinely authorized, a claim which
cannot be made for any man-made
hymn. Second, they are broad in
scope so as to be suitable for the
needs of God's children in every age,
in every experience of life. "There is
not a musical requirement that it
does not meet, there is not a motion
of the soul that it does not express,
and there is not an attribute of the
Almighty as revealed to man that is
not made the embodiment of adora
tion, and the basis of supplication."2
It is the intention of this article to

show briefly how the Psalms are the
only divinely authorized manual of
praise. In a subsequent article, the
wide, comprehensive scope of the
Psalms will be delineated.
It is an undisputed fact that the basic

Law of Worship for every worship
service is this, that everything in the
worship of God must be divinely
prescribed and anything which does
not have this divine appointment is
prohibited in the worship service.
Therefore the music of such a service
must also be divinely authorized.
The Psalms are God's divinely
authorized vehicles of praise.
When David became king of Israel,
the religion of Jehovah was in a
deplorable state. David immediately
began his work to revive and recon
struct the religious services of the
church. His first task was to recover
the Ark and establish for it a place of

residence. His first attempt failed
because he neglected to obey the
directions given by God Himself for
the handling of the Ark. Before his
second venture, he made careful
preparations and was then successful
because he had divine approval.
Then we read, "and David and all
Israel played before God with all
their might, with singing, and with
harps, and with psalteries .... " This is
the first service of singing and musi
cal accompaniment recorded in the
Bible. David then appointed Levites
to "minister before the Ark of the
Lord, and to record and to thank
and praise the Lord God of Israel."
David proceeded to write more than
half the psalms and he declared that
he spoke "by the Spirit of God" and
the "Lord's word was in his tongue."
This is further verified by Peter in
Acts 1:16. Jesus Himself verifies the
fact that the Holy Spirit inspired
David and Asaph. These psalms were
used throughout the entire Old
Testament period and on into the
New Testament era.
It is disputed by some that the

Psalms were used in the New
Testament period. But the Bible
refutes their position by two methods:
1) silence and 2) verbal testimony.
The argument from silence is fourfold:
1. There is no recorded divine
command in the New Testament
to hymn-writers or any promised
help of the Spirit in hymn-writing.
2. Although various gifts were
bestowed at the outset of the New
Testament era, there was no spe
cial gift bestowed on any to write
hymns. In the Old Testament this
gift was specially dispensed.
3. There is absolute silence in the
New Testament about the making
of a new hymnody while the for
mation of a new hymnody was a
very important occurrence in the
Old Testament.
4. There is not one bit of evidence
from archaeology to indicate that
anything but the Old Testament
psalter was used. This is true also
throughout the first century of
the Christian Church. Later on

other hymns were introduced
into the worship by heretics as a
subtle method of propagating
their heretical ideas. As a result,
the Council of Laodicea met in
360 A.D. and according to famous
historian Philip Schaff, this council
"prohibited the ecclesiastical use
of all uninspired or private
hymns."
The New Testament however, is not
silent concerning the music of the
church. Professor W. G. Moorehead
has said: "In the first Christian ser
mon ever preached, that of Peter
(Acts 2), the main doctrine taught
rests on the interpretation of two
Psalms, the Sixteenth and the One
Hundred and Tenth. In Paul's first
recorded discourse (Acts 13) the
effective appeal is made likewise to
two Psalms, the Second and the
Sixteenth. Hebrews also is filled with
arguments drawn largely from the
Psalms as to the Person and work of
the Lord Jesus Christ. In the first
chapter of that epistle there are
seven quotations from the Old
Testament, and six of them are taken
from the Psalms. Obviously,
apostolic teachers had no difficulty
in finding Jesus as Messiah in the
Psalter; they saw in it not only pre
dictions of His advent, but likewise
they saw in it the main features of
His mission, His mediatorial offices,
His death, resurrection, and exalta
tion, His kingdom and its glory, His
people and their blessedness." Jesus
on the night on which He was
betrayed sang with His disciples the
Hallel found in Psalm 113-118.
James says: "Is any merry? Let him
sing psalms." Paul enjoins the
Christians at Ephesus and Colossa
"to speak (or teach) one another in
psalms and hymns and spiritual
songs." There are those who use this
passage to prove that it is not neces
sary to use the Old Testament psalter
because of the words "hymns" and
"spiritual songs."3 It must be pOinted
out that these two words were also
used to describe the Psalms in the
Old Testament psalter. Sixty-seven of
them have the title, "psalm," six
have the word "hymn" and thirty
five have the title "song." In certain

places there are varied combinations
of these words. So it is obvious that
it is this collection of psalms,
hymns, and songs that Paul referred
to. In addition, the- term "spiritual
song" means Spirit-given, or Spirit
led, or Spirit-determined song. This
rules out the contention that Paul
had in mind songs other than those
which were divinely authorized in
the Old Testament psalter.
Early church Fathers such as Basil
the Great and also Augustine pro
hibited anything but the psalms
from divine worship.
It may appear from the preceding

discussion that the writer recom
mends only the use of the Old Testa
ment psalms in the worship of God.
Early reformers did feel this way. But
because this writer is a product of
her age, she does not hold quite as
rigid a position. However, it must be
stressed again and again that God is
extremely jealous of the manner in
which He is worshiped. He has never
cancelled out the Psalter. He has
never commanded new additions.
Therefore, we His children must
exercise extreme caution with regard
to the musical praise offerings in our
church services, Sunday Schools,

Christian Schools and other kingdom
functions. It is true that hymns are
included in our Psalter Hymnal but
they have been carefully screened to
include only those which adhere
closely to the "whole counsel of
God" as it is expressed in His Holy
Word.
And now, reader, can you be chal
lenged to sit down some Sunday
afternoon with your Psalter and
another inferior gospel songbook
and compare the offerings you find
in each? It will be an enlightening
experience and your heart will praise
God for the wonderful heritage
which He has provided for you in
His psalms! One author has put it
this way: "There is need that the
whole Church get back to the strong
old songs of divine inspiration. They
will put iron in the blood. They will
put strength into the purposes. They
will make men humble before God,
but mighty for His truth's sake when
they stand before men. They will
give us for these days character like
that of the Covenanters and the
Huguenots and the Puritans, men
who know God and will dare to be
true. And that is the sort of revival
which the Church most needs."4

Reformed Seminary

Reformed Seminary
Churches are invited to make
use of qualified students from
Mid-America Reformed Seminary for
ministerial and pastoral work in the
churches this summer.

" ...hold out the Word of life... "
Philippians 2: 16

Contact
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Mid-America Reformed Seminary
229 Seminary Drive
Dyer, IN 46311 (near Chicago)
or call 219-864-2400
Fax: 219-864-2410
E-mail: mvh@jorsm.com

Discover the riches of:
•
•
•
•
•

Worldview Calvinism
Reformational Theology
Presuppositional Apologetics
Pastoral Apprenticeship Training
Spiritual Formation

Come and study with us!
-

Where ministry is more than
degree; it's a calling 

1 Me Naugher, John, editor. The Psalms in Worship.
Pittsburgh: United Presbyterian Board of Publication,
1907, p. 157.
2 Ibid, p. 96.
3 Ibid, P 105.
4 Ibid, P 58.

Anniversary
Scholarship
Westminster Theological Seminary
in California
is pleased to announce
the availability of the

Anniversary Scholarship,
commemorating the 20th anniversary
of the seminary. This grant combines
a full-tuition scholarship with a
need-based living stipend to be
awarded annually to promising
African-American and
Hispanic-American students.
By providing financial assistance for
promising African-American and
Hispanic-American students, this
scholarship is instituted to encourage
leadership development among
ethnic communities traditionally
under-represented by
Reformed churches.

MID .. AMERICA

MID .. AMERICA

Footnotes

a

Call toll free: 1-888-440-6277
229 Seminary Drive
Dyer, IN 46311 (near Chicago)
E-mail: mars@jorsm.com
Web site: www.midamerica.edu

In 2001, completed applications for
admission and for this scholarship must
be received and approved by the
seminary on or before April 15, 2001
for the 2001-02 academic year.
For more information on the
Anniversary Scholarship,
please contact:
Admissions
Westminster Theological Seminary
in California
1725 Bear Valley Parkway
Escondido, CA 92027-4128
Phone: 760-480-8474
admissions@wtscal.edu
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The Promise of the Future
Sinclair Ferguson
This is the Forward by Sinclair
Ferguson for the newly published book
ofDr. Comelis P. Venema.
It is a pleasure to introduce Comelis

Venema's exceptional book, The
Promise of the Future. Dr Venema is
Professor Doctrinal Studies at Mid
America Reformed Seminary. For
some time now his acumen as a the
ologian and skill as a teacher and
author have been recognized and
deeply appreciated in the circles in
which he has been known in the
United States. I hope that the publi
cation of The Promise of the Future
will bring his work to the attention
of a wider public on both sides of the
Atlantic (and, indeed, the Pacific!).
It is a model of what systematic
theological exposition should be.
Doctrinal or (as it is frequently
called) Systematic Theology has fallen
into disfavor in the modern age, and
also into a kind of self-created
decline. Much that is taught in
universities and seminaries under
this heading is now little more than
the study of the religious opinions of
scholars. The views of various
theologians are clarified, compared,
contrasted and critiqued. While this
is a legitimate enough exercise in
itself,· its net effect has been that
Systematic Theology is no longer
viewed as a systematic presentation
of what divine revelation teaches on
any given subject. Rather it has
become a kind of religious anthro
pology. The vision is downwards,
sideways and inwards. To tinker a
little with the well-known Latin
proverb, the voice of the theologians
is the voice of God. The voice of God
in Scripture has come to be treated
with skepticism, even with disdain;
allusions to it (often by those who
are most critical of "proof-text"
theology) have been little more than
occasional proof texts which buttress
views held on other grounds.
In this atmosphere, charged as it is
with a kind of theological carbon
Comelis

Venema's work can be safely inhaled.
It provides us with a healthy injec
tion of doctrinal oxygen. He stands
in the august tradition of biblical the
ologians like Herman Bavinck,
Geerhardus Vos and John Murray
who, withJohn Calvin and Johannes
Cocceius in an earlier age, sought to
quarry doctrine from the rich and
varied seams of biblical revelation.
The Promise of the Future is thus the
fruit of long and patient study of the
Bible. That is why it is such a satisfying,
unfrustrating book for a Christian to
read. In its pages the voice of God is
not muffled by the philosophies of
man but allowed to speak for itself.
Here the reader will find that there is
always the solid ground of Scripture
under his or her feet.

This does not mean that Dr. Venema
ignores the history of theology or is
not well abreast of intellectual devel
opments. Those more familiar with
historical theology will recognize his
sensitivity to the Christian tradition
in the whole warp and woof of the
tapestry of instruction he has woven
here. In this respect, his foot-notes
are but the tip of the iceberg.
New Study of Biblical Eschatology

The Promise

of the
Future

The Promise of the Future introduces
us to the full range of biblical teaching
on eschatology (the study of the last
things). It rightly stresses that in
Scripture the eschatological dimen
sion is never relegated to "the end."
Rather, from the beginning God's
purposes have had an eschatological
perspective. Moreover, as Simon Peter
pointed out on the Day of Pentecost,
the resurrection of Christ and the
gift of the Spirit mean that the future
has invaded the present, so that we
are already living in "the last days."
This helps to explain the sense of
thrill and vibrancy that character
ized the first Christian disciples.
They realized that the new, long
awaited age of God's kingdom had
already dawned in the advent of the
Lord Jesus Christ.

Dr. Venema's fine study is both
comprehensive and careful. He is
thoroughly biblical; he is also honest
and fair in dealing with the variety
of eschatological positions that are
current in the Christian church. He
does not shrink from tackling the
hard questions which arise. Nor is he
intimidated by the heavy artillery
behind some of the views which he
believes to be unbiblical. Furthermore,
his commitment to serve the
church, coupled with his back
ground in pastoral ministry,
guarantee that his exposition even
of complex issues is expressed in a
way that the average Christian
should be able to follow.
For these reasons and others, I
believe that you will find [Venema's]
study...both intellectually satisfying
and spiritually enriching. It will
certainly inform you; more than
that it will help you to sense what a
glorious thing it is to be a Christian.
For this, above all, I believe you will
share my gratitude to Comelis Venema
for the labor of love for Christ's people
which this book represents.
Dr. Sinclair B. Ferguson is pastor of
St. George's-Tron Church, Glasgow,
Scotland.

Needed a Consistent Witness
Cornelius Van Til
Dr. Van Til, affectionately called "Oom
Kees" [Uncle Case] by students and
friends, was a minister in the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church, and a frequent
contributor to the Torch and Trumpet
in its earliest years. For 43 years he
served as professor of apologetics at
Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia,
PA, being known for his strong and
systematic emphasis on the antithesis
between a biblical world and life view
and the several intellectual scientific
versions of the carnal mind.
This article was published in the
August-September issue of 1951.

The one main question to which we
are addressing ourselves in this series
of articles is whether Christians
holding to the Reformed faith
should also hold to a specially
Reformed method when they are
. engaged in the defense of the faith.
This broad question does not pertain
merely to the "five pOints of
Calvinism." When Lutherans or
Arminians attack these great doctrines
(total depravity, unconditional elec
tion, limited atonement, irresistible
grace, perseverance of the saints) we,
as Calvinists, are quick to defend
them. We believe that these five
points are directly based upon
Scripture. But the question now
under discussion is whether, in the
defense of any Christian doctrine,
Reformed Christians should use a
method all their own.

of fact? How could anyone have a
specifically Reformed doctrine of
such a fact as the resurrection of
Christ? If together with evangelicals
we accept certaiFl simple truths and
facts of Scripture at face value, how
then can we be said to have a separate
method of defense of such doctrines?

The Positive Answer
Yet it can readily be shown that this
negative answer cannot be main
tained. Take, for example, the doctrine
of the atonement. The Arminian
doctrine of the atonement is not the
same as the Reformed doctrine of
the atonement. Both the Arminian
and the Calvinist assert that they
believe in the substitutionary atone
ment. But the Arminian conception
of the substitutionary atonement is
colored, and as Calvinists we believe
discolored, by his view of "free will."
According to the Arminian view,
man has absolute or ultimate power

5ut witnessing is a
matter at the head as
well as at the heart.
It the world is to hear
a consistent testimon,Y
tor the Christian taith,
it is the Calvinist who
must give it.

The Negative Answer
People easily give a negative reply to
this question. Do we not have many
doctrines in common with all
evangelicals? Don't all orthodox
Protestants hold to the substitutionary
atonement of Christ? More particu
larly, what about the simple state
ments of fact recorded in Scripture?
How could anyone, if he believes
such statements at all, take them
otherwise than as simple statements

to accept or to reject the salvation
offered him. This implies that the
salvation offered to man is merely
the possibility of salvation.
To illustrate: suppose I deposit one
million dollars to your account in
your bank. It is still altogether up to
you to believe that such wealth is
yours, and to use it to cover the floor
of your house with Persian rugs in
The Outlook -14

place of the old threadbare rugs now
there. Thus, in the Arminian
scheme, the very possibility of
things no longer depends exclusively
upon God, but, in some areas at
least, upon man. What Christ did for
us is made to depend for its
effectiveness upon what is done by
us. It is no longer right to say that
with God all things are possible.
It is obvious, therefore, that Arminians

have taken into their Protestantism
a good bit of the leaven of Roman
Catholicism. Arminianism is less
radical, less consistent in its
Protestantism than it should be. And
what is true of Arminianism is true
also, though in a lesser degree, of
orthodox Lutheranism.

Mr. Grey on the
Atonement
Now Mr. Grey, the evangelical,
seems to have a relatively easy time
of it when he seeks to win Mr. Black,
the unbeliever, to an acceptance of
"the substitutionary atonement." He
can stand on "common ground" !
with Mr. Black on this matter of
what is possible and what is impos
sible. Listen to Mr. Grey as he talks
with Mr. Black.
"Mr. Black, have you accepted Christ
as your personal Savior? Do you
believe that He died on the cross as
your substitute? If you do not, you
will surely be lost forever."
"Well now," replies Mr. Black, "I've
just had a visit from Mr. White on
the same subject. You two seem to
have a 'common witness' on thi~
matter. Both of you believe that Goc
exists, that He has created the world
that the first man, Adam, sinned
and that we are all to be sent to hel
because of what that first man did
and so forth. All this is too fatalisti
for me. If I am a creature, as you sa
I am, then I have no ultimate pow~
of my own and therefore am ll(
free. And if I am not free, then I a1

not responsible. So, if I am going to
hell, it will be simply because your
'god' has determined that I should.
You orthodox Christians kill morality
and all humanitarian progress. I will
have none of it. Good-by!"

holding that 'possibility' is inde
pendent of the will of God. You have
thus with all good people and with
all modern and neo-modern
theologians, like Barth, made possible
the salvation of all men.

"But wait a second," says Mr. Grey,
in great haste. "I do not have a common
witness with the Calvinist. I have a
common witness with you against
the Calvinist when it comes to all
that determinism that you mention.
Of course you are free. You are
absolutely free to accept or to reject
the atonement that is offered to you.
I offer the atonement through Christ
only as a possibility. You yourself
must make it an actuality for your
self. I agree with you over against the
Calvinist in saying that 'possibility'
is wider than the will of God. I
. would not for a moment say with
the Calvinist that God's counsel
determines 'whatsoever comes to pass.'

"That means, of course that salva
tion is possible too for those who
have never heard of Jesus of
Nazareth. Salvation is therefore pos
sible without an acceptance of your
substitutionary atonement through
this Jesus, of whom you speak. You
certainly would not want to say with
the Calvinists that God has deter
mined the bounds of all nations and
individuals and has thus, after all,
determined that some men, millions
of them, in fact, should never hear
this gospel.

"Besides, even extreme Calvinists
like J. Oliver Buswell, Jr., virtually
agree with both of us. Listen to what
Buswell says: 'Nevertheless, our
moral choices are choices in which
we are ourselves ultimate causes.
Buswell himself wants to go beyond
the 'merely arbitrary answer' in
Romans 9:20, 21, which speaks of
the potter and the clay, to the 'much
more profound analysis of God's
plan of redemption' in Romans
9:22-24, in which Paul pictures
Pharaoh as 'one who, according to
the foreknowledge of God, would
rebel against God'" (What is God?,
Grand Rapids, 1937, pp. 53, 54).

Mr. Black on the
Atonement
"Do I understand then," replies Mr.
Black, "that you evangelicals and
even the more moderate Calvinists
are opposed to the determinism of
the regular, old-style Calvinists of
the historic Reformed confessions? I
am glad to hear that. To say that all
things have been fixed from all eter
nity by God is terrible! It makes me
shudder! What would happen to all
morality and decency if all men
believed such a teaching? But now
you evangelicals have joined us in

"Besides, if possibility is independent
of God as you evangelicals and
moderate Calvinists teach, then I
need not be afraid of hell. It is then
qUite possible that there is no hell.
Hell, you will then agree, is that
torture of a man's conscience which
he experiences when he fails to live
up to his own moral ideals. So I do
not think that I shall bother just yet
about accepting Christ as my personal
Savior. There is plenty of time."

Mr. Grey's First Failure
Poor Mr. Grey. He really wanted to
say something about having a common
testimony with the Calvinists after
all. At the bottom of his heart he
knew that Mr. White, the Calvinist,
and not Mr. Black, the unbeliever,
was his real friend. But he had made
a common witness with Mr. Black
against the supposed determinism of
the Calvinist. So it was difficult for
him to turn about face and also
make a common testimony with Mr.
White against Mr. Black. He had
nothing intelligible to say. His
method of defending his faith had
forced him to admit that Mr. Black
was basically right. He had given Mr.
Black an opportunity of knowing
what he was supposed to accept, but
his testimony had confirmed Mr.
Black in his belief that there was no
need of his accepting Christ at all. It
is true, of course, that in practice Mr.
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Grey is much better in his theology
and in his method of representing
the gospel than he is here said to be.
But that is because in practice every
evangelical who really loves his Lord
is a Calvinist at heart. How could he
really pray to God for help if he
believed that there was a possibility
that God could not help? In their
hearts all true Christians believe that
God controls "whatsoever comes to
pass." But the Calvinist cannot have
a common witness for the substitu
tionary atonement with "evangelicals"
who first make a common witness
with the unbeliever against him on
the all-determining question whether
God controls all things that happen.

Requirements for
Effective Witness
It must always be remembered that

the first requirement for effective
witnessing is that the pOSition to
which witness is given be intelligible.
Evangelicalism, when consistently
carried out, destroys this intelligibility.
The second requirement for effective
witnessing is that he to whom the
witness is given must be shown why
he should forsake his own position
and accept that which is offered
him. Evangelicalism, when consis
tently carried out, also destroys the
reason why the unbeliever should
accept the gospel. Why should the
unbeliever change his position if he
is not shown that it is wrong? And,
in particular, why should he change
if the one who asks him to change is
actually encouraging him in thinking
that he is right? The Calvinist will
need to have a better method of
defending the doctrine of the atone
ment, for example, than that of the
evangelical.

The Resurrection of
Christ
We have dealt with the doctrine of
the atonement. That led us into the
involved question whether God is
the source of possibility, or whether
possibility is the source of God. It
has been shown that the "evangelical"
or Arminian fundamentalist holds

to a position which requires him to
make both of these contradictory
assertions at once. But how about
the realm of fact? Do you also hold,
I am asked, that we need to seek for
a specifically Reformed method of
defending the facts of Christianity?
Take the resurrection of Christ as an
example - why can there be no
common witness on the part of the
evangelical and the Calvinist to such
a fact as that?

Mr. Grey on the
Resurrection
Once more Mr. Grey, the evangelical,
punches the doorbell at Mr. Black's
home. Mr. Black answers and admits
him.
"I am here again, Mr. Black," begins
Grey, "because I am still anxious to
have you accept Christ as your
personal Savior. When I spoke to you
the other time about the atonement
you got me into deep water. We got
all tangled up on the question of
'possibility.'
"But now I have something far Simpler.
I want to deal with simple facts. I
want to show you that the resurrec
tion of Jesus from the dead is as truly
a fact as any that you can mention.
To use the words of Wilbur Smith,
himself a Calvinist but opposed to
the idea of a distinctively Reformed
method for the defense of the faith:
'The meaning of the resurrection is a
theological matter, but the fact of
the resurrection is a historical matter;
the nature of the resurrection body
of Jesus may be a mystery, but the
fact that the body disappeared from
the tomb is a matter to be decided
upon by historical evidence'
(Therefore Stand, Boston, 1945, p.
386). And the historical evidence for
the resurrection is the kind of evidence
that you as a scientist would desire.
"Smith writes in the same book:
""",,""",,5',', 'About a year ago, after studying
over a long period of time this entire
problem of our Lord's resurrection,
and having written some hundreds
of pages upon it at different times, I
was suddenly arrested by the thought
that the very kind of evidence which
mOlael~n science, and even psycholo

gists, are so insistent upon for deter
mining the reality of any object
under consideration is the kind of
evidence that we have presented to
us in the Gospels regarding the
resurrection of the Lord Jesus, namely,
the things that are seen with the
human eye, touched with the
human hand, and heard by the
human ear. This is what we call
empirical evidence. It would almost
seem as if parts of the Gospel records
of the resurrection were actually
written for such a day as ours when
empiricism so dominates men's
thinking' (Idem, p. 389, 390).
"Now I think that Smith is qUite
right in thus distinguishing sharply
between the fact and the meaning of
the resurrection. And I am now only
asking you to accept the fact of the
resurrection. There is the clearest
possible empirical evidence for this
fact. The living Jesus was touched
with human hands and seen with
human eyes of sensible men after He
had been crucified and put into the
tomb. Surely you ought to believe in
the resurrection of Christ as a historical
fact. And to believe in the resurrected
Christ is to be saved."
"But hold on a second," says Mr.
Black. "Your friend the Calvinist, Mr.
White, has been ahead of you again.
He was here last night and spoke of
the same thing. However, he did not
thus distinguish between the fact
and the meaning of the resurrection.
At least, he did not for a moment
want to separate the fact of the
resurrection from the system of
Christianity in terms of which it gets
its meaning. He spoke of Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, as rising
from the dead. He spoke of the Son
of God through whom the world
was made and through whom the
world is sustained, as having risen
from the dead. And when I asked
him how this God could die and rise
from the dead, he said that God did
not die and rise from the dead but
that the second person of the Trinity
had taken to Himself a human
nature, and that it was in this
human nature that He died and rose
again. In short, in accepting the fact
of the resurrection he wanted me

~{~)t~~~~~~

the bargain. And I have a suspicio
that you are secretly trying to ha"
me do something similar."

"No, no," replies Mr. Grey. "I am i
complete agreement with you ov€
against the Calvinist. I have a comma
witness with you against him. I, to(
would separate fact and system. Did
not agree with you against tb
Calvinist, in holding that possibili1
is independent of God? Well thel
by the same token I hold that a
kinds of facts happen apart from tt
plan of God. So we evangelicals al
in a position, as the Calvinists al
not, of speaking with you on neutr,
ground. With you, we would simpl
talk about the facts of Christianil
without bringing into the pictuJ
anything about the meaning or H
significance of those facts.
''It makes me smile," continues "M
Grey, "when I think of Mr. Whi
coming over here trying to conve
you. That poor fellow is alwa;
reasoning in circles. I suppose th
such reasoning in circles goes wil
his determinism. He is always talkir
about his self-contained God. r
says that all facts are what they a
because of the plan of this Go
Then each fact would of necessity, .
be a fact at all, prove the truth of tl
Christian system of things and,
turn, would be proved as existing 1
virtue of this self-same Christian syste
of things. I realize full well that yo
as a modern scientist and philos
pher, can have no truck with sue
horrible, circular reasoning as that
''It is for this reason that, as evang€
icals, we have now separated sharp
between the resurrection as a historic
fact, and the meaning of tl
resurrection. I'm merely asking y(
to accept the fact of the resurrectio
I am not asking you to do anythil
that you cannot do in full consisten
with your freedom and with tl
'scientific method.'"

Mr. Black Replies on
the Resurrection
"Well, that is delightful," replies 1.
Black. "I always felt that the Calvini:
were our real foes. But I read sorr

thing in the paper the other day to
the effect that some Calvinist
churches or individuals were proposing
to make a common witness with
evangelicals for the gospel. Now I
was under the impression that the
gospel had something to do with
being saved from hell and going to
heaven. I knew that the modernists
and the 'new modernists,' like Barth,
do not believe in tying up the facts
of history with such wild specula
tions. It was my opinion that
'fundamentalists' did tie up belief in
historical facts, such as the death
and the resurrection of Jesus, with
going to heaven or to hell. So I am
delighted that you, though a funda
mentalist, are willing to join with
the modernist and the neo-modernist
in separating historical facts from
such a rationalistic system as I knew
Christianity was.
"Now as for accepting the resurrec
tion of Jesus," continued Mr. Black,
"as thus properly separated from the
traditional system of theology, I do
not in the least mind doing that. To
tell you the truth, I have accepted

the resurrection as a fact now for
some time. The evidence for it is
overwhelming. This is a strange urliverse.
All kinds of 'miracles' happen in it.
"The universe is 'open.' So why should
there not be some resurrections here
and there? The resurrection of Jesus
would be a fine item for Ripley's
Believe It or Not. Why not send it in?"
Mr. Grey wanted to continue at this
point. He wanted to speak of the
common witness that he had, after
all, with the Calvinist for the gospel.
But it was too late. He had no "common"
witness left of any sort. He had again
tried to gallop off in opposite direc
tions at the same time. He had again
taken away all intelligibility from
the witness that he meant to bring.
He had again established Mr. Black
in thinking that his own unbelieving
reason was right. For it was as clear
as crystal to Mr. Black, as it should
have been to Mr. Grey, that belief in
the fact of the resurrection, apart
from the system of Christianity,
amounts to belief that the Christian
system is not true, is belief in the
universe as run by chance, is belief

that it was not Jesus Christ the Son
of God, who rose from the dead.
To be sure, in practice the "evangelical"
is much better in his witness for the
resurrection of Christ than he has
been presented here. But that is
because every evangelical, as a sincere
Christian, is at heart a Calvinist. But
witnessing is a matter of the head as
well as of the heart. If the world is to
hear a consistent testimony for the
Christian faith, it is the Calvinist
who must give it. If there is not a
distinctively Refonned method for the
defense of every article of the Christian
faith, then there is no way of clearly
telling an unbeliever just how
Christianity differs from his own
position and why he should accept the
Lord Jesus Christ as his personal Savior.
We are happy and thankful, of
course, for the work of witnessing
done by evangelicals. We are happy
because of the fact that, in spite of
their inconsistency in presenting
the Christian testimony, something,
often much, of the truth of the
gospel shines through unto men,
and they are saved.
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by Paul David Tripp
ISBN 0-87552-604-7
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"This book will make you think before you speak.
Best of all, it will make you think of him before you
speak. Read it. You'll be glad."
- Steve Brown
This book is available from P&R Publishing,
P.O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, NJ 08865.

The Outlook -17- Marcil 2001

lit

/t,

lJ

I;}

"

Decreasing God So'As to
Increase Ourselves
Cornelis P. Venema

A Critical Review of Gregory A. Boyd's God of the possible (Part II)
In a previous article in The Outlook,
I summarized the argument of
Boyd's God ofthe Possible. Written for
a popular audience, Boyd's study
presents a case for what has come to
be known as the "open view" of
God. Contrary to the classical under
standing of God, which teaches that
God exhaustively knows the future,
the open view insists that the future
is partly determined and partly
open. With respect to those future
events that remain open, God does
not (and cannot) know them before
they occur. Only some such limitation
upon God's knowledge of future
events will allow us to affirm a
genuinely open future in which
creatures, particularly human beings
as God's image-bearers, have the
freedom to act in one way or another.
According to Boyd, the classical view
of God's (fore-)knowledge amounts
to a determinism in which all events
must take place; whatever God fore
knows must inevitably occur. If, for
example, God knows who will be
saved and who will not be saved in
advance of the free response of
human beings to the preaching of
the gospel, then we can no longer
speak meaningfully of human freedom
or responsibility.
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Though Boyd presents his case in a
popular style and in a superficially
persuasive manner, there are some
very serious objections to the open
view of God. Despite Boyd's plea
that this view be given a hearing and
that it be permitted to stand along
side the classical view of God's
exhaustive knowledge of all things,
Christian believers need to be on
their guard against it. However
congenial the manner of his presen
tation, Boyd's position does not pass
the test of Scripture or of the confessions

of the historic Christian church.
Indeed, though Boyd asks critics of
his view not to violate the demands
of Christian love by declaring it
heretical, love for the Triune God
and the truth of His Word demands
that we call this view what it is: a
serious and far-reaching departure
from the truth. Since the doctrine of
God is the most basic of Christian
doctrines, it is not surprising that this
view of God brings with it consequences
that are detrimental to Christian
truth all the way down the line.
Admittedly, a full evaluation of the
open view of God would require a
study at least as extensive as Boyd's.
However, for the purposes of our brief
review, we will only note in this and a
subsequent article some of the more
basic problems with Boyd's argument.

The Starting Point:
Human Autonomy
Boyd presents his case as though it
were simply a matter of determining
what the Scriptures teach about
God's knowledge of the future.
However, the real starting point for
his position is a certain view ofhuman
freedom. In fact, one way of charac
terizing Boyd's pOSition would be to
say that it represents a consistent
outworking of an Arminian view of
human freedom. However, unlike
the classic Arminian view, which
still upheld the doctrine of God's
exhaustive foreknowledge of all
things, Boyd's open view of God
insists that, if human beings are
truly free, then God cannot know in
advance the choices that they will
make. Were God to know in advance
what human beings would decide in
particular circumstances, then it
would no longer be possible to say

that they could have decided differently.
If God infallibly knows the future,

then the future must be settled and
determined in advance. Because
Boyd is committed to the principle
that human freedom means the ability
to choose to do the contrary of what
actually occurs, he cannot affirm God's
exhaustive foreknowledge of the
choices human beings actually make.
Throughout his study, Boyd frequently
appeals to this "common sense"
view of human freedom to argue
against God's exhaustive knowledge
of the future. In his introduction, for
example, he insists that "[t]o what
ever degree the future is yet open to
be decided by free agents, it is unset
tled" (IS). Indeed, the reason God
cannot know the future is simple: it
does not yet exist and therefore cannot
be known. If the future is partly the
product of "future free actions,"
then "there is nothing there for God
to know" (16). When God is said to
"elect" certain persons to salvation,
accordingly, this can only mean that
He has chosen to save a "class" oj
persons, namely, those who will
freely choose to believe in respons~
to the gospel. Any suggestion thai
God might know in advance whc
are elect and reprobate would b{
incompatible with the idea that peoph
are free to believe or not to believe
It would also contradict the Scriptura
teaching that God genuinely desire
the salvation of all persons, sino
God could hardly desire somethinl
that He has chosen to make impossibl~
No doubt the question of humm
freedom and responsibility in rela
tion to the will of God is a difficul
one. It is certainly a question that w
cannot possibly resolve in an articl
like this. However, the view c
human freedom that Boyd uphold

nowhere near as obvious or
commonsensical as he claims.

genuinely and wholly undetermined,
is that we create them out of nothing.

First, Boyd's view of human freedom
assumes that the choices people
make, especially choices as impor
tant as to whether to believe or not
to believe the gospel, are completely
undetermined by the kind of people
they are. People are "free" to
embrace or not embrace Christ as
they will. Nothing (including God's
foreknowledge or foreordination)
determines the choices we make
except what we freely will to do. The
problem with this view, however, is
that it fails to do justice to the com
plexity and concreteness of human
freedom and its exercise, particularly
in relation to the gospel's summons
to faith and repentance.

To put the matter a little differently,
Boyd's position implies that the
more free we are to make choices,
the less likely it is that we could
explain those choices! Any explana
tion for our choices that would
appeal to the purpose of God or to
our particular inclinations would
tend to mitigate their genuine freedom.
Thus, the more irrational, unpre
dictable and indeterminate our

Certainly, as Reformed believers
have always insisted, we are free to
do as we please without being coerced
by forces wholly outside of ourselves.
But the great problem of the sinful
human condition is that we are not
free to please whatever we please.
Sinful human beings who hate God
by nature and are enslaved to the
dominion of sin simply do not wish
to please God (Romans 6:15-22; 8:6-8).
Spiritually dead creatures have no
capacity to "pull themselves up by
their own bootstraps," spiritually
speaking (Romans 3:1-12; Ephesians
2:1-3). Unless we are regenerated by
the Spirit of God, we are wholly
incapable of doing any spiritual
good.' We are not able to see or
enter the kingdom of God (John 3:3-6).
When it comes to the question of salva
tion, the kind of free creatures who
indifferently choose to believe or not to
believe in response to the gospel simply
do not exist. The freedom which Boyd
maintains for human creatures is,
simply put, an unbiblical fiction.2
Second, Boyd's view of human freedom
actually suggests that, when human
beings make free choices regarding
their salvation, they literally create
something out of nothing. The future
so far as it comes to be because of the
free choices of human beings has no
prior existence, whether in the mind
of the Triune God or anyone else. The
only possible explanation for the
choices we make, if those choices are

Indeed, what is
so offensive about
the classical view
of God's exhaustive
foreknowledge is that
it deprives me of the
claim to be master of m'y
own fate, determiner of
m'y own destin'y, creator
of m'y own realit'y!
chOices, the more free they are. One
cannot help but be reminded at this
point of the magician who, by a
sleight of hand, manages to pull a
rabbit out of his hat. However, in the
case of Boyd's attempt to define
human freedom as a creation of
something out of nothing, we need
to remember that he actually
believes the rabbit is real and that it
had no previous existence! Boyd's
suggestion that there are human
beings who are utterly indifferent
toward God, who at one and same
time are equally attracted and
repelled by the gospel, has no basis
in Scripture or experience. Such people
do not exist, as any preacher of the
gospel can attest.
Lest this all sound a bit too technical
and abstract, let me explain the
point I wish to make in yet another
way. What I am suggesting is that
the starting point for Boyd's doctrine
of God is not the teaching of
Scripture but an exalted and spedous
view ofman and his pretended autonomy.

In order for man to increase in
power and freedom to do whatsoever
he arbitrarily and sovereignly decides
to do, God must decrease. Why can
God not know in advance what I
will choose to do? Because this
would limit my freedom and creativity
to do whatever I sovereignly decide
to do. Why can God not determine
in advance whether I will be saved or
not? Because that would mean that
my salvation wholly depends upon
God's grace, not my free decision.
Why can God only know the future
in part? Because otherwise the future
and all things would be what they
are and do what they do because of
their relation to the all-encompassing
will and purpose of God. Then the
world, particularly my world, would
not be partly of my own making.
Indeed, what is so offensive about
the classical view of God's exhaustive
foreknowledge is that it deprives me
of the claim to be master of my own
fate, determiner of my own destiny,
creator of my own reality!

Summary
In the final analysis, we are left here
with one or another choice. Either
we acknowledge the transcendent
greatness and glory of the Triune
God who by His eternal counsel
determines whatsoever shall come
to pass, or we exalt man at God's
expense, making our "god" small in
order to make more room for our
selves. Boyd has chosen the second
way. Because he insists upon asserting
a certain view of human freedom
and autonomy, he is compelled to
deny important features of the biblical
doctrine of God, specifically God's
sovereign dominion over all things and
exhaustive knowledge of the future.
Contrary to Boyd's claim, Calvinists
who seek to be biblical in their
thinking do not deny the impor
tance of human responsibility. They
freely acknowledge that God's
image-bearers always have the freedom
to do what they are pleased to do.
Human beings are always answer
able to the Triune God for what they
choose to do. 3 We are not robots or
puppets at the end of the divine

In the article last month, we witnessed
a strong confrontation between John
Calvin and Jerome Bolsec over the
doctrine of predestination. That
controversy provides a remarkable
window on the character and meaning
of the Reformation.

The modern reader is certainly
struck by the rhetoric of the discus
sion and the very strong language
used. This matter of rhetoric leads us
also to the context religiously that
concerns Calvin at this time. That
religious context of persecution,
especially of the Reformed in France,
leads us on to Calvin's sense of the
need of a Protestant united front
again Roman Catholic powers. All of
these factors are important if we are
to understand the Bolsec affair in
context and to understand it as a
critical moment in the Reformation.

Rhetoric
Today we may look back on the
language and the actions in this
affair as very strong. But when we
remember the context we can see
how critical the issues were and how
difficult the circumstances.

Context
Calvin's letters from this period not
only illumine his attitudes to the
Bolsec case, but show the context in
which the case played itself out. Two
letters in particular, both to
Bullinger, bracket the period and
show the depth of Calvin's concern
for the severe persecution that
Reformed people were suffering in
France. He summarized the situation
in a letter dated October 15, 1551 in
these words: "For in order to gain
new modes of venting his [the King
of France, Henry II] rage against the
people of God, he has been issuing
atrocious edicts, by which the general

prosperity of the kingdom is broken
up. A right of appeal to the supreme
courts has hitherto been, and still is,
granted to persons guilty of poisoning,
of forgery, and of robbery; yet this is
denied to Christians: they are
condemned by the ordinary judges
to be dragged straight to the flames,
without any liberty of appeal. It has
been decreed, that the friends of
those whose lives are at stake must
not dare intercede for them, unless
they wish to be charged with patron
izing heresy. The better to fan the
flames, all informers are to receive
the third part of the goods of the
accused. Should any judge appear
too remiss, he is liable to a penalty.
The King's chancellor is to guard
against admitting such to public
offices ... All are commanded, with
more than usual earnestness, to
adore the breaden god on bended
knee. All parsons of parishes are
commanded to read the Sorbonne
articles every Sabbath for the benefit
of the people, that a solemn abnega
tion of Christ may thus resound
throughout the land... Geneva is
alluded to more than ten times in
the edict, and always with a striking
mark of reproach ... The flames are
already kindled everywhere, and all
highways are guarded lest any
should seek an asylum here. If any
opportunity occurs, we must spare
no pains to alleviate the sufferings of
our brethren" (320f) (to Bullinger on
October 15).
The situation had not improved and
was perhaps worse when Calvin
wrote again in March, 1552:
(to Bullinger in March, 1552)
...the king lately published an
edict in which he makes unusual
concessions to the Germans ... the
king, as if he had exhausted his
kindness upon the Germans, ceases
not severely to oppress his
own...The edict has forty-seven

heads.
heads some reasonable relief werl
obtained, the brethren will thin]
themselves not hardly dealt with
One for instance requires, that OJ
holidays each with his family b
present at the mass, and not onl
that he approve that idolatry b
his gesture, and defile himself b
impious and faithless hypocris~
but that the articles of th
Sorbonne be read aloud at th
sacrifice; and thus all will subscrit
to abominable blasphemies (342ft
Calvin reacted to the Bolsec cha
lenge out of this context. He realiZE
that the attack on the Protestal
movement in France (and els
where) was intense and threatem
the very survival of the cause of tl
Gospel. He was convinced that tl
hour required a Protestant unit(
front for theological and strateg
reasons. Both the peace and order
the state and the well-being of tl
church were at stake. This conflj
also raised anew the question of t:
perspicuity and therefore the fur
tional authority of the Bible in t
life of the church. Calvin was alw(l
intensely aware of the Roman cla'
that the obscurity of the Bit
required an authoritative interpre
in the pope.

United Front
To encourage that united front a
confound Bolsec's claim for supp<
the magistrates of Geneva sent a le1
to the ministers of Switzerland, I
in October, 1551, telling them
Bolsec's actions and teaching: "
made an attempt, eight months a
in a public assembly of our chm
to overthrow the doctrine of G<
free election, which, as recei'
from the Word of God we teacr
common with you. Then, ind{

the impertinence of the man was
regulated by some degree of moder
ation. He ceased not afterwards to
make a noise in all places, with the
intention of shaking the faith of the
simple in this all-important doctrine.
At length he openly disgorged what
poison was in him" (323).
"The Senate, however, according to
our request, resolved upon consulting
you" (324).
"Although it is of very great impor
tance to us and to the public
tranquillity, that the doctrine which
we profess should meet with your
approval, yet we have no reason to
entreat your confidence in many
words. The Institutes of our brother
Calvin, against which he is especially
directing his attacks, is not
unknown among you. With what
reverence and sobriety he has therein
discussed the secret judgments of
God, it is not for us to record: the
book is its own bright witness. Nor
in truth do we teach anything here
but what is contained in God's holy
Word, and what has been held by
your church ever since the light of
the Gospel was restored. That we are
justified by faith, we all agree; but
the real mercy of God can only be
perceived when we learn that faith is
the fruit of free adoption, and that,
in point of fact, adoption flows from
the eternal election of God" (324).
The reactions to Geneva's appeal for
help were disappointing. Publicly
Calvin tried to keep his frustration
to moderate expressions, but the
severity of his sense of betrayal is
clear. In his letter to Bullinger
(March, 1552) Calvin complained
about his reaction to Geneva on the
Bolsec matter: "To the letters which I
received when already on horseback,
I only reply that I had good reason
to expostulate, especially to a brother,
in a brotherly way. Consider what
we expected from you in the trou
bled state of our affairs. ConSider,
also, how contrary to our hopes was
the answer you gave us; you may see
that we had some cause to grieve.
You wonder. because I utter a
moderate and gentle complaint,
that we were assisted less liberally

than we had promised ourselves.
However, I make no objection to my
letters remaining buried, if they
contained anything offensive" (344).
Calvin wrote to Bullinger in January,
1552: "You write that you were
astonished why we, annoyed by a
vile and impious wretch, should ask
your opinion of a doctrine which he
was falsely attacking. In this impres
sion you have been greatly mistaken,
for when he accused us of holding
impious doctrine, we deferred to
your judgment out of respect to you.
I fail to see why this should annoy
you. I certainly did not think you
would consider any amount of
labour burdensome, which should
bring so very great relief to your
brethren" (332).
" ... nor, in truth, did I propose
dictating a formula to you, to which
we desire your unqualified assent. It
was enough, and more than
enough, to have your approval of a
doctrine which we held to be found
in the Word of God, nor was it our
object to discuss it with skill and
acuteness; so far from that, the matter,
when stripped of all artifice, shows
that we wanted nothing more than
that by refuting the man's wicked
calumnies, you should bear testimony
to our teaching only what was
drawn from the pure fountain of
God" (332f).
"Your charging us with the want of
moderation and humanity, was
caused, we think, by your placing
less confidence in our letter than
you ought to have done" (333).
"But for you to plead in defense of a
man who seditiously disturbed a
peaceful Church, who strove to
divide us by deadly discord, who,
without ever having received the
slightest provocation, loaded us with
all sorts of abuse, who publicly
taunted us with representing God as
a tyrannical governor, nay more,
that we had put the Jove of the poets
in the place of God, - to defend
such man, I say, were the extreme of
absurdity" (333).
"Altogether, I feel grieved beyond
measure that there is not a better

understanding between us. Indeed I
was astounded, on finding from
your letter, that the kind of teaching
which I employ is displeasing to
many good men, just as Jerome is
offended by that of Zuingle.
Wherein, I beseech you, lies the
similarity? For Zuingle's book, to
speak confidentially, is crammed with
such knotty paradoxes, as to be very
different, indeed, in pOint of
moderation, from what I hold" (333).
"Although you disappointed my
expectations, I nevertheless gladly
offer you our friendship" (334).
In his more private and personal
letter to his dear friend Farel
Ganuary, 1552) he wrote more
candidly, complaining of the
communications from Basel that
were "so cold and empty" (335), and
Zurich who, but for earlier agree
ments, might have become "patrons
of Jerome" (336). And of Berne he
wrote, "You know how defective
they are in courage and firmness"
(336). Calvin believed by contrast that
his reply was "exceedingly temperate"
(336).
"The Institutes testify fully and abun
dantly to what I think, even should
I add nothing besides. First of all, I
beg my readers to recall the admoni
tion made there. This matter is not a
subtle and obscure speculation, as
they falsely think, which wearies the
mind without profit. It is rather a
solid argument excellently fitted to
the use of the godly. For it builds up
faith soundly, trains us to humility,
elevates us to admiration of the
immense goodness of God towards
us, and excites us to praise this
goodness. There is no consideration
more apt for the building up of faith
than that we should listen to this
election which the Spirit of God
testifies in our hearts to stand in the
eternal and inflexible goodwill of
God, invulnerable to all storms of
the world, all assaults of Satan and
all vacillation of the flesh. For then
indeed our salvation is assured to us,
since we find its cause in the breast
of God. For thus we lay hold of life
in Christ made manifest to faith, so
that, led by the same faith, we can

penetrate farther to see from what
source this life proceeds. Confidence
of salvation is founded upon Christ
and rests on the promises of the
gospel. Nor is it a negligible support
when, believing in Christ, we hear
that this is divinely given to us, that
before the beginning of the world
we were both ordained to faith and
also elected to the inheritance of
heavenly life. Hence arises an
impregnable security."
"Hence, if to honour the goodness
of God it is chiefly necessary to
remember how much we are indebted

to him, they are malicious injurers
of God who consider the doctrine of
eternal election burdensome and
vexatious. For if it is buried out of
sight, half the grace of God must
vanish with it. Let them clamour
who will - we shall always equip
the doctrine of gratuitous election as
we teach it with this maxim, for
without it the faithful cannot
adequately apprehend how great is
the goodness of God by which they
are effectually called to salvation."
"God, by His eternal goodwill, which
has no cause outside itself, destined

those whom He pleased to salvation,
rejecting the rest; those whom He
dignified by gratuitous adoption He
illumined by His Spirit, so that they
receive the life offered in Christ,
while others voluntarily disbelieve,
so that they remain in darkness,
destitute of the light of faith."
Footnotes
1 Calvin, "Letters," vol. 5, p. 32lf.
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t~JiJ~ntial)Resour~~ and
Nee
Recently, the deacons of the church I serve asked me to help them develop an assessment tool, an interview document to help
them determine both the resources that people have at their disposal, and the needs they have. Part ofthe document would serve
to explain our philosophy of ministry, a philosophy based on Scripture.
One of the reasons we need such a tool is the radical difference between needs and wants (a difference many are unable to
acknowledge). Another is the difference between what the Bible says about Christian love and what people demand from one
another. The "welfare state" has bred into generations ofAmericans the expectation of"something for nothing." And it seems
that big government's "entitlements" have spilled over into the expectations ofmany in the church. While Acts 2:42ff(and other
passages in early Acts) makes quite clear that when the Spirit ofChrist takes hold ofa people, there is nothing they won't share
with those in need, at the same time, others seem quite willing to abuse the love ofGod's people with a greedy and bitter spirit.
The document printed below serves as a suggestion for you. Think about ways you might make use of in your ministries.
CONFIDENTIAL RESOURCE AND NEEDS ASSESSMENT FOR DIACONAL MINISTRY
Introduction: A Biblical Philosophy of Mercy

(Read carefully all Scripture references.)
The deacons of this congregation have been charged by God with many important responsibilities. We are to manage
wisely the resources (including finances, talents and gifts) of the congregation so that we may together serve the Lord
effectively. And, although we cannot eliminate poverty (and should not try, Matthew 26:11), we are to demonstrate
the love and mercy of Christ to those who have special needs, first of all within the church family. God's Word especially
challenges us to pay special attention to the needs of those who are defenseless, who have no advocate in a hostile
world. In the Old Testament, the Bible makes clear that God watches out for the "fatherless," the "widow" and the
"sojourner," and expects His people to do the same (Exodus 10:18, Deuteronomy 27:19). The New Testament reiterates the
same theme, instructing the church to care faithfully for those in such helpless situations (Luke 18:1-8; lTimothy 5:3-5,
but note v. 4).
Our goal is to demonstrate such mercy and love, and at the same time, stimulate responsible and faithful stewardship
among the people of God. Where possible, any assistance from the church should aim at cultivating freedom from
dependence on anyone but God (I Thessalonians 4:11-12), so that the individual/family can become an active part of
the circle of faith and the willing/happy support of others by his/their work (II Thessalonians 3:10). By showing love
and mercy to those who truly need, and by challenging those who do not have such needs to work responsibly and
give generously, God is honored, His love is made visible in a loveless world, and the Gospel is adorned.
You have requested our assistance. We are honored by that fact, for it is an honor to serve God by ministering to you.
For us to do so, it is necessary to have certain information. The questions which follow do not seek to pry, but

do request your open, prayerful and honest participation in the process described above, so that we can help you as
God has called us to do. We pledge to keep your answers strictly confidential among the officebearers who must care
for you. Please understand that by filling out this assessment, you are not jeopardizing the possibility of our assistance,
but merely helping us determine how we can and should help you.

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONNAIRE

General Questions
Please describe in detail the problem/need that you have.
• Is it an immediate crisis, or a long-term need?
• Does it involve only financial need, or other needs such as transportation, medical care, counseling, assistance
with budgeting, etc.?
Please tell us about yourself and your family.
• Single? Married? Divorced? Widowed?
• Do you live with parents or children?
Please tell us about your work.
• Do you have a job? (Full-time or part-time? Temporary or permanent?)
• Do you receive benefits such as health insurance?
• How long have you been there?
• How many jobs have you held in the last 3 years?
Please tell us about special circumstances.
• Medical: illness, incapacity or handicap? Mental disease? Medications you are taking, or should be taking?
• Legal: Are you in trouble with the law?
• Do you use alcohol, tobacco, or drugs?
Please tell us about other resources available to you. (For example, do you qualify for government assistance,
insurance, pension, family resources, community resources?)
Financial
1. Do you have a budget? Is it written? If we believe it necessary, would you share it with us?

2. Do you believe you live within your means?
3. Does your budget include giving to church and/or kingdom causes in gratitude to God?
Please list your total indebtedness.
Please list other financial resources available to you (investments, savings, family resources).
Lifestyle
1. Do you own your own home, or rent?
2. List make and model of all cars you own.
3. Do you own an R\1, boat, motorcycle, plane?
4. Please describe briefly your entertainment system (Tv, stereo equipment, computer, telecommunications
equipment, etc.).
S. Please describe briefly your last 2 vacations.
6. List any hobbies that impact your lifestyle or financial condition.

Spiritual Issues
1. Have you personally accepted Christ as your Savior, and committed your life to Him as Lord?
2. Are you faithful in reading/studying/meditating on God's Word?
3. Are you faithful in prayer each day? Have you committed your present problem to Him? How have you prayed
about this?
4. Are you faithful in worship on the Lord's Day?
S. Do you struggle with any of the following (quite common) spiritual temptations: bitterness, envy, anger,
resentment, pride, loss of hope, laziness?
6. Does guilt overwhelm you? Are you living in some unconfessed sinful pattern of life, either in regard to personal
morality or in regard to some interpersonal relationship?
Do you struggle with depression? (If so, is it long-term, short-term? Under a doctor's care for treatment?)
Does your assessment of your gifts and abilities square with other people's assessment of you?

Other Issues
Please list any additional infonnation you believe may help us to provide Biblical, spiritual, and/or other assistance to you.
Please describe any ministry in which you are involved, in which you are ministering to others in the service of Christ.
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string of God's counsel.
Howeyer, our freedom does
not compete with God's
sovereignty. God need not
decrease that we might
increase. Rather, our freedom
is f01ll1d \\ithin the outworking
of God's counsel. However
diffirult it might ~ to a:mprehend,
Calvinists embrace God's
sovereignty and human
responsibility, while recognizing
that their inter-relationship
cannot be fully comprehended
or explained. They do so,
however, \\ithout jettisoning
what is crudally important:
the transcendent greatness
and glory of the Triune God
who knows and works all
things according to His sover
eign COUflSeI and purpose.
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restaurant whose menu listed a number of
entrees. I could fairlv well predict that he
would not select one that was undesirable
to him_ In fact. I have a friend who hates
pizza "ith a passion. Though free in the
sense that he rnav determine what he
"i5hes to order mo' one makes this choice
for him I. it is certain that he will not order
pizza when given the choice. He has no
taste for it: Similarlv, sinners whose hearts
are at enmitv "ith God, who do not under
stand or seek God (Rom. 3), will freely and
"illingly I and certainly) choose against
Him -'unless, of course, God grant them
a new heart.
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