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TlhHelnnHe A\Jr1tftdce§ 

THE LIGHT AT THE 
TOP OF THE MAST 

Thomas and Laurie Vanden Heuvel 

In their intriguing new novel, Gideon's Torch, Charles 
Colson and Ell en Vaughn rela te a conversation between 
a minister and a fictional attorney general of the United 
States. The minister is appealing to a fixed standard for 
Truth in Jesus Christ and His Word. The attorney general 
is convinced that there is no fixed standard of Truth, and 
that majority vote, majority opinion refl ects truth. At that 
point the minister recall s a childhood experience to i llus· 
trate his conviction. 

Maybe you've been sailing at night. We used to do 
that when 1was a kid, my dad and Alex and me, and 
we would sleep on the boat...But there would be times 
on moonless nights when you couldn't see ten yards 
ahead of the boat.There was a li ght positioned at the 
top of our mast, but if we tried to navigate from our 
own light, which was moving with us, that would 
have been no help. So, my dad would navigate by 
the stars. Fixed points, shining out in the darkness 
above a spinning world...Truth has to befixed in order 
for us to know how to live. In order for it to be truth. 
This homey analogy led to the conversion of the attar. 

ney general. And it illustrates pOignantl y a situation 
which has developed in the Reformed world of The Neth
erlands and its "Dutch connection" here in the United 
States. 

The Otristian Reformed Church has drunk deeply from 
the fountain call ed The Free University of Amsterdam. 
For years many talented young students, some of them 
funded by Diamond Jubilee Scholarships, went abroad 
to the "Free" to study (oft en theology), and later returned 
to serve their denomination's educational institutions and 
other strategic posts. 

There was a professor at the "Free" whose influence 
on his own peers in The Netherlands and on our Chris
ti an Reformed scene here in America has been consider
able - profound and widespread. His name was G.c. 
Berkouwer. Professor Berkouwer was greatly revered in 
the Reformed conununity at home and abroad. His own 
testimony demonstra ted a strong commitment to the 
Scriptures and the Christ of the Scriptures. 

On one of Berkouwer's earl y trips (the early 1950s), 
Co-editor Tom Vanden Heuvel heard him preach at his 
father's church, West Leonard CRC in Grand Rapids, MI. 
In that sermon Professor Berkouwer thundered from the 
pulpit, with a heavy roll onhis "R's," "Doubt is T-E-R-R
I-B-L-E! " But years later, at a CR Min ister's Institu te in 
the mid-sixti es, Professor Berkouwer's main thrust was 
that, concerning the Scripture, there were "many prob
lerns, many problems." 

And now, among criti cs and d iSCiples alike, it has be
come commonplace to distinguish between an early and 
a �l �~�~�e�r� �B �e �r �~�o�~�w�e �r �.� Progre:ssives see Berkouwer's change 
as maturity; conservatives see it as a "capitulation." 

And, this capitulati on of Berkouwer has had not only a 
"ripple-effect," but an "avalanche eff ect" on the Chris
tian Reformed Church for the past thirty to forty years. It 
is only the last ten or more years that the eRe pew has 
begun �~�o� sense a cloud, a shift, a change - not knowing 
where It has come from or where it is going. 

I?r. Carl W. Bogue, now a minister in the PCA(Presby
tenan Church of Ameri ca), took his doctor's degree un
def Dr. c.c. Berkouwer, graduating in 1975. Dr. Bogue 
has graciously consented to prepare a series of articles 
for The Outlook. This series is not a biography of the late 
Dr. Berkouwer who died in January, 1996. It is not a trib
ute to a man; it is rather, a critique of Berkouwer's think· 
ing and a demonstration of the destructive effect it has 
had on his own denomination (Berkouwer chose Dr. 
Harry Kuitert to be his successor), the Christian Reformed 
Church and the Reformed church world at large. And, 
although Berkouwer has been only one of a number of 
influences creating our present dilemma, he is a consid
erable influence. 

Some of our readers will feel this discussion is "over 
their heads," perhaps even a waste of space. Granted, 
the topic and material is philosophical in nature and 
therefore somewhat complex. But we humblyaskfor your 
indulgence and patience for the sake of those who wish 
to trace the roots of our current cri ses, draw the parallels 
between Berkouwer's thought and the all too famili ar 
arguments which have been advanced by the 
"progressives" in the CRC against the"conservatives" 
who have simply and knowingly refused to move away 
from both the historic, Biblical and Reformed method of 
interpreting Scripture, and from the confessions. 
. It is �i�m�~�o�r�t�a�n�t for all to reali ze that long before changes 
In perceptions and practice are advocated (such as an ani· 
mal ancestry for man, a feminizati on of God, an alter
ation of church office and w ho may occupy it, an alterna
tive sexual li festyle to the hetero husband-wife model), 
there has been a major philosophical (or theological in 
the case of spiritual matters) shift before the ramifications 
of that shi ft become obvious to the general public· in 
our case, the church. 

Iti s with this philosophical-theological sllift in the think
ingof a powerful figure such as Dr. Berkouwer, that these 
articles deal. And if you read Dr. Bogue's articles a nurn
ber of ti mes, and if you read them all, together w ith edj· 
�t �o�~ �i �a �l� prefaces which as editors we hope to provide, you 
w ill understand the underpinnings of the current unrest 
in the church much better than before. 

For the past 20-30 years we have heard "buzz words" 
such as the "form/content," "kernel/ husk" debate on 
Scripture; we have heard that the Word of God is inIal
li ble but not inerrant; we have heard that the Bible is in
fallible as to what it intends to teach (Who decides that?), 
but we must not press the Bible for accuracy in all of the 
detail s; we have heard that the Bible does not contain 
"propositional truth"; we have heard of an animal an· 
cestry for man; we have heard recently that problem pas
sages of the Bible must be interpreted by means of " cor· 
relations"; we have heard conservatives, who simply hold 
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cused of " fundamentalism" and "scholasticism." In a 
thoroughly documented treatment of Berkouwer's 
thought, Dr. Bogue demonstrates the roots of all of these 
charges. 

Dr. Berkouwer, closely following Karl Barth, has con
structed his own " li ght at the top of the mast" and he has 
followed it, and has helped to produce a generation of 
disciples who are following it. They are losing their way, 
their "fixed point" (the inerrant Word of God) and are 
leading the church into a deep, dark, confused night. 
Unless they get back to the fixed point, they will lead the 
church to a shipwreck of faith (I Timothy 1:19), as we see 
in the GKN in The Netherlands. 

In this first installment, author Bogue presents the early 
and later Berkouwer, and then moves on to a preliminary 
sketch of Berkouwer's view of Scripture and the confes
sions which he treats in greater detail in later install ments 
(September and October/96). 

Bogue points out that Berkouwer is critical of those who 
maintain Bibli cal inerrancy. He defines error as "inten
tionallying" and this the Biblical authors do not do. But 
only in this sense is the Bible inerrrant. (In this sense, 
most wri ting that people do is inerrant; only rarely do 
they intend to lie.) Berkouwer does not include the accu
racy of details in the idea of inerrancy. The important 
thing, according to Berkouwer, is that the Scripture pre
sents a "deep spiritual witness to Jesus Chri st" and to 
press the Bible for accuracy (i nerrancy) which extends to 
the details will" damage reverence for Scripture more 
than it w ill further it. " Through it all, Berkouwer insists 
that he has a hig;/ view of Scripture. 

From this principle has come the mantra we have heard 
so often lately in the CRe, " It 's not a matter of salva
tion," the implicati on being that if a disputed secti on(s) 
of Scripture is not directly related to salvation (the trust
worthiness of all Scripture is related to salvation - T & L 
VdH) then it is not important what we believe concern
ing it (for important discussions of this phrase see ar
ticles written by Mark Vander Hart, The Outlook, April/ 
96 and Camelis Venema in this issue of Tile Outlook, May / 
96). 

Regarding the confessions, Berkhouwer would have 
us realize that definitions and formulations of dogma can 
" fossilize," thus making it necessary to reexamine what 
it was that the framers of the confessions intended by what 
they said. Berkouwer would have us resist a view of 
dogma which looks at truth in terms of " fix ed proposi
tions" from which logical implications may be drawn. 

It is clear already from the initial article in this series, 
that those of us who are committed to the historic, Bibli
cal Reformed faith, and the disciples of Dr. Berkouwer 
(of whom there are many in the CRC) are on two di ffe r
ent tracks (a Bible without error in its intent and its de
tails versus a Bible whose authority rests only on what it 
intends to teach, not on the accuracy of the details in 
which those intentions come); and these two tracks will 
never and can never meet. It is important to understand 
this as we contemplate the fu tures of those who currently 
constitute the Christian Reformed Church. 

Ber koultVer: �
A Hole in the Dike? �

Carl W. Bogue 

My mind is transported back to 1966. The theology fac
ulty of the Free University had not yet moved to the"sub
urbs" of Amsterdam, but was packed into that wonder
ful complex of old bUildings on the Keisersgracht. I took 
a seat dose to the open window looking out on the canal. 
I had never heard or studied the Dutch language; I had 
never even known a member of the Christian Reformed 
Church. That fi rst year I heard with understanding very 
little. More than once 1 yearned for an extra long fi shing 
pole that could reach the canaL Yet I was drawn, as many 
students have been, to the enthusiasm with which Pro
fessor Berkouwer " did" theology right there before your 
eyes. Theology fascinated him. I sensed that long before 
I began to understand the language. 

Then there was a cultural gap that was more severe in 
some ways than the language. Gerrit Corneli s Berkouwer 
had the international stature of his two most distin
guished predecessors, Abraham Kuyper and Herman 
Bavinck, but he wrestled with theological issues and his
torical debates that form a bewildering maze to an out
sider. When I read the news of his death, I noted with 
surprise that a total of 42 students obtained doctorates 
under his guidance. Somehow, I thought it would be a 
lot more. I certainly feel unworthy to be in such elite com
pany. That feeling is not lessened when I have from time 
to time been given opportunity to write about him. Is it 
possible fo r an outsider to pOint out a hole in the dike, 
without transgressing the bounds of arrogance? I do not 
know. I do know that during the lectures, in my mar
ginal notes of his many books which I have read, in cor
respondence during the finalizing of my dissertation, and 
in private conversations there were questions and prob
lems about which I could not be completely at peace. I 
sometimes felt very much alone and suspecting that I had 
missed the paint altogether. Some years later Berkouwer 
published a work that was to confirm that my concerns 
were not imaginary. 

In 1974 a significant book appeared w hich was trans
lated into English three years later: A HalfCentil ry ofThe
ology. The unique value of this volume among his many 
writ ings is the autobiographical insight it reveals of 
Berkouwer's participation in the period from 1920 to 1970. 
Expanding on a survey g iven during the completion of 
his regular lectures at the Free University of Amsterdam, 
Berkouwer seeks to give "an overview of the fascinating 
events, with all their struggles and discussions, of the 
theology of this half-century."! There are aspects that "are 
still profound and important, and, far from disappear
ing, still meet us as we scout today's theological arena." 
It is Berkouwer's contention " that we are wrestling to
day with questions put on the agenda a half century 
ago."2 Yet his closing chapter in this revealing work is 
entitl ed, "Concern for the Faith," and is punctuated with 
thoughts about doubt, fear, unrest, uncertainty, alarm, and 
theology's inadequacy in understanding. "The quest," 

Berkouwer, is "for a and ri cher understand-
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ing,"3 but one suspects the measure for judging success 
in this quest has changed from what has historically 
guided the church. 

The relevance of Berkouwer's pilgrimage for this side 
of the Atlantic needs to be understood. His direct and 
indirect influence is considerable. During this same half 
century the American evangelical community has wit
nessed a profound transformation. There were those re
spected evangelicals who, willingly or not. began to be 
identified by the presence of "neo" in front of the name 
"evangelical." A growing split was emerging that was to 
become more than a mere intramural struggle. Part and 
parcel of this struggle was a growing difference of opin
ion on the doctrine of Scripture, a difference popularized 
by Lindsell's The Battle/or 
the 8ible.4 The focal point is 
inerrancy. So aggreSSive 
had the errantists become 
that the erosion among 
evangelicals was rampant. 
The si tuation had deterio
rated to the pOint that we 
saw the emergence in 1977 
of an evangelical 
counter-offensive in the 

was defending Barth against the likes of Van TIL and 
Pannenberg.9 His two main works onScripture (1928 and 
1966-67) reflect this change as dramatically as any. 
Krabbendam sees the early Berkouwer on Scripture as 
"practicall y identical" to Warfield, while the later 
Berkouwer is "criti cal of Warfield" and "endorses and 
adopts the neo-orthodox position."lO Berkouwer's two 
books on Roman Catholicism subsequent to the Second 
Vatican Council breathe a different spirit from his early 
work, The Conflict with Rome. 

It is a fair assumption that this "early/later" evalua
tion of Berkouwer accounts for the fact that only in more 
recent years has there been a growing chorus of critics 
willing to question the orthodoxy of such an esteemed 
"Reformed" theologian. In late 1975, Jpresented a paper 

"Find someone in the Reformed tradi �
tio/I who denies inerrancy bitt wants �

to affinn a 'high view' of Scripture and �
its 'infallible message,' and he will �

probably model his doctrine of �
Scripture from Berkoltwer." �

form of the lntemational Council on Biblical Inerrancy. 
Warfield versus Berkouwer, a distinction underlined by 
Berkouwer himself, has become a popular symbol of the 
�b�a�t�t �l�e �:�~� 

Whether disciple orcritic, those referring to Berkouwer 
as a "Reformed" theologian feel a necessity to qualify 
the definition. Rogers, for example, qualifies to remove 
him from the "bad company" of Warfield or Protestant 
scholastics.6 Van Til qualifies to include him with the "bad 
company" of the neo-orthodox.' Berkouwer stands with one 
foo t i1l a confessional heritage which he refuses to abandon and 
another foot hi the world of ecumenical ventures which fre
quetltly conflict with his heritage. To some, Berkouwer rep
resents a breath of fresh air, providing the evangelical 
with a way out of the dilemma between"conservative" 
and " liberal. " To others his theology is at best a frustrat
ing inconsistency and at worst a theological capitulation. 

The thesis of this article is that Berkouwer has made 
somesignificant departures from his heritage, and on the 
basis of these departures there is justification for seeing a 
line of development from Berkouwer to the 
neo-evangelical movement and the rejection of biblical 
inerrancy. As contemporary evangelicals wake up to the 
fact that they have been robbed of much of the heart of 
classical Reformed orthodoxy, the "Dutch connection" 
may not be overlooked. Berkouwer is, of course, but one 
of many influences. He is, however, a considerable influ
ence. 

EARLY AND LATER BERKOUWER 
Among diSCiples and critics alike, it is commonplace 

to distinguish between an early and later Berkouwer. 
Whether one calls it maturity or capitulation, there is cer
tainly change. Berkouwer believes he missed the "real 
intentions of Barth" in his 1932 dissertation on the new 
German theology.s Hi s sympathy with Barth had in
creased Significantly a couple of decades later in The Tri
umph afGrace in the Theology of Karl Barth, and by 1974 he 

Berkouwer was no doubt to be attributed to their judg
ments of charity about a man of his stature and to the 
style of his writing, which is circumlocutory. 

The critical voices are on the increase, however. With 
the appearance in 1975 of the English translation of 
Berkouwer's work on Holy Scripture, a new wave of criti
cism was heard. At a time when evangelicals were grow
ing in the awareness that biblical inerrancy is the issue 
where the battle must be fought, Berkouwer's Holy Scrip
ture was tried and found wanting. One need only read 
the papers from the "Inerrancy Summit" in Chicago 
(1978), sponsored by the lnternational Council on Bibli
cal Inerrancy, to see Berkouwer attacked from a variety 
of quarters. 

Paralleling this increasing cri ti cism is the emergence 
of Berkouwer as a rallying point of the neo-evangelical 
and errantist movement. Find someone in the Reformed 

I traditi"n who denies inerrancy but wants to affirm a 
view" of Scri pture and its "infallib le message," and 

probably model his doctrine of Scripture from 
B.,eka,"",.r. Because of his prominence in the battle, Jack 

the most symbolic of this influence. 

�;�;�;�,�~�~�~�~�~ �~�:�~�~�~�~�~�;�!�~�;�1�i�~�l�~� aa book which attacks inerrancy rationalistic defense of Scrip-�I� 
ture," Rogers earlier written a doctoral dissertation 
on the doctrine of Scripture in the Westminster Confession 
and pushed credulity to the limit s by trying to make the 
Westminster Divines' view of Scripture essentiall y the 
same as that of Berkouwer.ll Such an un-historical con
clusion apparentl y is the fundamental credential by 
which Rogers has become a spokesman for the errantist 
movement among neo-evangelicals in this country. Such 
"revisionist" interpretation of the Westminster Assem
bly has continued in this disciple of Berkouwer, who is 
today a prominent spokesman within the old line liberal 
Presbyteri an denomination. 

Any discussion of an early and later Berkouwer should 
also take into account a Significant article by Hendrikus 
Berkhof, a neo-orthodox theologian, on "The Method of 

critical of Berkouwer 
which was subsequently 
published as a monograph 
entitled A Hole in the Dike. 
The most prevalent re
sponse to that paper was 
from those who had be
come uneasy with 
Berkouwer but were not 
quite sure why. The ab
sence of firm criticism of 
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Berkouwer's Theology." Berkhof finds three phases in 
Berkouwer 's theology, the firs t of which acknowledges 
" the absolute authority of Scripture.nl2 The second phase 
Berkhof call s "the salvation content of Scripture, " which 
begins as early as the beginning of Berkouwer's Studies 
in Dogmatics in 1949,13 Tfus phase is less polemical and 
moves from the authority 
of Scripture in an absolute "Berkollwer... affinlls he is 110 less 
sense to the nature of that 
authority, namely, the sal cOllImitted to the sigllificallce of 'It 
vation content via Christ. stallds written,' even though his The third phase is "Hle ex �
istential direction of Scrip present understanding ofwhat that �
ture," w ith it s 
kerygmatic-existential cor meallS has challged considerably." 
relation manifesting i tself 
in Berkouwer'g changed view on Dort and his "asym
metrical" emphasis on election,l4 

This methodological analysis by Berkhof is a strong 
indictment to anyone from an evangelical perspective. 
Simply put, Berkhof is saying that Berkouwer went from 
traditional Reformed orthodoxy to existential theology 
via a form of neo-orthodoxy. Whether one agrees with 
this analysis or not, a theologian of Berkhof's stature, 
writing in an academic Festschrift honoring Professor 
Berkouwer, must have seen some radical evidence to 
draw such a far-reaching conclusion. I was in the Neth
erlands at the time and understood that Berkouwer pro
tested vigorously to Berkhof, though I saw nothing in 
print. Subsequently, however, Hendrick Krabbendam has 
provided an important reference in this issue by citing a 
Dutch work by F. W. Buytendach to the effect "that 
Berkouwer has acknowledged the transition from the firs t 
to the second phase, but objected to the construct of a 
third phase."15 Apparently Berkouwer is willing to acknowl
edge a significant c/ulITge, a chal/ge which resulted in seeill g 
Scriptu re con tent as not necessarily bound to scriptural form. 
This change according to Krabbendam, would have been 
impossible "without Barthian type of neo-orthodoxy." 16 

Looking back at the conclusion of his "half century," 
Berkouwer came to acknowledge how he changed or 
softened his former criticism of modern trends in theol
ogy. Not surpri singly, there is a chapter devoted to Karl 
Barth. In that chapter and throughout A HaljCell tllry of 
Theology, one is struck by Berkouwer's acknowledged 
sympathy wi th Kierkegaard, Brunner and Barth in op
position to religious self-confidence. Berkouwer relates 
his change in attitude toward Barth on the question of 
faith certainty, and many quotes are given from Barth 
which sound very much like Berkouwer's own soluti on 
to the certainty question, i.e., knowing "in fai th." In a 
chapter on Scripture, Berkouwer admits that he used to 
see kerygmatic theology as " the '""ay out' of the prob
lems of uncertainty." He now sees it differehtly. Oppos
ing Pannenberg in support of Barth, he now sees such 
accent on the kerygma "not as a 'way out,' but as the 
way in which the witness employs its power." I? 

As we move to a more specific analysis of Berkouwer's 
thought, a significant fact will emerge concerning the 
earl y and later Berkouwer. While such a distinction is 
valid and helpfu l, we will see that the seeds of what mflny 
consider the later Berkouwerwere present veryenrly. No doubt 
to the surprise of some, Berkhof is correct in seeing a sil?
nificant change as earl y as the beginning of Berkouwer s 
Studies in Dogmatics in 1949.18 The "hole in the dike" was 

even that . To the extent Berkouwer accu

rately reflects on the "half century" in which he partici
pated, the seeds were present even at the beginning. 

As I read the earlier Studies in Dogmatics, there was of
ten the feeling that Berkouwer was orthodox on many 
doctrines in spite of his methodology. Perhaps it was not 
Berkouwer himself but the flood of his disciples in whom 

unorthodox views were 
more g laring w hich 
alerted so many in recent 
days to trace these views 
back to Professor 
Berkouwer. It was in this 
light that I began more 
and more to use the 
phrase, "hole in the dike," 
as descriptiv e of 

Berkouwer's influence. 

SCRIPTURE AND CONFESSION 
A fundamental impression tha t emerges from 

Berkouwer's writ ings is that he seeks to be in subjection 
to the Word of God. Theology is "relevant" only when it 
is "relati ve to the Word of God." "Theology is occupied 
in continuousattentive and obedient li s tening to the Word 
of God."19 Because God's love in Jesus Christ is revealed 
in Scripture, "beyond the word of Scripture we dare not 
go."m The Engli sh translation adds, "There is nothing 
beyond thal." That sentence is not in the Dutch, but it 
does refl ect the total dichotomy in Berkouwer's thought 
between explicit scri ptural teaching and all other knowl
edge, whether deduced from Scripture or from non
biblical sources. The commendable aim of obedience to 
Scripture may be abused by such a dichotomy, however, 
and Berkouwer's aversion to the "good and necessary 
consequence" statement in the Westminster Confession is 
a prime example of this.21 

It is important to realize that Berkouwer is doing more 
than claiming to be in subjection to the Word of God. He 
is critical of the inerrancy doctrine find believes "is view is 
really honoring God's Word while the inerrantist's is not. 
"Some," he says, "are fascinated by a miraculous 'cor
rectness,'" but "in the end it will damage reverence for 
Scripture more than it will fur ther it." n " In appealing to 
its authority we are not dealing wi th a fo rmal principle 
but with a deepspiritual witness to Jesus Christ. ..." 2J Thus 
a person who operates wit h "a certain theory of inspira
tion" (i. e., inerrancy) "is almost certainly going to cry ' It 
stands writt en' and still come out with something that 
misses the truth and power of Scripture."24 "To speak of 
errors ... is to speak of an unhistorical approach."lS "The 
slogan, 'It stands written,' is not a magiC wand that can 
be waved to eli minate aU problems .... "26 Berkouwer, re
flecting on his 1938 work on Scripture, affirms he is no 
less committed to the significance of " It stands written,"l? 
even though his present understanding of what that 
means has changed considerably. 

Of course, anyone may claim obedience to Scripture. 
He may do so wit h utmost integrity.28 The neo-orthodox, 
no less than neo-evangeli cals, claim to be those who are 
truly honoring and reverently listening to God's Word.29 
Van Til, acknowledging some vali di ty in Berkouwer's 
criticism that he was not sufficiently exegetical, never
theless makes this timely observation: "One can be 'ex
egetical' in terms of the neo-orthodox schematism of 
thought and this is, after all , to be speculative fi rst, and 
biblical afterwards.":Il 



Closely related to Berkouwer's subjection to Scripture 
is his concern that confessions not lose their derivative 
character. Their subordinate status is coupled with an
other qualification. In an important article on confessions 
with special regard to the Canons of Dort, Berkouwer 
speaks of the increasing awareness in recent times of the 
historicall y conditioned nature of confessions.3J There is, 
according to Berkouwer, a certain vulnerability in all con
fessions brought about by their reaction against a par
ticular heresy with consequent selection and exegesis of 
"appropriate" passages. 

Writing elsewhere concerning the question of whether 
Chakedon is a Christo!ogicalterminal pOint, Berkouwer 
writes: "For the Scriptures are richer than any pronounce
ment of the church, no matter how excellent it be .. " 32 

"Chalcedon is not as rich as that Scriptural fullness on 
which the church ... is continually allowed to draw."33 
What is perhaps the only basic difference in his most re
cent work is the stronger emphasis on the inadequacies 
of any confessional statement. Answering the fear that 
questioning Chalcedon is "another alienation from the 
church's confession," Berkouwer writes: 

It is worth remembering then that any fixed definition 
can fossilize, especially if the definitions are no longer 
understood. Indeed, we should remember that no 
definition is adequate...Orthodoxy is maintained 
only in conformity with the truth that the church had 
in mind when it tri ed to state truth in its inadequate 
formulas.34 

This is a subtle but significan t move from a warning of 
the inadequaCies of language to what is almost an obses
sion with a confession's inadequacies necessitating a dif
ferent measurement for certainty. 

Whi le Berkouwer himself has a high regard for the 
creeds of the church, such a theoretically accurate stance 
acknowledges the possibi lity of significant error in all 
human statements and runs the risk of relativizing any 
doctrinal statement. Berkouwer rejects relativizing run 
wi ld, but the danger lingers of an increasing transforma
tion of what we once be-

agree with our theological heritage, but do not want to step out 
ofthat rich heritage, we can simply claim their commihuent to 
our content while using historically conditiolled forms. The 
result may be, and has been, the sneaking in of new con
tent under the guise of a new form for the old content. 
Berkouwer's re-interpretation of the Carrolls of Dort 
throws out the "causal" framework as an unfortunate 
historical form which tried to say too much and restricts 
the content (the Synod's real intent) to a doxological ref
erence to the sovereignty of God's grace.J6 The legitimate 
question is whether what the Synod of Dort intended to 
confess regarding the sovereign, predestinating God has 
disappeared in such are-interpretation. 

The "fo rm-content distinction" provides Berkouwer 
with a ready-made vehicle for ecumenical dialogue where 
"hang-ups' with past formulations may be politely set 
aside to clear the way for "fresh" insights on old prob
lems. Nowhere has this been more visibl e than in 
Berkouwer's discussions with and about Roman Catho
lic theologians. In his first book on the Second Vatican 
Council, and even more so in lectures, Berkouwer radi
ates excitement and enthusiasm over similar method
o logical developments in the Roman Catholic Church. 

Pope John XX III opened the door by declaring some 
things to be not absolute (the plea for "unity in the es
sentials" implied there was an area of non-essentials 
where differences could be tolerated).37 Berkouwer gives 
great importance to this statement of the pope on the first 
day of the council 

The certain and unchangeable doctrine, to which we 
must ever remain faithful, must be examined and 
expounded by the methods applicable in our times. 
We must distinguish between the inheritance of the 
faith itself, or the truths which are contained in our 
holy doctrine, and the way in which these truths are 
formulated, of course with the same sense and the 
same significance.36 

Berkouwer relates the pope's distinction "between the 
substance and the formulations of the truth" to "similar 

distinctions that Roman 
lieved to be truth by one 
who zealously maintains 
the absolute authority of 
Scripture. 

Any student of 
Berkouwer would, in this 
contex t, have one key 
word constantly in m ind. 
In both lectures and writ
ing, one word increasingly 
appears as fundamental to 
his histori cal understand
ing of theology. Intent! 

"The 'fonn-colltellt distil/ctioll' 
provides Berkouwer with a 

ready-made vehicle for ecumellical 
dialogue where 'hallg-ups' with past 

fonnulatiolls may be politely set 
aside to clear the way for 'fresh' 

illsights all old problems." 

theologians of the new 
stripe have been making 
in the recent past."39 This 
was an entrance into "the 
danger zone of Roman 
Catholic problematics," 
quite different from the 
1950 encyclical Human; 
Generis of Pius XII. oW And 
even though Paul VI was 
less inclined in this direc
tion, Berkouwer sees this 

"What was the intent of the apostle or prophet in Scrip
ture?" "What is the deepest illleni of the framers of the 
confession?" "What was Rome really intending to say at 
Trent?" And on it goes. In a confessional statement, there
fore, one must be alerted to the relation between the" un
changeable affirmation and changeable representatioll," the 
"really intended content, and the form in which this con
tent comes to expression," and the fact that no form can 
adequately express the intended content in final form.35 

There is an unfortunate temptation in the use of this 
valid interpretive method of seeking the true intent of 
those who spoke. Tile danger is that when we come to dis-

new attitude as a signifi
cant breakthrough. In this context a wholechapter is given 
�~�v�e�r� to "Unchangeability and Changeability of Dogma. 

In a second book growing out of Vatican H, the "i n
tent" idea comes ou t strongry in a chapter on the conti
nuity of dogma and its sameness. Dogma, Berkouwer 
says approvingly, was not "timelessly formulated," but 
used "historically fixed terminology, thought patterns, 
and pre-suppositions" which were not without philo
sophical presuppositions and which must be understood 
out of their polemical setting. 41 "The task of the church 
and theology is to penetrate through to what the church 
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intended in these formulations and what she wanted to 
confess."42 Hand in hand with this new approach is "a 
s trong resistance" against a view of dogma as fixed pre
suppositions from which logical implications may be 
drawn.H This view also was mentioned approvingly in 
The Secolld Vatican COll/lei l, where it is said that revela
tion " is not a reservoir of in tellectual propositions" but 
rather"a personal self-d isclosure by God in which He 
encounters the to tal person."44 

Via the "form-content" dis tinction, Be rkouwer had, 
wi th quali fication, become a part of a new ecumenical 
alli ance within and without the Roman Church where 
neo-orthodox theology tends to be the common denomi
nator. While this must be said with care and qua lifica
tion, it is nonetheless a true perspective on Berkouwer's 
development. 
(To bc cOlltillued) 
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God, David, and 
Repentance 

Brei M c A lee 

Repentance is what Psalm 51 is all about. Unfortunately, 
repentance is a doctrine not easily preached. There is the 
danger of unholy arrogance when it is proclaimed out
sid e the context of humble prayer and precise 
self- examination. There is the certitude of not being seen 
as a "joll y good fellow." Yet neither this danger nor this 
certitude should keep us from "Jeremiah's ministry" if 
that is the kind of ministry to which we have been call ed 
by God. 

Because of the twin hurdles mentioned above, the doc
trine of repentance has fall en on hard times in the mod
ern evangeli cal chun:;h. Seldom do we hear the call to 
" break up the fall ow g round" Oeremiah 4:3). It may be 
that everything is fin e and we are all doing splendidly in 
our spiritual pursuits; therefore repentance is reall y not 
necessary. More lik ely we have fall en into the ancient ten
dency of creating a god in our own image. Wi th a self 
generated god there is no need to repent because we make 
sure our god has no standards to violate. It is a cozy deal; 
we give it lif e and it gives us a reli gion without the nasty 
demand of repentance and all its implications. 

Fortunately God still reigns and merCifull y calls His 
people to repentance; and present in this call are hard 
truths for this age. There is the truth of present sin in the 
believers lif e; yet people who are seldom mindful of God 
are in no mood to be mindful of sin. There is the truth of 
utterly forsaking sin; yet moderns can be surly about fo r
saking what they have previously embraced as the good 
lif e. There is the truth of crying out for pardon; but so
phisticates don' t cry, not even for pardon. There is the 
truth that repentance demands the desire fo r positi ve 
righteousness; yet people are generally satisfied w it h 
occasional polit eness. Re
pentance acknowledges a renewal already accom
fractured relationship be " ... we have fallell illto the allcient plished. Dav id could have 
tween God and self and te/ldellCY of creating a god no genuine desire fo r a 
demands the restoration of clean heart unless Godill our OWIl image."the relationship, but what 
people typically want is a 
" pound of God in a bag to go." Repentance is a difficult 
tru th that only becomes more difficult to proclaim the more it 
goes IInproclaimed, il1 tlti s or any other age. 

There is a need to return to the doctrine of repentance; 
and there are few texts in the Old Testam ent better fi t fo r 
preaching on repentance than Psalm 51. Here we see 
David's prayer of repentance aft er he had been con
fronted, by the prophet Nathan, with his sins of murder 
and adultery. I believe that as we analyze David's p rayer 
of repentance we will catch a glimpse of what genuine 
Bibli cal repentance looks like. 

PRAYER fOR INNER RENEWAL 
David has spent the fir st 9 verses o f this Psalm plead

ing God's pardon for his odious sin. In verse 10 there is a 
discernible shif t in his praying, from the desire for par
don to a desire for purity. This purity consists in a desire 
for inner renewal, a desire fo r unbroken relationship, and 
a desire for assurance. David is not content just to be for
given from sin; he also desires to be confi rmed in th is 
forgiveness by having his heart purified completely. 
David has no desire to revi sit the same sinkhole again. 
So he prays: 

Create in me a dean heart, 0 God and renew a ri ght 
spirit w ithin me. 
Here we see that genuine repentance always looks to 

God for inner renewal not yet done. David does not set 
out on some 10-step recovery plan that promises in 3 
months to produce a new and better David. Instead, upon 
seeing his sin, he flies to God and beseeches God to do a 
work which he knows he cannot do himself . Dav id's 
prayer acknowledges his total inabili ty to deal w ith his 
problem solely by moral self-reform. The Hebrew word 
he uses fo r " create" is the same verb used in Genesis 1:1 
where it is recorded tha t God created the heavens and 
the earth. Davi d understands that the renewal he needs 
can only happen by God's direct working in his life. David 
has come to the end of h imself an d we see a man awash 
in genuine repentance. 

David has much to teach us at this point. We are so 
adept at identifying our problems and prescribing the 
proper course of correction tha t we often forget that self 
willI/ ever cast Ollt self What we need, before we set out on 
any methodological approach to dealing with our sin, is 
time spent falling on our face in prayer, pleading God to 
create within us a new heart. Aft er all, our sin is no t a 
personality quirk that needs correcting so much as it is 
an offerl se against God that needs removill g. Only God can 
remove sin. 

We also see here that genuine repentance is always a 
response to God 's inner 

had fir s t put this desire 
in to David 's h eart. So 

David's understanding of his need for a new heart is, in 
part, evidence of God having answered his prayer. We 
have a tendency to think we give God repentance and 
He in tum grants forgiveness. A kind of celestial quid 
pro quo. This is faulty thinking. Since God is always prior, 
it is more appropriate to understand that God not only 
gives fo rgiveness, but He also gives repentance unto for
giveness. He opens our eyes to our sin; He causes us to 
see His ri ghteous standard; He causes us to gri eve over 
sin; and He fill s us with a desire fo r purity and sustained 
relationship. God gets the glory. 

May 1996 



So where are we left if God gives repentance? I believe 
we are left asking God to give repentance. "God open 
my eyes to my sin, for I know, left to myself, I will nei
ther see sin nor want to see sin. God, cause me to see 
Your righteous standard. It may be I see it after a fashion, 
but I long to see it soI may say with the psalmist, 'But as 
for your laws they are perfect: God grant me godly sor
row that weeps not only 

I
to say that the heart is the proceedingforth from the spirit. 
This would be consistent with David's request, for his 

I heart could only be maintained by a spir it steadfast in 
the things of God. One cannot be affected without the 
other being affected in a lik e manner. A different nuance 
which Keil and Delitzsch offer is that a "steadfast spirit 
is a spirit certain, respecting one's state of favor (before 

God) and well -grounded 
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in i t." In this case David'sfor pardon, but also for "God grallt me godly sorrow that 
purity. God enable me to request is for a confirma
walk with You in unbro weeps 1I0t ollly for pardoll, tion of assurance which 
ken relationship. God bllt also for purity." will serve to sustain his 
grant me continual repen �
tance that I may walk in continual forgiveness." God did �
all this fo r David; I pray that He may do this for His �
people today. �

We see also in verse 10, tha t genuine repentancealways 
requests the kind of heart which is resolutely Godward. 
David desires a heart inclined toward God even before it 
is instructed by the law. This is what a created clean heart 
would look like. What David desires is anticipatory of 
what was later prom..ised by God through the prophets 
as a future work of salvation: 

1 will give them a heart to know me, that I am the 
Lord. They will be my people and I will be their God, 
for they will return to me with all their heart. 

Geremiah 24:7) 

I will give them an undivided heart and put a new 
spirit in them; I wi ll remove from them their heart of 
stone and give them a heart of fl esh. 

(EzekiellU9) (ep. Ez. 36,26) 
What David wants, and what God's people have to· 

day because of Christ, is the reality of a /lew cren tioll 
"in which, while personality remains unaffected, and 
the components of character continue as before, a real 
new life is bestowed which stamps new directions 
on affections, gives new aims, impulses, convictions, 
casts out inveterate evils and gradually changes all 
but the basis of the soul" (Alexander McClaren). 
David's desire, pure and simple, is to have a heart done 

witll sin. Any repentance not including the passion to be 
done with the " I" in the middle of sin is only a pretender 
to the throne. 

The application is rather obvious. Does David's desire 
to be done with sin describe the reaHty of your life in 
Christ? Do you have new affections, aims, impulses and 
convictions because of your union with Christ? Does there 
beat within you a heart of flesh passionate for God alone, 
or is your heart a stone to the things of God (Ez. 11:19)? 
God give us grace to examine ourselves accurately. 

Closely ali gned to David's plea for a clean heart is a 
plea for a steadfast spirit. Genuine repentance always 
requests a steadfast spirit. The Hebrew mjnd often mar
ries the heart and spirit together in its thinking (Com
pare Ez. 11:19, 36:26, 18:31 and Ps. 51:17). And yet they 
are not completely synonymous. Perhaps it is accurate 

heart. In either scenario, 
David's request centers on the principle of going on in 
God's righteous ways once the heart is changed. 

PRAYER FOR SUSTAINED 
RELATIONSHIP 

In verse 11 we see David's repentance prayer for pu
rity changes gears from the desire for inner renewal to 
the desire for sus /nin ed relntiotlship. 

David prays: 
Cast me not away from your presence and take not 
thy Holy Spir it from me. 
Before his fall, David had enjoyed a communion with 

God which was meat for his soul. He realizes that, by his 
sin, he has jeopardized this" mystic sweet communion." 
His prayer is two·fold. First he asks that he not be re
moved from God's presence; and then he asks that God's 
presence would not be taken from him. Here we see a 
man concerned about a sustained relationship with God. 

Genuine repentance always desires the continuance of 
li ving in the presence of God. David's prayer reflects a 
desire not to be removed from the awareness of God's 
presence. He is asking that the intimacy God had given 
him in their relationship would not be permanently for
fei ted. Perhaps at this point he remembers the story of 
Cain who, after killing his brother, bore the punishment 
of "going out from the Lord's presence" (Genesis 4:16). 
Here is King David falling on his face, pleading that God 
would not cast him away from His presence. He loves 
his Creator and Redeemer, and to go on as a castaway is 
a thought more than he can bear. 

How concerned are we about Jiving in God's presence? 
How often do we find ourselves praying, "God make me 
more aware of Your presence." This should not be for
eign to us. The Reformers spoke often of "Coram Deo." 
Where is our passion to li ve every moment in the pres
ence of God, thus deepening our relationship with Him 
who loved us and gave Himself for us? Where is the re· 
alization David had, that sin may separate us from God's 
presence and interrupt our relationship one wit h another? 
May Tsuggest here that it is not just "big sins" Uke adul· 
tery and murder, but little (?) sins like a lack of love for 
God, which serve to mar bur relationship with God? We 
seldom fear that God would cast us from His presence 
because we are not living in His presence in the first place. 



God grant us hearts like David's, hearts that can first see 
our sin, and then plead not to be removed from God's 
presence, hearts which would do nothing to endanger 
our unique relationship. 

We also see here that genuine repentance �d�o�e �~� not pre
sume upon God's grace. There is no presumptuousness 
here on David's part. He is not cavalier about this inci
dent, thinking.. "Well, I am one of the elect; rdon't need 
to worryabout God casting meoff," Nodoubtsomewhere 
he remembers he has been chosen by God, but this does 
not affect either the intensity or the integrity of his prayer. 
This is a man who realizes that God has every right to 
cast him from His presence, and as such he prays that 
this would not happen. 

How cavalier have we become about God's grace? Do 
we use the doctrine of election as insulation against the 
seriousness of sin and the ongoing need for repentance? 
In contrast, we see in David the doctrine of election 
proven by how serious he takes his sin. I propose that it 
is precisely because God has secured David in His g race, 
that David is so overwrought about the fissure in his re
lationship with God. David would not be praying like 
this if he were not elect. David's praying and repentance 
bear out his election, and it can only make one wonder 
where this elect-type of praying and repenting is in the 
church today? 

David has a second request similar to the first. He asks 
that the Holy Spirit not be taken from him. No doubt he 
remembers Saul about whom the Scriptures said, "The 
Spirit of the Lord departed from him" (1 Samuel 15:23). 
David, when he was anointed for kingship, received the 
Holy Spirit; and now he fears he may have done some
thing to violate his anointing. He pleads: "Withdraw not 
thy comforts, counsels, assistances, quickenings; else I 
am a dead man" (Charles Spurgeon). David realizes that 
without the Holy Spirit, 

A word of warning to close this section. We would do 
well to remember David's agony after he gave in to temp
tation. Is the satisfying of our lusts worth the lost sense 
of God's approbation? David found out the hard way 
that sin will never bring the pleasure which a continued 
relationship with God brings? 

PRAYER FOR ASSURANCE 
In verse 12 there is anothershift as David's prayer looks 

for the confirmation of these objective truths (inner re
newal and sustained relationship), accomplished by the 
presence of subjective realities restored. 

David has been on God's anvil the past year. He has 
been exhausted by his sin. Psalm 32 very li kely records 
some of the anguish he experienced. He now desires to 
move beyond the agony of it all and be granted the evi
dence of pardon and purity. And so David prays: 

Restore unto me the joy of thy salvation and uphold 
me with your generous Spirit. 
We would pause briefly here to underscore how logi

cally sequential this request is. David understands that 
"They who sow in tears shall reap in joy" (Ps. 126:5). And 
also, "Weeping may remain for the night, but joy cometh 
in the morning" (Ps.30:S). Tears have been his drink for 
quite some time, and now with his repentance, he de
sires to be given again the meat of God's salvation joy to 
feast on. 

In light of this we can see that genuine repentance re
quires both a dark night and a bright morning. We often 
desire the joy of salvation without the mourning over 
sin. We all want assurance, but very few sign up for tears 
and ashes. Our sin weighs on us far too lightly. David 
lost his assurance because of his sin; yet David does not 
petition for assurance until pardon and purity were hon
estly sought out. We are desperately wrong if we dispense 

assurance to seeking souls 
the dynamic relationship who have given/ittle inclina"We all wallt assurance, but venJ few 
he has with God will be tion of coming to grips with 
surrendered. It is instruc sigll up for tears alld ashes." ei ther the majesty of God or 
tive that David is more im �
passioned about the prospect of the Holy Spirit being �
taken away than he is about the promise of the sword �
not leaving his house. How he desired God! �

Scr ipture teaches in verse 11, through David's experi
ence, that the "summum bonum" of human existence is 
an ongoing intimate tangible relationship with God which 
starts when we put our faith in Christ. This was true of 
David and it is true of Christians today. We live in God's 
presence, and He is present in our lives when we are born 
again by the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Every believer is 
indwelt by the Holy Spirit and holds the privilege which 
in the Old Testament economy was reserved only for 
prophets, priests and kings. Do we hold this relationship 
precious li ke David did? Do we despise the thought of 
anything coming "between me and my Savior"? God give 
us grace to value this relationship according to the cost 
by which it was established. 

ti,e awfulness of their sin. It 
is not a case of saying, "God wants you good and miser
able before He will let you off the hook." It is simply the 
recognition that the Godward soul will grieve over griev
ing God. To have joy without honestly pursuing pardon 
is vain presumption. To have joy without pursuing pu
rity is idiotic delirium. God grant us genuine assurance 
based on genuine repentance. 

Verse 12 also teaches us that genuine repentance right
fully expects the subjective reality of favor with God. 
David remembers the salvation joy he used to relish and 
desires its presence again. Assurance is intenupted by 
sin, but when sin is interrupted by God's grace, joy fol
lows. David knows there is no greater joy than a right 
walk with God! 

We too can cherish the full-orbed joy of God's salva
tion. As we continue to walk. in His ways, our lives can 
be illuminated by this joy. We also can be assured that 
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God is no despot who withholds His salvation'sjoy from 
the truly penitent. O Uf God deli ghts in forgiving His 
people. What rapture to know that God does not treat us 
as our sins deserve, but constantly offers mercy and 
grace--mercy in giving us repentance unto forgiveness, 
and grace in restoring the joy of our salvation. 

We need to also mention here that genuine repentance 
confirms the perseverance of God. David's repentance 
and desire for restored joy prove to us that people who 
have been soundly converted never utterly fall away. 
There may be periods of declension of the soul. but ulti
mately, savin g grace reveals itself by repentance. This is 
encouraging for those who 
are praying for seasons of 
refreshing. God will grant 
His people godly repen
tance precisely because 
God perseveres. Our con

"Assura1!ce is interrupted by sin, � we do not deserve forgive
ness; we do not deserve anbut when sin is illtemlpted by ongoing relationship with 

God's grace, joy follows." God. What we deserve is 

fidence rests not in rhetoric or revivalism, but in the God 
who always revives His people. This should be discour
aging to those who do not know the lifestyle of repen
tance. They need to ask themselves if they are truly in 
relationship with God. 

CONCLUSION 
It would not be fitti ng to write on repentance without 

giving a definitive word on the person and work of OUI 

Lord Christ. With this in mind, let us briefly retrace the 
backdrop of Psalm 51. 

David has resisted God (see Psalm 32) for approxi
mately one year, and now the word of the Lord comes to 
David through the prophet Nathan. Nathan nails David 
to the wall with his inspired allegory and David confesses, 
" I have sinned against the Lord," to which Nathan re
plies: "The Lord has taken away your sin. You are not 
going to die." 

How is it that David is forgiven? Why won't David 
die? Surely, forgiveness cannot be offered so blindly. 
David deserves to stay in his sin. David deserves to die. 
Really, we should be morally outraged at this seemingly 
casual treatment of such a heinous crime. No amount of 
repentance is enough to make up for what David d id. 

However, the giving of forgiveness to David is not 
based upon his kingship, or his intense repentance, or 
because he merits it; but rather David's forgiveness is 
based upon the work of Jesus Christ. David's salvation 
and subsequent restoration rested on his relationship with 
Jesus Christ. The Old Testament saints were saved in the 
sa me way the New Testament saints are. The major dif
ference is that they looked forward to the fini shed work 
of the coming Messiah, and we look back to the fini shed 
work of Jesus Christ at Calvary for His people. 

It is true. David did not get what he deserved for his 
terrible sins; but then neither do an y of God's people. We 

do not deserve repentance; 

the damnation that we 
have labored so hard to earn. Yet for David and for all of 
the elect, Christ: 

took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows ... he 
was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed 
for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us 
peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are 
healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of 
us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid 
on him the iniquity of us all . 

(Isa;ah 535-6). 
The very idea of repentance demands the idea of a sin

bearer so God can be both just, and the justifi er of those 
who have faith in Jesus. 

Let David and all God's people raise their voices in a 
holy chorus thanking God for a repentance so glori ous! 

Rev. McAtee, n grnduate of Columbia Seminary, served the 
Longtown Independent Presbyteri all Church in RidgeuJtly, SC 
He clirrently pastors a Glristinn Reformed Church in Char
lotte, MI and plans to further his eduention in tlte area j" the 
IIcnr future. 
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Death Man 
Walking 

Cal Thomas 

A jury in Michigan has acquitted Jack Kevorkian of 
violating a state law banning assisted suicide. Kevorkian's 
defense was that he did not "intend" to kill the two per

sons he was accused of helping to 
kill, but wanted to alleviate their 
suffering. 

A related case occurred last week 
in San Francisco. In an 8-3 decision, 
the 9th U.s. Circuit Court of Ap
peals discovered a "right to die" in 
the Constitution and struck down 
a Washington state law banning 
doctor-assisted suicide. 

What do these two cases have in 
common, and what alarms should 
they be setting off? 

The culture of death, having been successfully imposed 
on the innocent unborn, is now being slowly but steadily 
advanced against the sick and the aged. Recall that one 
argument in favor of abortion was that some pre-teen 
girls were being made pregnant by stepfathers and uncles. 
The law prohibiting abortion in most states, therefore, 
needed to be modified to assist these young victims. 
Tragically, once a fundamental principle is violated, the 
door can be quickly opened to unanticipated atrocities, 
such as abortion on demand. Yesterday'S unthinkable 
quickly becomes today's thinkable. 

To make the abortion-on-demand pill easier to swal
low, the language was changed to "choice" and "prod
uct of conception." The identical strategy is being em
ployed at the other end of 

intimate and personal choices a person may make in a 
lifetime." 

Does anyone see where this is leading? If a constitu
tional "right" to die is upheld, then how long will it be 
before the state (or one's heirs) decides to mandate death? 
For the most plausible reasons, of course, and for the ben
efi t of all. No one's talking Nazi Germany here, or are 
they? 

As former Surgeon General C. Everett Koop and the 
late Francis Schaeffer wrote in their 1979 book, Whatever 
Happened fo fhe Human Race?, language is an important 
tool in persuading diners to your position. Phrases like 
"right to die" and "death with dignity," they said, are 
slogans "that take on new meaning when they are inter
preted by our courts. The right to die may sound won
derful-until we realize that legally it means that you 
can kill yourself orsomeone can kill you, even if you don't 
want to die ... The pro-euthanasia forces in our nation have 
deliberately chosen these slogans to mask their true in
tent. They realize that the American public is not ready 
to accept legalized euthanasia, and they also realize the 
power of the courts in this area." 

The economic debate will closely follow the legaliza
tion of doctor assisted suicide, as it did with abortion. 
Just as the public was asked to consider how much soci
ety would save by not spending money on the "un
wanted" unborn, so, too, will SOCiety be asked to swal
low the argument that certain classes of the elderly, the 
infirmed and additional "unwanteds" (now that 
"wanted" has replaced "endowed by our Creator" as the 
standard for lif e) are disposable in order to sweeten the 
state's and our personal bottom line. We will cover our 
moral and ethical tracks with the Kevorkian-like ration
alization that we are relieving "suffering." 

The hard cases are always used as a battering ram to 
allow the courts, the phYSicians, the politicians and the 

societal restructurers in 
life's spectrum. Kevorkian the door. But once inside, "Yesterday's unthinkable quickly 
declared he never wants they quickly take over the 
his patients to die and said becomes today's thinkable." whole house. Appeals to 
their deaths were an "un
fortunate, repugnant, unavoidable" consequence of re- I 
!ievin? their suffering. �~�i�v�e�.�n� the medical certainty that 
mhalmg carbon monOXi de IS not a life-affirming activity, 
Kevorkian is being disingenuous at best. 

The interconnectedness of the life and death issues now 
in the courts was acknowledged by Chief Judge Barbara 
Rothstein of the 9th Circuit. Writing for the majority in 
the euphemistically named "Compassion in Dying vs. 
Washington," Rothstein equated the choice of suicide to 
the choice of abortion, noting that each involves "the most 

evict them are rebuffed 
because the principle that they should not be in the house 
at all has been violated. 

Unless the 9th Circuit ruling is overturned by the Su
preme Court and a law is written that will stop Jack 
Kevorkian and others who will quickly follow him, 
"death" will soon be a category in the Yellow Pages and 
an increasingly exercised"option" at hospitals and nurs
ing homes. 

Los Angeles Times Syndicate 
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Lessons 
frOtH 
Haggai (#5) 

Elaine Monsmn 

"You expected mu,;h, bl.1i �~�e�e�,� it 
turned -ou t fa be little, What you 
brought/10m!!, I blew away. Why?" 
declares the Lord Almighty. 
"Because of my house, which 

�. �~�e�m�~�!�n�s� a ruin, while �, �~�c�h� ofyou runs !ohis 0lf11T �h�o�~�s�e�.� 
Thiiefore, because ofyou the heavens hrroe withheld their 
dew, and the earth its crops. I called Jot drought on the: 
field5 and the 11I00mff!ins...t1l'ld 011 (lU the labor oj your 
hands" 

(Haggai 1:9-11). 
The. Jews knew they needed good crops to survive in 

the land to which they had returned. There were thou
sands of them and rio supermarkets. Their continued 
exiStencedepended on. a good harvest. -so they worked 
diligently on the land. They expected a bumper crop for 
all their hard labor, buttheir reward turned out to be litt le. 
Their expectations hadnot materialized. What little they 
didharvest, God blew away. They had worked hard but 
were notgetting ahead. Why? Why did they get so little? 
Why did God deplete even that? 

Wlty do we so often get so much less than we expect? 
We too work hard to get ahead. In fact, many people to
day work harder and harder but their reward is littl e. All 
around us, both in. individuals and in government, we 
see feverish activity, more spending, "new" and better 
programs started up, butdo we see anything getting bet
ter? 

The: 1-ews were"rUIUling" to their own houses. With 
enthusiasm and speed they were handling home im
provement projects, but were moving slowly and labori
ously in the work of God. So God took certain steps. He 
blew away their smaU harvest and called for a drought 
on their labor. The reason for this was "because of you." 
They "COuld not blame COdi it was their own fault. They 
had selfish attitudes and desires. 

We need to consider what God is saying to us through 
the daily circumstances of our lives. If things are not go
ing as weU as weexpected, do we consider tha t God may 
be withholding blessing from us because of us? Is there 
something wrong in our liv es which is displeasing to 
'G6d?Arewe in any way a hindrance to the building up 
of Christ's church? Are we more concerned about our 
comforts than the welfare of the kingdom of God? Are 
these the reasons God "blows away" what we earn? 

Haggai teaches us that not only our personal. but also 
our national disasters and calamities are not natural co
incidences, but are the hand orCod laidin discipline upon 
a I;Hsobedient people. When a people does not obey God, 
He callsfor drought, earthquakes, sickness and whatever 
else is necessary to wake the.m up. 

We may continue to work harder and harder, but if we 
put self before God, we will never reall y gain wealth and 
comfort. We will only continue to lose things along with 
spiritual vitality, The only real way to success, both as in
dividuals and as a nation, is o1;ledjence to God. 

w. Robert Godfrey 

Since the Inter-Classical Conference met in South Hoi
land, lIlinois last November, I have read a number of re
actions to it. Just this week I have seen three more - reac
tions of a decidedly negative type. I have not been sur
prised, but r have been disappointed. I feel lik e caHing, 
"Help!" Too often our criti cs do not seem to hear us or 
even make an effort to understand us. Perhaps this fail
ure to communicate is the fault of those of us who were 
at South Holland. We need help. 

Those of us at South Holland have all loved the CRe. 
Many of us were raised in the CRe. The rest were con
verted through the ministry of the CRC or drawn to the 
CRC because of our conviction that it was a faithful Re
formed church. We came to South Holland out of a deep 
conviction that something was gomg terribly wrong with 
the church we loved. We came because we feared that 
the church we had known was disappearing. We came 
because we felt forsaken and abandoned by our spiritual 
mother. Some of us were angry and, yes, some of us were 
bitter. Some of us were frustrated and confused. We were 
all sad. 

We experienced in South Holland a great time of fel 
lowship and a profound sense of common commitment 
to the Reformed faith. We were not agreed on all points 
of doctrine or strategy. But we were one in our commit
ment to Christ, the Christ of the Bible and the Reformed 
confessions. We decided to act together to communicate 
our deep spiri tual concern about the CRC to our synod, 
classes and councils. In our name the officers of the con
ference wrote a pastoral letter trying to express briefly 
our doctrinal. pastoral and spiritual concerns about our 
church. We tried to communicate our pain that synod 
violated our convictions and consciences. We tried to 
express the full measure of our distress and suggest ways 
that we might still be able to live together in the CRe. 

What has been the response from those rather conser
vative or moderate people who do not agree with us? 
What have the "progresSive" or liberal elements in the 
church had to say - those elements that have as their hall
mark a concern for sensiti vity and compassion? A few 
have expressed real concern. But many more have told 
us that we are schismatic. Some have suggested that we 
are not fit to come to the Lord's Table because we have 
caused dissension in the church. We have regularly been 
told that the issue of women in offi ce is not important 
enough to trouble the church over. Where is the effort at 
love and understanding for us in our turmoil? Cansome
one help me understand why so many in the CRC seem 
so deaf to our cri es? The underlying response from many 
seems to be: Be quiet and keep paying. 

Let me refer to the three recent responses that I men
tioned earlier, two printed in the recent Calvin Foru.m and 
one adopted by Classis Arizona. 

Professor Jeffery Weima - whom I regard as a conser
vative in the CRC - w rote an article entitled, "Two Chal-
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lenges to OUf Reformed Heritage." I agree full y with the 
thesis of the article. OUf Reformed heritage is threatened 
by both liberalism and fundamentali sm. (This same point 
was made in the fi rst issue of the Ou tlook - then the Torch 
and Trumpet - over forty years ago.) I appreciate that he 
says some nice things about the conference. But to illu s
trate the threat of fundamentali sm in the e Re by refer
ring to the South Holland conference seems very unfair 
tome. 

Weima mentions two fundamentalist issues of concern 
to him: theonomy and cre
ation science. He says tha t 
he talked to "a number of "But too oftell the cOllservatives ill appli es to reading letters as 
delegates" in South Hol well as Scripture. The briefthe CRC have been margillalized by
land who were theone letter is not a trea ti se on 
mis ts. I am sure that he is caricaturillg alld trivializillg their scientific herme neutics. 
telling the truth, but I do Nothing in the letter deCOIlCenlS. " 
not personall y know of 
any theonomists who were 
there. Certainly no prominent theonomis ts were there and 
none of the leadership of the conference was theonomist. 
No effort was made to have the conference endorse any 
distinctively theonomis t positi on. So why does Weima 
link the conference to the fundamentalist threat to the 
CRC? Is his s ta tement just"guilt by associati on"? Why 
does he even raise the issue of theono my? It seems to me 
tha t there are so few theonomis ts in the CRC that it poses 
no threat at all . 

On the matter of creation science, I am sure that a num
ber of delegates to the conference are supporters of cre
ation science. But again the conference in no way en
dorsed creation science. So why is fundamen talism in the 
CRC illu strated with reference to the South Holl and con
ference? There are probably advocates of creati on science 
in churches in Classis Grand Rapids East. So is Grand 
Rapids Eas t a fundamentalist threat to the e RC? 

Weima, 1 am sure, did not intend any character assas
sinati on by his remarks. But too often the conservati ves 
in the CRC have been marginalized by caricaturing and 
triviali zing their concernS. This kind of reacti on has to 
stop. We need help. 

Weima near the end of his article argues that claiming 
that the text has a "plain meaning" shows a fundamen
tali st mentality. He then cites Calvin as saying in a ser
mon on I Timothy 3:8-10 that the Scri p ture is not always 
easy to unders tand. I could not find the quotati on in my 
editi on of Calv in's sermon on that text. Still the senti
ment is dearly Calv in's. However Weima's conclusion 
that Calvin would not also speak of texts having "plain 
meaning" is simply wrong . In the very sermon Weima 
referred to, Calv in sta tes: "Now these things are pla in 
enough, and might be easil y understood , if there \vere 
not such corruption amongst us, that made the speech of 
the Holy Spiri t unknown to us, when He speaks of things 
in which we can not justly find any darkness." Calv in is 
�n�o�~�d�a�~�e�n�t�a�l�i �s �t�b�u�t�d�o�e �s�s�p�c�a �k �o �f� a text havinga " plain 
meanmg 

A nother article in the same Ca/vitl Forum by Professor 
David Holwerda is entitled, " Hermeneutics Revisited." 

When he rev isits the questi on of hermeneutics, he illus
trates his concern only with reference to the South Hol
land conference. (He might perhaps have referred to the 
discussion and defense of homosexuality on the fl oor of 
Classis Grand Rapids Eas t as a hermeneutical concern. I 
am thankful that Weima did express his concern about 
that discussion.) 

Holwerda has every ri ght to critici ze the letter from 
the South Holland conference if it is deficient in its re
marks on hermeneutics. But I beli eve that he has mis

read the letter and its pur
pose. Good hermetleu tics 

nies the neceSSity or im
portance of good herme

neutics in reading and understanding the Scripture. 
The conference letter makes two points very briefly on 

hermeneu tics. It is no t reall y arguing these points, but 
simply stating them . The firs t point is that the conference 
is convinced that the Scripture is clear in prohibiting the 
ordination of women. The letter makes no argument 
about perspicuity in general or about every text of the 
Bible being equall y clear. The letter simply states that on 
this issue we believe tha t the Bible is clear. Almost all 
Christian churches for almost two thousand years have 
read the Bible as clear on this pOint. A ll conservative Re
formed churches today read it that way. The CRC Synod 
of 1994 decla red that the Scripture was clear on that mat
ter (and Synod 1995 did not reverse tha t declaration!). 
The letter simply expressed our conviction that only by 
" hermeneutical gymnasti cs" - that is, bad hermeneutics 
- can this ,. plain meaning" of the text of the Bible be over
turned. 

The letter's secolld point on hermeneutics is the very 
real pastoral concern that the hermeneutical fi ghts over 
women in offi ce have undermined the confidence of lay
persons in their abilit y to read and understand the Bible. 
Holwerda does not respond to this concern a t all. He 
seems to reject it as a "great bugaboo." But some in the 
church do seem to have adopted a very relativi sti c ap
proach to understand ing the Bible. Others do seem to be 
w illin g to give the study of the Bible entirely over to pro
fessors. 

Now I want to state clearl y that I beli eve in professors 
and their value to the lif e of the church. So - I a m sure
d id every one at the South Holl and conference. But I think 
that Holwerda is naive if he thinks that weare not facing 
a real hermeneutical problem in the CRe. I heard recently 
of a eRe minis ter speaking to two e RC coll ege students 
(a young man and a young woman) w ho were livin g to
gether and w ho had a sexual relati onship. He told them 
that the Bible said their relationship was sinfu l. They re
sponded that they did not read the Bible the same \....ay 
he did. TIl ey did not think the Bible was clear on this 
matter. We alread y hear prominent leaders in the CRe 



(thankfully not many yet) saying that the Bible is not clear 
in declaring homosexuality to be sinful. We face as pas
tors a hermeneutical crisis in the eRe and Holwerda does 
not help us at all on this point. He does not hear our dis
tress. 

Let me turn now to the letter of ClassisArizona. Much 
of what has already been said applies to this letter as well. 
But we need to make a few additional points. 

First, the letter from Classis Arizona accuses the South 
Holland conference of taking a position on the perspicu
ity of Scripture that it never took. TIle conference did not 
generalize the Reformed doctrine of perspicuity and say 
that all Scripture is equally clear. We have no trouble as
serting that the Reformed doctrine of perspicuity spe
Cificall y teaches that the way of salvation is clearly re
vealed in the Bible. We do reject the implication of Ciassis 
Arizona that therefore nothing else in the Bible may be 
call ed "clear." Let me illustrate. I believe that the Bible 
clearly says that Jesus was born in Bethlehem. I do not 
believe that one must believe that Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem to be saved. But I would and should still in
sist that the Bible is "clear" on this matter. So it is with 
the matter of women in office. 

Second, the letter from ClassisArizona criticizes the con
ference for calling the CRC to return to a high view of 
Scripture. The classis states that those who support the 
ordination of women in the eRC do have a high view of 
Scripture. But the conference issued its call for a return 
to a high view of Scripture not just in relation to the 
women in office question. This call applies to many is
sues before the church. A high view of Scripture relates 
both to theforlllal authority of the Bible (infalUbility and 
inerrancy) and to its relevance and applicatioll to the life of 
the church. Conservatives are not "one issue" people. We 
see the women in office issue as a symptom of far deeper 
problems in the CRe The conference tried to show that 
by adopting statements of convictions on 12 areas of con
cern, including matters of doctrine, diSCipline and WOf
ship. A high view of Scripture is not being maintained in 
the CRC when leaders reject our synodical commitment 
to the inerrancy of the 
Bible or when leaderssug

2: " It is clear from this passage as well that one cannot 
extract strong arguments in defense of the practice of 
excluding women from ecclesiastical office." Classis Ari
zona thinks that it is fine for them to say that the mean
ing of I Timothy 2 is clear, but the South Holland confer
ence cannot do that. Help! 

Finally, Classis Arizona wants to reassure us that they 
really are orthodox and Reformed. They do that by claim
ing to agree with 11 out of the 12 convictions expressed 
by the South Holland conference and appealing fo r tol
eration on the matter of women in office as a matter "in
different." But how do they agree with the other 11 con
victions? They say that they agree with them "exten
sively" and "broadly." That is, they do not agree with 
them completely and specifically. They do not tell us 
where they do not agree, and so we cannot judge the ex
tent or seriousness of their d isagreements. But their 
affirmations of agreement cannot reassure us. They have 
not heard our deep fears about the direction o f the CRC 
and have not helped us. 

That oneclassis and two professors have recently tried 
to respond to the concerns of the South Holland confer
ence is good. But they have missed the heart of our con
cern. We are largely treated as somewhat stupid, trouble
some folk who simply cannot see that their concerns are 
really not very important. The reactions do not respond 
to our anguish of spirit. They do not grasp that we feel 
torn in loyalty between the Lord and His Word on the 
one hand and the CRC on the other. They do not hear the 
conviction of many of us that faithfulness to Lord may 
require us to leave the CRe. They have not helped. 

We are constantly told that we have not done or said 
things correctly. Perhaps so. We are told that our propos
als fOf improving the situation (like a call for repentance 
and the forming of theological classes) are wrong. Maybe 
they are. So what should we do? Should we assume like 
Roman Catholics the indefectibility and infallibility of our 
church? Should we ignore the "acids of modernity" that 
have corrupted so many Reformed churches in North 
America and around the world? We believe in Reformed 

Christianity. We want Re
formed ministers to 

gest that the Bible does "We want to see that someone preach to us, Reformed el
not speak clearly on abor ders to watch over us, andreally listens, understands 
tion, homosexuality and Reformed congregations 
m any other issues. and cares. We need help." for us and our children 
(Classis Arizona ought to 
ask itseU why the vast majority of the supporters of 
women in office in most denominations do in fact have a 
low view of Scripture.) 

Third, Ciassis Arizona repeats the arguments for the 
ordination of women presented in a study report from 
1973. The arguments of this report were never endorsed 
by any synod. Indeed, theSynod of 1994 considered these 
arguments and specifically rejected them. (I am always 
amazed at how "l oyal" members of the CRC have such 
selective memories about what synods have done.) 

It seems especiall y ironic to me that Classis Arizona 
quotes this sentence from the 1973 report on I Timothy 

and grandchil dren. We 
fear that we are losing that Reformed doctrine and life in 
the CRe. We see evidence of that all around us. But we 
are told in effect that we are just paranoid. Such a re
sponse is not adequate. We want to see that someone re
ally li stens, understands and cares. We need help. 

Dr. Godfrey, editor ofthis department, is Professor ofChurch 
History and President ofWestminster Seminary in Escondido, 
CA. 
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anyone bother to fi gure out what it means. 

education - this litt le ex n ••. this little expressioll has is "not a salvation issue," pression has become a become a killd of it may be that i t is rekind of ecclesias ticallllalltra 
garded as not belonging to that dulls all biblical and ecclesiastical mantra 
those things that are founconfessional sensitivity. If that dulls all biblical dational or w hich lie close the matter under discus· �

sion or in dispute is not a alld cOllfessiollal sellsitivihJ." to the center of biblical �

\v\VlhtcOllt \v\Vce �l �B�~�(�e�l�l�r�l�(�e�\�V�(�e� 

"It:'s Not: a 
Salvat:ion Issue": 
A Beguiling Phr ase Wit h 
Deadly Consequences 

Comelis P. Venema 

It is the man of God, wllo disobeyed the commal/d of tlte 
Lord; therefore the Lord has give" Ilim to the l ioll, which 
has tom him and killed him, accordillg to the Word ofthe 
Lord which he spoke to him. 

(1 Kings U26) 
Though it is an obvious misapplication of the text, 

whenever I hear the phrase, "It's not a salvation issue," I 
am reminded of the women who came out of all the cit
ies of Judah to meet King Saul, singing.. "Saul has slain 
his thousands, and David his ten thousands" (1 Sam. 
18:7). This little, beguiling and often unexamined expres
sion, " It 's not a salvation issue," triggers the memory of 
this incident in Israel's history because it seems to lla ve 
slain, lIot thousands but lit erally tellS of tliousallds, of good 
biblical and cOllfessiollal argulllelltsagainst aileora/IOt/lCr kind 
of deviation from tlie tYl/tll ofGod's Word. 

Forexample, w ithin the context of recent debates within 
the Christian Reformed Church regarding a number of 
issues - women in ecclesiastical office, homosexuality, 
the practice of Reformed worship, the approach to local 
evangelism, Christian 

salvation issue, then it fol �
lows - or so this neat little phrase invi tes us to believe �
- that all differences of conviction are relatively unim �
portant. How many debates in council rooms, on the floor 
of classes and synods, and around the kitchen table, bave 
been prematurely interrupted and terminated by this l ittle 
phrase, is impossible to determine. My suspicion, how
ever, is that it has probably slain more biblical arguments 
offered in such debates than any other single factor. 

Before this phrase is allowed to arrest any further such 
debates, I am persuaded that it demands careful analy
sis. What exactly does it mean to say that something or 
another is "not a salvation issue"? What is a "salvation 
issue" anyway? Because this little phrase functions al
most li ke a mantra (the vain repetition of the same words, 
over and over again, so as to lose the ability to think dis
tinctly and clearly), it typicall y gets used; but seldom does 

In order to contribute to such ananalysis of this phrase, 
I would like to propose severnl theses regarding it. I will 
begin with two theses which might possibly capture a 
legitimate sense in which th is phrase could be used. I 
will then conclude with several theses as to why it is a 
dangerously misleading phrase a t best, positively disas· 
trous at worst. The gist of my argument will be that the 
improper use of this phrase betrays 1m attitude diametrically 
opposed to the attitude (Iud posture of true faith, one with the 
most deadly ofconsequences. 

LEGIT IMATE USE 

SOl'lle b ibH ca l teachings are m ore 
basic t h a l1 others 

My first thesis is that this phrase might only mean to 
affirm that some biblical teachings are more basic tlla" others. 
Not aU of the truths taught in the Word of God are of the 
same foundational significance and importance. Some are 
more foundational than others. Now this may be the point 
that some people legitimately want to make when they 
speak of something not being a "salvation issue." 

When we speak of a teaching being more or less basic, 
two comparisons are often drawn. Util izing the analogy 
of a house, you could say that some biblical teachings 
are foundational, whereas others are not. There is a d if
ference in degree of importance between the foundation 
and the superstructure. Or utilizing the analogy of a circle, 
you could say that some biblical teachings are closer to 
the center, whereas others lie more on the periphery. Thus, 

when it is declared that 
some or another teaching 

truth. Non-salvation is
sues are issues that a re non-foundational or non-central. 

This kind of distinction has a long history in the church. 
John Calvin, in his discussion of the marks of the true 
church, acknowledges that we may acknowledge as a true 
church one which has faults in its doctrine and practice, 
provided that it maintains the "proper artides of religion" 
such as: "God is one; Christ is God and the Son of God; 
our salvation rests in God's mercy; and the like."1 In dis
tinction from these kinds of "proper articl es," Calv in 
mentions a difference between churches as to the place 
of the souls of believers in their fellowship with the Lord 
upon death. On this latter issue, there might be a differ
ence of doctrine that does not necessitate a breaking of 
fellowship or a refusal to recognize the other as a true 
church. 

However, though it seems easy to sta te abstractly the 
legitimacy of some such distinction between basic and 
non-basic articles of the Christian faith, it remains notori



ously difficult to designate precisely the linea! distinctioll whctl 
there are articles of biblical teaching in dispute. But it does 
express the truth acknowledged in the Westminster Con· 
jession of Faith that all true churches of Jesus Chri st are 
more or less corrupt in their doctrine and practice, so that, 
not every deviation from Scriptural truth warrants the ul
timate judgment that a church has become so corrupt as tv 
become a synagogue of Satan.2 

The simplest way to summarize this rather 
thesis would be to ac
knowledge that Reformed 
churches recognize as " true 
churches of Christ" those 
which hold to the "proper 
arti cles" of the Christi an 
fa ith, though their doctrine 
and practice may nol be 
whollyconfonned 1o the doc
trine and practice required of 
a Reformed (biblicallyobedi
ent) church.3 

siastical office is permissible. Though I would not want 
in any way to minimize the seriousness of this error, such 
a believer could simply be genUinely confused about the 
teaching of the Bible on this issue. Indeed, it seems there 
are many in the church today who make it their business 
to sow as much confusion on the matter as they pOSSibl y 
can! No wonder some are confused! Or such a believer 
could be unwittingly inconsistent in his understanding 
of the of the Word of God. On this and other 

" ... this expression, were it to be 
followed cOllsistelltly, marks the end 

of any meaningful use of the 
confessions as a legitimate standard 

and form of unity among the 
churches. This expression sounds 

the deathknell to Reformed, 
confessional church life ... " 

Some genuil1e believers t11ilY hold 
mistaken, even inconsistent 
convictions 

There is also another legitimate sense in which the 
phrase, " It's not a salvation issue," might be used. And 
that is to affirm that some believers may hold mistaken, even 
inconsistent convictions that are in conflict with Scriptural 
teaching. Though this may be the case, such believers are 
not to be regarded fi nall y as our enemies or in no respect 
genuine brothers or sisters in the Lord. 

Most Reformed believers have on occasion met and 
discussed the Christian faith with believers who are not 
fully Reformed in their confession and conviction, but 
who are undeniably fellow believers and members of 
Chri st's church. Such believers may hold views that are 
not in accord w ith the Scri ptures at some point. This may 
be the case either because of poor instruction or a failure 
to be consistent or a misunderstanding of the Scri ptures. 
A Reformed baptist believer might reject the teaching that 
the children of believers are ri ghtfully recipients of the 
promise of the covenant and therefore recipients of its 
sign and seal in baptism. Though a more consistently 
Reformed believer may not be able to receive such a per
son into the fellowship of a local, confessionaUy Reformed 
church, he nonetheless w ill reali ze that this is a fell ow 
believerand member of Christ whose doctrinal error does 
not imperi l his salvation. 

Now the bibli cal teaching regarding the covenant of 
grace and the place of the children of believers in the cov
enant is only one, but very important example of how 
there may be real differences of conviction between be
li evers that do not necessarily imperil their salvation. But 
there are others as well . 

I have also used the example of a fellow beli ever who 
may be convinced tha t the ordination of women to ecde

teachings of Scri pture, it is 
pOSSible that genuine be
lievers hold v iews that a 
more consistent and faith
ful understanding of Scrip
ture would oppose. When 
this is the case, we are not 
obliged to insist that such 
believers are not genuine, 
but hypocritical, and there
fore their salvation must be 
in peril. 

DANGEROUS, MISLEAD ING USES 

All biblical teachings s u tl1..lnarized h1 
the confessions ought to be 
defended 

However, having granted that the expression, "It's not 
a salvation issue," may have at least these two legitimate 
uses, I have to turn now to the more signifi cant ways in 
which it is a highly dangerous and wholly unsatisfac
tory one. The fir st of these (and my third thesis) is that 
this expression contradicts the truth that all/ftc teachings 
summarized ill til e Reformed confessions ought to be defended 
by Reformed believers, and particularly by Reformed 
officebearers. 

Perhaps to clarify the significance of this thesis in rela
tion to the expression, " It's not a salvation issue," let me 
pose the question: What would become of the Reformed 
fai th or of a confessionally Reformed church, were it to 
live by the impli cati ons of this expression? What impli
cations does this expression have for the testimony of a 
Reformed church? 

My answer would be that this expression, were it to be 
fo llowed consistently, marks the end ofallY meaningful use 
of the confessions as a legitimate standard and form of unity 
among the churches. This expression sounds lhe deathknellio 
Reformed, confessional cllurch life, at least in any meaning
ful sense of the term. Why do I say this? 

I say this because Reformed believers and Reformed 
churches are united together by their common confes
sion of what the Bible teaches. This is what defines the 
term " Reformed." To be " Reformed" is not simply to be 
a member of a church that ha ppens, in God's providence, 
to have the name "Reformed" on the church sign out 
front, but to be a member of a church that adheres to the 
Reformed confessions as "f ull y agreeing" with the Word 
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one is a member of a Reformed church which adheres to 
the Reformed confessions as true summaries of the teach
ing of God's Word, 110t 011e article ofdoctrine;11 the confes
sions calT be waived byappeali"g to the phrase, "Bllt it's not a 
salvation issue." Were it possible to waive any arti cle of 
doctrine affirmed in the Reformed confessions by appeal
ing to this expression, there would no longer be the pos
sibi lity of a confessing Reformed church o r church li fe. 
To use this expression, as is often done today withill a,e 
framework of the Reformed cllLlrclles, represents a betrayal 
of the Reformed faith.4 

This point is not difficult to illu strate. Take any selec
tion of articles of doctrine found in the Reformed confes
sions and test them by this expression. Is the distinction 
between "general" and "special" revelation a salvation 
issue? Is the inspiration and infallibility of the Bible a 
salvation issue? Is the " real presence" of Christ in the 
sacrament of the Lord's Supper a salvation issue? Is the 
baptism of infants a salvation issue? I could go on. But 
the point seems inescapable: Any use of the expression, 
" Its' no t a salvation issue," within the context of the Re
formed churches to pennit teachings or practices that are 
not in accord with the confessions, is inimical to what it 
means to be Reformed. 

AU gel'luin e beli evers "h o ld �f�O�I �~� tru t h 
all t h a t: God h as revealed in .... is W ord " 

So far my theses on the meaning of this phrase have 
not been (I hope) too controversial. Not only have I found 

some senses in which this phrase may have a legitimate 
use, but I have only made one negative assertion that 
should not provoke much, if any, disagreement. Surely 
to be a Reformed believer means that you are committed 

�~� to those things that are distinctively Reformed, even 
o though not all of them may be so important as to require 

an u ltimate separation from all those who do not agree 
�~� 

of God. On the basis of such a confession, beli evers and 
churches that are Reformed are able to enjoy the fullest 
and richest communion and fellowship together. 

It is noteworthy that the two earlier points that I have 
made amounted to the contention that Reformed believ
ers and churches can legitimately acknowledge as true 
churches and as true believers those who adhere to the 
" proper articles" of the Christian fai th, but not necessar
ily to the Reformed confes
sions in fu ll . In these re
spects, theexpression, "It's 
not a salvation issue," may 
have a proper meaning 
and use. This expression 
only suggests that one can 
ho ld unReformed and 
unbiblical views at certain 
points without ceasin g 
thereby to be Christian. 

However, when some

However, my fourth thesis will l ikely prove more con
troversial: All genuine believers, whether confessionally Re
formed or 110t, "hold for truth all that God has revealed in His 
Word" (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord's Day 7). This thesis 
really should not be that controversial, since it only re
peats a common confession of the Reformed churches 
about the distinctive nature of true faith, that faith by 
which we are jOined in fellowship with Christ and be

"Such all expressioll, where alld whell �
it is used to cover disobediel/ce to the �
truth of God's Word ill the Scriptures, �
is at best a disgraceful del/ial of ollr �

cOllfessioll as Reformed believers alld �
at worst, as I alii /lOW suggestil/g, �

the testimony of unbelief." �

come partakers of all His 
benefits. 

I cite this confession re
garding true faith, how
ever, because it has an ob
vious and direct bearing 
upon the expression, " It's 
not a sa lvation issue." if 
this expression means that it 
doesn't matter whethe r we 
'wIdfor truth all that God has 
revealed in His Word, then it 

could IIat be more pernicious. A believer is, by definition, a 
person who has the fu ll est confidence in God and the 
truth of H is Word. Following the example of Christ Him
self, the believer is a person who confesses that "God's 
Word is truth" Oohn 17:17). He says "amen" to w hatever 
God reveals in His Word. As a member of the flock of 
Christ, the believer hears the Good Shepherd's voice and 
subscribes to it wholeheartedly Oohn 10:4). For this rea
son, Chri s t teaches in John 9 that the children o f God are 
able to be distinguished from the chil d ren of the devil by 
their readiness to hear the Word of God: 

Why do you not understand what I am saying? It is 
because you cannot hear My Word. You a re of your 
father the devil , and you want to do the desires of 
your fa ther. He was a murderer from the beginning, 
and does not stand in the truth, because there is no 
truth in h im. Whenever he speaks a li e, he speaks 
from his own nature; for he is a liar, and the father of 
lies. But because I speak the truth you do not believe 
Me ... He who is of God hears the words of God; for 
this reason you do not hear them, because you are 
not of God. 

Gohn 8:43-47) 

I am not suggesting by this that �b�e�l�i�~�v�e�r�s� never sin by 
disobeying or disbelieving God's Word. Nor am I saying 
(I have already admitted it in my first two theses) that 
believers are never mistaken about the true meaning of 
God's Word. But I am saying that no believer w il ever

I ' d'endorse, as n matter ofpolicy, 11 statement that alit IOT/zes 15
obedience to tI,ckllOWII truth a/God's Word. And it is exactly 
this that the expression, " It's not a matter of salvation," 

f d hdoes. It asserts, as a principle 0 con uct, t e permissi
h f G ' d d bility of going against the trut a od sWord, provi e 

that truth is not a matter of salvation. 
This, however, is not an expression of true or genuine 

Christian faith. A true believer may hold mistaken views 
with them completely. about what the Bible teaches; a true believer may not be �~�~ __�~�~ ____________________________-L_____________________________________ 

1 

c 



knowledgeable about all the truth taught in the Bible; a 
true believer may even fail to understand in a consistent 
way the implications of all that he knows the Bible teaches 
- but a true believer will not embrace the principle that it is 
ever permissible to disregard any feature of biblical truth be
cause it is not a matter ofsalvation. 

How else could we make sense, for example, of the 
preface to the Belgic Confession, where its authors declared 
that they would "offer their backs to stripes, their tongues 
to knives, their mouths to gags, and their whole bodies 
to the fire," rather than deny the biblical truths summa
rized in this Confession . Surely, as true believers and as 
those who meant what they declared for truth in their 
confession, there is not a hint in these words, of the policy 
set forth in the expression, "It's not a matter of salva
tion"! Such an expression, where and when it is used to 
cover disobedience to the truth of God's Word in the 
Scriptures, is at best a disgraceful denial of our confes
sion as Reformed beli evers and at worst, as I am now 
suggesting, the testimony of unbelief 

ALL KNOWING, DELIBERATE 
DISOBEDIENCE TO GOD'S WORD 
IS DEADLY 

The final thesis that I would like to propose regarding 
this expression is: It fails to acknowledge the consistent 
biblical teaching that all knowing, deliberate disobedience to 
God's Word is deadly. 

At the head of this article, , cited a verse from 1 Kings 
13, describing the death of the man of God from Judah 
who disobeyed the command and Word of the Lord. In 
1 Kings 13, we are told that this man of God from Judah 
had been told by the Word of the Lord that he should not 
stop to eat on his way home from Bethel to Judah. How
ever, on his return trip, he is met by an old prophet who 
lies to him, saying that the Lord had told him to invite 
the man of God from Judah to his home to eat with him. 
Because the man of God from Judah listened to this new 
word spoken by this old prophet, rather than obeying 
the clear and simple instruction given him by the Lard, he 
was killed by a li on as an expression of Cod's judgment. 

What is the pOint of this passage? The answer is not 
difficult to discover. Like many such passages in the Old 
and New Testaments, the point has to do wi th the seri
ous and deadly consequences of any knowing, deliberate 
disobedience to God's Word of truth! Even when that Word 
concerns something 50 paltry as stopping on the way home to 
eat with an old prophet who lias extended an invitation! Stu
dents of the Scriptures know that this theme runs 
throughout the Scriptures. Think only of the sins of such 
biblical figures as: Adam and Eve (ate from the forbid
den fruit); Cain (offered an unacceptable sacrifice); Achan 
(took of the wealth ofJericho); Uzzah (reached out to stop 
the Ark of the covenant from falling from the ox cart); 
Ananias (lied about the disposition of the proceeds of 
their sale of land). Were any of these sins and the sins of 
many other bibli cal fi gures in defiance of the truth of 

God's Word, sins in respect to "matters of salvation" or 
"salvation issues"? Do the biblical accounts ever suggest 
that the Lord regards as a trifling matter, disobedience to 
His Word when it is the disobedience of a privil eged 
people to whom His Word has been given and who know 
its truth? 

CONCLUSION 
To ask this question is to answer it . The expression, "Its' 

not a salvation issue," betrays an attitude of indifference 
and even hostility to the Word of the Lord that cannot be 
squared with the teaching of Scripture. It betrays an atti
tude that can only bring God's judgment upon those (and 
also the generations coming) who enter upon the way of 
blithely ignoring the Word of the Lord. For, when those 
who confess themselves to be beli evers begin to live by 
the motto, " It 's not a salvation issue," there is something 
profoundly wrong with the relationship between such 
believers and their God. 

This is the perniciousness of this expression: It autho
rizes a policy of indifference to the truth of God's Word, 
ostensibly in matters that do not pertain to salvation. But 
to grant such an authorization is to declare one's au
tonomy and freedom over against God and His Word of 
truth. And that we may never do. 

FOOTNOTES 
John Calvin, Calvin: Institutes of the Chris/ian Religion, IV. vLi (John 
T. McNcill , cd; Philadelphia: Westminstcr, 1960). 

2 � Westmin s/erConfession ofFai/h, XXV, v: "The purest churches under 
heavcn arc subject both to mixture and crror; and some have so 
degenerated, as to become no churches of Christ. but synagogues 
of Satan. Nevertheless, there shall be always a church on earth, to 
worship God according to his wilI.n 

3 � This is obviously a very general way of putting the matter. It does 
not however, as we shall see, answer to thc question whcther we 
should have full communiOIl alld fra/cmal relatiollship with those 
churches which may deviatc from the teachings ofthe Word ofGod as they 
are su mmarized in the Refonl/ed confessions. There arc obviously lev
els of communion between churches. A Reformed church might 
recognize as true church a church whose doctrine and practice falls 
so far short of the Reformed confessions as to prevent significant 
fellowship with it. However, this inability and unwillingness to have 
(denominational) fellowship with such a church is a kind of 
pellultimate judgment which does not have the same character as 
the ullima/e judgment that it is a false church or no church at all 
because it has abandoned the proper articles of the faith. Unless 
one is prepared to argue, in a sectarian fashion, that only one's own 
denominational fellowship represents the true church of Jesus 
Christ, dcnominational differences between communions in which 
there are true churches cannot be so foundational as to require this 
ultimate judgment. 

4 � This is one of the most distressing features of the use of this expres
sion. It is often used by officebearers and members of Reformed 
churches who havc expressed their wholehearted agreement with 
all the articles of doctrine in the Reformed confessions. So far as I 
am aware, no subscription to thc confessions in the Reformed con
text permits the subscriber to distinguish between "salvation" and 
"non-salvation" issues so as to absolve him from the duty to de
fend those doctrines that fall under the latter heading. 

Dr. Venema, editor ofthis department, teaches Doctrinal Stud
ies at Mid-America Refonned Seminary in Dyer, IN. 
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The Elders and -the 
Worship of God (2) 

John R. Sittema 

�\ �~�~ �,�y�j�~�~�:� �"�L�,�a�!�H�,�; �:� �w�o�~�U�'�, I asked you _�t�o�t�Q�c�u�~�: Y0':lf 
�~�~ �t �:�~�B�t�j�~�(�t�H�.�q� �~�h�e �:�a�<�;�:�t�o�t�.�w�o�r�s�h�i�p�.� �f�:�_�S�l�i�g�g�e�s�~�4� then that, ' 

�·�"� �\�;�r�U�l�z�~�l�t�o �.� �~�.�i�n�g �,�_ �R�e�f�o�r�r�i�:�l�e�d� in worship �i�(�>�t�h�e �'� �~�t�r�a�l�i�t�y �·� 
.' pf. the:pible"ln �t�h�¢�~ __�~�t�Q�f� wor.ship. Tbat i!), �t�l�1�~�t� �t�h�~� 

p:<1.41ngQt, �t�l�}�t�;�~�}�?�H�;�,�I �. �e�"�t�h�e�R�I�:�t�:�J�a�~�h�i�n�g� pf the �-�B�i�b�l�e�/�~�v�e�n�:
'.,llie:__�~�i�~�~�n �,� �i�'�Q�r�'�i�3�i�b�~�J�t�a�r�V�;�o �: �t�d�s� �' �(�i�n�h�o�t�h �"� �p�~�~�f�~ �"� �~�r�i�d �"�'�

�h�y�n�~�~�)�; �. �a�r�e� �h�a�l�4�n�:�a�:�~�k�s� �(�)�f�.�t�h�e �·� �R�e�:�f�o�r�m�a�t�i�o�n�~� 

When I was a boy, I remember old Dominie Doezema 
("dominie" is the Dutch term for minister, literally "the 
Lord's man") walking his"daily constitutional" through 
the close neighborhood streets of Roseland on the south 
side of Chicago. He had retired some years before, fol
lowing a lengthy ministry in my home congregation. He 
was still honored and revered, and commanded a kind 
of respect that bordered on awe (certainly in my house!), 
despite his retired status. When, as a youngster typically 
unimpressed with the aged, I commented on his "funny 
black suit" one Saturday morning, my ears rang for half 
an hour following my Dad's application of a "corrective." 
"You don't show disrespect to 'the Lord's man,'" he said. 
Dominie's successor, though much younger, was �a�c�~� 

corded similar treatment. \.vhen such men ascended the 
steps into the pulpit on Sunday morning, you just knew 
that God was going to speak through them. 

Men like them, representing the generations before 
mine, led the worship service from the opening Call to 
Worship to the closing Benediction. They announced the 
songs, they led the prayers, they read the Scripture and 
preached the sermon, administered the sacraments, �a�n�~� 

nounced the offering, and did everything else that was 
required to lead the people of God in \-vorship. They were, 
after all, the Lord's men: call ed, trained, experienced, and 
even more importantly, commissioned and ordained to 
conduct the public acts of worship. 

How different today! I spoke recently to the �c�h�a�i�r�p�e�r�~� 

son of the worship committee in a Calvinist church in 
the south. She informed me that planning the Sunday 
morning worship service took many hours, involved well 
over a dozen people, and usually only involved the �s�e�~� 

nior pastor on a limited basis. He was consulted early in 
the planning process, to determine what he was �p�r�e�a�c�h�~� 

ing that morning, and consulted late, to inform him where 
he was to fit into the carefully constructed liturgy. "And," 
shesaid, "we let him know how much time he has!" While 
such wording may sound extreme to most of my �r�e�a�d�~� 

ers, be assured that such carefull y planned worship ser
vices (even including rehearsals and stop watches for tilHe 
control) are increasingly popular these days. Some of that 
is due to the growing interest in the " seeker service" 
model popularized by Willow Creek 01Urch outside of 
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Chicago. Like it or not (and many in the pages of this 
journal have soundly critiqued such worship styles), this 
church has reached literall y thousands of people who, 
by their own testimony, were unchurched, unsaved and 
uncommitted until brought to Willow Creek. This huge 
church (the last time I heard a �n�u�m�~� �~�_�.�.�.�.�L�_� 

ber it was 15,000+ in membership! ) 
makes no bones about declaring 
that, in our thoroughly �p�o�s�t�~�C�h�r�i�s�

tian age, which is also the age in 
which television is the dominant 
medium, the church's competition 
on Sunday morning is not with a 
neighboring church of a differing 
denominational affiliation. Rather, 
the church competes to get people 
in the doors at all, and once inside, 
competes with the slick �p�r�o�f�e�s�s�i�o�n�~� 

alism of TV as it seeks to communi
cate the message of the gospel. Senior Pastor Bill Hybels 
(who grew up CRC in Kalamazoo) said, ona tape I heard, 
that he may not like having to deal with such realities, 
but he believes the church is forced into it because of the 
nature of the age we live in. Simply put, if the church 
doesn't "do" worship well (Le., professionall y, with all 
that entails) it loses those people. Willow Creek, �t�h �e�r�e�~� 

fore, uses professional singers, profeSSional dramatists, 
profeSSional musicians, rehearsals (including stop 
watches!), and ruthless �a�f�t�e�r�~�s�e�r�v�i�c�e� critique sessions-
all designed to do a better job next time! 

WHO LEADS? 
My point is not to exalt the "dominie" model or �c�r�i�~� 

tique the "seeker service" model, as many in the Re
formed tradition seem to be doing lately. It is, instead, to 
force us together to ask a question: Is there to be a leader 
in a worship service at all? Is it appropriate for many 
people to be involved, or should just the minister give 
leadership? If so, who should they be, and on the basis of 
which criteria? Is it profeSSionalism? Something else? 

Alongside of the centrality of Scripture in worship, 
another of the hallmarks of Reformed worship is that tlte 
cOllgregatioll worships as acorpomte (covellmlt) body. It prays 
together, sings together, confesses together. Such a �p�r�i�n�~� 

ciple has served us well as a healthy corrective to many 
potentially dangerous trends in worship today. In many 
churches, the praise team, contemporary instrumentation 
and soloists (none of which am I opposed to in principle) 
could lead to a return of the congregation to �o�b�s�e�r�v�e�r�~� 

status, rather than active participants. People could �e�a�s�~� 

ily slip into a TV watching mode, canting to church for 
spiritual entertainment. On the other hand, our tradition 
of clergy-led worship (the "dominie model") could well 
figh t against our own Reformed principle of corporate 
worship. By restricting worship leadership to ordained 
ministers, and by insisting they lead all the dimensions 
of worship, we could very well be returning the congre

to �o �b �s�e�r�v�e�r�~�s�t�a�t�u�s� on a Rather than 
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Spurgeon. v l-Iyper -Calvil'1isrnobserving entertainment, the people of God are reduced 
by Jain H. Murrayto observing the" priesthood" at work, in a manner remi
Papecback, 176pp., $5.99 ISBN 85151 692 0 

critici zed. 
niscent of the old Catholic liturgies the Reforrnerssoundly 

C. H Spurgeon is best remembered today for his remark
able ministry based in Victorian London, preaching to All ow me to make a modest proposal: Put til e elders to 
thousands every week and being read by hundreds of work in worship leaders/lip! After all, to them is entrusted 
thousands later when his sermons were published. Hethe servant leadership-the shcpherding-of the flock; preached Christ t"o all as the only Savior. But as early as

to them is entrusted the discipling of the indiv idual be 1855 this brought him into a seriousand prolonged doc
li evers; to them is entrusted the duty to teach; to �t�h �~ �m is trinal controversy with Hyper·Calvinism. By tracing this 
entrusted the oversight of congregational life, including conflict, exploring the issues involved in it and showing 
worship. Now, I am not suggesting we run out and close what was at stake in them, lain H. Murray underlines 
all our seminaries, as if a trained ministry is unneces the contemporary relevance and importance of sharing 
sary. But I am suggesting that one of the worshi p re C. H Spurgeon's convictions. 
sources we ought to make use of sits there every Sunday, Gate""ay to the Old Testament 
responsible before God for the faith and life of the fl ock. by Noel Weeks
We should use them. Doing so has the benefit of expand Paperback, 320pp., $11.99 ISBN 85151690 4 
ing the participation of the congregation in worship; it Those who are new to the study of the Bible will find 
also has the benefit of identifying and giving greater vis that this book wi ll help to build a secure and lasting
ibility to the office of elder (an urgent need in many young foundation for a li fetime of study, while others for 
and g rowing churches; less so in older ones). And, doing whom the Old Testament is already a well-known 
so, saves the vocal cords of the preacher, more and more companion will find insight which w ill help towards 
of whom are packing many hours of preaching, teaching a deeper and even more rewarding grasp of the mes
and disci piing into each Sunday. No small pOint from sage of Scripture as a whole. 
where I sit! Noel Weeks is senior lecturer in History at the Uni· 

versity of Sydney, and the author of Tlte Sufficiency of SPECIFICALLY Scripture and The Christian School also published by
Here are a few suggestions of ways local churches can the Trust. 

make appropriate use of the elders in worship: 
The Scots Worthies1. Have an elder lead the "call to worship" opening the 
by John Howie service. He could welcome the congregation, read an 
Clothbound, 672pp., $33.99 ISBN 85151 686 0appropriate Scriptural call to worship, and lead in a 

John Howie (1735-93) was an Ayrshire man, well-readprayer of preparation. Uable, an eldercould well lead/ 
and deeply educated in history of his Christian foreannounce the opening psalm or hymn for congrega bears. Conscious of the unfounded criticism and mis

tional singing. representation of them which had arisen even in the 
2. Have an elder serve as principal reader in responsive 18th Century, he devoted himself to compiling this 

lit anies, including the congregational confession of the fascinating volume o f cameo pen-portraits. His chief 
Catechism (in CRCs, the Heidelberg Catechism is to be aim was to w rite in such a way that readers would be 
the basis for one sermon per Sunday; reading/con encouraged to grasp the heroic, sacrifi cial and glori
fessing this summary of Biblical doctrine as a congre ous nature of life consecrated unreservedly to Christ. 
gation is an appropriate act of worship). A coroll ary Within the covers of a single volume, The Scots Wor
of this could well be the involvement of the elders in thies offers stirring mini-biographies of the great re
reading parts of the Baptism and/or Lord's Supper call of the Christian heroes of Scotland in the 16th and 
forms. How appropriate that those entrusted with the 17th Centuries. �
oversight of the sacraments participate in administer � WhOlTI Shall I Marry?
ing those very sacraments! by Andrew Swa nson 

3. Have an elder periodicall y lead the congregati onal Booklet, 32pp., $2.00 ISBN 85151 688 2 
pastoral prayer. I've found in my own ministry that Marriage, claims Andrew Swanson, is "oneof the most 
the insight and sensiti vity of the eldership provides a important questions you will ever think about." In 
wonderful balance to my own oft-times limited un this booklet, he underlines the most important prin
derstanding of the needs of the congregation and the ciples which Scri pture gives in order to guide us to a 
Kingdom of God at large. w ise and happy choice of a life-long partner. 

4. Have an elder d raw the servi ce to a close, just prior to These principles are plain and clear, but they are not 
the pronouncing of the benediction, by challenging or always easy to put into practice. The author writes 
commissioning the congregation, based 0 11 the preached sensitively, reali stically and encouragingly about the 
Word, to some specific cha rge for the week. ways in which God guides and directs those whose 

central desire is to do His will . Andrew Swanson is 
Dr. Sittema, editor of a,is department, is the pastor of the an ordained minister presently serving Chris t in the 
Bethel CRC in Dallas, TX. Middle East. 
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�L�~�k�e� Erie Asks Synod t:o Creat:e �
Col'tllnitteet:o Receive W omen in �

Office Overtures and �
COl'tllnunicat:ions �

TROY, Mich. (April ]2, 1996) URNS - When Synod 1995 surprised most observers and distressed many by 
developing an illegal way to allow women in office by permitting classes to declare two parts of the denomina
tional Church Order to be "inoperative," it also declared that "this arrangement will be in effect �u�.�n�t�i�l�.�t�h�~� year 
2000, at which time it will be reviewed," This decision was a significan t shift from recent synodical practice, 
which has reversed itself five times in the six years since 199.0 on the question of whether women may be 
ordained. 

Classis Lake Eric has now over tured Synod 1996 to implement the 1995 decision by appointing a committee 
Uto receive the ,responses ,of the church to the decision," to "report to synod annually via the synodical agenda" 
and to·,"submit a final report to the churches by November 1, 1999." As precedent, the classis cited the precedent 

1:-.:-: oiSynod 1990 which deferred the ratification of its' decision to open all the offices to w:omen until Sy;ru:xll992. 
"Synod �1�9�9�~� did not accede to �t�h�i�r�t�y�~�o�n�e� overtures, one.protest and on.e cQmmunication on this matter, in large 
part because 'Synod 1990 specifically mandated a period of �~�w�o� years fo r continued reflection before any fur
ther adtion should be taken on the matter:" 

"Synod did this to ' remove the debate from the floor of synod fora number of years.. , to allow the �d�e�.�n�o�m�i�n�a�~� 
tion and its churches to concentrate on their ministrieS:;' wrote Classis Lake Erie. "Even though we are not 
pleased wi th every part of the 1995 decision and wouid even Uke some chanpcs, we believe Synod 1996 and 
succeeding synods should honor this 1995 decision." 

Pastor George Vander Weit, stated clerk of Ciassis Lake Erie and a member of its study committee on women 
in offke, presented the overture'as being beneficial to .opponents of women in office, >Flf this doesn't pass there 
will be some people. who will feel they have losl thejr voice" so we fe.el this is healing. therapeutic, and �p�o�s�i�t�j�v�e �~ 'I 

Pastor·Ge,orge Vander Weit told Ciassis Lake Erie at its.' March 2 meeting, 
e lMsis ea.sily passed the overture by voice vote, �a�n�~� also passed an overtUre to replace the ban on synodical 

agencies appointing WOmen ministers with a statement that "synodical agencies (e.g., Home Missions, World 
�M�i�~ �,�s �i �o�n�s�,� the Chaplain Committee, etc) shall respect local views on women in office in the placement of minis
terial personneL" Classis noted that if synod �a�d�o�p�t�s�t�h�~ overture asking,synod to appoint a �c�o�m�m�i�t�t�~�e� to receive 

�, �.�,�,�,�,�,�,�,�,�, �~�p�~�~�s�e�.�s�,� i,t ,expects that its'.own overture asking for .it change in the �~�9�9�S� decision regarding women in office 
:"""';'wou]d'-oe sent to" that'comnuttee rather than acted upgn by �S�:�Y�I�l�9�~� 19.93" ':",.,. 

While presented as a way to maintain the voice of those opposing women in oHi"ce, 'tne vice-cnalrman bf the ' ,;:0;-:, 

lnterclassical Conference of eRC conservatives said t1l3t Lake Erie's proposal would actually take. away their 
voice. . 

"To remo,:e this from the deliberation of a synod by: locking it into a committee for 5 years is a further aberra
tion of due process which the Church Order grants/' said Rev, Tom Vanden I-{euvel, ,"vhase own church has 
submitted one of the OVertures U1at would be sent to �~ �h�e� committee proposed by Classis Lake Eric.. 

"111e presupposition of this whole idea is tha.t the Olurch Order has been changed; it has not been changed, 
and todeclare a certain word 'inoperative' is a total aberrati,011 in the \"';hole history of .Reformed church polity," 
said Vanden H.euvel. "This overture Imilds.on the aberration and assun"l.es the aberratioll is the norm. The ScriptUI:e. 
has not changed, the de.cision ofl994 has never been changed. the Church Orderhas never been changed; rather 
a Supplement has been given which contradicts the Church Order,"" 

Darrell Todd MaL/dnn, Press Officer 
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