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Derrick Vander Meulen
Have you ever wondered what
Thanksgiving Day is like for the unbeliever? For many, the day is spent
much as we spend ours ... at first
glance. They have the day off from
work or school, as we do. They eat a
large meal with turkey and stuffing
and enjoy gathering with friends and
family, as we do. Furthermore, like
us, they have much for which to be
thankful. But then, whom do they
thank, I wonder? In fact, Thanksgiving Day for the unbeliever is precisely,
but no more than, what's just been
described: a day off for getting together with friends and family and
eating a lot. "Thanksbet'ng Day" might
actually be a better description of the
unbeliever's holiday. Whereas he
might BE tbankful, he does not recognize the One to whom his thanks
must be GIVEN . Seems rather dull

tome.
For you and me it is much more.
Certainly we are to BE thankful, but
we must go beyond the state of being
to give expression of our thankfulness. On a particularly hot day this
past summer I took my children for a
ride in our air-conditioned minivan
to a local ice-cream parlor. If they
had said nothing about it, I still would
have known that they enjoyed the
outing and were thankful for it. But
my heart soared when they wrapped
their arms around me and said,
"Thank. you, daddy." It was good to
receive the expression of their thanks.
Likewise, Thanksgiving Day is a day
of giving thanks to our God. It is not
merely a day for passive feelings of
gratefulness, but one to give active
expression of it. It is not simply being,
it is giving. Rightly understood, it is
an appropriate day for God's people
to gather and worship Him. As our

corporate worship each Sunday ought
to include the giving of our thanks
and gratitude to God, so our Thanksgiving Day ought to be one of corporate worship to God.
For what oUght we give thanks?
We must recall that the day is a
national holiday and give thanks for
the blessings of living in our country.
George Washington, the first President of the United States, reminded
all the citizens of this in the first
Thanksgiving Day Proclamation in
1789:
Whereas it is the duty of all nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey
His will, to be grateful for His
benefits, and humbly implore His
protection, aid and favor ... Now,
therefore, I do recommend and
assign Thursday the 26th day of
November next, to be devoted by
the people of these states to the
service of that great and glorious
Being, who is the Beneficent Author of all the good that was, that
is, or that will be; that we may
then all unite in rendering unto
Him our sincere and humble
thanks for His kind care and protection ofthe people ofthis country, and for all the great and various favors which He has been
pleased to confer upon us.
The Psalmist, however provides us
with the most important reasons of
all to give thanks to our God:
Psalm 100:1-5 - "A psalm of
praise." L Make a joyful noise
unto the LORD, all ye lands. 2.
Serve the LORD with gladness:
come before his presence with
singing. 3_ Know ye that the
LORD he is God: it is he that has
made us, and not we ourselves;

we are his people, and the sheep
of his pasture. 4. Enter into his
gates with thanksgiving, and into
hiscourtswithpraise: be thankful
unto him, and bless his name.
5. For the LORD is good; his
mercy is everlasting: and his truth
endureth to all generations.
The Psalmist says we are to "be
thankful" (v. 4). This is the prerequisite of our thanksgiving. Notice the
active verbs: "make," "serve,"
"come," "know," "enter" and "bless."
Our thanksgiving must be expressed
in our worship, and indeed in all of
life.
After extending the call to worship,
the Psalmist gives the reasons for our
worship and gratitude: because the
sovereign God has created us and
called us to be His own (v.3). Not
only are we blessed with being, but
also with belonging. We must thank
God that we are His sheep, and that
He is our Shepherd. Jesus so beauti·
fully continues this metaphor when,
speaking to the Pharisees about His
sheep, he says, ... .. 1 am come that
they might have life , and that they
might have it more abundantly. I am
the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep"
(John IO:IOb,II).
This is our greatest reason for
thanksgiving. Jesus did not fail in His
purpose, or the means of achieving
that purpose. He has indeed given us
life by giving ofHis own. This is truth,
and this is mercy, and it is because of
these that the believer's Thanksgiving
Day far surpasses the dull thanksbeing
day ofthe unbeliever. There will never
be a moment when we, the sheep of
God, will have nothing for which to
give thanks, "for the LORD is good;
his mercy is everlasting; and his truth
endureth to all generations." Praise
God with thanksgiving!
ReJI. Vander Meulen. is pastor of the

Eastmanville Refonned Bible Church.
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as a means of encouragement and
challenge to those who influence children in Christian education,[our characteristics of a righteous teacher. Or in
other words, back to the basics in describing a righteous teacher.

The FouJlth "~
of Edu,atio1J
C.l den Dulk
In his book, The De- Valuing of

America, fonner Secretary of Education, Bill Bennett, exposes the mediocre perfonnance of American educational institutions and their inability
to produce students who can compete world-wide. The reason he gives
for the American educational decline
is that many educators have forgotten the purpose for their school's existence. Statistics show that American
people, when asked what they want
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from their schools, consistently put
two tasks on the top of their lists: jirst,
teach our children how to speak, read,
write, think and count correctly; and
second, help them to develop reliable
standards of right and wrong. It is
especially in this second goal that
American education has failed our
children , Mr. Bennett argues.
What if we, who are founders and
supporters of Christian schools, were
called to self examination and asked
ourselves the same basic question,
"Why do Christian schools exist?
How are we doing at shaping and
producing students who can not only
read, write, think and count correctly,
but who also make their good works
so shine that others see and glorify
our Father who is in heaven (Matt.
5:16;1 Peter 2:12)7"
I recently read through a 10-year
reunion booklet of a Christian high
school. The school is a great school
with adequate facilities, committed
faculty and strong parental and church
support. The reunion booklet gave
opportunities for fanner students and
faculty to recount the most memorable events, as well as provide current updates in their own lives. It
was enjoyable a nd at times humorous to read some of the stories of
former students' experiences. It
sounded like they had a good education and enjoyed it as well. However, as I read through all of the stu-

ARIGHTEOUS TEACHER LOVES JESUS
First, a righteous teacher is one who
loves Jesus! In John 21: IS Jesus asks
Simon Peter, "Simon, son of John,
do you truly love me more than
these?" How skillfully Jesus led up to
this question. Peter and the disciples
had decided to go back to fishing.
They were "skunked" as modem day
fishermen would say, because they
had caught absolutely nothing. Jesus
highlights this by calling out to them
from the shore, "Haven't you any
fish?" Then He tells them where they
can catch the fish. A simple reminder
that, apart from the Lord, no matter
what their plans and efforts be they
can do nothing (John 15:5). Jesus
gives them another reminder in the
miraculous catch of fish and in the
breakfast He provided - so reminiscent of the feeding ofthe 5,000. Jesus
is able and does provide for our needs!
For Peter, however, other reminders
were painfully clear (vs. 17). The fire
of burning coals, together with Jesus'
question repeated three times whether
he loved Him, surely brought Peter

dents' most memorable moments, I
noticed that very few spoke of things
pertaining to their fa ith! Most ofthem
spoke of the business of work, children and other activities (some of
them church activities). A small percentage of the class did relate current
events in their lives with a Christian
perspective. One that I won't forget
was a student who wrote, "Stillloving Jesus and growing day by day."
My point is not to call into question
the faith ofthe other students or teachers who had no response in the booklet. I simply want to encourage and
. help those directly involved with
Christian education (teachers and students), to bring enthusiasm for the
Lord right up there with reading, writing, math, sports activities and other
extracurricular activities associated
with Christian education. Let's ask
ourselves, "How are we doing at
achieving the purpose for a Christian
schoo!?" Surely there is more
to a Christian school than just
reading, writing, arithmetic
"Jesus loves His lambs! That
and sports. It seems to me
is why these students are so
that there is a fourth "R," so
to speak, for Christian
important to their teachers. "
schools. That " R" is Righteousness.
back to a time when he stood around
In a Christian school students have
another fire (John 18:18). Jesus was
the privilege to learn not just from a
letting Peter know the Lord's forgiveteacher, but a righteous teacher, who
ness. What great reasons to love
knows and loves Jesus. Students today need and long for teachers who
Jesus! He guides us , supplies our
can give them more than just the 3
needs and forgives us all our sins.
Jesus then challenged Peter: "Feed
R's of education, more than just mormy lambs." That is the essence of
als. They need teachers who speak of
their love for Jesus, relate the
Christian education. Notice He said,
"Feed. " Jesus is not calling us to enstruggles and hardships of crossbeartertain them or let them "feed" whering with the love, grace, strength,
ever they please , but to feed and nourpeace and mercy that our Father gives
ish them with the milk and meat of
us day by day. They need teachers
God's Word (1 Peter 2:2-3). Students
who will inspire and encourage them
need to be instructed about the varito be strong and courageous in letting
ety of subjects concerning God 's
the light ofJesus shine ever so brighdy
world from a Biblical perspective.
in this dark, dark world! So, I present

Notice also how Jesus describes
them: "My lambs ." I know a family
that lost a young son. Were it not for
the grace and kindness of our Father,
and the loving support of the family
of God, the grief would have been
unbearable. Certain material things
that in and of themselves would be of
little value, became very precious to
them simply because their son loved
those things. Jesus loves His lambs!
That is why these students are so important to their teachers. Sometimes
teachers are challenged by unruly,
misbehaving, inconsiderate and difficult students (mine were). What
keeps a teacher going, day in and day
out, year after year, feeding and instructing students, especially the challenging ones? Why do men and
women give up more lucrative careers and job opportunities to spend
so much of themselves and their time
with these little ones? Simply because
righteous teachers know that Jesus
loves these little ones and they love
Jesus. What is precious to J esus is
precious to them. Righteous teachers
know that without the Lord they can
do nothing. They know that Jesus is
able to provide all that they need in
feeding His lambs. They know that
they have been forgiven all their sins
by Jesus, and challenged to love and
feed His lambs.

ARIGHTEOUS TEACHERLIVES AGODLYLIFE
Second, a righteous teacher lives a
godly life! I remember listening to a

man who was sent out to the west
coast to a public school in Oregon.
The reason he was sent out was because this school was so overrun with
gangs that it could no longer function
as a school. The gentleman recalled
how he sat in a room with one of the
gang leaders who had a pistol in his
coat pocket. The gentleman asked him
one question, prefacing the question
with a request to answer honestly or
don't answer at all. Here was the
question. He asked: "What do we
have to do to make sure the next generation doesn't grow up to be just like
you?" The gang leader responded:
"Basically three things. Number one,
parents don't care about their kids.
They don't spend time with them;
they don't discipline them; they don't
show interest in them; and that's why

they join my gang. Number two, the
crimi."lai justice system is a joke." He
went on to say how much kids can
make selling drugs in one week, and
if they get caught they get penalized
with fines and other fonns of punishment that don't deter them. "Number three: God and the Bible, nobody
talks about God, the Bible, right and
wrong." So much for "values clarification" that was introduced in the
early 1970's in public education! But
what a fascinating, honest answer!
This gang leader was echoing the very
wisdom of Solomon in Ecclesiastes
12: uRemember your Creator in the
days of your youth." In other words,
even a gang leader in a public school
recognizes the need for godly men
and women if we are going to make a
difference for the next generation.
Do you remember how Daniel lived
in a day and age when men and
women were so proud of themselves
and their accomplishments? When
people were doing what was right in
their own eyes? Daniel lived a consistent godly life! In Daniel 6 we read
how some jealous satraps couldn't
find anything to accuse Daniel of unless it pertained to the law of his God.
Daniel wasn ' t corrupt or lazy.
Wouldn't that be great if that were
true ofall Christians? What did Daniel
do when he learned that a decree had
been issued stating that there was to
be no prayer for a month unless it
was to king Darius? We read that
Daniel continued to pray regularly,
humbly , thankfully, honestly (aware
of danger, he asked God for help
[vs. llD , but also openly. We read
that he had his window open toward
Jerusalem. He knew he could be seen.
Yet in spite of the danger, he lived his
godly life in full view of those arou nd
him. We need more Christians like
that today! We especially need teachers and leaders who live such godly
lives that students can see it clearly!
Barry Taylor used to be the sound
engineer for a rock band called AC/
DC. Barry Taylor became a Christian while on tour with the band. A
friend of his became a Christian and
used to write Barry and tell him about
the Lord. Barry bought a Bible to
prove his friend wrong and show him
that he was mixed up. But God convicted Barry as he read the Bible and
other Christian literature such as C.S.
Lewis' Mere Christianity. While on the
bus, in between tours, Barry wanted

to surrender his life to the Lord. He
wanted to pray but didn't mow how!
He r emembered a prayer that his
homeroom teacher would pray at the
beginning of each school day. He
prayed that prayer asking God to
change his life. Today Barry Taylor

there is more to a
Christian school than just
reading, writing,
arithmetic and sports. "
I f•• •

is active in full-time Christian m i nis ~
tty bringing the good news of Jesus
Christ. It was a teacher, who openly
prayed, who consistently prayed for
God's blessing on the school day, that
God was pleased to use as an instrument in converting Barry Taylor.
Who knows what great things God is
doing and will do with Christian
teachers who not only love Jesus, but
who openly live godly lives?

ARIGHTEOUS TEACHER LEANS ON THE LORD
Third, a righteous teacher leans on
the l..iJrd. It was 1982, Eastside High
School, Patterson, New Jersey. The
district attorney called Eastside High
a caldron of violence and terror. Enter, Mr. Joe Clark, a new principal
with a determination to put an end to
the drug dealers, troublemakers and
low performance at Eastside High .
Mr. Clark was strong on discipline in
a school that had very little to begin
with. He made a successful effort at
knowing the students on a fust name
basis and took interest in their school
work and personal lives. Mr. William Bennett, Secretary of Education
at the time, went (Q visit Eastside
High. He was surprised to see the
difference in the school. He witnessed
students who showed respect for
country and teachers and even sang
spirituals at school assemblies! But it
was overwhelmingly noticeable how
much admiration the students had for
their principal, Joe Clark. One girl
was asked, "Is Mr. Clark tough?" She
said, "Yes, he's tough, but he is good
lough. He cares about us, and we need
him." A movie was made about Mr.
Clark and Eastside High, called,
"Lean on Me."
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To lean on someone of course is to
look to someone fo r help and to
TRUST them to help. Righteous
teachers and Christian schools are not
immune to adversity and sorrow. But
righteous teachers know they have a
Father in heaven who is infmitely
wise, perfect in H is power and infinite in His love! They know that at
times H e is tough (Hebrews 12: lOll), but He is "good tough, because
He cares and we need Him." They
not only know this themselves, but
they labor to pass this on to the children in front of them everyday. They
don't know what these children will
face in the future, but they know that
these students must lean on the Lord.
Blessed is the student w ho has learned
from his or her teacher to " trust in the
Lord with all your heart, and lean not
on your own understanding, but in
ALL your ways to acknowledge the
Lord, who will make your paths
straight" (proverbs 3:5-6).

ARIGHTEOUS TEACHER LEADS CHILDREN IN PRAISE
Fourth, a righteous teacher leads children in the praise of the Lord! Unity
Christian High School in Orange City,
Iowa has a great story to tell. Their
basketball team won the state championship--quite an accomplishment!
But that isn 't really what made their
year so great. What makes their story
great is the witness the basketball team
displayed during a welcome-home
rally after the championship game.
The team surprised nearly everyone
in attendance by announcing that the

team wanted to sing! They proceeded
to sing the hymn, "Jesus is More Precious Than Silver and Gold."
What got into those boys? A history teacher told the team before they
left for Des Moines to play the championship game, "Win or lose, God is
good!" What a powerful lesson especially appropriate from a history
teacher! W ith teachers and students
like that, it is not surprising to learn
that Unity Christian High also won
the sportsmanship trophy chosen by
state-wide media. The choice was
based on the behavior of the school's
players, cheerleaders and fans during
the week of championship play.
In 2 Chronicles 20, a "vast anny"
was threatening Jehoshaphat and the
people of Judah. After seeking the
Lord through prayer and fasting,
Jehoshaphat and the people of Judah
received word from the Lord . They
were not to be afraid or discouraged
because the battle belonged to the
Lord. In other words, they were to
lean on the Lord. God commanded
them to march out against this vast
anny, take up their positions, stand
finn and watch the deliverance of the
Lord. Jehoshaphat appointed singers
to go out before the anny praising the
Lord for the splendor of His holiness.
We read that they sang, "Praise ye
the Lord! His mercy endureth forever." In other words, praise the
Lord ; He is always goodl The people
of Judah did not take a "wait and
see" attitude before they praised God;
they praised Him on the way, in the
midst of danger, as well as after the
victory!

Children and young people today
need teachers and schools who will
lead them in praise of God, win or
lose! My neighbor across the street is
a high school biology teacher in our
local public schooL He is an active
Christian. I w ill never forget the day
J asked him to go with me to our
local jail and preach the gospeL He
agreed to go but was very nervous.
On the way, he told me that he was
concerned about meeting an inmate
who was recently convicted of flTSt
degree murder and will be sent to a
state prison for the rest ofhis life without parole. That inmate was a former
student of my neighbor. I thought
about the possibility of our meeting
him and assured my neighbor that he
had nothing to worry about. There
were too many inmates in that jail for
him to come to our worship services.
I will never do that again! About 5
minutes into our second service, between two holding cells, carne this
young man and he sat in the front
row! He was literally a handshake
away from his former teacher! After
the service, my neighbor and this inmate were talking to each other
through the bars. What do you as a
teacher say to a former student in
that kind of a situation? You tell
him: win or lose, God is always good;
His mercy endures even today! You
tell him or her the gospel, because
when sinners are awakened to their
sin and misery, they are in the position to see the deliverance ofthe Lord
in their own life.
I don't know how much students
will remember 10 years after they
graduate from Christian schools, but
surely we could be thankful to God
if, included in their most memorable
moments, were teachers and fellow
students who taught them how to love
Jesus, live godly lives , lean on Him,
and win or lose, praise Him for God
is always good! May God bless our
Christian school teachers who labor
to feed the Lord's lambs. May God
bless our students so that they may
want to know Christ, and the power
of His resurrection, and His love
which surpasses knowledge!
Rev. c.J. den Dulk, pastor ofthe Sparta
CRe in Sparta, MJ, delivered this address to an audience of Christian school
teachers in Lynden, WA .

E,ume"i,ity ""Il tbe
Lo,"' Cbu,d (II)
John R. Sittema
Looking out my study window
across the parking lot, I enjoy a lovely
view of a church building. No, not
the church I serve as pastor, but a
small Lutheran church next door. I
had met the fonner pastor once or
twice in the nearly six years we've
been in Dallas, but there's a new one
now, and I haven't mer him yet. We
invited their congregation to an all·
church picnic and Texas barbecue we
hosted, but no one came. We live
side by side, coexist politely but show

"When the church is the church, as
the believers of Timisoara show us,
the people of God moved by the Spirit
of God do the work of God and evil
cannot stand against them" (The Body.
p. 63). It is that spirit of obedient
faith, compelled to follow Christ and
do the works of Christ, that requires
us to labor alongside those who love
the same Lord Jesus Christ.

no evidence to each other or to the

While literally dozens of practical
ideas could be suggested that might
stimulate you into Biblically appropriate ecumenical efforts, I offer only
a few. My purpose is simple: to cause
you to examine whether or not you
have failed to honor Christ's will in
this matter, and to prod you into taking steps of new obedience. You will
be able, no doubt, to add greatly to
the list if you are serious about Biblical ecumenicity. But here goes:
Work together in Cris is
1.
Pregnancy work and Christian
Adoption Agencies. Have you noticed a new spirit of evangelical zeal
in Catholics in your area? We certainly have in Dallas. Praise God for
it. It enables them to join with us and
with various churches of fundamentalistic theologies to labor in support
of the care of the unborn in a regional
Cnsis Pregnancy Center and Clinic. The
evil against which we stand seems to
be so great that it galvanizes our unity
in opposition to the evil and on behalf of Biblical Truth. Amazingly,
while we work together our differences aren't ignored, but rather discussed openly and frankly. Sometimes
we find that we have caricatured one
another more than we have understood one another. Often I find great
appreciation in my Catholic and Fundamentalist friends for the Reformed

I

world that we serve the same Master.
I've come under the increasing conviction that we are wrong and must
repent before the Lord.
I tell you this to lay open my soul.
The lack of Christian fellowship between churches separated by 20 feet
of asphalt and a couple of parking
lots is inexcusable, particularly when
we stand together as heirs of the Reformation. Of course there are differences, but none so great as between
the church and the world! John Calvin
himself observed, when comparing
the differences between the Reformation and the Catholic church (which
church, as you well know, he spared
no rhetoric in denouncing), that there
is no gulf separating us so great as
that "great void" dividing believers
from unbelievers and pagans.

Charles Colson, a modem torchbearer for the Lord, went to Western
Romania and interviewed Reformed
church pastor Laszlo Tokes about the
1989 revolution that toppled
Ceaucescu and the communists. He
was amazed to hear Tokes speak of
the ecumenical spirit that united
Catholics, Baptist, Orthodox believers and the Reformed in the city of
Timisoara, which spirit (or should I
say Spirit?) empowered the revolution. Listen to Colson's conclusion:

PRACTICALLY SPEAKING

faith, its zeal, its heritage, and especially its breadth and depth of vision
and worldview (so long as I don'tcaU
it Calvinism. That word , in Dallas, is
the deathrattle to any hope of gaining a hearing).
2.
Work together on Biblicallypressing political or conununity issues. Likewise, as citizens of
the land, I have observed a great willingness by Christians of various confessions to cooperate on the local level
in efforts aimed at bearing witness to
Biblical values in a society that is
choking on its own immorality. Antipornography campaigns, efforts to teach
abstinence to children rather than ham/ing out condoms to them, legislative lobbying efforts on issues ofinterest to Christian people-aU of these are areas
where Christian men and women of
varying viewpoints can come together
in Christian service.
3.
Work together to start or
improve existing Christian schools.
The Christian educational heritage
many of us have enjoyed is absolutely
remarkable and wonderfully rich. But
in many places like Dallas, the young
families in the church fmd themselves
at the point their greatgrandparents
found themselves a hundred years
ago . We must establish Christian
schools. We must do so for the right
reasons, and not m erely to escape the
corruption of the public school. (For
your information, we have a committee now laying the groundwork for
that very purposea new Christian
school. Pray for us!) But we cannot
do it as a sectarian endeavor, open
and accessible only to children of the
local congregation. For one thing, the
tuition of such a school would price it
out of reach of most everyone in the
school. (There is such a school down
the road. Excellent quality of education, wonderful facilities, limits on
enrollment and tuition of $6,000$8,000 per year per student, and no
sliding scale. Makes it cost prohibitive.) Wouldn't it be wonderful, instead, if a good quality Christ~an
school, with solid and uncbangmg
perspectives written into the constirution, were to open its doors to all
Christian parents who would agree
to have their children nurtured and
trained on the stated basis of this educational confession? There's no doubt
that Reformed people would lead the
way in curricular matters, given the
wonderful heritage we've inherited.
Likewise, there's no doubt that prob-
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lems would arise, requiring wisdom,
grace and diligence to overcome. But
let's not allow our fears to paralyze
our vision or freeze us into inactivity.
4.
In wondrous and various
ways. How about joint Reformation
Day services and celebrations with
other heirs oftbe Refonnation in your
neighborhood? Or jointly sponsored
Speakers' Forums or Lecture Series
that feature solid Biblical teaching of
value to Christian churches and individual believers of various confessions? (R.C. Sproul was in Dallas a
year or so ago. He spoke at a Baptist
church that has shown no real affection for Calvinism. Yet thousands
gathered to hear a Calvinist speak on
depravity, grace, sovereignty of God
and foundational truths. It was wonderful. You can do the same, perhaps
on a smaller level, but with no less
zeal, and with no compromise of the
truth of Christ.) Or join together in
ministries to your community that no
one church could accomplish or afford? or ..
Lest you misunderstand my point,
allow me to reiterate it. I am not
pleading for unity at all costs, for the
watering down of truth, for the minimizing of error within the Body of
Christ. I am however, pleading for a
gracious spirit, for a humble approach
to brothers and sisters with whom,
frankly, we may have serious disagreements, and for a willingness to labor
together in the glorious work of the
Lord Jesus. Facing our differences
honestly will not prohibit us from recognizing, honoring and even celebrating our fundamental oneness in
Christ. And that oneness lies at the
heart of the loving response Christ
asks of His bride. Remember Jesus'
prayer:
I pray also for those who will
believe in me through their (the
apostolic) message, that all of
them may be one, Father, just as
you are in me and I am in you.
May they also be in us so that the
world may believe that you have
sent me. I have given them the
glory that you gave me, that they
may be one as we are one: I in
them and you in me. May they be
brought to complete unity to let
the world know that you sent me
and have loved them even as you
have loved me (In. 17:2023).
Dr. Siftema is pastor of the Bethel CRC
in Dal/as, TX

Marti" Lutber: Tbe
Law a"d tbe Gospel
W Robert Godfrey
Around October 31, Martin Luther
read Martin Luther. We need to realize that if we are going to read him is remembered far and wide in the
United States among evangelical
and we should because there is great
spiritual profit in reading Martin
protestants as a hero of the faith. We
look back at Luther as a pioneer, as a
Luther  that Martin Luther sometimes uses words with different defiprofound theologian, as a heroic renitions than the ones we are accusformer. Some of us gather in Reformation Day services on October 31st
tomed to using. Particularly in his
use of the words "law" and "gospel,"
to remember the great beginning of
we will see that he does tend to dethe Reformation.
On other days of the year, howfine them differently from the way in
ever, we Reformed Christians are of ~
which Refonned folk defme them.
ten inclined to harbor at least some
We also need to bear in mind that
Luther's style is rather different from
suspicions about Martin Luther. Is it
rhe style of most Reformed authors.
true that Martin Luther did not fully
reform the church from Roman
Luther was an expert in the use of
Catholic elements? We may think
hyperbole. Luther loved to exaggerate to make a point. And if we do not
particularly about sacraments and cerbear that in mind as we read Martin
emonies as areas in which Luther may
Luther, if we just lift his statements
not have done all that he should have
out of context, we will surely misundone. We may also suspect that
Luther had a bit of an antinomian
derstand him. He loved to drive home
tendency. Is his stress on the distinca point by exaggeration. One of my
tion between the law and
the gospel an emphasis
that goes too far? Is
''Is it true that Martin Luther did
Luther one who has
made too little ofthe law?
not fully reform the church from
We as Refonned ChrisRoman Catholic elements?"
tians may fear that he has
tipped the balance on the
side of antinomianism.
favorite examples is when he once
We may harbor such suspicions about
said, "All callings are honorable beLuther because the Lutherans confore God." He was resisting the mestantly harbor suspicions about us that
we have tipped the balance in the
dieval notion that only priests, monks
and nuns had a calling. He was indirection of moralism.
sisting every Christian occupation is
a calling. He said all callings are
honorable before God "with the posLUTHER'S STYLE
sible exceptions of burglary and prosSince Lutherans and Reformeds
titution." He was not, in fact, protend to enjoy trading insults with one
moting burglary and prostitution, but
another  we accusing them of being
he was exaggerating to make a point.
monophysites and they accusing us
Luther exaggerated in part because
of being Nestorians, for example  it
of his reaction to medieval theology.
is appropriate that we take a look
Luther said the most important word
again at Martin Luther and ask ourin medieval theology was the Latin
selves, what did Luther really say
word, ergo (therefore). He said the
about the law and the gospel? What
besetting sin of Latin theology was
can we learn from him and are there
"therefore" . constantly resting their
any areas in which we may have letheology on the conclusions of hugitimate concerns? It is not always
man reason. He said the real word
easy for us as Reformed Christians to
that should be at the center of our

theology is the Gennan word, dennoch
(nevertheless). Theology operates not
by "therefores," but by "neverthelesses." We as Reformed theologians
following that nice, balanced lawyer,
John Calvin, may tend to be more
sympathetic to "therefores." But if
we are going to understand Luther,
we have to understand his use of the
"nevertheless" to drive home his
point. He exaggerates and at times
overemphasizes.
This point is even more important
when we remember that Luther was
not in the strictest sense a systematic
theologian. He was an occasional
theologian. He never wrote a full
systematic theology. He never even
sat down to write his projected systematic treatise on justification. He
wrote to specific issues in the life of
the church. He exaggerated as he felt
necessary for the occasion.
Also, he wrote at great speed.
When he wrote his treatise in 1520,
"The Babylonian Captivity of the
Church," which was his analysis of
the sacraments of the church, he began the treatise saying that there were
three sacraments: penance, baptism,
and the Lord's Supper. He concluded
the treatise saying there were two sacraments. He had developed his
thought in the course of writing the
treatise, but had no time to go back
and revise it. We need to bear this in
mind as we read and study Martin
Luther.

LUTHER'S LIFE
Let us begin by looking at Luther's
life: Luther the radical conservative.
Luther, I think, must be understood
as a conservative who took conservative principles to a radical conclusion.
Luther had nothing of the revolutionary in his soul. He did not seek to
change the church. He did not set
out to make all things new. He did
not really like change. He reached
his reforming conclusions by taking
the conservative positions of the medieval church to their logical conclusion. He was a radical conservative.
As Heiko Oberman in his very interesting biography of Luther, Luther,
Man Between God and the Devil I argues, Luther was not really a reformer.
He did not set out in any conscious
or perhaps even unconscious sense to
refonn the church. There had been
many refonners through the Middle
Ages. Luther really did not have anything of that sense about himself,
Oberman argues. Luther was much
more the prophet who comes to challenge the people that they have not

lived up to their own ideals. Luther
comes to Protestant conclusions not
so much out of a desire to change or
out of a desire to be a revolutionary,
but out ofa desire to get the church to
be consistent with its own most basic
principles.
Luther grew up living the traditional
life. He grew up as the son of a prospering Gennan businessman. He
grew up as a loyal and obedient son.
Ris father looked around and asked
what his son should do to advance
the family fortunes. The answer in
his day - as well as in ours - was to
become a lawyer. So Papa Luther
determined CO send his son off to study
the law. And loyal, faithful son Martin went to study the law. Yet Luther
went with a heavy heart because he
was not only a loyal son of his family. He was also a loyal son of the
church.
The church had been educating
Luther with the truth that one must
take care for one's soul. The church
told Martin Luther that the soul was
a precious thing and that the salvation of the soul was difficult to accomplish. The church advised that
anyone who wanted to be really serious about his soul and about salvation should become a monk because
the life of a monk was precisely the
life ofgiving oneself over to the salvation of one's soul. When Luther became a monk, he did so because he
was a conservative. He had listened
to the voice of the chwch that said to
him, you need to take care of your
soul fust and foremost. He illustrated
the medieval proverb that said doubt
makes the monk. Luther became a
monk because he doubted. He
doubted his relationship to God.
Luther's very enthusiasm for monasticism made him in some ways
obnoxious in the monastery. He kept
going to his confessor to confess minor sins. The confessor kept sending
him away saying he did not want to
talk to him because he did not have
anything significant to confess. Yet
Luther was burdened with a sense of
his sin and tried to make faithful use
ofthe medieval sacrament of penance
to deal with his sin.

LUTHER'S STUDIES
Now a wise leader in the monastery set Luther to work studying because he recognized him as a man of
unusual brilliance. Luther began to
study. Although this is something of
an oversimplification, we can say his
study led him to two crucial theological conclusions: one in the area of

authority and the other in the area of
salvation.
The matter of authority

If we look first at the matter of authority, we see that the late medieval
tradition was rather undifferentiated
and somewhat confused in its approach to authority. The late medieval tradition basically said that the
Bible was authority, that tradition was

"Luther became a monk
because he doubted. "

·t.
authority, that reason was authority,
and that the Pope was authority. And
late medieval religion basically believed there was no tension among
those authorities. They were all
equally authoritative. But as Luther
set to work, he began to find that in
fact there were tensions among these
authorities. He found that he could
not really reconcile one authority with
another.
His confidence ftrst began to waiver
in reason as an authority. Luther
later in his life would make one of his
famous hyperbolic statements when
he said that reason was a whore.
What he meant was not that one
should never reason, or that reason
was not in fact very useful in conducting the affairs of this life. Rather
what he meant was that when one
reflects on spiritual things, when one
thinks about theology, reason will
only lead you astray. Reason gets
you nowhere. One has to find troth
through revelation was Luther's ultimate conclusion. And so, already in
the early years of the second decade
of the sixteenth century, Luther began to move away from the great confidence in Aristotle and his reasoning
that the medieval theologians had
taught.
In 1517, about a month before his
posting of the famous "95 Theses,"
Luther wrote some theses in September of 1517 entitled, "Disputations
on Scholastic Theology." In those
disputations, he shows that he had
reached the point where he was rejecting Aristotle as an authority in religion.
One of the theses said, "The whole
Aristotle is to theology as darkness is
to light."2 So Aristotle has nothing to
teach us in theology.
What was his antidote to Aristotle?
In these theses the antidote was Augustine. Here he was pitting, in effect,
two traditions of the church against
each other. What he contrasted then
was Aristotle with Augustine.
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At the beginning of these theses he
wrote: "To say that Augustine exaggerates in speaking against heretics is
to say that Augustine tells lies almost
everywhere. "3 Now that in fact was
a very revolutionary thing for Luther
to say because the standard medieval
way ofdealing with Augustine on predestination was to say that be had
exaggerated in his opposition to
Pelagius. Pelagius was so bad in his
theology that Augustine had to over-

state his position on grace and predestination as an antidote to Pelagius.

"Luther was not really
a reformer. n

g.
o

:,.:0~

o
fIi
'co

~ 2
O LU
LU >
O
~Z

But here Luther has clearly reached
the conclusion that Augustine was not
exaggerating when he wrote about
grace and predestination. So Luther
was changing by 1517 in the matter
of authority. He was rejecting reason
and counterposing to that the authority particularly of Augustine as the
great doctor of the church.
His thought continued to develop
and again we have the feeling that we
can almost see his thought crystallize
in the great debate that he entered
into at Leipzig in 1519. There he
confronted one of the great theologians ofthe Roman Church, Johannes
Eck. The debate turned into a disputation especially about authority. Eck
kept pressing the point that Luther
could not be right when he stood
against the popes, the doctors, the
bishops, the councils and the tradition of the church. What right did he
have to claim that he was right and
everybody else was wrong? Eck really painted Luther into a comer. Eck
in fact knew the history of the church
and the decisions of the doctors, the
theologians and the councils of the
church much better than Luther did.
Luther, in that situation where he
could not answer history with history, kept falling back on the Scriptures. That after all was what Luther
had been studying through the years.
He was a professor of the Bible at
Wittenberg. So Luther kept returning to the Bible and arguing against
the history of the church from the
Bible. Eck finally charged him with
behaving just like John Huss. Huss
was of course, a condemned heretic .
To be identified with Huss was to be
utterly identified with heresy. Luther
- really on the spot - seemed finally to
have realized that the only absolute authority in theology was the Scn"pture. Tra-

dition was not a genuine authority.

Tradition was Dot a reliable guide to
truth. Tradition did not speak with
one voice: what tradition, whose tradition, which tradition? Luther came,
in time, to realize clearly that Scripture alone must be our authority.
The matter of salvation

In his famous 1545 preface to his
Latin works, he reflected back on his
life as a monk and on how much he
was trapped in this works-righteousness. He said:
ThoughI lived as a monk without
reproach, I felt that I was a sinner
before God with an extremely disturbed conscience. I could not
believe that he was placated by
my satisfaction. I did not love,
yes, I hated the righteous God
who punishes sinners, and secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly murmuring greatly, I was
a ngry with God, a nd said, 'As if,
indeed, it is not enough that mise rable sinners eternally lost
through original sin, are crushed
by every kind of calamity by the
law of the decalogue, without
having God add pain to pain by
the gospel and also by the gospel
threatening us with his righteousness and wrath! ' Thus I raged
with a fierce and troubled conscience.s
He wondered how one could not
hate a God who comes only with righteous demands that cannot be met.
That was the anguish of the soul of
Martin Luther as a monk. It was that
anguish that drove him into the Scriptures and led ultimately to what we
know as his evangelical breakthrough.
He came to a realization that when
God speaks of righteousness, he is
not speaking ofthe righteousness that
he demands, but when he speaks of
righteousness in the gospel, he is

Similarly, over time, Martin Luther
came to a fresh understanding of the
matter of salvation. He entered the
monastery a convinced medieval
Catholic and for the medieval Catholic, the gospel was the new law. Christ
was the new law giver. You can see
that displayed in various fonns of iconography in the Middle Ages: Christ
appears in various pictures looking
almost like Moses with the book of
the Law in his hand. The gospel really was seen as a more demanding
law than the Old Testament Law.
Luther took that all with great seriousness and saw the Christian life as
this arduous road towards obedience.
Some ofyou may have heard ofthe
reply of John Calvin to Cardinal
Sadoleto in his defense of the Reformation. But most of us do not read
Sadoleto's original letter to Geneva
urging them to come back to the Roman Catholic faith. In that letter
Sadoleto rather brilliantly summarizes
this medieval Roman position on salvation. Sadoleto wrote:
And since the way of Christ is
arduous, and the method ofleading a life confonnable to His laws
and precepts very difficult (because we are enjoined to withdraw our minds from r-~'"
the contamination of
"So Luther kept returning to
earthly pleasures and to
fix them upon this o ne
the Bible and arguing against
object - to despise the
the history of the church
present good which we
have in our hands, and
from the Bible. "
aspire to the future,
which we see not), still
speaking of the righteousness that he
of such value to each one of us is
gives in Christ. And Luther said that
the salvation ofhimself and ofhis
that apparently small difference absosoul, thatwemustbringourminds
lutely turned his world upside down.
to decline nothing, however harsh,
Again he wrote about his discovery:
and endure everything, however
"Here I felt that I was altogether born
laborious, that, setting before ouragain and had entered paradise itself
selves the one hope of our salvathrough open gates. "6 He said he ran
tion, we may at length, through
his mind through the Scriptures with
many toils and anxieties ... attain
his new insight and saw passage after
to that stable and ever-during salpassage revealed in a completely new
vation.·
light. Luther had committed the New
You see, there is the medieval picTestament to memory and vast secture. It is toil and worry and work to
tions of the Old Testament. As he
the end, in the hope, that maybe one
went through that memory of Scripmight be saved. In reaction to that
ture, he saw the doctrine of justificapattern of teaching, to that undertion by faith coming through.
standing of salvation, Luther came
What Luther had experienced ingradually to understand the gospel.
tensely in his own life was the con-

trast between works and glory on the
one hand and faith and grace on the
other. H e came to talk about the
Roman Church's theology of glory:
the glory of the use of the human
mind and reason to understand human theology, the glory of the human experience in gaining merit before God to attain salvation. This
theology of glory he contrasted with
the theology ofthe cross where a man
comes to recognize that his own mind
could not bring him to the truth and
his own works could not bring him to
God and that it was only on the cross,
that ultimate place of foolishness, that
God was to be found. Luther, again
in his hyperbolic manner, would talk
about finding God where He oUght
not to be and not finding him where
he ought to be. Where oUght God to
be? He ought to be found in the
beauty of nature, in the glories of this
world. But God was not to be found
there. He was to be found on the
cross. But God should not be found
on the cross, the place of condemnation, the place of failure. God did not
belong there, but nevertheless, that
was where he was to be found. That
was where the only hope for salvation was to be found.
So Luther's theology was very
much a personal theology. It was a
theology that resulted from his personal experience as a conservative following the advice of the church, becoming a monk, becoming a student
of Scripture. From that study ofScripture and from that examination of his
heart and soul, Luther realized that
salvation was to be found only by
grace through fa ith.
To be continued in the December issue.
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Donald Poauw

Rwanda, a small country in central
Africa between Zaire and Tanzania,
is the size of Vermont. Before the war
there was a population of 8, 500,000
making it the most densely populated
country in Africa .
A century ago the original inhabitants of Rwanda were the Twa pygmies who were gradually displaced
by the Hutu tribespeople and the
Tursis. The Tutsis gained dominance over the Hutus and established a feudal land system with
the Tutsis as lords and the Hutus
as peasants. In 1890 the Germans
took over the country in their expansion of German East Africa. Following World War I Rwanda was
mandated by the League of Nations
to Belgium, The Belgians cooperated
with the Tutsi dominance by including them in their bureaucracy and promoting a Tutsi monopoly of an educational system operated by Catholic
missionaries. With a population
makeup of89% H utus and 10% Tutsis
and with the Tutsis fumly in control
of the political system and the
economy, there was great unrest. I
In 1959 a clash between the two
tribes resulted in 100,000 Tutsi deaths.
Forced to introduce politi-

Heiko Oberman, Luther, Man Betweel'/ God
and the Devil, New Haven (Yale), 1989.
. ..J--_"].,
Martin Luther, "Disputation Ag.":iO'~-,
Luther's Works, Vol. 31, Phila-
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cal reforms when independence was
granted in 1962, the Belgians brought
a Hutu majority into power, Having
lost their privileged status, the Tutsis
launched a guerrilla movement followed by intermittent killings by both
sides. In 1990 a Tutsi military organization, the Rwandan Patriotic Front
known as the RPF and based in

"The world, calloused by a steady
diet of atrocities, was shocked by
the horror ofRwanda, "
Uganda, launched a campaign into
Rwanda. This was repulsed with the
help of French and Belgian troops,
but the Rwandan army went on a
rampage against the Tutsis with a tremendous loss ofTutsi lives, and many
again fled to Uganda as refugees
where the RPF reorganized. By this
time there was some Hutus support
for the RPF by Hutus opposed to the
corrupt government in power.
With this historical background and
tribal hatred at a feverpitch by the
recurring killings, Rwanda was ripe
for a catastrophe. On Apri16 a plane
carrying the pre s ident of
Rwanda crashed under mysterious circumstances. The Hutu
government blamed the Tutsis,
which triggered the Rwandan
disaster. The Hutu militia and
civilians went on a maniacal
Tutsi killing spree. As a mil·
lion Tutsi refugees poured
into Tanzania and countless
others into the hills of northern Rwanda , the RPF
launched a campaign to gain
control of the country and
stop the killings. The RPF
rapidly defeated the government forces , and when
Kigali, the capital of
Rwanda, and other key cit
(continued on page 14)
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MidAmeri,a aelormed Semi1larf
Celebrates C;rou1Idbreaki1lg
Greg Eddings
On a warm clear night, in a field in
Dyer, Indiana, the Mid-America Reformed Seminary Board of Trustees
and over two hundred well-wishers
embarked on an exciting journey.
One by one, these board members
put their hands not to the plow, but
to a shovel to tum the earth in the
spot where the new seminary campus
will be built. They were joined by
Rev. Ed Knott, Rev. Henry Vander
Kam and others from the group that
was instrumental in founding the
seminary over a decade ago. To add .
to the spirit ofcooperation which such

__-

a venture requires, Mid-America professors Dr. Nelson Kloosterman and
Dr. Cornel Venema also encouraged
members of the crowd to come forward and actively participate in this
turning of the earth. In response,
young and old, men and women,
came fOIWard one by one to place
their mark on the soil. So that as the
ground was turned, shovel after
shovel, a small pile of dirt accumulated marking the spot. This very
public display serves to demonstrate
that Mid-America is working to serve
the church by ministering to the won-

1- -:

=:~

derful diversity
of age and station that exists
among God's
people. After
the ceremony,

ers a chance
to enjoy
fellowship
and
refreshments.

Now that the ground-breaking ceremony is history, actual construction
can commence. Survey crews have
already placed stakes. The stakes describe the building outline, the location and shape ofroadways, sidewalks
and parking areas and the landscaping work that will be perfonned. Once
that work is complete, heavier equipment will arrive at the site to begin
moving the dirt necessary for the pouring of the building's foundation. In
these new facilities, Mid-America will
be poised to serve over eighty fulltime students with the sort of solid ,
foundational training for which the
seminary is known.
Ground-breaking represents the
completion of a whole series of activities. Seminary representatives
have been working diligently to prepare for construction. These activities include a thorough study of the
environmental, soil and storm water
conditions to be found at the site,
design of the Ph~se
One facility,
completion of civil engineering work
and coordination of all the legal, municipal and engineering approvals re-

quired before construction can begin.
These activities are now complete and
we have great hopes that the building
will be ready for occUpancy in late
1995.
And yet, one thing remains uncompleted. That one thing concerns the
dollars required to successfully finish
the project. Here are the facts. The
total cost is estimated to be in excess
of two million dollars. To date, the
seminary has received cash gifts in
excess of$800,OOO and commitments
of approximately $500,000. The seminary Board of Trustees has spent a
great deal of time recently discussing
the advisability of proceeding before
all of the funds for the project are in
hand. This is a matter ofvery serious
concern. Strong sentiment exists in
favor of continuing to operate a debtfree seminary. To that end, the board
has agreed to pennit construction to
proceed while seminary representatives work on two fronts to make the
project a success and to eliminate the
single item that stands in the way of
our goal. First, a major effort is undeIVIay to raise the remainder of the
funds necessary while maintaining the
positive health of the seminary's
present financial portfolio. Second, a
review of the project is being conducted in order to achieve cost savings in all areas of site development,
construction and project completion.
It is expected that this tandem approach will serve to assure that the
project is completed at a reasonable
cost and without long-teno debt.

In his remarks to the group gathered to witness this
historic event, recently elected Board ofTrustees president, Dr. John Sittema, stressed that the act of breaking ground was only a beginning the beginning of a
journey that would continue with the construction of
the new seminary campus and by God's grace, culminate in the training of Reformed pastors and the
upbuilding of the church. The groundbreaking
serves as a signpost along the path of that journey
and the mound of dirt provides a physical reminder
that much work remains to be done. MidAmerica
and her supporters are working to place a lasting
mark on Reformed churches everywhere by bearing witness to the abiding and living Word of God.
That Word was read in the litany of dedication
Left. to nght: Dr. Joe Holl D C
written by Professor Vander Hart and recited in
Rev. Rich Blauw, Rev. Jelle
r., orne/ Venema, Mr. Greg Edding.
unison by the crowd. We pray that the testimony
Rev. Roger Sparks Revul';,nfa, Mr. Dalle Bakker, Mr. Peter ~
of that Word and the joy of serving its Giver may
,
. y ren Dor{/, Dr: John R. Sittema oen,
be the source of our strength in days to come. Any real success will come
by these means alone! Please pray for MidAmerica, her future and ministry among the churches.
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MidAmerica Reformed Seminary
is working now to raise the remainder of the funds necessary to pay for
this visionary project. As you commit your financial resources to the
cause of God's kingdom, please remember the important and essential
work of MidAmerica Reformed
Seminary. Your gifts are truly needed

and much appreciated. We need you
to make your mark with us!
MidAmerica's Development Director,
Mr. Greg Eddings has taken up residence
near the site o/the new campus. He can
be reached at 3235 45th St. Suite #302,
Highland, IN 46322, phane # (219) 9246113.
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ies fell, there was
another mass exodus of refugees. This
time a m illion Hutus and militia,
many of whom feared reprisals for
the Tutsi killings, crushed into Goma,
Zaire and the French-protected area
of southwestern Rwanda. A cholera
epidemic in the Goma area resulted
in 60,000 deaths, and the pathos of
the magnitude of the dying and the
hellish conditions of the living received wide media coverage. The
world, calloused by a steady diet of
atrocities, was shocked by the horror
of Rwanda . A million people were

"We began each operation with
prayer at the operating table... "
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dead from the killings and from diseases . Over two million refugees were
in neighboring countries, and another
two million were displaced in their
own country.
As international aid organizations
mobilized to relieve the desperate
plight of the Rwandans, two sister
organizations, World Medical Mission and Samaritan's Purse International Relief, directed by Franklin
Graham and headquartered in Boone,
North Carolina, sent an assessment
team to Rwanda to determine how to
minister to the needs of those flee ing
the carnage. These Christian organizations are dedicated to emergency
relief aid to victims of war, famine,
disease and natural disasters worldwide. A refugee camp was found at
Rutare in the mountains 18 miles
north of Kigali in an area controlled
by the RPF. Three thousand refugees
were arriving each day and eventu-

which was the only light in the operating room. OXFAM set up a water
tank at roof level which was supplied
daily by water tankers from Uganda,
ally the camp total reached
and a small generator was used as a
102,000. The RPF estimated
source of electricity for the head lamp.
that the camp had 4,700 orSurgery became a routine of stanphans, several hundred of
iog the generator before each operawhom had no extended famtion, giving the anesthesia, having no
ily members to care for them
blood available for transfusions, and
and many were forced to
sterilizing the instruments in a presscrounge for survival and
sure cooker with a kerosene burner at
sleep on the ground. The
the end of the day. We began each
camp was in desperate need
operation with prayer at the operatof medical care, food, water
ing table, and I was reminded continually of the inscription on a plaque
and sanitation. Malaria,
above the entrance to the operating
pneumonia, intestinal pararoom at a hospital in Swaziland, "He
is yours, Lord. Heal him or take him
and gunshot
were
sites,
diarrheawounds
and machete
home."
prevalent with no mediThe first few weeks the surgical load
cines and no doctors availwas primarily machete and gunshot
able. After negotiations with the RPF,
wounds from the fighting in Kigali 18
Samaritan's Purse agreed to provide
miles away. As the RPF rapidly won
medical services including a surgical
the war, I began to do more civilian
unit and care for the orphans. Other
surgery, which is largely obstetrics and
international aid organizations ingynecology in Africa. For a period of
volved in providing food, water, and
several weeks Samaritan's Purse was
nonfood items were CARE, World
the only surgical service between
Vision, OXFAM, UNICEF and the
Kigali and Uganda, and serious surInternational Red Cross. The RPF
gical problems were being transported
agreed to provide security and guards
to Rutare from as far away as the
as needed.
Uganda border.
Having worked for World Medical
A tragic consequence of the war
Mission in several African countries
was an estimated 50,000 orphans.
before, I volunteered to go to the
Samaritan's Purse established an orRutare refugee camp as a surgeon
phanage for over 400 orphans, many
with Samaritan's Purse. Travelofwhom had advanced malnutrition,
ing to Rwanda by way of
and deaths were common. Some of
Uganda, we picked up an RPF
the older orphans told stories of seeguard at the border who escorted
ing their families brutally hacked to
us to Rutare through frequent
death by machete-wielding Hutus,
RPF roadblocks where we were
which emphasized the emotional
identified as guests of the RPF.
trauma and psychological scarring to
Rutare was located at an elevation
which these children had been exof 6,500 feet in beautiful mountainposed . A four-year-old boy who had
ous country. The refugee camp was
been completely withdrawn and never
an amazing tent city of I 00,000 people
talked ran up to a two-year-old girl
covering the hills. Samaritan's Purse
one day and began to talk and laugh
was assigned several old buildas he hugged her. He had found a
ings to convert into a - - -_ _ ___ssiiisster, his only remaining family.
hospital and orphanThe
refugee
age. Living arrangements were sleeping
" _
bags and tents and a ~ t]~fI"
supply of candles. f
Two empty rooms
., ~"
. ,~
w ithout water or
_ - :'I ~ .......
electricity were designated as operating r ooms . I
brought three duffel bags of instruments, surgical
supplies, anesthetics, medicines, and a
head
lamp,

,,'IoI..

population included very few old
people. W hen asked where the old
people were, the response was that
they were unable to run fast enough
to escape.
Problems unrelated to the war surfaced among the refugees, one of
which was AIDS. Also caUed "the
slim disease," AIDS in Africa often
presents as a fulminating diarrhea and
rapid weight loss leading to death. A
large tenr, "the diarrhea tent," was
set up, and working here was the most
unpleasant of tasks for the nurses on
the project. It is estimated that in some
areas of Rwanda as many as 40% of
the adults have AIDS or are harboring the AIDS virus.
As the RPF won the war, the refugees left Rutare to return to what was
left of their homes as rapidly as they
had arrived. In a period of ten days
70,000 refugees left and roads were
lined with the mass migration of
people. As the population shifted,
Samaritan 's Purse moved part of its
staff to the capital, Kigali, to begin
rehabilitating a 600-bed hospital with
the help of multinational aid organizations. The last surgery I did in Kigali
was a tragic case ofa 2 1-year-old pregnant woman who stepped on a land
mine with the loss of both her legs in
the explosion. We operated with an
Italian assistant, a French nurse and
a Belgian anesthetist .
Since there were no commercial
flights serving Kigali when I was due
to leave, I hitched a ride on a UN
cargo plane tei Nairobi , Kenya. Leaving Rwanda, I looked down on a
country totally destroyed , a country
with no economy, no political stability, no fam ily social structure, and no
end in sight. I was ovelWhelmed with
a sense that there was no hope for
Rwanda , and then the words of
Jeremiah came to m ind, "There is
nothing too hard for God to do."
Rwanda needs massive international
aid, but whar the country needs most
is a spiritual revival that overcomes
the tribal hatred between the Tutsis
and the Hutus. The prescription for
Rwanda 's ills is the love of Christ in
the hearts of men. " Love keeps no
record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails. "

FOOTNOTE
I

Crowther, Jeff, et aI, Africa, (Hawthorn,
Australia: Lonely Planet Pub!.). pp. 85085 1.

Dr. Paauw, a member o/Walunt Creek CRe,
is a retired general surgeon who makes at least
two volunteer medical assistance tn"ps per year
to various areas o/the wor/d.

Presbyterians on
Cbu",b OFFi"
Peter De long
This article is a response to a new book,
Order in the Offices. It is an important
response at this time when Refonned and
Presbyterian believers are working toward
closer ties.

The Editors
ORDER IN THE OFFICES: Essays

PASTORS' RULE?
The book's case is ably presented
in the first essay. s. F. Miller observes
that "in Presbyterian churches, the
office of minister of the Word " was
"the first office in the church , both
for dignity and usefulness" (p .7). Near
the end (p.38 ff.), he summarizes,

Defining the Roles of Church Officers,
Mark R. Brown , editor. Published by
Classic Presbyterian Government Resources , 807
Pea chdale
Lane,
" We must not accept their alternative
Duncansville, P A 16635,
of either making the preacher
304 pp., $11.95. Review
by Peter De Jong.
everything or nothing!"

TWO OR THREE
OFFlCES?
Here 14 writers, past and present,
argue whether a Reformed church
should properly have three offices
(minister, elder and deacon) or two
(elder and deacon). The 400·year argument is really about how we should
understand 1 Tim. 5: 17: "Let the el·
ders who rule well be counted worthy
of double honor, especially those who
labor in the word and doctrine." The
discussion becomes especially interesting (Q all Reformed and Presbyterians who, believing the same Bible
doctrines, now, after centuries of being separate church organizations, are
rightly beginning to draw closer together. The Lord, who separated His
believers from [he unbelieving world,
prayed that they would be one in Him
in obedience to His Word (Jobn 17:11 II)
It is gratifying to see the authors'
obvious common concern to be faithful to the teachings of God's Word .
The book's purpose seems to be somewhat hindered by the fact that instead
of rather evenha ndedly presenting
both views, held for centuries in the
churches, it generally, and some writers especially, so stress the differences
and so strongly argue for the 3-office
view that they threaten to divide over,
rather than resolve the argument.

quoting with approval J . B. Adger of
the last century. that , " the preacher is
the true and only successor of the
apostles' ... being in some sense apostle
and prophet and evangelist, there
plainly can be no other office in the
c hurc h com parable with the
preacher's . " In his view, the
preacher's office "includes necessarily every other which the Lord has
instituted " in th e church. " The
preacher includes the deacon , and
with the deacon he has power over
things; he includes the ruler; and with
the ruler he has power over persons ...
And thus it is indisputable that the
preacher's office is the first in the
church, both for dignity and usefulness."
Against this recognition and practice of the supre m e role of the
preacher, Miller sees a new consensus arising, across denominational
lines (pp.lSff.), not primarily "from
new exegetical insights," but "from a
desire to do things differently, " merely
imitating other churches. In Reformed
churches it is "represented as arising
out of the doctrine of the priesthood
of all believers" and tries to mobilize
whole congregations by minimizing
preachers, denying special offices, particularly of preachers and preaching,
perhaps replacing them by skits and
other forms of entertainment performed by any church members, us-
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ing the preacher only as leader and
activist encourager.
We have to agree with this and
other writers' critical diagnosis of the
demoralization of many contemporary churches as they (like ancient
Israel in Amos 8: 14) are losing the
Word of God and therefore dying.
We can welcome these efforts toward
reform. But seeking a return to the
Word of God in the churches does
not at all imply that we exaggerate
the minister's office and give it the
dictatorial authority that some ofthese
writers do. We must not accept their
alternative of eit her making the
preacher everything or nothing! God's
Word forbids both extremes.

THE mSTORIC ERROR

of power over one another (Matt.
20:20-28). He said that although "the
rulers of the Gentiles lord itoverthem,
and those who are great exercise authority over them, yet it shall not be
so among you; but whoever desires
to become great among you, let him
be your servant ... as the Son of Man
did not come to be served, but to
serve, and to give His life a ransom
for many." (Compare Mark 9:34,35;
Matt. 23:8.3. Similarly, the Apostle
Peter (I Pet. 5:1-4) warned church
elders against the temptations to lazi~
ness, greed and bossiness that have
marred much of the church's history.
Study of the early history of both
Reformed and Presbyterian churches
shows how the forms of organization

usually simply assumed. Theirs was
"the forgotten office. " Some 20 years
after I began to notice this curious
fact, it was confinned in 1963 in the
publication of a 400-page study by
the World Council of Churches of
The LAyman in Chrish'an History. That
begins with the astonishing claim that
this material from the whole history
ofthe Christian Church from the New
Testament to the present, "has never
before been brought within the covers of a single book" (p.ll)! Anyone
who might wish to defend this concentration of attention on the official
ministry at the expense of the church
members should face the fact that the
Word of God shows that this emp
ha~
sis is exactly wrong! Ephesians 4: I Iff.
tells us that the Lord gave
"pastors and teachers for
the equipping of the saints
"In those Romanist Middle Ages
for the work ofministry, for
the church came to be portrayed
the edifying of the body of
Christ." He never anywhere
as a ship manned by the clergy as cnw,
told us that the preacher's
own office was to include
with the members as mere passengers,
"every other which the
only paying the fore
Lord had instituted" in His
church! He never told them
and going alongfor the ride!"

The position being championed is remarkably like
that of one of the earliest of
the ancient church fathers,
Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch
in the first century A .D.
Concerned about the heresies and divisions that
threate n ed the ch u rches
(then, as now), he in several
letters urged each church to
"regard the bishop as the Lord himself," "do nothing without the bishop
and the presbyters." "He who does
anything without the knowledge of
the bishop is serving the devil. " Thus
that ancient leader, with the best of
intentions, urged the churches to totally submit to an all powerful clergy.
Out of that teaching developed the
Roman Catholic tyrannical hierarchy
from which the Lord delivered our
ancestors in the 16th Century Reformation . In those Romanist Middle
Ages the church came to be portrayed
as a ship manned by the clergy as
crew, with the members as mere passengers, only paying the fare and going along for the ride! Could anyth ing m ore effect ively squelch a
healthy Christian church life and any
missionary testimony than that caricature of what the Lord called His
church to be?
In contrast with people who reject
all church offices and authority, the
Bible teaches us to "obey those who
have the rule over you, and be submissive, for they watch out for your
souls, as those who must give account".. for our own good (Heb.
13:17). We are to "esteem them very
highly in love for their work's sake"
(1 Thess. 5: 12, 13). On the other hand,
our Lord again and again also warns
His followers against their too common tendency to try to get positions

TO DO EVERYTHING

of both were to some degree adversely
affected by their having to live under
the rules and limits of their civil gov~
ernments. The Dutch Reformed were
not permitted by provincial governments in their ftrst 50 years to hold
general synods. And the famous
Westminster Assembly was not really a church body but a gathering of
members of Parliament with some
church leaders to set up a (presbyterian) order for the English churches!
Whether or not because of such government influences, the history ofboth
kinds of churches show too many examples of their falling into the trap of
letting church authority imitate that
of kings, which the Lord had forbidden. Tyrannical church governments
often tended to pervert and kill the
churches and to prevent or ruin missionary outreach to the world.

ALL BELIEVERS' MISSION
In over 50 years of church mins~
try, much of it involving missions, I
became increasingly aware ofthe way
church activity and the whole history
of the church has almost always been
written and viewed from the point of
view of the clergy or pastors, with
little or no recognition of the important place and influence of the individual Christian church members.
That has been so common that it was

that the Lord's Church
must do, but to "equip the saints," the
whole vast mass of Christian believers to
each do what the Lord had called him
and her to do. Preachers must, through
the gospel, call each individual to the
Lord and try to lead each to grow in
the faith and knowledge of Him and
His gospel to full Christian maturity,
"to a perfect man, to the measure of
the stature of the fullness of Christ"
(v. 133). Thus the whole body, including every member, each actively
doing his and her part (and never as
mere passive "passengers just going
along for the ride"- as though the
rest of the trip to heaven for them
were a leisurely vacation), must grow
to realize the Lord's design for the
whole Church as His Body and for
every member of it.

THE SPIRIT'S POWER
Equipping every member of the
whole body of Christian believers for
the Lord's mission to the whole world
was the far too generally forgotten
(or even denied!) purpose of Pentecost. In the Old Testament only a few
received the special gift of the Holy
Spirit to enable them as "prophets")
to bring God's message to the rest.
But among those prophets, Moses
wished and Joel predicred that God
would make all of His people prophets to tell others about H im and His

way of salvation (Numbers 11:26-29;
Joel 2:28ff.). The Apostle Peter on
Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4, 14-21) explained to the people, mystified by
the unusual signs and behavior of the
believers, what was happening. The
Lord was now fulfilling His promise
to pour out His Spirit on all of them
(men and women, sons and daughters) so that they would bring the good
news ofHis gospel to the whole world.
That did not mean that all would be
called to church pulpits , but that everyone would have his and her part
in the Christian mission and testimony to the world.
Reading the Acts abom the Spiritguided beginning of a world mission
makes it plain that, although the
apostles had to begin bringing the gospel testimony, and must prepare others to continue it, that mission to the
world would and COULD NEVER
BE mainly the work of that dozen
men and the always comparatively
few ordained pastors and teachers
who followed them. Read Acts 11:19
ff., and see how the first missionary
"breakout" into the nonJewish world
did not come by decision or action of
these "officials," but through the action of ordinary church members fleeing for their lives from intense persecution. Most of those fleeing Christians talked only with their fellowJews . "But some of them," when they
came to far away Antioch, more accustomed to living among nonJewish neighbors, spoke to them also
about the Lord Jesus. "And the hand
of the Lord was with them, and a
great number believed and turned to
the Lord." It was not from the
apostles, who all stayed in Jerusalem
(8: 1), or from their decisions or representatives that this "foreign" mission
began. Its further massive spread did
not begin with them in Jerusalem,
but, at the Spirit's orders, it went out
from the Antioch church and in its
spread through the wider world, repeated the sam e pattern of being
largely through the influence of ordinary church members. Paul wrote the
Thessalonian church (1 Thess. 1:810): "From you the word of the Lord
has sounded forth ...in every place.
Your faith toward God has gone out,
so. that :e do not need to say anythIng ..

GOD'S CONTINUING MIRACLE
In 1949 we were among the 2500
foreign missionaries who had to leave
China as the antiChristian Communist government began decades of intense persecution of the estimated

million Christians in that land. For
30 years we wondered, concerned
about what had become ofthem. Only
then did we learn the amazing story
of the way, deprived of all foreign
missionary help, and largely without
officially trained and ordained leadership and formal organization,
through the Holy Spirit's grace to and
through the persecuted believers, their
number has increased to what is now
estimated to be between seventy and
a hundred million! They need and
should receive what support we can
give through the prayers, radio, and
Christian literature (including a sizeable amount of Presbyterian a nd Reformed translations supplied over 45
years by the little but farreaching Reformed Translation Fellowship of
some of our fonner Chinese associates*). The whole amazing story has
been a lesson to us all that although
we must give what missionary testimony we can toward this largest nation in the world, the work is always
the Lord's miracle. It does not depend on our formal church organizations, officers and plans, but on the
Lord's sovereign work by His Word
and Spirit. And it remains His plainly
reve.aled purpose that His gospel and
kingdom will reach to the ends of the
earth , not mainly through the always
relatively few "ordained" local leaders , but through the growing millions
of the whole body of believers scattering over the whole world.
What bearing does all of this history have on our questions about Order in the Offices? It emphasizes the
message we have seen in His Word.
While that message stresses the serious responsibilities of all who in the
churches are especially called to bring
His Word, it never assigns them the
sovereign rule over that church or any
right to claim the gospel missionary
testimony as their monopoly. Where
such claims are made in these essays
they need to be corrected rather than
accepted. Some of the writers have
criticized John Calvin as inconsistent
because, while he exalted the responsibility of the pastoral office, he, like
the Bible in I Tim. 5:17, also acknowledged laymen in church to have a
right to the same title of "elder" as
he. This was not a weakness or inconsistency in Calvin. It shows that
the hierarchical claim some assume
in this book was mistaken. Calvin,
who regarded his own divine calling
as preacher and teacher of God's
Word very highly, equallyacknowledged the divine calling of the humblest fellowmember of the Lord's
church to serve Him in his or her job.

He wrote: "Every individual's line of
life, therefore, is, as it were, a post
assigned him by the Lord ... there will
be no occupation so mean and sordid
(provided we follow our vocation) not
to appear truly respectable, and be
deemed highly important in the sight
of God" (Institutes III, 10,6; cited by
Georgia Harkness in John Calvin: the
Man and His Ethics, p. 211).

AUNITED MISSION
In this collection of essays, some
show an appreciation of the fact that
the tenn "elders" (Greek "presbyters")
was applied in the Bible to both pastors and other church "rulers" who
were not ordained preachers. (It is a
nice question whether Calvin, undeniably preacher and teacher, was ever
officially "ordained and installed"
when Farel pressed him into helping
with church reform in Geneva!)
Edmund Clowney's careful Brief for
Church Governors gives a thorough
study of the important office of the
elders who are not pastors. He concludes (p. 65): "The glory of Presbyterian government has been the involvement of the whole church in order as this activity is carried on by
elders of the people, servants of Christ
and his church." lain Murray's Ruling Elders- A Sketch o/the Controversy
also clearly analyzes the way in which
the Scriptures plainly speak of pastors and other church rulers as both
elders, while distinguiShing their duties. The materials in this book help
us to understand some centuriesold
secondary differences in church organization between those who share the
same Biblical Christian Faith. Rather
than increasing confusion and renewing controversy about these matters,
may they help us resolve or bridge
some of the differences and draw together those who love the Lord and
His Word (both Refonned and Presbyterians) in a faithful worldwide
missionary testimony to Him.
* For information on this unique
45year and ongoing China work
write: RTF, 302 E. First St.,
Bloomington IN 47401.
Rev. Peter De Jong is a retired eRC
minister, now a member ofDutton Independent Reformed Church.
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An Event Wbose Time No One Knows
Venema
One of the almost irresistible im·
pulses among students of the Bible's
teaching about the future is the impulse to date the return of Christ. As
we noted in our previous article, this
is one of the questions about the return ofehrist that should be addressed
at the outset of any consideration of
general eschatology (the Bible's teaching about the future of all things).
May we legitimately attempt to determine whether Christ's return will
take place in the near or distant future? And may we even go so far as
to set a time for Christ's coming and
allow that time to shape our conduct
in the period intervening?
That this is not simply an academic
question has recently been confirmed
through the publication of two books
by Harold Camping, president of
Family Radio and a well-known commentator and Bible teacher. These
books, bearing the revealing tilles,
1994? and Are You Ready?, are openly
committed to the thesis that we may
(even must) determine the date of
Christ's return . By the time this article is printed in The Outlook, the date
of Christ's rerum in Camping's reckoning, the month of September, 1994,
will already have passed. (Of course
if Camping were proven correct, thi~
article will never see the light of day!)
Though it is not my purpose to review again Camping's argument, the
fact that he would attempt to date the
return of Christ illustrates how the
temptation to do so continues to overwhelm many believers. 1
I mention this impulse and recent
attempts to date Christ's return in order to show how important this question is . We cannot a void dealing with
the question whether the Bible gives
us infonnation about or any clues concerning the when of Christ's return.
W hat constitutes a biblical position
on the question of the date or the

timing of Christ's second coming?
Despite the curiosity about the date
of Christ's return on the part of many
people, we may not excuse their attempts to predict this date, not if the
Bible warns us against this practice.

THE "DELAY"

OF CHRIST'S COMING

Before taking up direcdy the biblical passages which speak about the
impropriety of dating Christ's return,
I would like to begin with a closely
related matter. That matter has to do
with the question whether there is any
evidence in the Bible for a delay of
Christ's coming.
Many liberal interpreters of the
Bible have argued, for example, that
there is evidence for such a delay
within the New Testament itself. Indeed, these interpreters sometimes argue that there are contradictions within
the New Testament; some passages,
they allege, teach that Christ's return
would occur within the lifetime of
the first generation of believers and
other passages teach that Chris;'s return has been postponed. It has even
been suggested that Jesus Himself
taught that He would return within
the lifetime of His disciples, only to
be proven wrong by the subsequent
course of events. The aposde Paul
similarly is said to have changed his
view on the time of Christ's return.
Though the apostle Paul's earlier
epistles taught Christ'S return within
his lifetime, some of his later epistles
express a different point of view.
To see whether there is any validity
to this suggestion of a delay of Christ's
return , I would like to consider several passages in the gospels and in the
epistles of the apostle Paul that speak
of the time of Christ's return . In this
way, the claim that there is such a

contradiction within the writings of
the New Testament can be tested.
In the gospels there are, roughly,
three types of passages that speak of
the time of Christ's return. Some
passages speak of Christ's return as
an event that is imminent or very soon,
possibly within the lifetime of those
to whom Christ originally spoke.
Other passages speak of Christ's return as an event that will only occur
at some jUture time, after certain events
which must precede it have occurred.
Still other passages speak of Christ's
return at an unknown or unknowable
time in the future. Since the third
group of passages will be addressed
in our next section, I will only consider the first two kinds of passages at
this time.
Christ's coming is imminent

Among passages of the first type,
those that speak of the imminence of
Christ's return, three are especially
important - Mark 9: I (parallels in
Luke 9:27 and Matt. 16:28), Mark
13:30 (parallel in Matt. 24:34), and
Matthew 10:23.
In the first of these passages, Mark
9: I, we read that Jesus said to His
disciples, "[tJruly, I say to you, there
are some standing here who will not
taste death before they see the kingdam ofGod come with power." Similar and parallel statements are fo und
in Luke 9:27, where Jesus is reported
to have said that some would not taste
death "before they see the kingdom
of God," and in Matthew 16:28,
where Jesus speaks of "the Son of
Man coming in His kingdom."
Those who speak of a "delay" of
Christ's coming typically argue that
in this text and its parallels Christ is
teaching that He will rerum within
the lifetime of many to whom He first
spoke these words. When Christ
speaks in this instance of His "coming with power," He is speaking of
the great event of His return at the
end of the age. Since Christ did not
return within the lifetime of those to
whom He first spoke these words, He
was mistaken about the imminence
of His coming.
T hough this understanding of the
text has a kind of superficial attraction, it would be better to understand
this text and its parallels as a reference to the events of Christ's resur·
rection, ascension and outpouring of
His Spirit at Pentecost. In each of

these events, there was a dramatic
demonstration of the power of Christ
and His kingdom, and in each ofthem
Christ's powerful and living presence
with His people was realized. Since
these passages speak particularly of
the coming of the kingdom of God
within the lifetime of those to whom
Jesus' words were spoken, it is best to
understand them as references to these
events in which the power of Christ
was disclosed (compare Rom. 1:4).
Of course, this does not exclude
the possibility that the "coming" of
God's kingdom referred to in this text
also includes the great event of
Christ's second coming when the
kingdom of God will be fully realized. After all, the events of Christ's
resurrection , ascension and Pentecost,
all of which occurred within the lifetime of those to whom this promise
was fust made, are events which form
one complex with the great event ofChrists
return at the end o/the age. The resurrection is, for example, in the strictest
sense an "end time" event; it represents the "first fruits" of the resurrection harvest which is yet to come
(1 Cor. 15).'
The second passage where the imminence or "soon-ness" of Christ's
return seems to be taught in the gospels is Mark 13:30: "[t]ruly, I say to
you, this generation will not pass away
before all these things take place " (emphasis mine). This passage also has
parallels in Matthew 24:34 which
speaks of "this evil generation " and
Mark 8:38 which speaks of "this adulterous generation." This kind of passage is said to show clearly that Jesus
believed that His coming again would
occur within the lifetime of the generation to whom He spoke these
words.
However, against this reading of
the text, some Reformed interpreters
have pointed our two important features of Christ's words in their context. First, the language, "this generation," might legitimately be translated as "this kind of generation."
Because Jesus qualifies this generation as an "evil" or "adulterous" generation, he is saying that His coming
will not take place until the evil generation of his day as well as ours has
passed away and all things have been
fulfilled. The reference to "this generation" may include all generations
who share the quality of being "evil"
or "adulterous," including the gen-

eration living today. Second, when
Jesus speaks of "all of these things"
taking place , he is referring to all the
events that must occur before the
event of His second coming. Because
"all of these things" include such
things as the preaching of the gospel
to all the nations, it does not seem
likely that Jesus would have meant
His words to be restricted to the generation alive when these words were
fust spoken.
Admittedly, the interpretation of
this passage is difficult. However, if
either of these features of the text is
duly noted, then it is no longer obvious that Christ believed His second
coming would occur within the lifetime of the generation to whom He
first spoke these words. 3
The third text in which the imminence of Christ's return seems to be
taught is Matthew 10:23. In this passage, a passage which describes
Christ's commission ofthe twdve disciples to preach the gospel of the kingdom to the lost sheep of the house of
Israel, Christ promises them., "Truly,
I say to you, you will not have gone
through all the towns ofIsrae1, before
the Son of Man comes." Here again,
those who propose an unanticipated
"delay" in the return of Christ insist
that Christ is teaching that He would
return within the time-span of the
disciple's preaching throughout all the
towns in Israel. This passage confirms, therefore, that Jesus believed
He would return soon after His resurrection and ascension to heaven.
It should be noted, however, that
in the context of Jesus' instruction to
His disciples in Matthew 10, there
are sayings which clearly refer to future activities that will take place after Christ's ascension into heaven
(compare vv. 16-22). Som.e of these
activities include circumstances that
would be appropriate to the Christian
church throughout history (compare
vv. 24-25 ,26-39). Furthermore, the
reference in this passage to the "coming" of Christ need be no more limited to the second coming of Christ
than in the first text, Mark 9: 1, discussed a moment ago. It is conceivable that in this passage Jesus links
together circumstances that would
precede His coming in power at His
resurrection and His final coming at
His return from heaven at the end of
the age. Whether the coming of the
Son of Man refers to Christ's resur-

rection or second coming, it is clear
that His disciples will not have gone
through all the towns of Israel before
this event occurs.
Christ's coming only after
certain events occur
In addition to these passages that
seem to speak of the imminence of
Christ's return, there are other passages that speak of a kind of delay or
extension of the period of time before
Christ's return. These passages indicate that there are some events which
must occur before Christ's coming,
events whose fulfillment cannot take
place without a considerable period
of time elapsing.
For example, in Matthew 24:14 (a
text in a passage to which appeal is
also made for the idea that Christ's
coming will be soon), Christ teaches
that "this gospel of the kingdom will
be preached throughout the whole
world, as a testimony to the nations;
and then the end will come." The
preaching of the gospel to the nations
is called in this passage one of the
"signs of the times," one of those signals of Christ's present work in the
world pointing to His coming again.
This sign has to be fulfilled, accordingly, before Christ comes again, a
fulfillment that strongly suggests
something of a "delay" or extension
of the time needed for it to occur.
Another similar passage is found in
Mark 14:9 in which Jesus, describing
the woman who 'anointed Him with
cosdy perfume, declared that "wherever the gospel is preached in the
whole world, what she has done will
be told in memory of her." In this
passage the presumption is that the
gospel will be preached in the whole
world, not only among the villages of
Israel, before Christ returns.
There are also, in many of Jesus'
parables of the kingdom, indications
of a period oftime elapsing before the
end will come. These parables speak
of the growth of the kingdom being
one which requires an intervening period of maturing and ripening. The
parable of the pounds in Luke 19: 11,
for example, speaks of those "who
supposed that the kingdom of God
was to appear immediately," but
whose belief Jesus corrected in part
by means of the parable. Similarly,
in the well-known parable of the talents, Jesus uses language, "after a long
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time," that assumes a considerable
period of time has gone by before the
day ofjudgment arrives (Matt. 25: 19).
The same kind of suggestion of a period of delay or maturation is found
in the parables of the ten virgins (Matt.
25:5, "as the bridegroom was delayed"), the seIVants (Luke 12:41-8,
"my master is delayed in coming"),
the tares, mustard seed, and the leaven
(Matt. 13).
A balanced and complete reading
ofthegospeIs, therefore, reveals a kind
of double emphasis. Some passages
emphasize the "soon-ness" or imminence of Christ's coming; other passages suggest something of a delay or
a considerable period of time intervening. The best understanding of
these passages, therefore, is one which
acknowledges the certainty and
"soon-ness" of Christ's return (in the
perspective of the history of redemption, it is "soon," since it is the only
event remaining on the horizon that
marks the conclusion of God's saving work), but which does not draw
the improper conclusion that little or
no time remains before it will occur.
Within the framework of a clear and
lively expectation of Christ's coming
again, the believer learns that there is
a great deal being accomplished, indeed which must be accomplished,
before all things are fulfilled and the
great day of Christ's return arrives.
A similar conclusion can be drawn
from the writings of the apostle Paul.
Though it is true that in some passages the apostle emphasizes the
"soon-ness" of Christ's return , there
are also passages which emphasize
the events which must precede His
coming. Something of the same twofold emphasis found in the gospels is
also found in these epistles. There
are passages which speak of Christ's
return as though it were immediately
"at hand": in Romans 13:11-12 we
read that "the night is far gone; the
day is at hand "; in I Cor. 7:29 the
apostle declares that "the appointed
time has grown very short"; and in
Phil. 4:5, it is said that "the Lord is at
hand ." In two passages the apostle
Paul speaks of "we" in a way that
suggests he might still be alive at the
time of Christ' scorning (1 Thess. 4: 15,
I Cor. 15:51-52). However, none of
these passages actually teaches that Christ's
return will occur within the apostle's lifetime. At the most they suggest this as

a possibility. There are other passages in the epistles that clearly indicate that there will be something of a
delay and period inteIVening before
Christ comes again (compare 1 Thess.
5:9-10; 2 Thess. 2: 1- 12).
There is no evidence within the
New Testament, then, for the existence of any real contradictions on the
subject of a d elay of Christ's return.
Some passages emphasize its imminence. Other passages emphasize the
events which will precede and delay
its occurrence. Each kind of passage
is understandable within the perspective of the history of redemption. Because Christ has already come, His
coming in glory at the end of the age
is "at hand." Because Christ has already come, the gospel must be
preached to all the nations and all
things be made ready for His triumphant return.

WHOSE TIME
NO ONE KNOWS
The more obvious and familiar form
of the question concerning the when
of Christ's return is the question of its
precise timing or date. If the return of
Christ has the significance and meaning that we have suggested, it is not
surprising that many have found the
temptation all but irresistible to determine how near or far we are from this
event's occurrence. Even in the record
of Christ's teaching in the New Testament, it is apparent, as we shall see
in a moment, that Jesus' disciples
were anxious to know the "day" and
the "hour" of Christ's coming again.
The biblical answer to this question
can be found already expressed in the
sixteenth and seventeenth century
confessions of the Reformed churches.
In the Belgic Confession, Article 37, for
example, when the certain event of
Christ's return and the final judgment
is described, it is almost noted in passing that "the time appointed by the
Lord ... is unknown to all creatures."
Similarly, the Westminster Confession
of Faith, Chapter XXXI1I.iii, speaks
of the day of Christ's return and the
final judgment as one which Christ
Himselfwill have "unknown" to all
men. The biblical wisdom and truth
of these two confessions becomes
readily evident from the following biblical considerations.

There are several instances in the
New Testament in which we are told
that no one knows the day or the hour of
Christ's return. When Jesus instructs
His disciples in Mark 13 concerning
the signs that would precede and alert
them to His return, He clearly declares that "of that day or hour no
one knows, not even the angels in
heaven, nor the Son, but only the Fa. ther" (v. 32). This remarkable saying
has often raised questions among believers who wonder how it is possible
that even the Son of God does not
know the time of His coming again.
For our purpose, we do not need to
answer this difficult question. We
need only note that Jesus could not
make the unknowability of the time of
His return more clear or emphatic no one knows, not even the Son Himself, the day or the hour!
This is not an isolated passage either. Similar words are found in Matthew 25: 13, where Jesus, warning His
disciples, says, "[w]atch, therefore, for
you know neither the day nor the
hour." In Luke 12:39-40, we read
that "the Son of Man is coming at an
hour you do not expect. " And, if
these texts were not enough, we find
in Acts 1:7 that Jesus answered His
disciples' question whether He was
about to restore the kingdom to Israel
by saying, "It is not for you to know
times or epochs which the Father has
fixed by His own authority."
There is no way to escape the clear
implication of these texts. Camping,
in his attempt to date the return of
Christ in his book, 1994?, seeks a way
of escape by arguing that Jesus only
forbade the knowing of the day and
hour of His return, not the month and
the year. He also suggests that what
was deliberately withheld from the
early church is now being revealed ,
through hidden truths long concealed
within the biblical texts, to believers
today. But these claims contradict
the obvious meaning of these texts.
If Camping's (or anyone else's) attempt to escape the simple meaning
of these texts is permissible, then our
confession that the Bible's meaning is ordinarily clear and accessible has been
abandoned. In the approach of Camp-

fig and others like him who attempt
to date the time of Christ's return,
only those who read the biblical texts
with the key to unlock their secrets
can profit from them.

However, in addition to these texts
that explicitly speak of the
unknowability of the time of Christ's
return, there are also several which
speak of it as an event that will come
unexpectedly (Luke 12:39-49), even
like the coming of a "thief' in the
night. Though these passages have
to be carefully considered and their
differences acknowledged, they commonly teach that there is an essential
unpredictability about the return of
Christ.
For example, in Matthew 24:4344,
Jesus compares the head of a
household's need to be alert in view
of the possible coming of a thief in
the night with His disciples' need to
be alert in the face of His own certain, but unknown time of coming.
In Revelation 16: 15 Christ announces
His coming with the solemn words,
" [B}ehold, I am coming like a thief.
Blessed is the one who stays awake
and keeps his garments, lest he walk
about naked and men see his shame."
In this passage, not only is Christ's
coming like that of a thief in terms of
its unknowability, it is also like that
of a thief in that it will mean judgment for the unwa shed and unclothed.
This is a feature of another text that
speaks of Christ's coming as being
like that of a thief. In I Thessalonians
5:2 the apostle Paul, speaking of "the
day of the Lord," notes that the believers in Thessalonica "know full well
that the day of the Lord will come
just like a thief in the night." The day
of the Lord will be like the coming of
a thief to the unbelieving and wicked,
because it will bring destruction when
they least expect it. However, the
apostle Paul goes on to contrast this
with the circumstance of believers
who, as he describes them, "are not
in darkness, that the day should overtake you like a thief." Here the point
is not that believers will know the
exact time of Christ's coming, but that
this coming will not overtake them as
those who are unprepared or who
need fear the prospect of Christ's return.4

Conclusion
It should be apparent, then, from
all of these biblical considerations that
no one knows or may legitimately
seek to know the exact time ofChrist's
return. There are biblical passages

that remind us of the certainty, even
the "soonness" within the perspective of the timeline of the history of
redemption, of Christ's coming. But
there are also passages that remind us
of those events that must take place
before Christ's return, which permit
us to speak of God's "patience" in
this present period in calling the nations to repentance (2 Peter 3:34).
Furthermore, there are several passages that clearly forbid any attempt
to know the day or the hour of Christ's
second coming.
In the light of these biblical considerations, Christian believers are duty
bound to be cautious and circumspect
about the time of Christ's return. We
must live expectantly, knowing the
time is short and Christ's return is
certain. But we must also live responsibly, carrying on with the work
demanded of us in the interim period
between Christ's ascension and coming again. Such responsible living
demands that we resist the temptation to predict the time of Christ's
return. Those who attempt to set a
timetable for the return of Christ not
only disobey the teaching of God's
Word. They also risk bringing the
gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ into
disrepute, should their allegedly "biblical" predictions fail to come to pass.
Our duty is the same as that given by
the apostle Paul to the church in
Thessalonica. When considering the
"day of the Lord," he gave them this
charge: "But since we are of the day,
let us be sober, having put on the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet, the hope of salvation. For God
has not destined us for wrath, but for
obtaining salvation through our Lord
Jesus Christ" (1 Thess. 5:89).

FOOTNOTES
1.

I reviewed the first ofthese books, 19941, in
an article in a previous issue of The Outlook
("19941: Another Misguided Auempt to
Date the Return of Our Lord," Vol. 43/8
[1993],14 15).
2. This has led some interpreters ofthese texts
to speak of a "prophetic foreshortening. "
Christ speaks of one event, His "coming,"
which actually has a kind oftwofold fulfill·
ment in its initial ("firstfruits") and final
phases ("harvest"). So intimately linked are
these phases that the first can do "double
duty," including within itselfa reference to
the second. Thus, the "coming" ofthe king·
dom of God in the resurrection of Jesus
Christ is inseparably joined with the return
of Christ in glory. You might say that the
resurrection is a "preview" of the last day;
they are not somuch two, distinct events, as
they are aspects of one great event  the
coming of the kingdom.
3. A few Refonnedinterpreterstakethisgroup
of texts in a slightly different sense. These
interpreters take "this generation" to refer
to the generation contemporaneous with
Jesus' earthly m inistry, but they regard the
"all things" which Jesus mentions to have
taken place in the first century. For example, these interpreters take the reference
in the context ofthese texts to Christ's "com·
ing" to have coincided with the events of
the destruction ofJerusalem in 70 A.D. In
a later article, I will have occasion to address this interpretation again and to argue
against it. The major problem with this
view is that the "all things" menlioned in
these texts can hardly be said to have taken
place prior to or coincident with the de·
struction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.
4. Camping tries to argue that this passage
only denies the knowledge of the time of
Christ's return to unbelievers, for whom it
will be likethecomingofa thiefin the night.
Because Christ's coming will not be like the
coming of a thief for believers, it remains
possible/or believmto know the time ofHis
return. The problem with this reading ofthe
text is that it plays too much upon the
imagery ofthe "thief." Tho ugh believers do
not need to fear Christ's coming, like the
unbeliever fears the coming of a thief, they
nonetheless know no more about the timeof
Christ's coming than does anyone who is
approached by a thief. Even for believers
there will be one feaTUre ofChrist's coming
like that ofa thiefi t will be unannounced
in advance or trumpeted from a distance.
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not that all it tells is true. This is not
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truth subject to the Spirit's affirmation in
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Classis Grand Rapids East
"Refmes" July Decision to Disobey
Christian Reformed Synodical Ban on Women Elders
GRAND RAPIDS, MICH. (September
29, 1994) RBPS - In the wake of
seven written protests and a stann of
public criticism, Classis Grand Rapids East of the Christian Reformed
denomination voted on September 15
to revise its July 21 decision "that
classis pennit its individual churches
the freedom to decide whether or not
the word 'male' in Article 3a of the
Church Order is operative in their particular settings."
The new decision, supported by
over ten pages of grounds, declares
that "recognizing synod's legal right
to insist on the retention of the word
'male' in Church Order Article 3a,
[classis] nevertheless acknowledges its
congregations' moral right of conscientious objection (with any attendant
consequences) to that insistence with
respect to the office of elder."
Classis also resolved "not to attempt
to force its congregations to comply
with the decision of Synod 1994" urging churches to release women elders by
June I, 1995 and not to ordain more
women elders.
The resolutions came from a fivemember committee appointed by the
July meeting "to do further work and
refinement" on the motion. Dr. Henry
DeMoor, professor of church polity
at the denomination's Calvin Theological Seminary, served as reporter
for the committee.
Delegates themselves appeared surprised by the extent of the negative
reaction to their earlier decision. Complaints received include objections
from Classis Illiana, First CRC of
Chino, and the Presbytery of Southeast Alabama of the Presbyterian
Church in America.
"There are strong feelings on our
committee that we have got to get out
from under that July decision," said
De Moor. " You've got to do something to fix July, because there are
many people who are really upset."
The PCA letter , sent from the
presbytery whose stated clerk is a leading PCA moderate and former chairman of the PCA's Interchurch Rela-

tions Committee, was singled out for
special attention by Rev. RolfBouma,
pastor of Eastern A venu e CRe.
"We've got a letter from the
Presbytery of SE Alabama," said
Bouma. "I'd really like to see what
their classical agenda is like that they
have time to send communications to
us."
De Moor told delegates that he
hoped the new classical decision
would receive just as widespread publicity as the July decision. "Reporters
are apt to very quickly send throughout the country reports that a certain
classis voted to defy synod, but they're
not so apt to send out notations on a
change in that decision," said De
Moor.
De Moor noted that his service on
the Classis Grand Rapids East ad hoc
committee had raised questions at
Calvin Seminary. De Moor is a member of Woodlawn CRC, the church
which submitted the overture adopted
in July. His wife Ina, also employed
by Calvin Seminary as housing coordinator and publications secretary,
signed the overture as clerk of the
Woodlawn consistory. Woodlawn CRC
allows women to serve on consistory
in nonvoting adjunct positions, a compromise which does not disobey
synod and was approved by Synod

1989.
"You can imagine how if I as a
seminary professor am a member ofa
committee which recommends ecclesiastical disobedience, I am in deep,
deep trouble," said De Moor. "The
seminary president said to me, 'De
Moor, do you think you can be on
this committee in good conscience?' I
said, 'Wait and see what the committee comes up with. ",
Most discussion on the report focused on the question of ecclesiastical disobedience.
"This says something different from
defying synod," said De Moor. "One
thing classis can't do is say, 'We're
going to say Article 3 does not apply
to churches in classis.' That's defiance; we can't do that."

De Moor said that under Article 42
of the CRC Church Order, Synod
1994's statement urging churches to
release their women elders means that
each CRC classis must send its church
visitors to congregations with women
elders and urge the congregations to
release the women elders .
"Synod is going to have to understand that there are churches, not just
one or two, that calUlot do what synod
urges them to do," said De M oor.
"We're saying to synod, 'Do not,
please, expect us to go to those particular churches and say, you're going to have to get rid of these women
elders or we will have to depose your
entire council.' Then we have another
1926 on our hands."
The 1926 date refers to the last major split in the CRe. In that year, the
CRC synod upheld the deposition of
three Christian Reformed councils by
Classis Grand Rapids East and Classis
Grand Rapids West for refusing to
comply with Synod 1924's position
affirming common grace.
Ironically, classis was held at Eastern Avenu e CRC which until 1925,
was pastored by Re v. Herman
Hoeksema and was one of the three
churches whose council was deposed
for refusing to affmn common grace.
Eastern Avenue CRC is now one of
at least fifteen churches which have
disobeyed synod to elect women elders.
"Perhaps it is appropriate that we
are meeting at Eastern Avenue, which
was the consistory that was deposed
in 1926," said the current pastor of
Eastern Avenue eRe.
Bouma urged the delegates not only
to consider the loud objections against
ecclesiastical disobedience but also the
pain of CRC women. "We're beginning to worry about the old boy network, what people are going to say to
us at Ministers' Institute," sa id
Bouma. "I want us in our communications to be as aware of the pain we
were addressing in July and not solely
to be concerned today with what other
classes are saying and what synod
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might say, but also with tbe pain of
the women we were concerned about
in July. "
De Moor disputed the suggestion
that the committee had capitulated to
the "old boys' network" in producing
its report, noring that the committee
included leading male and female advocates of women's ordination. "As
for the 'old boys' network,' do you
really think that Clarence Vos, Morris
Greidanus and Henry De Moor could
get away with that in the presence of
Lillian Grissen and Charlotte
Ellison? " asked De Moor.
The classis may still face consequences for its decision. "If congregations choose to take the option of
conscientious objection, they're going to have to take their licks," said
De Moor. "If classis refuses to discipline those congregations under Article 42 we may have to take our
licks. "
However, De Moor pointed out that
synod has been reluctant to force
classes to compel obedience in other
cases. "This is not the first time classes
have not followed through with discipline under Article 42 ," said De
Moor. "I would cite as an example
the many classes which have not disciplined churches which say they cannot pay ministry shares to Calvin College because of what is taught there. "
For over a decade, conservatives in
the Christian Refonned denomination
have mounted a financial counterattack on denominational agencies by
refusing to pay the synodically assessed " denominational ministry
shares," fonnerly known as "quotas. "
The 1994 denominational ministry
share levels total $601.46 per family
and $250.60 per professing member,
but the payment rate has dropped under sixty percent for some denominational agencies, most notably Calvin

Seminary. While a number of classes
have sent church visitors to inquire
into reasons for nonpayment , no
church has yet been disciplined for
refusing to pay its denominational
ministry shares.
Although it is clear that Classis
Grand Rapids East will not, at least
for now, send its church visitors to
"urge" congregations to release their
women elders, a number of questions
still remain about what other effects
Classis Grand Rapids East's new decision may have. According to First
CRC pastor Rev. Morris Greidanus,
"The grounds try to counter what
synod did and show this whole theme
which moves through Scripture" of
openness to use of women's gifts.
"The synod adopted a very annoying ground, in my opinion, and that
was that this decision will not bind
Christian consciences in any inappropriate way," said Greidanus. "We're
taking a stand here with churches that
say our consciences do not allow us
to not ordain women elders."
Other pastors wanted further clarification. "Is it true that we can say
that we as a classis are not acting in
conscientious objection, we are simply recognizing that churches within
our classis have conscientious objections?" asked Plymouth Heights CRC
pastor Rev. Russell Palsrok, who
faced an organized petition drive in
his congregation opposing the July
decision. "Ifpeople ask, have you disavowed July 21st, you should say
yes," responded De Moor. "The
classis is saying, we think as a classis,
these churches have a good case for
conscientious objection. That's not
defiance; that's sharing with synod
our pastoral concern about a situation in our classis. "
The decision still did not satisfy
Rev. Jerry Zandstra, pastor of

Seymour CRC, who had strongly objected to the original July decision
and whose council had overtured
classis to rescind it. "It seems to me
that it's still sort of disobedience if
synod says to do something and we
don't carry it out," said Zandstra, urging classis to take the further step of
rescinding the July decision.
De Moor said synodical rules do
not provide for rescinding a previous
decision and that the Seymour CRC
request was impossible for technical
reasons. Rev. Archie Vander Hart of
Fuller A venue CRC then called the
attention of classis to a provision in
its local rules of procedure allowing
classis to rescind a previous decision.
De Moor apologized for not being
aware of the local classical provision
and said the ad hoc committee would
return with a recommendation on the
matter at the January meeting.

Darrell Todd Maurina, Press Officer
Refonned Believers Press Service
A thorough critique of the ten pages of
Grounds adopted by Classis Grand Rap-

ids East and sent to Christian Refonned
Church councils, will be presented soon in
this pen·adical.
The Editors

