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Gratitude to God  God?  We may intellectually know 

how much we are to be thankful for, 

"Oh that men would praise Jehovah for His /ovingkindness, and for but we do not have the true feeling 

His wonderjitl works 10 the children of men." (Psalm  107)  of thankfulness to the Lord for His 

Readers  in  Canada have just fin

ished celebrating Thanksgiving 

Day; those in the United States 

anticipate celebrating the holiday at 

the end ofNovember. It may serve 

us well to ask ourselves the ques

tion as to whether or not we clearly 

understand what thankfulness really 

is. We may discover that our con

ception ofthanksgiving is incorrect 

or faulty. If it is, our gratitude to 

God cannot be genuine. 

Gratitude implies the existence of 

God and a faith in Him. People who 

do not believe in God or do not feel 

a need to reckon with Him may 

declare that they are thankful. 

What they mean to say is that they 

feel contented or satisfied. True 

gratitude must be a proper recogni

tion ofGod as the gracious giver of 

all good and perfect gifts. 

The dictionary defines gratitude as 

"a sense of appreciation for favors 

received, accompanied with good 

will toward the benefactor." "Fa

vors" are received from  someone 

else. "Benefactors" are those to 

whom we feel obligated to for hav

ing shown to us their favor. Ifthere 

is no divine Person who has lav

ished His bounties upon us, it would 

be senseless to speak of gratitude 

and any real observation of 

Thanksgiving Day. The nation that 

forgets God may celebrate a holi

day that it declares as Thanksgiving 

Day; it may speak of being thank

ful for the bounteous gifts re

ceived- but from whom have they 

received those gifts and to whom 

are they thankful for them? With

out an acknowledgment of God, 

there can be no true thanksgiving. 

Gratitude is, first, a conviction, that 

we are receiving undeserved ben

efits from the God oflife and the 

Lord of all blessings. This is the 

intelligent element ofthankfulness. 

It necessitates a certain way of 

looking at the good things that we 

enjoy in this life. It is an attitude of 

faith that the blessings we receive 

come to us only because the unseen 

hand ofGod is constantly stretched 

out to pour out the good things we 

receive from His heavenly horn of 

plenty. Gratitude is a confession 

that we are recipients of favor, 

grace, and undeserved kindness. 

The person who feels he is entitled 

to the good things oflife may speak 

ofbeing thankful, but when he does 

so he is engaged in idle talk. Are 

we truly thankful? Have we a firm 

and strong persuasion that even the 

bread we eat and the very air that 

we breathe are undeserved and 

unmerited gifts from a merciful and 

loving God? 

Gratitude is also an emotion. It is 

not only the conviction that we 

should be thankful to God for His 

blessings. It is a warm feeling of 

appreciation, an outward glow that 

fills the soul with the bright radiance 

of real happiness . True gratitude 

constrains us to exclaim with the 

Psalmist: "Bless Jehovah, 0  my 

soul, and forget not all His benefits." 

How often are we lacking in this 

emotional part of our gratitude to 

blessings. The conviction is present 

but the emotion that it should arouse 

within us is lacking. Perhaps it is 

because the conviction is not deep 

enough. 

Gratitude has a practical as well as 

an intellectual and emotional side. 

It is "accompanied with good will 

toward the benefactors," says the 

lexicon. Good will seeks expression 

in deeds and devotion. A genuine 

gratitude implies faith in God and it 

also seeks expression in loving ser

vice to God. Thanksgiving always 

means thanksliving. It clamors for 

the opportunity to demonstrate its 

sincerity. True thanksgiving wants 

to serve God. It is a stream that 

flows in the direction of the great 

Benefactor that has provided every 

good gift to us, and it pours its rich 

flow back to the heart ofthe Giver, 

from whom the stream ofblessing 

proceeds. Gratitude is not merely a 

word, a prayer, a song, or single act 

ofdevotion. It is a life consecrated 

to the service of Him who is good 

because He is God who in His infi

nite goodness never ceases to do 

good to His creatures. 

Rev, Wybren  H.  Oord  is 

the Pastor of the Covenant 

United Reformed Church in 

Kalamazoo, Michigan. He is 

also the editor of The 

Outlook. 
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Fredrick was looking for a docuZacharias U rsinus (II)  ment that could bring uni ty to the 

In September of 156 1, Ursinus ar

rived in Heidelberg. By the spring 

of 1562, he was doing some 

preaching and some teaching at 

Sapience College, a seminary that 

was set up by the e lector to train 

men as pastors for the Palatinate. 

This would be the place where 

Fredrick III would have his theolo

gian work. The calling that Ursinus 

would fill would be the head ofSa

pience College, the "The College of 

Wisdom." 

A Teacher and Schoolmaster 

Ursinus worked di ligently as a 

teacher and took his work very se

riously. He could do no other. When 

asked a question by his students, he 

would not directl y answer them. 

Instead, he would go back to his 

study and find the . best possible 

answer for the question posed to 

him by hi s students, and then an

swer them the next day. He was 

meticu lous in his work and busy 

beyond belief. He did not like to be 

disturbed while in his study. 

Ursinus had a sign hanging over the 

door of hi s study wh ich said, 

"Friend who enters here, be short 

or go or help me with my work.'" 

This best described the theological 

drive ofUrsin us. 

During hi s years as head of Sapi

ence College, Ursinus was often in 

ill health . His work was burden

some, and he was over worked. 

Ursinus would use thi s to his ad

vantage. Crato, who had become 

Ursin us' friend, would often want 

Ursinus' opinion on theological mat

ters that were being discussed in 

court. Ursinus would use his health 

and hi s labors as excuses for not 

answering. Ursinus remembered 

the polemics of his younger years 

and did not want to be a part of it. 

In one letter he wrote Crato, "I am 

glad God did not place me to deal 

with those great affairs.'" 

One of the few instances where 

Ursinus had to be involved in a pub

lic theologica l dispute was at the 

Maulbronn Colloquy. Fredrick 

had been called to give an account 

ofthe theology ofthe Palatinate by 

his fellow princes ofGermany. The 

conference took place in April 1564 

and lasted for a week. Each side 

had a number of theologians. The 

main antagonists were Ursinus and 

the Gnes io-Lutheran, Jacob 

Andreae. Andreae became a per

sistent foe for Ursinus in the years 

to come. The proceedings were to 

be private, but the Gnes io

Lutherans publ ished their view of 

the mi nutes and further debate and 

writings would ensue. 

The Heidelberg Catechism 

Soon after arriving in Heidelberg, 

Ursinus was called upon with 

Casper Olevianus, the court 

preacher for Fredrick III as we ll as 

preacher for the Church ofthe Holy 

Ghost, to write a document that 

would be used as a too l to brin'" the 
'" beliefs ofthe Palatinate together. It 

would be written especially for the 

teaching of the children of the re

gion. It would contain the doctrines 

ofwhat would become a new faith 

in a world that only had two at the 

time (Catholi c and Lutheran). 

Palatinate and leaned on these two 

men to do it. What could have been 

a better choice than these two: an 

elegant preacher of the Word who 

was known to move the hearts of 

men, and a pious, quiet teacher of 

great understand ing. 

1. The Making 

Each of the two men went to work 

on his own to see what they would 

come up with as an outline for the 

new catechi sm. Olevianus had 

written a tract on the Covenant of 

Grace, and Urs inus had already 

written a larger and sma ll er cat

echism. These previous writings 

were to be the fou ndation for the 

Heidelberg Catech ism. Based on 

these previous writings,  the Com

memary on the Heidelberg Cat

echism was compiled after the 

death of Ursinus by one of hi s stu

dents, David Pareus. Pareus used 

hi s class notes to publish the Com

mentary. While Olev ianus had a 

great part in the writing of the 

Heidelberg Catechism, it is prima

rily a work of Ursin us. 

The writing the catechi sm took 

nearl y a year to complete. This 

new catechism was different from 

many of the documents that were 

being written at the time. Fredrick 

had insisted that the writers use 

proof texts for answers so as to 

protect the document as Biblical. 

This document was also very per

sonal; that is, for the be liever. It 

used words li ke "we" and " I" to 

describe the faith of the catechu

men in relation to God. 

After it was complete, Fredrick 

called ministers and teachers in the 
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Palatinate to study th e new docu

ment. Several noted that the new 

catechism reminded them of the 

book of Romans. The meeting 

lasted eight days and the docu

ment was unanimous ly approved 

by the attendees. 

The morning after it was ap

proved by the attendees, Fredrick 

III wrote a 830-word introduction 

to the document and sealed it with 

his sea l. Whether to protect the 

integrity of the document or of the 

men who wrote it, the Heidel

berg Catechism was presented 

as a commi ttee document under 

the auspices of Fredrick Ill. The 

only changes made to the Heidel

berg Catechism were made by 

Fredrick himsel f. 

In the second edition , 

Frederick ordered Ques

tion and Answer 80 to be 

added, though without the 

sharp language concerning 

the mass; but when the at

tacks of Roman Catholi cs 

increased in bitterness and 

intensity, Frederick made 

another change in thi s 

same question and answer 

which included the words 

which have ever afterward 

vexed the souls of Roman 

Catholics, words which 

branded the mass as "an 

accursed idolatry." 

Frederick also ordered that 

it be divided into fifty -two 

sections, or Lord 's Days, 

so that it could be preached 

from beginning to end In 
one year] 

The new catechism was 

Fredrick's document, but the theo

logians wou ld have to defend it. 

2. The Defending 

The Heidelberg Catechi sm did not 

remain on ly in the Pa latinate. 

Fredrick sent copies to the other 

princes of Germany and abroad. 

The document that was meant to 

bring unity for the Palatinate would 

bring unwanted strife for its chief 

author. What took him one year to 

write would need defending for the 

rest of his life. 

The attacks came fast and furious, 

curiously enough not as much from 

the Catholics, but from the Gennan 

Lutherans. Many articles and tracts 

were written about the catechism. 

What took him one 

year to write would 

need defending for 

the rest ofhis life. 

One of ma1l1 documents that 

Ursinus wrote concerning this con

troversy was True Doctrine ofthe 

Sacred Supper of Jesus Christ. 

Ursinus felt that, 

The Lutherans' errors ... 

deri ved from insufficient 

knowledge ofthe doctrine of 

the sacraments, from an in

correct reading of the 

Heidelberg theology, and 

from too great a rei iance on 

the reputation of men' 

Ursinus felt, as Melanchthon did 

earlier, that people were more con

cerned about winning the argument 

than looking for the truth . Ursinus 

desired that those who opposed the 

Catechism would look for what 

Luther would have agreed with in

stead of focusing on where they 

thought Luther di sagreed. 

a. The Lord's Supper 

The main objection against the 

Heidelberg Catechism centered on 

the physical presence of Christ at 

the Lord's Supper. lIIyricus Flacius 

had nine points of contention with 

the Heidelberg Catechism, eight of 

wh ich concerned the Lord 's Sup

per. The Lutheran position was 

that Christ is physica lly present at 

the Lord 's Supper, but not in the 

elements themselves. The position 

that Ursinus and the Catechism 

took was that Christ is present at the 

Lord's Supper, but on ly spiritually 

and not physically. The Lutherans 

felt that Christ was being taken out 

of the Lord 's Supper. 

Religious war was in full bloom in 

Germany, and it was over the same 

subject that had been the battle 

with the Catholics, only with a dif

ferent twi st; the question being

how is Chri st present at the Lord's 

Supper? 

b. Ubiquity 

A related topic to the presence of 

Chri st at the Lord's Supper was 

ubiquity. Where is Christ phys i

ca ll y? Olevianus described 

Andreae's (a Lutheran) position as, 

"Christ si ts on God 's right. God's 

right is everywhere. Thus Christ's 

humanity is everywhere. '" This 

tactic was used to get the physical 

presence of Christ at th e Lord's 

Supper. Us ing that same argument, 

one could say that God's left is ev

erywhere, and since God puts the 

unbeliever on His left at judgment 

day, we all must be unbelievers. 

The argument by Andreae was 
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shown to be ludicrous and a prime 

example of why Ursinus did not 

want any part ofthe polemics ofhis 

day. 

Ursinus' explanation of the matter 

was, "that Christ's divine nature is 

eternal and everywhere, whereas 

His human nature is finite and local, 

and once in heaven it remained 

there."6 Ursinus also used the doc

trine ofthe Trinity in his Confession 

as a response to Andreae on both 

subjects of the Lord 's Supper and 

Ubiquity. 

After the Heidelberg 

Catechism 

The high point of Ursinus ' career 

was the Heidelberg Catechism. 

While teaching at Sapience Col

lege, Ursin us became the defender 

of the catechism. This took its toll 

on one who already had health is

sues. By 1566, Ursinus' writing had 

dramatically decreased. Two years 

later, he gave up his chair at Sapi

ence College, but continued to 

teach. Fredrick III asked for 

Ursinus' advice on what to do with 

church discipline and the setting up 

of presbyteries. Ursinus spoke in 

favor ofeach and his argumentation 

ruled the day. While in Heidelberg 

in late 1573, he married 

Margaretha Troutwein. Their mar

riage would not be long (about nine 

years). They had one son. 

In 1576, Fredrick the Pious died 

and a change came to the 

Palatinate. Fredrick's son, Louis, 

took his father's place. Louis was 

an ardent Lutheran even though he 

was instructed by hi s father to let 

the Reformed faith live on. He did 

not heed his father and within a 

year, six hundred positions were 

taken away from the Reformed and 

gi ven to Lutheran pastors and 

teachers. 

Ursinus set up a school at Neustadt, 

Germany. Fredrick's second son, 

Casimir, ruled in this territory. In 

the year of Ursinus' death (March 

6, 1583), Casimir came to rule in 

the Palatinate when his brother, 

Louis, died. At that time the Re

formed faith was reestabli shed in 

the Palatinate. 

Ursin us' Contribution 

Within many Reformed traditions, 

the Heidelberg Catechism is con

sidered the crown jewel of its 

confession. [ have met with many 

dying saints who spoke of Jesus 

as their only comfort in life and 

death. It is a confession that is still 

preached regularly, even weekly, 

in some denominations. One 

wonders if Ursinus realized the 

impact that this confession would 

have on th e lives of thousands 

upon thousands of people 

throughout the following centu

ries. Certainly, the hand of God 

was at work using men to develop 

His church and her doctrines. 

Ursinus' work on the Heidelberg 

Catechism has stood the test of 

time. It is a document for the 

church, but, more importantly, for 

her people . It is a very personal 

confession. It is unfortunate that 

many who have thi s as part of 

their church history do not under

stand the document and what it 

truly means. Some just see it as 

antiquated and fail to comprehend 

the deep truths that are contained 

within it. Ursinus and Olevainus 

were used by God to produce a 

biblical masterpiece for the Re

formed faith. 
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The New Riddle of Roman Catholicism  To be sure, the Roman Catholic 

Church has recently softened its 

Riddles, Mysteries, and Enigmas (II)  stand on the Reformers, just as it 

Defining Roman  Catholicism 

and  Protestantism 

Alert readers may have noticed 

that in the opening art icle we did 

not abbreviate the Church of 

Rome with the term "Catholi

cism ."  The adjective "Roman" is 

important for th is series because 

its aim is to describe the hi storic 

and ongoing differences between 

Protestants and Rome. Conse

quently, Roman Catholicism has a 

narrower reference than Catholi 

cism. Roman Catholics ofcourse 

dispute the cla im, but Protestants 

have always maintained the 

catholicity of their faith, their ac

knowledgment of a universal 

body of Chri st through the ages, 

their respect for insights of Chris

tians before the Reformation, and 

their longing for the unity of be

lievers in the visible chu rch. 

Roman Catholicism, while also af

firmi ng the language of catholic

ity, technically applies to a smaller 

segment of Chri stianity-

namely, that portion of 

Christendom in communion with 

the Bishop of Rome, that is, the 

Pope. When Protestants confess 

"one hol y, catholic and aposto lic 

church" they mean something 

that Roman Catholics do not. It is 

deceptive, therefore , to employ 

the shorthand "Catholici sm" to 

Rome. It  is li ke say ing that 

oUlhern Bapt ists are the only 

genui ne Baptists. 

Our understanding of the Roman 

Catholic Church must also bear in 

mind the work of the Council of 

Trent ( 1545-1 563), that gave the 

post-Reformation church its par

ticular shape and express ion. The 

Counci l ofTrent famo usly anath

ematized the doctrines of the Ref

ormation in its several decrees. 

For example, in the Decree on 

Justification, Canon IX reads: 

Ifany one saith, that by faith 

alone the impious isjustified; 

in such wise as to mean, that 

nothing else is required to 

co-operate in order to the 

obtain ing the grace ofJusti

fication, and that it is not in 

any way necessary, that he 

be prepared and disposed by 

the movement of his own 

wi ll ; let him be anathema. 

Canon XI continues: 

If anyone saith, that men 

are justified, either by the 

sole imputation ofthe justice 

of Chri st, or by the sole re

mission ofsins, to the exclu

sion of the grace and the 

charity which is poured forth 

in their hearts by the Holy 

Ghost, and is inherent in 

them; or even that the grace, 

whereby we are justified, is 

only the favour of God; let 

him be anathema. 

Anathema is a strong word! It is 

what Paul says about the 

Judaizers in Ga latians, and Rome 

is pronouncing the same judgment 

upon believers who affirm a Prot

estant understanding ofsalvation. 

has reconsidered its condemna

tion of Ga lil eo. For example, 

Walter Cardinal Kasper, President 

of the Pontifical Council for Pro

moting Chri stian Unity, recently 

observed that "We have much to 

learn from Luther, beginning with 

the importance he attached to the 

word of God." It was time for a 

"more positive" view of Luther, 

whose reforms should now be 

seen as having "antic ipated as

pects of reform which the Church 

has adopted over time." This is a 

sharp contrast from Pope Leo X, 

who excommunicated Luther and 

di sm issed the Reformer as "a 

drunken German who will change 

his mind when sober." 

Evangelical apolog ists for the 

church of Rome today are quick 

to applaud the apparent willing

ness of Rome to end the strident 

anti-Protestant polemics of its 

past. Protestants may welcome 

this development, although such 

softening may be an indication 

that Rome suffers from the sort 

of liberal theology that has af

flicted Protestants: "we say one 

thing but we don ' t really mean it 

anymore." Even so, such positive 

statements about Luther or Prot

estants have not forced Rome to 

change the formulas ofTrent. On 

Rome's books, Protestants still 

stand condemned. 

While it is important to clarify 

what Roman Catho licism stands 

for, it is equally important to be 

clear about Protestanti sm. The 

term itself is someth ing of an ab

straction. Very few denomina-
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tions officially describe them

selves as "Protestant." Episco

palians in America, for example, 

fonneriy were known at the 

"Protestant Episcopal Church 

USA." But the church is now 

known simply as "The Episcopal 

Church USA," perhaps reflecting 

the influence of Anglo-Catholi

cism. 

For the purposes of this series, a 

Protestant is a western Christian 

who is self-conscious ly not in fel

lowship with the Bishop ofRome 

but belongs to a Protestant 

church. Several important fea

tures ofthis definition bear noting. 

First it acknowledges that these 

are differences that bear on 

Christianity in the West. As much 

as Rome and Protestantism dif

fer, these are quarrels among 

western as opposed to eastern 

Christians. A basic question for 

the West has always been, "how 

am I right with God?" Rome an

swer that differently from the 

Reformed, Lutherans, and Angli

cans, but the Reformation did 

start with the same soteriological 

question as Roman Catholicism. 

Also important in this simple defi

nition of Protestantism is the idea 

of self-conscious dissent from 

Rome's teaching. Just because 

you have been excommunicated 

by Rome doesn't make you a 

Protestant automatically; the rea

son for the anathema has to be 

that you are holding to Protestant 

teachings and practices. 

Finally, this definition underscores 

fellowship with the Bishop of 

Rome as being key to Roman Ca

tholicism. The papacy, and claims 

made on the Pope 's behalf, were 

a major factor in the reformers ' 

insistence upon a Reformation. 

The Pope had usurped the role of 

Christ as king and ruler of the 

church. 

Also worth noticing about this 

definition is that simply seeking 

reform in the Roman Catholic 

Church is not enough for being a 

Protestant. Many humanists and 

churchmen at the time of the Ref

ormation, such as Erasmus and 

Thomas More, admitted that 

Rome needed reformation. But 

these non-Protestant reformers 

were not opposed to Rome 's 

teaching about the way of salva

tion , its c laims about church au

thority, or worship. For that rea

son , these Roman Catholic re

formers were never anathema

tized the way that Luther and 

other Protestants were. 

Rome's condemnation of the Re

formers was influential in the 

shape that Protestanti sm took in 

the Western church. Protestants 

faced a variety of different cir

cumstances in their opposition to 

Rome. Conditions of persecution 

and martyrdom prompted di ver

sity in Protestant expressions, in 

different pari shes, dioceses, cit

ies, provinces, and realms. These 

historical circumstances have pro

duced three main groups of Prot

estants. In Germany and 

Scandinavia, Lutheranism has 

dominated since the beginning of 

the Reformation. (When 

Lutherans immigrated to North 

America in the nineteenth cen

tury, there were at one point fifty

seven different Lutheran synods, 

because of their ethnic and poli ti

cal diversity in Europe.) In the 

1530s the Engli sh Reformation, 

begun with Henry VIlI's desire 

for a male heir to the throne, led to 

an Ang lican expression of Prot

estantism. A decade later the 

Reformed wing of the Reforma

tion took root in the Swiss city

states of Zurich and Geneva. 

Cross-fertilization of ideas in 

these traditions took place when, 

for example, English Protestants 

lived in exile in Geneva, partici

pated in Calvin 's reforms, and 

took back models for Brita in. 

Reformed took root in Scotland in 

1560 with the establishment ofthe 

Presbyterian Church. 

The differences among these 

Reformation traditions are impor

tant. At the same time, 

Lutherans, Angl icans, and Re

formed Protestants agreed upon a 

body ofconvictions that were and 

continue to be essential to Protes

tanti sm. Each tradition wen t in 

different directions and developed 

its own particular expression of 

Protestantism. But a core set of 

teachings and practices exist that 

are evident in each of these tradi

tions. These doctrines and forms 

of devotion were crucial to west

ern Christians who self-con

sciously sought independence for 

Simply seeking reform in the Roman Catholic  

Church is not enough for being a Protestant.  
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anti-Cathol ici sm, needs to re
What makes a Protestant, what unites Anglicans, 

stated for our generation, cutting 
Lutherans, and the Reformed, is the protest-a through the riddles, mysteries, 

common opposition to Roman Catholicism. and en igmas of our day. 

the church from the Bishop of 

Rome. And these teachings wi ll 

be the basis for this series. 

At bottom, what makes a Protes

tant, what unites Angl icans , 

Lutherans, and the Reformed , is 

the protest- a common opposition 

to Roman Cathol icism. And so 

this seri es is about the Protestant 

dissent from Rome- what it 

looked like in the sixteenth century 

and why such dissent is still nec

essary and even plausible. The 

authors are Orthodox Presbyteri

ans who believe that Calvinism is 

the most consistent expression of 

Protestantism. Yet the argument 

we wi ll advance is one of "mere 

Protestantism." We ·are not 

building a case for unity among 

these wings of Protestantism. 

Rather, we seek to identify why 

Anglicans, Lutherans, and the 

Reformed have together found it 

necessary to leave the Church of 

Rome and find another communion. 

[t is important to underscore that 

we will be lobbying for historic 

Protestantism. The demise of 

main line Protestantism in 

America over the past half-cen

tury has been well-documented. 

Since the height oftheir influence 

in American culture in the mid

twentieth century, mainline Prot

estants, in the words of Kenneth 

Woodward of Newsweek, have 

been " running out of money and 

members and meaning." The 

authors have no interest in pre

serving those former days of 

mainline hegemony, but rather we 

would seek to defend and propa

gate hi storic Protestantism. 

While it Still  Matters to be  

Protestant  

Unfortunate ly, many want to con

sign these issues to the past. Ecu

menical opportunities, the in

creasing prominence of Roman 

Catholic ism, and the weakening 

resolve ofevangelicals have made 

Protestantism appear to be a mori

bund faith that is becoming ex

tinct. Indeed, the Emerging 

Church Movement includes 

voices urging the church to ma

ture into a "post-Protestant" 

phase. 

What is needed today is a not a 

"new  Protestant  gospel ," wrote 

jaroslavPelikan in 1959, "butthe 

gospel of the true church, the 

catholic church of all genera

tions. " This is what the Protes

tant Reformation taught. We who 

continue to confess the catholic

ity of the church in the Apostles' 

Creed ought to settle for nothing 

less. 

Serious doctrinal matters sti ll di

vide Protestants and Roman 

Catholi cs, and genuine Christian 

unity cannot be achieved by ig

noring them. Christian commit

ments must rise above our politi

cal loyalties and cultural aspira

tions. The case for Protestantism, 

which is a case for a princ ipled 

Dr. O.  G Hart and Mr. John 

R. Muether  are coauthors 

of several books, most 

recently Seeking a Better 

Country: 300 Years of 

American Presbyterianism 

(P&R,2007). Both are ruling 

elders m the Orthodox 

Presbyterian Church: Dr. 

Hart at Calvary OPC, 

Glenside, Pennsylvania, and 

Mr. Muether at Reformation 

OPC in Oviedo, Florida. Dr. 

Hart is the Director of 

Fellowship Programs and 

Scholar-in-Residence at the 

Intercollegiate Studies 

Institute. Mr. Muether is the 

historian of the OPC and 

Librarian at Reformed 

Theological Seminary, 

Orlando, FL. 
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RYS Convention 2008 

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be 

transformed by the renewing ofyour mind. Then you will be able 10 

test and approve what God's will is-His good, pleasing and perfecl 

will. (Romans 12:2) 

Romans 12:2 was the theme verse 

for this year 's RYS Convention at 

beautiful lakeside Bethel College in St. 

Paul, Minnesota. As a kick-off for 

the convention, Mr. Gary Veldink in

troduced the Hills Reformed Church 

youth group (the only URC in Minne

sota). They had a list of10,000 things 

that made the state of 10,000 lakes 

the best choice for 2008's convention, 

reading about twenty ofthem. There 

was something about Minnesota's 

state bird being a monstrous mosquito. 

All the convention-goers thought that 

was a joke, but by the end of the 

week, we were all believers. 

Following the Minnesotan welcome, 

my persooal favorite part of the 

whole convention came--SfNG

ING! With Rip Pratt and Brent Coo

per on the guitars and Julie on the 

keyboards, the Bethel chapel ex

ploded with over seven hundred 

voices singing praises to God. Every 

session during the week started with 

singing followed by the speakers. 

This year, the two main speakers 

were Rev. Jason Tuinstra from 

Emmanuel URC in Lemoore, CA 

and Pastor Jeff Doll from Corner

stone URC in Hudsonville, Ml. Nei

ther is a stranger to RYS and their 

reputations preceded them. Rev. 

Tuinstra was the main speaker at the 

2006 convention in Georgia. He has 

become known as the "me monster 

man" because of his speeches on 

Philippians 2:4. Pastor Doll has held 

several workshops at past conven

tions. 

This week Rev. Tuinstra spoke three 

out offive times, borrowing the title of 

the old TV game show, "Is the Price 

Right?" The main points ofeach of 

his speeches were first, that we ought 

to fully appreciate the price God paid 

for His children; second, the body 

needs to be willing to live a different 

life than that ofthe world, and last, the 

mind must be prepared to change be

cause our minds are just as important 

to God as our bodies. We all know 

that without the mind, the body does 

not react. Once again, Rev. Tuinstra 

created a memorable tag line: Jesus 

Christ is our "Price Tag". When we 

begin to live a life closer to that ofthe 

world, we are to remember our 

"Price," and the sort ofresponse that 

is required and natural- adoring ser

vice and gratitude. 11 is that response 

that should separate us from the world 

by the transformation ofour minds. 

Pastor Jeff Doll did not capture con

ventioneers with memorable quotes 

or lines (which are awesome), but 

with his experience. Rev. Tuinstra 

held us unbelievably captivated while 

Pastor Doll made us aware of the 

dangers this world holds. He focused 

on the threats of our three greatest 

enemies; the devil, the world, and 

ourselves. No matter how strong of 

Christians we may say we are, temp

tation is always there. This world 

thrives on all that God hates, and we 

as "pilgrims in a pagan land" are con

stantlyenticed. But Pastor Doll re

emphasized Romans 12: I and 2 and 

the encouraging words there that 

show us there is refuge and success 

in Christ as our Savior. Again, his 

personal experiences highlighted the 

reality of what the Bible warns us 

against. Pastor Doll gave many ex

amples, and each one humbled him 

and us to the same level of spiritual 

battle. 

The workshops during the first two 

days provided more instruction and 

encouragement. There were a total 

of ten workshops offered during the 

week with each conventioneer select

ing five . The five I went to were 

"Gifted for Kingdom Service" by Joel 

Weaver, "Our Daily Threads" by 

Rev. Phil Grotenhuis, "Starbucks 

goes to Church: Evaluating the Emer

gent Church" by Rev. Harry 

Zekveld, "Truth or Consequences" by 

Pastor Ronald Scheuers, and finally, 

"Cultural Christians" by Quentin 

Falkena. 

Joel Weaver's "Gifted for Kingdom 

Service" addressed the use of indi

vidual gifts in the church. No one has 

every single gift, but the gifts one 

does have should be used in a service 

to God. 

Rev. Grotenhuis ' "Our Daily 

Threads" was this convention 's mod

esty workshop, but instead of being 

like every other workshop on modesty 

he brought a fresh approach to the 

topic. He taped several interviews of 

people on the street, in which he asked 

questions such as: "What is mod

esty?" and "What should it look like?" 

The answers given were never defi

nite and always somewhere between 

proper conduct and personal prefer

ence. Rev. Grotenhuis also discussed 
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how modesty does not mean hiding 

the body because of shame, for the 

Bible does not speak ofthe physical 

appearance ofthe body as shameful. 

I think that this approach to the mod

esty issue really gave people a more 

compelling reason to accept it. 

"Starbucks goes to Church" by Rev. 

Zekveld was more of a learning ex

perience due to the fact that he not 

only explained the ideals and ways of 

worshiping in the Emergent Church, 

but he also pointed out some of the 

pros that he saw in it. Two of such 

pros were how close the members of 

these churches are with one another. 

Their accountability to each other is 

an admirable strength. The other pro 

is that these Emergent Churches 

were begun to reach out to generation 

'X', the generation that wanted to 

break away from the old fashioned 

ways ofworship oftheir parents. But 

a key reason why the Emergent 

Church is so wrong is that it does not 

regard the Bible as an everlasting 

truth. This church is constantly mov

ing and seeking newer and better 

ideas. 

Pastor Ron Scheuers' "Truth or Con

sequences" basically addressed the 

consequences when loyalties and 

actions reflect those of the world 

verses those of heaven. The world 

may appear to reap all the glamor and 

wealth, but in reality, they are reaping 

ajudgment so great, only Christ could 

stand it. Those who sow their lives in 

heavenly ground will reap etemal and 

true riches through the works ofJesus 

Christ. 

Finally, Mr. Quentin FaIkena's "Cul

rural Christians" was a good smack in 

!he face-and I mean good as in very 

beneficial . In today's culture, Chris

tians become so willing to let the 

world seep into everything we watch, 

listen to, wear, or spend our money 

on. When this happens, Mr. Falkena 

encouraged us to evaluate our enter

tainment choices in light ofScripture. 

But again, all things are possible 

through Christ who provides the 

strength . 

In the end, all ofthe workshops were 

reported to be meaningful and well 

presented. Several ofmy friends and 

I wish that the conventions would last 

longer so that we could attend all of 

the workshops. The biblical teaching 

presented at the RYS Convention, as 

well as the sports tournaments and 

All ofthe hard work and efforts 

ofthe RYS board made a week

long convention that was 

unforgettable. Hundreds of 

teenagers, including myself, 

were spiritually blessed through 

the workshops, sessions, small 

groups, and the interaction with 

other believers. All of the 

speakers based their lectures 

around the convention's theme 

of Romans 12: 1-3, focusing on 

the many different aspects ofthe 

passage. With passion and 

s incerity they brought us to 

God's Word, reminding us of 

our sin, ofthe high cost ofGod's 

mercy (His only Son), and ofour 

duty to live a transformed life in 

service to God. 

Those five days were also 

packed with fun activities, 

including dodgeball, a scavenger 

hunt, and talent show. Also, 

several intense tournaments of 

volleyball, basketball, and soccer 

took place. On Thursday 

talent show (and meal times!), are all 

a blessing to each of us who are 

blessed to be able to go. Atmy home 

church of Covenant Reformed 

Church in Kansas City, MO, our 

youth are jumping out oftheir shoes 

for the next convention to begin the 

moment one ends. The work that the 

RYS committee does is phenomenal 

and very much appreciated. I am 

mostthankfuJ to God for placing in the 

convention goers' and !heir parents' 

hearts the desire for this retreat to 

occur. Praise God from whom all 

blessings flow! 

-Libby Dykstra 

mormng, all of the 

conventioneers, dressed in bright 

blue t-shirts, loaded into buses 

headed for a small amusement/ 

water park. Everyone found 

something to do on this sunny 

day. Some checked out the roller 

coasters and water rides, while 

other less adventurous souls 

perused the shops and food 

stands. When we returned to 

campus, everyone gathered in 

the chapel for a talent show. 

Many ski lled people stepped 

forward to perform, glorifying 

God with their different acts. 

After one last main session on 

Friday, the different groups 

dispersed to go their homeward 

ways, but whether we left by 

van, bus, or airplane, we left 

greatly encouraged in our walk 

with God and renewed in our 

purpose to honor Him. 

-Katie Kloosterman 
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call extended to him by the HopeLooking Out andAbout Christian Reformed Church of 

Grandville, Michigan. 

• The funeral service for the Rev

erend C.Eric Fennema who died 

unexpectedly at the age of 58 on 

Saturday, September 6, 2008 was 

held at the Trinity Reformed 

Church, Lethbridge, Alberta on 

September II , 2008. The service 

was conducted by the Reverend 

Christopher J. Gordon, Pastor of 

the United Reformed Church, 

Lynden, Washington. The commit

tal service took place on September 

15 in Rock Valley, Iowa and was 

conducted by the Reverend Jay 

Wesseling, Pastor Emeritus. 

• Mr. Hank Vanderwoerd, a recent 

graduate ofM idAmerica Refolmed 

Seminary in Dyer, I ndiana, has be

gun an internship at Trinity Re

formed Church in Lethbridge, 

Alberta. 

• Candidate NickAlons, a graduate 

of Mid-America Reformed Semi

nary, has begun a term ofservice to 

a group of believers at a United 

Reformed Congregation on Prince 

Edward Island, Canada 

• The ordination service for Candi

date Todd De Rooy, a recent gradu

ate of Mid-America Reformed 

Seminary who has accepted the call 

to serve the Redeemer United Re

formed Church of Orange city, 

Iowa, was held on August 22, 2008. 

The Reverend Larry Johnson, pas

tor of the Doon, Iowa United Re

formed church, preached the ordi

nation sermon. Rev. Mark Vander 

Hart, Associate Professor of Old 

Testament Studies at Mid America, 

charged the newly ordained pastor 

while Rev. G.I Williamson, Pastor 

Emeritus in the Orthodox Pres byte

rian Chw'ch charged the congrega
• On September 20,2008, a special 

tion. 
service was held at the First Chris

• The Reverend Bradd L. Nymeyer, tian Reformed Church ofSheldon, 

who until recently was the pastor of Iowa to dedicate their new three 

the United Reformed Church in manual Allen Electronic Organ in

Phoenix, Arizona, was installed on stalled at a cost of$96,000.00. The 

September 18, 2008 as the first pas organist was Marilyn Mulder of 

tor ofthe Sioux Center, Iowa United Trinity Christian College. 

Refornled Church. Dr. W. Robert 
• The Fall Board Meeting ofMid

Godfrey President of Westminster 
America Reformed Seminary was 

Seminary in Escondido, California 
held on September 25 and 26, 2008. 

preached the sermon ofinstallation. 
Included on the agenda was a din

The Reverend Andrew A. 
ner honoring Professor Mark

Cammenga, Pastor Emeritus in the 
Vander Hart who has completed 

United Reformed Churches and 
twenty-five years of teaching He

father-in-law of Rev. Nymeyer, 
brew and Old Testament Studies at 

charged both Rev. Nymeyer and 
Mid America Seminary. Also hon

the congregation. 
ored at this dinner was Mrs . Flo

• The Reverend M. Dale Fopma, rence Kooiman who has served the 

who has served the Calvin Christian Seminary as Office Manager for 

Reformed Church of LeMars, the past twenty-five years. 

Iowa since 2003, has accepted the 

Reformed Fellowship Annual Meeting  

November 7,2008  

Dr.  Carl Trueman will speak at the Annual Meeting 

of Reformed Fellowship on November 7,2008.  Dr. 

Trueman  is  the editor of Reformation 21.  He  is a 

professor at Westminister Theological Seminary in 

Philadelphia and visiting professor at Puritan  Re-

formed Seminary in Grand Rapids. 

Theme:  "Martin Luther, Pastoral Revolutionary" 

Place:  Trinity United Reformed Church  

7350 Kalamazoo Ave  

Caledonia,  Michigan  

Time:   Dinner 6:30 p.m.  Lecture:  8:00 p.m. 

free admission, 

a freewill offering will be  taken 

call  (877)5328510 for reservations 
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Bible Study on the Book ofJudges 
Lesson 5: Why Can't a Man be More Like  

This Woman?  

Readings: Judges 4 

Judges 4 opens in a less than pleas-

ant  manner.  By  now  we  have 

come to expect it, but here at the 

beginning, it is confinned the Isra-

elites just do not get it.  Think back 

to  the  covenant  ceremony  of 

Mounts  Gerizim  and  Ebal 

(Deuteronomy 27 and 28).  How 

much more clear could God be than 

Deuteronomy 28:1 5f1'?  "But ifyou 

will not obey the voice ofthe LORD 

your God or be careful to do all  His 

commandmen ts ...  then  all  these 

curses  shall  come  upon  you  and 

overtake  you. "  Again  in 

Deuteronomy 28:25:  "The  LORD 

will cause you  to  be defeated be-

fore  your  enemies ."  Israel  was 

warned again throughout th e book 

of Joshua and again  in  Judges 2. 

Three times already  in  Judges this 

curse  had  been  fulfilled.  The 

people ofGod kept sinning and God 

kept handing them  into  the hands 

oftheirenemies.  They just did not 

get it. 

How  often  we  are  we  the  same 

way!  How many  times  have  we 

fallen  into  the same sin over and 

over again  with  the same  results 

over and over again?  We are just as 

dense as the  Israelites  were.  We 

are totally depraved, sinful human 

beings .  We  love our sin  and  are 

perfectly happy to  live in  it, even 

when we full well know that it will 

result in nasty consequences. 

Even  after  we  have  been  caught 

and punished, we can not resist the 

overwhelming temptation to return 

to our sinful pleasures.  Think ofthe 

alcoholic  who  is  caught  driving 

drunk and given some jail time or a 

ticket.  The sobered drunk apolo-

gizes, swearing to join Alcoholics 

Anonymous, follow the nine steps, 

give up drinking for good, etc.  A 

few months later, he gets home af-

ter facing a tough day at work.  He 

is  depressed,  lonely,  and  sad. 

Where does he tum but right back 

to  the  bottle,  knowing  full  well 

where it will lead him? 

We are not thi s way only with the 

"big sins" like dnmkenness, fornica-

tion, pomography, and the like.  This 

is  the  way  we  act  with  the  little 

"comfortable sins" like white lies, 

cheating on tests, and stealing trom 

work.  Those little sinfu l habits that 

really "won't hurt anyone in the long 

run", or so we think.  These sins are 

a direct rebellion against God.  Ev-

ery sin  is an attack on God.  By sin-

ning we  set ourselves up  as  our 

own little deities over our own daily 

lives, playing right into Satan's hand. 

We  become  just  like  Israel-

trapped  in  a  downward  cyc le  of 

selfdeception and sin. 

In Judges 4: I we are informed that 

Ehud, the leftie who delivered, died. 

His days ofjudging were over.  Is-

rael was in a mess again.  The cycle 

ofJudges has gotten back into gear. 

The  first  step  is  summarized  in 

verses  I  and 2.  Israel  sinned and 

was sold  into bondage.  This time, 

their  oppressors  were  the 

Canaanites under the rule ofJabin. 

Jabin 's commanding genera l was a 

man named Sisera, who terrorized 

the Israelites with his iron chariots 

(900 of them) and his iron fist.  For 

twenty years, he cruelly oppressed 

Israel , verse 3 says. 

After  those  twenty  years,  Israe l 

cried out to the LORD.  Their re-

sponse time is really slowing down 

here.  With  Othniel ,  it was  eight 

years.  With Ehud, it was eighteen 

years.  Now  it  took  them  twenty 

years.  This is just one evidence of 

the downward spiral Israel was tak-

ing  already so  early  in  the  book. 

Once more Israel  cried out  in  re-

pentance.  We have seen steps one 

and  two  of the  cycle.  The  next 

thing we would expect in the narra-

tive is a deliverer.  And what do we 

get in verse 4 but a deliverer named 

Deborah? 

Wait!  Deborah?  A  prophetess? 

The  wife of  Lappidoth?  A 

woman?! We  are  expecting  an 

upright man like Othn iel, or at least, 

a somewhat tricky man like Ehud, 

or  even  a  nonIsraelite  like 

Shamgar.  No matter what we are 

expecting, we are expecting a man. 

Not a woman.  What happened to 

the men?  Here is a woman judg

ing Israel!  Prophesying! This 

passage  clearly  tells  us  that 

Deborah is sitting in aj udicial role, 

prophesying, and generally being a 

leader in Israel, the covenant com-

munity  that  we  have been  taught 

typifies the church of Christ. 

This passage  is often overused by 

evangelical  feminists  to  say  that 
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there is nothing wrong with women 

pastors, elders, and deacons. How

ever, this is a very non-contextual 

reading of the passage. Contex tu

ally, this whole scenario is seen as 

a disgrace for Israel. If women in 

office is an uncom fortable idea for 

a biblical Christian in our day, it was 

absolutely unheard of-in fact, hor

rendous- in the days ofthe judges. 

And yet, here is Deborah. As I 

have said be fore, the book of 

Judges is a downward cycle. Each 

time th e "cycle" is repeated, the 

scenarios get worse and worse and 

the laund ry comes out dirti er and 

dirtier. 

The fact that a woman was leading 

the nation is supposed to be read as 

a shame. This is not meant to 

sound chauvinist or rude to women. 

But think, why do women end up as 

elders and pastors in the fi rst place? 

Because men- those whom God 

has placed into roles ofauthority

fai l to take the lead. This is not the 

right and biblical way to run things. 

However, when men fa il to fulfi ll 

their roles, who else is going to pro

vide the leadership? This does not 

make it right, only irregular. 

Deborah did not do wrong to judge 

Israel. 

Living in a fa llen world, we do not 

always do things the right way. 

And Deborah knew this. As we 

keep read ing, not ice how many 

times she tried to force Barak into 

the leadership position. She led 

because all of the men o f her day 

were like Barak- afraid to take the 

roles of leadership God cal led them 

to. Deborah had no choice but to 

take on the role ofleader, but with 

the goal ofmaking things right. This 

does not make female leadership 

right. It is seen as a last option, a hu

mil iatingoption, an improper option, 

but un fortunate ly he re, the only 

option for the furthering of God 's 

kingdom and glory. 

This is not a call to women to move 

in to positions ofleadershi p. It is a 

call for men to be men, to stop be

ing wimps like Barak and move into 

the roles of leadership God has 

made for them. Here, in the sad 

case of a nat ion of wimpy men, 

where no one was doing anyth ing, 

the women stepped in. The women 

(Deborah and later Jael) fully knew 

that th is was not the regular course 

of action. Their goal (as our goal 

should be) was to get beyond where 

they were and move closer and 

closer toward the right. 

So the problem in th is passage is 

not women in office, it is the lack of 

appropriate male leadership. Men, 

be men! Take your pl ace in the 

church ofChrist as leaders! Young 

men, asp ire to be elders! Check 

out I Timothy 2. It is not wrong for 

you to want to be an elder. Prepare 

yourself for it. Read good theologi

cal books, study the Scriptures, 

bui ld good relationships, become a 

disc iple. I can not stress enough 

the importance of this to young 

men. Go out and find an older, 

wise r man in the church and ask 

him to mentor you. Whether it be 

your fa ther, an elder, or an older 

godly man, fi nd someone to give 

you advice, to help you along. 

Young people today are too grollp

focused. All of our sp iritual lives 

seem to take place at Youth Group, 

at a Youth Convention, or in groups 

with other people our age. Al

though these things are vastly im

portant and good, it is not enough. 

We, as young men, need to learn 

from those who have gone before 

us. What the church needs is a 

group ofgodly leaders- leaders in 

the home, leaders in society. and 

leaders in the church. So men, take 

up your ro ll as leaders and stop 

being so wimpy! 

Back to the passage. It is clear that 

God is setting up to do something 

very dramatic . On the one hand, 

we have Jabin and Sisera, with all 

thei r chariots of iron and lots o f 

men. On the other hand, we have 

Deborah, a woman. This is very 

similar to the story of David and 

Goliath- the most unl ikely and un

expected of he roes. 

In ve rses 6 and 7, we are headed in 

the right direction. Deborah, the 

prophetess, summoned Barak and 

told him that he, a man, would be the 

de li verer. Deborah then gave him 

the LORD 's command to go and 

gather an army and promised him 

that the LORD would be with him 

and lead him to victory. Barak is not 

going to sneak around like Ehud. 

He is going to gather troops and 

fight good and proper. We are feel

ing a lot better about th is situation, 

are we not? 

But then we get to verses 8-1 0. 

This is a major plot complication. 

Barak responded to the LORD's 

command by saying to Deborah, "1 

This is not a call to women to move into positions 

o/leadership. It is a call/or men to be men. 
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wi ll only go ifyou come with me. It seems a lot easier to trust a close friend for 
Jfyou do not go, I will not go." 

spiritual matters than to trust God.
Barak seems to have had reserva· 

tions about the whole idea of"God 

has a plan." Deborah replied that 

she would go, but that there would 

be no glory in the battle for Barak. 

Rather, the glory would go to a 

woman. At first read ing, one may 

think that the woman thi s refers 

to is Deborah , but the reader is in 

fo r another plot twist. 

Deborah went with Barak and 

gathered ten thousand men, a de· 

cent sized army, but not when up 

aga inst nine hundred char iots of 

iron. In verse 14, Deborah , not 

Barak, was giving the pep ta lk to 

the army. Deborah was still pro

viding all of the leadersh ip. 

Deborah asked " Does not the 

LORD go before you?" 

This reminds us (and should have 

reminded Barak) that there is 

someone greater than Deborah 

who we should want to gowith us. 

The promise of the LORD's help 

was not enough for Barak- he 

wanted Deborah to go with him. 

Likewise, we often do not trust 

the LORD for help, even though 

He has promised to be with us and 

not to forsake us. Rather, we 

trust men fo r help. We look to 

pastors, e lders, friends, etc. God 

seems invisible and distant to us, 

so we use men that we can see as 

crutches. It seems a lot eas ier to 

trust a professor, a teacher, a pas· 

tor, or a c lose friend for spiritual 

matters than to trust God. Even 

if these men are good and holy 

men who can legit imately lead us 

closer to God, the act ofre lying on 

them more than God bespeaks a 

lack of faith on our part. Instead 

of being like Barak and trusting 

these "Deborahs" in our lives, we 

must learn to rely fu lly on God. 

Does He not go before you? 

Verses 15 and 16 te ll us about the 

battle. There is not really much to 

describe- not a man of Sisera's 

army is left. Israel was victorious 

because God was with her. 

Then verses 17-21 te ll us another 

deliciously detailed story ofsalva

tion , rather similar to the sto ry of 

Ehud. Sisera fl ed on foot from the 

battle he was losing. Eventually, 

he came to the tent of Heber the 

Kenite. Sisera thought that he 

would be safe in Heber 's lent. 

What he had not taken into con

sideration was Jael, Heber 's wife. 

Jael treated Sisera with the ut 

most of hospital ity. Sisera asked 

for water; she gave him mi lk. He 

wanted a place to hide; she gave 

him a bed to take a nap. She even 

went in to tuck him into bed. 

Then she agreed to go and stand 

guard while Sise ra slept. 

However, Sisera had not reckoned 

wi th Jael 's philosophy to "speak 

softly and carry a sharp tent peg." 

Verse 21 describes in intricate de

tail the bloody death of Sisera , 

genera l of Canaan. The narrato r 

relishes every bloody detai l. 

Why? Because thi s is sa lvat ion! 

This is great news for the Israe l

ites! This isjustice. Jael went in 

and drove the tent peg entirely 

through hi s head. Every pounding 

blow with her hammer shouted 

out sa lvation for God's people. 

Verses 22-24 wrap up the story of 

Deborah and Barak. Barak came 

ru nning up into the camp of 

Heber, searching for Sisera. Jae! 

happi ly took him into her tent to 

show him the man he was seeking, 

now lying dead on the ground. It 

was to Jae l that the glory for kill 

ing the great general of Canaan 

would go, not Barak, just as 

Deborah had prophesied . The 

passage goes on to te ll us that the 

Israeli tes had a complete victory 

over their oppressors, press ing 

them until they eventually kill ed 

Jabin, their king. 

I n verse 23, we are rem inded that 

thi s victory was the work ofGod, 

not man. A  central theme in the 

book of Judges is the question 

"Who gets the glory?" Who gets 

the glory in this passage? For 

sure ly it is not Barak- he was too 

hes itant. Deborah gets some 

glory. Jael gets some. But ulti

mately the glory should always go 

to God. Even when His people 

were horribly sinful , God was 

fai thful to send a judge. Israel 

si ns, suffers, shrieks, and shouts, 

and the LORD saves. 

Barak was rel uctant and only 

went into battle because Deborah 

went with him. Contrast him wi th 

lae l! Barak had a clear word 

from the LORD. God's prophet. 

ess said "You are the man-you 

are the deliverer!" How we 

would love to have such a clear 

word from the LORD about our 
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lives! But Barak waited. Jael did 

anything but wa it. She pounced 

on Sisera with her ten t peg the 

moment he fe ll as leep! There has 

been a progressive downgrade in 

the leaders thus far in the book of 

Judges. They had gOllen so bad 

that a woman had to do the work 

that Ehud did in the last chapte r. 

Barak did not become the mag~ 

nificent leader of Israel that Ehud 

was or that Othniel was. But the 

end was the same. The LORD 

saved His people and brought 

glory to His name. God saved His 

people with re luctant heroes and 

bizarre situations. 

One thing in the paradigm never 

changes: God's covenant love 

and faithfulness remained present 

in every story. It goes beyond our 

deserving. Th is is the central 

thread in the book of Judges: 

God's grace and undeserved fa-

vor are shown to a sinfu l people in 

spite  of  their  failure.  As  the 

downward spiral gets deeper and 

deeper,  thi s  message  becomes 

starker and more shocking.  How 

can  this  be?  It  is  a ll  through 

Christ. 

Christ,  our Deliverer,  is  the rea-

son  that  God 's  grace  can  be 

shown to us,  even when we keep 

falling  into  sin ,  even  when  we 

keep on being wimpy Christi ans. 

Barak  was  s low,  hes itant ,  and 

would  not  go  unless  Deborah 

went with him .  Jesus was  co m~ 

pletely  a lone  in  the  Garden  of 

Gethsemane.  He  was  a lone, 

without any aid , and yet He still 

prayed, "Not my will , but Thine." 

He went without fear into the  ul ~ 

timate  battle the  cross.  He 

faced  the  batt le alone;  not  even 

God was there to help Him as He 

cried oul, "My God, My God, why 

hast Thou forsaken Me?"  Never 

was  there any re luctance to  fol-

low His Father 's will.  He entered 

that confli ct  fo r  us.  Even  when 

we are wimpy, even when we fai l, 

Christ has fulfilled a ll  ri gh teous-

ness for us.  He has won  the ulti-

mate  victory  over  chaos  and 

death. 

Lesson 5:  Points to Ponder 

I.   What temporary resolutions (like the judges) do people use to keep 

from  fa lling into the same sin again and agai n?  How can a per-

son gain control over his sinful desires? 

2.   Do you thi nk  Israe l's cry of repentance was genu ine or was  it 

simply because they wanted re lieffrom thei r oppressors? Do we 

often cry out in confession and repentance only to be relieved of 

the cri sis into which our sin has brought us? Give examples. 

3.   Can Deborah be used as an example ofa woman's right to hold 

an ecclesiastical office?  Does she give men the right to sit back 

and " let a woman do it"? 

4.   Do you know ofsomeone who turned down a position of leader-

ship only to be upset when someone less qualified was appointed 

in his place?  Is it ever right to tum down a position of leadership 

when called upon  to serve? 

5.   Reflect upon times in Scripture, history, and in your own li fe where 

God has used a reluctant hero to bring glory to  Himself. 

6.   How can churches avoid  being  group~focused? At what  age 

should teenagers begin to attend "adult" Bible studies? Have you 

ever encouraged a young person to become a part of your Bible 

study? 

7.   How can you become a spiritua l mentor to someone in your fam-

ily or church? 
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His covenant faithfulness to theBible Study on the Book ofJudges 
Israelites. 

Lesson 6: The Song ofVictory Remember that th is chapter, being 

Readings: Judges 5 

Judges 5 presents a song, an epic 

poem by Deborah and Barak. In 

his commentary on the book of 

Judges, K. Lawson Younger Jr. 

points out that Judges 4 and 5 really 

give us two accounts of the same 

events. Judges 4 gives us the tra ~ 

ditional " logical" account. It pre

sents the facts, "the way it was," in 

typical narrative prose, just like 

everything else in the book of 

Judges. Judges 5 then gives us an 

"emotional and more figurative ac

count" in the fann ofa lengthy song. 

Both accounts present the same 

events, but with different themes 

and ideas. 

One important thing to notice about 

Judges 5 is that it is a song. Review 

biblical history and you w ill find that 

whenever God in tervenes to re

deem H is people, they respond with 

a song. Look at Exodus 15, 

I Samuel 2, I Samuel 22, almost a ll 

of the Psalms, Luke I  (there are 

two of them in that chapte r), and 

most chapters in Revelation. These 

are just a few examples. Each of 

these songs specifically reflects the 

new works ofdeliverance that God 

had given to the singers. This is re

lated to the Psalms' constant com

mand to "S ing a new song to the 

LORD." These songs show the 

centrality ofworship via song in our 

lives. 

A few months ago, I was asked, 

" Why do we sing in the wo rship 

service. It seems kind ofpointless. 

We could just read some passages 

and get the same effect. That way, 

we could avoid all the 'worship 

wars. '" 

Singing in worship is not just "stuff 

that goes on before the preaching." 

It is not just a "wann-up, so that we 

don't pull any theo logical muscles 

before we get to the sermon." 

Singing is not an extra; it is a cen

tral part ofworship, part ofglorify

ing God and enjoying Him forever. 

Dr. lain Duguid points out that 

when we get to heaven, there will 

be no preaching or listening to ser

mons. It will be all praise and song. 

Just look at Revelation. We need to 

praise and worship well, just as we 

need to listen to the sermon well. 

Singing is an important part ofbib

lical worship. 

The fact that this passage is a song 

affects the way we should read it. 

Picture the scene with me. Israel 

had just enjoyed a smashing victory 

by the power of the LORD. This 

song was a celebration or that vic

tory. One can imagine a lot of 

dancing, backslapping, hugging, 

waving hands in the air, and a lot of 

music. This wou ld certainly have 

been a marvelous celebration. 

Keep this in mind as yo u read 

through this passage. Try to place 

yourselfin an israelite's sandals and 

enjoy the beauty of this song. It is 

profound, humorous, dramatic, and 

heart-warming all at once. Let 

yourself swell with pride at the re

counting of Israel's victory, laugh 

w ith joy at the story of Jael, and 

most importantly, praise God for 

a song, uses poetic language to re

late its point. So recall your high 

school English class and enjoy the 

metaphors, similes, and images that 

Deborah and Barak created w ith 

their song. Read this passage 

through carefully and slowly; let the 

words wash over you; imagine all 

the pictures that they paint with 

their words. 

Hebrew poetry relied not on rhyme 

or meter like poems in English , 

French, and most other languages. 

Rather, Hebrew poetry relied on 

parallelism. Repeated words mean 

a lot in Hebrew writing. Ifa certa in 

word was repeated mulliplc times 

in a chapter, it was repeated for a 

reason, to cement a point. The 

same is true of ideas. Think of all 

the times in the book of Psalms 

where the Psalmist said something 

in one line and then instantl y re

phrased or repeated it in the next 

line. What makes a Hebrew poem 

beautiful and skillful is its use of 

parallelism to make a point. C.S. 
Lewis pointed out that this shows 

the sovereignty of God over the 

writing of Scripture, for no matter 

what language you translate He

brew poetry (like the Psalms) into, 

it retains its literary beauty because 

it relies on content, not words and 

rhyme, for its beauty. 

K. Lawson Younger Jr. divides this 

poem into seven stanzas to help us 

understand the text. There are 

many different views on how to 

div ide this text into stanzas, all 

based on a greater understanding of 

Hebrew than I possess . If you arc 

interested in the matter, I reeom-
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mend Younger's commentary (part 

of the NIV Application Seri es) or 

Dr. lain Duguid 's excellent com

mentary. which will be coming out 

to the general public in 20 II. For 

the purposes of this study. we will 

use Younger's stanzas. 

The first stanza contains verses 2

5. This passage deals with the 

powerful and terrible coming of the 

LORD into battle for His people. 

Over and over, this stanza issues a 

call for Israel to praise the LORD 

for His care. Verse 5 references 

Mount Sinai, which recalls the Exo

dus. Jewish culture has always 

looked on the Exodus as the central 

moment in redemptive history. This 

reference to Sinai brought to mind 

the great deliverance, and invited 

readers to see the current deliver

ance of God's people in light of 

God's deliverance in the past, invit

ing them to meditate on the cov

enant faithfulness of God. 

The second stanza, verses 6-8. pre

sents the main problem of the nar

rative; it reports a need in Israel. It 

echoes chapter 4: 1-3, where the 

narratortold us that Israel was "cru

elly oppressed" for twenty years. 

Times were bad in those days. 

Before Deborah arose, there was 

no safety. The streets were dan

gerous-travelers had to take back 

roads in order to avoid the thieves 

and thugs on the highway (verse 6). 

Israel had no weapons to defend 

themselves (verse 8). Verse 8 

clearly reminds the people once 

more of the reason why thisjudg

ment came upon them- it was only 

when new gods other than the 

LORD were chosen that war ap

peared in their gates. This stanza 

recites the troubles ofTsrael. 

Dr. Dale Ralph Davis points out 

that this stanza is meant to be a 

contrast to the first. In the first 

stanza, we are introduced to the 

LORD as a sufficient and powerful 

God. Compare that to this second 

stanza, where we are given a por

trait ofpre-Deborah Israel as insuf

ficient and weak, totally helpless. 

Davis points out that a "desperate 

people and sufficient God are 

placed side by side that the fanner 

might rest in the latter. The apostle 

makes the same point in II 

Corinthians I :8-9. Surely God's 

afflicted people should deri ve great 

com fort from knowing that the God 

who came to Sinai (or, in our case, 

Golgotha) is the God who comes 

repeatedly to His people in dis

tress." 

Verses 9-13 comprise the third 

stanza. Thi s stanza is similar (in 

fact, perfectly parallel in structure) 

to the first stanza. In this stanza, 

Israel is ca lled to praise the LORD. 

This praise is inspired by the num

bers of volunteers there were in 

Israel. Special atten tion is given to 

the leaders who volunteered,just as 

in verse I of this chapter. 

The fourth stanza, verses 14-18, 

contains a long list oftlle tribes of 

Judah, telling us which ones came 

into battle, and which ones ignored 

the call. As a side note, it is impor

tant to note in a study of Judges, 

that most likely, the judges were 

tribal leaders, not national leaders. 

The stories in Judges probably hap

pened on a smaller scale, involving 

tribes or groups of tribes instead of 

the whole nation. The book starts 

out with the whole nation united 

under Joshua and then breaks down 

until we reach the climactic civi l war 

at the end of the book. None ofthe 

events in Judges included the whole 

nation. This stanza focuses on who 

was involved in this particular battle 

and who was not. 

Duguid points oul that there is a 

logic to who does and who does not 

get involved. Consult a map ofthe 

tribal lands in Israel. None of the 

tribes on the coast of the Mediter

ranean Sea got involved. They 

probably had a strong trade relation

ship with the Philistines, who also 

lived on the coast. They would not 

have wanted to hurt their friendly 

relationship with these gent il es by 

going to war as allies with their 

cousins. This illustrates how much 

interrelating was going on between 

Israel and the pagans in those days, 

even though God had clearly 

warned against it. 

The trans-Jordan tribes also did not 

get involved. They must have con

sidered themselves too far away 

geographically to help out Naphtali , 

Issachar, and Zebulun. They prob

ably had troubles of thei r own that 

they thought were more important 

than helping their troubled kin. 

Reuben, in verses 15 and 16 waffle 

back and forth. They knew that 

they should go to the aid o f their 

brothers, they discussed the pros 

It was only when new gods other than the LORD 

were chosen that war appeared in their gates. 
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and cons amongst themselves, but 

in the end, they decided that they It abundantly clear that the victory was ofthe 
could not leave their sheep. LORD, not ofany human endeavor. 

Often, we act like these unfaithful 

tribes. We become very much like 

the coastal tribes when we get com

fortable with our si n. We like our 

litt le si nful habits, they make life 

convenient for us, they add to our 

prosperity. We enjoy the power 

that comes with intimidating our co
workers, the wealth that comes 

from cheating on our taxes. So we 

ignore God's call to battle against 

the sinful world, our depraved flesh, 

and the devil. Or, we become like 

the trans-Jordan tribes and simply 

th ink that spiritual warfare is too 

much of a hassle. It sounds very 

similar to the people in Jesus' par

able in Luke 14:18. These people 

are invited to a wedding feast, but 

all decide that they were too busy. 

But in that passage, and here in 

Judges, God rebuked those who did 

not get involved; He cursed those 

who ignored His call and praised 

those who remained faithful to 

Him. 

Stanza five (verses 19-23) gives us 

the information we we re curious 

about in chapter four- the details of 

the battle. In chapter four, the battle 

only got one verse (verse 15). Here 

we are given the details of how the 

LORD won the victory. Quite liter

ally, He rains on thei r parade. 

Verse 4 tells us about the rain, 

verse 21 te ll s us about the flooding 

of the Kishon. Most scholars agree 

that th is must have been a mam

moth stonn of epic proportions. 

Remember how Sisera had all those 

nine hundred chariots? If the 

ground gets muddy, the chariots 

rust and get stuck and are of no 

use. 

The stonn served a second purpose, 

as well. Baal, the god of the 

Canaanites, was the god ofrain, the 

god of weather, the god of water. 

To have the rains and floods work

ing against them would truly demor

alize the Canaanites. It is God who 

was in control. He was superior to 

all other gods. Whereas the fourth 

stanza focused on the people of 

Israel and their involvement, this 

stanza makes it abundantly clear 

that the victory was of the LORD, 

not of any human endeavor. 

Verse 23 is a mysterious little verse 

about the town of Meroz. No one 

really knows where Meroz was, but 

it seems like this was a city whose 

inhabitants were either Israelite or 

allied to the Israelites. Davis sug

gests that Meroz was a town near 

the battle scene. Israel had every 

right to expect aid from its militia. 

Instead, Meroz wanted to save its 

li fe and therefore lost it. The Angel 

of the LORD cursed this city for its 

lack offaithfulness. Davis suggests 

that this passage was put here so 

that the curse on Meroz would be 

specifically linked with the blessing 

on faithful Jael in the next stanza, 

serving as a stark contrast. 

Stanza six is made up of verses 

24-27. This is a dramatic retelling 

of the story of Jael and Sisera. 

Deborah and Barak were obvi

ously relishing every minute detail 

of this event. This is very graphic. 

It does not just say "she killed him," 

she "smashed his skull," "pierced 

and shattered his temple." Verse 

27 keeps repeating the joyful news 

that the enemy died over and over 

again. Younger describes it as a 

" tantalizingly slow sequence of 

verbs"- sank, fe ll , lay, sank, fell , 

sank, fell- and then verse 27 ends 

with a resounding "DEAD." This 

is not being vicious or gory. This is 

being pious. God has brought about 

a smashing salvation. 

And then we come to the last stanza, 

stanza seven, verses 28-31. This 

stanza deals with a very interesting 

character- Sisera's mother. She 

was sitting in her palace wa iting for 

her son to get home from a hard 

day's work offighting and pillaging. 

It was starting to get late, so she 

peered out the window and asked 

her princesses whatever could be 

taking him so long. Verse 29 tells us 

that her "wisest" (and crassest) 

princess answers, "Oh, he must be 

busy raping some women. The 

spoils of war are a 'womb or two.' 

Rape and plunder take a while, you 

know." Wow. This is the kind of 

home Sisera was raised in? The 

Canaanite culture was a culture 

where these princesses talked of 

rape, murder, and plunder like an 

everyday thing. No wonder God 

wanted these people destroyed! 

But, you and 1 are in on the secret

these ladies were going to be wait

ing a long time, because where was 

Sisera? Yes, he's in the tent of a 

woman, but not in the way that hi s 

mother and others thought he would 

be. He was lying in the tent with a 

big stake pounded through hi s head! 
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The song ends, "So may all you r 

enemies perish, Oh LORD, but your 

fri ends be like the sun as he r ises in 

his might." And we are told that 

Israel had peace for forty years. 

Wow, what a song! Does Judges 

condone the violent behavior we 

read in it? Is this justification for us 

to go out and take out all of God's 

enemies in the bloodiest way 

possible? Ofcourse not. We are in 

a different phase of redempti ve 

hi story. Israe l was called by God to 

destroy Canaan. Israe l was called 

into a holy warfare against the 

world . But with the coming of 

Jesus, that era ended. Now we are 

called (in Matthew 28: 19) to go out 

into the world to make disciples, not 

to start bloodbaths of Jael·esque 

proportions. T here is a day when 

Jesus will come again , in glory, to 

judge. But our holy warfare was 

completed and fulfilled in the death 

of Jesus on the cross. 

This passage again touches on the 

main stumbling block for the ancient 

Israelites- idols. Those little gods 

also are a constant stumbling block 

for us, as we ll. John Calvin aptly 

pointed out that the human heal1 is 

a constant "idol-factory." Idols of 

popularity, good grades, ath leti cs, 

success, attractive women, and 

many other dominate our lives. But 

in thi s passage, God clearly showed 

that He is more powerful than Baal. 

God controlled the rain and the 

water, not Baal. He is also infini tely 

superior to any of our idol s. 

Anything these idols can do, God is 

sovereign ove r. Whatever 

fulfillment they seem to offer is 

fal se. All of our idols promise 

blessing, but true blessing is from the 

Lord 's hands. He is able to provide 

everything we need for body and 

soul, to bless us beyond compare. 

He also is a good and w ise Father 

who knows what is best for yo u. 

Jesus says "Seek first the 

Kingdom and all of these things 

will be added"-added not in the 

way that we might selfishly want, 

but in the way that is best. I f you 

spend your life pursuing success, 

fame, wealth, o r any other idols, 

you probably w ill not attain them, 

and ifyou do, you will fmd that they 

Barak was a wimpy, 

untrusting man. His 

faith was weak and 

minuscule, bllt he 

still had faith. 

are hollow. If you achieve the 

power of 900 iron chariots, you 

will find that they do not always 

work. True and ultimate victory 

comes to those who trust in the 

LORD. 

We have discussed a lot of things 

in this passage. Notice something 

that is miss ing. There is hardly any 

focus on Barak. When he is 

mentioned, it is just in passing. This 

is a fulfillment ofDeborah's words 

in 4:9, where she foretold that 

none of the g lory would go to 

Barak. Yel, Barak is mentioned in 

Hebrews II :32 as a hero of faith. 

Barak was a w impy, untrusting 

man. His fa ith was weak and 

miniscule, but he still had faith. He 

acted on hi s faith , weak as it was. 

Hebrews II is not a generic li st of 

good, moralistic heroes, ofpeople 

we can put up on a plaque as a great 

role·model. The main theme is 

faith . The one thing that Jinks these 

people in He brews II together is 

that they are surprising people of 

faith, no matter what the amount of 

faith. Barak does have faith. He 

does, in the end , go to battle. Of 

course, there are other people in 

Judges 4 and 5 whose faith is 

stronger and greater, but the focus 

is not on the fa ith, but on the LORD 

and Hi s power. 

And is that not a comfort? T he 

LORD works w ith unwilling 

people. If God can use wimps like 

Barak, then there is a little hope for 

us, too. God gives encouragement 

to us when we struggle with our 

faith. He does not just leave us 

hanging. He shows grace to Barak 

through Deborah. He does not say 

to Barak, "Your faith is too weak; 

you are fired." No, God gives 

com fort. There is still a rebuke; 

people with small faith still miss out, 

but God does not give up on you. 

God 's faithfu lness and love go 

beyond our deserving. 

Let 's face it, none of have strong 

fa ith . I would dare say that 

Barak 's weak fa ith is still stronger 

than mine. Jesus says that faith the 

size ofa mustard seed would move 

mountains. A mustard seed is 

pretty small . Still , I have never seen 

a mountain moved. So, I would 

dare say that most ofus have pretty 

small faith. That is because most of 

us think of fa ith as something that 

comes from ourselves. We almost 

treat " faith " as if it is a work unto 

salvation. But our salvation is on ly 

of grace, the unmerited favor of 

God. It is notas ifwe, by our show 

of faith, encourage God to add His 

grace to us. 
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Dr. James Bibza points out " the 

only thing we contribute to our own 

salvation is our own s in." If we 

deserved our own salvat ion, it 

would be called "wages," not grace. 

But we know fu ll well that the 

wages that we have rightfully 

earned is death, noteternallifc. We 

are completely helpless in our own 

salvation . We do not contribute 

even the most miniscule bit to our 

own salvation. We are all tempted 

to think "Yeah, I know I'm a sinner, 

I' m bad; but not as bad as _." 

Obviously, this is a very dangerous 

attitude. The smaller your view of 

your own sin, the smaller your view 

of grace. No one deserves to be 

forgiven by God- no one earns 

forgiveness. We have an 

overwhelming need for grace-we 

are all helpless. And that is 

precisely why we need Christ. 

Look to Christ when you are weak; 

look to Christ when you feel wimpy 

and struggle with doubts. He 

fulfilled all righteousness for us, and 

by looking to Him, you will have 

stronger fa ith, not of yourse lf, but 

by Him working in you through His 

HoiySpirit. 

Mr. James Oord is a Christian 

Thought major and a Junior at 

Grove City College in Grove 

City, Pennsylvania. 

Lesson 6: Points to Ponder 

I.   In lightofthis passage, the Psalms' command to "sing a new song 

to the LORD," and the evidence ofother songs celebrating sa lva-

tion, what does this say to the place ofhymns in worship? Since we 

have been a witness to the greatest act ofredemptive hi story the 

incarnation, death, and resurrection ofJesus Christ, should we not 

sing of this  in  the  fonn of live ly new hymns?  What about new 

hymns celebrating subsequent events in biblical redemptive history 

(like Pentecost, for  instance)?  What about new hymns celebrat-

ing subsequent events in history (l ike the Reformation)? 

2.   How do stanzas one (vss. 25) and three (vss. 913) apply to  the 

Christian 's life?  Do we too often fi nd ourselves in the second stanza 

(vss.68)? 

3.   In  verse 7 Deborah refers to herself as "a mother in  Israe l."  How 

is this appropriate  for  the role she takes  in Judges 4? 

4.   In what ways do we often ignore the call to battle aga inst sin? Are 

we guilty ofoften thinking that the spiritual warfare  is 

not worth the effort? 

5.   How does God gain  the victory over the Canaanites?  How was 

Canaan destroyed? 

6.   What kind of "blessing" do  fal se gods ofroday offer?  What does 

the true God offer? 

7.   What "things" are added to  those who seek after the  kingdom of 

God? 

8.   Are there times when you fe lt your faith  was  weak?  How can 

your faith  be made stronger? 
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How should we think about the fact Examining the Nine Points: that, despite the covenant God 

made with national Israe l, many 
Points Five and Six Jews has rejected Chri st as Mes

With these points Synod struck at 

what is perhaps the fundamental 

error of the Federal Vision (FV), 

which the Nine Points has already 

addressed in principle in the pref

ace. This is also perhaps the most 

diffi cult aspect ofthe FV theology 

to grasp. Essentially what the FV 

movement has done is to set up two 

paral lel theologies, the historical (or 

"covenantal") and the decretal. 

These two parallel theologies, like a 

drawing of two lines. eventually 

converge in perspective. They 

seem to begin as distinct lines but 

they end up becoming the same 

thing. 

The FV argues that just as the Lord 

established a temporary covenant 

with national Israel, so too, the Lord 

establishes a temporary, historical, 

conditional covenant with Chri s

tians today that is inaugurated in 

baptism. Having been initiated into 

this conditional, historical covenant 

by grace it remains for the Christian 

to fulfill his part of the covenant by 

cooperating with grace. Those who 

cooperate sufficiently with grace 

are said to be decretally elect. To 

faci litate thi s understanding of 

"covenantal election," i.e., a his

toric, conditional, temporary elec

tion , they teach that, in baptism, 

every baptized person is united to 

Christ such that he has all the ben

efits of salvation: election, union 

with Christ,justification, adoption, 

and sanctification. According to the 

FV. however, these baptismal ben

efits can be lost if the Christian 

does not cooperate with the grace 

givenhim. i 

All this, they say, is the result of 

their biblical theology or their under

standing of the history of redemp

tion. They say they just want to be 

faithful to the narrative ofScripture 

and they do not want dogmatic or 

systematic theology to flatten out 

the biblical story. Ofcourse, this is 

exactly what the Socinians and the 

Remonstrants argued. Proponents 

ofthe FV say that they continue to 

affirm (most of) the traditional and 

confessional Refonned theology of 

election and union. There is, we are 

told, a "covenantal account" of 

Refonned theology and a system

atic or confessional account of 

Refonned theology. Proponents of 

the FV also contend that they do 

not want to let the doctrine ofelec

tion unduly color or ruin the story of 

covenant and redemption. 

In parts two and three ofthis series 

I have already sketched some ofthe 

diffi culties with this approach to 

doing Reformed theology. First of 

all , such an approach is not biblical. 

Scripture itself does not have two 

competing accounts ofthe faith that 

are in tension with each other. 

Scripture tells the story of the his

tory of redemption and then draws 

theological conclusions from it. 

Imagine jf the Apostle Paul fol 

lowed the theological method ofthe 
FY. The book of Romans would 

look rather different. In fact, how

ever, the Apostle Paul had no diffi

culty relating election and covenant. 

We can see how he does it in Ro

mans 9. The beginning of the chap

ter starts with a truly historical prob

lem: the fact of unbelieving Jews. 

siah? Is it the case that either Jesus 

is not the Mess iah or that, some

how, the covenant has fai led? 

"No," Paul says, "there is no fault 

with the covenant and there is no 

doubt that Jesus is the Mess iah." 

Rather he offers another solut ion, 

one that seems to have eluded the 

FV altogether: E lection. God loved 

Jacob unconditionally from al l eter

nity and he hated Esau from all 

eternity. There never was when 

Jacob was not unconditionally elect 

and there never was when Esau 

was not a reprobate. 

The fact that the FV simply cannot 

say this is perhaps the most damn

ing fact about the ir theo logy and 

biblica l interpretation. They have 

set up a theological system that 

cannot be reconciled with Paul's 

explicit teaching about the hi story of 

redemption and its relation to the 

divine decree. They have an alter

nate system lhat is neither Pauline 

nor confessionally Reformed. 

The answer to the problem created 

by the FV theology is to make a 

distinct ion that they cons istently 

deny, minimize, or ignore, viz., to 

distinguish between the two ways 

of being in the covenant of grace. 

The great Dutch Reformed theolo

gian Herman Witsius spoke of a 

"double mode of communion" in 

the covenant of grace. This is ex

actly what Calvin taught both in his 

commentary on Romans 9, in hi s 

Institutes (3.2 1-24), and his ser· 

mons on elect ion.2 Calvin insisted 

that all baptized Chri stians are in the 

covenant of grace and he said that 

to deny that external rel ation to the 
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covenant is virtually blasphemous. 

It does not help the problem to do 

as some have done, i.e., to deny 

that unbelievers or reprobates have 

any relation to the covenant what

ever. At the same time, it is equa ll y 

harmful to refuse to di stinguish be

tween ways of being in the one 

covenant of grace. From Calvin to 

Witsius (and after) the Reformed 

sorted out thi s problem by say ing 

that, though there is one covenant 

of grace, there are two ways of 

being in it. All baptized persons are 

in the covenant ofgrace outwardly 

or externally but they are not all in 

the covenant of grace inwardly or 

internally. 

Jacob and Esau were both in the 

covenant of grace. Both had re

ceived the sign and seal of the cov

enant, but the sign and seal were, as 

it were, fruitful for Jacob but not for 

Esau because they were not com

bined with faith (Heb 4:2) and we 

know (from Romans 9) that Esau 

did not believe because he was not 

elect. Though Jacob and Esau were 

both in the covenant ofgrace, ulti

mately they did not have the same 

relation to it. They were both "in" 

the covenant of grace, but they 

were not both "or' the covenant of 

grace. 

With this understanding, we avoid 

another great FV error (one that 

takes them so close to Arminianism 

that the two positions are virtua ll y 

indistinguishable) that teaches that 

there are those who are believers 

who nevertheless apostatize. Con

sider this statement: 

... those who are incorpo

rated into Christ by true 

fa ith , and have thereby 

become partakers of his 

THE N INE POINTS OF (URCNA) SYNOD 2007 

Synod affirms that the Scriptures and confessions teach the doctrine 

ofjustificat ion by grace alone, through faith alone and that nothing 

that is taught under the rubric ofcovenant theology in our churches 

may contradict thi s fundamental doctrine. Therefore Synod rejects 

the errors of those: 

1. who deny or modifY the teaching that "God created man good and 

after His own image, that is, in true righteousness and holiness," able 

to perform "the commandment oflife" as the representative of man

kind (HC 6, 9; BC 14); 

2. who, in any way and for any reason, confuse the "commandment 

oflife" given before the fall with the gospel announced after the fall 

(BC 14, 17, 18;HC 19,2 1,56,60); 

3. who confuse the ground and instrument of acceptance with God 

before the fall (obedience to the commandmentoflife) with the ground 

(Christ who kept the commandment oflife) and instrument (faith in 

Christ) of acceptance with God after the fa ll ; 

4. who deny that Christeamed acceptance with God and that all His 

merits have been imputed to believers (BC 19,20,22,26; HC 11-1 9. 

21,36-37,60,84; CD 1.7, RE 1.3, RE 11.1 ); 

5. who teach that a person can be historically, conditionally elect, re

generated, savingly united to Christ.justified, and adopted by virtue 

ofparticipation in the outward administration ofthe covenant ofgrace 

but may lose these benefits through lack of covenantal faithfulness 

(CD, I, V); 

6. who teach that all baptized persons are in the covenant of grace 

in precise ly the same way such that there is no distinction between 

those who have only an outward relation to the covenant ofgrace by 

baptism and those who are united to Christ by grace alone through 

faith alone (HC 21, 60; BC 29); 

7. who teach that Spirit-wrought sanctity, human works, or coopera

tion with grace is any part either of the ground of our righteousness 

before God or any part of faith, that is, the " instrument by which we 

embrace Christ, our righteousness" (BC 22-24; HC 2 1, 60, 86); 

8. who define faith, in the act ofjustification, as being anything more 

than " leaning and resting on the sole obedience ofChrist crucified" 

or"a certain knowledge" ofand "a hearty trust" in Christ and His obe

dience and death for the elect (BC 23; HC 2 1); 

9. who teach that there is a separate and final justification grounded 

partly upon righteousness or sanctity inherent in the Christian (HC 52; 

BC 37). 
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li fe-giving Spirit, as a re-

sult  have  full  power  to 

strive against Satan, sin , 

the world, and their own 

flesh, and to win the vic-

tory; it being well under-

stood  that  it  is  ever 

through  the  assisti ng 

grace of the Holy Spirit; 

and that Jesus Christ as-

sists  them  through  hi s 

Spirit in  all  temptations, 

extends to them his hand, 

and ifonly they are ready 

for the  confl i c~ desire hi s 

help, and are not inactive, 

keeps them  from  falling, 

so that they, by no deceit 

or power ofSatan, can be 

misled nor plucked out of 

Christ's hands, according 

to  the  Word  of Christ, 

John 10:28: "Neither shall 

any man  pluck them out 

of  my  hand."  But 

whether  they  are  ca-

pable,  through  negl i-

gence, of forsaking again 

the first beginning oftheir 

life in Chri st, ofagain re-

turning to this present evi l 

world, of turn ing  away 

from  the  holy  doctrine 

which  was  de livered 

them,  of los ing  a  good 

conscience, ofneglecting 

grace, that must be more 

particularly  determined 

out of the Holy Scripture, 

before we ourselves can 

teach it with the full con-

fidence of our mind. 

This  statement  has  at  least  some 

the hallmarks ofa FV statement. It 

contains some truth, some deli ber-

ate ambiguity about central issues 

ofthe Christian faith, and it contains 

serious errors.  In  fact  it  quite re-

sembles the FV Statement released 

in  July 2007.3  The statement says 

truly that believers are incorporated 

into Christ by "true  faith."  It also 

says that the Spirit gives believers 

power to fight against sin, the flesh, 

and the devil and that God gives his 

people assisting grace in sanctifica-

tion with which they must cooper-

ate.  It  errs,  however,  when  it 

makes our cooperation with grace 

or our covenantal faithfulness  the 

condition of perseverance.  It errs 

when  it says that those who have 

"true faith" can fall away such that 

they do not  simply  lose the joy of 

their salvation or the sense ofGod's 

CD 5.4 requires that 

we distinguish 

between the objective 

truth (what God has 

said) and our 

subjective 

experience. 

presence, but that they actually re-

turn "to this present evil world .... " 

Right down to the closing ambigu-

ity and feigned expression ofhumil-

ity this brief statement has Federal 

Vision  written all  over it.  Which 

leading Federal Visionist wrote it? 

Perhaps  this  a  part  of the  recent 

FV statement that was  lost on the 

cutting room  floor? 

Actually, this statement is none of 

these things. A group known then 

as the Remonstrants pub li shed it in 

1610.  You  know  them  as  the 

Arminians.  In  1609,  the ir  leader, 

James  Hermanzoon  (Jacob 

Anninius), died. For almost twenty 

years  he  had  denied  that  he  was 

teaching the  very  things  that  the 

Remonstrants, his followers, pub-

lished not long after his death as the 

Five Articles.  It was to these five 

articles that the Synod of Dort  re-

plied. 

You  know, of course,  that the Re-

formed churches replied to the Five 

Points of the Remonstrants in  the 

Canons of Dort  (1619).  The  Re-

formed churches ofthe Europe and 

Britain  uniformly  and  utterly  re-

jected the notion that there are re-

generate,  elect  people  who  fall 

away  from  Christ. The Reformed 

know  nothing  about a  Christians 

being historically, temporarily, con-

ditionally elect (and united to Christ, 

etc). Canons ofDort (CD)  1.8  ex-

plicitly rejects the notion that there 

are "There are various decrees of 

election .... " 

There is a section after each head 

of doctrine  in our Canons of Dort 

titled, "Rejection of Errors." These 

rejections  have  not  received  as 

much  attention  as  the  positive 

leaching of the Synod, but we learn 

from  them  a great deal  about the 

threat  the  Reformed  faced  from 

Arminianism (in roughly the same 

way we learn the threat Paul faced 

from  the  Judaizers  by  reading 

Galatians).  In  the Rejection ofEr-

rors (RE) 1.2 specifically rejects the 

doctrine  that  there  are  "various 

kinds ofelection" and that any such 

thing as a " revocable, nondecisive, 

conditional" kind ofelection. 

CD 5.4 requires that we distinguish 

between th e objective truth (what 

God has said) and our subjective 

experience.  It  is  true  that  some-

times the elect "are not always so 
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influenced and moved by God that 

th ey cannot depart in some particu

lar instances from the guidance of 

di vine grace, and be seduced by the 

lusts of the flesh and obey them." 

This does not mean, however, that 

the elect actually fall away, i.e. , that 

they become reprobate . Because 

the eJect belong to God and cannot 

fall away, believers are urged to 

"continually watch and pray, lest 

they should be led into temptation." 

They must watch lest they "may 

not only be carried away by the 

flesh, the world, and Satan into 

great and heinous sins .... " If this 

occurs, however, as it did with King 

David, it is by "the righteous per

mission of God." This is not the 

same thing as saying that one was 

elect (in any way) and then fell 

away. 

That the Synod was describing the 

subjective condition ofthe believer 

is clear in CD 5.5 when we confess 

that by such sins they very highly 

offend God, incur a deadly guilt, 

grieve the Holy Spirit, interrupt the 

exercise of fa ith , very grievously 

wound their consciences, and 

sometimes for a while lose the 

sense of God 's favor, until , when 

they change their course by serious 

repentance, the light of God's fa

therly countenance aga in shines 

upon them. 

As Ephesians 2:4, so in the Canons 

ofDort 5.6 there is a glorious, "But 

God..." 

But God, who is rich in 

mercy, according to His 

unchangeable purpose of 

election, does not wholly 

withdraw the Holy Spirit 

from Hi s own people 

even in their grievous 

falls; nor does He allow 

them to proceed so far as 

to lose the grace ofadop

tion and forfeit the state 

ofjustification, or to com

mit the sin unto death or 

against the Holy Spirit; 

nor does He permit them 

to be totally deserted and 

plunge themselves into 

everlasting destruction. 

Notice how we-this is our confes

sion- speak about election. When 

it comes to salvation, we only know 

about one kind ofelection : the eler-

Proponents ofthe 

FV worry that the 

Reformed approach 

to covenant, 

justification, and 

assurance will lead 

to immorality. This 

concern is 

unfounded. 

nal , unconditional kind. So we 

speak ofGod's "unchangeable pur

pose ofelection." God never with

draws his Spirit from those whom 

God has elected. The elect never 

lose God's grace, their adoption, or 

justification. 

In CD 5.7, we confess that God has 

placed, with in hi s elect, all incor

ruptible seed of regeneration. 

Therefore the elect can never fall 

away, they can never be " totally 

lost." In 5.8 this is attributed entirely 

to the mercy and grace of God. 

This has nothing to do with our co

operation with grace or our "faith

fulness," but with God's ini tiati ve 

and sovereign grace. The ground of 

our sa lvation and preservation lies 

in God's immutability 

(unchangeability). Our God does 

not change and cannot be changed. 

His decree (counsel) cannot be 

changed. Neither can the "merit, in

tercess ion, and preservation of 

Chri st be rendered ineffectual, nor 

the sealing ofthe Holy Spirit be frus
trated or obliterated." 

For thi s reason, we can trust the 

promise ofGod (CD 5.9- 10). Ifthe 

FV has confused the administration 

of the covenant of grace with the 

decree, there are some in the con

temporary Reformed world who 

have ignored the objective promises 

of God and have become overly 

subjective in their theology, piety, 

and practice. There are those who 

will not go to the Lord 's Supper 

unless and until they have the right 

sort of religious experience, a sort 

ofsecond blessing or sealing ofthe 

Spirit. We confess, however, that 

we find assurance that we belong 

to Christ in the Gospel promises, 

without "any peculiar revelation 

contrary to or independent of the 

Word of God." The source o f our 

comfort, confidence, and assurance 

is "God's promises, which He has 

most abundantly revealed in His 

Word for our com fort; from the tes

timony of the Holy Spi rit, witness

ing with our sp irit that we are chil

dren and heirs of God .... " To re

qu ire special reve lation for assur

ance is to reintroduce the "doubts 

of the papist" into the Reform ed 

churches (RE 5.5) 

In this life we wi ll doubt (CD 5. 11 ) 

and we may not always have the 

"full measure of assurance" that 
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we ought to have, but "God, who is 
We may speak ofconditions in the administration 

the Father of all consolation, does  

not allow them to be tempted above ofthe covenant ofgrace.  
that they are able, but wi ll with the 

temptation make also the way of 

escape, that they may be able to 

endure it, and by the Holy Spirit 

again inspires them with the com-

fortable assurance of persevering" 

(see also  I Cor  10: 13). 

Like the Remonstrants before them, 

the  proponents  of the  FV  worry 

that the Refonned approach to cov-

enant, justi fication,  and assurance 

will  lead to immorality. This con-

cern is unfounded. The mystery of 

sanctification is that it is  not pro-

duced  in  the way we might expect 

(by demanding it through fear and 

law) but rather the Spirit sanctifies 

his people through the fooli shness 

of gospel preaching (I  Cor 1:20-

25; 2 [all]).  Grace produces grati-

tude and sanctity; not all at once but 

gradually (CD  5.12 14). This is a 

very important point. Notice how 

the  Reformed deal  with  sanctity. 

How  do  we "get  there"?  We  get 

there via the promise and gospel of 

Christ. There is no shortcut to sanc-

tity around the foolishness of the 

gospel.lfpreachers want their con-

gregations to be sanctified, the se-

cret  is  not  to  preach  sanctity  (at 

least not all the time). The secret is 

to preach Chri st and hi s obedience 

for  his  people.  The  secret  is  to 

preach the unmerited, eternal favor 

of God toward his people. The se-

cret and it is no secret reall y,  we 

have been doing it  for centuries-

is to preach Christ's faithfulness in 

the  history of redemption  and  to 

preach  God's  mora l  law  for  hi s 

people in the light ofthe gospel. The 

gospe l is the power ofsanctity and 

piety.  The  law  is  the structure of 

our holiness  and  worship,  but  it 

does not  have  the  power  to  g ive 

what it demands. 

According to CD 5.15, these things 

are alien to the "carnal mind." Tell-

ing Christ's people  to "be pious," 

however intuitive it might be, is not 

going to work, neither wiiJ  it work to 

make our justification before God 

contingent upon our behavior. Even 

ifit all depended on our cooperation 

with grace or faithfulness, i.e., upon 

our  sanctity,  that  would  not  be 

enough incentive to overcome our 

sinfulness. Grace and gratitude is a 

more  powerfu l,  if  less  intuitive , 

motive for piety than fear of dam-

nation. 

In  RE  5.1  we  reject  the  error of 

saying that perseverance is not the 

fruit of election but rather that it  is 

a  condition of the new covenant, 

"which (as they declare) man be-

fore his decisive election andjusti-

fication must fulfill through his free 

will." Notice that the Remonstrants 

distinguished between a "conditional 

election" and a decisive election! 

Now,  J am not sayi ng that the FV 

are "Arminians," but I am saying 

that they have been very foolish by 

wandering so near to the Remon-

strant reservation. The FV makes a 

similar distinction, though theoreti-

cally different and practically ends 

up in  a very similar place. This is 

remarkable for ministers who call 

themselves Reformed and who say 

that they subscribe the Canons of 

Dort. 

In  RE  5.3  we reject  the  idea that 

"God does  indeed provide the be-

li ever  with  suffi cient  powers  to 

persevere, and is ever ready to pre-

serve these in him  ifhe will do hi s 

duty."'  Aga in, Synod rejected the 

same  sort  of conditionality  pro-

posed  by  the  FY.  We  believe  in 

"conditions"  in  the  covenant  of 

grace,  but  not  the  sort  that  the 

Arminians attached, whereby sal-

vation becomes merely possible for 

those  who  do  their  part.  We  also 

reject the sort ofconditions attached 

to the covenant of grace proposed 

by  the FV,  whereby sa lvation be-

comes  merely  possible  for  those 

who do  their part.  The Synod  of 

Dart ca ll ed the idea that God pre-

serves those who do their part "out-

spoken Pelagianism ... "  (RE 5.2). 

Strict ly speaking, the covenant of 

grace has no conditions.  In  its na-

ture grace is unconditional. Many of 

our theologians have used the word 

"condition" broadly to say that faith 

is  a  condition of the  covenant of 

grace . Hennan Wits ius  reminded 

us, however, that it is better to speak 

of faith  as  the  instrument of the 

covenant of grace  rather  than  as 

the condition. Faith is not something 

that we must do; it  is a gift of God 

created in us by the Spirit through 

the gospel. 

We may, however, speak ofcondi-

tions in  the  administration of the 

covenant ofgrace. Our children are 

members of the covenant ofgrace. 

We  catechize  them  and  pray  for 

them and  take them with us to the 

means of grace . I f, however, they 
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do not make profession offa ith in a 

timely manner, a consistory may 

judge that they have not fulfilled a 

condition in the administration of 

the covenant ofgrace. I fa member 

of a congregation is impenitently 

sinn ing, he has violated a moral 

obligation or stipulation or condition 

of the administration of the cov

enant ofgrace and faces appropri

ate discipline. This has been stan

dard Reformed theology since the 

sixteenth century.4 

[n CD 5.7 we reject a sentence of 

theAnninians that is perilously close 

to that of the FV: "That the faith of 

those who believe for a time does 

not differ from justifying and saving 

faith except only in duration." Is not 

thi s exactly what the FV says 

about the common state of all the 

baptized? [s not this what they say 

about "baptismal union with Christ" 

and perseverance?] have been told 

by Federal Visionists more than 

once that the difference between 

Esau and Jacob is that the latter 

persevered and the former did not. 

Let us be perfectly clear about thi s. 

Any such teaching is flatly contrary 

to God's Word and the Reformed 

Confessions. As RE 5.9 concludes, 

our Lord prayed that believers 

should continue in faith. The 

Arminians, and to the degree the 

FV agree in substance with them, 

'contradict Christ Himself, who 

says: " I have prayed for you, that 

your faith should not fail '" (Luke 

22:32). 

The Reformed churches have al

ways confessed that there is a de

cree and that it is administered in 

time, space, and history in the vis

ible church. There are two great 

errors to avoid in this regard. The 

first error is that of the hyper-Cal

vinists who allow the decree to 

swallow up the admini stration of 

the covenant ofgrace and so reject 

the Reformed doctrine that it is by 

the free, well-meant, promiscuous 

offer of the gospel that God in his 

good pleasure brings his e lect to 

faith (Heidelberg Catechism 65; 

CD 1.16; 2.5; 3/4.9, 17; RE 2.6).' 

The other great error (that of the 

FV) is to confuse the decree with its 

administration. By doing so they 

make the decree theoretical and 

become practical Arminians. The 

decree is one thing and the admin

istration of the covenant of grace 

(preaching, sacraments, and disci

pline) is another. Not everyone who 

participates in the administration of 

the covenant of grace, is elect or 

saved, but ordinarily, no one is 

saved without participating in its ad

ministration in Christ's church (Bel

gic Confession Art. 28). 

Either perseverance is by grace 

alone, through faith alone, or it is 

not. Either our perseverance is by is 

preserving grace of the Spirit or it is 

not. Either the unconditional decree 

of election stands behind and 

makes our perseverance certain or 

it does not. Either our assurance is 

grounded in the promises ofGod or 

it does not exist. The Reformed 

churches do not have two systems 

oftheo logy : a covenantal and a sys

tematic. We have one faith that we 

express in two different ways. This 

is a basic difference between the 

orthodox and the FV and the fact 

that, after all the discussion and 

writing, they still do not understand 

this problem suggests that thi s 

movement is no mere experiment 

(as they have sometimes said). 

Their convictions concerning the 

covenant of grace and persever

ance place them at odds with our 

confession. 
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Letters to the Editor 
Concerning Statements Made by R.  S. Clark 

Dear Edi tor, 

For the benefi t ofyour readers please allow me to dis-

tance myse lf from a flagrant misrepresentation a fmy 

position on the relation between faith and justification 

that appeared on p. 22 of the July/August issue of The 

OUflook. R. Scott C lark attributes to me the view that 

" fai th justi fi es because it trusts and obeys," and that 

"faith justifies because  it works." This is not and has 

never been my view. 

My view is that we arc j ustified on ly by faith  in  Jesus 

Christ who died  for our sins and  was raised  for our 

justification (Rom. 4:25). Thisjusti fying faith is a living 

and active faith.  Ifit is nOll iving and active it is dead 

faith, and dead faith neither saves nor justifies (James 

2: 14, 24).  In  the words ofthe Westminster Confession, 

Chapter II , Section 2, " Faith, thus receiving and rest-

ing on Chri st and his righteousness, is the alone instru-

ment of justification: yet  is  it not alone in  the person 

justified, but is ever accompanied with all other saving 

graces,  and  is  no  dead  faith  [James  2 : 17,  26],  but 

worketh by  love [Gal.  5:6]." 

Neither the Westminster Confess ion nor I make works 

the cause, or the  ground ~ or any part of the ground of 

our acceptance with God, any more than fa ith itselfis 

the cause o r the ground of our acceptance with God. 

This same view is found in vol. 4 ofHennan Bavinck's 

monumenta l Reformed Dogmatics now available  in 

Eng li sh.  In  hi s  chapter  on  justification  (pp.  222f.) 

Bavinck argues that sav ing faith  is not "a 'knowledge 

of history' or a  ' bare assent' to certain truths." Saving 

fa ith "is by its very nature a living and active fa ith , and 

it is not  in  every respect antitheti cal to all  work. 

Faith itself is  not a ground for justificat ion; neither, 

therefore, are the works that proceed from it.  But faith 

is not opposed to work  ifby  it one should mean that 

only a dead, inactive faith can j ustify us." He goes on 

to say, "The Reformed therefore also said that, indeed, 

' it is faith alone that justifies; nevertheless the fa ith that 

justifies is not alone. '"  The citati on  is  from  Calvin 's 

Institutes, 3/1 1/5. 

"  

Comparing Paul and James, Bavinck writes, "Both deny 

that the ground ofour justification cons ists in the works 

ofthe law, and both acknowledge that faith, that is, liv-

ing  faith,  the  fai th  that includes and produces good 

works, is the means by which the Holy Spirit assures us 

of our righteousness in Christ.  ... The fa ith  that justi-

ties is  the cenaintyproduced  in  our hearts by the 

Holy Spiri tofour righteousness in Christ. Therefore 

not the more passive but the more li vely and forceful it 

is, the more it justifies us.  Faith, accordingly, is acti ve 

a long with works and is 'brought to completion by the 

works' (James 2:22):· 

Bavinck offers an historica ll y accurate and authentic 

statement of the Refonned doctrine offaith  in relation 

to justifi cation. The view expressed in the Nine Points 

ofURCNA Synod 2007and  in  Clark's exposition of 

them  is  incompatible with  the Refonned view as ex-

pressed by Bavinck. 

For a more complete statement of my views with ref-

erence to  faith  and j ustificat ion I refer readers of The 

Outlook to A Faith that is Never Alone: A Response 

to Westminster Seminary California (P.  Andrew 

Sandlin. Editor, LaGrange, CA: Kerygma Press, 2007). 

My chapters  on  " Faith  and  Faithfulness" and "The 

Imputation ofActive Obedience" respond in  detail to 

the positions ofRobert Godfrey and Scott Clark respec-

tively. 

Sincerely.  

Rev.  Nonnan Shepherd  
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R. S. Clark responds: 

I am grateful to the editor of The Ollliook and to the 

Board of the Reformed Fellowship for an opportunity 

to reply to the Rev. Mr. Shepherd's letter. 

Let me begin with a comment he makes at the end of 

his letter, in passing, almost as an afterthought, because 

it reveals a great deal about his approach to these is

sues. He makes a striking and important claim: "The 

view expressed in the Nine Points ofURCNA Synod 

2007 and in Clark's exposition ofthem is incompatible 

with the Reformed view as expressed by Bavinck." Let 

the reader nole our correspondent categorically and 

cavalierly rejects not only to my private views but the 

public teaching ofa Synod of the United Reformed 

Churches in North America. 

What is at stake here is that doctrine which the Re· 

fonned theologian J. H. Aisted (1588·1 638) called the 

"article of the standing or falling of the church" and 

which Calvin called, " the main hinge" of the Christian 

faith. lf we get thi s wrong, then very little of anything 

else we do or say is of any consequence. We are also 

di scussi ng who is correct: the Synod of the United 

Reformed Churches or the Rev. Mr. Shepherd. He 

claims merely to be following Calvin and Bavinck. 

Would that were so, but thus far in thirty-five years he 

has not succeeded in persuading us that he alone under· 

stands Calvin, Bavinck, and Scripture. Indeed, his idio

syncratic doctrine ofjustification eamed him a dismissal 

from Westminster Theological Seminary, and has been 

considered and rejected publicly by Mid·America 

Theological Seminary, Westminster Seminary Califor· 

nia, Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary. the 

Orthodox Presbyterian Church , the Presbyterian 

Church in America, and the Reformed Church in the 

United States, to mention but a few institutions and de· 

nominations. 

It is also remarkable that, after thirty. fi ve years of 

controversy, we are still trying to ascertain exact ly what 

he believes about justification, and this latest effort pro

vides little relief. The Rev. Mr. Shepherd says that he 

teaches that "we are just ified only by fa ith in Jesus 

Christ who died for our sins and was raised for our jus· 

tification." Amen! But wait a moment, what exactly 

does he mean by faith? This was one orthe great ques· 

tions of the Reformation and it is at the heart of the 

controversy with the Rev. Mr. Shepherd. What is it 

about faith that qualifies it asjustifying faith? Is there 

something about faith itselfor is illhe object offaith that 

makes it justifying? 

Our confession is unequivocal. In article 22, we confess 

that Christ is "enough," that Christ and his finished work 

is the sole object of faith in justification. We further 

confess that we are justified "by faith alone," which we 

define as " faith 'apart from works ... ' We further de· 

fine this to mean that faith itse lf does not justi fy us, be· 

cause it is only '·the instrument by which we embrace 

Christ our righteousness." In our catechism, LD 7, we 

define faith as "a certa in knowledge" and a "hearty 

trust." We confess (Art. 23) that fa ith justifies by "'lean· 

ing and resting on the so le obedience" ofChrist for us. 

For the Refonned Churches since the Refonnation, in 

the act ofjustification, faith has been defined as the sole 

instrument by which we are united to Christ, by which 

we receive Christ 's benefits. We cannot help but notice 

that such language is conspicuously absent from the 

Rev. Mr. Shepherd 's letter. 

When called upon to explain how faith justifies, he 

speaks of«a li ving and active faith." Certainly we be· 

lieve that faith is living and active, but it is so because 

we are united to Chri st by faith alone, which leans and 

rests on Christ. This is evidently not the Rev. Mr. 

Shepherd's definition of fa ith, or else there would be no 

confusion. He continues by contrasting his definition of 

" li vi ng faith " with "dead faith." He appeals to James ,2: 14, 24. He appeals to the extraordinarily clear Ian· 

guage of Westminster Confess ion of Faith 11.2. 

I
Unfortunately, in hi s haste to get to sanctification, he 

overlooks WCF 11.1. Sinners are justified, "not for 

anything wrought in them, or done by them, but for 

Christ's sake alone; nor by imputing faith itself, the act 

ofbelieving, or any other evangelical obedience to them, 

as the ir righteousness; but by imputing the obedience 

and satisfact ion of Christ unto them...... There is no 

question whether the justified must also be 

sanctified. For the Reformed Churches, however, the 

Chri stian's sanctity and consequent obedience is noth

ing more or Jess than the evidence of his faith. Sane· 

tity does not make faith justifying. The question ofthe 

Refonnation and the question that the Rev. Mr. Shep

herd seems to be unable to answer biblically and 
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confessionally is this: What is it that makes faith alive 

or dead? 

He denies making works "the cause, or the ground, or 

any part ofthe ground ofour acceptance with God any 

more than itself is the cause or the ground ofour accep

tance with God." This is commendable , but it is no 

more than any good Roman Catholic theologian would 

affinn. More to the point, however, I alleged no such 

thing. In logic what the Rev. Mr. Shepherd has done 

here is called a " red herring." He seeks to divert the 

reader's attention from the actual issue at hand. I re

peat, for the Rev. Mr. Shepherd, "faith justifies because 

it is it trusts and obeys." For the Refonned faith, what 

makes faith powerful is that it apprehends Christ and his 

obedience for us. Does the Rev. Mr. Shepherd point us 

to Christ and his vicarious obedience? No. He points to 

the quality ofour faith. The Reformed faith points us to 

Christ and the Rev. Mr. Shepherd points us to our fa ith. 

If 1am staring at a red light and my neighbor insists it 

is not red, and I ask him what color is it and he can only 

tell me that it is not red, and if it looks red to everyone 

else, then I may be forgiven for continuing to think that 

the light is red. 

There is not space to respond in detail to his historical 

claims. I am quite satisfied, however, that if the reader 

will consult the sources for himselfhe will see that the 

writers to which the Rev. Mr. Shepherd appeals teach 

the very same doctrine as our confession and catechism 

and as affirmed by the URCNA at Synods Calgary 

(2004) and Schererville (2007). When we ask Calvin 

and Bavinck what is it about faith, in the act ofjustifi

cation, that makes it the sole instrument ofjustification, 

they agree with the Reformed Churches that it is 

Christ 's righteousness and sole obedience. The Re

fonned Churches and theo logians agree that true faith 

is a living faith, but they also agree that faith does not 

justify because it is living or because it is obedient. Faith 

justifies because it rests in Chri st alone. 

It is evident that our correspondent remains unable to 

say what is good about the good news: Christ obeyed 

vicariously for sinners, he died for them, he was raised 

for them. He does not say that for those who are rest

ing, receiving, leaning, knowing, and trusting, Christ did 

aU this for them, as ifthey "had never committed nor had 

any sin," and had themselves "accomplished all the obe

dience which Christ has fulfilled for them," ifonly they 

"accept such benefit with a believing heart" (Heidel

berg Catechism, LD 23). Ofcourse the Rev. Mr. Shep

herd cannot say this because he has publ icly repudiated 

our doctrine of the imputation of the active obedience 

of Christ. Thus, we end where we began. He not only 

rejects the Nine Points adopted by Synod Scherervi lle, 

he also rejects the affirmations by Synod Calgary and 

Synod Schererville of the imputation ofthe active obe

dience of Christ. 

It is no surprise that a minister with a controvers ial and 

discredited doctrine ofjustifi cation dislikes the teach

ing of the Refonned Churches. This is nothing new for 

us. In its conclusion to the Canons, the Synod ofDort 

exhorted believers to "judge the faith ofthe Refonned 

Churches, not from the slander which on every side is 

heaped upon it, nor from the private expressions of a 

few among ancient and modern teachers, often dishon

estly quoted, or corrupted and taken to a meaning quite 

foreign to their intention; but from the public confes

sions of the Churches themselves, and from this dec

laration of the orthodox doctrine, confirmed by the 

unanimous consent of all and each of the members of 

the whole Synod." 

R. Scott Clark 

Professor of Church History 

and Histori ca l Theology 

Westminster Seminary Cali fornia 
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