have modern day lessons. They pass on
timeless truth from which we can
learn.") Swindell proceeds to enlighten
his readers concerning the "timeless
truths" of the exodus; there are four:
1) "it takes tight places to break lifetime
habits," 2) "when hemmed in on all
sides, the only place to look is up." 3) "If
the Lord is to get the glory, then He must

Luther and Calvin
on Biblical
\ l _ ~!:I;.
___Jdo the fighting,"
4) '''Red Seas' open and
the Lord's command, not
I~

'-_'-_--'..L.....-_--'
In the early 1520's Elector Fredrick the
Wise commissioned Martin Luther to
prepare a homily for each Sunday
throughout the year. In one of his homilies for the Christmas season, Luther
suggested a somewhat peculiar interpretation of Luke 2:16: "And they found
both Mary and Joseph and the babe lying in the manger." Luther held that
Mary is to be understood as representing the Christian church, whereasJoseph
represents the bishops and pastors of the
church.1 Herein, Luther concluded that
it is not a mistake that Mary is mentioned
before Joseph since the church is more
important than th e hierarchy of the
church, a position which Rome would
detest in the early 1520's. Although
Luther's understanding of Mary and
Joseph may seem odd to us, it would not
have been surprising to his listeners in
the 1520's. He was using a method of interpreting Scripture which had a long
tradition in the church. It was commonly
referred to as the allegorical method. The
allegorical method attempted to search
be11eath the literal meaning ofa text in order
to find the true meaning of the text. In the
field of Biblical exegesis, its roots are
usually traced to the famous Jewish exegete, Philo Judeaus of Alexandria (20
BC-40 AD), who, for example, thought
it was utter nonsense to take the text in
Genesis 2:8 literally which states: "God
planted a garden in Eden." In Philo's
estimation the meaning of the phrase,
"God planted a garden in Eden," is to
be understood as God implanting terrestrial virtue (implanting goodness) in the
human race [Eden'" virtue (goodness)].2
In other words, allegorically speaking,
the author of Genesis wrote one thing
but intended something else by it; or to
put it another way, the text presents a
metaphor which requires a symbolic interpretation to understand its true and

close a t

until."4

William D. Dennison Such an understanding of "timeless
hidden meaning. Therefore, allegory
takes an event, person, or institution and
dissolves it of its historical character, in
order to find a hidden meaning behind
an event, person, or institution. Whether
you agree with the allegorical method
of interpreting Scripture or not, you cannot overlook Philo's profound influence
upon the fathers of the early church and
the Middle Ages, making its mark even
upon the reformer, Luther. But it goes
even further: it is alive today! This same
principle of allegory is found in many
teachers and preachers of the Word of
God today, including evangelicals and
Calvinists. This principle is found in
what I want to refer to as the spiritualizing. or moralizing of the text.

THE BIBLE AS MORAL
LESSONS
Specifically, I would like to refer to the
spiritual or moral principle of interpretation as "nee-practical mandate," which
sees its purpose as providing practical
inSights that are relevant for man living
in his contemporary surroundings.
There is one corrunon denominator for
those who approach the text for the express purpose of gleaning its practical
insights: one is to go beyond the literalhistorical meaning of the text in order to
find the relevant, or "real" meaning of
the text for the people of God living in
their particular situation today. Herein,
the allegorical principle is at work. In
other words, the real meaning of the text
is found in timeless principles of practical living which the exegete can glean
from the text. This approach is clearly
endo rsed by the popular works of
Charles Swindoll. After he notes the
story of Israel crossing the Red Sea, he
states for his readers the application of
the story: "Old Testament experiences
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truths" makes trivial the revelation of the
event itself since the believer's continuity with the text is not found in the revelation-life of the narrative itself, but in
the principle abstracted from the narrative for modern life. The text is merely a
point from which to leap or jump off into
the practical dictums of life.

THE REFORMERS
RESPOND
U we reflect upon the two principle figures of the Reformation - Luther and
Calvin - we will come to realize that although Luther eventually found this
method of allegory distasteful, it was
Calvin who strongly attacked the allegorical method of Biblical interpretation.
Calvin realized that the allegorical
method was so popular in his day that
he accused the church of being" addicted
to allegories."5In spite of its popularity,
this did not prevent Calvin from expressing candidly his opinion of those who
were fascinated by its method. In a very
perceptive manner, he noted that such
people have"and always will prefer
speculations which seem ingenious, to
solid doctrine."6They will never perceive
that the method is "undoubtedly a trick
of Satan to impair the authority of Scri ptureand remove any true advantage out
of reading i1."7 For Calvin, the sad fact
of the situation is that the method continues to receive the highest applause as
it goes "unpunished" in the church. 8
Thus, he soundly rejected the method of
allegory which he believed "Satan with
the deepest subtlety, has endeavored to
introduce into the Church, for the purpose of rendering the doctrine of Scripture ambiguous and destitute of all certainty and firmness."9
What did Calvin and Luther put in the
place of the allegorical interpretation of
Scripture? First, they agreed th at the
Bible testifies to its own authority since

its final author is the Holy Spirit; this
same Spirit testifies within the believerthe interpreter-that the Bible is the
Word of Cod.
Second, the interpreter must keep
away from" deadly corruptions" which
"lead us away from the literal sense" (a
literal sensu) of the text. 10 For Calvin as
well as Luther, this meant that the text
must be interpreted in terms of the literal grammatical meanings of the Hebrew and Greek words in the text. Furthermore, the literal understanding of
Scripture meant that the narratives of
Scripture must be understood to have
occurred in time and space; and thus, the
language of a given text must be interpreted in its historical context.
Furthermore, it must be noted that
Calvin and other reformers used the
word "literal" in contrast to the allegorical method. For them, the meaning of a
text must remain within the confines of
a literal-grammatical and historical production of the Biblical narrative by the
Holy Spirit. One is not to assume that
the language of the text has a hidden
meaning beyond the perimeters of the
narrative. Otherwise, one would return
to the allegorization of the text.
Third, Wilhehm Pauck refers to
Luther's method of interpretation as the
"literal spiritual."l1 We have seen what
"literal" means; now, what does "spiritual" mean? Luther thought that the in-

tion. According to Calvin, we are to seek
out this "simple and natural meaning."
Luther realized that it was not enough
to say that I have a literal/historical understanding of a text, nor was it enough
to acknowledge that the exegete must
discover the reason why the Holy Spirit
included a text in Scripture. Rather, the
"spiritual-literal" method of interpreting
the text had, as its focus, the salvation of
Christ as the text calls for a moral response on the part of the reader.
Luther believed that he must listen to
Christ in the text; for Luther, Christ was
the absolute authority over against the
"authoritative" traditions of men (especially the authority of Rome). From his
perspective, Christ is the main subject of
the entire Bible. From the beginning of
Scripture until its end, Christ is its inherent authority far above the traditions
of man; He is the unification of the canon
of Scripture. 12
Calvin also was clear concerning the
centrality of Christ in the message of the
entire Bible, although he did not use the
doctrine of Christ for the justification of
canon. Moreover, as Calvin pledged
himself to a simple and natural (literal)
meaning of the text, he did not want to
overlook that Scripture is written by the
Holy Spirit; and from beginning to end
it is entirely inspired by the Holy Spirit.
It is one essential document; it has one
essential message, Le. the story of redemption in Christ.
specifically,
"One is not to assume that the language More
the Old Testament
Of the text has a hidden meaning
unfolds the promise of Christ and the
beyond the perimeters of the narrative.
New Testament unOtherwise, one would return to the
folds the fulfillment
allegorization Of the text."
of that promise. For
Calvin, the message
terpreter must search for the literal of the Bible has a continuity: it has one
meaning which the Holy Spirit intends covenant. The new covenant varies from
the text to teach. By using the original the old covenant only in administration;
languages of Scripture, the exegete was i.e. it is a fuller revelation of the identity
obligated to make every attempt to un- of Christ. Thus, Emil Kraeling is correct
derstand what the Holy Spirit intended when he writes that for Calvin "the
to say. Herein, Calvin complemented whole history of Israel, including the
Luther. Calvin had pointed out that a Mosaic legislation, is viewed as a revelagiven text had one essential meaning tion of the redeeming God through the
which is to be extracted from its literal, Pre-existent Mediator, Christ."13
historical terminology. A given text does
These four principles of interpretation
not bear multiple meanings which are enabled Luther and Calvin to combat
to be extracted from the subjective feel- and basically overcome the medieval
ings and emotions of a given Bible study. concept of allegorizing the text. Again
Rather, the text has one meaning, one tltesefour principles are: 1) The Bible is the
intent, in the purpose of God's revela- blueprint of the Holy Spirit; 2) The Bible

The Outlook .

October 1996

is to be understood literally, meaning
that the words are to be understood
within the domain of its historical context; 3) that the Spirit intends us to receive one meaning from a given text; and
4} that Christ is the focus of the entire
Bible, The final point, was the definitive
point to keep Calvin and Luther from
falling back into allegory. Likewise, I
would suggest that if we are to withstand the temptation of allegory we must
follow Calvin and Luther's lead.

CHRIST-CENTERED
INTERPRETATION
Specifically, we must come under the
conviction of Christ's own principle of
interpreting Scripture. As Christ meets
men on the road to Emmaus, Luke comments: "And beginning with Moses and
all the prophets, He (Christ) explained
to them what was said in all the Scriplures concerning Himself" (Lk. 24:27). In
the same chapter, Luke records that
Christ used the same principle of interpretation before His diSCiples: "He
(Christ) said to them, 'This is what I told
you when I was still with you: Everything must be fu lfilled that is written
about Me in the Law of Moses, the
Prophets, and the Psa lms.' Then He
opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures" (Lk. 24:44,45).
Christ lU1derstood the central place He
occupied in the Scripture: we must do the
same. Christ must be seen in each text of
Scripture. If Christ is not made visible
in each text of Scripture, then the teacher
and the preacher has violated Christ's
own hermeneutical principle of interpreting God's Holy Word. After all,
Christ's centrality in the entire scope of
Scripture is essential to the very fabric
of the Biblical revelation.
In order to comprehend the presence
of Christ in the Old Testament, the reformers used the hermeneutical device
of "typology." For the Reformers, typology and allegory are not the same thing,
although some exegetes view typology
as another form of allegory. Often the
Old Testament priestly functions and
their association with Christ in the
Epistle to the Hebrews as well as Paul's
interpretation of Sarah and Hagar in
Galatians (4:21-31) are employed to
prove their point. This was not the view
of Calvin and Luther. In particular,
Calvin clearly denounced the viewpoint
that typology in Galatians is to be understood as allegory. In application of
Calvin's point of view, the distinction
between allegory and typology is stated
clearly by Sidney Sowers:

We should add that typology does
not assert, as allegory d oes, that the
text means something other (alios)
than what it says. Typology presumes no thing more than that an
event, person, or instihltion occurring at one point in Biblical history
will find a counterpoint a t a later
point in history. It does not dissolve
the historical character of the event,
person, or institution to find another
meaning behind it [such as a llegory]."
For the Reformers, therefore, typology
is interwoven into the process of revelation in history, always finding its counterpoint in history. Herein, Scripture illterprcts Scripture.
In typology, there are many ways in

which we can see the presence of Christ
in the Old Testament. For example, we
can analyze names, Ooshua is the Hebrew word for Jesus. Joshua means Savior in Hebrew.); character traits (David
is a warrior, so it is that Christ is the final warrior against the great enemy of
God, Satan), and experiences (God saves
His people, Noah and his fami ly, from
His judgment in the flood; thus God
saves His people from judgment throu gh
Christ). Although such things as names,
character traits, and experiences are important for us to consider in d iscovering Christ's presence in the Old Testament, nevertheless there is a dear reality of Christ's presence in the Old Testament. We must understand ami the eternfll Christ Himselfis atwork ill and through
the Old Testament saints. SpeCifically, we

must keep in mind that the saints of the
Old Testament are not modeled after the
person of Christ, rather it is Chris t working th rough them that causes a resemblance between the Old Testament figure and Christ. Note, for example, how
God the Father and Christ reveal their
relationship in Moses and Aaron: "Then
the LORD said to Moses, 'See, I have
truly made you like God to Pharaoh, and
yo ur bro ther Aaron will be you r
prophet''' (Ex 7: 1). In this case, God defines the types: Moses will take on the
presence of God the Father to Pharaoh,
and Aaron will take on the presence of
Quist-prophet before Pharaoh. As you
read about Moses and Aaron, you will
notice that this image is even ca rried
over before Israel.
But we must also carefully note that
all the types in the Old Testament are
anti-types-they fail to live up to Christ.
The type is still a silU1er, in need of redernption. Thus, the type is never the
Christ, our redeemer.

Moreover, a Christocentric interpretation of Scripture also enlightens how an
event in the Old Testament resembles an
event in the life of Christ. Many of the
historical events in the Old Testament are
repeated in the life of Christ. The story
of redemption ties together Israel's wildemess journey and Christ's temptation
(Deut. 6:8, Mt. 4: 1-11); Abel's blood cries
out from the ground (Gen. 4: 10, I In. 3:
11-20); the ram takes the place of Isaac
and is sacrificed on the altar (Gen. 22;
In. 1029; 19:28-30); at his birth, Moses is
hid while Pharaoh slaughters the little
children (Ex. 1:22-2:10; Mt. 2:11-18); the
distress of David before all his enemies
(Ps. 22:1-5; Mt. 27:46; Mk. 15:34). The
coming of John the Baptist and Jesus
Christ is paralleled in Elijah and Elisha.
In Mal. 4:5, the Lord states: "I will send
the prophet Elijah before that great and
d readful day of the Lord." Jesus says that
Elijah came in the person and the work
of John the Baptist (M t. 11:14; 17:11,12).
John the Baptist is like Elijah - a voice
crying in the wilderness, a voice of warning Israel to repent before the Lord. As
John the Baptist and Elijah are prophets
of warning and judgment, likewise Jesus
Christ and Elisha are the prophets of
peace and miracles. [Through the ministry of Elisha, the Shunamite's son is
raised from the dead; Christ feeds a hundred people wi th just twenty loaves of
barley bread, while some is left over (U
Kings 4; Lk. 8:49-56; Mt. 14:13-21; 15:2939)].
Finally, if the presence of Christ is a
crucial element in understa nd ing the
Old Testament and its continuity with
the New Testament, then the central
work of Christ's redemption must also
be present: His dea th and resurrection.
Christ's death and resurrection are important in understa nding the redemptive acts in the Old Testament. For example: the promise in Gen. 3:15 is the
resurrection of Adam and Eve. Seth is
the resurrection of Abel's righteousness,
Noah experiences new life (resurrection)
as death encompasses him and his family (cf. l Pet. 3:18ff.), Abraham's fai th is a
resurrection faith as he receives his son
(under the pronouncement of death)
back from the d ead (cf. H eb. 11:19),)0seph serves as the resurrection of his
brothers and his father who are under
the pronouncement of death-famine
(Gen.45:5,6), and the great event of the
Old Testament- the exodus (the Easter
event of the Ol d Tes ta ment)- lsrae l
moves from bondage to new life (promised land). Christ is present in each of
these events, bringing those under the
pronouncement of death to We.
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It was the cen trality of Christ that kept
the refonners from jailing back into allegory.

Everything came together: from Genesis
to Revelation the Scri ptures are the holy,
infallible, inerrant Word of God, written
by the Holy Spirit in the grammaticalhistorical context of the people of God,
with the intent of bringing the people of
God into the narrative of the text by beholding their redemption in Christ.
Thus, our discussion presu pposes that
we ca nnot separate the authority of
Scripture from interpreting the Scripture.
In other words, it is not enough for US to
say that the Bible is holy, infallible, inerrant, God-breathed, inspired, written by
the Holy Spirit and Christ's letter to us.
Just as crucial as maintaining our doctrine of Scripture is the fo llowing simple
statement: "God is the interpreter of
Scripture." Note the su bject: it is not
man; it is God!! The reformers gave us
the four prinCiples of how we are to focus upon God as interpreter of Scripture;
those principles are reduced to a simple
battle cry: "Scripture interprets Scripture." In other words, the interpreter/
reader must be engulfed/ immersed in
the flow of revelation/ the Scriphlre itself. Once you try to understand Scripture by standing outside of Scriptureyou are dead!! Your interpretation/understanding will be bound to humanness. The issue today is to deny self; deny
self so that you open yourself to the
thoughts of God in His Word-as He
w rote His Word from Genesis to Revelation.

CONCLUSION:
People of God, we must be conunitted to this principle of interpretation set
forth by the reformers today, or else we
will reap the demise of the Word of God
in our midst. For this is wha t we see:

Critics of Biblical authority:
I) From the liberals
They have returned to allegory,
spiritualizing, and moralism because the Bible as it is written does
not meet the needs of the intellectual in our post-enlightenment, scientific age. Science, and the critical
investigation of the Biblical narralive has shown, so they think, that
the narratives have questionable
reliability.

2) From the conservatives
Conservatives are found using allegory, spiritualization, and moralization (e.g. Swindall, devotionals)
because they a re obsessed with

meeting the practical eve ryday
needs of the person in the pewbuilt on modern relevance reinforcing traditional and conservative
values. But this leads to a pietistic
movement of eliteness and arrogance of a subjective, autonomous
understanding of the Word of God
for m e. But the real danger is that
this lea ds to liberalism, because
people are trying to find the meaning of the text outside our four principles of interpretation set forth by
the reformers.
The issue is Simple: Scripture must be
interpreted within the understanding of
the Sovereign God unfolding His revelation and redemption in history. Here is
the meaning of the text, the power of
God, the power of the Word, the power
of preaching, because you are entering
into the fabri c of the revelation of the
Word; by the Spirit you are entering into
a personal letter written to the church by
the Christ.

Due to space constraints in this issue, we Berkouwer he " needed an idea lized
will place a wrap- up editorial on Dr. Bible."17! No more:
Berkouwer's views lind thei r echo in the
I can no longer be conservative and
Christian Refomred Church JIJ the Novemtalk about wha t the Bible must be,
ber issue of The Ou tlook.
or ought to bereasoning logically
I have elsewhere referred to Berkoufrom some idealized human notion

wer as "the hole in the dike" through
of perfection. I want to be evangeliwhich a flood would come.l69 Of the
cal and accept the Word that God has
many small streams that are making up
given me, with all its magnificent
that flood I have selected Jack Rogers of
s urpri ses in both content and
Fuller Seminary for particular reference.
form.1'7l
A variety of circumstances has made him
FOOTNOTES
so methin g of a spo kes man for The reason there are such"surprises" for
Berkouwer's thought in this country. The Rogers is fOWld in the subjectivism of his
5emronsofMartin Luther, ed. a n d trans. John
Nicho las Lenker. I. (Grand Rapids: Baker,
inclusion here of a diSCiple is justified in philosophical presuppositions. Con1983),169.
that disciples are sometimes quicker to vinced of Hume's skepticism, he finds a
2 See Philo: Questions and Answers on Genesis,
draw conclusion s and thus are fre- way to "keep the faith" in Kant's phitrans. Ralph Marcus, I. (Cambridge:
quently bolder in stating their goals than losophy which" turns our attention from
Harvard University Press, 1961), 46.
the objective world outside to w hat we
are their masters.
3 Charles Sw indoll; God's Man For A Crisis;
subjectively
bring to it."!73 The "way out"
Rogers is certainly a zealous supporter
(Waco, Texas: Word Publishing.. 1985), 67.
of Berkouwer, and he is not without im- becomes the "way up" to "suprahis4 Ibid., 6768.
pressive credentials. His doctoral disser- tory" where one is not bound to the logic
5 Commentarieson the First Book of Moses Called
tation
on the doctrine of Scripture in the of space and time, cause and effect. Or,
Genesis, trans. John King.. I. (Grand Ra pid s:
Westminster Confession was under to use Berkouwer's expression, he is seeWm. B. Eerdmans, 19(8),114.
supeIVision, and he is the ing things "in faith."
Berkouwer's
6 The Epistles ofPaulliJe Apostle to the Galatians,
The imprint of Berkouwer on Rogers
translator of Berkouwer's Holy Scripture.
Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians, cds.
David W. Torrance and Thomas T. Torrance,
Furthermore, he sees himself as leaving was clearly seen in 1966, when his pubtrans. T.H.L. Pa rker; (Gra n d Rapids: Wm.
behind his "conseIVative" background lished dissertation, Scripture in tile
B. Eerdmans, 1965), 84.
and its "ri gidity" while findin g deliver- Westminster Confession, appeared. There
7 Ibid.
ance "in Berkouwer. " It is possible to was tremendous research involved, givS Ibid .
avoid the extremes
9 Genesis, 114.
of both conserva"Rogers has thus found a comfortable,
10 See Calvin, Galatians, 85.
tism and liberalism
11 HGeneral In troduction," Lu tlrer: Lec /ures on
and yet develop
platonic,
Kantian home in Berkouwer's
Romans, ed . and trans. Willhelm Pauck.
into an outstanding
(philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), xxxiii.
'evangelical middle way.'"
evangelical theolo12 See Emil G. Kraeling.. The Old Teslamelzt since
gian. My example
the. Reformation (London: Luttcrworth, 1955),
is G. C. Berkouwer of The Nether- ing us important information on the
9.
background of the Confession . In my
lands."I70
13 Ibid.
Rogers claims to have been U a straight, judgment, however, it is most Significant
14 Tire Hermeneu tics of Philo mId Hebrews: A
uptight, conservative Christian." While as a reinterpretation of the Confession,
Cmparison of tire Interpretation of the Old Teshis selfdeception often sounds like pi- making it read like Berkouwer on Scripla ment in Philo Judaeus and the Epistle to the
Hebrews (Zu ri ch: EVZVerlag.. 1965), 90.
etistic moralism rather than healthy or- ture. The difference is that the attack, I
fear a slanderous attack, was fully in the
Dr. DennisolJ is A ssociate Professor of In- thodox ChristianitYt his critique does not open. According to Rogers, " Princeton
distinguish
between
the
two.
He
wants
terdisciplinary Studies at CoveIJant College,
to be " less conservative and more evan- Theology'S ... emphasis on the inerrant
Lookout Mountain, GA.
gelicaL" Before being enlightened by original autographs of the Bible signaled
a ch an ge from the a pproach of th e
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Westminster Divines."174 How was it different? "Princeton Theology undervalued the witness of the Holy Spirit" and
relied on rationalism. There was "a lack
of emphasis on the living dynamic Word
of God in preaching." and there"was an
underemphasis on the scopus or purpose
of Scripture." There was "an under-valuation of the human element in Scripture."115 Furthermore, the New Princeton
theologians in the then "proposed"
"Confession of1967" for the United Presbyterian Church, "acted rightly in restoring the emphasis on the witness of the
Holy Spirit and on Jesus Christ the Savior as being the central content of Scripture," an emphasis Rogers thought lost
in "American Presbyterian orthodoxy."176
Not surprisingly, Jack Rogers appears
in the current battle for the Bible. Significantly, he is the editor of Biblical Authority, a collection of articles specifically
attacking Lindsell's book, by men opposed to inerrancy. Rogers' own article
purports to be an historical survey of
biblical authority. In reality it is a vehement polemic against inerrancy which
is open to challenge on almost every
page. Apart from an amazing zeal to promote a Platonic-Augustinian philosophical foundation for his doctrine of Scripture,17'l the article is characterized by repeated quotations or paraphrases of
Berkouwer's work on Scripture. The primary conclusion, aimed at Lindsell's The
Battle for the Bible, is that "it is historica lly irresponsible to claim that for two
thousand years Christians have believed
that the authOrity of the Bible entails a
modem concept of inerrancy in scientific
and historical details."171 However one
might view Lindsell's book, it is apparent that Rogers has entered the battle in
opposition to inerrancy.
To return again to Rogers' "confessions," we find him asserting that Berkouwer did indeed change his position on
Scripture and that in doing so he was
following the" good" Dutch Reformed
tradition as opposed to the "bad" American Reformed tradition. Of Berkouwer's
Holy Scripture he writes: " I believe that
this work on Scripture really does break
the liberal-conservative dilemmas we
have wrestled with for a century. It offers a genuinely evangelical middle
way." Then, referring to Berkouwer's
early work on Scripture, he says:

It encourages me to see how his

thinking has changed and developed in this mature work...The extremes-formalism and subjectivism, rationalism and existentialism-have been rejected. We do not
have to choose one or the other of
those extremes as so much of our
American theology has suggested. 119

Word but not divine words! In contemporary terms, the Word is manifested in
human (i.e., errant) words.
The real villain emerges in post-Reformation "Protestant scholasticism"l88
with its Aristotelian-Thomistic approach
where "Scripture came to be treated as a
compend ium of propos itions from
which logical deductions could be
drawn."I89 Remarkably, the Westminster
Divines were exempted from such scholasticism, but Great Britain generally
went the way of the Continent via Owen,
Bacon, Newton, Locke, Thomas Reid,

"Warfield left on his followers the imprint of the apologist and polemicist.
Bavinck influenced the generations after him to be theological scientists and
churchmen. Berkouwer reflects this influence."I80 "In the
nineteenth century,
"It is perhaps misleading to speak Of'a
while Hodge and
Warfield
were
hole in the dike.' The dike has already
building defenses
been
breached, and the flood has come."
against Biblical
criticism, Kuyper
and Bavinck were meeting the issue and John Witherspoon, who imported
openly and constructiv ely."181 "G.c. errant inerrancy to America. 190
In America, Reformed Scholasticism
Berkouwer has taught that the choice
between conserva tism and liberalism is was continued pre e minently in
a false dil emma."182 Rogers has thus Princeton TheolOgical Seminary with the
found a comfortable, platonic, Kantian teaching of Turretin's theology and unhome in Berkouwer's "evangelical der the leadership of A. Alexander, the
Hodges, B. B. Warfield and J. G.
middle way."
191
On the theory that reading Berkouwer Machen. Rogers and McKim assert
into the Westminster Confession salvaged that though the leaders of that tradition
it from the "conservatives," Rogers col- thought themselves to be followers of
laborated with one of his former stu- Calvin and the Westminster Standards,
dents to work the same "magic" on "in actuality they believed and taught a
much of church history. Desiring to dem- theological method regarding the auonstrate to the reader that inerrancy is thority and interpretation of the Bible
not the historic position of the church, that was rooted in a post-Reformation
Rogers and McKim did not narrow their scholasticism, an approach almost the
focus. Norman Geisler has described The exact opposite of Calvin's own."I92
The direction that such historical reviAuthority and Interpretation ofthe Bible"as
the most comp lete attempt by non- sionism takes for Rogers and McKim, as
inerrantists to reinterpret church history well as Berkouwer's influence, becomes
in their favor."'83 Again, Berkouwer pro· evident when the more modem counterparts of Rogers' approved theologians
vided the model.
Though spoiled by the Aristotelian are named. Charles Briggs, suspended
Scholasticism of Aquinas, Rogers and from the Presbyterian ministry, is said to
McKim see a basic consensus in the early be "historically correct."I93 The Auburn
church in Neoplatonic Augustinianism Affirmation is implicitly approved in
with no thought of inerrancy. l84 After a opposition to Machen and the conserval94
bad Scholasticism in the Middle Ages, tives. T. M. Lindsay and James Orr in
Scotland
are praised as "evangelical renominalism and mysticism "helped
pave the way for a return to Neoplatonic actions to Reformed Scholasticism," and
Augustinianism." ISS The Reformers fo- so also are Kuyper and Bavinck (not
cused attention, not on inerrancy, but on Hepp) in The Netherlands and P. T.
l95
the Bible's saving function. 1M Reflecting Forsyth in England.
More
recently
Barth,
Berkouwer, and
the neo-orthodox view, Rogers and
McKim write: "For Calvin, the Bible was the Confession of 1967 carry the banner
God's Word. But he knew that God did for Rogers and McKim. Karl Barth
not address human beings directly with "founded the authority of the Bible on
divine wo rd s."11!7 The Bible is God's its divine function" and in so doing" proThe Outlook •
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vided a way back to the Reformation foBerkouwer's difference from
Barth is that he reacted to Scholasticism
while Barth had reacted to Liberalism. l97
They both arrived at a Reformation focus on the Bible's saving function in a
way that excluded inerrancy. In the
United Presbyterian Church "Barth provided a core of consensus," and the Confession of1967 restored " the Reformation
focus on Christ as the content of Scripture."l98 With pride Rogers and McKim
declare of the Confession of1967: "The final document was a worthy modem versio n of the Reformation vision of the
Bible."lW
CUS."l %

INTO A STORMFREE
HARBOR
We return in closing to the teacher. A
look at the disci ple has produced nothing to alter oW" evaluation of the professor. Armed with Berkouwer 's view of
Scripture, one who professes to be a conselVative evangelical, in time embraces
Briggs and Barth as the true descendants
of the Reforma tion. Not surprisingly,
neoorthodox and liberal Roman Catholics have increasingly embraced Berkouwer, while rela tions are strained within
his own tradition.
The word" change" repeatedly appears as we survey Berkouwer's "half
century" of theological reflection. Rogers
is" encouraged" by this change and finds
support for his hostility to American
Presbyterianism in what he calls
Berkouwer's"evangelical middle way."
Berkouwer's evolution is from a conservative, orthodox, Reformed theologian
to a contemporary theologian for whom
conselVa tive and li beral is a false dilemma.
The way out of that dilemma is not a
"way" at all in the traditional sense. One
of my professors described the postKantian developments in modem theology as " piety w ithin the framework of
the enli ghtenment." Being convinced
that rational investigation left fai th defenseless, they sought a way to retain
their "faith" anyway. Truth was equated
with "encounter," and the realm of the
soca ll ed " suprahi s tory" became a
"stormfree harbor" to avoid the "critical historical flood tide." Berkouwe r's
"middle way" of doing theology "in foith"
is meaningful on ly in this anti-mea ning
philosophical framework.

As alluded to earlier, the shadow of
Immanuel Kant hangs heavy over Berkouwer. " The principle of causality is
valid only within the limits of our experience."200 Causality is thus valid only in
wha t Kant call s the "p henome nal "
realm, not the "noumenal" realm of
"suprahistory. " It is this new view of
ca usality that has res ulted in
Berkouwer 's growing criticism of the
treatment of election in the Canons ofDart
as well as his criticism of the traditional
Reformed doctrine of Scripture. Revelation is in the "noumenal" realm where
logic is not applicable, and therefore all
theology must be done "in faith." "The
function of human reason is not to investigate revelation but to draw logical
conclusions."201 All revelation is thus lifted
au t of the rationnl, logical, causal investigation and placed in the "noumenal" realm.
Van Til has leveled strong criticism
against Berkouwer. The fundam ental
charge is that Berkouwer is influenced
by the "philosophy of the utter relativism of history" wi th the "modern view"
of a "wouldbe autonomous man."
This man lives and moves and has
his being in Kant's noumenal realm.
The existentialist philosophers and
their theolOgical followers today often speak of this realm as being that
of Geschichte. The realm of Kant's
phenomenal wo rld is now often
called Historie. In order to escape the
charge of contradiction, of determinism, man now says that the distinc·
tions between determinism and indeterminism do not concern him. He
now lives in a free world, the world
of persontoperson confrontation.
He now has no theory of reality, no
concept of God o r of man, no metaphysics. He is now in the realm of
ethical relations.202
Such strong criticism may seem severe
as one sUlVeys the bulk of Berkouwer's
writing and sees many seemingly sound
expositions of biblical d octrines. It is justified, however, in that something is at
sta ke w hich is m ore s ig nifica nt than
what Berkouwer says on any given topiC.
It concerns the" continental divide" of
modern theology. It is perhaps misleading to speak of "a hole in the dike." The
dike has already been breached, and the
flood has come. Even statements that
sound orthodox must be viewed in light
of what Berkouwer means by " in faith,"
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and all theology must be evaluated anew
as pointing to " truth" rather than being
"true."
Berkouwer, then, has a nchored his
sh i p in the "stormfree harbor of
suprahistory" to be safe from the "critica l hi s tori cal flood tid e." But if
Berkouwer's "middle way" is utterly illusive by the very nature of its subjectivism, the stormfree nature of his harbor is no less so. For inlhat ha rbor the only
standard by which we may test anything is
ou r own experience with "every man doing
whatever is right in his own eyes." In that
harbor there is no safety from being
" tossed here and there by waves, and
carried about by every wind of doctrine,
by the trickery of men, by craftin ess in
deceitful scheming."2OJ
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Connnon
Connie Sikma
The issue of education has caused a lot
of dissension lately, espeCially in the
secular world; bu t it has even entered
our church families with regard to Our
covenant children. There are those who
are staunch supporters of our Christian
da y schoolers, who d isapprove of
homeschooling. On the other hand,
there are homeschool parents who accuse other Christian parents who send
their children to a day school of their
choice, of relinquishing their Godgiven
duty to train their child ren. Neither of
these views is accurate; yet both exist
within our Reformed corrununity.
There are many variables involved in
the decisions of how and where to educate our children. But whatever our
choice, our first duty is to raise our children in the fear and the admonition of
the Lord. Within this context we need
to teach our children obedience, selfdenial and the willingness to serve. Second, we as parents have the obligation
to teach our children life skills, ultimately how to provide for themselves.
Within this second goal, we seek to make
the most of the talents and opportunities that are within the grasp of our children. However, in thi s skewed generation, that subgoal has become the ultimate goal and in both circles, home and
day school famili es faU into the trap of
teaching the child to become selfcentered and selfseeking. obliterating the
former focus and vow we made at the
baptism of these covenant children.

202 Van TIl, The Sovereignty o/Grace, p. 86.
203 Ephesians 4:14.

Dr. Bogue, pastor of the Faith Presbyterian
Church (PCA) in Akron, OH, lecturer and
author of numerous books, articles and papers, graduated Cum Laude from Pittsburgh Theological Sem inary. Subsequently
he earned his Th.D. from the Free University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands. His
major professor was Dr. C.C Berkouwer
whose thought is the subject ofthis discourse.
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I think my point is a humbling one for
all of us. Neither homeschool or
dayschool families should have room to
criticize the other. Rather, we should
seek to serve each other and to pray for
each other's children. If one or the other
happens to take an extreme view, we
must be patient and forgivin g rather
then taking offense. Both approaches to
schooling have enormous challenges.
Parents of dayschoolers need to be constantly vigilant to offset that selfabsorbing current that inevitably seeks to overtake this generation. Homeschoolers
can also be swept up in that current in
our small world where the pressure to
do all and be all can be overwhelming.
Both types of families need to constantly
reevaluate their own spiritual standards
and example within the family because,
ultimately, the family's direction is generally the direction the children take. We
can encourage and support one another
practically by attending functio ns of
both homeschoolers and dayschoolers;
we can support the Christian education
fund if able, encourage another in the
Lord, and outdo one another, not in accomplishments, but in service.
Connie S ikma and her husband Douglas
are members ofthe Seventh Reformed Church
in Grand Rapids, MI. Mr s. Sikma
homeschools her fou r children, ages 12,9, 7
and 5.

ized tests available which are geared to
homeschool children, but Joan and her
husband want the same kind of standardized test that is administered to
other school child ren in this country.
They have found that the results of the
testing confirm what they observe at
home - one child tests far above the av-

~ir

~ ~2f:

INTRODUCTION
In this part of our discussion, 1 want
to share the results of two interviews
done with two fine homeschool moms.
The names of the the two moms I chose
to interview are Cathy Arrick and Joan
Buiter. I chose them because J know each
one personally and admire them as
Christians and as models of the courage,
convictions, commitment and consistency which homeschooling requires.

INTERVIEWS
Our first subject for discussion concerned the primary responsibility for a
child's education. Both moms were emphatic in their insistence that God gives
children to parents, not to the state, not
to the church. Cathy felt that government
could insist that a child begin school at
a certain age. She pOinted out that some
states say, "Show m e that your child has
been in school x amount of hours, show
me what they have studied and demonstrate the progress they have made. "
Cathy could live with that kind of information exchange, but would not tolerate any government prescribed curriculum or programs. Joan pointed out that
any parents today that have a real concern for their children, are going to think
twice about public education. Even
though there may be Christian teachers
in public schools, by law they are not
allowed to articulate their perspectiVes.
Christians begin the educational process
with God and continue to build on that
premise. This the public schools cannot
do. Joan also stated that the primary
opposition to homeschooling has not
come from teachers in the public schools
but from their powerful union which has
attempted to "put their fingers into
many pies."
Joan also acknowledged that the government has a right to want a literate and
productive citizen to come out of the

~_:educational process . They want citizens
that are able "to make their own way and
be discerning." But that's where government involvement has to stop. Final responsibility for the option chosen to educate lies w ith the parents.
On the subject of legal threats today,
both moms indicated that there ap peared to be none at the moment. Cathy
was happy for the new representation
in Congress but expressed fear that that
could change. She sees a Democrat majority as wanting to take control of education away from parents. But she also
feels that the initial battles are over and
the outlook for homeschooling looks
good. She indicated that even a member
af the present United States Supreme
Court is homeschooled, so she finds a
certain favorability to homeschooling
built into that final court of appeal. Joan
indicated that their fami ly is a member
of the Home School Legal Defense Association and that furnishes some security for them. She was very pleased with
the fact that at the onset of the H R 6 crisis,earlyinl994, theofficeofVemEhlers
(R-MI) called their home to alert them
to the threat conta ined in its provisions.
In a.nswer to the question of the
government's right to expect certain subject matter to be taught and level of
achievement to be demonstrated, Cathy
asserted that this is not the responsibility of government. Joan felt that some
level of achievement ought to be demonstrated.
Both moms see to it that their children
are tested at regular intervals but they
also indica ted that this is not true of
many homeschool families. Joan and her
husband have the Stanford Achievement
Test administered to their children every other year. The provider of the testing service requires that the test be administered by a certified teacher and the
testing service also sets up the other
rules. Joan said that there are standard-
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erage,
is average,
and these
same
characanother
teri stics
are demons
trated
at
home. Joan also pointed out that many
homeschoolers do not administer standardized testing. But she and her husband want to know what and where the
strengths and weaknesses of their children and their programs are.
Cathy tests her children yearly by administering the California Achievement
Test. She is also exploring other standardized tests at the present time.
The charge is often made that
homeschooled children are socially deprived. Both moms indicated that this
criticism is rarely heard anymore because studies have shown that this
charge is not true. Cathy pointed out that
too many times social contacts in the
school are negative influences creating
an undesirable peer pressure. Joan described herself and her husband as very
socialpeopleandthatimpactstheirchildren.
The criticism is also often made that
homeschooled children do not have the
opportunities to develop their leadership qualities. Both moms stated that to
a certain extent, leadership qualities are
or are not part of each child's natural
endowments by God. But Cathy indicated that they make each child responsible for family devotions on a regular
basis. Children recite poetry and do
other lead ership things in front of each
other, in front of grandparents and in
church and other networking situations.
Joan, on the same subject, indicated
that there is a season of protection and
nurturing needed before children are
ready to assert leadership, and their
home is providing that. As the children
grow old er, they are demonstrating leadership in other contexts such as church,
and other networking situations. Joan
also feels that her primary objective is
that her children be good discerners and
discerning thinkers. She also made the
point that parents who model leadership
at home and outside the home will impact their children greatly.
When asked whether they fee l that

homeschooling is the solution for all
families, both moms answered "No"
emphatically. Cathy said it has to be a
calling from God. It is very time consumin g. Joan offered four criteria for parents
w ho are considering the homeschooling
option fo r their families.

·
·

·

·

Homeschooling sh ould only be
chosen after much prayer.
Ask the question, do both parents
want to do this? lhis is very impor
tan1. Homeschooling is a tremendous time sacrifice for a mom, and
the result is that sometimes other
things in the house do not get done.
The husband must be very under
s tandin g of this. The hus band
should also be willing to shoulder
some of the educational responsibility. Joan noted that the ones who
are putting their children back into
regular school are often the ones
where the husband is not support
ive or involved. Also, Joan and her
husband talk every evening about
where each child is in h is/ her program, what difficulties and suc
cesses there are, w hat materials to
use and/ or buy and d iscipline.
Homeschool homes must be structured homes. Routines for meals
and duties s hould be well established so children are in the habit
of knowing what to expect. That
produces a wellordered, secure
environment for learning to take
place.

Obedience must be an ingrained
response from children who are to
be homeschooled. If a child does
not obey simple household rules,
the child certainly is not going to
respond obediently to the rigors of
home administered education.
On the matter of style in education
s tructured, unstructured or both, the
moms both indicated a structured style,
and basically one patterned after the organization of the textbooks.
Cathy explained that they are actually
part of a satellite school and thus they
have deadlines for getting yearly work
completed and monetary fines if the
work is not completed on time. Joan ex
plained that, whereas the textbook is
their curriculum, she is now launching
out and doing independent units as offshoots of the curriculum. She cited lndians as one unit in which they networked

with another homeschool family, play
ing some Indian games, doing projects
and writing reports.
Both families do some networking.
Cathy's children are enrolled in a new
homeschool network program being offered through Grace Homeschool at Seventh Reformed Church facilities on
Leonard Street in Grand Rapids, ML
Here the Rev. Charles Krahe offers a
course in Latin and one in Church History. I visited his Latin class composed
of five seventh graders. Not only is Rev.
Krahe an excellent linguist, but he integrates a good deal of history (both the
secular mythology and the Christian in
fluence on the world of that day) into his
language study work. The s tudents
seemed very motivated the day I was
there. Mrs. Krahe, a former supervisor
for English and American Literature
Studies in a public school district in New
Jersey, and framer of a program called
"Teachers of English to Speakers of
Other Languages," teaches Spanish in
the Grace Homeschool. Cathy also told
me of networking classes in science, language arts and band being offered at
Lowell Baptist Church. She also mentioned sporting events in which her children participate. From December March, families get together for skiing;
other activities include softball, a Michigan state tournament for different age
groups in basketball and a girls' volleyball league to begin next school year.
}oan's children have been networking on
science for three years and she is think
ing about enrolling her children in the
courses offered by Grace Homeschool.
Both mothers indicated educational
experiences they provide for their children outside the home  day excursions
to the nature center, the museum, and
others.
When asked about things they had
learned about the educational process,
both moms referred to the frustration of
teaching a concept, testing on it, having
the children do well on the test, and then
forgetting it and failing to transfer it to
applied areas. They also experience frustration at the varying abilities of chil
dren, some learning at a faster rate than
others. As a teacher I assured them that
these problems were universally true in
regular classrooms around the world, a
fact they al ready knew but seemed
pleased to hear.
For curriculum, the moms use a variety of choices: Christian Liberty, A Beka,
Saxon math and others. These materials
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are very good at developing higher
thinking skills and providing for writ
ing activities across curriculu m, even
though the moms do add a number of
their own questions and writing projects.
Both moms indicated that the biggest
advantage of homeschool training is the
opportunity to integrate Christi an
knowledge, experience and values into
the education of their children. Both
warmly testified to the closeness of family ties which the experience engenders.
Joan mentioned that because father
works until six each evening, some of the
education in which he is involved, par
ti cularly the s piritual training in the
Bible, is saved for early evening hours.
For this reason, the children go to bed a
little later, but sleep later in the mom
ing. Dad takes the day off on all the
children's birthdays and they spend the
day doing something special together as
a family. Thursday noons they meet Dad
at a Burger King as a fa mily and Friday
is library day.

ANALYSIS/
CONCLUSIONS
My visits with Cathy and Joan confirmed my " hunches" that both were
committed competent moms whose chil
dren are only thriving under their tutelage. It was not surprising to me how
parallel their answers were to the questions I asked. Both believe strongly, as I
do, that children are given to parents and
not the government. Both take very se
riously the task of integrating faith, education and life. Both are structured and
follow a curriculum, but are also creative
in supplemental ways. Both areconunitted to accountability and pursue a program of testing. Both are sensitive to differences in children in learning styles,
rates and abilities. Neither mom recom
mends homeschooling to every family
and each tries hard to provide a home
envi ronment which is conducive to
learning. Both have caring and cooperalive husbands, committed to the academic, social and spiri tual wellbeing of
their families. My conclusion is that there
will likely be no negative results from
the homeschooling received by their
children; rather the children will become
strong trees "planted in the house of the
LNd" (Psalm 9201214).
There remain areas of concern which
need to be handled. As both moms indi
cated, there are homeschoolers who are
not covering the academics and are not

building accountability into their programs. Som e may even be examples of
truancy violations. In this day of "kids
having kids" and demonstrated parental irresponsibility on a rather large scale,
a way needs to be found to guarantee
the highest degree of literacy possible to
tomorrow's leaders and voters. Romans
13 does grant to government the ri ght
to curb evil, and inasmuch as ignorance
breed s ev illaziness, contempt and
even violencethe government may
take measures to ensure that every child
of school age is in fact, getting an education of whatever option the parent will
choose.
I also feel that n etworking for
homeschoolers could be expanded in
specialty areas such as music (skills, appreciation, theo!)" literacy), science, foreign languages, art, and for Chris tians subjects like Church History and Bible
studies.
Deve loping leaders hip pote ntial
also be a concern of mine if I were
a Ihonneschooler p,rrerlt. Although I agree
fuat. to a certain extent, leadership ability is a natural, Godgiven ability, I often see latent talents brought out in specially designed activities; I also see that
I Slleeess in communication motivates stuto cultivate new and sometimes

I

I~

~:av;e

~nu es isof undoubtedly
leadership.
a
otme nlfL<r•. expecially in view of
decline in publiC schools as
institutions and seedbeds for
Even Christian
be constantly vigilant to
teaching is distinctively
Ch,ristia<n, and the environment teaches
reenforces the truth of Scripture.
Regardless of the educational choice
parents make for their children, the obligation to "train up a child in the way
he should go" is still in tact. And the
promise remains: "When he is old, he
will not depart from it."

John Marku s
I have chosen to share a few of my
thoughts after speaking to the editors
who encouraged m e to write this article.
In God's providence I have had the privilege of serving o n Ch ristian scho ol
boards, as an elder for two terms and at
present I am the president of the Christian Farmers Federation of Ontario. I
have been a member of the Christian
Reformed Church all my life.
As a servant of the Lord, I would like
to share some observations I have made
while in the public arena, on where we
are going as a Christian Reformed denomination. I will focus on two key a reas, the au thority ofScripture and living a
Christian lifestyle.

OPINIONvs,
AUTHORITY OF THE
WORD OF GOD
Many in the C h ristian Reformed
church have, perhaps unintentionally,
shifted from the authoritative Word of
God to their personal opinion of the Word
of God. Why do I say this? When I discuss kingdom vision and direction with
those who believe in the authoritative
Word of God, there is a common ground .
Even though we may not agree initially,
we even tu ally develo p a co nsensus
through the mutual study of Scripture
since the authority of Scripture is foundational. Agreement may be reached
even if we do not full y comprehend the
Word of God.
As a personal observation, I have noticed that a living relationship with God
is generally very closely connected to an
acknowledgement of the Word of God
as authoritative. The most discouraging
and difficult discussions are with those
that have a personal opinion of the Word
of God. O ne never comes to a consensus
on a given issue because there is no common ground on the authority of Scrip
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lure. O ne can spend many hours discussing and debating, but one cannot persuade others to change their position
because they do no t believe in the authoritative Word of God as it is written.
In other words, God's Word is black and
white even if we do not understand it;
but some make it gray so they can have
their way. We must not pursue our ways,
but rather God's ways.

ABSENCE OF
CHRISTIAN LIFESTYLE
Another major problem in the Christian Reformed church is that many of its
members have a very strong intellectual
understanding of doctrine and Biblical
in terpretation, but fa il to incorporate
their intellect into their walk with God
and interactions w ith society. Why do I
say this?
A few examples of this problem in our
Christian community may bring to light
w hat is happening. O ne example is a
Christian school play which I attended.
The theme of the play was tha t all religions lead to salvation.
Another example concerns what I saw
at a banquet where I picked up my son.
The banquet looked more like Hollyw ood than a Christian school banquet. t
ask: What has happened to the H eidl
~
berg Catechism, question and answer 109?
We have the knowledge but we lack
personal integrity to practice what kingdom living is all about. This is not first
of all a problem of the board or the teachers, but it is rather a direct reflection of
the parents and how they think and live.
What is the message an evangel ical,
bornagain Christian receives when he
or she, thinking that Christian doctrine
a nd lifestyle a re one, walks into the
above settings? My guess is that in these
scenarios, we have canceled out all the
promotional efforts, money and manpower we have put into Christian edu

cation because these people see no evidence of a committed lifestyle.
Another example is that of sabbath
observance. Sabbath observance and salvation go hand in hand. We can all read
the Ten Commandments and most of us
hear them regularly. Why do so many
people allow homework and dining out
on Sunday? It is becoming accepted
practice among many to work in local
fast food restaurants since our children
need tuition money. Is not obedience
more important?
I have discovered that the greatest
evangelism occurs through foundational
lifestyle preaching from our pulpits,
guided by the Holy Spirit, whereby
members are compelled by the preaching of the Word to perform their everyday activities in such a way that others
around them realize that they are subjects of the one true King and are accountable to Him. All of the church's
evangelism budgets and programs will
accomplish precious little if the above
does not occur. In other words, if the
world does not see the difference Christ
makes in us, the church's au treach program is hindered a great deal. As Christians we must be torchbearers for the

room, wondering why he had asked me. said that we as an organization must be
His response was that he was relatively careful not to get drawn into some of the
new to the faith and he sensed from my methods of lobbying government that
statements that I was one of those who were presently being used by other farm
were "from the faith." As it turned out, leaders. I must admit that I agreed with
he was going through a divorce while at her but had not been able to put my finthe same time becoming a child of God. ger on the real issue. My curiosity surThat contact turned into a four-hour visit faced and I asked, "Sheila, why did you
where we spent the time going through tell me this?" She responded, "John, the
the Scriptures and we finished by pray- kingdom of God is at stake and we have
ing together. It was just like family visi- to protect one another." This was the
tation in a very powerful way, outside Holy Spi rit providing an answer to
prayer through her. Subsequently she
the established church.
The third example occurred a short opened many doors for us whereby we
time later. I was in Ottawa at another have been able to present our policies
conference. I sensed that things were not from a Christian perspective.
I came to understand that many
right. I spent some time in prayer, struggling and wondering about what to do. church people have no concept of proThe next day a lady tapped me on the tecting one another from the evils of this
shoulder and asked, " What is Christian world because the kingdom of God may
Farmers all about?" I told her that we be at stake. Most often their reply to conwea r our faith commitment on our frontation is, "Do not judge!" or "That's
shirtsleeves, and by God's grace we try just your opinion!" I have experienced
to develop agricultural policy based on this many times while serving as an elChristian principle. The next question, der. Too many people overlook the conas always in evangelical movements, cept of the kingdom and kingdom rewas,"Are you bomagain?" which to her sponsibility for personal gain.
All of the examples cited above illuswas a qualifier. Again I had no problem
answering in the affirmative. She then trate that walking the Christian lifestyle
............_ _..._ _......_ ........._ .................................................

King.

CHRISTIAN LIFESTYLE

PUBLIC LECTURE

The following examples illustrate the
difference that a recognizable Christian
lifestyle makes on our world (and I only
cite them because the editors asked me
to do so).
The first example occurred when I was
at a meeting in Winnipeg. I stated our
Christian Farmers' position on an issue.
Upon leaving that day's meeting, even
though no one knew me, six people were
s tanding by the door ready to greet me.
Their first question was, "Are you a
Christian?" The next question was, "Are
you born again?" to which I answered,
"Yes." I then asked them a question:
"How did you sense I was a Christian
since I did not mention Jesus Christ or
God?" They answered, "Your statements
gave you away!" We experienced rich
fellowship the next few days.
The second example occurred in New
Brunswick at another conference. I spoke
about our positions as a Christian Farmers organization. An individual approached me afterwards and asked if I
would pray with him; I took him to my
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is an incredible witness to those around
us. We as a Christian Reformed community must go beyond intellectual knowledge to a lifestyle that radia tes Christ
and His kingdom. I had not grasped this
before in my life, even when I was an
officebearer of the church, but now I rea lize that this is the very core of the
Christian outreach.
The real issue and problem for th e
Christian Reformed Church is that opiniOll of the Word of God and lack of Christian lifestyle have robbed us of personal
relationship w ith each other and the
Lord. Since this is happening, I believe
God will take our lampstand away as
indicated in Revelation 2.
For a lo n g time I believed very
strongly that believers in the authority
of Scripture could have major influence
in the direction of the Christian Reformed Church. Painfully I have come
to realize that the church cannot mix
authority and opinioll and expect to receive God's blessing and direction in
moving the kingdom ahead.
In closing, I believe that we have come
to a point in the Christian Reformed
Church where we must be willing to
stand up and form a federation alongside the denomination, if this is possible;
or it may be time to entertain serious reservations about staying in the denomination for these reasons: first, if we do
not act, our torch will be taken away;
second, we wi ll rob ou rselves of the
blessing of obedience; third, salvation
and redemption w ill be at stake. We
must have as a foundation of our church,
the authOrity of the Scripture; and the
Christian lifestyle must be an open book
to society around us for all to read.
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Richard J. Blauw
Recently Ted Koppel, TV reporter for Banner would be given a twoyear apABC news, annoW1.ced that he was leav- pOintment and then his job performance
ing the Republican National Convention would be reassessed by synod every four
and probably would not attend the years. This task has now been turned
Democratic Convention because they over to the boards of the respective agenhad become staged media events. It was cies. Synod has been effectively frozen
hard to find an interesting story since ev- out of the appointment and the reaperyone was parroting the party line. pointment process.
Since the candidates had been selected
This management of synod has been
well in advance by the primaries, party most flagrantly demonstrated in the fact
conventions have deteriorated into po- that there is presently a fiveyear moralitical coronations. The media which had torium on overtures regarding women
formerly manipulated the conventions in ecclesiastical office. Synod is a delibfo r their news machines are now being erative body. Article 29 of the Church
skillfully manipulated by the political Order states that " Decisions of ecclesiparties to get their message across via the astical assemblies shall be reached only
media. Ted Koppel, for one, is unhappy upon due cons ideration. "Article 30
reads, "Assemblies and church members
with this role reversal.
In refl ecting on this it seems to me that may appeal to the assembly next in oran interesting parallel is taking plac~
in der if they believe... that a decision conthe synodical meetings of the CRe. In flicts with the Word of God."
the last two years a number of decisions
The deliberative nature of synod has
have been made, which taken collec- been Significantly altered by cutting off
tively, mark a significant shift in the way avenues of appea l. If one is bent on
synod will conduct the business of the changing Article 3 of the Church Order
churches. Thefirst is a 1995 decision that and declaring the wo rd male "inoperathe delegates to synod may no longer tive," it may become a bit tiresome hearsubmit nominations from the floor for ing the overwhelming Scrip tural evipositions that must
be approved by the
"Closing our eyes to sin
synod. For th e
doesn't
make it disappear."
synod to give up a
ri gh t tha tit had h:ri;-~d'j=O7eS
possessed for decades, t
nate from the floor, is a
of the
classes and the churches it represents.
Synod did not necessarily have to exercise that right, but to surrender it without a whimper reflects a kind of powerlessness that bodes ill for the future. Second, recent synods have quiescently accepted single nominations presented by
carefully chosen but unknown nominating committees. This was the case with
the editorship of The Ban ner and also
w ith the presidency of Calvin College.
Third, synods w ill no longer periodically
reassess whether or not certain employees may continue in their positions. Formerly, someone like the ed itor of The
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year. So we
choose not to talk about it any longer.
We do not even agree to disagree. We enforce an illegitimate silence in the assemblies of the church as if this w ill promote
unity. But the Word of God doesn' t
change. Gosing our eyes to sin doesn' t
make it disappear.
A new pressure that will be brought
to bear on our broadest ecclesiastical assembly is the constraint of time. Next
year synod will meet for one week instead of two. This will greatly reduce the
opportunity for sustained discussion
and deliberation on any matter on the
agenda. As a result more and more matters will be referred to boards or com

mittees and synod will increasingly become nothing more than a rubber stamp
for decisions that will be made elsewhere
in smaller select groups.
This trend can also be seen in classical
meetings. Last year a conference was
held in Estes Park, Colorado sponsored
by Home Missions and CRWRC. One of
the objectives of the conference was to
have classis meetings become more posi·
tive and less theolog ical or issue·oriented. Classis should be a forum where
the various ecclesiastical agencies could
keep the churches informed about their
various programs. This used to be ac·
complished by classically elected repre·
sentatives of the various boards or agen·
cies. The trend is to reduce the size of
the boards and have area representation
so nominees from a classis must be ap·
proved before their names can be placed
in nomination. This is true of the Calvin
Board, and the Board of Trustees of the
denomination, which is assuming a significant amount of denominational
power. The latter is, if not self·perpetuating, at least, handpicked. Any classi·
cal nominee who might hold di vergent
views would be quickly weeded out in
the nominating process.
In the Reformed tradition, ecclesiastical assemblies, the consistory, the c1assis
and the synod were considered to be
deliberative in nature. By common consensus it was acknowledged tha t this
was the means by which the Lord gov·
erns His church. Deliberation involves
discussion, disagreement and debate.
Sometimes it's heated, sometimes it
wanders from the issues and appears a
bit unruly, but that is the nature of deliberation. Unfortunately, there is a trend
to denigrate synod, and to so me extent
the classis, to the sta tu s of an
"infomercial" for the boards and agen·
des of the denomination. They will no
longe r be places of deliberation but
so urces of well managed information
ostensibly designed to promote unity
while ignoring theology. The co nse·
quence will be that they will become as
irrelevant as our political party conven·
tions where the results have already been
predetermined by the primaries. Maybe
it makes good media and good press, but
it does not advance discussion, discourse
or debate. Such trends are not good for
our nation, nor are they good for the
church.

ABORTION'S
'SILVER
Cal Thomas

A Food a nd Drug Administration
(FDA) panel has recommended approval
of the drug mifepristone, known as
RU486 or the "abortion pill. Those who
want the FDA to approve the drug have
so highly politicized the debate that
sound medical treatment and moral rea·
soning have become the first two casualties. In fact, FDA Commissioner David
Kessler admonished the panel to consider" only science" in making its decision. It was"only science" that has led
to some of modem history'S most outrageous and immoral acts.
RU486 kills human tissue, so it should
come as no surprise that the drug also
causes "collateral damage" to the
woman who ingests it. It is such damage that those who see this pill as a "silver bullet" in the abortion wars want to
minimize, even cover up.
The Des Moines Register reported on
the pill's dirty little secret last September. It documented the serious risks
women who take the drug, face. And it
showed how the promoters of RU486
have displayed a tendency to be less than
forth coming about the drug's nastier
side effects because their primary interest is its political benefits.
We know from the American trials as
well as the earlier French ones, that this
two·plus drug process (the plus means
the often multiple visits to a doctor's office) can be, as Time magazine noted,
"painful, messy and protracted." Nau·
sea, pain, heavy and lengthy bleeding
are standard, even for a woman in excellent hea lth. Bleeding is so bad that
some women require transfusions. The
Population Council, which won the
"right" to market RU486 in this country,
dismisses the experi ence of an Iowa
Rev. Blauw is pastor of the First Christian woman who nearly died and required
surgery, as being "within the context of
Reformed Church of South Hol land, fL.
what happened before" in France  in
II
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other words, normal! Planned Parenthood and the Population Council told
the press that the Iowa part of the trial
had been completed with "no complications."
The Clinton administration politicized
the FDA by putting RU486 on the fast
track for approval two days after the
president took office. In a July 10 letter
to Commissioner Kessler, pro·life groups
asked that several members of the panel
exa mining the drug be recused for conflicts of interest. They charged that
Kessler, who is supposed to be the neutral government a rbiter looking out for
the health and safety of American citizens, took a pro·active role in negotia.
tions w ith the French manufacturer,
Roussel Udaf, to get them to donate
rights to the Popula tion Council and file
a New Drug Application .. for RU486. "
Kessler, they alleged, assured mem·
bers of Congress the application could
be processed in only six month's time,
though other lifesaving drugs usually
languish for 19 months or more while
awaiting approval. Critics charge the
panel is stacked with Planned Parent·
hood suppor ters, sympa thizers and
"even pOSSibly employees," which com·
promises the approval process and jeop"
ardizes the health of pregnant women.
Many researchers supportive of" abor·
tion rights" vehemently oppose RU486
as a threat to women's health, but their
objections are largely ignored by the
press.
Approval of RU486 would probably
lead to even greater numbers of abortions. Accordin g to a survey by the Kai·
ser Foundation, onethird of obstetrician/ gynecologists w ho don't currently
perform abortions said they would be
likely to prescribe the drug for abortion.
Among family practice phYSiCians, the
figure is 28 percent.
Ii

i

There have been 34 million legal abortions in America since 1973 when the
Supreme Court invalidated laws preventing the procedure. Think of the loss
to humani ty a nd, in colder terms, to society in diminished productivity. Killing

a baby at an earlier stage does nothing
to quell the moral argument, especially
if the woman who uses the drug puts her
own health in danger and if her motherin g and nurturing instincts are further

dulled by a "pill."

Abortion is a product of deception created by a generation that thought it
could live as it pleased with no consequences. If an "unwanted" child is conceived, the solution is to kill it, while
denying that killing is taking place and
that a d eveloping baby is, in fact, a baby.
When conscience is extinguished, human life becomes easier to extinguish . If
the FDA approves RU486, it will be doing more than speeding up the killing
process of babies and possibly some
women. It will make it easier to exterminate other "unwanteds."
Los Angeles Times Syndicate
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As I write these words, I am si tting at
the computer of a friend in a seminary
office where I have been teaching a
cours e in Church Education and
Catechetics for the last two weeks. The
experience has been most ins tructive for
me as it has, I trust, for the students. It
also steeled my resolve to write about
something the Bible makes clear, but
which, by many elders, is doubted, debated, or flatout d enied. That is the clear
statement by the Apostle Paul in his letter to Timothy (I TIm. 3:2) that one of the
requirements for elder is that the eld er
- every elder, without exception must be " able to teach."

American Reform.ed
fellowship

. invites you to wo r .
eformed FellowshiP
m November 17,
First Baptist
The AmeT!can R I .da Each sunday hO,
ship with uS~ f9~;1
w~ meet at palmVle;kyway Village
om
1996 to ApT! tree; at US 41 across h at 11:15 a.m. and
Church , 49th
public gatheT!ngs are social hour bein Palmetto .. ur our lunch and enJoy a
2·30 p .m. Bnng Y
.
or
the services.
of the Am encan
.
tween
I '-om one
. d t ped
.'
is availab e n
ill use VI eo a
If no miNster
d
Churches,
we
w.
h
Id
for
general
Canadian Reforme
A collechon IS e
large screen.
13 729-4863 or
services on a
expenses.
. . lorida, please call (8 )63-8383. Our
For informahO n I~and,
please call (90~evld
, 4219
6. ln 's c/o Mr. M. Van
813)739-130
"2
canada.
( . .
ddres s I
. I ON LOR1 " ,
m ailing a.
Rd Beamsvil e,
'
V1ew
./
Mountain

6

The Ou t/ook 41& October 1996

!.~:l';

:.i;"~o
John R. Sittema

I' ve heard many elders react rather
strongly to that. "Preachers are trained;
we aren't." " Some elders have the 'gift
of gab' and can teach, but not all of us
can." "It's expecting too much of every
elder to teach. Why, many of us are farmers or factory workers. It's simply not fair
to have that level of expectation for us."
Sony, it may hurt, but you have to deal
with the real truth of the passage. It
doesn' t say all curren tly sitting elders are
by that very fact good teachers. It doesn't
say that unq ualified -t o-teach elders
ought to suck it up and get into a classroom irrespective of their inabili ty and
discomfort. It says, simply, that if you
can't teach, you have no business being
an elder! I quote the Apostle, inspired
by the Holy Spirit: "Now the overseer
must be...able to teach."
The sad fact is that many churches
have gotten themselves into real problems by installing into office men who,
on thi s issue alone, are di squalified
Scripturally from the requirements for
the office of elder. Now they're stuck
with a current, fun ctioning eldership
that is not qualified for the New Testament duties of the office. That serves to
explain why, as I travel about to conduct
seminars for elder training in loca l
churches, I receive so many reactions

that would imply (politely but nonetheless urgently) that I'm a bit nuts if I really expect elders to do all I write that
they should. Well, fri ends, the problem
is not that my expectations are out of
whack; it may be instead that men are
currently in office who do not possess
the Biblical qualifications for the work
the Holy Spirit expects them to do. And
if that is the case, you may have to become brutally honest w ith yourselves
about that, confess your disobedience to
the I Tim. 3:2 passage before the fa ce of

God corporately with yoW' brothers, and
begin immediately to train the men you
have in office now so as to remedy, as
best you are able, your former disobedience.

DISCOVER TEACHERS
But that doesn't address the future.
Every church faces the duty to nominate
and propose men for the office of elder.
Some do it yearly (stil1 clinging to the
tradition of term eldership d espite a lack
of Biblical warrant for the practice); but
aU do it. So, the first thing that must be
done is to nominate according to the specific teaching of the passage. How does
the local church go about finding out
whether men are "able to teach"? Surely,
a degree in education is not requisite, is
it? Surely, not only professional teachers
with years in classroom experience is not
expected, is it?
No, of course not. Rather than looking to the secular model, we should look
again to Scripture. First, notice (in Romans 12:7) that the Lord's s piritual gift
of teaching is given to individuals within
the chu rch, and the church is to "let him
teach" so that the church may benefit
from the Lord's grace. That is to say,
within the body of believers, the local
church w ill surely see demonstrated in
the lives of some men the spiritual endowment that makes them eager to and
enabled to communicate effectively the
message of Scripture, the d octrines of the
fa ith, the prac tical ins tructi on of the
Christian life. The question elders ought
to be asking about potential candidates
is not: "Could he teach if we make him
an elder?" but rather, " Has he bee n
teaching already, and how effective is he
in that ministry?" To be sure, most w ho
teach or diSciple could stand to be cultivated and developed in their minis try
skills; you don' t only look for accomplished classroom instructors, nor is that
what the text requires. But to find men
w ho are "able to teach" you must look
to men who are already teaching.
I suggest you consider this exercise.
Just like some believers simply cannot
stop encoura g ing the weak and the
timid, simply cannot avoid putting an
arm of comfort around a broken-hearted
believer crushed by the pains of life, simply cannot avoid exercising the "gift of
encouragement," so also some bel ievers
are endowed by the Holy Spirit with this

gift of teaching. They seemingly turn
every experience into a lesson, an opportunity to help a youngster or a new believer grow in grace and knowledge.
They simply cannot "not teach," and
seem to think always on the level of discovering ways to communicate more effectively what the church believes, and
what they know of Christ and His Word.
Look for that kind of man, and, in the
words of Rom. 12:8, "Let him teach." As
you do so, your evaluation of his gift of
teaching will help you determine, in connection with the other requirements
listed in I Tim. 3, whether you have elder material or not!

CULTIVATE TEACHERS
The second practical matter I would
suggest to you as you commit yourselves
to obey this requirement is to cultivate
teachers wi thin the local body of believers. Take seriously Paul's words to Timothy (II Tim. 2:2) and seek out" reliable
men" and cultivate them for the future.
That is, have mature and seasoned elders
and pastors take young men under their
w ing for leadership development. I
know of a large and effective church in
Denton, Texas where, besides preaching
and givin g leadership to the elders, the
only thing the Senior Pastor is asked to
do is to cultivate men who will give future s piritual lea d ers hip. H e trains
young men who must make formal written application to apprentice under his
ministry, m eeting with them 5 mornings
per week from 6 AM to 7:30 AM for the
duratio n of a o ne year commitment.
Honestly! Over the last few years, he has
perso nally trained over one hundred

ARC

Allance of
Reformed
Churches

men of God w ho are now thoroughly
educated in Biblical knowledge, doctrinal training, and who have been
equipped and trained for youth ministry, teacher-training and education ministry, singles' ministry or some similar
ministry within the local church. A good
percentage go on to seminarYi every one
without exception is involved in an active and leadership way in local church
ministry, with oversight and high expectations. And from that group of ministering servants, elders are later selected.
Perhaps you aren't ready to release or
reassign your local church preacher for
such a commitment. But the duty to cultivate and equip elders and ministering
servan ts of God is no less urgent in your
church than in the church in Denton. The
Bible says clearly that the task of the
officebearers in the local church is principally to "equip the saints for ministry"
(Eph. 4:12). Do it where you live!
Dr. Sittema , editor of this deparbnent, is
pastor of Bethel CRC in Dallas, TX and author of the new book, With a Shepherd's
Heart.
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same "Q & A". The questioner asks if it
was appropriate for a woman to perform
the role of Jesus in a dramatization of the
crucifixion performed during a communion service. The answer basically
says that casting a woman in such a role
may not have been wise or tasteful. but
was not morally wrong. The questioner
is advised: "Put your gnat strainer away,
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The Republican National Convention
recently met in San Diego and one of its
dominant themes was that the Republican party is a big tent. The convention
stressed that the party had room for
women and minorities as well as men,
for pro-choice as well as pro-life voters.
The speakers emphasized that the convention was reaching out to be inclusive
and tolerant. To insure that tolerant spirit
certain members of the right-wing of the
party. like Pat Buchanan, were not permitted to speak.
No doubt the Democratic National
Convention will also declare that it is a
big tent. And it will probably not permit
member of the party to
Perhaps a political party should practice such politics of inclusion. But should
a church? Should not a church stand
uncompromisingly for the teaching of
the Word of God? Should it not encourage preaching that is clear and faithful
to that Word?
The Christian Reformed Church seems
determined to be a big tent today. That
tendency was illustrated powerfully by
two answers in the "Q & A" section in
the August 12, 1996 issue of The Banner.
One question asked if Roman Catholics
accepted the truth that salvation is
grace through faith. The answer was
they did. The authorities cited were
the edi tor of The Banner and one book
by a Roman Catholic author written in
1981.
That one book notes that Roman Catholicism is"characterized, therefore, by
a both/ and rather than an either/ or approach." This judgment is certainly correct. Rome in many ways has sought to
combine a wide variety of
I ~:tand
I,
in its understanding of Christian truth and life. It is a ".b oth/ and"
denomination. The only ones Rome

J

Robert Godlfrey

seems to exclude from its big tent are
those who insist on an "either/or" approach. Protestants were anathematized
by the Roman CathoJic Church at its
Council of Trent in the sixteenth century
for teaching that Christians are justified
by grace alone through faith alone.
Has Rome changed its position on justification? What evidence would demonstrate that it has changed? One cannot prove such change by citing one or
two Roman Catholic authors. One author cannot speak for Rome unless he is
the pope. (Just as neither Robert Godfrey
nor George Vander Weit can speak officially for the CRC!) Rome's position can
be known only through the official teachings of its popes and councils. No pope
or council has withdrawn the anathemas
of Trent. Rome's official position is stiU
both/and: salvation is by free will and
good works cooperating with grace and
faith. The Protestant either/ or is still con·
demned.
The answer in "Q & A" is not primarily troubling, however, because it gives
false information about Roman Catholicism. It is troubling because it reflects
that the CRC too has become a big tent.
The CRC - at least as represented in
many articles by its leaders and in decisions by its synods - increasingly takes a
both/ a nd approach to Christianity.
Think of these examples: according to
The Banner both Protestants and Roman
Catholics agree on the essentials of salvation; according to synod both those in
favor of women in office and those opposed read the Bible correctly; the CRe
both opposes abortion by synodical decision and permits faculty at its college
to support abortion. The only folks who
do not seem welcome in the CRC big tent
are the either/ or conservatives.
The size of the CRC tent is even better
illustrated by the other answer in the
Tile
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my friend,call
andfor
let's
get on
with it. Such
occasions
much
forbearance."
What is stunning about the question
and the answer is how far both are from
the historic principles of Reformed wor-

ship. Neither suggests that having anyone play the role of Jesus in a drama during a worshi p service is wrong. Worship
is assumed to be both drama and sacrament, both theater and preaching.
These inclusivist assumptions violate
our Reformed heritage and the teaching
of our Heidelberg Catechism. The Catechism in its own Q & A 96 explains the
second commandment: "That we in no
way make any image of God nor worship him in any other way than he has
commanded in his Word." Worship may
do only what God has commanded. Has
He commanded drama for the worship
of His church? Is the portrayal of Jesus
in a drama in a worship service really
different from having an image of God
there?
The Catechism goes on to make clear
that teaching aids like images (and
drama) are not perrnitted, Q &A 98: "But
may not images be permitted in the
churches as teaching aids for the unlearned? No, we shouldn't try to be wiser
than God. He wants His people instructed by the living preaching of His
Word-not by idols that cannot even
talk." The Catechism is an either/or
document. Preaching is the means of
teaching, not images or drama that the
"wiser than God" think will be more effective in communicating God's truth.
Is it fair, however, to link drama to
images? Yes, it is. What substantial difference is there betvveen a wooden image portraying Christ and a livn~
image portraying Christ? No one ~ lievs
that either image is actually Christ. They
are only helps to knowing and serving
God, right? But precisely this is forbidden according to Q & A 97: "Although
creatures may be portrayed, yet God forbids making or having such images if
one's intention is to worship them or to
serve God through them."

Now some might ask if drama would
be legitimate in a church service if Christ
were not portrayed. Could not drama be
a fonn of preaching? Did not the prophet
Ezekiel use drama in his ministry? The
answer must be that drama is not legitimate in worship. Drama in worship is
an invention of man, not a divine commandment and therefore must diminish
rather than enhance the divinely appointed means of grace. Actors cannot
really be preachers in worship because
they have not been called and ordained
by God and His church to that office.
Ezekiel's actions were not part of public
worship and were the response to specific commandments from God. They
were part of God's judgment on a people
who would not listen to the Word, not a
form of entertainment. To generalize a
principle from Ezekiel's actions would
be like justifying images in church because Moses once used a bronze serpent.
Faithfulness in worship and the avoidance of idolatry is a very serious matter
in the Catechism. Indeed, it is a salvation
issue! Remember Q & A 94: "What does
the Lord require in the first commandment? That 1, not wanting to endanger
my very salvation, avoid and shun all
idolatry, magic, superstitious rites, and
prayer to saints or to other creatures." Is
not drama in worship a supersti tious
rite?
The best authority available to us on
the meaning of the Catechism is the commentary written by its principal author,

prescribed by the divine law. This species of idolatry is more properly condemned in the second commandment,
and is termed superstition, because it
adds to the commandments of God the
inventions of men. Those are called superstitious who corrupt the worship of
God by their own inventions. This willworship or superstition is condenmed in
every part of the Word of God." If drama
is an invention of man rather than the
command of God, it is superstition. And
if it is superstition, it endangers the salvation of the worshiper. Here the either/
or of the Catechism is clear. Here is the
spirit of genuine Reformed faith. Does
it fit in the CRC big tent or would
Ursinus be told that he is "straining at
gnats"?
Imagine for a moment a communion
service in which Christ's crucifixion was
acted out. Suppose no attempt was made
to be realistic (no pounding of nails, no
blood, no bodies lifted on crosses), but
rather arms were simply stretched out
and some conversation between Christ
and others at Calvary was acted out. If
it were done effectively, would not its
visual power and emotional impact completely overshadow the communion?
How can bread and wine compete with
the action a nd di a logu e of a good
drama? Communion, after all, is not a
drama. Its meaning is not in any dramatic actions. Communion is not the re·
enactment of the Last Supper. Communion is a covenant meal where the congregation takes the
divinely appointed
"For Ursinus idolatry is not only the
elements to co mworship of a false god, but also the false mune with the Uving Christ. By the
worship of the true God."
Word a nd sacramentJesus comes to
Zacharias Ursin us. Listen to Ursinus on His people and blesses them. Drama
worship and the second commandment. would not enhance that occasion, but
He warns solemnly: "We are, therefore, would only be a distraction.
prone by nature to the sin of idolatry.... "
Drama would also diminish preachHuman, even Ouistian, instincts cannot ing. Preaching may have some dramatic
be trusted on the matter of worship.
qualities, but the preacher is not acting.
For Ursinus idolatry is not only the He is appointed to speak the Word to the
worship of a false god, but also the false hearts of God's people. The simplicity
worship of the true God : "The other spe- and straight-forwardness of preaching
cies of idolatry is more subtle and re- must not be compromised by activities
fined, as when the true God is supposed that may claim to be interesting and efto be worshiped, whilst the kind of wor- fective, but are only the inventions of
ship which is paid unto him is false, man,
which is the case w hen anyone imagUrsinus rightly observed" ...images
ines that he is worshiping or honoring have never resulted in an y good to those
God by the performance of any work not who have had them." Neither the images
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of the Roman Catholic Church nor the
dramatic liturgy of Eastern Orthodoxy
have made those denominations more
Biblical, but rather have contributed to
superstition and corruption. Drama wiU
have the sa me effect in Protestant
churches. The inventions of men are not
wiser than God and will not help His
people more than God's institutions.
Today American churches are experiencing the results of their worship inventions. The divinely appointed means of
grace, preaching and sacraments, have
been sadly affected by the experiments
of these times, which range from d rama
to extravagant cantatas to holy laughter.
Preaching has been perverted often to a
combination of comed y, moralism and
psychological tips. The sacraments are
largely ignored in terms of being a central spiritual benefit for the people of
God. The CRC seems bent on following
the worship practices that increaSingly
prevail in the American churches gener-

ally,
A still deeper q uestion must be asked
of the CRC big tent. Are developments
like drama refl ecting a church that is
God-centered or man-centered? Some
will answer tha t the CRC needs to be
both. Again it is both/ and, not either/
or. The true Christian wants to be Godcentered alone in worship . The true
Christian wants God's will above everything, and so carefully and thoroughly
he searches the Scripture to determine
God's will. Q & A 94 on the first commandment concludes: "In short, that I
give up anything rather than go against
his will in any way." A paSSionate, Biblical desire for God's ways seems sadly
lacking for too many in the CRe.
Reformed churches must be big tents
in the sense that they welcome all persons regardless of gender, race, ethnic
background, or sinful beliefs or lifestyles
that they want to put behind them. But
Reformed churches, especially in their
worship, must not seek to satisfy uncon·
verted desires for entertainment and
self-gratification. They must teach, worship and live according to the Word of
God alone. It is not both·and; it is either/
oc,

Dr. Godfrey, con tribu. ting editor o/ The
O utl oo k, is president and professor of
Church History at Wesbninsler Seminary
in Escondido, CA.

Cornelis P. Venema
Throughout this series of articles on
the major millennial views, I have been
stressing the fact that there are two major types of views, each of which has two
distinguishable expressions. The first
two views considered, classical premillennialism and dispensational premillennialism, share the conviction that
Christ's return will precede the period of
the millennial kingdom. Despite their
many differences on other, related issues,
they share this fundamental Wlderstanding of the future course of events. Similarly, the view considered in my last article, post-millennialism, and the view to
be con sidered in this article, amillennialism, share the conviction that
Christ's return will follow the millennium.
However, despite this fundamental
similarity between post-millennialism
and a-millennialism, there are a number
of respects in which these two positions
can be distinguished. To complete our
survey of millennial views, therefore, we
need to consider the view commonly
known as a-millennialism. Following the
pattern of previous articles, I will begin
w ith a comment on the terminology of
"a-millennialism," and then consider
briefly the history and a number of the
main features that especially distinguish
this view from post-millennialism.

YET ANOTHER
COMMENT ABOUT

TERMINOLOGY
On more than one previous occasion,
I have commented upon some of the terminological confusion that surrounds
the subject of the various millennial
views. Nowhere does this problem of
terminology prove more difficult than in
the case of the view commonly known
"a-millennialism."

Perhaps the most obvious and immediate problem wi th the term, "amillennialism," is that, literally, it means
"no millennium." At first glance, therefore, it wou ld appear that a-millennialism is a position that rejects the idea
of themiUenniurn altogether. This would
suggest that it is not so much a millennial
view at all, as it is a rejection of all forms
of millenniatisrn. However, this is not the
case, since a-miUennialism has a distinctive view of the millennium, as we shall
see.
The terminology of" a-millennialism"
has been coined, however, because this
view rejects the chiliasm of the other major millennia! views. A-millennialism
identifies the millennium with the entire
period of history betw"een Christ's first
and second coming. Accordingly, it does
not look for a golden age millenniu.m either after the return of Christ, as in premillennialism, or in the period just prior
to the return of Christ. Unlike the traditional chiliasm of post-millennialism,
which distinguishes the millennium as
a particular period of history prior to the
return of Christ but not encompassing
the entire era of the New Testament
church, a-millenniali sm regards the
present age in its entirety to be the period of the millennium. Because it rejects
the idea of a distinguishable millennium
or golden age which corrunences at some
point after the early history of the Christian church, this view has been given the
name a-millennialism.1
In order to prevent misunderstanding
of this view, some have suggested alternative terminology. Jay Adams, for example, in his study of the book of Revelation, The Time is At Hand, has proposed the terminology of "realized
millennialism."z This terminology reflects the real emphaSiS of a-millennialism, that the millennium is a present
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF AMILLENNIALISM
The view which today is known by the
terminology of a-millennialism has a
long history of advocacy going back to
the beginning of the Christian era. Since
the fourth and fifth century, it has been
the predominant position within the
Christian church. Though pre-millennialism has had its advocates throughout the history of the Christian church
and has enjoyed a resurgence recently
among conservative eva ngelicals in
North America, it is safe to say that amillen-nialism has been the consensus
position of the largest portion of the
Christian church. Louis Berkhof is correct, when he remarks as follows regarding a-millennialism:
Some Premillennarians have spoken
of A-millennialism as a new view and
as one of the most recent novelties,
but this is certainly not in accord
with the testimony of history. The
name is new indeed, but the view to
which it is applied is as old as Christianity.1t had at least as many advocates as Chiliasm among the Church
Fathers of the second and third centuries, supposed to have been the
heyday of Chiliasm. It has ever since

been the view most widely accepted,
is the only view that is either expressed or implied in the great historical Confessions of the Church,
and has always been the prevalent
view in Reformed cirdes. 4
Though Berkhof does not mention the
claim of many p resent-day pos tmillennialists that a-millennialism, not
post-millennialism, is the relative newcomer, his observations are equally valid
in response to this claim.
It is generally agreed that, though the
view known today as a-millennialism
was already present in the earliest period of the Christian church, the great
church Father, Augustine, was instrumental in establishing this view as the
predominant one. By treating the millennium of Revelation 20 as a symbolical
description of the church's growth in the
present age, Augustine gave impetus to
the a-millennialist contention that the
millennium does not follow chronologically the early history of the New Testamentchurch. With the exception of some
exponents of pre-millennialism, the tenets of a-millennialist teaching prevailed
throughout the Middle Ages and during
the Reformation. The Reformers were
align ed w ith this broad tradition,
though, as we noted in our previous article, there were, soon after the Reformation, advocates of post-millennialism especially within the Reformed tradition.
However stro ng the influence of postmillennialism may have been within the

are more congenial to an a-millennialist
view than to the other major millennial
views. This is true of the Reformed confessions, though they do not explicitly
address some of the differences between
a-millennialism and post-millermialism.'s

Because there are Significant areas of
agreement between post-millennialism
and a-millennialism, my summary of the
main features of a-millenniaHsm will
often focus upon those things which distinguish these two views. Just as with the
other millennial views, this summary
will be very general, recognizing that
there are many differences in emphasis
and on par ticular iss u es amo ng amillennialists.

more "optimistic," as to the triumph of
the gospel of Jesus Christ among the
nations - a-millennialists do not typically believe that there will ever be a
period in history when Christ's kingdom
w ill prevail upon the earth in the postmillennialist sense. A-millennialists ordinarily reject the post-millennialist conviction that the millennium will be a
period marked by universal peace, the
pervasive influence and dominion of
biblical principles in all aspects of life,
and the subjection of the vast majority
of the nations and peoples to Christ's
lordship. A-millennialists believe that
the Scriptural descriptions of the interadvental period suggest that the world's
opposition to Christ and the gospel will
endure, even becoming more intense as
the present period of history draws to a
close.

The millennium is now

The signs of the times

THE MAIN FEATURES
OF A-MILLENNIALISM

Perhaps the most important way in
which to distinguish a-millennialism
from the other millennial views is to note
that it teaches the present reality of the
millennial kingdom. A-millennialism regards the millennium of Revelation 20
to be a symbolical representation of the
present reign of Christ with His saints.
Durin g the period of time between
Quist's first advent and His return at the
end of the age, Satan has been bound in
such a way as no longer to be able to
deceive the nations. The millennium,
therefore, is not a Ii teral period of one
thousand years. The period of one thousand years (ten
times ten times ten)
identifies the millen- represents the cort/-

"A-millennialism
nium with the entire period o f history between Christ's first and second coming. "

plete period w ithin
God's sovereign disposition of his tory
du.ring which He has
Reformed churches, especially in North gran ted to Christ the authority to receive the
America during the eighteenth and nine- nations as His inheritance (compare Psalm
teenth centuries, the predominant view 2; Matt. 28:16-20).

today is that of a-miUennialism. Though
there are advocates of post-mill ennialism among the Reformed churches,
and though the majority of conserva tive
evangelicals in North America are premill e nni a li s ts, the preva ilin g view
among the Reformed churches and the
Christian church, broadly conceived, remains that of a-millenniaIism. It is commonly agreed that, where the historic
creeds and confessions address themselves to the subject of the future, they

A-millennialism is, accordingly, opposed to all forms of "chiliasm," that is,
the teaching that the millennium is a distinguishable period which concludes the
period of history between Christ's first
and second coming. This view rejects the
idea that at some point in the history of
the church the millennial kingdom will
be established. Though there are a variety of opinions among a-millennialists
as to the nature of the millennium some are more" peSSimistic," others
The Outlook" October 1996

In the position of a-milienniaHs m,
there is a corrunon understanding that
the signs of the times, including in partiadar the signs of opposition to Christ's
gospel and people (e.g. tribulation, apostasy, the spirit of anti-Christ), are present
and future realities. During the entirety
of the period between the ascension of
Christ and His return at the end of the
present age, there will be an on-going
conflict, sometimes more intense, sometimes less intense, between the church
and the world, the kingdom of God and
the kingdom of the evil one. Though
there may be in different places or countries and at different times, periods of
relative peace and prosperity for the
church and people of God, there will
never be a time, certainly no t a millennial
period, in which the cause of Christ will
so triumph in the earth that suffering and
distress will no longer be experienced by
the church of Jesus Christ.
This view of the signs of the times regards them as characterizing the history
of redemption in the entire period during which Christ is gathering His church
by Hi s Sp irit and Word. Pos tmillennialism, by contrast, regards many
of these signs to have been (or to be) fulfilled at some point prior to the millennium.1t is common, for example, among
post-millennialists to regard the signs of
the times enumerated in Matthew 24 to
refer to the events prior to the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. 6 This means
that, from the point of view of the mil-
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lennium, signs of opposition to Christ,
like tribulation and apostasy, will no
longer characterize history, at least for
the duration of the millennium until
Satan's " little season" just prior to
Christ' 5 return at the end of the age.

Revelation 20
Throughout this series of articles on
the millermium, the teaching of Revelation 20 has always been close at hand.
In the final analys is, the various
millennial views can only be tested and
justified on biblical grounds, and the key
biblical text is, undoubtedly, Revelation
20. Consequently, we w ill be devoting
one or more articles in this series to this
key passage. Without settling the exegetical questions h er e, however, I
would like only to summarize the s tandard view of Revelation 20 among amillennialists.
Most a-millennialists read Revelation
20 as a passage which, in parallel with
several sections of the book of Revelation, describes a vision sequence which
covers the entire period from Christ's
first coming to His second cOming. Unlike many post-millennialists who read
Revelation 19 and Revelation 20 as
though they were in chronological succession (Revelation 19 describing the
commencement of the millennial period
in history, Revelation 20 describing the
millennium itself), a-millennialists view
the vision of the millennium as a kind of
symbolic portrayal of the period of the
church's mission in the world. The binding of Satan described in this vision is a
picture of the restraint God has placed
upon Satan, preventing him from deceiving the nations, and the certain prospect
of the church's success in discipling the
nations.

i

Though there are differences of opinion among a-millennialists regarding the
"first resurrection" and the" coming to
life" of the saints who reign with Christ,
most a-rnillennialists understand the
first resurrection to be a spiritual one in
which all believers participate, particularly the martyred and deceased saints
who reign w ith Christ in heaven. By virtue of this first resurrection, believers are
no longer subject to the power of death
and have a share in Christ's reign over
all things. Only at the end of the period
of Christ's gathering His church and the
reign of His saints w ill Christ return, the
dead be raised, and the resurrection of
the body (the second resurrection) occilr.
The reign of Christ and His saints described in this vision is not a reign of the
saints upon the earth, but a reign of the
saints w ho are with Christ in heaven.
TIlUS, Revelation 20 does not describe an
earthly millennium, a golden age in the
post-millennialist sense, but the history
of the progress of Christ's kingdom upon
the earth, as the gospel is preached to
the nations, and believers, especially
those who are deceased, even martyred
for the faith, are given to reign with
Christ in the expectation of His triumph
at the end of the age.

The Christian's hope for the
future
Another feature of a-millennialism
that distinguishes it from postmillennialism is its insistence that the
great hope of the Christian and the believer
for the future is the return of Christ at the
end of the age. Though post-millennialists

would regard Christ's return to be the
final, consummating event at the end of
this present age, they tend to view history in such a way as to deflect attention
from this event to the expectation of a
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future millennial age. A-millennialists,
on the other hand, anticipate that the
victory of Christ, and the triumph of the
kingdom of Christ, will only occur when
Christ returns.
This is a somewhat elusive and difficult pOint to make. Often times, postmillenniallsts will decry a-millennialists
for their pessimism about the prospects
of Christ's kingdom in this present age.
A-millennialists, conversely, w ill scold
post-millennialists for being too optimistic and unjustifiably so. A-millennialists
are said to be too "other-worldly" in their
expectations for the future. Postmillennialists are said to be too "thisworldly" in their expectations.
Without attempting to resolve this dispute here, it certainly is true that there is
a real difference on this score between
these two views. A-millennialism always
insists that, in the biblical descriptions
of the future, the great and final hope of
every Christian focuses upon the event
of Christ's return, His "revelation from
heaven" when He will subdue all of His
enemies and bring relief to His troubled
church (2 Thess. 1). Unlike the expectation of post-millennialism, which teaches
a future millennium of one thousand
years (or more) of Christ's reign upon
the earth, an expectation which undoubtedly diminishes the urgency
and eager anticipation of Christ's second
coming, a-millennialism does not expect
any substantial or qualitative change in
the circumstance of the church prior to
Christ's return. Indeed, one of the ways
in which post-millennialism and amillennialisrn may be distinguished, is
to say that a-millennialism has a more
clear expectation of the imminence (the
"soonness") of Christ's coming again
than does post-rnillennialism. Postrnillennialism regards the return of
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Christ to be a distant reality, one whose various d ifferences that exist amon g
fulfillment can only follow upon the their advocates. It has been my intentio n
millennium or golden age to come.
only to provide a sketch of the most im portant distinctives of each of the fou r
CONCLUSION
major millennial views.
However, having summarized thes e
If these m ain features of amill ennialism are brought together, it is evident four positions, the most difficult task still
that amillennialism is really a form of remains. And that is to evaluate each
post-millenn ialis t teaching absen t the view by the standard of the Scriptures.
"chiliasm" that characterizes classic post- To that task, the Lord willing, we will
millennialism.' With postmillennialism, turn in the months to come.
amillennialism believes that the return
of Christ will occur after the millennium. FOOTNOTES
However, against postmillennialism, aSome postmillennialists are fond of calling
this view "pessimillcnnialism" because it
millen nia lism rejects the notion that
does not teach that the cause of Christ's
Chris t's return will follow a distinct
kingdom will necessarily triumph and premillennial period that comprises only a
vail throughout the earth fo r a lengthy period of many centuries. This language is an
segment of the period of history between
example of partisan labeling that does not
the fi rst and second comings of Christ.
promote understanding or communication
Amillennialism, as we have seen, reamong those who hold differi ng views, particularly among postmillennialists and agards the millennium as the equivalent
mille nnialists.
of the entire period of history between
Christ's resurrection and ascension and 2 Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian & Re formed,
1970, pp. 711. Adams' position is a kind of
His coming again. Unlike the expectaama lgam of postmillennialist and ation of a millennial age, a "golden age"
mil!ennialist views, though it is with the latter that his position is most clearly to be
in history before the return of Christ in
identified.
which the kingdom of God will be realGrand Rapids, MI: Ecrdmans, 1992. pp. 540ized u pon the earth (though falling short 3 43. It is not difficult to anticipate the objecof absolu te perfec tion), the amillention to this terminology that will come from
advocates of the other views: what right
nialist expectation is for a continuing
does amillennialism have to the proud title
history of growth as well as struggle, of
of being "'pro millennial?
advance as well as of temporar y re- 4 Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI
trenchment, for the ch urch of Jesus
Eerdmans, 1941), p. 708.
Christ in this present age. Only at the end 5 Theone exception to th is pattern may be the
Second He/vetic Confession of 1566 A.D. This
of the age, with the return of Christ in
confession was first written by Heinrich
glory and power, wi ll every enemy be
Bullinger, ZwingH's successor and an influsubdued and Christ's reign be openly
ential Reformer in his own right, and later
adopted by the Swiss Reformed churches as
acknowledged in a ll the earth.
a confession of thier faith. Next to the Heide/With this summary of the main feaberg Catecllisnr, it has been the most popular
tures of amillennialis m, we have conReformed confession among the international family of Reformed churches. This
clud ed our survey of the four major
confession seems to co ndemn postviews of the millennium. No doubt more
millennialism, when it decla res: "We further
could be said regarding anyone of these
condemn Jewish dreams that there will be a
golden age on earth before the Day of Judgviews, and it would be pOSSible to note

men t, and that the p ious, having subdued
all their godless enemies wil l possess all the
kingdoms of the earth. For evangelical truth
in Matt., chs. 24 and 25, and Luke, ch. 18,
and apostolic teaching in II Thess., ch. 2,. and
II Tim., chs. 3 a nd 4, present something differen t" (quoted from Ri!ftmned COfrjessirms of
the 16th Century, ed. Arthur C. Cochrane
[Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1966], chap.
11).

6

In my previous articles on the signs of the
times, I have already addressed this issue
a nd taken a position tha t isatodds with th is
one. Though I d id not say so a t the time, my
view of the signs of the times, if correct. supports an am illennialist and no t a postmillennialist view. We will come back to this
issue in a subsequent article.

7 Some readers might wonder why I have not
included a certain view of the conversion of
H
"lsrael as a feature of amillennial ism. Just
as many postmiI1ennialists teach the future
conversion of the preponderance of the Jewish people, so many amille nnialists reject
this teaching and take the reference to Hall
Israel" in Romans 11:26 to be a reference to
all the elect Jews (and perhaps even Gentiles) gathered into the church through the
centurics. However, as I noted previously,
the advocacy or rejection of this view of the
conversion of the Jews is not a sufficient condition for being a postmillennialist o r amillennialist.

Dr. Venema teaches Doctrinal Studies at
M idAmerica Reformed Seminary in Dyer,
IN.
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