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The New Riddle of Roman Catholicism
Riddles, Mysteries, and Enigmas (I)
In 1959, Jaroslav Pelikan, then a
Lutheran professor of church history at Yale Divinity School, published The Riddle ofRoman Catholicism. Writing on the eve of
the Second Vatican Council and in
the early phase of the Cold War,
Pelikan sought to address the vast
ignorance about Roman Catholicism on the part of most American Protestants. At the time,
American Protestants, both mainline and sideline, were nervously
uncertain on the verge of an election of a Roman Catholic President. How, they wondered, could
one swear allegiance to the Constitution ofthe United States while
meeting Rome's demand for loyalty? The Church of Rome,
Pelikan noted, fit Winston
Churchill's quip about tbe Soviet
Union: it was "a riddle wrapped in
a mystery inside an enigma."

At the time, Pelikan's book was a
helpful primer for unlearned Protestants. Fifty years later, however, Roman Catholicism presents
a very different riddle for American Protestants. Consider that in
1960, American Protestants
helped to elect John F. Kennedy to
the White House when they were
persuaded that he would not let
hi s religion influence his Presidency. In 2004, many American
Protestants turned against John
Kerry, because they feared that
Kerry's Roman Catholic faith
would not affect his Presidency.
Consider also the changing character of evangelicalism in America.
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When Pelikan penned his book,
Harold J. Ockenga was a towering figure among American
evangelicals. He was the leading
champion of the resurgent evangelical movement in mid-century,
when he held key posts in several
strategic organizations: pastor of
Park Street Church in Boston,
Founder of the National Association of Evangelicals, founding
Presi dent of Fuller Theological
Seminary, and eventually President of Gordon College and Gordon-Conwell Theologica l Seminary.
In his assessment,
evangelicalism had to battle several major threats: liberalism,
secularism, materialism, commu-

nism, and Catholicism. Fifty
years later, another major voice in
American evangelicalism, Timothy George, proclaimed that "for
faithful evangelicals and believing
Roman Catholics, this is the time
to sew, not a time to rend."
George's assessment was confirmed by Mark Noll and Carol
Nystrom in their recent book, Is
the Reformation Over? The authors' thesis was cleverly stated in
the form of a question, but the
answer that the reader gets upon
completion of the book is yes: the
issues that divided the church in
the sixteenth century are in our
past. If the church can progress
beyond these obsolete divisions it
can engage in a "new ecumenism

of the trenches," embodied in
such documents as "Evangelicals
and Catholics Together."

What has happened? This is a
startling megashift in conservative Protestant attitudes toward
the church that the heirs of the
Reformation used to describe routinely as a false church, a synagogue of Satan led by a man
whom
Presbyterians
once
confessionally recognized as the
"Antichrist" himself.
The remarkable turn-about in sentiment about the Roman Catholic
Church is the basis for this series
of articles in The Outlook. Our
hope is to explore how the church
of Rome has become a very different riddle from a half-century
ago for conservati ve American
Protestants. More important, our
aim is to show that no matter how
di fferent Roman Catholicism may
look at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, it has not
changed the objections to Rome
that informed and continue to
shape what it means to protest,
that is, to be a Protestant.
Vatican II

We can identify at least three
causes for the thaw in Protestant
attitudes toward Roman Catholicism. First was the convening of
the Second Vatican Council
(1962 -1965). This international
gathering of Roman Catholic
bishops sought to address the
challenges before the church
brought about by political, social,
economic, and technological dynamics of modern times. The liturgical changes that ensued represented a "new springtime" for
progressive thinking in the church
that would open the church's windows to the contemporary world.
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From a Protestant perspective,
these were dramatic reforms that
lifted much of the mystery that
shrouded the church with odd
practices such as Latin masses
and meatless Fridays. This was
no longer a gloomy church ruled
with an iron fist by aging Italian
priests. Indeed, throughout most
of American history Rome was
perceived to be one of the chief
threats to Ii berty, democracy, and
capitalism. But after Vatican II,
no longer did Catholicism seem to
be antiAmerican.
Yet the freedoms that Vatican II
permitted could have gone in a
number of different directions.
For some traditionalists, the windows it opened threatened to replace the church's historic
Tridentine faith with contemporary doubt and dissent, or with
trendiness and relevancy. Such a
disastrous turn in the direction of
the church was averted when the
insights of the couricil were channeled through the remarkable 27year papacy of John Paul II
(1978-2005).
John Paull!
A well-traveled and charismatic
figure, John Paul did much to reverse the tyrannical image of
Roman Catholicism, a second
decisive shift in Rome's recent
past. The pope was arguably second only to Ronald Reagan in defying the Soviet Union and denouncing Communism's totalitarian ways. He has also written
forcefully in numerous encyclicals
about human nature and the freedom and responsibilities that stem
from being created in the image of
God. Perhaps the most appealing
aspect of John Paul's teaching
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has been his forthright denunciations of sexual license outside
marriage. The cumulative effect
further altered dramatically the
image of Roman Catholicism.
Once the alleged source of bigotry, superstition, and intolerance- in effect, the enemy of
progress in the West- the Roman
Catholic Church has become a
place of refuge for liberty-loving
Americans who wish to withstand
the secularism and immorality of
the West. Rome now seems to
offer evangelical Christians much

After Vatican II, no
longer did
Catholicism seem to
be anti-American.

wisdom and guidance on some of
thi s age's most difficult or distressi ng moral questions.
After his death, John Paul II was
succeeded by his close colleague,
Joseph Ratzinger. Benedict XVI
is even more appealing to many
conservative Roman Catholics.
He seems less willing to accommodate the teaching of the church
to the spirit of the modern world.
Bearing the reputation of the "enforcer," Benedict has tightened up
much of the teaching of church in
order to insure greater conformity
to Rome. Progressive bishops
were reproached by Rome for
tolerance of homosexuals and involvement in progressive political
causes. Furthermore, he expanded claims ofpapal infallibility,

extended it to disparate points
such as the ban on women's ordination and the invalidity ofordinations in the Anglican church. As
a result, the Roman Catholic
Church is not only maintaining
John Paul II's legacy; under
Benedict it is becoming more conservative.

The Culture Wars
The final important circumstance
responsible for prompting American Protestants to reconsider
Roman Catholici sm is the socalled culture wars. The chief
social and moral contests over the
past half-century in the United
States' political and legal order
have weakened the differences
between Protestants and Roman
Cathol ics by allowing them to recognize a basis for co-belligerency
if not alliance. Abortion, gay
marriage, and the establishment
of a " naked public square" have
prompted evangelical Protestants
to find that they have more in
common with traditional Catholics
and orthodox Jews than with liheral Protestants.
The fight to preserve so-called
"Judaeo-Christian values" has put
former antagoni sms, such as purgatory, the veneration of Mary, or
even justification by faith to the
back burner. Many Protestants
regularly receive counsel about
American government and public
life from Roman Catholics (such
as Bill Bennett and Laura
Ingraham) or orthodox Jews
(Michael Medved and Dennis
Praeger) instead of Protestants on
talk radio.
This is what Mark Noll has
lauded as the "ecumenism of the
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trenches. " Fifty years ago, Protestants and Roman Catholi cs
would not have regarded each
other as fe llow Christian believers. But now evangelicals and
Roman Catho lics realize that they
need each other. Th e popular
Roman Catholic writer Peter
Kreeft has put the matter even
more sharply. The culture war in
contemporary
America is a
"j ihad" that constrains both Roman Catho lics and Protestants to
rethink Christian identity. "Nothing unites like a common enemy
and a common emergency," he
writes. The new moral allegiances that are forming will yield
different theological boundaries
as people of faith unite to fight
against the decay of our culture.
Reformation Fatigue - Weary
in Well Doing?
By itself, American Protestantism
seems to be losin g steam. Some
Protestants, includ.ing members
of the Presbyterian Church in
America and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, have made wellpublicized migrations to Rome or
to Constantinople. Especially in
the academy Roman Catholic
scholars offer a thoughtful and
consistent conservative approach
that bears more intellectual ammunition, it seems, than evangelical social thought. Roman Catholi cs are an increasingly growing
presence on Christian college faculty. (The exception is Wheaton
College, which recently dismissed
a philosopher who converted to
Rome. The College and its President, A. Duane Litfin, however,
have taken considerable heat for
the firing .)
One sign of declining Protestant
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resolve is the aforementioned
"Evangelicals and Catholics Together." This statement was the
result ofa gathering of what many
deemed to be the two largest and
most conservative wings ofNorth
American Christianity, evangelical Protestants and Roman
Catholics. Convened by Charles
Colson and Richard John Neuhaus
in 1994, the group's statement
urged a new cooperative attitude
as "essential for continued ministry expansion into the third millennium ." The signers claimed that
past animosities had crippled the

By itself,
American
Protestantism seems
to be losing steam.

progress of the gospel, and they
sought to bury the hatch et and
work collaboratively instead of as
antagonists . Notable evangelical
signatures came from Bill Bright,
Os Guinness, and J. I. Packer.
Peter Kreeft called the document
a "major new step, a great aircleanser and fog-dispeller and
pro per- p e rs p ect i v e -re storer"
even while "solving no theological
problems."
Critics such as Michael Horton
and R. C. Sproul countered that
evangelical concerns about the
fate of American culture had
blinded signers to the truths ofthe
gospel. In future installments this
series will exami ne in greater detail questions of salvation which

bear very much on "Evangelicals
and Catholics Together." For now
it is sufficient to acknowledge
that Horton and Sproul were absolutely right to oppose this document. "Evangelical s and Catholics Together" was less a watershed in ecumenical relations than
a misconstrual of the nature and
purpose of the church and the
message she has been commissioned to proclaim.
At the same time, opposition to
collaboration or cooperation between Protestants and Roman
Catholics needs to abstain from
the kind of polemics that once
regarded Roman Catholics as unAmerican or that played off cultural and ethnic stereotypes. As
will become clear in other numbers in this series, anti-Catholicism among American Protestants was ugly, laced with bigotry
and class-warfare, and often pursued more out of political than religious motives. Even so, ignoring
doctrinal differences that go to
the heart of the gospel is another
kind of bigotry, one that rejects
the sufficiency of the work of
Christ and Protestantism 's efforts
to restore the significance of that
redemptive work.
Those efforts involved two key
insights: the fonnal principle, sola
Scriptura, or the Bible as the final authority for faith and practice; and the material principle, or
justification by faith alone. Both
of these issues were ignored or
side-stepped in the clever wording of"Evangelicals and Catholics
Together." Moreover, current
developments in Roman Catholic
scholarship, contrary to the positive assessments of many
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evangelicals, are arguably moving
the church even further away
from historic Protestantism.

Dr. D. G Hart and Mr. John
R. Muether are coauthors
of several books, most
recently Seeking a Better
Country: 300 Years of
American Presbyterianism
(P&R, 2007). Both are ruling
elders in the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church: Dr.
Hart at Calvary OPC,
Glenside, Pennsylvania, and
Mr. Muether at Reformation
OPC in Oviedo, Florida. Dr.
Hart is the Director of
Fellowship Programs and
ScholarinResidence at the
Studies
Intercollegiate
Institute. Mr. Muether is the
historian of the OPC and
Librarian
at
Reformed
Theological
Seminary,
Orlando, FL.

Zacharias Ursinus (15341583)
Zacharias Ursinus is not one of the
most wellknown people of the
Reformation. Unfortunately, even
some who read and hold to the Biblical truths taught in the Heidelberg
Catechism do not know that he is
one of its authors. This is partly due
to the fact that Ursinus would
rather have been left alone as a
teacher and study theology in some
hidden comer of the world. The
other reason is that he is part of the
second generation of the reformers. With the start of major movements in history, those who start the
movement, or are at the beginning
of the movement, are the most
well-known. Ursinus is down the
ladder in time from the beginning of
the Reformation. He did not miss
the beginning by much; yet he is far
enough removed that he is not given
much consideration. This is probably just the way he would have
wanted it.
His Early Times
~rsinu

was born on July 18, 1534,
1D Breslau of Silesia, a town in a
province ofAustria. When Ursinus
was born, much had already happened 1D the Reformarion of the
church. Ursinus' birth followed the
posting of the 95 theses by about
seventeen years. The Augsburg
Confession was already written
(chiefly by one of his later instructors
and
friends,
Philip
Melanchthon), and King Henry
VIII of England had declared his
act ofSupremacy which broke open
the cracks between England, the
Pope, and Roman Catholicism.
When Ursinus was two years old,
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John Calvin would publish his first
edition of The institutes of the
Christian Religion.
The Ursin us family lived within
modest means. They were lower
middle class in terms of the economics for the family. His father
(Casper) was a tutor and, because
of his work with their children, he
came to know some of the prominent families of the city. This
helped him secure a position as
head of care for the poor in
Breslau. He was also an assistant
to Ambrosius Moiban, minister of
St. Elisabeth Church in Breslau and
one of the city's reformers. It is
reported that Ursinus' mother died
in 1542 when a plague struck
Breslau and killed fifteen percent of
the population. Ursinus' grandmother, with whom he lived along
with his sister and father, died in
1553 of another plague. In 1554
Ursinus became very sick and had
to go to the mountains for recuperation.
The events of the early times of
Ursinus' life would have a lasting
effect on him and his theology. First,
his father was a tutor and thus
educated. This allowed for Ursinu~
the beginnings of his education.
Second, hi s father 's connections
with the prominent families of
Breslau allowed Ursinus to go to
Wittenberg and study. The city
council agreed to pay for his education with the understanding that he
would come back and teach in their
city. Third, death was a reality of
everyday life. What is the one thing
a person wants more than anything
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else when he faces death? Comfort. This may well be why the first
question and answer to the Heidelberg Catechism is written the way
it is when it states:
Question 1. What is your
only comfort in life and
death?
Answer: That I, with body
and soul, both in life and
death, am not my own, but
belong unto my faithful Savior Jesus Christ; who, with
his precious blood, has fully
satisfied for all my sins, and
delivered me from all the
power of the devil; and so
preserves me that without
the will of my heavenly Father, not a hair can fall from
my head; yea, that all things
must be subservient to my
salvation, and therefore, by
his Holy Spirit, He also assures me of eternal life, and
makes me heartily· willing
and ready, henceforth, to live
unto him."1
Death was common in the sixteenth
century for young and old alike.
Knowing that nothing could separate one from the love of God
through Jesus Christ was the best
source of comfort a person could
receive. The Roman Catholic
Church had taught the people that
they were outside of salvation if
they were not part of her. But in
this summary ofGod's Word, comfort and hope were to be found.
The fourth aspect of his early days
related to death was his own sickness. Sickness and infirmity would
seem to mark the rest of his life.
Later in life, especially while teaching at Sapience College, Ursinus
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would use his health as a reason not
to engage in theological debate or
the polemics of the day.
Finally, Ursinus was under the
teaching ofMoiban, who had written a catechism. Moiban 's influence on Ursinus as a youngster was
a source for Ursinus' later development ofthe Heidelberg Catechism.
Derk Visser, in his book Zacharius
Ursinus: The Reluctant Reformer,
writes,

Moiban's catechism could
easily be a source-even an
important one- without being a literary source. In view
of the oral method of rote
leaming--especially
of
catechetical instructionUrsinus may not have
needed Moiban's actual
phraseology in front ofhim.2
Continuing Development
After being taught by Moiban in
Breslau, Ursinus was ready for further study; study that would take
Ursinus out of his home town of
Breslau and into the heart of the
Reformation and Lutheranism.
Ursinus went to Wittenberg at the
age of sixteen. There he would
study
under
Melanchthon.
Melanchthon took notice and a lasting friendship was formed between
the young student and the older
Melanchthon.
Studying at Wittenberg was not a
life of ease. Ursinus did not fit in
well with the other students. He

saw them as rowdy and not serious
students. In one of his letters,
Ursinus wrote about his displeasure
in the "morals and the way in
which the people live among
whom I must dwell.'"
While
studying at Wittenberg, Ursinus had
work to do on behalf ofthe Breslau
City Council as a part of the agreement for paying for his education.
He had to tutor Eleasar Schlaher, a
son of a mine owner in Wittenberg
with ties to the aristocracy of
Breslau. While being optimistic of
the tutoring opportunity, Ursinus
found Eleasar to be of mediocre
ability and more fond of entertainment than that ofstudy. After three
years of working with Eleasar and
numerous letters to Johann Crato
(the medical doctor to the city of
Breslau and one of the men of
Breslau who helped Ursinus receive payment for his schooling),
Ursinus was able to convince
Eleasar's father that his son should
study business.
Not only did Johann Crato help
Ursinus get the funding he needed
to attend the University at
Wittenberg, he often wrote Ursinus
asking him about theological issues
of the day. This was the start of a
friendship that would lastthe rest of
their lives. Crato's interest in theology began when he had studied
under Martin Luther. Luther had
recommended to Crato that he become a doctor. This was a very
important change in Crato's life,
and also for the development ofthe
Reformed Faith in the Palatinate.

Ursinus did not fit in well
with the other students.
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Crato would later leave his position
as Doctor of Breslau and become
personal physic ian to emperors
Ferdinand 1 and Maximilian II. In
this position he would be part ofthe
court, enabling him to influence the
emperor when it came to theological positions.
The biggest impact of these seven
years ofthe continuing education of
Ursinus was not on ly that of studying under Melanchthon, but also
being witness to the tunnoil that
went with theology at that time.
Ursinus was a proficient student in
many areas of study and took hi s
studies very seriously. Ursinus lived
with Melanchthon wh ile studying
and would learn much from his
teacher. He wou ld also deviate
from Lutherani sm on some points
that would later be developed into
the Reformed Faith .
Ursinus would also witness first
hand the attacks of the Flacians
against Melanchthon. They were
attacks by Lutherans against
Lutherans those who were their
brothers in the Lord. In the first
generation of the Reformation
there had been a time ofquiet when
Lutherans had to stick together
against the Roman Catholics.
When this was complete and the
peace ofAugsburg was set in place,
the attacks aga in st Melanchthon
and his agreement with Calvin was
at their highest.
In those days, no holds were barred
in theological discussions. The polemics of the day were often personal. To knock down the character ofa person wasjust as important
as winning the theological point.
Vi sser wrote, " Melanchthon felt
the Flacians were less concerned
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with doctrine than with defeating
Melanchthon, either to keep him in
their camp or to have him isolated
as a heretic.'"
These attacks
shaped Ursinus to the point where
he never wanted to be in the spotlight.
Visser believes that, "The real significance of Ursinus' interest in
these attacks on Melanchthon is the
obvious fact that they exposed him
to the variety of interpretations, to
the nature ofcontroversy, and to the
methods of opponents.'"
After studying with Melanchthon
for seven years, he went with him
to a conference in Worms . Followi ng the conference was a trip
that would take Ursinus to the major centers ofReformation learning
and the best of budding Reformed
scholars. The trip took almost a
year to complete. He went to
Heidelberg, Strasburg, Basel,
Lausanne, and Geneva. Ursinus
received from Calvin a set of his
signed works as a gift. He later
passed through Lyons and Orleans.
He stopped in Paris where he studied French and Hebrew. The last
stop on his journey was to Zurich,
Switzerland, where he became
friends with such great Reformed
theologians as Bullinger and Peter
Martyr.

Back to Breslau:
the Turning Point
In the fall of 1558, Breslau called
for Ursinus to fulfill his duty to the
city. After over seven years of

training, it was time for him to go to
work for his benefactors. The debates in Breslau about Lutheranism
and the new Reformed teachings,
however, were hot. It was back in
his hometown where a turning point
began into which path of theology
Ursinus was going to travel.
Would he follow his growing convictions as taught by his teacher
Melanchthon and reaffirmed in his
recent travels, or would he fall to
the pressures of those in Breslau
and others out of a sense of duty to
a city that had paid for his education? Which would he stand foravoidance of confrontation (which
he hated), or conscience and his beli ef in what the Bible taught?
Ursinus began teaching at the St.
Elisabeth School the same school
where he was taught in his younger
years. The student had returned as
the teacher. He started by teaching
Melanchthon 's catechism in short,
concise statements these were
Ursinus' Theses of J558.
The GnesioLutherans within the
city soon began to gossip about
Ursinus and his teachings, believing
him to be sympathetic to
Melanchthon's teachings. Ursinus
stopped partaking of the Lord 's
Supper in the church as well.
Visser states,
One can safely assume it
was the ceremonies of mass
that stirred Ursinus' conscience and that made him
examine the Scriptures and

Ursinus never wanted
to be in the spotlight.
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Fathers and finally decide to
abstain from communion.
Then to avoid being drawn
into the controversies, he
asked for a leave of absence
to continue his studies. 6
The leave of absence was
granted. With some money provided by Crato, he left Breslau in
Apri l, 1560. Ursinus wrote his
uncle: "I am well content to leave
my country when it will not tolerate the confession of truth which
I cannot in good conscience give
up . Ifmy excellent teacher Philip
were still alive, I would go to him.
But since he is dead, my mind is
made up to turn to the Zurichers,
who are in no great credit here,
but whose fame stands so high
with other churches that it cannot
be obsc ured by our preachers.
They are pious, learned, great
men in whose company I am inclined henceforth to spend my
life. As regards the rest, God will
provide. "7

Ursinus visited the Swiss refonners rather than another German
city. He would have been content
to stay with them and study with
them . The theological path seems
to be settled, but his destination
was unsettled. The last line of hi s
letter to his uncle seems to be
prophetic, "As regards the rest,
God will provide."
The Call to Heidelberg

Ursinus arrived in Zurich in October of 1569. Ursin us ' time in
Zurich was short (about a year),
but he made the most of his time
there by studying under Peter
Martyr and reading extensively. It
appears that Martyr continued
the refinement of Ursinus , theol-
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Martyr refined the theology of Ursinus.

ogy that began under the direction
ofMe lanchthon.
During this time, conditions were
volatile III the Palatinate.
Frederick III wanted to continue
to reform the churches of his region. Hi s predecessor, OttoHenry, was unable to accomplish
reformation because of political
pressures; but the peace of
Augsburg had become firmly established. Was it possible for another set of beliefs be put into
play? The peace of Augsburg
only recognized Lutheran and
Catholic beliefs, but what ofthose
who wanted to become something
else?
Frederick III was filling the pulpits and positions with those of the
Reformed persuasion. He did this
by looking outsi de the Palatinate,
bringing in international preachers
and teachers. Frederick's intention was to show that the change
that was tak ing place within the
Palatinate was not just a schi smatic group within Gennany, but
that it stretched beyond the borders of Germany. It also gave
some political cover for the movement because the Lutheran
princes of Gennany would not
want to deal with all the different
countries, regions, and citi es that
the preachers and teachers represented .
Frederick III also wanted some of
the best theologians of the day.
He first called Peter Martyr back
to the Palatinate. Martyr was
raised in the Palatinate and also

had given advice to Frederick's
predecessor, Otto-Henry. Martyr
thought of himself too old to start
a new work and recommended
the
twenty-seven
year-old
Ursinus to take up the cause and
work in Heidelberg.
Ursinus received the call to go to
Heidelberg. Thi s would mean
that he would have to go back to
Germany- the place he had just
left so he woul d not be part of a
controversy. He realized the
theological ground he stood upon
would be attacked from all sides.
The attacks in those days that
were often hurl ed at him were
two-fold: ad hominem- trying to
brin g down th e person, or they
would try to associate the person
with an extrem e segment of the
movement- guilt by association,
even if that association was ever
so small. These were the attacks
his beloved teacher, Melanchthon,
went through, and if he went to
Heidelberg, this is what he would
have to face- not from within
Heidelberg itself, but by
Lutherans in other Genn an regions.
Ursinus was well aware of this as
he wrote, "Oh that I could remain
hidden in a corner. I would give
anything for shelter in some quiet
village. ,,' Knowing he would receive critique and questioning of
hi s work made Ursinus search th e
Scriptures all the more diligently
for the best answer. He was a
Berean(Acts 17: 11 ). Thepolemics of the time did not suit him.
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Knowing all this, he still accepted
the call of Frederick the Pious to
go to Heidelberg.

Jean Claude (1619-1687)
Pastor of the Huguenots
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The Reformed Church in France
fared better than most Protestant
Churches in Catholic countries in
the seventeenth century. In 1589,
King Henry of Navarre denounced Protestantism and
joined the Catholic Church in order to become King Henry IV of
France. By doing this, he opened
the door to legalization of the
Protestant religion. In 1598, he
did this officially by issuing the
Edict of Nantes, which granted
freedom ofreligion and toleration
to the "Pretended Reformed
Church."
After the assassination of King
Henry in 1610 by a fanatical Roman Catholic, Henry's son, Louis
XIII ascended the throne at the
age of eight and a half. King
Louis and his famous counselor,
Cardinal Richelieu, were not as
favorable to the Protestants as
Henry IV had been . Cardinal
Richelieu led the armies of
France against the Huguenots
and destroyed their political
power, although they did affirm
their freedom to practice their religion.
It was in this latter and more difficult period of the Edict of
Nantes, when they could no
longer secure their freedoms by
arm s, that God raised up men to
defend the rights and the religion
of the Huguenots by the pen and
the tongue against the onslaught
of the clergy and theologians of
the Roman Catholic Church . One
of the greatest of these men was
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Jean Claude, the pastor of
Charenton, the leading Huguenot
Church in France. He was one of
the most respected pastors and
theologians of the Reformed
Church in his day, not only in
France but throughout Europe . It
is the life and work of this man
that we consider in this article .
Before Charenton
Jean Claude was born into the
home of Rev. Fran~ois
Claude in
Le Sauvetat in southwestern
France in 1619. Fran~ois
Claude
made sure that his son received a
liberal arts education, and Jean
performed very well in hi s studies. At some point, probably in his
later teens, Claude went to study
at the Protestant Academy of
Montaubon, which was one ofthe
four Academies established for
the training of ministers in the
French
Reformed
Church.
Franl'ois had the privilege of ordaining his own son in 1646.
Jean Claude began his mini sterial
work at La Treyne or Treine,
serving there only one year. He
then went to the strongly Protestant city of Saint-Afrique, where
he served as minister for eight
years. In 1655, the Church at
Nimes, one of the most important
Protestant Churches, was looking
for a man who could bear the
burden of the extensive work in
that city. They called Jean Claude
to come and serve as pastor. Although there was a Protestant
Academy in Nimes, Claude did
not teach there. However, he
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gave private lessons to the students, particularly in exegesis and
preaching. It is reported that
many excellent preachers came
out of this private schooling.
Claude was widely appreciated
as a masterful preacher. His
speaking was so clear and accurate that his hearers could never
tell when he was reading his sermons and when he was not.
Claude later wrote a book on
preaching where he explains the
classic Protestant plain style of
preaching. Claude warns in this
book that all learning and show
should be avoided as well as anything that in any way points to the
preacher instead of to Jesus
Christ. The text of Scripture
should provide the form, structure,
and content ofthe sermon and the
minister should bring out its force
in such a way as to
... instruct, solve difficulties,
unfold mysteries, penetrate
into the ways of divine wisdom, establish truth, refute
error, comfort, correct, and

censure, fill the hearers with
an admiration of the wonderful works and ways of
God, inflame their souls with
zeal, [and] powerfully incline
them to piety and holiness.'
In this way, the preacher'S task is
to bring the people to the words
of Jesus Christ and seek by
preaching to bring out the meaning, the emotion, the wonder, and
the glory of the text of Scripture
and thus of Jesus Christ Himself.
Claude 's work in Nlmes prospered as he both taught his flock
and defended the Reformed faith
against its many Catholic oppo-
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nents in the area. His success
brought hostility from the local
Catholic clergy and governor.
The governor of Languedoc was
Armand Bourbon, Prince of
Conde (the next successor to the
throne outside of the immediate
royal family). The Prince's ancestors had fought for the freedom ofthe Huguenots, but now he
sought for a reunion of the Protestants and Catholics in his province. The Provincial Synod of
1661 was to deal with the question
of reunion, and Jean Claude was
elected moderator of the Synod.
The Synod voted unanimously to
reject the proposed union. Claude
responded by saying that it would
be easier to reconcile light with
darkness and Christ with Belial
than to bring the two religions together. The result of this courageous stand against compromise
was that Claude was blamed for
the rejection of the proposal and
banished from the province of
Languedoc.
Claude did not desire to leave the
Languedoc, and so he went to the
court in Pari s in order to seek the
removal of the sentence. Claude
was unsuccessful in getting the
banishment lifted. However, during this six month period, Claude
first entered into the national debates between Catholicism and
the Protestants. The Jansensists
were a party of the Roman
Catholic Church
following
Cornelius Jansen who advocated

an Augustinian theology of election and grace over against the
Jesuits who held to a semiPelagian view. The Jansenists
were eager to distance themselves from the Calvinists, with
whom they were often lumped
together. Thus, two oftheir leading theologians, Pierre Nicole
(1625-1695) and Antoine Arnaud
(1612- 1694), wrote a book defending the perpetuity of the faith
of the Roman Catholic Church on
the subject of the Eucharist
against the Protestants. Claude
anonymously wrote a short book
in answer to it, which was wellreceived by many and infuriated
the Catholics.
Since he was unable to continue
as minister in Nlmes, he made his
way to Montaubon where he had
studied for the ministry. There, he
was soon called as a minister and
was greatly edifying to that congregation. He confessed that his
four years there were the happiest of his life. In part because of
his success and in part because of
the continuation ofhis work on the
Eucharist against the Roman
Catholics, he was once more banished. He could no longer pastor
in Montaubon.
Charenton
What men meant for evil, God
meant for good. In 1665, Claude
once more went to Paris to seek
to get the sentence lifted. He
was once more unsuccessful, but

Claude anonymously wrote a short book in
answer to it, which was well-received by many
and infuriated the Catholics.
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in the process, he was called to
serve as minister in the Reformed
Church in Charenton. According
to the Edict of Nantes, no Reformed Church was permitted in
Paris proper. Consequently, the
many Reformed Christians there
had to travel outside the city in
order to go to church. They were
permitted by Henry IV to build a
. church at Charenton, a few mil es
from Paris. Because of its proximity to the court in Paris and its
prominent members, it became
the most important church in
France. Claude took up his work
there in 1666 and served there
until the revocation ofthe Edict of
Nantes.
From this place, Claude defended
the truth ofthe Reformed religion,
foi led the machinations of the Roman Catholic clergy, and counseled the churches throughout
France. As Claude's banishments
indicate, the situation of the Huguenots became increasingly difficult. While the freedom of rei igion was maintained, every opportunity was sought to put pressure on the Huguenots to convert
by taking away their privileges.
Children were taken away from
their parents on the slightest
movement of a child toward
Rome. Church buildings were
burned to the ground. Ministers
were forbidden from practicing
where the churches were burned,
and neighboring ministers were
forbidden from conducting services anywhere but in their own
parishes. In 1659, Louis XIV forbade the Reformed Church from
holding national synods. By the
1680s, soldiers were being sent
into Protestant towns where they
used all manner of torture and
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provocation to extort "conversions. " It was in the midst of
these hard circumstances that
Claude served as a leader and
pastor to all the Huguenots in
France through hi s ministry at
Charenton.
Because of hi s prominent position, C laude was often called
upon to defend the truth of the
Protestant religion. In response to
a book against the Reformation by
the Jansenist Pierre Nicole,

We must seek the
signs oftrue
godliness in order to
be assured ofour
salvation.

Claude wrote a masterful defense of the Reformation, which
was later translated into English.
According to the Protestant encyclopedist Pierre Bayle, thi s
work was the best written on the
subject. In 1678, he also held a
conference or disputation with the
famous
Catholic
apologist
Bossuet at the request of a Protestant noble lady. Through this
conference, C laude gave his defense of the Reformed doctrine of
the Church. Bossuet said that
Claude had said the most and best
of what could be said for a bad
cause.
Many of the great Huguenot
theologians were hindered from
writing works intended for the
laity because of their preoccupation with the defense of the Re-

formed doctrine against the powerful Catholic apologists. However,
they did not forget at times to write
works for the laity, and Claude is no
exception. He published five sermons explaining the parable of the
virgins in Matthew 25. In addition,
he wrote an excellent little work on
self-examination in preparation to
take the Lord's Supper. There, he
demonstrated that we must not be
content with being better than some
other people or hearing the Word of
God, we must seek the signs of
true godliness in order to be assured
of our salvation. He gave a helpful
and clear explanation of the difference between the regenerate and
unregenerate in various stages of
life and in various trials and temptations. He then applied his observations to encourage the sinner to
humble himself before God and
seek his salvation in Christ alone.
This book was also translated into
English and published in London.
As we can see from the many
translations of Claude 's works,
Claude's fame spread throughout
Europe. In 1681, he was called to
serve as a professor of theology at
the University of Groningen in the
Netherlands. This must have been
a great temptation for Claude, since
his son, Isaac, was already serving
as a minister in the much freer and
easier situation in the Netherlands.
The leaders ofthe city ofGroningen
appealed to him and sought his services. But Claude listened to the
people of Charenton and was unwilling to abandon them in their
hour of need.
Pressing On
Claude did eventually get to the
Netherlands but not by his own
choice. Louis XlV became more
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and more impatient with the unwillingness of the Huguenots to convert to Catholicism. Louis decided
to revoke the Edict of Nantes. The
Roman Catholic clergy secured the
date of revocation in such a way
that before it was actually published
in Parliament, it would allow the
Protestants one more Sunday of
worship. Many Protestants were
grateful for thi s seeming offer of
mercy, but Claude knew better. He
was skeptical of gifts from such a
hosti le quarter, and so he canceled
the service. Indeed, the Roman
Catholic clergy had planned to have
several Protestants abjure in the
midst of the service at Charenton
and cause a general confusion. The
bishops were furious with Claude
and secured his immediate exile.
He was given twenty-four hours
and then taken by the king's valet to
the border, never to return to
France.
Claude was certainly grieved to the
depths of his heart · over these
events. However, he was also
happy to be with his son and able to
practice his faith freely in the Netherlands. Upon his arrival at the
Hague (where his son served as
minister), he was welcomed by the
Stadt-holder William and his wife,
Princess Mary of England. They
received him with the most cordial
greetings. William gave Claude a
pension, and Claude was thus able
to spend the last year of his life in
quiet, study, and counsel to those
who sought him out.
Claude fell ill on Christmas day, 1686.
He struggled with the illness for several days and then died on January 13,
1687 at the age of 66. Guillaume de
Felice gives an apt sununary of this
man's greatness and life:
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A pious man, a learned theologian, and an able orator, a
sage and comprehensive
writer, gifted with a judgment and presence of mind
which never left him at fault,
he was best able to cope
with the champions of the
Catholic Church; and without presuming that his genius
was equal to that of
Bossuet's, we doubt ifhe did
not surpass him in solidity of
knowledge and power of
argument. '

Henry Lobdell (New York: Edward
Walker, 1851),357-358.
, Abel-Rudolphe Ladaveze, The
Life and Death of Monsieur
Claude (London: Thomas Dring,
1687),49.
Rev. J. Wesley White is the
pastor of the New Covenant
Presbyterian Church III
Spearfish, South Dakota.

Claude devoted his life to the
preaching of the biblical gospel as
expressed in the Protestant faith.
His biographer, Ladaveze, said that
in his final days before his death he
told them that the Reformed faith
was the "trunk and body ofthe tree,
to which it became us to keep
steady without ever forsaking it.'"
Claude himselfgave us an example
of valiant defense ofthe faith, even
in the midst of the greatest peril.
He was willing to give up his own
country and comforts for the sake
of the Gospel. His advice and example is one of the many faithful
witnesses that we should keep before us as we battle for the biblical
faith in our own day.
Endnotes
I Jean Claude, Essay on a Composition of a Sermon (London:
James Cornish, 1844),2. Note that
this book is available for free on
Google Books. See my Reformed
Theology bibliography of books
available on Google at http://
www.spearfishpca.com!
googleTheology.htm.

, Guillaume de Felice, History of
the Protestants of France, tr. by
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Bible Study on the Book of Judges
Lesson 3: The Perfect Example
Readings: Judges 2:11-23
Judges 3:7-12
Judges I and 2 provided us with the
historical background ofthe book of
Judges, serving as an introduction

to the stories that follow. Judges
2: 1123 gave us a paradigm. a general pattern for the action of the
rest of the book (Israel sins, God

sends an oppressor, the people suffer and cry out in repentance, God

sends a judge who delivers, the
people are saved; repeat cycle). In

Judges 3:712, we receive the recorded story of a specific judge:
Othnie!'

The account in Judges 3 is very
short. It is brief and not at all
fleshedout. It is as if the author
wanted the first story to be perfect,
a model story to illustrate his general pattern from the previous
chapter, so he cut out all unnecessary details. The story ofOthniel is
very straightforward and simple,
free of froufrou, with minimal
background infonnation or personal
details. Unlike other stories, we are
given no details ofbattle, no records
of heroics, nothing.
It is quite simple. Othniel does not
make a shiny dagger and plunge it

The account of Othniel is the only
story in the book of Judges that
follows the pattern of Judges 2, and
it follows it to a "T." Othniel served
as a perfect example ofajudge. In
his commentary on Judges, Dr.
Dale Ralph Davis compares the
story ofOthniel to playing an "open
hand" of a card game with a first
time player. You play it easy, going
through it step by step so that the
beginner can understand. You do
not toss in any unexpected twists or
turns, but just show the basics as a
sample. That is what the author of
Judges is doing in thi s passage. He
is giving us a perfect sample judge.
But if you think that thi s is the way
all the stories are going to be, you
will be sorely disappointed. Everything would go downhill from here.

into a king like Ehud. He does not

Othniel began the long list ofjudges
that ended with Samson. That long

defeat an overwhelming number of
foes with only a small band of men
like Gideon. He does not tear apart
a lion with his bare hands like
Samson. Othniel barely does anything. But that is the point. Here,
at the beginning ofthe account ofaU

list would be a downward spira\.
From Othniel to Gideon, Israel had
some rest between their oppressors. After G ideon, however, the
judges became more messed up,
with no periods ofrest. But here, at
the beginning, we start with ajudge
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the judges, the author wants to
show us that the judges did not
have to do anything. It was the
LORD who was at work. Othniel
did not defeat the foesit was God
who delivered His people. Verse
10 tells us that "the Spirit of the
LORD was on Othniel" when he
judged and delivered Israel. God
may have used human means, but it
was still God who was at work.

who actually did his job, and he did
it without breaking any of God's
commands.
Judges 3:9 tell s us that the first
judge, Othnie!, was the same
Othniel whom we met earlier in

chapter I (compare 3:9 with I: 13).
Othniel is Caleb's nephew, the husband of Achsah. He was already
known for his faithfulness and valor,
having captured the city ofKiriathsepher for Ca leb and, by that victory, won the hand of Caleb's
daughter. He was a member of the
faithful remnant in Israel, an upright
man.
Othniel found himself to be in the
typical situation of the book of
Judges the people of Israel , his
kinsmen, forgot the LORD their
God and served the Baals and
Asheroth, falling into the idolatry of
the nations around them. As the

Angel of the LORD had prophesied in Judges 2:35. the nations
living in the Promised Land had
become a snare to Israel.
Because of their wickedness, the
LORD gave them into the hand of
Cushanrishathaim, king of the
Mesopotamians. Verse 7 explicitly
tells us that this is the LORD's doing. In our day and age, we are
used to th inking of hi storical and
politi cal events as causeandeffeet. If you look hard enough at the
events leading up to an invasion or
a war, then you can exp lain why
they happened. However, this
verse makes it clear that this oppression was God's doing. Israel
had no one to blame but herse lf.
God was actively involved in her
history. To quote Dr. Dale Ralph
Davi s, thi s is not a "tame natural
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process, but blazing supernatural
wrath!" T he sovereign God who
had given the land to Israel is the
Lord of all things that transpired.
e ushan would not have been ab le
to take Israel if God had not given
them into his hand.
Does this teach us that every time
something happens, we should automatically put it down as an act of
God? Should hurricane Katrina be
li sted as an act of punishment for
the sin s of New Orleans? Is the
existence of the AIDS virus a direct pun ishment on homosexuality
and fornication? Maybe, maybe
not. On the one hand, yes, God is
still the sovereign rul er over all of
history and all things come from
His alm ighty hand. And, generally,
all natural disasters, diseases, and
deaths are a result of man 's sin.
However, who are we to "put
words into God's mouth" and assign
Him explicit motives? Just ask Job
or Isaiah. Isaiah explains in Isaiah
55:8 that none of us as humans will
ever be full y ab le to comprehend
the ways of God or be able to explain His motives.
Israe l, however, did have specia l
revelation (not to mention the
prophecy of the Angel of the
LORD) telling them that this calamity came upon them because oftheir
specific sin. We do not have special
revelation from God telling us that
the tidal wave in Indonesia came
because of the Muslim influence
there or anyth ing like that. We had
best be careful with trying to assign
motives to God.
But, back to Cushan-rishathaim
(say that five times fast!). Cushanrishathaim means "Cushan the
double wicked." He was from
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"Aram-naharaim," which in Hebrew means "land of the double rivers." "Cushan-rishathaim from
Aram-naharaim" rhymes in Hebrew, and was probably given as a
term of derision by those he oppressed, because, let's face it, who
would name their son "double
wicked"? It wou ld be similar to
"the Menace" being added to the
name " Dennis" not by his parents,
but by those who observed his activities.
Most scholars agree that the land
from whi ch this tyrant came was
Mesopotamia (in fact, many Bible
translations simply translate it as
"Mesopotamia"). This would have
made Cushan and his people the
oppressors who travel ed from the
furth est away of all of Israel's tormentors in the book ofJudges. His
name, hi s status as king, and hi s
homeland make him a "perfect"
villain; someone who all ofthe original audience of the book of Judges
would see as a stereotypical villain,
kind oflike the mustached outlaw in
a black hat in our culture.
When the children of Israe l cried
out to the LORD, He rai sed up
Othniel as judge. He had a perfect
lineage, being related to Caleb, the
faithful spy from the Book ofN umbers. He a lso had a perfect name:
Othni el means "God is my
strength." Names in the Bible
were not random ly assigned; they
usually had meaning and importance. Verse 10 te ll s us that the
Spirit of the LORD was upon

Othniel. He li ved up to his name
and knew that He had to depend on
the LORD for Hi s strength. After
he defeated e ushan by the
LORD 's power, there was peace
for forty years- a number of perfectio n and completeness in the
Bible.
So Othniel seems to have been the
perfect judge. He had a perfect
lineage, a perfect name, and the
perfect enemy. But he died. That
was the problem with all the judges.
They all died and Israel had no one
to rule over them. None of the
judges was "perfect" in any sense.
None brought lasting peace; none
completely unified Israel against her
common foe.
Througho ut the book, the author
laments that the oppression of Israel happened because " there was
no king in Israel. " The peop le of
Israel all desired kings. They believed that ifthey had a king to unify
them, all their troubles would be
solved. However, history proved
otherwise: in Samuel's day, Israel
asked for a king, and got Saul.
Under David, it was better, but the
whole line of kings never solved
any oflsrael's problems. They still
fe ll into idolatry and they still were
oppressed by their enemies.
The problem was that Israel continued to put her trust in man for deli verance. Throughout the entire
book ofJudges (yea, throughout all
of the Old Testament), Israel regularly and continuously relied upon

The problem was that Israel continued to put her
trust in man for deliverance.
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men to save them. Some of these
men delivered. There were some
truly righteous and holy men who
followed God's will and truly saved
Israel.
These were men like
Joshua, Othn iel, and David, and
women like Deborah. But for the
most part, Israel's deliverers were
a bunch of losers (sorry to be blunt,
but it is true) .
What else could we expect from
totally depraved humans? Yet, how
often we do the same thing! We all
know that we should trust God. We
all mouth the words to our friends
when they are going through a difficult time: "Oh,just trust in God, I'll
be praying for you." But we really
place more trust in doctors, teachers, lawyers, and preachers. The
truth is: even if these people are
truly godly, upright people, they will
fail. They cannot promise true and
lasting deliverance. Jesus told us
that we must truly trust God with a
childlike faith. A young child never
questions his parents. He knows
that they know what is best and
that they are looking out for him. A
child will follow hi s parents wherever they tell him to go. Maybe
they ask "why," maybe they can be
stubborn at times, but deep inside,
they do truly trust their parents. We
need to radically change the way
we go about "trusting God." We
need to give our lives over to Him
wholeheartedly and li ve for the
LORD.
As written above, the whole Old
Testament hi story of Israel serves
as an excellent excursus on the total depravity of man and hi s inabi lity to do anything to get out of it.
Thank God that it also shows us the
utter faithfulness of the LORD to
Hi s covenant. Israel keeps falling
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into sin, keeps failing to li ve up to
their side of the covenant. .. except
that they do not have a "side" in the
covenant- the covenant is un il ateral , which means one-sided (and
thankfully it is one-sided on God's
side, not on ours, which would be a
catastrophe). Remember when
God made the covenant with
Abraham (and with the nation of
Israel, his descendants) in Genesis
IS? God mad e Abraham take a
cow, a goat, a ram, a dove, and a
pigeon and cut them all in half. God

continues to send deliverers, and
ultimately He sends the greatest
Deliverer- His Son.

We fall into idolatry,
thinking that it will
bring rest and
deliverance from all
our troubles.

Often we find ourselves at the beginning of the story. fighting the
temptation to idolatry. Idolatry is
very tempting. We fall into idolatry,
thinking that it will bring rest and
deliverance from all our troubles.
Maybe we look to alcohol or drugs,
seeking solace in them. Maybe we
look to marc subtle idols, like clothing and looks that promise acceptance. Maybe we look to pornography and fantasy. We all have our
own personal idols, things that take
the place of God, things that make
us comfortable, but in reality, things
that lead us away from the one true
God. We look to these things to fmd
peace, happiness, and comfort.
In stead, we find bondage. That is
what idolatry and all sin leads to:
bondage.

then appeared to Abraham and
wa lked between the divided animals. This was a common way of
rati fying covenants in ancient Near
Eastern culture (a little more bloody
and involved than a handshake, but
a lot more binding). The walking
between the animals was symbolic
ofsaying, "May what has happened
to these animals lying here, cut in
two, happen to me if I should go
against the promises of thi s covenant."
Notice one thing: God never made
Abraham walk between the animal s. God never required Abraham
to ratify the covenant. The entire
responsibility-the very tenn s of
the covenant- rests with God, not
man. It is a covenant entirely of
grace, traceable throughout all of
Scripture. God's people sin, but He
delivers them. They fail, but He

Where are we in this story? The
temptation with too many Bible
studi es today is that they try to
make an example for us to emulate
("dare to be a Danie l" or "you
ought to be an Othn iel"). And whi le
it is dangerous to just try to moralize the message of Scripture, it is
important to find solid applications
from the text to our lives. So where
do we find ourselves in this passage
from Judges?

Every day, we are bombarded with
the idea that sin pays. And do you
know what? Sometimes it does. If
every time you looked at a Playboy
magazine, a fmger fell off. it would
be pretty easy to avoid looking at
pornography. If every time you
stole something from work, your
car broke down , it would easy to
resist that temptation. But that is not
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the way it happens. Oftent imes,
you can indul ge your idols and not
get caught. Sinning can be downright enjoyable. Sinning can lead to
temporal prosperity.
Cushanrishathaim was an idolater.
He was tremendously prosperous
(until very late in his life). Thi nkof
all the tim es the Psalmist cries out
to God about how the wicked prosper whil e the righteous are being
oppressed. However, in Psalm 49
the psalmist puts it all into perspective: the wicked man may prosper,
but he will die. Ido latry may lead to
a comfortable, even happy life here
on earth, but it will not help you find
lasting comfort and peace. That is
where the temptation to idolatry is
found: it promises temporary comfort. Satan uses it to lull us into a
temporary comfort so th at we will
not think about death and what
comes after death.
So really, the Lord 's judgment to
Israel and to us, is a merciful act
keeping us from sinning, keeping us
from becoming complacent in our
sin. God will never be content to
leave one of His elect in idolatry.
He may let us stray into idolatry and
sin, but He will never ever leave us
there. He is fai thfu l to Hi s covenant. " If we are faithl ess, He remains faithful; for He cannot deny
Himself' (2 Timothy 2: 13). He w ill
bring us to the point where we cry
out for deliverance. Remember
Jesus' parable of the prodigal son
(Luke IS)? God may let us backslide and turn away fro m Him for a
time, but He will never pennit Hi s
elect to remain comfortable in their
idolatry.
As Hedid with Israel, God will punish us when we fall away; He wi ll
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not leave us in our idolatry. He will
not let us get too comfortable in our
sin. That is a most comforting
thought. As a lovi ng Father, God
wi ll discipline us and by Hi s sovereign grace bring us to the point of
crying out fo r forgiveness. And He
will forgiveagain and again. The
book of Judges shows us how patient God truly is. Israel keeps fa Iling into sin, again and again. Again
and again, God comes and rescues
them, for He is full of mercy and
love for Hi s chosen people.
Are you currently caught in a web
of sin? Do you fee l the downward
spiral your idolatry is bringing upon
you? This story of Israel provides
a simple paradigm. When you find
yourselfin your sin, cry out to God.

Do not just cry out because of the
pain that your sin brings you, cry out
in sorrow for your sin, genuine repentance. If God heard the fal se
repentance of Israel in Judges 2,
how much more will He hear you,
His chi ld, if you are truly repentant?
The LORD is a loving Father, slow
to anger and abounding in love.
We see thi s most clearly in Christ.
Christ came 10 die for our sins, to
pay the ransom for us ungrateful
idolworshippers. It is not anything
we did. We really would rather be
worshipping our idols and li ving in
rampant sin. But God in His abundant mercy sent His Son to ransom
us, to free us from the tyranny of the
~,
devil. Whi le we were still s ine
Chri st died for us.

Lesson 3: Points to Ponder
1. Why did Israel pursue other gods?
2. Why would God permit Hi s covenant people to become oppressed? Why would God send a deli verer to save those who had
rejected Him ?
3. Do we often credit God for the tragedies that we see taking place
in the world? What about those with in our own lives?
4. Have there been times when you placed your confidence more
in what man could do instead of what God has done?
5. Give examples of how we often seek comfo rt from that which
the world has to offer.
6. Have you w itnessed the downward spiral of a church member
who gave in to the idolatry around him? Have you seen it in your
own life?
7. Have you a lso witnessed God using someone to deliver such a
person? How can you be used to he lp someone out of hi s rebellion against God?
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Bible Study on the Book of Judges
Lesson 4: Two Imperfect Examples
Reading: Judges 3:12-31

Judges 3: 12-30 presents the story of
Ehud, possibly one ofthe most troubling passages for commentators

and pastors. Philip P. Elliot, in his
exposition on the book of Judges,
says thi s: "By even the most elementary standard of ethics,
[Ehud's] deception and murder of
Eglon stand condemned. Passages
like this, when encountered by the
untutored reader of the Scriptures,
cause consternation and questioning." This passage is rather Rrated, full of graphic violence,
blood, and guts, with a little bathfoom humor thrown in besides.

What is this doing in the Bible ofall
places?
If we focu s on that, however, we
miss the point of the passage. God
can use the most unlikely of means
to save His people. Dr. Dale Ralph
Davis says that thi s passage is like
God "trying to boom into your ears
with all sorts ofexclamation marks,
'See how I delight to save you in all
of your troubles!'" In all of your
troubles, no matter what they are,
or why you are in them, God delights to save you. He hears your
cries and is compassionate.
Face it, this story is tremendously
entertain ing. The telling of this
account in the ora l tradition must
have delighted the Israel ite children
as much li stening to grandpa tell
war stories fascinates young chi ldren of today. Just because we are
Christians does not mean that we
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have to be dull and boring people.
Perhaps there are some who would
object to this gross little story; who
think that these sorts of things
should not "sully the pages ofScrip-

ture." But that is precisely why
they are here. OUf li ves can be
pretty wild sometim es. They are
not always the calm, predictable,
and happy days that we wish they
were. Our lives can be pretty haywire, a lot like the "rampaging days
of the judges," as Davis call s them.
He goes on to point out that " Our
God is not a God who stands offby
Himself in the chaos of our times."
He is actively involved, even when
our lives are not pretty.
Verses 12-14 set the stage. Because the Israelites continued in
their sinful ways, the LORD sent
Moab against them to enslave
them. Moab was a country east of
Israel. They invaded Israel , first
capturing the "city of Palm s"

(verse 13).
The "City of Palms" was a name
for the city of Jericho. Moab was
coming from the east and taking
over the Promised Land, starting
with Jericho. Does that sound familiar? That was where Israel began under loshua! They were supposed to take over the land, but they
fa iled to remove the inhabitants of
the land. For that failure, they were
being oppressed. They had failed
to drive the people out; that led to
those people and their gods being a
constant temptation for Israel. For
eighteen years, the Israelites toiled

in slavery under Moab. Although
the nation of Israel was the chosen
people ofGod, His covenant nation,
they renounced Him and kept repeating this cycle of sin and punishment.
In verse 15, the Israelites come to
their senses and cry out to the
LORD for deliverance (it took them
longer to figure that out here. In the
story of Othniel, it took on ly eight
years of toil for them to cry out to
the LORD; here it took eighteen).
So the LORD rai sed up a judge,
Ehud. We are told that Ehud was
left-handed, a Benjamite, and, most
importantly, a deliverer. According
to the paradigm of Judges 2: 11-23,
what should one expect now that
the Lord rai sed up a deliverer? We
would expect him to blow a trumpet, collect the people, and go offto
war like Othnie!' In the story of
Ehud, however, the reader has to
wait quite a bit for that climactic
battle to happen. We are starting to
break away from the paradigm
given earlier with Othniel, starting to
see variety in the pattern.
Notice that stra ightaway, the author
says, " The Lord rai sed up Ehud ."
This shows that God was in complete control of all that transpired.
Is it rea lly that important that Ehud
was left-handed? Was he lefthanded in our modem sense of favoring hi s left over his right or was
he disabled on his right side (both
are possible interpretations)? Interestingly enough, there was a genetic
characteristic among Benjarninites
to be left-handed. This is rather
ironic since " Benjamin" means "son
of my right hand. " We can not be
sure, but it is not a stray fact. It will
become important and relevant in
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what follows. However, it is probably not too much of a stretch to
make a connection with the ancient
view of left-handedness, which
was very low. Ehud, as a lefthanded man, would have been considered dodgy, sketchy, and untrustworthy.
Ehud was the man who delivered
the Israelites' tribute to Eglon (king
of Moab). The name Eglon means
" Iinle calf." Although he certainly
was not "little," the word calf contains several connotations. Perhaps
having "The Calf' oppress them
reminded them of the sin that got
th em into their predicament in the
first place-idolatry as in the original golden calf. It also hints that fat
old Eglon was a fatted calf, waiting
to be killed so that Israel may be
free.
Ehud used his capacity in the king 's
court for the purposes of the
LORD. He (being as wise as a
serpent and slightly more harmful
than a dove) made a dagger and
bound it to his right leg. It has been
suggested by scholars that normally. the "bouncers" of the king 's
court checked the left leg, since
that was where a normal righthanded man would bind hi s dagger,
but since Ehud was left-handed, he
escaped detection.
However,
whether that is true or not, the fact
that the guards did not check his
right side tells us that security was
not as tight as it should have been.
The Moabites were not the smartest people in the universe. Certainly
one would expect them to carefully
check an em issary from the embirtered people that they had conquered. However, if the Moabites
were foolish, and they had taken
over Israel, what does that say
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about Israe l, who kept falling into
the same sin over and over, with
the same results?
In the eighteenth year of oppression, after Ehud had delivered the
tribute to Eglon. he sent his assistant tribute-carriers away. Ehud
went back into the king quarters,
turning back from '~ the
idols near
Gilgal" (verse 19). What were
these idols? And why were they at
Gilgal? Gilgal was the place where
Israel had renewed the covenant
and circumcised their children upon
entering the Promised Land
(Joshua 5). It was the place where
they had celebrated the first Passover in the land that God was to
give them. There the twelve stones
of remembrance had been set up
after the crossing of the Jordan. At
Gilgal the Angel of the LORD had
appeared to them. And now, this
place was predominately associated
with idols! Israel had fallen a long
way indeed.
Ehud informed Eglon that he had a
secret message for him. Curious,
Eglon sent away his attendants to
receive the message from Ehud.
Ehud told Eglon that the message
he had was from God. With that
announcement, Ehud whipped out
his dagger and plunged it into
Eglon's overwhelmingly fat belly.
11 is safe to say that Eglon "got the
point" of this message from God.
The dagger went all the way into
Eglon's obese belly and the blubber
closed over the blade. Verses 2 123 tell us every single graphic detail

possible. After performing this act
of violence. Ehud left the king's
chamber, locking the door behind
him.
To repeat the question posed at the
beginning ofthis lesson, why is this
passage so graphi c?! Our conservative sensibilities are shocked.
Why is thi s in the Bible? Does God
condone such behavior? We must
understand that this is deliverance.
Think of the original audience of
Israe lites gathering around to hear
this story. Every bloody detai l of
Eglon's death screams out "We are
delivered! " God will destroy their
foes and save Israe l, which is
blessed news to those in oppression. This is good news! This violence belongs in the Bible.
Deliverance is not always cheap
and easy. It can be downright gruesome. Th ink, for example, of a
bloodstained cross, of a dying Man
of sorrows, with a cruel crown of
thorns pressed harshly down on His
head, His back literally tom apart by
the whips, vicious spikes pounded
into His fl esh. Too often, we romanticize the cross. We are so
used to thinking of it that it does not
bother us anymore. We wear it
around our necks; have crosses
hanging behind our pulpits; use it to
decorate our churches, homes, and
key chains. What would the Romans think ofus embroidering their
most gruesome device oftorture on
handkerchiefs or hanging them on
our wall? Would any sensible person ever decorate his home with an

Every bloody detail ofEglon's death screams Ollt
"We are delivered!"
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electric chair or hangman's noose?
That would seem more than just a
littl e morbid, to say the least. Yet
that is what we do with the cross.
To think of the crucifixion should
make us wince in horror. Read
Psalm 22 or Isaiah 53. Chri st went
through a lot for our salvation. And
that is putting it lightly! He suffered
the unspeakable horrors of hell for
our sake. Hi s precious body was
mangJed beyond recognition for our
sake. Del iverance is not cheap,
and it is not pretty. And that is why
we celebrate the deathdevice
cross, strange as it seems.
Through it, we received our deliverance. And that is why the Holy
Spirit includes violence in the Scriptures, to remind us that our salvation
is not cheap.
After Ehud had made his escape,
the servants returned. Noticing the
aroma and the locked door, they assumed that Eglon was going to the
bathroom. After waiting forquitea
whi le, they went in and found his
royal fatness dead on the floor.
Meanwhile, Ehud had left the city,
fleein g to Seirah. There, he gathered the people of Israel and led
them into battl e, "for the LORD
has given your enemies, the
Moabites, into your hands" (verse
28). Taking advantage of the
Moabites ' lack of a king, they attacked the Moabites and killed
about ten thousand of them. Once
more, the land had peace-this time
for eighty years.
After Ehud, the people once again
did what was right in their own eyes
and Shamgar appeared on the
scene. Shamgar is even more peculiar than Ehud. He is quietly
slipped in between Ehud and
Debora h. He is rather obscure-

-
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no one celebrates the festival ofSt.
Shamgar or carries a Shamgar ox
goad in hi s pocket for good luck.
Scri pture gives us only one verse
about him, but he is a strange character. All we know about him is his
name and hi s father 's nameAnath . Neither of those names is
Hebrew. He is referenced again in
Deborah's song in Judges 5, in the
same verse as Jael , another Gentile
whom God used to save Israe l.

Ho 's, Johnny. or you' ll end up like
old king Eglon, and you know what
happened to him!")? Does it teach
us not to di scriminate against lefthanders and outsiders because God
can use them , too? Or conversely,
never to trust le ft-hande rs, since
you never know when they are
going to stab you in the belly?
These applications are just plain
goofy.

foreshadow ings of the time when
the covenant wi ll be broadened
through Christ to include Gentiles.
Rahab, Ruth, and now Shamgar are
all Genti les,just like most ofus, who
came to be included in the covenant
by the grace of God. God can use
anyone to save His people- an
" untrustworthy left-hander" or a
Gentile. Shamgar killed six hundred
Philistines with an ox goad! It was
an interest ing choice of weapons.
An ox goad was the tool used to
wh ip stubborn donkeys into shape,
an instrument oflearn ing. Here we
have the most unl ikely of heroes, a
Gentile, using a most unlikely tool,
an ox goad; and he saved Israel.

Still, how can such a bloody tale full
of blubber and dung be applied to
us? We are close ly related to Israel, we make the same mistakes
and suffer the same consequences.
This passage shows us that Israel is
progressively decaying, gettin g
worse and worse. Their sins had
immediate consequences. Israel
was in complete bondage to a terrible nation and just kept living in it
unti l a deli verer was raised up.
They could not and did not help
them selves. We are too often
found worshipping at the shrine of
the popularity cu lt. We are so tied
to what people think of us that if we
have a bad hair day we can't even
go to school. We obsess about our
grades, making them into gods. We
tum to pornography, fantasies, and
addictions, making them our gods
by trying to find our pleasure in
them. We keep fallin g into these
sins, over and over again, doing
what is right in our own eyes. But
it never works. Just like Israel, we
keep struggling with the same
things over and over. We struggle
with our besetting sins, and it seems
that we never get any better.

How can these dramatic (and violent) tales from the annal s of
Israel's history be relevant to us
today? Is it a conven ient lesson
aga in st obesity ("layoff the Ho-

So what is the answer for Israel's
bondage and for ours? Should we
just get our act together, elect a
leader, and fight for ourselves?
No--look at verse IS- we must to

It is sa fe to assume that Shamgar

was not an Israelite. Throughout
the Old Testament, we get

Shamgar is even
more peculiar than
Ehlld.
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cry out to the LORD for deliverance. These are themes that arise
continuously in the book ofJudges.
So what should we cry out for?
Should we pray and ask that God
will send us a better pastor or youth
group leader who will lead us out of
OUT bondage? No. That is not lasting deliverance. We need to look to
the ultimate Judge, Jesus Christ.
Like Ehud, Jes us boldly went into
the domain of His enemy, took the
ri sk of Hi s own life, and defeated
His enemy. Unlike Ehud, Jesus did
not deceive, sneak, or doublespeak; it was a straightforward victory that cost Him His life. Ehud 's
victory was great. It lasted for
e ighty years (one of the longest in
the book ofJudges), but Jesus' victory is final. Ehud was unable to do
anything about sin . Israel would
continue fall back into sin again and
again in a vicious cycle. Ifyou peak
ahead to the next chapter, you will
see that Judges 4: I says "after Ehud
died, the children ofIsraei again did
what was evil in the sight of the
LORD." But Jesus can completely deli ver you from your sin
(although He may not deliver you
from the consequences). He is the
tTansformer of our lives, the
changer of our attitudes. And ultimately, we will be delivered in
heaven .

Mr. James Oord is a Christian
Thought major and a Junior at
Grove City College in Grove
City, Pennsylvania.
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Lesson 4: Points to Ponder
1. Is it significant that the Moahites fir st conquered Jericho?
2. How is thrus ting the sword into Eglon related to w hat Israel
should have been doing in Canaan?

3. Some commentaries condemn Ehud for lying to Eglon when he
told the king he had a message from God. What was Ehud 's message fTom God?
4. What effect wou ld Shamgar slaying six hundred Phi listines have
on the rest of the Philistines? What effect would it have on the
Israelites?
5. Which is more important the in strument God uses or the fact
that God is using the instrument? List other unlikely instruments
that God has used throughout Scripture.

6. Have you witnessed unlikely instruments used by God in your life?
Have you ever been an instrument used by God?
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John Owen
The Imputation of Christ's Active Obedience
In 1677, when John Owen (16161683) published his book, The Doctdne 0/ Justification by Faith
through the Imputation of the
Righteousness of Christ; Ex-

plained, Confirmed, and Vindi-

affirmed the latter but denied the
former. Among these were the
Assembly's fin;t prolocutor, William
Twisse (15781646), and the theologian Thomas Gataker ( 15741654).

cated, the Protestant doctrine of
justification was still engulfed in
controversy. "In my j udgment,"
said the English Calvinist, "Luther
spake the truth when he said,
'When the article ofjustification is
lost, at the same time the whole
Christian doctrine is lost.' And I
wish he had not been a true
prophet, when he foretold that in the
following ages the doctrine hereof
would be again obscured. "I As a
Reformed theologian, Oxford University ViceChancellor, and Congregationali st pastor, Owen defended the Protestant and confessiona l doctrine of justification
againstArminianism, Socinianism,
and Roman Catholicism. Indeed,
The Doctrine of Justification by
Faith was primarily a repudiation of
these three positions, particularly
Socinianism.

While Owen was not present at the
Westminster A ssembly, he was
nevertheless full y committed to the
majority view of imputed active
obedience. So committed was
Owen to the imputation of Christ's
active obedience, that the Savoy
Declaration, which he played a
major role constructing, modified
the Westminster Confession of
Faith to include words to that effect. While it essentially adopted
the Westminster Confession's language on justification, the Savoy
Declaration replaced the words,
"but by imputing the obedience and
satisfaction of Christ unto them"
(WCF XI. I) with the words, "but by
imputing Christ's active obedience
to the whole law, and passive obedience in his death for their whole
and sole righteousness."

While Protestants in the seventeenthcentury generally understood the formal cause of a
believer's justification to be the
imputed righteousness of Christ,
not all agreed on the precise definition of that imputed righteousness.
At the Westminster Assembly
(16431649), for example, the majority believed that the imputed righteousness of Christ included both
Christ's active and passive obedience. A small minority, however,

For Owen, the imputation of
Christ's active obedience was a
necessary component of the doctrine ofjustific3tion and deserved
more speci fic wording than previously afforded by the Westminster
Confession. Aware of the debates
within the Reformed churches of
hi s day, he beli eved that his Puritan
contemporaries who had deviated
from this doctrine not only departed
from Scripture, but from "the ancient doctrine of the church of England."2

22

This article shall pursue the question
of why Owen believed the imputation of Christ's active obedience
was an essential element of the
doctrine of justification, and how
Owen linked it to the "covenant of
redemption" or pactum sa/utis.
This is a significant question to consider in the present day for, within
Reformed and Presbyterian circles,
a substantial amount of debate has
erupted over the issue of imputed
active obedience. On the one hand
are those holding to the socalled
New Perspectives on Paul andlor
Federal Vision, who outright "deny
that faithfulness to the gospel message requires any particular doctrinal formulation ofthe 'imputation of
the active obedience ofChrist. n, On
the other hand are those who have
responded to these movements by
affirming the necessity of Christ's
active obedience imputed to the
believer injustification. 3
In the midst of such a debate, it
may be helpful to consider why
Owen, one of the preeminent theologians of Reformed Orthodoxy,
said what he said about imputation
in justifi cation. This essay argues
that for Owen, God imputes
Christ S active obedience to the
believer in Justification because
of the roles of Christ and the
Holy Spirit in the pactum sa/uris.
In order to examine this thesis, a
concise observation will be made
of Owen's doctrine of the pactum
sa/wis, Christ's role as surety and
mediator in the covenant of grace,
the work ofthe Holy Spirit coalescing Christ and the church into one
mystical person, and fai th as the
sole instrument in justification.
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Trinitarian Salvation: Owen's
Doctrine of the Pactllm Sa/litis

.,

By the midseventeenthcentury,
the doctrine of the pactum sa/utis
had become quite prevalent in Refonned Orthodoxy, both in Britain
and on the continent. Owen was no
exception to this trend. In his 1655
work against the Socini ans,
Vindiciae Evangelicae, Owen
described the pactum sa/uris as
"that compact, covenant, convention , or agreement, that was between the Father and the Son, for
the accomplishment of the work of
our redemption by the mediation of
Christ, to the praise ofthe glori ous
grace of God."4 He saw five major
elements within this covenant: (i)
The Father, as "promiser," and the
Son, as "undertaker," voluntarily
agreed together in counsel to
achieve a common purpose,
namely, "the glory of God and the
salvation of the elect."s (ii) The
Father prescribed conditions for
thi s covenant, which cons isted of
the Son assuming human nature,
fulfilling the demands of the law
through hi s obedience, and suffering the just judgment ofGod for the
elect in order to satisfy God's justice on their behalf.6(iii) The promises of the covenant, which were
two: First, the Father assisting the
Son in the accomplishment of his
redeem ing work by continually being present with him as he underwent the afflictions and trials of his
earthly life. Secondly, if the Son did
what was required of him, the work
itself would prosper by bringing
about the deliverance and glorification of those for whom he obeyed
and suffered. These promises the
Father confinned with an oath. 7 (iv)
The Son voluntarily accepted the
conditions, and assumed the work
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as surety of the covenant. s (v) The
Father approved and accepted the
perfonnance of the Son, who likewise laid claim to the promises
made in the covenant. 9
Owen believed the pactum sa/utis
to be the basis and driving purpose
ofredemptive history. For Owen, it
was a doctrine too important to state
vaguely in the church 's confession.
The confession he helped craft in
1658 for the Congregationalist
churches, namely, the Savoy Declaration, a modification of the
Westminster Confess ion of Faith
(1647) to suit Congregationali st
polity, included explicit language on
the pactum salutis. 10 Westminster
Confession of Faith: VHI.I reads,
"It pleased God, in His eternal purpose, to choose and ordain the Lord
Jesus, His only begotten Son, to be
Mediator between God and man."
VIII.l of the Savoy Declaration,
however, reads: "It pleased God, in
hi s eternal purpose, to chuse [sic]
and ordain the Lord Jesus hi s onely
[sic] begotten Son, according to a
Covenant made between them both,
to be the Mediator between God
and Man."
Carl Trueman points out that Owen
made a significant contribution to
the seventeenth-century development ofthi s doctrine by considering
the Holy Spirit's function in the
pactum sa/wis. This was, according to Trueman, "a point which represents a distinctly Trinitarian advance on the works of Fisher and
Bulkeley who, with their exclusive

attention to the Father-Son relationship were arguably vulnerable to
the accusation of developing a subTrinitarian foundation for the
economy of salvation."ll Owen
was careful to describe the distinct
roles of each Person in the
Godhead, showing the Trinitarian
nature of salvation. With regard to
the Holy Spirit, it was through him
that the Virgin Mary conceived the
Incarnate Christ, that the Son offered himself to the Father, and that
the Son was raised from the dead.
The Spirit also brings the elect into
union with Christ their Savior efficaciously and keeps them secure.
Thus, the pactum sa/utis was for
Owen an intra-Trinitarian covenant
that made explicit Christ's role as
the second Adam and federal head,
who, on behalf of those given to
him by the Father, overcame the
catastrophic consequences of the
first Adam 's breaking of the covenant of works (foedus operum),
and merited the benefits ofredemption mediated in the covenant of
grace (foedus gratiae). As with
many federalist theologians of his
day, Owen saw a necessary and
vital connection between the covenant ofredemption and the pre-fall
covenant of works and post-fall
covenant of grace. His view of the
pactum sa/uris provided the foundation for his understanding of imputed active obedience, for apart
from this covenant from eternity
past, Christ would not have come
as the surety and mediator in the
covenant of grace, and the Holy

Owen believed the pactum salutis to be the basis
and driving purpose of redemptive history.
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Spirit would not have united the
e lect to Christ.
C hrist's Role as Surety and
Mediator in the Covenant of
G race
Owen did not begin hi s case in The
Doctrine ofJustification by Faith
with an explanation of the pactum
sa/utis. He began, rather, with a
lengthy introduction stating his reasons and pastoral concerns for taking up this work, namely, "the glory
of God in Chri st, with the peace
and furtherance of the obed ience of
believers." He followed this with a
fu ll six chapters on the nature and
obj ect ofjustifying faith, as well as
the meaning ofjustification itself. 12
When Owen came to the seventh
chapter of his study, however, he
began to deal with the nature of
imputation more preci sely. Responding to what he called "the two
grand parties by whom the doctrine
ofjustification by the imputation of
the righteousness of Christ is opposed; namely the Papi sts and the
Socinians," as well as the "many
interlopers, who, coming in on their
hand, do make bold to borrow from
both as they see occasion."13
Owen argued for an alien righteousness. Righteousness either comes
from within us or from outside of
us. " In the one way, the foundation
of imputation is in ourselves; in the
other, it is in another: which are irreconcilable."14 Not even one's
fait h can be this ground, for if God
mere ly regards our faith as righ-

teou sness then it is ours by j ustice
and not by grace, a salvation by
works and not by faith. Thus, Owen
concludes:
Thi s imputation is an act of
God 'ex mera gratia,' of
his mere love and g race;
whereby, on the consideration of the med iati on of
Christ, he makes an effectual grant and donation of a
true, real, perfect righteousness, even that ofChrist himself, unto all that do believe;
and accounting it as theirs,
on his own gracious act, both
absolves them from sin and
granteth them right and title
unto etemall ife. Hence,  in
th is imputation, the thing itself is first imputed unto us,
and not any of the effects of
it; but they are made ours by
virtue of that imputation. IS
The mediation of Christ, as the
surety in the covenant of g race,
provides imputed righteousness for
the believer.
In chapter e ig ht of The Doctrine
of Justification by Faith, Owen
explained that a surety is "one that
voluntarily takes on himself the
cause and condition of another, to
answer, or undergo, or pay what he
is liable unto, or to see it done~
whereon he becomes justly and lega lly obnoxious {i.e. liable) unto
perforrnance."16 Chri st as surety
was a necessity for our redemption
due to the broken covenant of

Righteousness either comes from within us or
from outside of us.
24

works, in which there was no
surety:
In the first covenant made
with Adam there was no
surety, but God an d men
were the immediate covenanters; and although we
were then in a state and condition able to perform and
answer all the term s of the
covenant, yet it was broken
and disannull ed ... It was
man alone who failed and
broke that covenant: wherefore it was necessary, that
upon the making of the new
covenant .. we should have a
surety and undertaker for us.
n

Because Adam fai led to render
perfect, comp lete, an d personal
obedience to God in the covenant
of works, humankind did not attain
the eschatological life and goa l for
which God created them. IS Thus,
God sent Christ as " a surety and
undertaker for us."

In using thi s language, Owen made
an argument against the Anninian
Grotius (1583·1645), the Socinian
Sch lichtingius (1592 1661), and the
seventeenthcentury Anglican theologian, Bishop Hammond (16051660), all of whom he explic itly
named as asserting just the opposite,
viz. , that Christ was a spon sor or
surelY for God, rather than for us.
Contrary to these claims, Owen
maintained that the sponsorship and
surety of Christ, as prescribed in
the pactllm sa/litis and applied in
the covenant ofgrace, was directed
to God on behal f ofsinners, and not
to si nners on behalf of God. For
Owen, Christ's role as surety was
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inseparable from his priesthood:
"he is a surety as he is a priest, and
in the di scharge ofiliat office; and
therefore is so with God on our
behalf."ls

Christ was not actively obedient to the law for his
own sake.

This was important for Owen's
case against the Socinian claim that
the imputation ofChrist's active and
passive obedience in justification
was impossible because Christ accompli shed his work (including hi s
death on the cross) for himself and
on his own behalf. 19 Owen opposed
this claim by explaining that the
whole point of the Incarnation was
to fulfill the conditions of the pactum sa/utis and obtain salvation on
behalf of sinners. The "ineffable
union between the human nature
with the divine" is what qualifi ed
Christ to act as priest and mediator
for sinful humans:

the faith of the catholi c
church. And what he did
for us is imputed unto us. 20

For Owen, this mystical union,
which the Holy Spirit creates, is
rooted in the pactum sa/utis :

Sent as a public person on behalfof
others, Christ was not actively obedient to the law for hi s own sake.
He was act ively obedient to the
law of God for the sake ofothers. 21

The first spring or cause of
this union, and ofall the other
causes of it, lieth in that eternal compact that was between the Father and the
Son concerning the recovery
and salvation of fallen mankind. Herein, among other
thin gs, as the effects
thereof, the assumpti on of
our nature (the foundation
of this union) was designed.
The nature and tenns of this
compact, counsel, and
agreement, I have declared
elsewhere; and therefore
must not here again insist
upon it. But the relation between Christ and the church,
proceeding from hence, and
so being an effect of infinite
wisdom , in the counse l of
the Father and Son, to be
made effectual by th e Holy
Spirit, must be distingui shed
from all other unions or relations whatever. 2

Whereas, therefore, he
was neither made man nor
of the
poste ri ty
of
Abraham for himself, but
for the church- namely, to
become thereby the surety
of the covenant, and represe ntative of the who lehi s obedience as a man
unto the law in general, and
as a son of Abraham unto
the law of Mo ses, was for
us, and not for him self, so
designed, so performed;
and, without a respect unto
the church, was of no use
unto himself. He was born
to us, and given to us; lived
for us, and died for us;
obeyed for us, and suffered
for us; - that "by the obedience of one many mi ght be
made righteous." This was
the "grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ;" and this is
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One Mystical Person: The
Principal Foundation of
Imputation
In chapters eight and nine of his
study, Owen identified the principal foundation of imputation as the
work ofthe Holy Spirit: "The principal foundation hereo f is, that
Chri st and th e church, in this design, were one mystical person;
which state they do actuall y coalesce into, through the uniting efficacy of the Holy Spirit."22 This
union between Christ and hi s
people, which the Holy Spirit creates, necessar ily in vo lves double
imputation: " Hence, as what he
did is imputed unto them , as if
done by them; so what they deserved on th e account of sin was
charged upon him. "23 Owen
quoted several of the early church
fathers in support of his claim, including Augustine, lrenaeus,
Cyprian, Athanasius, Eusebius, and
Chrysostom. He did this in orderto
show that "such a union between
Christ and believers is the fa ith of
the catholic church, and hath been
so in all ages. "24 Owen al so referred to several passages in Scripture that he believed taught this
mystical union in "divers kinds."25

The role of the Hol y Spirit in the
outworking of the pactum sa/utis
was to cause Christ and believers to
"coalesce into one mystical person.
This is by the Holy Spirit inhabiting
in him as the head of the church in
all fullness, and in all believers according to their measure, whereby
they become members of his mystical body."27 Beca use of the Hol y
Spirit, "Christ and believers are one
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mystical person, one spiritually-animated body, head and members."u
Owen believed that this mystical
union between Christ and believers
resulted in the imputation ofChrist's
active and passive obedience:
God hath appointed that there
shall be an immediate foundation of the imputation of
the satisfaction and righteousness of Christ unto us;
whereon we may be said to
have done and suffered in
him what he did and suffered
in our stead, by that grant,
donation, and imputation ofit
unto us ... that it may be
made ours: which is all we
contend for. And this is our
actual coalescency into one
mystical person with him by
faith. Hereon doth the necessity offaith originally depend. 29

and acquittal is not enough. Only
perfect righteousness merits God 's
approval.

2007); Michael S. Horton, Covenant and Eschatology (Louis-

Owen believed that, because of the
pactum salutis, God imputed this
active righteousness of Christ to
believers w ho are coalesced with
him into one mystical person. By
understanding this mystical union of
Christ and his elect as the principal
foundation of imputation, Owen in
no way conflated the chronological
order and distinction ofjustification
and sanctification, nor deviated
from a confessional, Refom1ed formulation of sola fide. 32

Vision and Covenant Theology:
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refer to Owen 's Works simply by
volwne number.

' V, 164.
Thus, believers are "made righteous
by the righteousness of Christ,
which is not inherent in us, but only
imputed unto us. "30
Conclusion
For Owen, Christ's passive obedience imputed to the believer was
not enough for a right standing before God. He said, "The obedience
of Christ unto the law, and the imputation thereof unto us, are no less
necessary unto our justification
before God, than his sutTering ofthe
penalty of the law, and the imputation thereof unto us, unto the same
end.")l Because the law of God
commands, "Do thi s and live,"
Owen believed that " we have need
of more than the mere sufferings
of Christ, whereby we may bejustified before God."31 Mere pardon

26

vi ll e: Westminster John Knox,
2007); Guy Waters, The Federal

of Truth , 2006). Most notabl e are
the recent acts ofRefonned synods
and Presbyterian general assem-

blies that have assigned study committees, adopted statements, andlor

made recommendations to their
churches against the New Perspectives on Paul and Federal Vision.

See, for example, the "Report of
the Special Committee to Study the
New Perspective on Paul: A Report
Adopted by the 259" Synod of the

Reformed Church of the United
States, May 16-1 9,2005;" " Report

on Justification, Presented to the
3See "A Joint Federal Vision Statement," 2007, signed by John
Barach (minister, CREe), Randy
Booth (minister, CREC), Tim Gallant (minister, CREC), Mark Home
(minister, PCA), Jim Jordan (minister ARC, Director of Biblical Horizons, member CREC), Peter
Leithart (minister, PCA), Rich Lusk
(minister, C REC), Jeff Meyers
(m inister, PCA), Ralph Smith (minister, CREC), Steve Wilkins (minister, PCA), Douglas Wilson (minister, CREC). The full document can
be
found
at
www.federalvision .com. For a critique of thi s
position, see R. S. Clark [ed.l ,

Covenant, Justification, and Pastoral Ministry: Essays by the
Faculty of Westminster Seminary
California (Philipsburg: P & R,

Seventy-third General Assembly of
the
Orthodox
Presbyterian
Church," 2006; " Report of Ad Interim Study Committee on Federal
Vision, New Perspective, and Auburn Avenue Theo logy" presented
to the 35 th PCA General Assembly,
2007; and the statements approved
by Synod Schererville 2007 of the
United Refom1 ed Churches in
North Ameri ca.

• XII, 497.
, XII , 498-500. Owen cited Prov
8.22-31; Ps 60.14; Isaiah 9.6; Zech
4.12-13; 13.7; Heb 2.9-10; 12.2.
• XII, 499, 501 -2. Owen cited Job
33.23, 24; Isa 4 2.1 ; 49.5; 53.10;
John 14.28; Rom 8.3; Gal 4.4; Phil
2.6-7; Heb 10.5-9. See also X, 168174; XXII, 446-4 8 1.

The Outlook ®

, XII, 499, 5035.
• XII, 499, 505. Owen cited Ps
16.2; 40.78; Isa 50.5; Phil 2.68.
See also X, 174.
'XII, 499, 505507. Owen cited Job
33.24; Ps 2.78; Isa 49.59; Dan
9.24; Acts 13.33; Rom 1.4; Jn 17
Heb 7.25; 9.24.
10 Peter Toon points out that " a
comm ittee of six  Thomas
Goodwin, Philip Nye, William
Bridge, William Greenhill, Joseph
Caryl (all of whorn had been members of the Westminster Assembly)
and John Owen - was appointed to
prepare a the draft of a declaration
of faith and church order."

God's Statesman, 103-07. Likewise, Carl Trueman says that because Owen "was one of the principal architects ofthe [Savoy1 ... the
document can be assumed to reflect his theology and hi s view of
the inadequacy or amb.iguity of the
original Westminster Confession of
Faith formulation." John Owen:
Reformed Catholic, Renaissance
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to the la", as being part of his obligation as rational creature," a position akin to the Socinians whom
Owen named outright. See
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Baxter (1615-1691) was also undoubtedly included in Owen's indictment, as he (Baxter) essentially
assumed Socinian arguments
against the Reformed doctrines of
atonement and justification in his
Aphorismes ofJustification (London, 1649), and engaged in lively
exchange with Owen over the matter for a number of years. Denying
imputed active obedience, Baxter
charged Owen's position of imputed active obedience as leading
to antinomianism.
14

V, 172.

" V, 173-74.
16

V, 182.

17 V, 186. See also his comments on
275-77, as well as X, 82-84; XIX ,
337,388; XXlll , 60-62.

" V, 183- 186.
19 Y, 252-62. Owen divides those
who oppose the imputed active and
passive obedience into three
groups: those who saw it is impossible; those who saw it as use less;
and those who saw believing it as
pernicious.
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" V, 179.
" V, 209.
" V,2 14.
" V,217-18.
" V, 219.
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V, 252.

V, 254. Owen continued, "but the
whole law of what I intend it, that
Christ's fulfilling ofthe law, in obedience unto its commands, is no less
imputed unto us for our justification
than his undergoing the penalty of it
is."
32

)) V, 290-94. Owen explained his

W1derstanding of sola fide explicitly
ill chapter 15 (290-94), and sought
to reconcile justification in Paul and
James in chapter 20 (384-400). In
making these closing arguments in
hi s study, Owen appears to have
sought to vindicate himself from
the charges of antinomianism by
Baxter.

V, 258.

21 For Owen, all of Christ's obedience was, ultimately, active obedience, even his suffering and death.
In some regards, Owen found the
debates in his day over the di stinction between the active and passive
obedience of Christ to be, in a certain respect, foolhardy, "for [Christ]
exercised the highest active obedience in his suffering, when he offered himself to God through the
eternal Spirit." V, 253.
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the pastor of th e C hri st
United Reformed C hurch
in Santee, Ca liforn ia.

V, 176. See also his comments on
pages 1%,209,214,217-18,and222.
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Looking Out and About
Rev Bradd Nymeyer, who has
served the United Reformed
Church of Phoenix, Ari zona since
1994, has accepted the call to serve
the newly established Un ited Reform ed Church of Sioux Center,
Iowa.

• Mr. Todd De Rooy, a recent
graduate of MidAmerica Reformed Sem inary in Dyer, Indiana,
has accepted the call to serve the
Redeemer
United
Reformed
Church of Orange City, Iowa. The
service ofordination was scheduled
to be held on August 22, 2008.
• The Reverend William R. Sytsma,
who has served the Cutlerville East
Christian Reformed Church of
Cutlerville, Michigan since his ordination in 1998, has accepted the call
to serve the Second Chri stian Reformed Church of Hi ghland,
Indiana.
• The Reverend Richard A. Wynia,
who has served the Covenant
Christian Church (URC) of Wyoming, Ontario since 1998, was installed on August 17, 2008 as the
pastor of the Canadian Reformed
Church in Lincoln, Ontario
• The Reverend Cec il William
Tuininga, who served a num ber of
Christian Reformed congregations
during hi s acti ve ministry and who
became a member of the United
Reformed Ch urches in
1995
passed away at the age of 93 on
July 11 ,2008.
• The Trinity Christi an Reformed
Church of Visalia, California voted
by an overwhelm ing majority on
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June 18,2008 to affi li ate with the
United Reformed Churches of
North America.
• The Messiah Independent Reformed Church of Holland, Michigan is nearing the completion of its
remodeling proj ect. The building
auditorium will have an increased
seating capacity as well as additiona l educational facilities.
• At the recent synod of the Orthodox Christian Reformed Church the
federation voted to join the United
Reformed Churches in North
America. The vote was four yes
and one abstention to accept the
invitation the UReNA had given at
their 2007 synod.

• Rev. Eric Fennema, pastor of the
Trinity Reformed Church of
Lethbridge, Alberta, died suddenly
on Saturday morning, September 6,
2008 while participating in a loca l
Christian School fund raising golf
tournament. Condolences can be
sent to bulletin@trinityurc.org and
they will be forwarded to the family.
• With thanksgiving to God, the
First Christian Reformed Ch urch of
Randolph, Wisconsin recently celebrated its one hundredth anniversary

Reformed Fellowship
Annual Meeting
November 7, 2008
Dr. Carl Tru eman will speak at the Annual Meeting of Reformed Fellowship
on November 7, 2008. Dr. Trueman is
the editor of Reformation 21. He is a
professor at Westminister Th eologica l
Seminary in Philadelphia and vis iting
professor at Pu ritan Reformed Seminary in Grand Rapids.
Th eme: "Martin Luther, Pastoral Revolutionary"
Place: Trinity United Reformed Church
7350 Kalamazoo Ave
Caledonia, Michigan
Time: Dinner 6:30 p.m. Lecture: 8:00 p.m.
free admission ,
a freewill offering will be taken
ca ll (877)5328510 for reservations
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The Gospel of Auburn
An Analysis of the Federal Vision Claims
Refonned Theology has reached
a midlife crisis. In the past decades of existence warped conceptions of assurance, covenant
theology, and the sacraments,
took center stage. One such theological system that in part caused
this debate is a school of tbought
known as Auburn theology. or
more popularly. the Federal Vision. Auburn theologians wanted
to objectify Christian assurance.
For the most part evangelicalism
of the twentieth century succumbed to the relativism and subjectivism of post modernity. Federal visioni sts found their remedy
in the sacrament of baptism and
the covenant of grace. Their general proposition is that baptism is
the mark of the covenant, thus
baptism is also the objective mark
of salvation. By proclaiming this
message the Auburn school
placed assurance where it should
not be. The misunderstandings of
Auburn theology are all intricately
connected together in a web with
a skewed view ofthe covenants at
her center.
Auburn theology skewed the traditional understanding ofcovenant
theology. Reformed tradition
taught that covenant theology is a
eo logica l system in which one
:mderstands how the covenants
e Old and New Testaments
~
wgcther. These covenants ind!.lde the Adamic, Noahi c,
...u.abamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and
fuJalIy the ew Covenant. In the
Old Testament there is a unifying

~-
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old covenant of grace that had
differing administrations with
each covenant. The theme and
message were essentially the
same, '" will be your God and you
will be my people," except for the
Adamic Covenant. 1
Auburn th eo logians did not see
this. On the contrary they saw
on ly one mass ive covenant of
grace running though both testaments, including the Adamic admini stration . Mono covenantal ism
failed to recognize the differences
between the covenants. But th e
covenants are not all the same, to
suggest otherwise leads to a
bushel of problems. One such
problem of the Federal Vision is
the replacement of the imputati on
of the obedience of Chri st with
our own personal obedience since
the covenant of works is rejected. 2 Auburn theologians drastically confuse this.
Auburn theologians leaned towards abandoning the imputation
of Christ. By their assumption of
the pre-fall era as a covenant of
grace, not a covenant of works,
they suggested that Adam was
premature when he ate the fruit.
This idea is unbiblical. Auburn
gained proof from their own parable, concluding that, "character
merit is far more than a su mmation of individual merits. It is not
actually merit at ali, but character
development. .. It is a deepening
of the consc iousness and a development of wider awareness. 3"
Jordan went on to say that the

notion of Chri st's merit is forei gn
to the Old Testament and the
New.~
Yet, Saint Paul says something rather different,
And the free gift is not like
the result of that one man 's
sin. Forthejudgment following one trespass brought
condemnation, but the free
gift following many trespasses brought justification.
If, because of one man's
trespass, death reigned
through that one man, much
more will those who receive
the abundance of grace and
the free gift ofrighteousness
reign in li fe through the one
man Jesus Chri st. s
Paul offers the truth that Adam
s inned, which brought judgment
and condemnation, not maturity.
Paul a lso teaches that Jesus
Christ brought justification, which
an ab undance of grace and the
free gift of righteousness of life
both procede from Him. Naturally, one asks how one receives
such a gift. Jordan pointed out
that Adam ate the fruit before he
was ready, before God a llowed
him to do so. Adam 's sin was not
the fact that he was immature; it
was his lack of trust in God and
questioning hi s authority, which
led to a direct violation of God's
command. Any claim otherwise is
a serious misunderstanding of the
Adam ic admin istration , or the
covenant of works.
The federal vision confused the
doctrin e of paedobaptism, in the
teaching that baptism was the objective mark of the covenant.
Plus Auburn went further and
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taught that those who are baptized are the elect. Rich Lusk
departed from traditional reformed theology and accepted a
Roman idea when he said, "For
Kuyper
[classic
reformed
thought], some children recei ve
the outward sign of baptism, while
others received the outward sign
and the inner reality. But to spl it
the sacram ent in two thi s way is
deepl y problematic both philosoph ically and biblicall y.6" As
classic Roman Catholic th eology
proclaimed, all who are outside
the church are outside the covenan t and the means of grace.
Lusk suggested that those who
are baptized receive an inward
and outward washing of their sins.
But in the Old Testament the idea
that one is circumcised outwardly
and internally by the act of circumcision, is not there .
Federal Vision's tradema rk card
is the assurance one gains from
the efficacy o f baptism. Their
stance and understanding of the
effects of baptism is upon the
administration of th e sacrament
one enters into the si ngle covenant
of grace through tangible means.
But, baptism did not and does not
bring anyone to salvation. Yet it is
a call to grow in Christ. When of
age, a person can look back and
see that God called him to grow in
His ways. Baptism is reminder
that he did nothing in his salvation,
instead it was the parents who
held, the pastor who poured and
the infant who squirmed. By suggest ing that ass urance co mes
from faithful ness to the word of
God, and participation in the vism~nity,
Auburn
ible covenant com
theology strips salvation by fai th
alone. And it rep laces it with the
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Roman idea of a syncreti stic salvation, by their faithfulness, not
fa ith in Christ.
In a sense Federal Vision deni es
total depravity due to its syncreti stic sa lvation. Ifone's heart was
incl ined to apostatize, then one's
heart wou ld stray from God. To
say that any action or deed (i.e.
baptism) performed by any man
saves them, fails to take into consideration the work of Christ.
Scripture unmi stakabl y rejects

Federal Vision's
trademark card is the
aSSllrance one gains
from the efficacy of
baptism.

any teaching that suggests that
the sacraments can save someone,
and th e same is true of salvat ion
by faithfulness.
In the Old Testament Israe l circumcised all her members, but not
every Israeli te was a son of God.
Take for exampl e the case of
Jacob and Esau. They were both
under the covenan t of promise,
and were circum cised. But it is
written, "Jacob, lloved, but Esau
I hated. 7" The prophetical book
of Malachi addresses thi s question of who is in the covenant and
who is outside the covenant. John
Barach agreed wi th thi s as we ll ,
but took it in a different direction.
He applied it to the covenant community, th e church. God "chose
them to be long to Him, but their

life in covenant with God was
conditional. It invo lved faith and
obedience and perseverance."!
This is a hint at th e Federal
Vision's misunderstanding ofcovenant theology as certain elements of the Mosaic model continue to the new. Certain Auburn
theologians claimed that the Mosa ic Covenant was the gospel in
pre-Christ form. Auburn recogni zed that Israel was the background for the Church, but only
partially.
As already hinted at, Auburn
theologians blur the distinction between the invisibl e and visible
church. This is classica l Reforme d terminology. Barach contradicted thi s teaching. With the
claim that "God 's covenant includes some who have been so
predestined to eternal g lory with
Christ, but it also includes others
who have not been predestined to
eterna l glory with Chri st, but who
wi ll apostat ize."9 It is blasphemous to suggest that eve ryone
who is baptized enters into the
very covenant that always ex isted
within the Godhead from eternity.tO This assertion suggested
that God had the same intimate
fe ll owsh ip that He has with His
son wi th those outside Chri st.
Wilkins defined a covenant as a
real relationship, consisting of real
communion with th e Triune God
through union with Chri st. II Auburn theology fail ed to catch the
contradiction whe n the apostate
fa ils to persevere in the grace of
God and, thus, has his name removed from the book of lifeY
Douglas Wilson sought to redefin e these categories and asked a
question, "who talks about the dis-
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tinction between a visible and invisible mother?" ]) Wilson revea led a false conception of this
distinction. He misunderstood
that the invisible is the true covenant community, and the visible
church is an outworking of that
community. They partially overlap each other. Murray noted that
while the ' invisible church' never
appears in the New Testament,
therefore it should not be defined
as such . '4 Is the Trinity spec ifically mentioned in Scripture, or
the language of the Nicene Creed,
"of the same substance?" Certainly not. At times it is appropriate to develop categories and terminology to assist in teaching such
concepts.
Further adding to the confusion is
Schlissel's essay on justification
and the gentile nations. Hi s sympathy with the New Perspective
on Paul asserted that the refonned view misunderstood
Paul's plight in Galatia: He suggests that it was not legalism, but
nationalism that Paul was fighting.
Therefore, refonned
theology's solution ofjustification
by faith alone is wrong. Justification according to him is more of
being in the right group than being
lega lly righteous before God.
Auburn theology is guilty of misunderstanding sacramental theology, ecclesiology, covenant theology and the doctrine of assurance
as a consequence. These men
and their teachings must be listened to with great di scernment.
B they admit they are outside
-- camp of reformed tradition.
recognized this as he dise invis ible church, as did
- ' -ins and Barach as they
October 2008

suggested alternative views of
election. The true covenant community is not those who are baptized, but instead those who are
found in Chri st, saints of old and
new who placed their undying
trust and faith in the God-Man,
not in their baptism, but instead
the source of grace.
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