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Do Not Sin Rev. Wybren  
Oord

“My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But 
if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in 
our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning 
sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of 
the whole world.”  
— 1 John 2:1–2

TThere are certain 
times in our lives, 
such as the first day 
of a new year, when 
we find ourselves 
thinking about life. 
What is the meaning 
of life? What is 
the purpose of our 
existence? We look 
back, wondering 
what we have made 
of this life that we are 
living, what we are 
currently doing, and 
what we want to be 
doing in the future.

Often, when we look back, 
we wonder how things might 
have turned out if we had done 
something differently, and all too 
often we come away with a sense 
of dissatisfaction. We become 
painfully aware that we have 
not done many of the things we 
should have done, and we have 
done far too many things we 
really never should have done. 
By doing so, we develop a sense 
of failure and inadequacy, and we 
resolve to do better in the new 
year.
The trouble is that when we do that we 
are taking a very superficial view of 
life. We make some mild adjustments 
and try to change some bad habits. 
We claim that we are going to quit 
smoking, so we throw away all our 
cigarettes, only to nag other people 
as we bum cigarettes off of them. We 
want to quit drinking, and we pour 
all our alcohol down the drain, but 
we cannot decline the invitations of 
others who will buy a drink for us. We 
will no longer overeat—at least not 
until the next soup supper or potluck 
at church.

We gladly keep all of our New Year’s 
resolutions, but we do not concern 
ourselves with the very principles 
of life. We deal with the symptoms 
instead of the disease. From time to 
time we are made painfully aware that 
there is something centrally wrong 
with our lives, and then we confine 
ourselves to changing some minor 
detail rather than focusing on the 
main problem. The inevitable result 
is that the central problem in our 
lives remains more or less the same, 
and nothing vital changes. Because of 
that, all the changes we want to make 
in our lives are destined to fail.

The Bible is very concerned about 
that. In fact, it is the Bible’s central 
concern, and it offers one great 
solution for that exact problem. 
According to the Bible, the one big 
thing that really matters in all of life is 
that we should be right with God. The 
Bible looks at all our social programs 
and self-help programs and points 
out that we are treating the symptoms 
and forgetting the real problem—the 
source of all the symptoms. And so, 
the Bible seeks to bring us back to the 
source of all that ails us.
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The Bible very clearly teaches that 
all our troubles are ultimately due 
to the fact that we are in a wrong 
relationship with God. That has been 
the Bible’s diagnosis for thousands 
of years. All of our discontentment 
and unhappiness comes from the fact 
that we have wandered away from 
God and are no longer in a proper 
relationship with Him. Until we 
return to that right relationship with 
God, nothing can help us. We may be 
able to improve ourselves in certain 
small areas of our lives, but if we are 
centrally wrong, we are completely 
wrong.

In his first epistle, the apostle John 
writes about two dangers that 
confront us: the first is complacency; 
the second is hopelessness. While 
these two dangers are exact opposites, 
we tend to go back and forth from 
one to the other. On the one hand, we 
compromise ourselves and our beliefs 
to go along with the thinking of the 
world. We all too quickly buy into 
the world’s religion of tolerance and 
allow ourselves, like sheep, to be led 
astray. On the other hand, we become 
hopelessly filled with despair as we 
see how far short we are of the goal 
that is set before us by Scripture. Even 
as John’s diagnosis is in two parts, so 
is his answer. First, John tells us what 
we have to do (or not do), and then 
John tells us what God in His infinite 
grace has already done.

What Is Sin?
How can you maintain a right rela-
tionship with God? This is John’s re-
ply: the objective that should always 
be before us is that we do not sin. 
Very simply put, sin is disobeying 

God’s holy law. Sin is doing, saying, 
or thinking anything that the Bible 
condemns. It really doesn’t matter 
what it is. If the Bible condemns it, it 
is wrong. When the Bible says, “You 
shall not kill,” it means that killing 
is wrong. It is that simple. There are 
no excuses. You cannot reply to God, 
“Yes, but he started it” or, “It was an 
accident” or, “Oh, it was still only the 
first tri-semester” or, “But she was so 
sick, and this brought her freedom 
from her pain and suffering.”

The Bible is very clear. You shall not 
kill. Killing is wrong. It is God who 
gives life. It is God who takes life. 
This is an absolute, as are the other 
nine commandments. There is no 
questioning them.

Sin is nothing more than living by 
our own desires rather than living 
by the truth. Rather than living by 
the truth, we have grown into a race 
of rationalizers. People claim they 
are entitled to live as they desire, 
and they do not care for the ways of 
God. The fallen human race has let 
itself be governed by desire, impulse, 
greed, and lust. No longer do we live 
by asking, “How can I best serve my 
God in this situation?” Instead, the 
theme of the day is, “Just do it!” or, 
“Why not?” More to the point, “Why 
not sin?”

Why Not Sin?
There are several reasons why we are 
not to sin.

Sin is condemned and hated by God. 
Sin is utterly opposed to God and His 
divine and holy nature. It is outright 
rebellion against our Creator and life-
giver. That really ought to be enough 
for us to have no desire for sin.

Sin is wrong in and of itself. It simply 
does not work. Every time we disobey 
God’s will for our lives, we are doing 
something that is very foolish. While it 
may bring temporary joy, it ultimately 
deepens our misery. Look at all the 
broken families in our country. Look 
at the hurting, suffering children. 
You will never be able to convince 
me that having an affair doesn’t affect 
anyone. Read about the exploitation 
of women and you will be convinced 
that pornography brings misery. 
Look at the violence in movies and on 
television and then watch the same 
behavior in the children who watch 
them. Sin is to be avoided because of 
the ugly and perverse character that is 
taken on by those who live in it.

Sin caused the suffering and death of 
God’s Son. Sin is what brought the 
Son of God from heaven to earth. It 
is what made Him humble Himself 
and made Him endure the rebukes 
of those whom He had created in 
His image and given life. Because of 
their sin, He sweated great drops of 
blood in the garden of Gethsemane. 
It was sin that drove the nails into His 
holy hands and feet, that caused the 
suffering and shame of the cross. How 
can we as lovers of God go on sinning, 
knowing the pain and suffering it 
caused His Son?

“I write these things to you so that 
you will not sin,” writes John. He is 
concerned about our walk with God 
and tells us that we are not to sin 
because it breaks down our walk, 
destroys our fellowship with God, 
and cuts us off from the source of 
every blessing, even God Himself. It 
is no use to say that you desire to walk 
with God and then go on deliberately 
sinning. The very second that you sin, 
your fellowship with God has been 
broken.

For John, that was the one thing that 
really mattered in life: fellowship with 
God. John is saying to his readers, “I 
don’t know what your circumstances 
are, nor do I know what 2013 has in 

How can we as lovers of God go on sinning, knowing the 
pain and suffering it caused His Son? 
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store for you. Your may be tried and 
tested; you may be persecuted; you 
may face famine or flooding, but only 
one thing matters, and that one thing 
will get you through all the other 
things: it is that you have fellowship 
with God. So do not sin, because sin 
breaks that fellowship. Sin will rob 
you of happiness and joy and give you 
misery and condemnation in return.

When We Sin
John does not write these words to 
give his totally depraved readers a 
sense of hopelessness. He continues 
with these words: “But if anybody 
does sin, we have one who speaks 
to the Father in our defense—Jesus 
Christ, the Righteous One.”

As you look back on 2012, if all you 
see is failure and hopelessness, if all 
you see is your sin, John tells you 
not to despair. Certainly we have not 
done what we have been called by 
God to do—that is, not sin. We have 
not walked holy and blameless before 

our God. We have not kept our end of 
the contract.

Yet we can be assured that God has 
most certainly completed His part. 
John assures us that God has provided 
One who speaks to the Father in our 
defense. When we believe in the 
sacrifice that the Righteous One made 
on the cross of Calvary, we may rest 
assured that our sins are completely 
blotted out by His precious blood. 
Jesus Christ is the atoning sacrifice 
for our sins—indeed, for the sins of 
the whole world.

Whenever we become discouraged 
by the depth of our sins, we may rest 
assured that our sins were included in 
that once-for-all sacrifice. That is why 
Jesus went to the cross—to include 
you in the promise that God inspired 
John to write. Do not permit the Devil 
to depress you as he points to all your 
sins of the past. Do not permit him 
to drive you away from the blessings 
God has provided through His Son. 
When you acknowledge your sins, 

 
Rev. Wybren Oord 
is the co-pastor of Trinity United 
Reformed Church in Lethbridge, 
AB, and the editor of The 
Outlook.

confessing them before the Lord, 
John assures us that God is faithful. 
God is merciful and gracious. God 
provides forgiveness and cleanses us 
from all unrighteousness.

The provision has already been made! 
The body of Christ has already been 
given, His blood already poured out. 
Jesus, the Son of God, has once for all 
covered all your sins—past, present, 
and future. The sacrifice is complete.

Do you know God? Do you desire 
fellowship with Him in 2013? Then 
trust Him. Trust the atoning sacrifice 
He provided. Only then can you 
have true fellowship with God as He 
promises in His Word.
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450Years of the Heidelberg Catechism

Celebration 

Rev. Wybren   
Oord

and full of mystery.” This quote came 
from the pope of the Roman Catholic 
Church, a man considered by many to 
be the most pious and most religious 
person in the whole world. And he 
lived in the fear of God’s judgment! 
The Heidelberg Catechism asks, 
“What is your only comfort in life 
and death?” The living God speaks 
to the prophet Isaiah and tells him to 
“comfort, O comfort my people.”

When you tour the cathedrals of 
Europe, once you get beyond the 
gargoyles and the frightening carvings 
on the outside of the building, there 
is at the doorpost of each cathedral 
a gruesome, ominous portrait of the 
last judgment. It is painted there 
to induce fear into all who enter the 
cathedral—fear of the second coming 
of Jesus Christ. The Heidelberg 
Catechism has at its doorpost and 
throughout its entirety “comfort.”

The Theme of the Catechism
The whole theme of the catechism 
from Lord’s Day 1 to Lord’s Day 52 
is comfort, a comfort that is found 
in Jesus Christ.

Question 1 asks, “What is your 
only comfort in life and death?”

Question 2 asks, “What must 
you know to live and die in the 
joy of this comfort?”

Question 52 asks an incredible 
question: “How does Christ’s 
return ‘to judge the living and 
the dead’ comfort you?”

The Heidelberg Catechism is rich 
and full of comfort—personal 
comfort for God’s people through 
Jesus Christ. It is important to 
know that the mid-1600s, when 
this document was first written, 
was not the first time this comfort 
had ever been proclaimed. This 
was not something that the authors 
of the catechism, Casper Olevianus 

A Document Filled with Comfort

This article first appeared in the January, 
2003 issue of The Outlook.

An Age of Fear
The Heidelberg Catechism was 
written in a day and age filled with fear. 
Other catechisms written at the time 
were stressing guilt before a holy God. 
The church of the day was pointing to 
the people in the pews and telling them 
to fear God’s judgment. People were 
hearing the message, “Tremble under the 
wrath of God lest He send you to hell 
where there is weeping and gnashing of 
teeth forever.” In the middle of all of 
this fear, the Heidelberg Catechism 
asked the question: “What is your 
only comfort in life and death?”

In 1997, on his eightieth birthday, Pope 
Paul VI was quoted in Time magazine 
saying, “We feel the fragility of human 
life. The fear of God’s judgment at 
the moment of death is always present 

“Comfort, O comfort My people, says your God.”  
— Isaiah 40:1
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450 and Zacharius Ursinus, thought up 
out of the blue. God had already 
come to Adam and Eve in the 
garden of Eden and promised 
them comfort. In a world that was 
suddenly stained with sin, God said 
He would put enmity between the 
seed of the serpent and the seed of 
the woman. God also promised that 
the day would come when the child 
of the woman would crush the 
head of the serpent. Throughout 
the Old Testament the people of 
God awaited the Comforter—the 
One who would “speak kindly to 
Jerusalem, and call out to her, that her 
warfare has ended, that her iniquity 
has been removed. (Isa. 40:1)” 
Comfort!

The systematic approach that the 
Heidelberg Catechism takes toward 
Scripture is reflected in Lord’s 
Day 1, which is a summary of the 
Heidelberg Catechism. The flow of 
the very first answer as well as the flow 
of the whole catechism is taken from 
another systematic theologian—the 
apostle Paul. Look at the similarities 
in answer 1 and Romans 8, where 
Paul writes as follows:

“If God is for us, who can be 
against us?” (v. 31).

“Who shall separate us from the 
love of Christ?” (v. 35).

“I am convinced that neither life 
nor death, nor height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation 
will be able to separate us from 
the love of God that is un 
Christ Jesus our Lord” (v. 38).

As we look at the catechism in the 
upcoming articles in The Outlook, keep 
an eye open for that theme throughout: 
comfort in life and comfort in death, 
which is ours because of Christ.

 
Rev. Wybren Oord 
is the co-pastor of Trinity United 
Reformed Church in Lethbridge, AB, 
and the editor of The Outlook.

Rev. Charles 
KraheComfort Ye My People

This article first appeared in the May, 
1999, issue of The Outlook. 

When it pleased the Lord in the latter 
days of Hezekiah, King of Judah, to 
pre pare good news through Isaiah 
the prophet for the exiles who, a cen-
tury and a half later, would dwell by 
the rivers of Babylon, He gave this 
command (Isa. 40:1–2): “Comfort ye, 
comfort ye my people, saith your God. 
Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem, 
and cry unto her, that her warfare is 
accomplished, that her iniquity is 
pardoned: for she hath re ceived of the 
Lord’s hand double for all her sins.”

It is clear from the classic trans lation 
that it was not to one prophet alone to 
whom God spoke these words, but to 
a company of faithful men who were 
to echo the Word to the generations 
to come. It is also clear that the gospel 
that, in its Old Testament form, is so 
clearly proclaimed in Isaiah 40–66 is 
essen tially a message of comfort for 
weary exiles in this evil world, and as 
such is relevant to us who live today, 
just as much as it was to its original 
recipients. Surely it was the gracious 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, therefore, 
that led the writers of that beloved 
book of instruction, which we now 
call the Heidelberg Cat echism, to 
select comfort as the theme of their 
undertaking. It was greatly needed in 
their own time (1563), and it is needed 
by us today as well.

The writers of the Heidelberg Cat-
echism were both young men when 
they were set to the work. Zacharias 
Ursinus was only twenty-nine years 
old at the time and already a professor 
at the University of Heidelberg. Caspar 
Olevianus was two years younger and 
a pastor in the city, but both of them 
had known hardships for the gospel’s 

sake and would experience trials and 
tribulations all their lives.

Ursinus, whose German name was 
Baehr, came from Breslau in the 
area known as Silesia (now Wroclaw, 
Poland). The Protestants of that area 
were a minority to begin with and 
almost wholly under the influence of 
intolerant, high Lutheran leadership. 
Ursinus had imbibed Calvinistic and 
Melanch thonian teaching during 
his univer sity years and soon found 
himself in trouble with his narrow-
minded col leagues. He might well 
have gone to prison or worse, had 
not the Pa latine Elector Frederick 
invited him to teach at his university 
in Heidel berg.

Olevianus’s Latinized name sug gests 
that he or his family came from the “old 
wick” or ancient native village which 
in Roman times the Trevii inhabited 
just outside the walls of the Roman 
camp called Au gusta Treviorum, later 
Treves or Trier. Olevianus had tried to 
gather a Reformed church in the city, 
but he had soon been arrested and 
im prisoned by the archbishop who 
still ruled the place. Elector Frederick 
knew of the young man from one of 
his own sons who had been a fellow 
student of his at Strasburg, and he 
persuaded the arch bishop to release 
him in order to take a pastoral charge 
in Heidel berg. As the elector’s small 
county1 was caught up in controversy, 
he ap pointed just these two youthful 
theologians to formulate a church 
order, or constitution, for his coun try, 
including a catechism for the people’s 
instruction.

It is not hard to see, therefore, why 
Ursinus and Olevianus turned to the 
same instructions given to Isaiah the 
prophet when they under took their 
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task. Their own experi ences showed 
them how uncertain life is in this 
sinful world, and there were abundant 
signs in the political situation of the 
age to indicate that trouble would 
abound.

The initial period of the Reforma-
tion was over and most of its leaders 
were dead. The powerful Counter-
Reformation, spearheaded by Ignatius 
Loyola and his “Jesuits,” and given 
form by the Council of Trent, was 
now in full swing and was threatening 
to undo the work of the Reformation 
in northern Europe, as it was already 
doing in southern and eastern 
Europe. A strong reminder of this 
threat existed only a few miles from 
Heidelberg within the elector’s own 
land. In the city of Frankenthal, on 
the left bank of the Rhine, there were 
living a company of refugees from the 
Netherlands under the leadership of 
Pastor Peter Dathenus, and this good 
man and members of his flock were 
known to the inhabitants of the capital. 
Dathenus was an able and talented man 
who had prepared a Dutch version of 
the Genevan Psalter, which was to 
be used in the Netherlands and in its 
overseas colonies until 1773; it is still 
used there by a few ultra-conservative 
congregations. In the providence 
of God he would also translate the 
Heidelberg Catechism from German 
into Dutch—a rather simple task in 
those days—and he would publish 
the same shortly after the appearance 
of the original. But Dathenus and his 
people were in the Palatinate because 
they had been driven from their 
homes by the armies of Philip II, King 
of Spain, in his attempt to recover the 
rebellious Protestant provinces and 

to force them to return to the Roman 
Catholic Church.

Add to the threat of such persecution, 
which was not confined to the 
Netherlands, the bitter theological 
battles that had broken out among 
the Protestants (rabies theologorum) 
and the general uncertainty of an age 
when warfare, plagues, and many 
untreatable illnesses claimed many 
victims at an early age, and it will 
be clear why comfort was a most 
necessary message for the people of 
God’s congregation in Heidelberg 
and elsewhere and why our cat-
echism was begun with the ques tion, 
“What is thine only comfort in life 
and in death?” We need that “only 
comfort” still. We are sub jected to 
discrimination and perse cution in 
increased measure in our day. We are 
still threatened by all sorts of evils. 
It would be foolish in deed to think 
that we are too strong today for the 
message of divine comfort that the 
gospel still brings.

Three Points of Comfort
But what is that comfort? It is spelled 
out in the passage from the prophet 
Isaiah and it is echoed in al most 
every line of our catechism’s be loved 
beginning.

Warfare Accomplished
“Cry unto her,” God says, and it is 
the church that is to hear that cry, 
“that her warfare is accomplished,” 
and this refers to the condition of 
the church in this and every age, as it 
has been called: the church militant 
here on earth. In many ways now as 
in the past, the church is constantly 
op posed by false friends within and 
bit ter enemies without. We ought not 

expect it to be otherwise. After all, the 
Devil does not wage war against his 
friends but against “the woman and 
the remnant of her seed” (Rev. 12:17). 
The outcome of this battle may seem 
to us impossible to foresee—a bitter 
thought. But from God we hear this 
comforting word, that “her warfare 
is accomplished,” that is, successfully 
completed, not in our sight but in His 
with whom the future is quite as dear 
as the past.

We live today in a time of great un-
certainty. For many centuries it 
seemed as if the world had become 
largely obedient to the gospel. The 
enemies of the truth and godliness 
were far away, in heathen lands, and 
even many of them were beginning 
to see the light. But in the latter half 
of the twentieth century, the tables 
have been turned. The darkness has 
re-entered historic Christendom like 
a flood tide. Hundreds and thou-
sands of our neighbors no longer 
even call themselves Christians. Many 
hundreds of thousands have left off 
going to church altogether.

The churches themselves are in con-
fusion. Ignorance of simple Bible 
truths prevails on every hand. Moral 
standards have reached new lows 
among us, as the devil rides high 
where once he was under strong re-
straints. Are we already in the midst 
of the final conflict, or is this only one 
more crucial battle in the long war-
fare? We do not know, but we know 
that all power is in the hands of our 
Lamb and that He must win the 
battle. The authors of the Heidelberg 
Catechism also reflected this confi-
dence. Our faithful Savior, Jesus 
Christ, “preserves me,” they wrote, 
“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.” We may 
expect a certain victory, even though 
we do not yet experience its coming.

Our faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, “preserves me,” they 
wrote, “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.” We may expect a certain 
victory, even though we do not yet experience its coming. 

1
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The late Rev. Charles Krahe 
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of Seventh Reformed Church 
(formerly RCA, now independent) 
in Grand Rapids, MI. He also 
served for many years on the 
board of Reformed Fellowship.

Iniquity Pardoned
Essential to that victory to come, 
however, is peace with God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ. God spoke of 
this clearly to His servant Isaiah and 
to all His servants when He said, “Cry 
unto her . . . that her iniquity is par-
doned,” and when He explained this 
further in the familiar and beloved 
words concerning the Suffering Ser-
vant everywhere foreseen in this 
whole portion of prophecy: “Surely 
He hath borne out griefs and carried 
our sorrows . . . and the Lord hath laid 
on Him the iniquity of us all.” It was 
sin that brought the exile upon the 
Jewish church, and it is our continued 
sin that lies at the root of all our grief 
and misery now. Our low condi-
tion in this world today is not due to 
the strength of our enemies, nor to 
their clever devices, but to our own 
ingratitude and unfaithfulness. We 
have left our first love. The gospel of 
the grace of God in Jesus Christ is no 
longer our chief delight. We love the 
world and the things that are in the 
world. We despise the truth and the 
preachers of the truth. Our religion 
is often form and sham without true 
godliness. Accordingly, God has left 
us to our enemies now as He left the 
Jews to their Babylonian foe. Yet, as in 
the past, in the midst of judgment He 
remembers mercy. He has given us the 
Savior “who with His precious blood 
hath fully satisfied for all my sins, and 
delivered me from all the power of 
the devil.” How great a comfort this is 
and will be to everyone who, by grace, 
repents and comes to Him in faith 
believing.

Mercy Doubled
The third part of God’s comforting 
word to His unhappy people is am-
biguous on first reading. “For she hath 
received at the Lord’s hand double for 
all her sins.” Is this a rea son for the 
church’s deliverance, or is it a further 
elucidation of it? I believe that it is the 
latter rather than the former. Mere 
affliction is never the ground of our 
deliverance. Nor is it likely that God 

should punish His people with a 
double punishment. After all, “Shall 
not the Judge of all the earth do right?” 
(Gen. 18:25). It is not God’s wrath that 
is doubled, therefore, but His mercy 
and His grace. The perfect tense 
here is com mon enough in biblical 
prophecy where the things promised 
by God are regarded as accomplished 
be cause they are His sovereign decree. 
Augustus Toplady, in his beloved 
hymn, got it right when he wrote: 
“Let the water and the blood, from 
Thy riven side which flowed, be of sin 
the double cure. Cleanse me from its 
guilt and power.” And our catechism 
writers further spelled it out in their 
words, “And, therefore, by His Holy 
Spirit, He also assures me of eternal 
life, and makes me sincerely willing 
and ready, henceforth, to live unto 
Him.” Eternal life is only possible for 
those whose guilt has been removed 
through the precious blood of Christ, 
as of a Lamb without spot or blemish. 
Sanc tification, or that holiness without 
which no man shall see the Lord (Heb. 
12:14), is the further experience of the 
child of God, even deliverance from 
the power of sin as well as from its 
guilt.

CONCLUSION
Modern men and women are looking 
for comfort today in some thing they 
call “closure,” a new term that is to be 
regarded with great suspicion. It seems 
to mean a cer tain peace of mind about 
difficult experiences, but it is a peace 
that is built on the sand of mere hu-
man inventions. We are said to have 
“closure” about the death of loved ones 
when their bodies are duly buried or 
memorialized, and people journey at 
times to out-of-the-way places to visit 
the sites of tragic accidents in order to 
find “closure.” We have “closure” for 
crimes com mitted when we can vent 
our spleen at a perpetrator, or learn of 
his or her dire end, and so forth. Many 
of these things are no more than 
primitive superstitions revived, and 
some of them are encouragements to 
anger and bitterness. The gospel of our 

Lord Jesus Christ gives far more than 
humanistic “closure.” It is our comfort, 
in fact, our only comfort in life and in 
death. It re veals a faithful Savior into 
whose loving arms we may come by 
grace and find a real deliverance from 
the misery that afflicts us all in this 
present world. God commanded this 
comfort to be proclaimed long, long 
ago. He revealed it in all of its fulness 
in the Person and Work of His dear 
Son. Our catechism has taught us 
about it in every genera tion since its 
appearance. It is still, and will always 
be, our resting place.

Note: I have used the King James Version 
of the Holy Scriptures throughout, which 
I prefer, and the historic translation of the 
Heidelberg Catechism first used in the 
English congregations of the Dutch Re-
formed Church in the Netherlands and, 
slightly revised, adopted by the Dutch Re-
formed Church in North America upon 
the introduction of English language 
worship in 1764.

   
1. Frederick’s territory was a land at the 
confluence of the Rhine and Neckar rivers 
of which Heidelberg was the “residence” or 
capital. He himself, however, was a member 
of the great noble family of Wittelsbach, 
and his descendants were destined to rule as 
kings of Bavaria until 1918. Accordingly, he 
was a hereditary “elector” of the Holy Roman 
Empire whose privilege it was to choose the 
Empire’s Caesar or “Kaiser.” In the Kaiser’s 
official “family” he was also the honorary 
master of palaces, or those royal residences 
which were called after the Palatine Hill 
in Rome where Augustus had built his 
official residence in ancient times. Hence 
he was called “Count Palatine” (Pfalzgraf in 
German) and his own territory was known 
as the county of Palatine or more simply, the 
Palatinate.

2

3
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Our Catechism: 450 Years Young Rev. J.  
Oosterbroek

In the days of the Reformation many 
catechisms came into existence. It was 
clear that there was a need to see to it 
that the gospel, as it was rediscovered 
at the Reformation, be learned by 
old and young. Neverthe less, the 
Heidelberger remained as the most 
popular of all and continues to be 
preserved in its eternal youth.

Historic Reformed Track
As a rule, in churches that desire 
to remain true to the heritage of 
the Reformation, the Heidelberger 
is preached in the second service. 
In many vacant congregations 
catechism sermons are read or the 
guest minister is asked to preach on 
a particular Lord’s Day. How can this 
ongoing relevance be explained? In 
various textbooks on preaching that 
have appeared in Reformed ter ritory 
over the years strong cases have been 
made for the vindication of catechism 
preaching in the congrega tion. In so 
doing one is moving on the historic 
track of the Reformation.

When the catechism appeared in 
1563, it quickly became known in 
the Netherlands by means of Petrus 
Datheen’s translation, which he had 
printed in his Psalter for the churches. 
Already by 1566, the Rev. Pieter 
Gabriel of Amsterdam was preaching 
out of the Heidelberger every Sunday. 
At various particular and national 
synods in the sixteenth century it was 
offi cially decided to use this catechism 
in the second service. At the Synod of 
Dordrecht 1618/1619 it was deter-
mined as follows: “On Sundays, or-
dinarily in the second service, min-
isters everywhere will briefly explain 
the summary of Christian doctrine 
contained in the catechism presently 

adopted by the Dutch churches, in 
such a way that it might be completed 
annually, in accordance with how 
the catechism itself is divided.” This 
regulation can be found in Article 
8 of the Church Order of Dort and 
continues to be observed down to the 
present day in churches of Reformed 
persuasion.

Weapon
What did our fathers have in mind 
with their powerful pleas for cate-
chism preaching? It concerned 
mainly three things: preserving sound 
doctrine against heresy, passing the 
truth down to the youth, and build-
ing up the congregation in the faith 
through ongoing instruction. Let me 
give an example. Bastinguis, a student 
of Ursinus and Olevianus who 
received his doctorate in Heidelberg 
in 1575, said it all in his declaration 
concerning the catechism: The cate-
chism is a weapon against “monsters 
and beasts” but at the same time it is 
instruction “for the shepherds as well 
as the sheep,” because it leads into the 
“sanctuary of Scripture” and brings 
the people to the fountain “where all 
the streams of ecclesiastical writings 
originate.” At this fountain we are 
made into “disciples of the Holy Spirit 
in the unity of the faith.” Our reformed 
heritage would be unimaginable 
without the catechism. It has shaped 
and comforted countless generations.

Not the Last Word
Is the catechism now only a more -
than-400-year-old monument for 
which we have respect, or is it more? 
To be perfectly clear I must mention 
that the catechism, in and of itself, has 
no divine authority. Preaching from 
the catechism must, after all, also be 

This article, edited and translated 
by Prof. H. David Schuringa from the 
Reformatorisch Dagblad, appeared in the 
November, 1988 issue of The Outlook.

In an old edition of the authorized 
Dutch Bible (Statenbijbel) there is a 
picture of Adam and Eve in paradise. 
Adam is busy teaching his sons Cain 
and Abel from a little book. Bold let-
ters on the cover of the book read 
Heidelberg Catechism. Is that not a bit 
far-fetched? Above all, is that not im-
possible? Adam, the first man, with a 
book from the sixteenth century?

Nevertheless, if you think about what 
the artist was trying to say, an im-
portant point is being made: The 
artist meant that the instruction 
we receive from that little book is 
necessary for all children of Adam. 
That instruction is necessary in order 
to live in comfort and one day to die 
saved. It is unneces sary for a man to 
know more, but you cannot do with 
less.

That artist meant the same thing that 
in the days of the Reformation and the 
Afscheiding of 1834 was powerfully 
proclaimed and reaffi rmed: 
Remember that this book of doctrine 
is necessary and remains relevant! 
Whoever devalues this in struction 
shames himself, im poverishes the 
church, and thereby causes the 
spiritual life to diminish. Above all, 
the next generation may not know 
what it means to be a poor sinner 
living out of the treasures of salva tion 
as one justified by the blood of Christ. 
Our catechism is still relevant, even 
though it is a document that came 
into existence 450 years ago. In this 
connec tion someone has spoken of 
“the eter nal youth of Heidelberg.”
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the preaching of the Word. Only the 
Bible has divine authority.

Anyone who knows the Scriptures 
of the Old and New Testaments, 
however, will discover that the Heidel-
berger, right down to its formulations, 
stands right next to Scripture. There is 
often the danger of confessionalism. 
Confessionalism is an overestimation 
of a confession, as if with a Reformed 
confession the last word has been said 
and that Scrip ture has in fact come to 
its own in the confession. Then we are 
in fact laying the catechism over the 
Bible.

Certainly our catechism is drawn 
from the well of the Word, but the well 
is not thereby depleted. The catechism 
is a summary, a careful ar rangement 
of the Scriptural data, with the 
purpose of making the Bible clearer 
and more easily understood. The 
over seven hundred proof texts under 
the answers of the Heidelberger say 
enough in that respect. Anyone who 
is preparing himself for the handling 
of a portion of the catechism can 
famil iarize himself with that Lord’s 
Day by these proof texts.

It is well for a preacher who knows 
himself bound to God’s Word and to 
the Reformed faith to reflect on the 
Heidelberger and to preach it every 
week in his congregation. That prac-
tice protects the preacher from one-
sidedness because he feels compelled 
to deal with things from the Word of 
God that in the first instance might 
not suit him. He is constrained to 
proclaim the whole counsel of God 
for the redemption of sinners. Weekly 
catechism preaching is also important 
for the congregation. She needs to 
hear the whole counsel of God in a 
balanced way and must be protected 
from the danger of wanting to hear 
only what she likes to hear.

Weekly catechism preaching works 
to shape and build up the congrega-
tion in the faith. The catechism 
has an eternal youth. I think of the 
powerful beginning of Lord’s Day 1: 

The preaching of our only comfort in 
life and death. I consider unsurpassed 
answer 60 to the question: “How are 
you righteous before God?” Here 
stands a man, a sinner, before the 
eter nal and holy God. Here says a 
man who he is, but still more who 
God is for him. Everything hinges on 
the powerful “nevertheless” of faith.

Ethical Terrain
In 1930 Prof. G. Wisse gave a public 
lecture on “Catechism Preaching for 
Our Times.” Wisse maintained in his 
speech that the sense of catechism 
preaching is that the congregation 
is enriched in the riches of the 
knowledge of God. He also pointed 
out that in all times the best part of 
the congregation cherishes catechism 
preaching above all. This certainly has 
something to do with the practical 
orientation of the document, and that 
is certainly also why it is so useful for 
spiritual direction in preaching. In 
the catechism, the things of the Lord 
are brought into view.

Doctrine is life, not intellectual gym-
nastics. Doctrine is the unfolding of 
God’s work of salvation. Catechism 
preaching distinguishes itself precisely 
by its confession of God’s sovereignty, 
the lostness of man, God’s free grace, 
and absolute dependence upon the 
Holy Spirit. In our day the vertical 
relationship to God is often made 
sub servient to the horizontal. The 
treat ment of the catechism protects 
both minister and congregation from 
going off track in this regard as well.

Catechism preaching also has a mes-
sage for today’s questions and ethical 
problems. With the treatment of the 
law in the last portion of the cate-
chism a preacher who knows what he 
is doing can give direction from the 
Word of God with regard to many 
questions that resound on the ethical 
terrain today. For example, without 
resorting to acrobatic tricks, he can 
very easily draw a line to today’s arms 
race ques tion from answers 95 and 
105, which say we may not willfully 

expose oursel ves to any danger, and 
we may not put our trust in anything 
besides the Lord.

Kernel and Marrow
The last Lord’s Day of the catechism 
points us to the fact that the deadly 
enemies of God’s people are not 
seated in any particular political 
power, as if they are allied with names 
such as Washington, Moscow, or 
Peking, but consist precisely of the 
world, the devil and our own flesh. 
In the confrontation with Jehovah’s 
Wit nesses, Lord’s Day 8 helps us with 
the correct perspective on the divine 
Trinity.

Today the influence of fundamen-
talists and charismatics in the church 
is sometimes quite strong, as their 
er rors concerning baptism, the 
church, and the Holy Spirit spread 
through congregations, even those 
in Reformed territory. Answers such 
as 53, 54, 74, and 114 help us see 
what the biblical, Reformed vision is 
regarding the Spirit, infant baptism, 
and perfection. No one need groan 
under catechism preaching where the 
heart of God’s people is touched by 
the ongoing relevance of its questions.

At a 1982 office bearers’ conference 
in Amersfoort, The Netherlands, the 
Rev. J. H. Velema said, “Tell me what 
you think about catechism preaching 
and I will tell you where you are with 
respect to the church.” Prof. G. Wisse 
noted in the previously mentioned 
lec ture, “That is why those who are 
ma turely convinced of the Reformed 
faith, as well as those who have been 
well in troduced to it, deeply treasure 
catechism preaching as the kernel 
and marrow of a biblically consistent 
religion.”

The catechism always stands at the 
center of a full life and demands my 
whole heart. It is the strength of the 
catechism that you there meet a be-
liever who knows, and knows what he 
believes. That makes the content so 
relevant, so significant, so authentic. 
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A person is affected by it in his whole 
being. Here are no doctrines that are 
bits of dry dogma, tough and hard, 
indigestibly displayed. Here God’s 
grace is a living reality. Here Christ is 
not only a name but the foundation, 
the power and the outlook for life.

Dont’ Give It Up!
The handwriting is on the wall if 
one gives up catechism preaching. 
In a number of Reformed churches 
this has happened. Sad to say, such 
churches can no longer function as a 
bulwark for the Reformed faith. Sad 
to say, the Reformed character of 
such churches is more in name than 
in reality. Under the influences of 
secularization, decreasing knowledge 
of the biblical spirituality, and the 

existence of modern theological 
opinions one be comes further and 
further estranged from the Reformed 
heritage. The rejec tion of weekly 
catechism preaching is a betrayal of 
that heritage.

If one already has difficulty with the 
authority of the Holy Scriptures, if 
one calls into question the authority 
of the Word, sad to say, that will also 
be the case with the authority of the 
Reformed confessions and catechism 
preaching. With this the Reformed 
character of the church is at stake.

Does this mean that weekly catechism 
preaching provides a guarantee 
that the life of faith is good only 
in congregations where these ser-
mons are still delivered? Catechism 

This article originally appeared in the 
April, 1995 issue of The Outlook.

On a Tuesday at 4 p.m., I came to the 
home of Larry, Pattie, Lare John, and 
Bailey. They were expecting me. They 
had been attending our church for 
some time. Pattie’s oldest brother and 
his family, her youngest brother and 
his family and her father had all made 
profession of faith in our church. Now 
she and her family wanted to get ready 
to profess their faith in Jesus Christ as 
their Savior and Lord in our church. 
They all came from the Roman 
Catholic Church. She said to me, 
“We’re going to study the Heidelberg 
Catechism, aren’t we?” “We surely 
are,” I assured her. So I came with 
Psalter Hymnals for each of them. 

Her husband looked at it and asked, 
“Are we going to sing?” I answered, 
“We can, but look in the back of the 
book. That’s where the Heidelberg 
Catechism is.”

The Heidelberg Catechism is the 
living legacy of Heidelberg. It is one of 
the greatest treasures we as Reformed 
Christians have. In this issue of The 
Outlook we will look at the uniqueness 
of this treasure, its history, and its 
pastoral use in preaching, evangelism, 
teaching, and counseling.

Dr. Fred H. Klooster, Professor of 
Systematic Theology Emeritus of 
Calvin Theological Seminary in Grand 
Rapids, MI, has given us a very fine 
new book entitled, A Mighty Comfort, 
the Christian Faith According to the 

Heidelberg Catechism, published 
by CRC Publishing, Grand Rapids, 
MI. As I deal with the Heidelberg 
Catechism thematically, I also want to 
give a review of Dr. Klooster’s book.

THE UNIQUENESS OF THE  
HEIDELBERG CATECHISM

Its Personal Emphasis
The Heidelberg Catechism is unique 
among all the creeds and confessions 
of the Christian religion, first of all 
because of its intensely personal 
emphasis. It addresses the individual 
believer in its 129 questions and 
answers, using personal pronouns 
350 times. We see this in the theme of 
comfort that runs throughout. Every 
one of the teachings of Scripture is 

The Living Legacy from Heidelberg Rev. Thomas  
Vanden Heuvel

preaching does not in itself provide 
such a guarantee. But with the applica-
tion of the Spirit such preaching is a 
blessing to many.

Salvation is God’s work from A to 
Z—in the acquisition as well as in the 
application of salvation. It is grace in 
order as grace to remain grace. That 
is the ongoing relevance of preaching 
from the Heidelberger.

 
Rev. J. Oosterbroek was a CGKN 
(Christelijke Gereformeerde 
Kerken in Nederland) minister in 
Harderwijk in the Nether lands. 
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looked at from the point of view of its 
benefit to the believer. For example, 
“How does the knowledge of God’s 
creation and providence help us?” (Q. 
28); “How does the holy conception 
and birth of Christ benefit you?” (Q. 
36); “What further advantage do we 
receive from Christ’s sacrifice and 
death on the cross?” (Q. 43); “How 
does the resurrection of Christ benefit 
us?” (Q. 45). In its treatment of the 
Ten Commandments, the question 
is asked, “What is God’s will for you 
in the fourth commandment?” We 
have the same for the fifth and sixth 
commandments. This personal 
emphasis makes the Heidelberg 
Catechism very practical and relevant 
to any age. This is one of the reasons 
it has remained the most used and 
beloved of the Reformed confessions. 
The catechism teaches “a mighty 
comfort.” In Dr. Klooster’s book we 
have an exhaustive description of 
comfort. Comfort means to stand in 
one’s place, to die one’s cursed death. 
This is how the death of Christ is 
taught in Q. 1: “He has paid for all 
my sins with his precious blood and 
has set me free from the tyranny of 
the devil.” In Q. 39, “He shouldered 
the curse which lay on me.” In Q. 
52, I “confidently await as judge the 
very One who has already stood trial 
in my place before God and so has 
removed the whole curse from me.” 
Comfort means to stand at one’s 
side, even to dwell within one, to live 
one’s life. This is how the Heidelberg 
Catechism describes the work of the 
Holy Spirit in Q. 1: “Because I belong 
to him, Christ by his Holy Spirit 
assures me of eternal life and makes 
me wholeheartedly willing and ready 
from now on to live for him.” Q. 86 
says, “ . . . we do good because Christ 
by his Spirit is also renewing us to be 
like himself, so that in all our living 
we may show that we are thankful to 
God for all he has done for us, and so 
that he may be praised through us.” 
Q. 53 says, “The Holy Spirit has been 
given to me personally, so that, by true 
faith, he makes me share in Christ and 

all his blessings, comforts me, and 
remains with me forever.”

Its Biblical Content
Second, the Heidelberg Catechism is 
unique because of its biblical content. 
Although its questions and answers 
are not generally quotations from 
Scripture, the answers breathe the 
content of the very Word of God. We 
see this in the word comfort described 
in the first question and answer. 
This is one of the most beautiful and 
complete testimonies of what it means 
to be a Christian found anywhere. It is 
full of biblical content. “I am not my 
own but belong to my faithful Savior 
Jesus Christ” comes right out of 1 
Corinthians 6:19–20. Every answer 
of the catechism is footnoted with 
many Bible passages that are either 
quoted in the answer, or the message 
of the text is found in the answer. 
The second part of the catechism is 
an exposition of the Apostles’ Creed, 
which covers God the Father and 
our creation, God the Son and our 
redemption, and God the Holy Spirit 
and our sanctification. These great 
themes are powerfully buttressed with 
the Word of God. The third part of 
the catechism includes an explanation 
of the Ten Commandments and the 
Lord’s Prayer.

Its Unique Structure
Third, the catechism is unique 
because of its structure. Catechisms 
generally (like the Genevan 
Catechism and Luther’s Catechism) 
include the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten 
Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, 
and a section on the sacraments. 
The Heidelberg Catechism weaves 
these things into the structure of the 
believer’s experience of the knowledge 
of sin and its consequent misery, the 
knowledge of deliverance through 
the blood of Jesus Christ, and the 
knowledge of gratitude for such a 
great deliverance. (Not only is this the 
pattern of the believer’s experience 
but it is also the basic structure of the 
most complete doctrinal book of the 

New Testament, the book of Romans.) 
It does so in the form of questions and 
answers originally designed for the 
instruction of the youth. The three 
parts of the catechism can never be 
separated. They are, as Rev. Herman 
Veltkamp says in his book, Zondag’s 
Kinderen [Sunday’s Children], the 
ABCs of the Christian life. The 
alphabet is used in all of speech and 
writing; so also these three parts of 
the catechism are part of the whole of 
the Christian experience. The answers 
are not simply information, but as Dr. 
Klooster says, the answer is itself a 
confession of faith (p. 29).

Its Unique Christological   
Approach
The fourth unique aspect of 
the Heidelberg Catechism is its 
Christological approach to doctrine. 
We see this in the very first question 
and answer, where the work of the 
triune God is taught from Christ’s 
point of view. I belong to my faithful 
Savior Jesus Christ, who has fully paid 
for all my sins (the work of the Son); 
he also watches over me so that not a 
hair can fall from my head (the work 
of the Father); he also assures me of 
eternal life and makes me heartily 
willing and ready to serve him (the 
work of the Holy Spirit). The catechism 
stresses the fact that we cannot make a 
confession of God the Father and our 
creation without faith in Jesus Christ. 
Our Creator God is the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. This 
guards against a general fatherhood 
of God and a general brotherhood 
of man. This also guards against the 
idea that what a person believes about 
God the Father and our creation has 
nothing to do with our salvation. Dr. 
Klooster has a very helpful appendix 
on the Christology of the Heidelberg 
Catechism. He shows how the 
treatment of the natures and the states 
of Christ in the catechism reflect the 
differences between the Lutheran 
and Roman view of the ubiquity of 
the body of Christ and the Calvinist 
view of the ascension of the body of 

 
Rev. J. Oosterbroek was a CGKN 
(Christelijke Gereformeerde 
Kerken in Nederland) minister in 
Harderwijk in the Nether lands. 
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Christ, which does not partake in the 
omnipresence of the divine nature 
of our Lord. This has particular 
application to the presence of the 
Lord in the Lord’s Supper, whether 
the presence is spiritual (Calvinist) 
or physical (Roman Catholic), or 
in, under, and among the elements 
(Lutheran). The catechism is so helpful 
for the people I am catechizing who 
are coming out of Roman Catholicism 
because it presents Jesus Christ as 
the complete Savior, who once for all 
paid for our sins on the cross. Q. and 
A. 80 of the catechism is especially 
helpful, as it deals with the Roman 
Catholic Mass, showing that it teaches 
that Christ is sacrificed all over again 
in the Mass. My friends commented 
to me that the re-sacrifice of Christ 
in the Mass is exactly what they had 
been taught, and now they see that 
it is so contrary to the clear teaching 
of the Word of God and robs them 
of comfort and eternal security. They 
rejoice in the discovery of the gospel 
of free sovereign grace.

Its Unique Emphasis on the Holy 
Spirit
Another unique quality of the 
Heidelberg Catechism is its emphasis 
on the Holy Spirit. Even though its 
treatment of the Holy Spirit is only one 
question and answer, the catechism 
can be called, as Dr. Klooster says, the 
“Catechism of the Holy Spirit.” The 
person and work of the Holy Spirit 
appear throughout. The articles of 
the Apostles’ Creed, which follow the 
article on the Holy Spirit, actually deal 

with the work of the Holy Spirit: the 
holy catholic church, the communion 
of saints, the forgiveness of sins, 
the resurrection of the body, and 
life everlasting. It is very interesting 
and helpful for the congregation 
and students in catechism class 
to see that the resurrection of 
the body is really the work of the 
Holy Spirit, similar to His work of 
creation (Gen. 1:2). Dr. Klooster has 
two very useful appendices on the 
Holy Spirit in the catechism, one 
arranged chronologically and the 
other arranged systematically. In the 
development of the biblical teaching of 
the church and sacraments, the work 
of the Holy Spirit is seen very clearly. 
The emphasis of the catechism is on 
the visible church gathered by the Son 
of God through the Holy Spirit and 
Word from the whole human race. 
Dr. Klooster points out a very helpful 
and interesting distinction in the 
catechism between the church (Kirche) 
and the community or congregation 
(Gemeinde). This distinction comes 
out clearly in the sacrament of infant 
baptism. Children of believers are to 
be baptized because they and their 
parents are in God’s covenant and are 
His people (Gemeinde) or community, 
congregation. But the sacrament is 
administered by the church (Kirche) 
and children are received by baptism 
into the Christian church (Kirche). Dr. 
Klooster has a very helpful appendix 
showing the interrelationship 
between the covenant, church, and 
kingdom in the Heidelberg Catechism 
(p. 127). The catechism, says Dr. 

Klooster, should have given more 
emphasis to preaching in the light of 
Romans 10:14–17. The sacraments 
receive much more attention, and this 
is understandable, given the day in 
which the catechism was written.

Its Unique Treatment of the Law
Another unique contribution of 
the catechism is its treatment of the 
law. The place of the law in the life 
of the believer has been a subject of 
controversy for many years. On the 
one hand there are those who look at 
obeying the law as the way to become 
right with God. On the other hand 
there are Antinomians who claim 
to be free from the law. How are we 
to look at the law? The Heidelberg 
Catechism gives us a beautifully 
balanced, biblical view of the law. The 
law is the teacher of sin (Q. and A. 3, 
4, 5). Here the catechism does not give 
the Ten Commandments, because it 
would be too easy to say with the rich 
young ruler: “All these things have I 
kept from my youth.” But instead we 
find the summary of the law Jesus 
taught in Matthew 22:37–40 as the 
teacher of sin. Here Jesus goes to 
the heart of all the commandments 
and places us face to face with the 
command to love God above all and 
our neighbor as ourselves. No one 
can avoid the penetration of this 
command into the marrow of the soul 
and the consequent confession, “God, 
be merciful to me a sinner.”

The Ten Commandments are 
explained and applied in the third 
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part of the catechism as the pattern of 
good works that we owe to the Lord in 
gratitude for such a great deliverance. 
In Lord’s Day 32, Q. and A. 86, we have 
the transition between the deliverance 
from sin and the gratitude for such 
a great deliverance. The transition 
shows that justification by faith must 
be followed by sanctification. Good 
works are the fruit of the Holy Spirit’s 
work in the believer’s heart.

Dr. Klooster makes this important 
point: “Christians who do not learn 
to distinguish good works of gratitude 
from good works of merit will be 
trapped in legalism. The line between 
the two is razor-thin but all-important. 
Understanding that there is absolutely 
nothing a believer can do for salvation 
because Christ has done it all, makes 
one truly free to live the life of thanks” 
(p. 95).

The Ten Commandments are seen 
as covenant righteousness that must 
characterize every citizen of the 
kingdom. Every aspect of human life 
is covered in the Ten Commandments. 
This gives the pastor a very important 
opportunity to address the pressing 
moral issues of the day. Obedience 
to God’s commandments is not 
presented as a legalistic, formal, 
outward conformity to a set of rules, 
but as the living expression of covenant 
faithfulness according to the standards 
God set already in creation. To see the 
commandments as the expression 
of gratitude reflects the teaching of 
the Bible where we read: “If you love 
me, keep my commandments.” “Be 

ye doers of the word and not hearers 
only.” The Reformed believer can 
sing: “Free from the law, O happy 
condition,” and mean that we are 
saved by grace through faith and that 
not of ourselves, not of works, because 
it is a gift of God. But the Reformed 
believer can also sing: “Oh, how love I 
thy law,” because it is the pattern God 
has given us for our happiness.

Its Unique Emphasis on Prayer
Finally, the catechism is unique in the 
importance it puts on prayer. Prayer 
is called the most important part of 
gratitude. It is this because by means 
of prayer we worship God to whom 
all glory belongs. By means of prayer 
we confess our sins and our depravity 
before God. By means of prayer we 
receive grace and the Holy Spirit 
unto salvation and renewal. By means 
of prayer we express our profound 
gratitude for such a great deliverance.

OUR CHALLENGE
The Heidelberg Catechism is a 
priceless document. The preaching 
of the Word of God following the 
catechism according to its sequence 
must never be dull. In my experience 
of preaching “catechism sermons” for 
more than thirty years, I have found 
that the riches of Scripture are covered 
in a very practical way. Generally, I 
take the text of the catechism as the 
text for my sermon. I have found 
this to be profoundly biblical and 
very enriching to both me and the 
congregation. I have found that in 
evangelism, the catechism is a tool 

 
Rev. Thomas Vanden Heuvel
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and the Presbyterian Church in 
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in several United Reformed 
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Outlook.

that draws people to Christ and shows 
what it means to be Christian.

Dr. Klooster’s book will prove to be 
a very valuable tool for the preacher 
and catechism teacher. We are living 
in a day in which the Heidelberg 
Catechism is not as familiar to the 
people of our churches as it ought to 
be or as it once was. We are indebted 
to Dr. Klooster for his pioneer work on 
the catechism. He has devoted many 
years to its research and exposition. 
He is working on a much larger 
treatment of the catechism that will be 
published later.

Other books that I have found to be 
helpful in dealing with the catechism 
from Sunday to Sunday are: Professor 
B. Holwerda, De dingen die ons van 
God geschonken zijn, (Oosterbaan and 
LeContre: Goes, Netherlands); Rev. 
Herman Veltkamp, Zondag’s Kinderen 
(T. Weyer, Franeker, Netherlands); Rev. 
Herman Hoeksema, Triple Knowledge, 
(Reformed Free Publishers, Grand 
Rapids, MI); Dr. Louis Praamsma, 
Before the Face of God (Paideia Press, 
Jordan Station, Ontario).
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A Catechism Written in Heidelberg Dr. W. Robert 
Godfrey

As the Reformation spread in 
Germany, it began to have an impact 
in the Palatinate as well. (Philip 
Melanchthon, Luther’s close associate, 
was born in the Palatinate.) In 1545, 
the story goes, so many had been 
attracted to the Reformation cause 
that the congregation in the Holy 
Ghost Church broke out into singing 
a Reformation song, “Redemption has 
come to us.” Seeing the sympathy for 
the Reformation, the Elector Frederick 
II ordered an end to the Mass being 
celebrated in the city and allowed the 
city to move more and more into the 
Protestant orbit. Shortly before his 
death in 1556, the elector became a 
Protestant.

The next elector was Otto Henry (1556–
1559). Today he is best remembered 
for making some of the most beautiful 
architectural additions to the castle. 
He contributed to religious tensions 
in the city by appointing Tileman 
Hesshusius as superintendent of the 
churches. Hesshusius was a strict 
Lutheran and soon sharply alienated 
other Protestants (Melanchthonian 
Lutherans, Zwinglians, Calvinists).

After a brief reign, Otto Henry was 
succeeded by Frederick III, known 
to history as Frederick the Pious. 
Frederick was born in 1515 and 
raised a devout Roman Catholic. In 
his early years as elector he became a 
Protestant through the influence of 
his wife and the tragic drowning of a 
son. Frederick came increasingly to a 
Reformed theological conviction. He 
dismissed the troublesome Hesshusius 
and sought some effective Reformed 
leadership for his territory. In 1561 
Olevianus became court preacher—he 
was only 24 years old. He had become 
a Protestant while studying in his teen 

years in France. Later he studied at 
Geneva and Zurich. He had known the 
son of the elector and had tried to save 
him when he drowned.

Frederick also appealed to the great 
Peter Martyr Vermigli, then at Zurich, 
to come to Heidelberg to teach. (Peter 
Martyr is not well remembered by 
the Reformed any more, but in the 
sixteenth century he was rightly 
counted a Reformed theologian equal 
to Calvin and Beza.) Martyr declined 
the invitation but recommended 
Ursinus in his place. Ursinus arrived 
in Heidelberg in 1561—he was only 
26 years old. Ursinus had been born in 
Breslau in Silesia in 1534. From 1550–
1557 he studied with Melanchthon in 
Wittenberg and was deeply influenced 
by Melanchthon. (Luther had died in 
1546.) In 1557–1558 Ursinus traveled 
and met both John Calvin in Geneva 
and Peter Martyr Vermigli in Zurich. 
In 1560 he spent some time studying 
with Martyr, who seemed to have 
helped Ursinus move to a more 
decidedly Reformed position.

Frederick certainly gathered 
remarkable young talent to lead the 
reform of the Palatinate church. He 
set out to move his church in a more 
Reformed direction. In 1561 Frederick 
agreed to what the Reformed called 
the “purification” of the churches. All 
crucifixes, pictures, altars, baptismal 
fonts, and organs were removed from 
the churches, that God might be 
worshiped without the distractions of 
human contrivances.

The elector also recognized the need 
of a catechism for his churches. Many 
different ones were being used, and 
he wanted greater uniformity of 
religious instruction for his people. 

This article originally appeared in the 
April, 1995 issue of The Outlook.

The city of Heidelberg is one of the 
most beautiful and charming in the 
world. Built in the Neckar River valley, 
the city looks across the river to rising 
hills covered with green. Today the 
city itself has a very well-preserved 
Renaissance center dominated by the 
Holy Ghost Church where Caspar 
Olevianus preached. The University of 
Heidelberg where Zacharias Ursinus 
once taught still is very important to 
the city. Dominating the city visually 
is the great castle of the electors of the 
Palatinate, now partly in ruin, but still 
a magnificent sight.

The glories of Heidelberg were not 
damaged at all during the Second 
World War. The Germans did not 
make it a military center, and an 
American leader who had studied 
in Heidelberg urged that the city be 
spared. As a result, a visit to Heidelberg 
allows one to experience something of 
a  sixteenth-century city, an experience 
that is quite rare in modern Europe.

In the sixteenth century, Heidelberg 
was an important city. It was the capital 
of a territory called the Palatinate. (In 
those days Germany was called the 
Holy Roman Empire. The Emperor 
had limited powers to control the 
hundreds of territories that comprised 
the empire. Each local territory had its 
own ruler, laws and customs.) The local 
ruler of the Palatinate was an elector. 
As elector—the most distinguished 
title a ruler could bear—he was one of 
seven rulers who voted in the election 
of a new emperor. The Palatinate was 
one of the most politically significant 
territories in the empire.
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He also wanted to oppose the growing 
influence in Germany of the strict 
Lutherans and their doctrine of 
ubiquity. (Ubiquity is the doctrine that 
the humanity of Jesus partakes of the 
divine attribute of omnipresence so 
that the flesh and blood of Jesus can 
be in the bread and wine of the Lord’s 
Supper.)

To write his new Catechism for the 
Palatinate, Frederick appointed a 
committee that included both Ursinus 
and Olevianus. The recent work of 
Professor Fred Klooster has shown 
that it seems most likely that Ursinus 
was in fact the principal author of 
the Catechism. Ursinus had a special 
interest in catechisms, having written 
two before the Heidelberg Catechism. 
He also later devoted much of his 
energy to lecturing on the catechism 
in his college teaching. It has also been 
suggested that Ursinus was a man of 
melancholy temperament and that the 
central theme of Christian comfort 
in the catechism reflected his own 
spiritual struggles.

The Heidelberg Catechism followed 
the tradition of medieval catechisms 
by focusing on the Apostles’ Creed, the 
Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s 
Prayer. But it developed its exposition 
of these statements in a clear Reformed 
structure. Its division into sections on 
sin, salvation, and service reflect a 
Protestant understanding of grace and 
its particular answers, constantly draw 
the reader to the spiritual importance 
and relevance of its teaching.

Frederick was not entirely pleased with 
the catechism initially. He believed 
that a strong statement was needed 
to contrast the Reformed view of 
the Lord’s Supper with the Roman 
Catholic view of the mass. So in 1563 
a second edition of the catechism was 
issued with a new question (question 
80) added. The new addition read, 
“The Lord’s Supper testifies to us that 
we have a full pardon of all sin by the 
only sacrifice of Jesus Christ, which 
he himself has once accomplished on 
the cross. But the mass teaches that the 

living and the dead have not the pardon 
of sin through the suffering of Christ, 
unless Christ is also daily offered for 
them by the priests. So that the mass at 
bottom is a denial of the one sacrifice 
and suffering of Jesus Christ.”

These words were still not strong 
enough for Frederick, and so a 
third edition of the catechism was 
produced in 1563 with the wording 
of the catechism that is now familiar. 
Question 80 concludes of the mass that 
it is a “cursed idolatry.”

This eightieth question has been 
subjected to a great deal of criticism 
in the twentieth century. Critics 
charge that it is out of character with 
the positive spirit of the rest of the 
catechism and is unnecessarily severe 
to the Roman position. Neither of 
these criticisms is entirely fair. We must 
remember that to this day the priest at a 
Roman Mass holds up the consecrated 
bread, declares: “Behold the Lamb of 
God which takes away the sins of the 
world,” and the people are expected to 
worship the consecrated bread. Our 
Reformed forebears properly called 
this idolatry, and all idolatry is cursed.

Also the Catechism is critical of 
other view points, even if usually 
that criticism is implicit rather than 
explicit. The strict Lutheran doctrine 
of ubiquity is criticized in questions 47 
and 48, and a Baptist view of baptism 
is criticized in question 74. Examples 
of this implicit criticism could easily be 
multiplied.

Those responsible for the preparation 
of the catechism were attacked 
severely in their own day and at great 
risk defended the catechism. In 1566 
some princes attacked Frederick at the 
imperial Diet of Augsburg, insisting 
that the catechism taught doctrines 
that were illegal in the empire. 
Frederick replied that he upheld the 
Augsburg Confession and therefore 
was in conformity with the laws of the 
empire. He also stated that he would 
rather die than abandon his catechism. 
His position was upheld by the diet.

Others also suffered for the Catechism. 
When Frederick died in 1576 he was 
succeeded by his son Lewis. Lewis was a 
strict Lutheran and began to exile from 
his territory the Reformed leadership 
of the church. Olevianus was dismissed 
early, and Ursinus was the last to go, 
in 1578. Ursinus withdrew to the city 
of Neustadt, under the protection of 
Prince Casimir. There he spent the last 
years of his life teaching theology and 
lecturing on the catechism. After his 
death in 1583, his student David Pareus 
gathered and edited his lectures for 
publication as Ursinus’s Commentary 
on the Heidelberg Catechism. This 
commentary remains an invaluable 
resource for the study of the catechism.

From the beginning in 1563 the 
Catechism was appointed not only for 
the instruction of the young but also to 
be preached regularly in the churches. 
The preaching of the catechism has 
remained important in the churches 
that treasure the catechism. The 
profound insights and summaries 
of doctrine found in the catechism 
continue to build the faithful up in the 
truth, generation after generation.

Philip Schaff, the great German 
Reformed church historian, offered 
high praise for the Heidelberg 
Catechism when he wrote, “It 
combines Calvin’s strength and depth 
without his severity, Melanchthon’s 
cordiality and warmth without his 
indecision, Zwingli’s simplicity and 
clearness without his cool sobriety and 
aversion to the mystics.” The strengths 
of the catechism remain needed by the 
church today more than ever. In an age 
that is often opposed to theology, the 
Heidelberg Catechism is a clear, warm, 
attractive presentation of the great 
truths of the Reformation, which are 
the great truths of the gospel.

 
Dr. W. Robert Godfrey is 
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Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 17: Life in the Spirit (1)
Romans 8:1–11

Rev. Wybren 
Oord

I bemoans the fact that although he 
has the desire to do good, he finds 
himself doing that which is evil. Such 
is the disposition of the heart in a 
people who are totally depraved. We 
sin. We have the desire to sin within 
the very core of our existence. By our 
desires and by our actions we deserve 
condemnation—even death itself. 
That is the law of sin declared by God 
already in the garden of Eden. God 
very clearly told Adam, “The day you 
eat thereof you shall surely die” (Gen. 
2:17).

The law of the Spirit is the forceful and 
effective operation of the Holy Spirit 
in the hearts and lives of the elect 
that draws them to the cross of Jesus 
Christ. He leads us to understand our 
sin and misery and then points us to 
the only Deliverer from that horrible 
state—our Savior, Jesus Christ. 
Through the Spirit, the sinner comes 
to know that the demands of the 
Mosaic law, which we could not fulfill, 
were fulfilled in Christ. Not only did 
the Son of God fulfill the Mosaic law, 
but he also took upon Himself the 
condemnation prescribed by the law 
of sin. In the sacrifice of Christ, God 
condemned sin in the flesh, placing 
on His Incarnate Son the punishment 
for sin. Jesus faced the wages of sin, 
even death itself, on behalf of the 
sinner.

The condition for being free from 
condemnation is that one must be in 
Christ Jesus! Those who truly trust 
that His death on the cross was made 
on their behalf are set free from the 
condemnation under which they once 
lived. God has condemned their sin in 
His own Son. The price has been paid. 
By the working of the Holy Spirit 
in his life, the believer is declared 
justified. Jesus said, “I tell you the 
truth, whoever hears my word and 
believes him who sent me has eternal 
life and will not be condemned; he 
has crossed over from death to life” 
(John 5:24).

Two Mindsets
Because, by the grace of God, we are 
no longer under the law but in Christ 

In Romans 8, Paul explains the 
very core of the glorious gospel 
message. This chapter has been an 
inspiration to Christians for over 
twenty centuries. Its verses have been 
quoted throughout the centuries as 
a source of comfort and strength. It 
begins with no condemnation, it ends 
with no separation, and throughout 
the chapter there is the theme of 
no defeat. For several chapters Paul 
wrote about the depth of our sin and 
how the entire human race deserves 
God’s condemnation. We were told 
that although the law is beneficial, 
it cannot save us. Paul wrote of his 
own struggle in the fight against the 
old nature within. He has spurred 
the Christians in Rome to serve their 
new Master (ch. 6) and love their 
new Husband (ch. 7). In chapter 8 
he shows how the dreadful life of 
repeated defeat can be exchanged for 
a life of victory and joy.

It is interesting to notice that 
throughout the first seven chapters, 
Paul mentioned the Holy Spirit only 
twice (1:4, 5:5). In the chapter that 
begins with the words, “There is 
now no condemnation,” however, 
he mentions the Holy Spirit twenty 
times. The very simple reason for that 
is that we can never move from the 
“Oh, wretched man that I am!” (Rom. 
7:24) to “no condemnation” without 
the work of the Holy Spirit in our 
lives.

No Condemnation
Paul begins by explaining that the law 
of the Spirit has set us free from the 
law of sin. The “law of sin” does not 
refer to the Mosaic law but points us 
back to the last chapter, where Paul 
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Jesus, the Christian seeks to live in a 
way that expresses gratitude to God 
for the salvation provided by His son. 
Unfortunately there are some people 
who call themselves Christians who 
think that it makes little difference 
how they live, because they are under 
grace. Paul addressed the foolishness 
of that way of thinking already in 
chapter seven. The true Christian no 
longer has the desire to live contrary 
to God’s will but has been saved to 
have divine holiness, righteousness, 
and goodness fulfilled in him. He 
longs to live according to the Spirit. 
All who truly belong to Christ have 
within them the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit. He will lead them to 
spiritual maturity. Paul goes on to 
describe the essential difference 
between those who live after the flesh 
and those who live after the Spirit.

Living According to the  
Sinful Nature 
This person continues to live in enmity 
to God and in opposition to His holy 
will. He remains a part of the present 
crooked and perverse generation of 
this world and desires no other. He 
is drawn to sin like metal shavings to 

a magnet. The things of the flesh are 
the objects of his desire, attention, 
and pursuit. Such things need not 
necessarily be the perverse, sensual, 
and wretched sins by which we often 
categorize the sinner. These can be 
anything in this world that removes 
us for our pursuit of God. We would 
all readily agree with Paul’s list in 
Romans 13 that the deeds of darkness 
include orgies, drunkenness, sexual 
immorality, and debauchery. Do we 
balk when we read in the very same 
list dissension and jealousy? Paul calls 
the people of God to do everything 
without complaining or arguing 
(Phil. 2:14).

Such a mindset makes a person 
spiritually dead and unable to live a 
fruitful life. He cannot please God, 
nor does he have the desire to do so. 
He is self-centered and cannot submit 
to God. He will answer only to his own 
desires and oppose any submission 
to God. There is no salvation in sin, 
no possibility of justification without 
sanctification. The result is eternal 
separation from God—eternal death.

Living According to the Spirit
The person who lives according to the 
Spirit, however, has been regenerated 
by the Holy Spirit and has learned 
to hate sin, confess it, and trust that 
his salvation has been secured by the 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross. 
As one of the redeemed, the Christian 
is led by the Spirit to pursue the things 
that are of the Spirit. The Christian 
hates sin, flees from it, and works to 
keep himself from it. As the believer 
grows in his sanctification, the Spirit 
leads him to drop more and more of 
the sinful baggage that he carries with 
him in this life, and he longs for the 
glorious day of the Lord’s appearing, 
when he shall be made perfect.

In faith, the child of God grows in his 
love for God’s Word, God’s law, God’s 
people, God’s house, and promotes 
the things of God’s kingdom. His 
spiritual orientation and desire is 
to be more and more conformed to 
Christ. Knowing that God’s wrath 
has been removed from him, he 
lives a peaceful life. There is no fear 
of the judgment because he has been 
justified by God through Christ. The 
law has lost all its power to condemn 
him because he has been grafted 
into Christ Jesus as his federal head. 
In spite of his imperfections, the 
believer is reconciled to the Most 
Holy God. God has reckoned to the 
believer the work of His Son Jesus 
Christ. “He has rescued us from the 
kingdom of darkness and brought us 
into the kingdom of the Son He loves, 
in whom we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins” (Col. 1:13–14).
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Enabled by the Holy Spirit, the 
Christian now performs the good 
deeds that God has prepared for him 
to do. There can be no sanctification 
without justification. If we are 
partakers of the benefits of Christ’s 
death, we are also made partakers of 
His life. The Christian is enabled to 
do God’s will, neither by keeping the 
law nor by human effort, but only 
when the Holy Spirit dwells within 
us. Such obedience will arise out of a 
true faith, conform to God’s law, and 
seek to bring glory not to self but to 
the God of salvation.

A Triune Salvation
Paul has made it very clear in 
Romans that because of our sin we 
can do nothing to merit salvation. It 
is all a gift from the triune God. In 
His eternal decree, God the Father 
had chosen those whom He would 
save before the foundations of the 
earth were put in place (Eph. 1:4). 
God the Son took on Himself the 
punishment that sinful man brought 
on himself through his disobedience. 
His work accomplished the deed that 
establishes our salvation. His perfect 

obedience and sacrifice on the cross 
were the grounds on which God’s 
chosen are declared justified and are 
forgiven. The Father raised His Son 
from the dead, acknowledging that the 
sacrifice was the complete atonement 
needed for sinful mankind. God the 
Holy Spirit applies the work of Christ 
to those whom God had chosen. Their 
hearts of stone are turned into flesh as 
the Spirit opens their ears and minds 
to the glorious good news of the 
gospel. Through His work, the triune 
God’s love, His mercy, and His grace 
become irresistible for the sinner.

One of the greatest blessings of being 
a minister is listening to the testimony 
of young people as they are being 
examined by the elders. Afterwards, 
those who sustain their exam are 
congratulated by the elders. One elder, 
as he shakes hands with those who 
just confessed Christ as their Savior, 
says to each one of them, “Welcome 
to the battle.” As Paul acknowledges 
in Romans 7, every believer remains 
in a sinful state this side of the grave, 
constantly fighting against Satan, the 
world, and his own fleshly desires. 
Indeed, the Christian life is a battle 

against sin.

But it is not a battle we fight alone; 
we have the key to victory. Many 
Christians promote the idea that 
we are responsible for our own 
Christian growth and our own state 
of spirituality. They teach that we have 
been saved at the foot of the cross; 
now it is our job to become holy. 
Those who seek to grow spiritually 
can find all kinds of books on how 
to pray better, worship better, parent 
better, live better—all to the glory of 
God. While these may be beneficial, 
we must never forget that God has 
declared His children righteous by 
clothing them with the righteousness 
of His Son, Jesus Christ. Christian 
growth—sanctification—just like 
justification, is God’s work.

The Holy Spirit fills us with the desire 
to turn away from worldly desires 
to spiritual things. When we are in 
Christ, the Spirit of God dwells within 
us and fills us with a love for God and 
for neighbor. Without Him in our 
lives, all our efforts would be fruitless. 
With Him in our lives we can yield 
fruit: thirty, sixty, even a hundredfold.

	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. What is the meaning of the word law as it is used twice in verse 2?

2. Why are believers no longer condemned under the law?

3. Describe the two mindsets Paul mentions and the result of each one.

4. What makes the difference between these two types of people?

5. What is the peace that is given to those who live according to the Spirit?

6. What is the significance of the word if in verse nine?

7. What is the role of each person in the Godhead in the salvation of the elect?

8. How is a Christian sanctified? Whose work is it?

9. How does Romans 8 sound to those who are not of the Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18)?
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P
Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 18: Life in the Spirit (2)
Romans 8:12–17

Rev. Wybren 
Oord

Paul has made it very clear throughout 
Romans that salvation is a gift from 
God and that we can do nothing 
to earn new life. By His grace and 
mercy, God sent His Son into this 
world to die in our place so that we 
might be reconciled to Him and have 
the promise of eternal life. We have 
heaven’s privileges granted to us not 
because we were born to them but 
because God graciously chose to 
adopt us as His own heirs. Now that 
we have been granted the benefits 
of Christ, Paul writes that we are 
under obligation to “put to death the 
misdeeds of the body.”

There are those among us who have 
bought into the idea that once we 
are born again through the Spirit, 
we become responsible for our own 
spiritual state. The Lord has redeemed 
us with His own precious blood, but 
it is our job to remain redeemed and 
work toward godliness. Paul, however, 
very clearly teaches that both our 
redemption and our sanctification 
are the work of God in us. It is “by 
the Spirit” that we “put to death the 
misdeeds of the body.”

Left to ourselves, we Christians will 
fall back into sin. If we are not Spirit-
led, our focus quickly turns away from 
God, and we begin to crave the things 
of the world once more. Paul writes, 
“Set your minds on things above, not 
on earthly things. For you died, and 
your life is now hidden with Christ in 
God” (Col. 3:2–3). Only as we are led 
by the Holy Spirit are we able to keep 
our focus on the things that are above.

The Greek word for led in verse 14 is 
the word used to describe the way an 
animal is led by a harness. God does 
not call us as a person calls a puppy, 

hoping that the little dog will be 
obedient and come running. Instead 
we are led by the Spirit to do the good 
works that God has prepared for us 
to do (Eph. 2:10). Yes, we have an 
obligation. But the obligation is not 
to “repay” the Savior for the salvation 
He provided in His sacrifice. That 
would be impossible. Nor is it our 
obligation work out our sanctification 
by ourselves. That, too, would be 
impossible. Our obligation is to be led 
by the Holy Spirit so that we become 
more Christlike in our everyday living 
and thereby share in the blessings that 
are His. Obviously there is an active 
and a passive side to this kind of life 
for the Christian. Like the leading of 
a horse, some Christians will follow 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit more 
readily than others. Even that is the 
work of the Holy Spirit.

Our Father
The influence of the Holy Spirit on 
the believer is not only protective but 
also corrective; He not only directs 
but He also controls. The Holy Spirit’s 
work is not sporadic but constant, 
not repressive but encouraging. The 
Spirit maintains our tie with God, 
and through Him we may cry out to 
the sovereign, almighty God, “Abba, 
Father.”

The word Abba in Aramaic means 
“daddy.” It is the word young children 
in Aramaic-speaking countries use 
to refer to their fathers. It is a term of 
affection. Aramaic fathers hope that 
“Abba” is their child’s first word just as 
fathers in English speaking countries 
wish to hear their young child say 
“daddy.” A minister friend recalls 
visiting the Holy Land and being 
impressed by the children running to 

meet their fathers crying out “Abba, 
Abba!” This is how the Spirit directs 
us to address the great Creator of 
heaven and earth—with a childlike 
faith!

This was a foreign concept the Old 
Testament church. The Israelites 
knew that God was a personal, 
living Being. They emphasized 
God’s righteousness, holiness, and 
faithfulness. The exaltation and 
unapproachable majesty of God 
was clearly displayed by the Holy of 
Holies in the temple. Only the High 
Priest was permitted in this most 
sacred place—and then only once a 
year. The Old Testament refers to God 
as “Father” only fourteen times.

Jesus often spoke of God as “Father” 
in the four gospels and taught His 
disciples to address God by that name. 
To all that the Bible reveals to us about 
God—He is the almighty God; He 
is the omniscient and omnipresent 
God; He is incomprehensible; He 
is invisible, immutable, perfectly 
wise, just, good, and the overflowing 
fountain of all good—we can add He 
is our Father. Through the Holy Spirit 
we can know God not only as the 
Judge who holds impartial balance 
in His hand, not only as the Captain 
of all the hosts of heaven, but as our 
Father—Abba.

Amid all the joys and glories of heaven, 
no sweeter, no higher form of address 
will ever be put in our mouths than 
the one given to us by the Spirit. In 
childlike awe and trust we can come 
to the almighty God, through Christ, 
as we would come to a loving father. 
It is through Christ’s atoning work on 
the cross and the Spirit’s work in our 
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lives that we are granted the privilege 
and joy of calling God our Father.

His Children
As adopted children we are brought 
out of our bondage to Satan and 
into a new life. Even so, Satan seeks 
to lure us away from this new life by 
filling us with doubt concerning our 
membership in the family of God. 
How often I encounter people still 
battling with Satan on their deathbed, 
unsure of their salvation. They look 
to their past sins crying out as did 
Paul: “What a wretched man I am! 
Who will rescue me from this body of 
death” (Rom. 7:24)?

The Holy Spirit, however, does not 
give us the assurance of our salvation 
based on our actions but based on 
His leading. We do not cry out, “I am 
God’s child!” Led by the Spirit, we call 
on God saying, “He is my Father.” In 
that, we look away from ourselves to 
the One who established the Father-
child relationship with us. We do 
not boast in “I am a chosen child of 
God” but are humbled by the fact that 
in His grace God chose us to be His 
children.

There is a subtle although vast 
difference between the two points of 
view. One focuses on self, the other 
on God. For example, when Paul is 
in prison in Rome, he calls himself 
a prisoner of the Lord (Eph. 4:1). He 
sees everything in his life in terms 
of Christ—how the events of his life 
were to be used in order to bring 
glory to God and spread the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. Similarly, in the Old 

Testament, David found his joy and 
security in God’s presence (Ps. 16:8–
9). Earthly troubles did not disturb 
David or Paul, because they were 
being led by the Spirit. Christian 
maturity is being led by the Spirit to 
see all events in life (both positive and 
negative) as a means to bring glory to 
God.

Led by the Spirit, the focus of our lives 
becomes one where we long to bring 
glory and honor to the One who has 
adopted us. Paul writes, “I want you 
to stress these things, so that those 
who have trusted in God may be 
careful to devote themselves to doing 
what is good” (Titus 3:8). The more 
we are led by the Spirit, the more we 
bear the fruits of the Spirit found in 
Galatians 5:22–23. All too often we 
interpret the fruit of the Christian as 
great works of ministry within the 
kingdom. Certainly we can achieve 
great things through the Spirit, but 
it must begin by being clothed with 
love, joy, peace, etc. Only then will the 
work we do be for God’s glory rather 
than for ourselves. Only then can we 
truly have an assurance of our faith in 
spite of circumstances around us.

The Spirit does not promise to lead us 
in places where there is no suffering. 
On the contrary, our suffering with 
Christ is a necessary prelude to our 
exaltation. The Spirit descended 
on Jesus not to free Him from His 
suffering but to enable Him to be 
obedient even unto death. The 
suffering we face in this life does 
not disprove that we are children of 
God. It is, instead, evidence of our 
adoption. The Holy Spirit will often 
lead us right into the battlefield—
but He will also guide us through 

that battlefield. Those who are led by 
the Spirit are granted the power and 
ability to endure the battle and to be 
victorious in the battle.

Often our suffering is similar to the 
suffering of the world. Both Christians 
and non-Christians endure many 
of the same hardships, the same 
aches, and the same heartaches. Both 
Christians and non-Christians face 
economic adversity and business 
failures. The Christian and the non-
Christian both experience death. In 
these the Christian is given strength, 
patience, and comfort from the Holy 
Spirit as he looks for the second 
coming of the Lord.

And yet, the Christian’s suffering is 
different from the suffering of the 
world. We suffer in our sin. Although 
we strive to live a godly life, it grieves 
us that we fall so far short of our 
goal. Even in these failures we can 
take comfort that the Holy Spirit 
continues His work in our lives. Paul 
wrote that we may be “confident of 
this, that he who began a good work 
in you will carry it on to completion 
until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 
1:6). In the comfort that the Holy 
Spirit will complete His sanctifying 
work in us, we press on, striving to be 
clothed in the righteousness of Jesus 
Christ and the fruit of the Holy Spirit. 
Our loving Father has rescued us not 
only from the penalty of sin but He 
also continually rescues us from the 
power of sin. And that magnificent 
day is coming when He will remove 
us from the presence of sin.

 
Rev. Wybren Oord 
is the co-pastor of Trinity 
United Reformed Church in 
Lethbridge, AB, and the editor 
of The Outlook.

Being confident of this, that he who began a good 
work in you will carry it on to completion until the 
day of Christ Jesus” 
 —Phil. 1:6

“
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	 	 	 	 	 	 	Points to Ponder and Discuss

1. What is the believer’s obligation according to Paul? Why?

2. How does the Holy Spirit lead you to do good works?

3. How does the Holy Spirit teach us to address the almighty God? What does that mean to you?

4. How do you know that you are a child of God? At what point did you become an heir?

5. Jesus says of the Christian, “By their fruit you will recognize them” (Matt. 7:20). What are the “good fruits” of 
    the Christian? How do you recognize them in the Christian?

6. If Christ has died for us, why must we still suffer with Him?

7. What is the difference between Christ’s suffering and our suffering?

8. How is the suffering of a child of God different from that of the unbeliever?

9. What does it mean to share in Christ’s glory?
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Mission Ideas from a Missionary

and North American individualism 
took its toll. Denominational loyalty 
declined, and each congregation 
began making its own decisions about 
which causes to support. When I 
served under CRC World Missions in 
the mid 1980s, there was still plenty of 
money available from quotas. But by 
the 1990s missionaries were required 
to raise commitments for 50 percent 
of their expenses before being sent to 
the field. I remember one colleague 
was held back from returning 
to the field for lack of funding 
commitments. It isn’t that there 
was less money in the churches. It 
simply was being designated to other 
causes. The problem was that there 
were no coherent criteria for giving. 
Denominational loyalty in giving had 
been replaced by an unfocused chaos.

The United Reformed Churches 
inherited this denominational 
disloyalty in huge doses. It also 
inherited the incoherent chaos 
in criteria for giving. As URC 

Rev. Bill  
Green

congregations formed, many 
simply took over the same causes, 
or added and subtracted, but with 
no intentional plans or criteria 
for their giving causes. Distrust of 
any centralized denominational 
cause only exacerbated the chaos. 
Congregations refused to make much 
of an effort to see what federational 
causes there might be. No one would 
be told what to do by any other church. 
A fairly radical independentism did 
not produce a coherent vision for 
giving. Ironically, many URC folks 
thought they were continuing faithful 
to the early CRC vision for ministry. 
But at least in the area of missions, 
this could not be further from the 
truth. A small and somewhat poor 
CRC of the mid-1900s had a much 
more coherent mission vision than 
the URC has today. In reality, the 
URC has inherited the late CRC 
practice, influenced by individualism 
and disunity.

It is my opinion that many URC 

MMy calling is to missions, and my 
passion is missions. I don’t consider 
myself an expert in missions, 
not having any sort of degree in 
missiology. However, I have twenty-
seven years of experience in foreign 
missions, and have served in a number 
of areas in missions, and under two 
different denominations. I would 
like to offer some ideas and personal 
reflections regarding the deployment 
of foreign missionaries. Some of these 
ideas might apply to church planters 
in the home country as well, but my 
thoughts are mostly turned toward 
missionaries sent to another country.

Inherited Practices That Became 
the Norm
Many congregations I’m familiar with 
have continued without questioning 
a practice that evolved over time. I 
grew up in the Christian Reformed 
Church and am somewhat familiar 
with its history. As I understand the 
CRC, its giving in the early to middle 
part of the last century was almost 
exclusively to the denominational 
causes: Calvin Seminary and college, 
World Missions, Back to God Hour, 
CRWRC (later), and often to the local 
Christian school. A couple of colleges 
were added later on, but I believe 
that well into the 1970s giving to the 
denominational causes predominated 
the giving schedule. But a gradual shift 
was occurring. Local congregations 
began adding more and more causes 
to their offering schedule, many of 
them non-CRC efforts. The cause 
of this? It is hard to be precise. But 
certainly two conditions helped this 
shift take place. The general CRC 
population became more affluent, 
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people have seriously misread the 
CRC situation in blaming bureaucracy 
and centralization as main culprits 
of the denomination’s problems. 
There certainly was bureaucracy and 
centralization, but these were vain 
attempts by relatively few people to 
stem the tide of individualism and 
chaos that had already permeated 
most in the denomination. 
Unwittingly, the URC made two of 
the real culprits (individualism and 
chaos) into the new savior!

In order to fulfill their calling, URC 
missionaries have been forced in 
some cases into the role of a “faith 
missionary,” completely responsible 
for raising support for their ministry. 
Such a manner of fulfilling the 
missionary task has certainly not 
been part of our Reformed heritage.

Local URC congregations should ask 
themselves “What guides our giving 
schedule?” Deacons should have 
a clear idea of the criteria used for 
putting a given cause on the offering 
schedule. Local consistories should 
discuss whether their practice simply 
carries on an inherited individualism 
and confusion or whether there is 
a deliberate focus on ministry with 
like-minded brothers. There are some 
consistories that have recognized the 
need for clear criteria for giving and 
have attempted to draw up guidelines 
for themselves. These efforts might be 
useful for other congregations (see 
end of article for an example).

What Qualities Should a Church 
Require in a Missionary?
The specific nature of a mission call 
can vary as much as there are places 
and people in this world. Hopefully a 
church will match their missionary as 
much as possible to the specific place 
he will minister in. I believe there are 
some general qualities, however, that 
all missionaries should evidence in 
order to fulfill their calling effectively.

1) Spiritual and Personal Maturity. 
The most casual review of missions 

will show you that the mission 
field is strewn with a high number 
of wounded soldiers. Spiritual, 
emotional, familial, and marital 
difficulties are common. A sending 
church must do all possible to ensure 
itself that its missionaries are mature 
people in their own personal lives, 
and especially in their spiritual walk 
with the Lord. References should be 
sought out, and any suspected area 
should be addressed before sending 
them abroad.

2) Capability in the Area to Which 
He Is Called. If a missionary is to be 
sent out to do church planting, for 
instance, a sending church should 
know whether its missionary is 
capable in this area. I have seen many 
church planters deployed who have 
never had any experience in a church 
plant. Others are sent to teach but 
have limited abilities in teaching. 
God has certainly used all kinds of 
people in his kingdom, but the church 
has a responsibility to do its best 
in confirming both an internal and 
external call.

This particular aspect is doubly 
important. First, both church and 
missionary will experience frustration 
when unrealistic expectations are not 
met. Frustration does not produce a 
healthy mission endeavor. Second, 
if inability is accompanied by any 
level of arrogance or an attitude of 
superiority (sometimes found in 
North Americans), it simply brings 
shame to the gospel and the church. 
People in other countries may not 
be Christians, but they aren’t stupid. 
Lack of capability combined with 
arrogance has done great damage 
to the gospel and to the cause of 
missions.

3) A Measure of Independence, Self- 
Motivation and Organizational Skills. 
The mission field presents a different 
modus operandi from a local church 
pastorate. In many circumstances, the 
missionary must be able to operate on 
his own or with a small team, setting 
goals and pursuing them in the context 

of challenges that differ from those at 
home. This requires a significant level 
of self motivation and discipline, as 
well as independence. Without these 
qualities, a missionary could exert 
much unfocused energy or become 
depressed or discouraged in finding 
himself without the companionship 
and support that a local consistory 
lends. Sending churches should look 
specifically for missionaries who give 
evidence they can both survive and 
work in a setting very different from 
home. This goes, of course, for the 
wife and family as well.

If a sending church can assure itself 
that the above qualities are present 
in their missionary, then they should 
send him with their full confidence. 
Any desire to micromanage the 
missionary’s work should be 
dispensed with. There is nothing 
more detrimental to a dynamic and 
creative ministry in missions than 
a lack of confidence or the attempt 
to micromanage from thousands of 
miles away. It has been a blessing to 
count on my sending consistory’s 
support in my own experience. A 
missionary faces enough difficulties 
without having the burden of his 
home church evidencing suspicion 
regarding his work.

What Should the Sending 
Church Expect from Their Mis-
sionary?
The sending church has an important 
role to play in regard to their 
missionary. It should facilitate the 
production of a clear job description 
and plan of action. This may need 
to be done after the missionary is on 
the field, and might be a process over 
time.

1) The Missionary Should Provide a 
Plan and Budget That Is In Harmony 
with His Call. Details might have to be 
worked out together with the sending 
church or committee. The plan should 
be set primarily by the missionary on 
the field. The plan should contain 
and specify/clarify any relationships 
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the missionary will have with other 
entities, such as national churches or 
organizations. The sending church 
may need to work with the missionary 
in developing clear lines of authority 
and responsibility.

Particularly in relation to national 
churches, this process is important. 
Many North American sending bodies 
have violated biblical principles of 
church government, usually because 
they “pay the piper.” But the world’s 
practice of “he who pays the piper 
calls the tune” should not be used 
to justify any form of disrespect 
for Christ’s church, when brothers 
covenant together for kingdom 
work. In reflecting specifically on 
the URC ethos, it is well known that 
many people withheld quotas in the 
CRC for many years in protest to 
denominational trends. Today in 
missions the all-too-ready use of the 
“money club” could be a temptation, 
even when scriptural warrant is 
lacking. When North Americans don’t 
happen to like what a national church 
does, there is a temptation to “put the 
squeeze on” through the use of the 
financial boycott. Personally, I can’t 
find scriptural warrant for soiling a 
brotherly covenant by employing 
the strong-arm tactics of financial 

manipulation. Much bad testimony 
has been given in this regard on 
the mission field, and both sending 
church and missionary should give 
special attention to the details of 
relationships.

2) The missionary should give a work 
update or report as agreed upon with 
his sending church.

3) The missionary should give an 
evaluation at the end of the year 
of progress made. Input could be 
received from those he works with as 
well.

What Should the Missionary Ex-
pect from His Sending Church?
The sending church should carry 
out periodic visits in person to the 
field, with the goal of understanding 
firsthand their mission work. A 
questionnaire could be developed to 
help with this process.

The sending church should commit 
to actively providing support in the 
following areas:

Specific and Concrete Prayer for 
the Work. Someone from the 
congregation could be designated to 
gather prayer and praise requests, and 
these should be made known publicly 
for prayer in the church services as 
well as for individual prayer support 
(through a prayer chain or other 
means).

Financial Support. If the sending 
congregation cannot fully support the 
missionary financially, there should be 
a clear commitment to advocating the 
cause before other congregations, and 
proactively seeking sufficient funding. 
Lack of financial support creates 
severe pressure for a missionary, who 
is helpless on the field, separated by 
large distances from his support base.

Communication. The sending 
church can offer a great service to 

the missionary by coordinating 
and facilitating communication 
between the missionary and the 
other supporting churches. By 
communicating prayer and financial 
needs to neighboring churches, 
the sending church can relieve the 
missionary in part from having 
to face two fronts—his work on 
the field and his support base 
back home. Many ideas could be 
implemented—for example, bulletin 
boards with photographs in the 
churches, brochures, prayer cards, 
and refrigerator magnet reminders. 
The sending church that assumes the 
responsibility for communication will 
indeed render a great service to their 
missionary!

Sending churches should remember 
that while visits back home are a 
necessary part of a missionary’s 
service, they are not his first calling. 
Every church would like frequent 
visits from their missionary, but the 
more frequent the visits, the less work 
carried out on the field. Visits home 
should be reinforcement visits, not 
fund-raising visits. There is a huge 
difference. Anyone who has had 
to “sell” his or her ministry knows 
the difficulty of fund-raising! The 
sending church can help balance 
this relationship and provide the 
necessary home support for the 
missionary, so that his support level is 
maintained and so that he can work 
without undue pressures.

Criteria for Giving—the Escondido 
United Reformed Church is one 
example of a congregation that has 
drawn up specific criteria that are 
used for evaluating every cause that 
will be supported by the church. 
Various criteria are given greater or 
lesser weight. A request for support 
is run through this grid, and an 
evaluation can be made. To obtain a 
copy, write office@escondidourc.org

 
Rev. Bill Green 
is a missionary in Costa Rica with the United Reformed Churches.
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Unite My Heart to Fear Your Name...   
The Goal of the Elder

Mr. Martin   
Nuiver

I

The extraordinary responsibilities of elders mentioned 
above are reflected in the Church Order of the URCNA, 
but they wholly reside in and receive their authority from 
Scripture. The first reference in Acts to elders in the post-
Pentecost church is seen in Acts 11:30. This reference 
is essentially ecclesiastical in nature, dealing with the 
transmittance of a gift to the church in Jerusalem from 
the church in Antioch. Paul and Barnabas also appointed 
elders in the churches they had established in Asia Minor 
(Acts 14:23) as they headed back to Antioch.1 When they 
did this, “they committed them to the Lord in whom they 
had believed.” Here were new churches with new elders 
and now vacant! In Acts 16:5 we find these churches 
strengthened and healthy through the work of faithful 
men of the laity. Our churches also will only remain 
faithful and strong by the diligent work of elders. On a 
personal note, I believe that the solution to all of the issues 
we will cover in this series is the full and most zealous 

Introduction
This short series of articles will examine the role and work of 
the elders in our churches. It is not intended to be a complete 
guide but it will address specific areas of concern to the 
churches today in the light of Scripture, the confessions, and 
the ecclesiastically assigned tasks of the eldership. Among 
the concerns addressed will be as follows: the exercise of 
discipline, pastoring the pastor, family visiting, the process 
of calling a minister, supervision of worship, catechizing 
and educational ministries, supervision of students and 
candidates for the ministry, and congregational leadership.

These articles will be directed toward, but are not exclusive 
to, the tasks before of the elders in the United Reformed 
Churches. The duties of elder in the URCNA place an 
extraordinary responsibility for the proper function and 
health of congregations, and the vitality of the federation 
as a whole, on the shoulders of lay leadership. These 
responsibilities are much broader than just the needs of 
the local congregation that an elder is called to serve. 
They include supervision of candidates for the ministry 
and the license to exhort, the searching for and calling 
of ministers, supporting and supervising missionaries, 
an active role in the broader assemblies, and ad hoc and 
standing committees. One of causes cited for the ills that 
occasioned the establishment of the URCNA was the steady 
reduction in the role of the laity and in the inability of the 
individual congregation to have an influence on the classis 
or denominational level. The URCNA Church Order has 
brought the things mentioned above back into the sphere of 
elder work and hence into the control of the congregation. 
How well this has worked out in the last fifteen years has 
been debated, and some of the results of this debate can be 
clearly seen in the provisions of the Proposed Joint Church 
Order.

I have served as an elder in the URCNA, and I have 
also had opportunities to worship regularly in other 
federations and denominations in the past, among them 
the Orthodox Protestant Reformed Church, the Christian 
Reformed Church, The Christian and Missionary Alliance, 
independent Baptist, the Reformed Church in America, 
and the Presbyterian Church in America. While these 
articles have a URCNA focus, I hope that the principles and 
practices I espouse here will be of benefit to elders wherever 
they have been called to serve Him.
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engagement with them by the elders.2

In this introduction we can look 
briefly at one concern that affects 
many churches. That concern is 
simply the lack of men with the 
ability who are willing to serve and 
who are qualified biblically to serve in 
the office. Many of our churches are 
richly blessed with good numbers of 
men equipped for the work, but too 
many churches, both large and small, 
are struggling to find men to lead. 
An examination of the trends that 
have brought this about is worthy of 
our attention. These trends include 
feelings of inadequacy for the work 
of elder, preoccupation with secular 
work, leisure and family activities, 
and disqualification of men from 
consideration for unbiblical reasons.

All who serve or have served in office 
feel unequal to the task in themselves. 
We all take courage to do the work 
only as we receive strength from our 
Lord. Formal as well as informal 
opportunities for training those who 
aspire to the office should include this 
essential mindset.3 One only need 
refer to the life of David, a man after 
God’s own heart, as he struggled with 
his own sin and unworthiness. A man 
who uses this as a reason not to serve 
is ill prepared for anything life has to 
offer. On the other hand, someone 
who comes to the office feeling fully 
prepared and qualified over other 
men to do the work raises other issues 
of suitability. If a man is willing to be 
used by God in this task, as well as in 
all tasks in this life, and if others see in 
him the requirements found in God’s 
word, he should think twice about 
refusing the office.

Others feel too over-burdened with 
other responsibilities to serve. With 
older men it can take shape in the 
feeling that “I’ve already done my 
share; it is the turn of others.” With 
younger men it can be the need to 
spend time with his wife, young 
children, and building a career or 
new business. Church office, with its 

responsibilities, is comparable to a 
family responsibility and should be 
regarded as such. Withholding your 
gifts for service to the church will just 
as surely harm the spiritual future of 
your children and grandchildren as 
your neglect of devotions and church 
attendance. When your children and 
grandchildren see you go to church 
for a meeting after a long day of work, 
they will miss you and perhaps shed 
a tear, but they will know that you go 
to serve others and the Lord in this 
work, and they will learn the vital 
lesson that membership in the church 
is a calling to service issued to all who 
believe.

Even though it is difficult for some 
churches to find men to serve in the 
offices, some men are never given the 
opportunity or never get the votes in 
the council room or congregational 
meeting, even if they are nominated 
or are put forward by a member of 
the congregation, as described in the 
Church Order. There certainly are 
biblical reasons, some which are quite 
subjective, that serve to exclude some 
men, but some do have the gifts and 
desire and yet never serve.

These and other factors have given rise 
to questionable practices like casting 
lots or a process that seems akin to 
“taking turns,” using means almost to 
compel men to serve, compromises in 
the biblical standards for office, or a 
nominating system in the council that 
is more political than biblical. The 
sins of youth are held against some; a 
non-Reformed background, issues of 
personality, or differing opinions are 
used to eliminate candidates for non-
biblical reasons.

I would strongly urge church 
leadership to take a hard look at their 
current methods and also to make a 
more concerted effort to qualify those 
that have been found lacking in the 
past. If there are men who have been 
passed over many times and that 
are discouraged by this, openly and 
frankly discuss it in consistory and 

go to them with practical counsel. I 
will use the words frankly and openly 
often because reluctance to engage 
in issues of this type and to express 
your opinion fully on weighty matters 
undermines the strength of the office 
and the ability of the elders to effect 
positive change in the spiritual lives 
under our care. If there are men who 
are considered tainted and to be 
beyond rehabilitation, we are limiting 
our Savior’s atonement, the power of 
God to forgive, and the Spirit’s ability 
to teach and to sanctify by imposing 
our own limits.

Constantly reviewing and comparing 
the biblical requirements for office in 
1 Timothy, Titus, and 1 Peter with the 
gifts the men in your congregation 
possess today and looking for ways 
to pastorally correct areas that need 
attention as well as to offer training to 
those who aspire to office must remain 
an active part of the church leadership 
responsibility of the elders4.

I hope this article and others that 
follow will be helpful, and I invite and 
welcome any comments, questions, 
or suggestions at martin_nuiver@
yahoo.com

   
1. Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008) 
4:342–343.

2. Benjamin L. Merkle, Why Elders?: A 
Biblical and Practical Guide for Church 
Members (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 
2009) 28–31.

3.  Merkle, Why Elders?, 62–65. 

4. Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership: 
An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church 
Leadership (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth 
Publishers, 1995), 67–83.

 
Mr. Martin Nuiver
is a member of Faith URC, 
Beecher, IL, where he serves as 
an elder and the clerk.
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Heaven Help Quebec –
Government Committee Pushes Patient-Killing

Reprinted with permission from 
LifeCanada Journal, March, 2012.

Reading the pro-euthanasia 
recommendations of the Quebec 
National Assembly’s Select Committee 
on Dying with Dignity, I was reminded 
of Martin Luther’s oft misunderstood 
proposal to “sin boldly.”1 Euthanasia 
is illegal in Canada. A more typically 
Canadian middle-of-the-road 
approach to changing the status quo 
might have been more “thin end of 
the wedge” style: first call for a little 
decriminalization, then see if the 
door opens wider. Not here.

If we’re going to use a wedge, the 
committee seems to say, thick end 
is fine. If we’re going to cross the 
Rubicon to kill the elderly, sick, and 
disabled, let’s do it with gusto! Sin 
boldly or not at all.

The committee’s report Dying with 
Dignity might have called for assisted 
suicide—a half-way measure between 
killing yourself (suicide) and having 
someone else kill you as in euthanasia. 
No half-way measure here: they want 
doctors allowed to kill their patients.2 
“Medically assisted death,” they call it. 
At least they dress it up a bit.

The committee noted most Quebecers 
cannot access palliative care to relieve 
suffering at the end of life. It might 
have then said, “Let’s fix the access 
problem first, then see if there is any 
need for more drastic measures in 
‘hard cases.’” But no, they contend. 
Providing top-notch palliative care 
will take time.3 Let’s start killing 
people now. Let’s make killing part of 
“a continuum of care.”4

The committee might have said, 

“The Criminal Code is federal; let’s 
recommend Ottawa decriminalize 
euthanasia.” But no, they seem to say. 
No need to wait. Let’s take matters 
into our own hands. The provinces 
get to prosecute that law. Let’s stop 
prosecuting euthanasia. Let’s draw 
up our own law with prosecutorial 
guidelines. And let’s ask the College 
of Physicians to change their rules to 
allow patient-killing.5

The do-not-prosecute approach 
could be called “the Dutch strategy.” 
Permissive euthanasia became 
widespread in Holland in the 1980s 
and 1990s, all while euthanasia 
technically was a crime. They started 
by changing the prosecutorial 

guidelines. Only in 2002, after society 
had gotten used to patient-killing, 
was it decriminalized. In this instance 
the committee hopes Ottawa will 
eventually follow an enlightened 
Quebec’s lead.

There are, however, a couple serious 
problems with the Dutch strategy. 
First, it invites consideration of the 
disturbing slippery-slope history 
of euthanasia in that country, in 
which guidelines were constantly 
expanded by the government, courts, 
or medical profession, so as to catch 
more and more categories of patients. 
The guidelines moved beyond 
assisted suicide for the terminally 
ill to voluntary euthanasia; then the 

Mr. Peter  
Ryan
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chronically ill were added; then those 
suffering mentally;6 then children as 
young as 12 could demand it.7 Next 
may come the “tired of living.”8 Along 
the way non-voluntary euthanasia 
became common, not just for adults 
with Alzheimers etc. unable to decide 
for themselves, but also for disabled 
newborns through the Groningen 
Protocol.9

So when the Quebec report proposes 
patient guidelines—Quebec resident; 
age of majority; free and enlightened 
decision; grave and incurable illness; 
advanced decline in illness with 
no prospect of recovery; constant 
physical or psychological suffering 
judged to be “intolerable”—no 
one should expect such limits to 
be maintained.10 If adopted, they 
would balloon over time, just as 
in Holland. The committee claims 
euthanasia would only be practiced 
“in exceptional circumstances.” 
Quebecers should have no such 
illusion.

The guiding principle of this report, 
oozing from virtually every one of 
its 104 pages, is radical personal 
autonomy. You decide if your life is 
worth living. Or not. Well, if that’s 
the philosophy Quebecers are naive 
enough to embrace, the eventual 
result is no guess-work: euthanasia 
on demand. That is the train Quebec 
would be boarding. Meanwhile every 
MD would lose their autonomy: they 
would be duty-bound to refer patients 
for euthanasia.11

And the train would not stop there. As 
in Holland, non-voluntary euthanasia 
would ensue. The committee’s 
confessed dalliance with this prospect 
should unsettle.12

The Dutch strategy’s second big 
problem is jurisdictional. By adopting 

an elaborate legal scheme along the 
lines the report proposes in 12 of its 
24 recommendations, Quebec would 
effectively decriminalize euthanasia. 
That would arguably usurp the 
federal government’s exclusive 
power over criminal law. As even the 
report acknowledges, the province’s 
constitutional duty is to “ensure the 
application of criminal law.”13 Not 
to make it or abrogate it. Would 
Ottawa allow Quebec to usurp its 
authority? That’s a very big question, 
with deep constitutional and political 
implications.

Why is this Quebec Select Committee 
so radically, zealously pro-death? As 
the report proudly boasts, it’s part of 
the progressive “evolution of social 
values” that has included the rejection 
of Quebec’s religious heritage, the 
acceptance of abortion on demand 
and same-sex marriage.14 All in the 

name of “personal autonomy.” The 
right to have a doctor kill you is only 
the next logical step. In a way they 
are right. Death of faith and morals 
begets death quite literally.

Heaven help Quebec. A new religion 
is afoot. And it’s deadly. No Canadian 
should be unmoved. For recent past 
precedent in “social values” has often 
been: as Quebec goes, so Canada 
goes.15 Perhaps we should all be on 
our knees.

	 	 	

1. His actual statement was, “Be a sinner and 
sin boldly, but believe and rejoice in Christ 
even more boldly.” Letter to Melanchthon, 
1521.

2. Assemblée Nationale du Québec, 
Commission Spéciale sur la Question de 
Mourir dans la Dignité, Rapport mars 2012, 
Recommendation 21.

3. Ibid., pp. 59–60.

4. Ibid., pp. 60–61.

5. Ibid., pp. 92–93 and Recommendation 21.

6. Herbert Hendin, MD, Seduced by Death 
(New York: Norton, 1998), p. 135.

7.  “FAQ—Euthanasia in the Netherlands,” 
Radio Netherlands Worldwide 29 September 
2010.

8. “Holland debates ‘tired of living’ euthanasia 
law,” Sydney Morning Herald 12 March 2010.

9. Hendin, ibid., 139–141; E. Verhagen 
and P. Sauer, “The Groningen Protocol—
Euthanasia in Severely Ill Newborns,” New 
England Journal of Medicine 10 March 2005, 
959–962.

10. Rapport, Recommendation 13.

11. Ibid., pp. 85 and Recommendation 21.

12. Ibid., pp. 93–95.

13. Ibid., p. 19.

14. Ibid., p. 48.

15.  Since its Quiet Revolution in 1960 
Quebec has often been at the vanguard of 
Canadian secularization and permissiveness 
with respect to such matters as abortion and 
same sex marriage.

 
Peter Ryan is LifeCanada’s board member from New Brunswick. He did post-graduate studies on euthanasia 
and authored LifeCanada’s 2010 submission to the Select Committee on Dying with Dignity. He invites 
everyone to join his Facebook group Option Life Quebec.
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Report from the URCNA Psalter Hymnal 
Committee

T   he URCNA Psalter Hymnal 
Committee, together with 
representatives from the 

Orthodox Presbyterian Church’s 
Psalter Hymnal Committee, 
completed a very productive and 
comprehensive meeting from 
November 6–8, 2012, at the facilities 
of Lynwood URC in Lynwood, 
Illinois. The committees worked 
primarily on the new psalm proposal 
and related matters.

The committee has dedicated much 
of the last two years or more choosing 
psalm songs. Psalm renditions have 
now been tentatively chosen for the 
entire psalter (Psalms 1–150), though 
some finishing touches remain. 
The bulk of this November meeting 
consisted of working with the OPC on 
Psalms 1–119, noting the concurring 

selections, working through some 
differences in selections, and 
revisiting unfinished psalm songs.

Throughout its work, one of the 
committee’s ongoing priorities has 
been to choose complete psalm 
texts that are faithful to the words 
of Scripture and set to singable, 
appropriate, and beautiful music. In 
keeping with synod’s mandate, the 
full text of each psalm is included 
at least once in the proposal, with 
many psalms also having additional 
familiar and excellent partial texts or 
paraphrased versions. One exception 
is that Psalm 119 has been split into 
each section represented by a Hebrew 
letter as found in Scripture, instead of 
having one song selection with all 176 
verses included.

Two brief examples of partial or 
paraphrased settings (out of many) 
are Psalms 23 and 51, which each 
have several well-known selections. 
Familiar partial or paraphrased 
versions have mostly come from 
the blue Psalter Hymnal or the 1912 
Psalter, as the committee is especially 
sensitive to maintain important 
continuity with the blue Psalter 
Hymnal. That is, the committee’s psalm 
proposal has sought to retain the best 
and most familiar of previous psalm 
collections while also bolstering these 
familiar partial-psalm renditions with 
faithful, singable, full psalm texts. By 
retaining many traditional and well-
loved tunes as well as adding some 
excellent new ones, the churches 
will be able to robustly sing all of the 
psalms in the collection and not only 
the very familiar ones.
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The Board of Reformed Heritage Christian School is 
currently accepting applicants for high school math, science and 
language arts faculty openings for the 2013–14 school year. Successful 
applicants will be able to serve the Kingdom of Jesus Christ by teaching 
His covenant youth. Reformed Heritage is committed to distinctively 
Reformed Christian education. Our goal is to train our young people to 
be servants of Christ in all areas of life.

A cover letter and resume can be mailed to: Reformed Heritage 
Christian School, 700 N. Fletcher Ave., Kalamazoo, MI. 49006 

Attn: Mr. Dave Vander Meer or email: dnjvm5@att.net

To give you, our churches, more of 
a glimpse into the thought process 
of these meetings, here is one small 
example of a frequently discussed 
topic, and one that is a synodically-
mandated guideline. One of the 
challenges in building a psalm 
collection is to match the affect, or 
mood, of a psalm text with music 
that corresponds to and matches 
that affect. A scripturally faithful 
text merely paired with any metered 
tune does not automatically create a 
good match. One example of this is 
Psalm 83 in the blue Psalter Hymnal. 
Psalm 83 is a Psalm of lament, calling 
for God’s swift judgment on Israel’s 
enemies. The tune with which it is 
paired in the Psalter Hymnal is Ralph 
Vaughan Williams’ excellent FOREST 
GREEN, an uplifting arrangement 
of a joyful English folk melody. This, 
however, presents a disconnect with 
the psalm text. The psalm’s dark 
lamenting affect needs a more fitting 
minor tune like EIFIONYDD or 
SALVUM FAC, which are the tunes 
being considered by the URCNA and 
OPC committees for this psalm in the 
proposal.

We look forward to sharing more 
examples of the committee’s work and 
thought process as well as updates in 
our work with the OPC committee. 
We are convinced that working 
with the OPC already is, and will 
continue to be, a welcome benefit 
to the committee and the URCNA. 
This ecumenical relationship will 
help produce a great collection of 
psalms and hymns to be used for the 
worship of our triune God, for the 
love and edification of the church, 
and for the glory of Christ. As with 
all relationships, working in this 
partnership will necessitate some give 
and take, but we have already been 
humbled by the OPC representatives’ 
respect of the deep-rooted tradition 
of psalm singing in the URCNA. 
Together, we look forward to 
presenting a collection that exhibits 
both continuity and excellence.

The committees have agreed on a 
tentative schedule for the completion 
of this project. Lord willing, a psalm 
proposal will be mutually agreed 
upon by each committee in March, 
2013. In the spring of 2013, both 
committees are planning to jointly 

release the psalm proposal digitally 
while also setting up an online system 
for consistories/sessions to submit 
feedback. We hope to have the psalm 
section ready for recommendation 
in 2014 to both the URCNA Synod 
and the OPC General Assembly. In 
2014 or early 2015, both committees 
hope to release a new and improved 
joint hymn proposal, with the goal 
of recommending it for approval 
to synod and general assembly in 
2016. Final editing, publishing, and 
printing of the entire collection can 
then commence in the fall of 2016.

We realize this is an ambitious 
timeline, but we want to be sensitive 
to the wishes and patience of the 
churches, to the lengthy process 
it already has been, and to being 
good stewards of the finite resources 
graciously given to us.

Please look for more updates and 
communications in the near future, 
and, more importantly, please keep 
each of our committees in your 
earnest prayers.

Respectfully submitted by the 
URCNA Psalter Hymnal Committee:

Rev. Randal Lankheet, 
Chairman (Classis Southwest 
Ontario)

Mrs. Angeline Vanderboom, 
Secretary (member-at-large)

Mr. David Buursma (Classis 
Central U.S.)

Dr. Scott Finch (Classis Western 
Canada)

Rev. Christopher Folkerts 
(Classis Pacific Northwest)

Mrs. Denise Marcusse (Classis 
Michigan)

Mr. Joel Pearce (Classis Eastern 
U.S.)

Rev. Derrick Vander Meulen 
(Classis Southwest U.S.)

Rev. Harry Zekveld (Classis 
Ontario East)
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Press Release CERCU/CCU
November 2012

Once again the meeting 
of the North American 
Presbyterian and Reformed 

Council (NAPARC), which was held 
on November 13–14, 2012, in Dyer, 
Indiana, provided the opportunity 
for a meeting of most of the members 
of the Committee for Ecumenical 
Relations and Church Unity 
(CERCU) of the URCNA and the 
Coordinators of the Committee for 
Church Unity (CCU) of the Canadian 
Reformed Churches. Those present 
from the CanRC were Rev. William 
den Hollander and Rev. Clarence 
VanderVelde; from the URCNA Rev. 
Bill Boekestein, Rev. John Bouwers, 
Rev. Casey Freswick, Rev. Todd Joling, 
Rev. Adam Kaloostian, Rev. Bill Pols, 
Rev. Ralph Pontier, Rev. William Van 
Hal, Rev. Peter Vellenga, and Elder Al 
Vermeer were present.

The focus of the meetings that 
were held on Monday evening, 
November 12, and Wednesday 
afternoon, November 14, 2012, was 
Synod Nyack’s decision (without 
dissent) regarding the Canadian 
Reformed Churches, particularly the 
recommendation that “each classis 
and consistory continue to engage 
the issue of an eventual merger 
between the CanRC and the URCNA 
by inviting Canadian Reformed 
ministers to fill their pulpits, inviting 
Canadian Reformed representatives 
to our classis meetings, seeking open 
dialogue with Canadian Reformed 
brothers regarding any outstanding 
areas of concern, organizing joint 
events with Canadian Reformed 
congregations, attending joint 
conferences, and writing columns to 

foster our mutual understanding and 
affection.”

Regarding invitations to meetings 
of classes, Rev. den Hollander could 
report with thankfulness on his 
invitation to Classis Pacific SW US, 
September 18, 2012, and his related 
engagements with groups of ministers 
in Ontario CA and San Diego CA, as 
well as the opportunities to preach in 
the URCs of Chino and Ontario CA, 
on Sunday, September 16th. Similar 
invitations are being prepared and 
organized to Classis Eastern US, 
Classis Central US, Classis Pacific 
NW US, and Classis Michigan, as 
well as to churches in Iowa, the Lord 
willing, in April and May of 2013. 
The experiences and discussions that 
were had in Classis Southwest gave 
much helpful and fruitful insights 
and feedback with a view to some 
outstanding areas of concern.

We also spoke about the possibilities 
for United Reformed Churches to 
engage their local church and classis 
in discussions about the Proposed 
Joint Church Order (PJCO) and the 
matter of theological education in 
a united federation of CanRC and 
URCNA. The members of the CERCU 
could report that there are churches 
that are seeking ways to engage the 
US churches with the PJCO and its 
benefits for the URCNA compared 
to its present church order. Also the 
discussion regarding theological 
education and the support for at 
least one seminary is ongoing, while 
following Synod Nyack the matter of 
federational standards for theological 
education and the approval of other 
seminaries with a mechanism for 
oversight and review are being 

discussed among United Reformed 
Churches as well. The brothers of 
the CanRC, while still convinced 
of the federational seminary model 
themselves, would like to see a URC 
classis wrestle with and propose a way 
forward.

In the context of a discussion about 
concerns among some URCNA 
men with regard to the position of 
the CanRC on Federal Vision, the 
Coordinators of the CCU drew the 
attention to their report to Synod 
Carman 2013, which can be found at 
www.canrc.org. Of particular interest 
is their evaluation of URC statements 
against Federal Vision, especially 
concerning two points that aroused 
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the most interest among CanRC 
people. The Coordinators report to 
Synod Carman 2013:

These [15] points were adopted by 
Synod London 2010 with respect 
to the Federal Vision, a movement 
with particular views on covenant 
and baptism. Point 12 is of most 
interest to us. Contrary to the Federal 
Vision movement, we too believe 
that baptism does not bring about 
the believer’s union with Christ or 
justification. One is united to Christ 
through faith, and one is justified 
through faith. It is good that we state 
this explicitly, since we are sometimes 
seen by some as being part of the 
Federal Vision movement.

Neither should we feel threatened by 
Point 6 of the Nine Points adopted 
by Synod Schererville 2007, which 
received much attention among us. 

In Point 6, Synod Schererville 2007 
rejected the error of those “ . . . who 
teach that all baptized persons are 
in the covenant of grace in precisely 
the same way such that there is 
no distinction between those who 
have only an outward relation to 
the covenant of grace by baptism 
and those who are united to Christ 
by grace alone through faith alone 
(HC Q&A 21, 60; BC 29)” (Acts 
Synod Schererville 2007, Art. 72). As 
Canadian Reformed Churches, we 
too believe that while all covenant 
children receive the promise of 
salvation, not all will receive the 
promised salvation. This is what Point 
6 of Synod Schererville is trying to get 
across.

In conclusion, the recommendation 
was made to seek inclusion of 
this Press Release of our meetings 
in local church bulletins and/or 

This is your invitation to be part of a truly transformational travel experience 
led by Dr. Joel R. Beeke and Dr. Jason P. Van Vliet!

THE LEGACY OF THE REFORMATION 
July 11 to 19, 2013

Come with us on a journey through the heritage of the Netherlands and Germany with special 
emphasis on the Heidelberg Catechism. We’ll explore elegant, once-fortified Dordrecht, Palace 
Het Loo, Vesting Bourtange—a beautiful 16th-century fortress, the Johannes á Lasco Library at 
Emden, Bad Bentheim’s castle, the majestic Rhineland capital of Cologne, and the storybook city of 
Heidelberg. We’ll also enjoy a relaxing cruise on the legendary River Rhine.

Against the background of fascinating historical sites, our tour will be a time to revitalize our 
appreciation for, and use of, the gift which has been entrusted to the church in the Heidelberg 
Catechism. In addition, the Lord’s Day will be observed with morning and afternoon or evening 
worship services.

The Legacy of the Reformation tour begins in Amsterdam and concludes with a 
two-night stay in Heidelberg. Those who would like to do so can elect to spend 
an additional three nights in Heidelberg, returning home on July 22.

Attendance at the 4th Annual Heidelberg Conference on Reformed Theology 
(July 18 to 21) is offered to Legacy tour participants as an option. On the 
last Sabbath morning, we will worship in Heidelberg Castle (with Dr. Beeke 
preaching), where the Catechism was approved.

For more information and brochures, contact Dr. Beeke at jrbeeke@puritanseminary.org or visit 
Witte Travel & Tours’ website at www.wittetravel.com/calendar-tours/legacy-reformation

Dr. Joel R. Beeke
Puritan Reformed 

Theological Seminary

Dr. Jason P. Van Vliet
Canadian Reformed 

Seminary

congregational newsletters, to ensure 
it be read as widely as possible. All 
representatives expressed their joy 
and thankfulness for the frank and 
fruitful discussions, which will be very 
helpful for their further efforts in order 
that progress toward union may be 
maintained and enhanced. The United 
Reformed brothers are giving serious 
consideration to working toward a 
recommendation to URC Synod 2016 
(the synod after the next) to enter 
into a Phase 3A relationship with 
the Canadian Reformed Churches. 
This would entail a commitment 
to making preparation for eventual 
integrated, federative church unity. 
Although much work yet needs to 
be done, all were motivated to move 
forward prayerfully with patience, 
perseverance, and faith, as together 
we make every effort to obey the 
ecumenical imperative of Scripture.
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Bavinck the Dogmatician: 
The Nature and Punishment of Sin (1)

Dr. Cornelis P. 
Venema

Sin as lawlessness
Although it is common to speak 
of sin in human life as a kind of 
“hereditary depravity,” this language 
does not do justice to the nature of 
sin. Unlike heredity, which varies 
from one person to the other, sin 
is “common to and the same in all 
humans” (RD 3.127). By virtue of 
Adam’s transgression as the covenant 
representative of the human race, all 
of his posterity are reckoned by God 
to have “the same guilt, the same 
impurity, and the same perverseness” 
as Adam himself. While sin was only 
revealed in germinal form through 
Adam’s transgression, the sin of 
Adam was typical of all human sin 
as it becomes increasingly manifest 
throughout the history of the human 
race since the fall.

In the history of the church, a variety 
of explanations of the nature and 
source of Adam’s original sin and 
disobedience have been advanced. 
Some theologians have argued that 
the root of Adam’s sin was an unholy 
pride, a kind of rebellion against 
God as Creator by a creature bent 
on asserting his own rights against 

God. In this explanation of sin, the 
source of human disobedience is the 
proud self-exaltation of the creature 
who is unwilling to be subject to and 
dependent on God for all that he is 
and has. Others have suggested that 
the root of Adam’s sin was “doubt and 
unbelief,” which gave rise to pride 
and rebellion against God. According 
to this explanation of the nature of 
Adam’s sin, the source of all human 
rebellion is unbelief and doubt 
regarding the truthfulness of God’s 
Word. Once Adam doubted the Word 
of God, he began to act contrary to 
the stipulations of God’s law.

Bavinck acknowledges the truth 
in these diverse explanations of 
the nature and origin of Adam’s 
transgression, but nonetheless 
maintains that the “first sin contains 
within itself a variety of sins and 
was in principle a transgression 
of all God’s commandments” (RD 
3.128). Rather than attenuating 
the nature of sin as it was already 
manifest in the first transgression of 
Adam, we should acknowledge the 
complexity and diversity of sin in all 
of its expressions. Sin will ever remain 
elusive and perplexing, however 
much its character and expressions 

be described and characterized in the 
light of scriptural teaching.

The complexity of sin is evident in 
the diversity of biblical terms that are 
used to describe its nature. According 
to Bavinck, the fact that such a 
variety of terms is used in Scripture 
to describe the nature of sin testifies 
to its “appalling character and many-
sided development” (RD 3.129). In 
the Old Testament, the following 
descriptions of sin are especially 
prominent: 1) missing the mark, 
deviating from the God-ordained 
destiny and purpose of human life 
in the presence of God; 2) injustice 
or twistedness, departing from the 
proper or right direction laid out for 
human beings as God’s image-bearers; 
3) godlessness or deviance from life 
in service to God; 4) guilt or offense 
in the sense of liability for violating 
God’s holy law; 5) unfaithfulness or 
infidelity, a treacherous unwillingness 
to be loyally devoted to God; 6) 
falseness or acting contrary to the way 
of truth; 7) folly or the failure to live in 
the awareness of God’s presence and 
the goodness of his will; and 8) evil, 
the antithesis of God’s goodness and 

Bavinck’s treatment of the doctrine of sin consists of four parts: 1) the origin of 
sin; 2) the spread of sin; 3) the nature of sin; and 4) the punishment of sin. In my 
previous articles, we considered the topics of the origin and spread of sin. In this 

and a subsequent article, we will consider the topics of the nature and punishment of 
sin. With these topics, the main contours of the biblical doctrine of sin will have been 
covered, and we will be in a position to take up the doctrine of salvation in Christ.
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benevolence toward all his creatures. 
A similar abundance of terms is used 
in the New Testament, confirming 
the rich array of sin’s manifestations 
or expressions. Sin is described as 
“deviation, injustice, disobedience, 
violation, apostasy, lawlessness, guilt” 
(RD 3.129). Each of these diverse 
descriptions captures a dimension 
or facet of sin, though none of them 
is sufficient to provide a complete 
account of the essential nature of sin.

If there is any feature that binds all of 
these diverse expressions together, it 
is the basic idea of sin as disobedience 
against the holy law of God. Sin is not 
simply a violation of human custom, 
which may or may not conform to 
God’s will. Nor is sin to be defined 
simply as the violation of human 
conscience, since the conscience is 
not always adequately informed or 
conformed to the law of God. Human 
custom and the dictates of conscience 
may be legitimate subjective norms 
for human conduct, but they remain 
subordinate to the objective revelation 
of God’s will for human conduct that 
is given in his moral law. The most 
satisfying definition of sin is that it 
is essentially lawlessness. Or, if I may 
use the traditional language of the 
children’s version of the Westminster 
Shorter Catechism, “sin is any want 
of conformity unto, or transgression 
of, the law of God.” Throughout 
the course of the history of special 
revelation, God made his holy will 
known through the promulgation(s) 
of the law, which in summary requires 
perfect love for God and selfless love 
for neighbor. While the rudiments of 
the law, especially the requirements of 
the second table of the law as it was 
revealed to Moses in the Decalogue, 
continue to be written on the hearts 
of all human beings, the revealed 
law of God provides a more fulsome 
and clear disclosure of God’s moral 
will (RD 3.134). By the measure of 
the revealed law of God, all human 
beings are made conscious of their sin 
and unworthiness before God.

But it is not only through the law that 
sin is exposed and made known. In 
the revelation of the gospel of God’s 
grace in Jesus Christ, the nature 
and consequence of human sin as 
lawlessness stands out “all the more 
darkly”: “the law remains the source 
of our knowledge of sin (Rom. 3:20; 
7:7), but when that law is read in light 
of the gospel, sin becomes manifest 
in all its hideousness” (RD 3.135). 
Both through the law and the gospel, 
God clearly reveals sin for what it is. 
Sin is the failure to give to God the 
perfect love and devotion of which 
he alone is worthy, and the failure to 
give to others the love and devotion 
that they deserve as image-bearers 
of God. Only through the obedience 
of Christ, who obeyed the precepts 
(active obedience) and the penalties 
(passive obedience) of the law, are 
sinners able to be restored to favor 
with God. The gospel of the work 
of Christ as Mediator shows the 
exceeding sinfulness of sin and the 
great cost that was required for the 
redemption of God’s people.

Sin as privation
After defining sin as fundamentally 
lawlessness, Bavinck turns to the 
difficult topic of the nature and reality 
of sin. If sin is essentially transgression 
and rebellion against God’s holy 
will, how can it be accounted for or 
explained in terms of what it is? In 
the history of Christian theology, two 
different answers have often been 
given to the question of what sin 
is as lawless rebellion against God. 
Some theologians have answered this 
question by viewing sin as a kind of 
substance. Others have answered this 
question by viewing sin as a kind of 
privation or defect. Though neither 
of these explanations is satisfactory, 
Bavinck regards the second to be 
closer to the truth.
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In respect to the first of these 
explanations, the doctrine of God 
as Creator requires that sin not be 
viewed as some-thing or as a substance 
of some kind. Sin as rebellion against 
God may not explained by tracing 
it “to a principle of wrath in God 
(Böhme) or to an evil power beside 
God (Mani), to some kind of ‘stuff ’ 
such as matter (hulee) or flesh (sarx) 
(Plato, the Jews, Flacius, and others)” 
(RD 3.136). All of these explanations 
and descriptions of the nature of 
sin ascribe improperly a kind of 
substantial reality to sin. They also 
have an unfortunate tendency to 
justify the presence and reality of 
sin within God’s creation. In some of 
them, there is an inevitability about 
sin that deprives it of its character as 
lawlessness. Sin is viewed as an entity 
that has true existence, though it was 
neither created nor caused by God. 
Against this first explanation, Bavinck 
insists that sin is no-thing. It has no 
being or existence from itself that 
stands alongside the being or existence 
of all that God originally created 
good. Sin is radically parasitical 
upon God’s creation. It represents a 
distortion and deflection from the 
good. Whatever explanation may be 
given for the reality of sin as lawless 
rebellion against God, it may not 
be one that grants sin the status of 
being a kind of necessary substance 
or stuff, which is an indispensable 
part of the greater reality of creation. 
The Christian view of the world 
is thoroughly theistic and stands 
opposed to every form of pantheism 
that includes even sin (and God 
himself) as part of a greater and 
necessary world that must be what 
it is.

The second explanation, which speaks 
of sin as a privation or defect of being, 
is closer to truth. Since the time of the 
church father Augustine, theologians 
have maintained that sin “has to be 

understood and described neither 
as an existing thing nor as being in 
things that exist but rather as a defect, 
a deprivation, an absence of the good, 
or as weakness, imbalance, just as 
blindness is a deprivation of sight” 
(RD 3.136). In this understanding of 
sin, it is recognized that all created 
being is good, and that evil must 
be a defection or corruption of the 
created nature of things. Sin and evil 
are not created things, but represent 
a “vice or defect of nature.” While 
this explanation of sin properly 
refuses to grant it legitimacy as a 
facet of the created order, Bavinck 
acknowledges that it nonetheless 
does not adequately describe the 
power and working of sin in human 
life and history. In the final analysis, 
it seems insufficient to describe sin 
merely as privation or defect. For sin is 
“not a mere lack, pure nonbeing, but 
an active and corrupting principle, 
a dissolving, destructive power” 
(RD 3.137). When opposing the 
Manichaen doctrine of the equal 
ultimacy of good and evil, Christian 
theologians need to use the language 
of privation to maintain the essential 
goodness of all that God created. In 
this way, sin and evil are not placed 
alongside the goodness of creation 
and all created things, as though they 
were a parallel kind of reality. But this 
does not mean to deny that sin is an 
active power of the will that deprives 
human beings of the fullness of life 
for which they were created. To speak 
of sin as privation means that it is not 
a substance, though it is an “activity . 
. . just as the limp of a cripple is not 
the absence of walking but a defective 
kind of walking” (RD 3.137–38).
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The Bond Between the Christian and Christ’s 
Church (1), Belgic Confession, Article 28

Rev. Daniel  
Kok

IIntroduction
Our good and glorious Creator has 
vested His creation with bonds that 
are embedded right into the fabric 
of nature. For example, in chemistry 
we see bonds that allow different 
substances to work together or 
even react to make new substances. 
Biology teaches us that life, in a sense, 
depends on different bonds between 
the various cells of the body as well as 
those that exist between the various 
organs of the body. Those who study 
physics observe that the particles that 
make up the basic building blocks of 
the universe not only repel and cancel 
out each other but also attract one 
another making the stuff we see every 
day, all around us.

Observing these things we, as 
Christians, take note of how these 
things occur or continue to be even 
in light of the fall of man and the 
corruption that followed in the world 
itself. Thus we see on a daily basis 
that in “Him all things consist” (Col. 
1:17). Though we do not denigrate or 
otherwise ignore the laws of creation, 
we believe that our sovereign Lord is 
willing and governing all things. Thus 
we understand that the chaos that 
we sometimes see in the world is not 
random but ordered by Him for good.

Yet bonds are not just for things; they 
also exist in terms of relationships 
between people. There is the United 
Nations, which purposes to bring all 
nations together as a body. NATO 
exists as a military relationship 
between the nations of North America 
and Europe to defend their mutual 
interests and sovereignty as nations. 
Furthermore, new bonds are being 
made all the time between countries. 

For better or worse, humanity is a 
communal species who forms these 
bonds to serve its immediate interests 
or the interests of a higher cause and 
purpose.

This is no surprise, since such 
agreements and relationships are really 
just a reflection of things we see on a 
smaller or local level. Various cultures 
not only form their own communities 
in their own nation but abroad as 
well, even when they immigrate to a 
new country. People tend to establish 
relationships between those who are 
most like them. Even the Scripture 
notes these tendencies in the record 
of the genealogies of the three sons of 
Noah that are enumerated “according 
to their families, according to their 
languages, in their lands and in their 
nations” (Gen. 10:20; see also vv. 5 
and 31).

Perhaps the most basic and beautiful 
human bond we know is the one we 
see between mother and child. A 
mother nurtures and cares for her 
child even as she cares for herself. 
Why even her own body looks out 
for the good of the child before her 
own. As the child is brought into this 
world, the mother remains the main 
provider and first love that the baby 
experiences. It is no wonder, then, 
that God tells us that His comfort is 
like that of a mother for her child (Isa. 
66:13; cf. Isa. 49:15). Thus we confess 
that His eternal, electing love, which 
binds us to Him, is the cause not the 
result of our adoption to Him as heirs. 
“In this is love, not that we loved God, 
but that He loved us and sent His Son 
to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 
John 4:10). 

All of these bonds pale in comparison 
with the greatest bond of all. That 
is the strongest bond, that between 
the persons of our triune God. 
Mysterious and wonderful at the 
same time is the eternal relationship 
between Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. 
Though we must take care what kind 
of language or descriptions we use 
when we speak about God, there is no 
doubt there is a bond between them. 
This bond is, first, one of existence 
or being. We read statements in 
Scripture that inform us that of the 
persons of the Trinity “none is afore, 
nor after another; none is greater, or 
less than another but the whole three 
persons are co-eternal, and co-equal” 
(Athanasian Creed). We see this in 
the Trinitarian baptismal formula of 
Matthew 28:19 as we receive the “the 
name” (of the one God) and yet it is 
triune in description (Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit).

We get a sense of what this means 
in terms of the expression of a 
relationship that exists between three 
distinct, persons and yet one. In 
his Reformed Dogmatics, Herman 
Bavinck notes that

“Starting from the scriptural assertion 
that ‘God is love,’ [Augustine] 
demonstrates that there is always a 
trinity present in love: ‘one who loves, 
that which is loved, and love itself.’ 
In love there is always a subject, an 
object, and a bond between the two 
. . . The fullness of divine love, like 
that of divine goodness, blessedness, 
and glory, require a plurality of divine 
persons in the divine being, for love 
desires an object and one that is equal 
to the one who loves. But this love 
is not complete until both the one 
who loves and the one who is loved 
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welcome into their love a third by 
whom they are reciprocally loved.” 
(RD, 2.327).

Although Bavinck notes that this does 
not constitute a proof or evidence 
for the Trinity (as it depends on the 
teaching of Scripture received by 
faith), there is a kind of analogy here 
or assistance to our thinking about 
the triune nature of God. It is not a 
final argument for Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit nor a means to rationalize 
the divine, but a way to think about 
and appreciate the mystery of the 
triune God who is eternally ‘bound 
together’ as one in three persons.

Second, this bond is one of unity in 
purpose. The creation of the world is 
no less an act of the triune God and 
the triune God alone. As others have 
observed, the Father did not decide to 
make a world and creatures to fill it to 
comfort Him because He was lonely. 
No, He made the world through the 
Word (His Son) and through the 
work of the Spirit (Ps. 33:6). Nor was 
it a competition among each person 
to see who could or would perform 
each act. The Scriptures explain the 
creative and powerful acts of God in 
creation as a unified and concerted 
effort (see, for example, Gen. 1:26).

Furthermore, some of the greatest 
statements about our salvation are 
explicitly triune. Consider 1 Peter 1:2. 
There the apostle says we are “elect 
according to the foreknowledge of 
God the Father, in sanctification of the 
Spirit, for obedience and sprinkling of 
the blood of Jesus Christ.” Each person 
of the Trinity is working together, is 
bound together for this one purpose: 
our redemption! The Father elects 
His own, the Spirit sanctifies them in 
regeneration, and the Son lives and 
dies for their justification. Without 
the Father, there would be no elect. 
Without the Spirit there would be no 
new life for these elect. And without 
the Son, there would be no forgiveness 
of sins and eternal righteousness. If 
but one person of the Trinity was not 
in agreement, we would be eternally 

lost! But our God is faithful; indeed 
all three persons are faithful, and 
have not only pledged our complete 
salvation but accomplished it in their 
person and work.

So if the triune bond is the greatest 
bond, is there a second greatest 
bond? Is there anything else in this 
world that speaks to a relationship 
that is similar, though not equal 
to, this bond? I would submit for 
your consideration that there is: it is 
the bond among those that are the 
triune God’s possession, in particular 
the bond that they have as Christ’s 
church, not just the individual elect 
or the elect considered as individuals 
but as those that are identified as the 
body of Christ.

Our Belgic Confession expresses the 
importance of this bond between God 
and His people in the amount of space 
devoted to the doctrine of the church 
(nine articles in all if you count the 
sacraments as being included under 
the heading of Ecclesiology.) It should 
not surprise us, then, to read that the 
title of Article 28 is, “Every One Is 
Bound to Join Himself to the True 

Church.” After all, if the triune God 
has bound Himself to the church, 
shouldn’t we all feel bound to her as 
well? Not just in experience, but in 
obligation, we are called by the gospel 
to be reconciled to God in Christ and, 
consequently, to exist in a reconciled 
relationship with one another (see, 
for example, Eph. 2:14–22, in which 
we read of the unity that now exists 
between Jews and Gentiles).

This will be the subject matter for 
our consideration in the next several 
articles, as we will examine what I 
have entitled “The Bond between the 
Christian and Christ’s Church.” We 
will look at it in several different ways 
including:

1) A Bond of Salvation
2) A Bond of Society
3) A Bond of Submission
4) A Bond of Service
5) A Bond of Separation
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