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They Flogged Him!

Rev. Wybren
Oord

“By his wounds we are healed.”
—Isaiah 53:5b
“Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged.”
—John 19:1

S

Several centuries
before Christ’s birth,
the prophet Isaiah
foresaw and foretold
the suffering of the
Messiah in great
detail. Isaiah 53 is an
amazingly accurate
picture of what was
actually going to take
place eight hundred
years later. One of
the most painful
lines in this passage
from Isaiah is, “And
by His wounds we
are healed.”

This was the prophecy of the senseless
and brutal scourging of Jesus. There
the prophecy of Isaiah was literally
fulfilled. Roman law prescribed
just how such a flogging was to be
done. The victim was bent over with
his hands fastened to a low stake.
The whip of the Roman soldier was
brought down repeatedly on the
victim’s bare, tense back. A whip
would be painful enough. This whip,
however, had several lashes, each
one loaded with sharp hooks and
lead weights—some commentaries
say with pieces of broken glass. The
beating would tear up the flesh. It
would plow deep furrows into the
skin. The blood would flow freely. It
was a terrible thing—so terrible, that
although it was intended only as a
preliminary to the crucifixion, it often
resulted in the death of the prisoner.
But Jesus survived it and then still had
to go to the cross.
When we think about that gruesome
sight today we shrink back from it in
horror. We do not like to dwell long
on the horrible suffering Jesus of
Nazareth had to go through. In fact,
the Bible seems to do the exact same
thing. It does not describe for us in
gory detail what happened; it simply
states the facts: “Then Pilate took
Jesus and had him flogged.”

Done By Pilate
Of course Pilate did not do it himself.
He ordered it done by his soldiers.
Roman law required that he had to
be there and watch it. After all, he was
the one responsible for ordering it to
take place. One would wonder how
he could stand it—especially after he
had just declared, “I find no guilt in
Him.”
No crime had been proven against
Him, try as they might to pin
something on Him. Not only was
Jesus pronounced innocent by Pilate;
Jesus was pronounced innocent by
several people several times through
this whole ordeal.
Judas Iscariot, for example, the very
disciple who plotted against Jesus
and betrayed Jesus, declared the
innocence of the One he had followed
for three years. After seeing all that
had taken place, he tried to return the
money he had received for betraying
Jesus and declared, “I have sinned,
for I have betrayed innocent blood”
(Matt. 27:4).
Pilate’s wife had nightmares over the
whole thing. She sent messengers to
her husband, Pilate, pleading with
him, “Don’t have anything to do with
that innocent man, for I have suffered
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a great deal today in a dream because
of Him” (Matt. 27:19).
And then there was Pilate himself.
Not only once, but three times, Pilate
had declared Jesus to be an innocent
man. Pilate was so troubled by Jesus
and what to do with Him that he
sent Jesus to Herod, because Jesus
was in Herod’s jurisdiction (Luke
23:7). Herod also came back with
the verdict, “He has done nothing to
deserve death” (Luke 23:15). All of
this happened in just a matter of a few
hours, and yet they cruelly flogged
Him, and afterwards Pilate handed
Him over to be crucified.

Done By Us
Our first impulse is to heap bitter
condemnation on Pilate and on those
who carried out his orders. How could
they be so cruel? How could they do
this inhuman task? Flogging a guilty
criminal was bad enough, but how
could they do it to this man? He had
done no wrong. He had been officially
declared innocent. Everybody knew
that He was a good man who had
done many good works.
Think of the miracles, the moral life
He lived, and the example he gave to
others. Even after Pilate had found
Jesus innocent and declared Him as
such to the crowd, he still had Him
flogged.
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We wouldn’t think of doing anything
like that today, even to the worst
of criminals. Instead, we build
comfortable prisons; we condemn
capital punishment; we talk about
rehabilitation so that the criminal can
be returned to society.
We have a hard time believing that
people in their right minds could
actually do such a frightful thing
to Jesus. This was not only a gross
miscarriage of justice, but it was also
an unspeakable, shameful way to deal
with any human being, no matter
how bad he might be.
Maybe Pilate thought he could save
Jesus from the cross by having Him
flogged, hoping that this would
somehow satisfy the angry mob that
had gathered, screaming for His
blood. He should have known that
this would only whet their appetite
for more blood. Once the flogging
had taken place, the people wanted
more. They shouted, “Crucify Him!
Crucify Him!” They even went so far
as to accept the whole responsibility
for the crime by saying, “His blood be
upon us and on our children” (Matt.
27:25).
We can easily sit in judgment over
those who committed this dreadful
deed. But can we detach ourselves
from it? Somehow our righteous

indignation leaves us feeling a little
uneasy. Those words of the prophet
Isaiah keep coming back to us:
“And by His wounds we are healed.”
What does that mean? Are we also
implicated in this monstrous crime?
Does the brutal beating that Jesus
received point an accusing finger at us
who live in the twenty-first century as
well?
Well, for one thing, we can hardly
claim that we are not guilty of the
same kind of brutality. The same
evil passions that brought on the
scourging of Jesus Christ and finally
sent Him to the cross are still at
large in the world. We use different
implements today, but the hands that
wield them and the hearts that move
them are no different from those of
long ago.
We don’t like to think of the gas
chambers and the concentration
camps and the incinerators that were
used for mass extermination in the
last world war. We close our eyes to
events taking place in Dufar, Uganda,
South Africa, and other places. I
daresay Pilate and the Roman soldiers
would be shocked at our sophisticated
methods of brutality done to innocent
children.
The world of that day was no worse
than ours and the people no more

brutal. When we look at those guilty
of the flogging of Jesus, we should
look in the mirror. We would have
done something like that, too, if Jesus
had come to earth in our day and age.
We would have found Him innocent
and then sentenced Him to death.
Look at how the world treats
Jesus today. Anyone who has ever
encountered Jesus really has nothing
bad to say about Him. They may speak
ill of the church and of some people
who call themselves Christians, but
really, no one speaks evil of Jesus.
Even the Muslim religion, which
wants nothing more than the death
of all Christians, believes Jesus was
a great prophet. The world declares
Him innocent, but it treats Him no
better than Pilate did. We love His
ethics, but we do not follow them.
We love His teachings, but we do not
apply them. We pretty much want
Him to stay crucified and in the grave.
Eight hundred years before that
flogging took place, the prophet saw
that something like that was going to
happen. Isaiah knew that this would
be the response of the world as it tried
to come to grips with the Savior. The
men of his generation were capable of
doing it, and he judged correctly that
every generation that followed him
would react in the same way.

Isaiah knew that no matter when the
Savior came, somehow He would
have to suffer at the hands of men
who harbor such evil passions in
their hearts. The prophet may not
have known that a man by the name
of Pilate was going to be responsible
for it, but he did know that whoever it
would be, he would be one of us. He
would expose the monstrous capacity
we have for evil within our hearts.

Done For Us
Even so, that doesn’t explain what
Isaiah is teaching in his prophecy.
Isaiah is not merely telling us that
the scourging of Jesus was an index
to the sinful heart of mankind. He
had something far better to tell us—
something far more important.
Jesus was far from being just a victim
of the evil passions of man. He suffered
that pain on purpose. In a very real
way this flogging was not intended
for Jesus—it was meant for you and
me. That scourging was meant to be
given to a totally depraved, rebellingagainst-God sinner. We should have
suffered the consequences of our own
sin.
Jesus took those consequences on
Himself. Paul wrote, “He who had no
sin became sin for us” (2 Cor. 5:21).
That is what Isaiah 53 is all about. Jesus
was innocent but made Himself guilty
for us. What we have done makes us
deserving of those stripes. We should
have been tied to that stake; our backs
should have been exposed to that
whip, but Jesus took them on instead.
Although Jesus is the only person in
all of human history who never had
an evil desire in His heart, He took on
Himself the punishment we deserved
for all the evil desires we have in our
hearts.
In other words, the only hope of
healing for our hearts rests in the
fact that Jesus came here to suffer the
consequences of our sinfulness. He
came so that we can come to grips
with our evil desires and be delivered

from them. All the penalty and power
of sin—the very wrath of God against
our sin—was poured out on Jesus.
And by His wounds we are healed.
Not only did Jesus survive the flogging
but He also made it serve the purpose
of His redeeming grace for sinful
people. Peter wrote, “He Himself bore
our sins in His body on the cross,
that we might die to sin and live to
righteousness; for by His wounds you
were healed” (1 Peter 2:24).
How shameful and frightening to see
the Son of God fastened to a stake
and flogged like a criminal and then
handed over to be crucified. Jesus told
Pilate, “For this reason I was born,
and for this I came into the world”
(John 18:37). There was no other way.
The love of God had to bear the hate
of man and overcome it. The love of
God had to bear the wrath of God
and endure it. No mere human being
could have done that. The conflict
would have been too bitter, the pain
too great, and the burden too heavy.
Be certain of this: the once-for-all
sacrifice is complete; the work of
salvation is done. The hands that
were fastened to that stake now hold
all power in heaven and on earth. The
back that was flogged now wears the
royal robe of redemption.
It is not enough to go about imitating
the example of Christ or admiring the
way that He lived. We must place our
trust completely in His sacrifice—
that His flogging, His stripes, His
suffering and dying was done for us.
Christ did not come to show us how
to be saved; He came to save us, for by
His wounds we are healed.

Rev. Wybren Oord
is the co-pastor of Trinity United
Reformed Church in Lethbridge,
AB, and the editor of The Outlook.
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A Resurrection Overview:
The Crux of Christian Hope

D

“Do you believe that after
you die your physical
body will be resurrected
someday?”
This was the question
a polling group asked a
thousand American adults
in 2006. Only 36 percent
answered yes to this
question. Now compare that
survey with an earlier poll by
the same group that asked,
“Are you absolutely certain
that Jesus died and physically
rose from the dead?” Sixtythree percent answered yes.
These statistics seem to indicate
that the average American is unable
to draw any personal implications
from the doctrine of the resurrection
of Christ. Surprisingly, only 59
percent of evangelical Protestants
who profess a “born again” faith
believe in a personal resurrection.1
Has the average Christian missed
Paul’s basic point in 1 Corinthians
15 that there is a connection between
the resurrection of Christ and the
resurrection of the Christian? In
Paul’s words, “Christ is risen from the
dead, and has become the first-fruits
of those who have fallen asleep” (v.
20). Albert Mohler, commenting on
these polls, says they are “evidence of
the doctrinal evasiveness of today’s
churches.” As a result, “the vast
majority of Americans simply have
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no idea that the Bible clearly teaches
a doctrine of personal resurrection
and that the claim is central to the
Gospel itself.”2 In an effort to buck
the trend of doctrinal evasiveness,
this article examines
the
key
New
Testament passage
on the resurrection
and answers three
critical
questions
that it broaches.

Are the Dead
Raised?
(1 Cor 15:1–34)
The
answer
to
this question is
fundamental
to
the celebration of
what is commonly
called
Easter
or
resurrection
Sunday. If our goal
is to celebrate the
resurrection
of
Christ, then we
need to be firmly
convinced that it
happened.
But,
more importantly,
Paul says that the
resurrection of Jesus
Christ is essential to
the gospel (v. 1). To
be saved you must
believe that Christ
has been raised, not
just in some spiritual
sense but physically,
in real history. Let’s
examine three types
of
resurrection
evidence offered in
this chapter.

Rev. William
Boekestein

Historical Evidence (vv. 1–11)
The main point of historical evidence
is that there were eyewitnesses. The
Corinthian Christians were quite
removed from the events of Passion

Week. Like most of us, they were
Gentiles who had probably never
been to Jerusalem or met Christ in
the flesh. But Paul doesn’t just tell
them (or us) to believe that Christ
arose because “I told you so.” He says
there were eyewitnesses to this fact,
many of whom were still living! If the
Corinthians cared do the research,
they could find over 250 people
who could personally confirm his
report (v. 6). Colossians 2:15 refers
to Christ’s death and resurrection

as a “public spectacle,” witnessed by
many. What did the eyewitnesses see?
They saw Jesus—a man confirmed by
the Roman government to be dead—
walking, talking, eating, and teaching.
Theological Evidence (vv. 12–28)
In addition to the historical evidence,
Paul gives two theological arguments.
First, if there was no resurrection
from the dead, our religion would
be worthless (vv. 12–19). Without
the resurrection, the golden chain
of salvation mentioned in Romans
8 is broken short
of glorification. If
salvation is real, then
the
resurrection
happened.
Second, there must
be a resurrection
from
the
dead
because all things
must be put under
Christ’s feet, death
included (vv. 20–
28). Christ came to
establish a kingdom
in which God’s
righteousness wins
over all. Part of
Christ’s
kingdom
work is to destroy
those things that
are out of order
in God’s world (v.
25), one of which
is death. Death, as
an enemy of God’s
created order, must
be subdued. In some
ways Christ has
already put death
under his feet in his
own resurrection.
At the cross he
disarmed death and
has turned death
into the servant of
believers by which
they enter heaven.

Although death still functions, it will
be finally defeated by the general
resurrection.
Practical Evidence (vv. 29–34)
Finally, Paul offers practical evidence
for the resurrection. Here he looks
at how the resurrection changed
his own life. He essentially asks
three questions. First, Paul was
transformed from being a persecutor
of God’s church (v. 9) to being the
foremost apostle (v. 10). Apart from
the resurrection, how can this change
be accounted for? Second, apart from
the resurrection, why would Paul put
his life at risk every day (v. 30)? Third,
apart from the resurrection, why does
Paul live for Christ and not for his
own pleasures (vv. 31–34)?
The answer to each of these questions
is the same: the power of the
resurrected Christ. Paul is saying, “You
want evidence of the resurrection?
Just look at my life!” Recall also the
lives of the other apostles who, prior
to the resurrection, were filled with
fear but afterwards boldly risked (and
gave) their lives for the sake of Christ.
Paul’s point? Faith in the resurrection
is not a blind leap but, considering the
historical, theological, and practical
evidence, is very reasonable.

How will the dead be raised?
(vv. 35–54)
Paul gives three answers to this
second question, the first being a
simple analogy.
As the Planting of a Seed (vv. 35–38)
The idea of a bodily resurrection
seems to be foreign. Yet, says Paul,
we see the resurrection illustrated
all around us. When a seed is put
into the ground it must die; or more
specifically in this case it must decay.
If it is to become a new plant, it must
not remain as a seed. In the same
way, if a human body is to become
something new, it must not remain
as it is. In the ordinary case, the body
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must die. It must be planted in the
ground and decay. This analogy of the
seed leads to two additional points.
According to their Kind (vv. 39–41)
We do wonder what our resurrected
bodies will be like. Paul teaches in
verse 38 that there will be continuity
between our present bodies and our
glorified bodies. He says, “To each
seed its own body” (v. 38). A corn
seed is not planted in the ground to
yield an oak tree. Nor does a deceased
human yield a cow or a monkey (as
in Hinduism). While we do not know
exactly what our glorified bodies will
be like, we do know that they will
have some relation to our present
bodies. Interestingly, he goes on to
explain how the resurrected bodies of
the saints will be different from their
present bodies.
By a Change in Attributes (vv. 42–54)
When men and women are
resurrected in Christ, they will
be changed. The seed planted in
the ground doesn’t decay to be
reformed again as the same seed.
There are several particular aspects
of this change: From corruption to
incorruption (v. 42), from dishonor to
glory (v. 43), from weakness to power
(v. 43), from flesh and blood to nonflesh-and-blood (v. 50), from mortal
to immortality (v. 50), and from
natural to spiritual (v. 44–49).
The last change helps to illustrate in
general how Christian bodies will be
changed. We need to be changed from
being earthly to being heavenly. The
contrast is not between being physical
and not physical; we will have a

physical body in the life to come. In
this life believers are governed by a
transformed spiritual life, but they
do not have a transformed physical
body to match. Currently, believers
live renewed spiritual lives in heavy,
corrupted, dishonorable bodies. In
the age to come, our bodies, while
being physical, will be better suited
to the spiritual life that we have in
Christ. Heaven has no imperfection,
and our physical bodies not excepted.
That’s good news.

What Difference Does This
Make? (vv. 55–58)
Having given several answers to this
question, Paul concludes with three
more.
The Sting of Death Is Taken Away for
Believers
If you have experienced the death of
both a believer and an unbeliever,
then you know firsthand what Paul
is talking about. There is a marked
difference. Death leaves a permanent
sting when it strikes an unbeliever,
not only to the deceased but also to
the survivors. The sting of death is
canceled for those united by faith to
the One who is defeating death.
The Victory of Hell and the Grave is
Canceled
There is nothing more sobering than
to observe an unbeliever being placed
in the ground. I’ve dropped shovelfuls
of dirt on the casket of an unbelieving
friend. I can’t remember ever hearing
a more hollow sound. The clear
impression felt is that the underworld
wins.
Unbelievers will rise from the ground
at the great resurrection but not to
real life. They will continue to exist
in a state of perpetual dying. On the
other hand, believers are raised to
eternal life.
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Believers Have Motivation to Persevere
Paul concludes this chapter by
reminding believers that because of
the resurrection, their work in the
Lord matters. Their labors in the Lord
are not in vain but will be rewarded.
(v. 58). Because of the work of God
in Christ, Christians have something
incredible to look forward to, not
only in heaven some glad day but
also at 8:00 a.m. Monday when our
shift starts. Christians are building a
lasting legacy.
There will be a resurrection of the
dead (v. 36). This fact has been
demonstrated irrefutably in the
resurrection of Christ. We haven’t yet
experienced the resurrection. But we
do have the good news of the gospel.
Christ died for our sins (v. 3), was
buried and rose again on the third
day according to the Scriptures (v.
4). When we receive the gospel by
trusting in the resurrected Christ,
God raises our affections up to
heaven and gives us a glimpse into
what resurrection life will be like.
Meanwhile, Paul charges us to stand
firm and abound in the work of the
Lord.
1. Accessed on March 17, 2008.
http://www.shns.com/shns/g_index2.cfm?actio
n=detail&pk=RESURRECTION-04–05–06
2. From Al Mohler’s personal blog, accessed
March 17, 2008. http://www.albertmohler.
com/blog_read.php?id=600

Rev. William Boekestein is the
pastor of Covenant Reformed
Church in Carbondale, PA
(URCNA).

The Bond Between the Christian and Christ’s
Church (2), Belgic Confession, Article 28

Rev. Daniel
Kok

Salvation

“We believe, since this holy congregation is an assembly of those
who are saved, and outside of it there is no salvation . . .”
—Belgic Confession, Article 28

T

hough we as Reformed Christians
may be unsure or even uncomfortable
about how freely present-day
evangelicals speak about their
relationship to Christ in the possessive
“my” or “mine,” it certainly has
biblical precedence. I am reminded of
one, who in the midst of a sterling and
courageous defense of the doctrine of
justification by faith, spoke of Jesus as
one who “loved me and gave Himself
for me” (Gal. 2:20).
Having said that, we all need to
evaluate our understanding of
salvation, including the language we
use to describe it, to make certain that
it reflects all the biblical data. Our
Belgic Confession, in particular, aids
us in this pursuit of Scripture truth
by reminding us of the holistic nature
of salvation: that redemption has a
corporate aspect to it.

The bond between the Christian
and Christ’s church is not to be
understood as merely a formal
assent by the Christian to a strong
ecclesiology but, in fact, a living
bond expressed in terms of our
union with Christ by faith and its
outworking in the life of the local
congregation and broader Christian community in the unity of a
common salvation.

I would especially draw your attention
to how this common salvation affects
the communion of saints, since I
believe this was what Guido De Brès
meant to convey. Notice that the
confession uses the singular “holy
congregation” and “assembly” in
Article 28. Thus De Brès was not
thinking of any particular gathering
of the saints, or even those of the
“(Reformed) Churches under the
Cross” which he served. Rather he
had in mind the catholic church or
Christ’s people in all ages and times
that He has saved.
We see this reflected in Article 27 as
we confess “one catholic or universal
Church, which is a holy congregation
of true Christian believers.” What
makes this church “catholic” is that is
has existed “from the beginning of the
world and will be to the end thereof ”
and is not “confined, bound, or
limited to a certain place or to certain
persons.”
Undoubtedly this is drawn from
Scripture truths and teachings. Paul
speaks of the reconciliatory work
of Christ not only in terms of our
restoration to a peaceful relationship
with God but also with one another.
“Now” he says “in Christ Jesus you
who once were far off have been
brought near by the blood of Christ”
(Eph. 2:13). The Gentiles to whom he

writes have been brought to the same
God as the Jews, through the same
Christ as the Jews and thus now have
the privilege of being together “fellow
citizens with the saints and members
of the household of God” (v. 19).
I wonder though if this is something
we even spend time contemplating.
We are in the company of the saved
and we are part of a saved body. We
share a privilege unlike any other
privilege that humanity, as a whole,
possesses. As we considered in our
last article, there are many things
that bond people together, but this is
what binds us together as Christians:
nothing less than the precious blood
of Christ that has atoned for our
transgressions! Indeed, He “saves His
people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21).
Perhaps some of you have worshiped
with brothers and sisters in Christ
from a different culture and in a
different language. Did you think,
afterwards, how wonderful that was
and even that it was a foretaste of
eternal life?1 Perhaps we would do
well to sing Psalm 87 (and like psalms)
more often, for we see that the highest
ideal of the church’s existence is that
all of the nations are represented in
this “holy congregation.”
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We can compare this picture the
psalmist paints to a time when you
visited a church and discovered that
they have a registry or registration
book. In that book you find dates,
names, and church affiliations. More
often than not, a person will write
in where he is from, which gives the
reader a sense of the wideness of the
net the congregation casts in terms
of who knows about him or who has
found out about him.
So also Zion, from the perspective of
the psalmist, has a registry of names
including the origin of the people.
Indeed the Egyptian, the Babylonian,
the Philistine, and the Ethiopian are
all “born” in Zion (v. 5). Yet did these
nations (in the main) partake of the
covenant that God made with Israel?
No, that was limited to Abraham’s
seed. The nations listed here were all,
at one time or another, even sworn
enemies of Abraham’s children.
What, then, is the psalmist talking

The Outlook | 10

about? How is it possible that these
people find themselves assembled in
holy Zion?
Evidently the psalmist is speaking of
the book of life or the Lamb’s book
of life. Zion, then, is not referring
to Jerusalem, the physical city, but
about the church incorporating all
the peoples of the earth into her
midst. The author of Hebrews speaks
of this Zion in chapter 12 of his
epistle: “But you have come to Mount
Zion and to the city of the living
God, the heavenly Jerusalem, to an
innumerable company of angels, to
the general assembly and church
of the firstborn who are registered in
heaven” (vv. 22–23).
Herein lies the essence of the catholic
church’s unity in a common salvation:
it is spiritual and not physical. That is,
it is not something we can see (at least
not yet). It is something we confess to

be true simply because Scripture tells
us that it is so. Only on that day when
the Lord returns and gathers us from
east and west, north and south, will
we truly see or perceive the glorious
reality of this confession.2
But when we say that the essence of
the catholic church’s unity is spiritual,
we do not mean to say it cannot be
manifested in concrete, physical ways.
Indeed not only should it be, but also
it must be. Ask yourselves, where are
the Lamb’s people? Do they exist for
themselves or of themselves? Are they
saved in a far-off land outside of the
communion of saints? No, for as De
Brès reminds us in this very article of
the confession, outside of this church,
which is manifested in local, physical
gatherings, there is no salvation.
After all, is not the preaching of the
gospel the means of salvation or the
ordinary way in which God works
to bring the nations to or into Zion?
(Rom. 10:14–15) And has not the
church been entrusted with this gospel
and the faith once for all delivered

to the saints? Who other than this
people, in real time and space, have
been called to disciple the nations?
Truly the privilege of a common
salvation is not just to experience it
but also to proclaim it as well. What
an extraordinary responsibility and
opportunity we share together.3
And yet despite all this, we must take
care not to fall into various traps that
our enemy has laid for us. Confessing
the truth of the oneness or bond of
common salvation experienced in
Christ’s church exposes us to three
common errors of which we must
be aware and warn against. We can
only address them briefly here, but a
summary explanation and exposure
of each will, I believe, suffice to guard
our hearts against any unnatural or
sinful prejudices.
The first error concerns the idea that
salvation is only for church people
or covenant members. Instead, we
remember that Christ came to seek
the lost, even those who had been
largely abandoned by the covenant
community of His day. Let us be
humbled by Calvin’s reminder
about how the sacraments of the
church, even as signs and seals of our
salvation in Christ, remind us of the
unworthiness we all possess before a
holy God:
He whom you detest appears to
you to be unworthy of the grace
of Christ. Why then was Christ
himself made a sacrifice and a
curse, but that he might stretch
out his hand to accursed sinners?
Now, if we feel disgust at being
associated by baptism and the
Lord’s Supper with vile men, and
regard our connection with them
as a sort of stain upon us, we
ought immediately to descend
into ourselves, and to search
without flattery our own evils.
Such an examination will make
us willingly allow ourselves to
be washed in the same fountain
with the most impure, and will
hinder us from rejecting the

righteousness which he offers
indiscriminately to all the
ungodly, the life which he offers
to the dead, and the salvation
which he offers to the lost.4
The second error we wish to avoid is
that salvation is only for those who
submit to (fill in the blank) or salvation
is only for those who jump through
hoops. The gospel is simple enough
for a child to understand (in terms
of their baptism) that they were dirty
(sinful) but are now washed clean
by Jesus’ blood. Though we rightly
guard church membership with a
jealous eye to maintain the purity of
Christ’s body, we must also graciously
communicate that the requirements
for membership are not a unbiblical
binding on the conscience or heart of
the sincere believer who needs more
instruction.
The third error is, perhaps, the
most pernicious of all, as the enemy
tries to convince us that salvation
automatically belongs to us because
we belong to the church. Salvation is
not ours solely by virtue of outward
church membership. The traditional,
Reformed distinction between the
visible and invisible church serves
our purposes here well.5 That is, we
maintain that not everyone who
partakes in the broader community of
the church by baptism and confession
truly partakes in the eternal salvation
of the believer who is united to Christ
by faith and receives all His benefits.
Paul reminds his readers that not all
Israel are of Israel (Rom. 9:6). Ishmael
and Esau are a sober reminder to the
church today that not all who are
joined to the church in name and
sacramental experience have truly
believed and confessed on the name
of the Lord Jesus, that is from the
heart as well as the mouth (Rom.
10:10).
Yet if we have done so, brothers
and sisters, we are truly a family of
believers who are bound together in
Christ despite all of our differences.

We are all saved by one Savior. Give
praise to your Redeemer for making
it so.
1. See Revelation 5:9.
2. The idea here is similar to Peter’s statement
about Christ’s absence from us. Peter says
Christ “having not seen you love. Though
now you do not see Him, yet believing, you
rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of
glory” (1 Peter 1:8).
3. I believe that every member in the church
has a responsibility to bring the gospel to
the world. However we should distinguish
between the Great Commission being
fulfilled or followed by the various parts of
the body of Christ who are commissioned
for/to particular tasks and the Great
Commission being given to the church as a
whole body or one. As Paul explains, some
are teachers, some are preachers but not all
(Rom. 12:4–8; Eph. 4:11–13). Only some are
stewards of the mysteries of the gospel (1 Cor.
4:1) and should administer the sacraments.
That is, not every believer can or should try
to fulfill every particular aspect of the Great
Commission because they are not called or
gifted to do so. Having said that, the church
fulfills the Great Commission as a whole by
supporting in prayer, finances and love those
who are commissioned for the work of the
gospel (Eph. 6:19–20; 1 Cor. 9:14; 16:14–
16). The church is also responsible for calling
(sending) the missionaries and evangelists
(see Acts 13:1–3; Gal. 2:9). Finally, as a body,
the church supports the Great Commission
by living a life worthy of the gospel that is
proclaimed within her midst (Phil. 1:27).
4. Emphasis mine. Taken from Calvin’s
“Harmony of the Gospels” Luke 5:27–32.
5. See paragraph 1 of the Belgic Confession,
Article 29, Q&A 54 of the Heidelberg
Catechism , and Canons of Dort 5.9. It
should be noted that though some Reformed
authors and theologians have showed
reticence in adopting the term visible and
invisible church, most have held to the
essential theological argument being made,
even if they have expressed if differently. See
“The Christian Reformed Church and the
Covenant,” by Anthony A. Hoekema (chapter
9 in Perspectives on the Christian Reformed
Church, edited by Peter de Klerk and Richard
R. De Ridder) for a fruitful and edifying
discussion on this point.

Rev. Daniel Kok
is pastor of Grace Reformed
Church (URCNA) in Leduc, AB.
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Bible Studies on Romans
Lesson 19: Hope in the Spirit (1)
Romans 8:18–27

O

Our eternal destiny
depends on whether we
are in the first Adam or the
second Adam. In the first
is condemnation; in the
second full justification,
sanctification, and
glorification. Those who
remain in Christ are heirs
with Him in all the benefits
that the Father has granted
through Him.
We have already considered
the first two benefits that are
ours through Christ. Paul
now continues to encourage
believers as they suffer
persecution by pointing to
the glory that awaits those
who trust in Jesus Christ.
Since their coming glory
is near, present suffering
should hold no weight for
those who truly seek their
salvation in Jesus.

The Groans of Glory
Considered by themselves, the
sufferings of believers often seem
very severe. In the time this letter was
written, Christians were facing severe
hardships. Their property was often
confiscated; they were arrested and
tortured. Before his conversion, Paul
was among those who sought to put
an end to those who followed Jesus
Christ.
Such persecution did not end as
Christianity grew. In fact, it still
exists today. Across the globe there
are countries that have outlawed
Christianity. Those who profess to be
Christians are horribly beaten, raped,
and put to death. Christian women
and children are dragged outside of
villages to watch their husbands and
fathers be thrown out of airplanes.
Christians in Eritrea are placed in
windowless boxcars and deserted in
the desert without food and water.
Possessing any kind of Christian
literature means certain death in
Somalia.
While Christians in North America
may not have to endure physical
persecution, we live in a society that
has become more and more intolerant
of Christians who stand up for what
they believe. Even within the church,
those who stand firm on the authority
of Scripture are often ridiculed.
Persecution and suffering for Christ
ought not to surprise the Christian.
Jesus told His followers, “No servant
is greater than his master. If they
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persecuted me, they will persecute
you also” (John 15:20). He went
on to encourage them by saying,
“Blessed are you when people insult
you, persecute you, and falsely say
all kinds of evil against you because
of me. Rejoice and be glad, because
great is your reward in heaven, for
in the same way they persecuted the
prophets who were before you” (Matt.
5:11–12).
Three kinds of groaning are
mentioned in Romans 8:18–27: the
groaning of creation, the groaning
of believers, and the groaning of the
Holy Spirit.

The Groaning of Creation
After creating all things, God declared
them good. They were made so that He
might be served and praised through
them. After the fall, God pronounced
a curse on the earth. The harmony
and peace of nature was disrupted
and broken. In its place came pain,
suffering, and death. Suddenly the
lamb no longer played with the lion
but instead became its prey. One
part of nature worked against the
other, bringing flooding to one area
and drought to another. Through
the curse, nature’s potential became
restricted to always producing weeds
and decay, no longer able fully to
bring glory to God.
Paul writes that all of creation groans
to be set free from this bondage to
decay. The creation is looking to the

time when God’s elect receive their
full glorification in body and in soul.
In that day, the Lord will rule as King.
While this creation may be cleansed
by fire (2 Peter 3:10), the day is coming
when the desert will blossom like a
rose, the lamb will lie down with the
lion, and sin will no longer rule.

The Groaning of Believers
God gave mankind the high honor of
being His representative and covenant
friend. Man was given dominion
over all the earth by his Creator. The
fall brought on the human race the
same death and decay experienced
by the rest of creation. The opening
verses of Ecclesiastes give an excellent
summary of what life has become
through the fall of our first parents.
Indeed, life is viewed by many as
meaningless.
The believer, however, has received
a foretaste of the new life that awaits
him through Jesus Christ. We long for
the day when Christ will come again
and the world with all its inhabitants
will bow before Him. We cry out
with the saints in glory, “How long,
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until
you judge the inhabitants of the earth
and avenge our blood” (Rev. 6:10)? It
is not until Christ comes again that it
will be a matter of public knowledge
how much God truly loves His elect
and how richly He has blessed them.
Not only does the believer yearn for
the coming glory, but we groan within
ourselves as we struggle against
the sin that has contaminated us.
Although the children of God have
already received the firstfruits of the
Spirit, the full glory of His work will
not be revealed until Christ returns.
Not only does the Christian remain
physically contaminated by sin as
he is afflicted with illness, pain, and
handicaps but we also groan because
all too often the old nature within us
yields to the temptations set before

us. Daily we are reminded that we
fall horribly short of bringing proper
glory and honor to the name of the
God we seek to serve. We sin—and in
that we grieve.
Even as we groan inwardly because
of our sinful nature, Paul calls us to
live a life of hope in the forgiveness
that comes through Jesus Christ. The
Holy Spirit brings testimony to our
hearts that we may have the glorious
assurance that salvation comes to all
who trust in the sacrifice made by
God’s Son, Jesus Christ.

The Groaning of the Holy Spirit
Because we are part of this fallen world
and still susceptible to sin, even after
we are saved by God’s grace, the Holy
Spirit helps us in our weakness. Paul
in particular points out the weakness
of our prayers. The Christian may
faithfully pray with great sincerity.
Yet, because we are still filled with sin,
we do not know the purposes of God
concerning the very things for which
we pray. We pray for healing, yet God
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may use our weakness to drive us to
His strength. We pray for the safety of
our children, yet God may place loved
ones in danger so that they would call
on Him. We pray for the persecuted
church, yet God may use that very
persecution to draw His elect to
Himself.
Our prayers come before God only
because the Holy Spirit is our constant
intercessor, representing us (and our
prayers) before God. Through Him
we learn to say, “Not my will, but
Thine be done, O Lord.” Through
Him we learn to trust that God will
answer our prayers in a manner that
brings glory to His name. In fact, all
things will work together for the good
of those who love Him.

The Hope of Glory
It is that great reward in heaven that
led Paul to confess in the opening
verse of this lesson, “Our present
sufferings are not worth comparing
with the glory that will be revealed in
us.” God does not give to us everything
that is involved in our salvation at
once. We live in the “already and not
yet.” Already the believer is saved; not
yet does he enter heaven. Already is
the believer declared perfect through
the perfect obedience of Jesus Christ;
not yet is he perfect. That is why wait
patiently for that which is yet to come.
Our completed redemption cannot
come until all of creation is renewed.
That will take place only after all those
whom God before creation has chosen
to be His have been saved. When all
the elect have been saved and the
number is complete as planned by
God, then history will have run its

course, and the new heaven and the
new earth will appear.
Knowing how easily believers can
become distressed and discouraged
by the present sufferings we endure,
Paul points us to the ministry of
the Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God
knows our weaknesses and makes
intercession for us. Our groaning
should not be done with impatience.
Impatience would question the God’s
wisdom and timing in the events
of history. The Spirit of God would
focus our attention on the hope and
assurance that is ours in Christ Jesus.
He searches the heart and dwells
within the believer, always interceding
for the saints according to the will of
God. He gives assurance of a greater
glory that surpasses any suffering the
believer may have to endure in this
lifetime.

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. Have you read about the persecution of Christians around the world? Do you keep the persecuted church in
your prayers?
2. How has the persecution of the Church affected you?
3. Describe the situation in which the creation presently exists. Why is it so? When will it end?
4. Why do Christians groan louder than unbelievers?
5. Is it easier to maintain a Christian attitude in life during times of hardship or during times of prosperity?
6. What kind of groaning is proper for believers? What kind is sinful?
7. What is the hope of which Paul speaks?
8. How does the Holy Spirit help believers?
9. What do these verses tell us about prayer and God’s response to our prayers?
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Lesson 20: Hope in the Spirit (2)
Romans 8:28–39

T

Throughout this chapter,
Paul has listed several
wonderful reasons why
Christians should rejoice:
exemption from judgment,
victorious living, assurance
of salvation, the hope
of coming glory, and
intercession through the
Spirit. Before he is finished
with this chapter, he lists
one more: God makes all
things work for the good
of those who love him.
Salvation for the Christian
is not some “by and by in
the sky” proposition where
the hope that we have
is limited to our future
existence in heaven. The
Spirit who helps us in our
weakness also assures us
that the Father is in control
of all things and that he
guides them for the eternal
good of those who love
Him. This guidance comes
not because of the believer’s
love for God but because of
His love to them established
already before creation.

All Things
Paul assures us that the eternal and
sovereign God works all things for
the eternal good of those who love
God. The secret of joy and peace is
to be found not in worldly goods or
in external circumstances but in the
grace of God who works all things
to the believer’s benefit. It is often
easy to see God’s leading in our
lives when positive things occur—a
Christian spouse, healthy children,
the job promotion. Paul, however,
introduces these verses after writing
about “our present sufferings (v. 18).
It is not only the things in our lives
that we see as positive that work for
the good of the believer, but all things.
Many people, unfortunately, have no
problem with a “health and wealth”
Christianity where their religion
provides only good things. Too often
we forget that sickness and poverty,
disappointments and trials are also
included in these words of Paul.
Hardships work together for our good
to humble us, to make us more aware
of our absolute dependence on God,
to rest entirely on God’s grace and
not our worldly goods, and to seek
forgiveness through Christ alone.
How inflated we can become when
things go well in our lives. Prosperity
and success can easily become our
downfall. When God has greatly
blessed us, we sometimes lose our
perspective and, like Nebuchadnezzar
of the Old Testament, boast, “Is this
not the great Babylon that I have
built!” (Dan. 4:30).

This had to be especially comforting
to the early church as they faced
persecution and suffering. Even as
they lost their earthly goods, they had
the assurance that God would use
their suffering for the advancement
of His kingdom and the benefit of His
people. This should also be of great
comfort to all Christians throughout
the world today. No matter what trials
we may face, God will use it for our
benefit. The form for the sacrament
of baptism summarizes this truth so
beautifully when it says that God will
“provide us with every good thing and
avert all evil or turn it to our profit.”

Those Whom God Called
The certainty of future glory for the
believer is the unbreakable chain
in verse 30. Each link in the chain
represents part of God’s redemptive
work. The assurance that our future
glory is secure rests in the events that
have taken place past and present and
in the fact that we have a promise
founded not on our own merit but
on the character of the almighty,
sovereign God.

Those He Foreknew
The foreknowledge of God is more
than God knowing beforehand those
who would believe in Him, as some
teach. Paul refers to those whom
God predestined, called, justified,
and glorified—His elect. God has
determined the destiny of all mankind
and, in time, His chosen ones will be
“conformed to the likeness of His
Son.”
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Those He Called
God calls all people everywhere to
repent (Acts 17:30). It is for this reason
the church sends out missionaries;
for this reason we are called to be
witnesses for God’s kingdom. The
Holy Spirit uses the external calling
to open the hearts and minds of the
elect so that they irresistibly respond
to the gospel call.

Those He Justified
Those whom the Holy Spirit has
called to repentance through the
proclamation of the gospel God will
also justify through His Son. Sinners
are declared righteous not through
any merit of their own. Instead they
have been declared righteous by God
as He clothes them with the perfect
obedience of His Son.

Those He glorified
Those who are justified by faith
certainly shall be glorified, since
this is the ultimate purpose of God
having called them. Paul writes as if
our glorification is already a fact. In
the deepest sense it already is, since it
is fully guaranteed to believers by the
sovereign God. He has given us the
Holy Spirit as a sure pledge.

A Triumphant Conclusion
The true believer need never fear that
God will ever cease to love us. After
all, who would ever be able to bring
any charge against us? Certainly,
there will be those who find fault in
us. The great accuser, Satan, may even
stand before God one day and slander
us, as he did Job. And, if we are honest
with ourselves, our own consciences
readily point out our imperfections.
Whatever charge is brought against
the believer, however, must be brought
before God—the very God who has
justified His elect people. Surely, the
omniscient God will not be surprised

at any charge levied against His
chosen ones. He knows. And yet, the
ever loving God declared that there
is no guilt to be found in the believer
because his sins have been atoned for
by Jesus Christ. God’s Son has met all
the just demands of the holy law and
imputed His innocence to those who
believe. What charge could possibly
stand in the great heavenly court?
The almighty God has spoken. His
judgment will stand. The accuser of
God’s children is forever silenced.
The judgment of God is not a mere
pardon. It is absolute justice that takes
everything into account. God’s love
for His elect is so great that while we
were yet sinners, God sent His only
Son, Jesus Christ, to die in atonement
for all our sins. We were there among
those who yelled, “Crucify Him!
Crucify Him!” We are guilty. His
blood is on us and our children.
But Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is
no longer dead. He arose victorious
over death. He is alive! This same
God who loved us while we were His
enemies has now adopted us to be
His children. Paul rightly asks, now
that we are His children, how can this
loving God withhold anything from
us that would benefit us spiritually,
since His Son is alive? Christ died in
atonement for all our sins. God raised
Him up from the dead as proof that
all the demands of His justice have
been met.
Having established the fact that it is
impossible for any person to take
away our salvation, Paul sets his
sights on circumstances in our lives.
Those, too, Paul explains, cannot
hinder the glorification of the elect.
He has already explained how God
uses circumstances for the good
of those whom He has called; now
he lists several: trouble, hardship,
persecution, famine, nakedness, and
danger of the sword.
The first set of circumstances is
brought on by those who work against
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the spread of the gospel. They leave the
believer vulnerable and unprotected—
easy prey for those who would seek
to harm them. Quoting from Psalm
44:22, Paul reminds the believer that
he should not be surprised when
he has to endure suffering for the
sake of Christ. Like sheep led to the
slaughter, the Christian constantly
faces death. However, in the end,
the sheep are the conquering ones!
They win the victory because the
One who loves them keeps them safe.
The true believer perseveres through
the hatred of this world not because
he is so strong but because he has
within him the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit. The innocent lambs of God
not only win the battle but they also
overwhelming conquer: first, because
the almighty God loves them and gave
His life for them, and second, because
the ultimate reward is far superior
than any earthly loss they may have to
endure.
No human being has control over
the second set of circumstances in
Paul’s list. As you read them they can
be rather ominous, for they include
death, demons, the future, and more.
While we may escape persecution
and famine, if the Lord tarries, we
shall not escape death or demons.
An uncertain future looms ever
before us. Still, with all of life’s many
uncertainties, we can be assured that
God is forever in control. Because He
is infinite in power and love, those
who truly are led by the Spirit need
never fear any separation from God.
Thanks be to God for His great love!

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

Points to Ponder and Discuss
1. What does Paul mean by “good” in verse 28? Do we always see the things God works in our lives as good?
2. What is the purpose of God? How does He make it happen?
3. Each link in God’s redemptive plan takes place at a certain time in history.
a. Which ones are before time began?
b. Which ones are as history unfolds?
c. Which ones are after time is completed.
4. Who can bring any accusation against the believer?
5. Why can no accusation remain against us even though we continue to sin?
6. Describe how great the Father’s love is toward the elect.
7. Discuss the assurance that the Christian can have because of Christ. Do you have this assurance of salvation?
8. Can a person have doubts about his personal salvation and still be saved?
9. Discuss the comfort that comes to the Christian in spite of the circumstances he faces in this life (and in death).
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This article first appeared in the April,
1995 issue of The Outlook.

In his recent commentary on
the Heidelberg Catechism,
Rev. Andrew Kuyvenhoven
calls the catechism “the best
confessional and teachable
summary of the will of God
for the life of the church.”1
That’s quite a compliment for a
document over four centuries
old. What a beacon the
Heidelberg Catechism remains
in our anti-theological age,
with its disdain for creeds
and confessions. Indeed we
live in times that consider
theological precision old
fashioned. But confessions, the
Heidelberg Catechism among
them, serve an immensely
useful purpose. Not only do
confessions clarify what the
church believes, they identify
who we are. They remind
us what we hold dear. As a
matter of fact, they serve a
doctrinally pastoral purpose.
This is especially true of
the Heidelberg Catechism,
and specifically the public
proclamation of this catechism
in the life of the church.

I believe a steady diet of catechism
preaching is more necessary now
for the health and vitality of the
church than perhaps in any past
generation. I know that is a bold
statement. But look at the times!
We live in a doctrinally poisoned
age. Consider the following:
1. We live in an age of doctrinal
ignorance. Not only are many
Christians without a rudimentary
knowledge of the faith; a high
number of them show little interest in
attaining such knowledge. “What is
relevant?” has displaced the question
“What is true?” And of course “what
is relevant” isn’t scripturally defined
but derives its meaning from our
secularized context. Pragmatism
reigns supreme in such a question. It
pushes the theology of the Bible aside.
How ought the church to respond
when its own members lose their
appetite for doctrinal knowledge?
Must it acquiesce and serve up the
spiritual blather people crave? Or
ought pastors and elders help the
Lord’s people acquire (anew) a taste
for the deeper things of the faith?
Certainly the antidote to doctrinal
superficiality and the psycho-babble
that passes itself off as biblical
preaching isn’t more superficiality.
Biblically driven preaching, especially
catechism preaching, has proven an
effective antidote for ignorance. The
Heidelberg Catechism asks biblical
questions and provides biblical
answers. It shows us our three most

important needs (cf. Q/A 2). And it
shows us how each of those needs is
met in the gospel. Rather than falter
in duty, the church should give its
members what some think they
don’t need and others are sure they
don’t want—like good medicine. The
catechism is just the medication for
an anemic church.
After all, if a malnourished teen has
an appetite for cotton candy and little
else, the responsible parent doesn’t
stop insisting on healthy meals. A
proper diet is in order, along with
some vitamin pills, perhaps. Similarly,
the church must hold firm by teaching
the threefold truth that alone enables
its members to live and die in the joy
of belonging to Christ. The catechism
sermon is a pastoral necessity and
should not be consigned to a bygone
era. The church should reaffirm it
with renewed vigor.
2. We live in an age of psychological
theology or therapeutic religion.
In many evangelical and Reformed
churches today, one finds a shift in
accent from God to the self. Where
this happens, the questions shift away
from a person’s relationship to God to
a person’s relationship with himself.
In other words, although the question
may remain the same: “What is your
only comfort in life and in death?”
the answer has changed. The believer
belonging to Christ is flippedflopped—now the focus is on Christ
belonging to the believer. In such a
scheme, how quickly God becomes
our “gopher” whose task it is to make
us religiously satisfied and materially
blessed.
Psychological
theology
is
a
therapeutic religion, deliberately
(and hopelessly) human-centered,
looking for God to meet needs and
satisfy personal goals, whether those
be psychological, social, sexual or
economic. Therapeutic religion is
long on good feelings and short on
doctrinal content. It welcomes inner

experience and testimonies about
“what works” but fidgets impatiently
in the pew as the law of God is read.
Psychological theology, since it is
man-centered, grows bored with the
story of redemption that centers on
God and His works. Indeed, feelings
about God become more important
than the truth of God. The self is the
hinge around which religion turns.
Preaching the Heidelberg Catechism
is pastorally beneficial for modern
believers because the greatest needs in
a person’s life remain the knowledge
of sin, the deliverance from it, and the
life of love lived out in gratitude to God
for that deliverance. The catechism
beautifully unveils the God-centered
gospel with its comforting assurance
for believers in the saving work of
Christ. No superficial theology of
self-esteem or positive thinking is
pawned off on the church here! The
catechism nurtures God’s people
in the truth of sin’s corruption and
pollution, with its treachery and
misery. The Lord’s terrible anger and
justice are not snubbed as topics too
distasteful for the pure in the pew
(cf. Q/As 3–11, 87). The Catechism
depicts God in both His justice and
mercy, His love and anger, His grace
and judgment (Q/As 9–15). Here we
find a true vision of God and a true
vision of ourselves.
Moreover, the Heidelberg Catechism
addresses the heart of the gospel
message as it explains Christ’s person
and work (cf. Q/As 16–18; 29–52).
It clearly exhibits for us the way of
salvation. That message is not muffled
or sidetracked, nor is it lost in a maze
of therapeutic mumbo-jumbo. The
gospel, far from being obscured,
as it is so often in the user-friendly
religious market today, is beautifully
exhibited and personally applied.
This confession of the church also
lays out effectively the struggle of
the Christian life and the grace
of God that prevails for us—a
grace that prods us forward in
service of the kingdom of God

(e.g., Q/As 86–91). The catechism
takes the Christian life seriously, a
healthy counter to the milk-toast
messages of today. We are children
and servants. Our commission is
rooted in Christ’s (Q/A 32). The
believer’s task is comprehensive in
being directed to God and neighbor.
We meet the God of Scripture in this
document—a God who cares enough
about humans to call them to life in
His Son. He is a God who teaches His
children how to love and to pray (cf.
LDs 32–52). Indeed this God is not
a “god” of therapy but the sovereign
Lord of salvation.
3. We live in an age of theological
plurality and error. Pluralism places
all religious ideas on a level (equally
irrelevant) playing field. Biblical truth
becomes a casualty, since pluralism,
wedded to secularism, accepts no
truth claim as absolute. In other
words, no claim of certainty is permitted except the claim that we
cannot be certain. Thus in our age
of theological plurality, ecumenical
interests are superseding previous
denominational distinctives. It is
now considered a breach of etiquette
to let one’s theological slip show. It
is unkind and unfriendly, maybe
even unchristian, to point out the
differences that exist among churches.
The new evangelical ecumenicity
serves up a “Christianity” that promises wholeness and happiness while
staying mute about godliness and
righteousness. The piety practiced
is rice-paper thin: superficial stories
displacing the history of redemption,
pep-talks masquerading as sermons,
entertainment posing as worship.
User-friendly religion is the new
motto. Everything is upbeat and
simple. Hard issues are ignored. Deep
questions like original sin, God’s
providence, justification by faith
alone, or the nature of sacraments
are all carefully and conspicuously
avoided.
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Meanwhile,
error
grows.
Traditionalism
and
mysticism
flourish. Legalism and licentiousness
thrive. As God summed it up through
His prophet long ago: “My people
are destroyed for lack of knowledge”
(Hosea 4:6).
Proclamation of the Heidelberg
Catechism cuts against the grain of our
secular times—which is exactly what’s
needed. Catechism preaching brings
seriousness to an age of frivolity,
restores historic Christianity in an era
of theological fads and fetishes, and
shows biblical/Calvinistic orthodoxy
(where God is sovereign and at the
center of things) to a generation

infatuated with itself. Catechism
preaching keeps the church on course
by teaching the whole counsel of God.
Admittedly, the Heidelberg Catechism
is not the only means to achieve this
end. Careful, painstaking, expository
preaching through Paul’s letter to the
Romans, for example, might serve
as an effective remedy too. But the
catechism provides a united witness
for Christians lost in individualism.
It gives the answers for a church
failing to ask the right questions.
The Heidelberg Catechism, with
its theme of the believer’s comfort,
steers the church through the hazards
of doctrinal ignorance, therapeutic
religion, and theological plurality

and error. The catechism is a pastoral
necessity. The church needs this
treasure more than ever.
1. Andrew Kuyvenhoven, Comfort and Joy:
A Study of the Heidelberg Catechism, (Grand
Rapids: CRC Publications, 1988), 11.
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The Necessity and Importance
of Catechism Preaching

This article first appeared in the October,
1987 issue of The Outlook.

What we ordinarily call
“catechism preaching” is
prescribed in Article 54 of the
Church Order of the CRC in
this way: “a. In the worship
services the minister of the
Word shall officially explain
and apply Holy Scripture. b.
At one of the services each
Lord’s Day, the minister shall
ordinarily preach the Word as
summarized in the Heidelberg
Catechism, following its
sequence.”

The church order defines what it
means to “preach the catechism,”
calling it “preach[ing] the Word
as summarized in the Heidelberg
Catechism.” Behind this formal
regulation, there is the ongoing need
to preach the gospel in all its fullness,
calling sinners to repentance and faith
and also helping saints to grow in
grace and the knowledge of the Lord
Jesus Christ. We all recognize that
these aims of gospel preaching are
only achieved when the Holy Spirit’s
accompanying work is accomplished
in those who hear.
A quotation attributed to B. B.
Warfield deals with this same subject.
He reportedly said, “Two things keep

Rev. Jay A.
Wesseling

the relatively small CRC straight in
an ecclesiastically crooked world: the
systematic instruction of its youth
and the preaching of the Heidelberg
Catechism.” Both the calling to repent
and believe and the building up of
believers are readily accomplished
through catechism preaching, since
the catechism unfolds the Bible’s
teachings of these purposes. It is the
most evangelical of the Reformationtime catechisms, most suited for
evangelizing, natural for instructing
people from diverse religious
backgrounds or with no background
in a church at all. Every minister who
has ever instructed people with a view
to membership in the church realizes
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how ideal the Heidelberg Catechism
is for this purpose, because of its
realistic and warm approach to the
heart in unfolding the truths of God’s
Word.
When we do preach the catechism as
defined by the church order, several
good things follow immediately.
First, we have half of a preaching plan
already. It is good to have a preaching
plan, I believe; artificially-construed
ones are available, but not realistic in
many instances. Second, we will have
to discipline ourselves to deal with all
the phases or angles of the redemption
drama revealed in Scripture. Third,
we will be involved in a real learning
experience ourselves as we work
through the truths summarized in the
catechism.
The Heidelberg Catechism remains
highly praised, widely used, and is
one of the few things surviving from
Reformation times as still being upto-date; the reasons for this, I believe
are that it is thoroughly biblical; it is
very personal and experiential; it is
sharply practical, showing the ethical
side of Calvinism in a clear, cogent
way; the question and answer method
sets forth the biblical teaching of
salvation in a clear way; and, generally,
it is peaceful and irenic in tone.1
What will happen with God’s
blessing when the Word is preached
as summarized in the catechism? I
believe you will see a growth in grace

and knowledge beyond the present
levels, and people will be challenged
with the need for conversion as the
demands or challenges of the Word
are presented. As far as the minister
himself is concerned, he will have to
focus on the whole gamut of revealed
truths when he follows the subjects as
the catechism deals with them.
When it comes to the method of
preaching the catechism, we’ve all
heard the remark, “He reads the
catechism and that’s the last you
hear of it.” How can that happen?
Historically, there have been
differences of opinion about how to
preach the catechism, and there are
still differences among us today about
the preferable method. I do not say
that there is only one right way to
do it, but I was taught a certain way
as a seminary student by a professor
for whom I had great respect. While
some pick a text, this is not the way
I was taught. My class and any others
taught by R. B. Kuiper were told
to preach a topical sermon and to
use Scripture to substantiate what
you present. One advantage of this
method is that there is no pretense.
Everyone knows you are preaching
on a certain subject dealt with by
the catechism, you are honoring
Scripture, and what is distinctive
about the biblical Christianity we call
the Reformed faith will come out in a
natural way. Such preaching should of
necessity be eminently practical and a
joy to hear as well as to bring.
When we follow the catechism’s order
of dealing with what God has revealed
in the Bible, we are inclined to call our
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hearers to salvation and to encourage
them to greater commitment in the
living of the Christian life. To preach
the catechism ably and to listen to
catechism sermons profitably, we
must know the catechism. While
that goes without saying, it does not
happen without effort. When we
know what the aim of the catechism
is, remember when it was written, and
look at its method, we can appreciate
the fact that from very earliest times
after its completion the churches were
told to have these truths preached
in a systematic way by following the
Heidelberger. Where this is still done
with zeal and passion, blessings to
both those from various backgrounds
and those who all their lives have
benefited from such preaching are
reported.
1. Recall that the more militant Question
and Answer 80 were added only after the
Council of Trent had reaffirmed the teachings
of transubstantiation, the necessity of the
sacrifice of the Mass for forgiveness for both
the living and the dead, the adoration of the
Host, and the pronouncement of anathema
on all who differ with these positions.

Rev. Jay A. Wesseling
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Why Catechism Preaching?

This article appeared in the October
1987 issue of The Outlook. It was
reprinted from June 1986 (Australian)
Trowel and Sword.

A recent song had these lyrics:
Don’t be so hard on the ones
that you love;
It’s the ones that you love
that you think so little of . . .
These words are particularly apt to
describe the way some Reformed
Church members look at catechism
preaching without fully realizing that
it is their own foundation that they are
undermining—their own faith. This
attitude began already at the time of the
Reformation. Even after the decision
regarding catechism preaching made
at the 1578 Synod of Dort (in the
Netherlands), and included for all the
churches in the Church Order of the
Synod of 1586, the catechism did not
readily find acceptance. By the time
of the 1618–19 Synod of Dort, the
situation had deteriorated so much
that synod took strong measures
to ensure that catechism sermons
were preached every Sunday; that
these sermons should be brief and
understandable; that the government
was to forbid all unnecessary Sunday
labor; and that church visitors were
charged to take close note of this
matter regarding every church.
Our Reformed Churches in Australasia
have continued in that Reformational
line by retaining the requirement of
catechism preaching. Article 61.b of
the Australian Church Order states,
“Ordinarily the minister shall, at
one of the services of the Lord’s Day,
preach the Word as summarised in
and according to the sequence of the
Heidelberg Catechism.” The New

Zealand Reformed Churches have
a similar article, though allowing
for a wider variation in the term
“Confessional Standards,” rather than
the Heidelberg Catechism specifically
(Art. 56). Catechism preaching, then,
has a long history, and a continued
entrenched position in the church
order.

The Challenge of Expositional
Preaching Only
The objections continue, however,
though
their
substance
may
change over the years. The current
major objections to catechism (or
confessional) preaching is that it does
not grow out of an intensive exegetical
study of one specific passage of
Scripture. It is pointed out that it
analyzes a human compilation and
formulation of Scripture—something
that we could do by using cross
references and a concordance.
The supporters of this objection point
to Scripture itself as the inspired Word
of God, and to the confessions as manmade documents. Their preaching is
solely a “free-text” choice, whereby
the minister makes his own selection
from week to week, according to
which passage in Scripture may have
struck him as being particularly
suitable, or the Bible book from which
he may be preaching a series.
But already several anomalies arise.
The first of these is that those who
strongly support the “free text”
approach, also, at times, appear
to preach topically. By preaching
topically they address what they
(or the session) see as a particular
difficulty within the church, which
reflects upon its mandate as the
church of the risen Lord and Savior.

Rev. Sjirk
Bajema

Preaching
topically
invariably
involves the pooling together of
several Scripture passages to present
the biblical teaching upon that
difficulty within the congregation.
Thus a concession is already made
to the basis on which catechism
preaching is founded. Catechism
preaching is unashamedly topical
(or thematic), but it is good topical
preaching, and this is to the preacher’s
and congregation’s benefit.

Subjectivism of the Preacher
Second, if the choice were exclusively
left to the minister as to which texts
were to be preached from Sunday to
Sunday, the choice would become
subjective. It’s unfortunate, but
true, that even the most balanced of
ministers would be hard-pressed to
consistently preach what the whole of
Scripture teaches.
There is a well-known illustration of
four blind men being confronted by
an elephant. One, feeling the trunk,
describes the animal as consisting of a
softish trunk-like body; another, at the
side of the elephant’s body, declares
that the elephant is like a huge, strong
wall. The third, feeling the elephant’s
ear, believes the animal to be made up
of a flat, thinnish flapping material.
The fourth man, holding the elephant’s
tail, asserts that it is long but thinnish,
with a brushlike object at one end.
Looking at Scripture solely through the
“free-text” method inevitably makes
our choices one-sided. We each have
our hobby horse, and preachers are
no exception. Consistent catechism
preaching avoids throwing the choice
on the one individual (except in
the other worship service). Instead,
the Word of God is expounded and
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applied as adopted by all the churches,
and as agreed to by all the members of
the churches. It also has the strength
of continued relevance throughout the
past four hundred years, together with
the manifested talents of those who
originally compiled our confessions.
The time of the Reformation, like
ours, was one of much confusion
concerning what was the right way
of thinking and living, and the right
person to follow. The confessions
“confessed” the beliefs of the
Reformers, and thus helped the
Calvinist community answer when
questioned about its faith.
In the third place, much of the
objection to catechism preaching,
and the support for the “free-text”

method alone, has come from those
who are influenced by the legacy of
Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones. A strong
expositional preacher, Lloyd-Jones
preached consistently through various
books of the Bible, in a ministry at
Westminster Chapel in London that
lasted some twenty-five years. His
sermons have become very popular
in their published form, and are often
referred to as being “true, scriptural”
preaching.
Without
minimizing
the
accomplishments of Dr. Lloyd-Jones,
one must yet be aware of his situation
and background. Lloyd-Jones was a
Congregationalist.
Congregational
churches have long been known for
their stance as independent churches,
much in the line of Brethren
Assemblies. They have little to do
with other Congregational churches,
and do not have the background
of unity under the Confessions as
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the Reformed Churches have. Thus
there is a major difference. Another
difference concerns the pastoral
situation of Dr. Lloyd-Jones. As is
pointed out above, he was the minister
at Westminster Chapel for twenty-five
years, and before that he had been the
associate minister for five years under
the previous minister, G. Campbell
Morgan. Lloyd- Jones did not have to
think about the possibility of shifting
every five years or so, and thus the
necessity of ensuring that within that
period the teaching of Scripture was
preached in a clear, understandable
way to the congregation. So he was
able to preach long series of expository
sermons through various books of the
Bible.
Thus the comment, “preach like

Lloyd-Jones and you’ll be right,” is
invalid. None of us can hope to be like
a Lloyd-Jones, or a John Stott, John
Chapman, or whomever. We must
be aware that we are members of the
Reformed Church. We’re members
of that church because we believe
it to be the closest to a truly biblical
position. Any harping after what is on
“the other side of the fence” has to be
measured in the light of the faith and
practice of our Reformed Churches.

Keeping Uniquely Reformed
Our confessional standards keep us
uniquely Reformed. They ensure that
we know why we are in our present
faith. Their faithful exposition must
be continued. Heretical teaching
invariably attacks the confessional
standards. Already in the late
16th century the Remonstrants
(Arminians) were opposed to

catechism preaching, and that trend
has continued, as can be seen, for
instance, in recent GKN renovations
of the Canons of Dort (i.e. Articles
6 and 15, together with paragraph 8
of the First Head of Doctrine being
made optional in the subscription
form for office bearers).
As Van Dellen and Monsma (in The
Church Order Commentary) point
out, “Catechism preaching is beyond
a doubt one of our strongholds.
Consequently we must guard it
against any and all dangers which
threaten its continuance or which may
help bring the custom into disfavor.”
The confessional standards illuminate
the central teaching of various parts
of Scripture by placing these truths in
the context of related Scripture. We
argue that “Scripture must be read
in the light of Scripture.” Catechism
preaching is the logical end-product
of this. Thus it is doctrinal teaching.
Doctrine as a word does not go
down too easily in many evangelical
churches today. But we all have a belief
in doctrine because we all believe in
something, even if it is only oneself. It
is impossible to avoid belief of some
form or other.
What catechism preaching involves is
the exposition of the biblical position,
known commonly as the Reformed
faith. In a world where there is
much shallow Christianity, and selfconceived, self-constructed delusions,
a thorough understanding of God’s
truth is very necessary. And not only
a more thorough knowledge results,
but also there is much comfort for
the believer. The confessions, at the
time of the Reformation, were useful
in times of stress. So too, now, we can
turn to these Confessions to reassure
us in times of difficulty.

The Richness of the Confessions
Ecclesiastes 1:9 tells us that “What
has been will be again, what has
been done will be done again; there
is nothing new under the sun.” What
we are experiencing in challenges to

the church now, has been experienced
before. The confessions are not timebound but hold scriptural principles
that are continually challenged, and
thus continually relevant. It is to be
pointed out, however, that several
of the emphases of the confessions
no longer continue to be relevant
to the different context that we now
live in (i.e. the strong emphasis on
the incorrect teaching of the Roman
Catholic Church, though still correct,
yet is not as important now as it was
then. There has also been a change
effected in recent versions of the
Westminster Confession as regards
the role of the magistrate and the
church).
In the modern Charismatic movement
the emphasis on the work of the Holy
Spirit has led to the detriment of
His relationship within the Trinity.
What is a better reply than the way
Lord’s Day 20 of the Heidelberger
summarizes the truth of Scripture?
In answer to the question, “What
do you believe concerning the Holy
Spirit?” it tells us, “Firstly, he, as well
as the Father and the Son, is eternal
God. Second, he 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.” There is a saying,
“Those who have not learned the
lessons of the past are condemned to
repeat them.”

Sermon Preparation
and Dangers
There are two extremes to be aware of in
the preparation of catechism sermons.
On the one hand, there is the danger
of complexity. That is, because of the
richness of scriptural support for each
part of the confessional statement, the
preacher may easily go above the head
of the ordinary congregation member.
The 1618–19 Synod of Dort already
pointed out that catechism sermons
should be brief and understandable
for the common people.

The other extreme is that of a
short talk, or explanation of the
confessional statements. It is vital that
the confession be understandable; yet
it must remain a sermon. It must be
seen as holding an important position
in Reformed church faith and life;
otherwise it is too easily demeaned
as either a primer in church doctrine,
or short lectures on a particular part
of church history. By either taking
the confessional statement from its
predesignated place according to the
church order, or by turning it into
a simple “talk,” the effect is one of
denigrating the confessional basis
that our Reformed churches stand
upon. Inevitably this leads to further
disregard and doubts concerning the
importance of the confessions.
Some may say, at this point, that
it is difficult to preach from the
confessional statements, as they are
such “dry, legalistic” documents.
Although the confessions may differ
in their formulation and language,
this is not a valid argument. The
Heidelberg Catechism, for instance,
is very warm and personal, and
lends itself well to preaching. Thus it
is no wonder that it has become the
confessional statement recommended
for preaching in both the Christian
Reformed Church in America and the
Australian Reformed Churches.

Is the Use of One Text
Alone Correct?
A word must be said at this point
regarding using a text to represent a
particular part of the confessional
statement. Thus the sermon that
is preached becomes a sermon on
that particular passage, with only a
reference being made to the relevant
aspect of the confessional statement,
rather than a sermon on that aspect
itself.

This is not confessional preaching.
Rather, this practice leads many
people to believe that a catechism
sermon is not a sermon on the
Word of God. It is also incorrect in
that a single Scripture reference is
used to represent an aspect of the
confessional statement that actually
covers several Bible passages. As Van
Dellen and Monsma point out, “If a
Minister desires to quote the Biblical
foundation for any given Lord’s Day
division, then he shall have to quote
a good many passages. And in some
instances the doctrine deduced is not
found in so many words in any Bible
passage, but is rather the legitimate
conclusion based on certain facts
clearly revealed.” We deem that it
is better, far better, for the minister
to quote and interpret Scripture in
the body of the sermon so that the
congregation feels instinctively that
the minister is really bringing them
God’s own Word.
Back in 1902 the Christian Reformed
Church Synod gave its churches this
warning:
With a view to dangers from without
that threaten sound doctrine, and in
consideration of the great need of, and
the very meager interest in the regular
development of dogmatical truths,
Synod emphasizes the time-honored
custom of catechism preaching, and
the Classes are urged to give proper
attention to this matter, that the
regular consideration of the catechism
may be observed.
Are we giving proper consideration to
this matter?

Rev. Sjirk Bajema is pastor of
the Reformed Church of Mangere
(RCNZ), South Auckland, New
Zealand.
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Two Ways to Write a Catechism Sermon

This article originally appeared in the
October 1987 issue of The Outlook.

Every pastor in the Christian
Reformed Church ordinarily each
Sunday must “preach the Word
as summarized in the Heidelberg
Catechism, following its sequence”
(Church Order, Article 54). Whether
every pastor does this is another
matter, a matter to be addressed
by the elders of the local church.
Ordinarily, then, each Christian
Reformed pastor every week goes to
his study with the goal of preparing
a so-called catechism sermon. He
reads the questions and answers listed
under a particular Lord’s Day; he
checks standard commentaries and
sermon helps in English (Z. Ursinus,
H. Hoeksema, J. K. Van Baalen, and
others) and, perhaps, in Dutch (B.
Holwerda, K. J. Popma, H. Veldman,
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and others); he takes brief notes and
organizes them into a rough outline
form. But, sooner or later, he must
decide on a Bible text. And that is
often the most difficult part.

works arising out of faith, conforming
to God’s law, performed for His glory,
and not being established on human
tradition? Obviously, no one Bible
text includes all of these items.

The Difficulty

The preacher, therefore, faces a
difficulty. And to resolve this difficulty,
this tension between a set of questions
and answers in the catechism and
what is found in a particular Scripture
text, the preacher will have to make a
crucial decision about his upcoming
sermon. Either he will have to stay
with the catechism answers and
develop his main points from them
(and bring in various Scriptures along
the way) or he will have to go with a
particular Bible text (and bring in the
catechism where it fits the exposition
of this text). These, then, are the two
main methods of writing a catechism
sermon. For the sake of identification,
let us refer to them as the catechism-

“Difficult?” you ask “How can it be
difficult for a preacher to decide on a
text? Especially when so many texts
are footnoted in the catechism’s own
answer?” The difficulty comes not
so much in finding an appropriate
text as in finding a text that “fits” the
particular questions and answers to be
considered in the catechism sermon.
For example, in writing a sermon
on Lord’s Day 33, dealing with daily
conversion and the nature of good
works, where is the preacher going
to find a text that speaks of all these
items in the same verse or in the same
place: the dying-away of the old self,
the coming to life of the new self, good

text method and the Scripture-text
method.1

The Catechism-text Method
When I refer to the one as the
“catechism-text method,” I do not
mean to say that this method does
not take the Scriptures into account.
All of us would agree that every
catechism answer is filled with
scriptural content and, in many
cases, quotes or refers directly to a
particular Bible text. So I do not mean
to play off the catechism against the
Bible. My labeling of these two main
methods concerns the starting point
of the sermon and the development
of the main points of the sermon
outline. Where does the pastor get
his main theme for his catechism
sermon? From a particular Lord’s Day
or particular answer within a Lord’s
Day? Or from a particular Bible text?
And how does the pastor decide
the main points of his sermon? By
looking at how the Bible text flows in
its logical or rhetorical development?
Or by checking the particular Lord’s
Day or a particular answer to one of
the questions within the catechism?
Let me give two examples to show
the differences between these two
methods of writing the catechism
sermon. Take question 86, part
of Lord’s Day 32, which basically
asks, “Why must we do good?” The
catechism answer may be divided into
three main points, each point giving
a reason for doing good works. We
ought to do good works: (1) for God’s
sake (to “show we are thankful to God
. . . and so that he may be praised”),
(2) for our own sake (“so that we may
be assured of our faith by its fruits”),
and (3) for others’ sakes (“so that
by our godly living our neighbors
may be won over to Christ”). So this
would be the sermon outline, using
the catechism-text method. (Perhaps
I have already violated the purest
form of the catechism-text method by
outlining a sermon based on only one
answer when Lord’s Day 32 actually

More and more of our
members are sifting
with their open Bibles
and notepads in hand,
waiting for the preacher
to expound God’s Word—
to explain it and to apply
it. They appreciate a
preacher who will lead
them carefully, word
by word and phrase by
phrase, through a verse or
group of verses.
contains two questions and answers.
A rigorously consistent use of the
catechism-text method would require
fifty-two sermons, each based on
one of the fifty-two Lord’s Days.) In
further expounding these three points
of his catechism sermon, constructed
according to the catechism-text
method, the pastor would draw upon
the various Scriptures footnoted in
answer 86.

The Scripture-text Method
Now take that same theme, namely,
the importance of doing good works,
and let us proceed from the Scripturetext method. To begin with, I know of
no Scripture text that lists in one place
all three of the catechism’s reasons for
doing good works. However, I can
find a text that mentions at least one
of the reasons. Take Matthew 5:14–
16, considered under the sermon
theme, “Christians Shine as Lights.”
Briefly scanning the text (without,
I must confess, having studied it
carefully or yet having preached on
it), a basic sermon outline emerges.
Focusing on light and how Christians
shine as light, the outline might take
shape as follows: (1) its nature (“you
are the light”—what is light?), (2) its
display (“cannot be hid” but is “put
on a stand”), and (3) its usefulness

(“gives light to all in the house”).
Or, if one is inclined to alliteration:
(1) its essence, (2) its exhibition, (3)
its effectiveness. (Of course, pure
Volbedian2 construction would
also require alliterative adjectives,
no matter how redundant: its pure
essence, its public exhibition, its
practical effectiveness.) As you can
readily see, this sermon begins with
the Scripture text and is developed
in harmony with the text. As a
catechism sermon on question and
answer 86, the preacher would pull
in the part of the catechism answer
that teaches that God is praised as we
perform good works. He might even
make reference to the fact, taught in
Matthew 5:16, that our good works
serve as a witness to our neighbors
(another fact noted in answer 86). But
in this sermon the preacher would
not mention how good works assure
us of the genuineness of our faith.
Why not? Simply because Jesus does
not address this matter in Matthew
5:14–16. That would have to wait for
another sermon, with another theme
based on another Bible text.
By this time, the differences between
the catechism-text method and the
Scripture-text method should be
quite obvious. The two methods offer
two different ways of writing the
catechism sermon, from the choosing
of a main theme to the logical or
rhetorical development of the sermon
outline.

Conclusions
Is the one method to be preferred
over the other? I can only give you
my personal preference. Having
tried both methods, I have come to
prefer the Scripture-text method.
Although the catechism-text method
may be the traditional method for the
construction of a catechism sermon,
the advantages of the Scripturetext method seem to outweigh the
strength of that particular tradition.
Having spent some years as a listener
of sermons before becoming a
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We preachers do not have a choice as
to whether we will write and preach
catechism sermons. We will. But we
do have a choice as to how we will
write those sermons. Every week we

1. These two methods, although labeled
somewhat differently, are found in
unpublished lecture notes by Dr. Carl
Kromminga as well as in a thesis written by
Rev. Paul Zylstra.
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Another advantage of the Scripturetext method, as I see it, is closely
related to the above. And this has to
do with those who listen to sermons.
Increasingly, I hear Christians saying
that they want sermons that stick to the
text, the Bible text. They will tolerate

must make a basic decision. Which
method will you use in writing your
sermon? And for those who do not
stand behind the pulpit but who sit
in the pew, which method will your
pastor use as he prepares next week’s
catechism sermon?

I

H

Another advantage of the Scripturetext method can be seen in a day in
which “sharing” from the pulpit often
replaces the authoritative preaching
of the Word of God. Many preachers
thrive on inserting so many of their
own personal opinions and anecdotes
within the sermon that the scriptural
content of the sermon, if ever there
was any, is not readily apparent to
the listener. In my opinion, using the
Scripture-text method will help to
guard against this kind of preaching.
As he prepares his sermon with strict
adherence to the Bible text, following
the words and phrases of a specific
verse, the preacher will be less likely to
get lost in the mists of personal opinion
and in the mire of shared feelings. Of
course, the preacher who is intent on
sharing opinions and feelings will do
it regardless of the method he uses in
writing his sermon! Yet, being forced
to stay as close as possible to the Bible
text should minimize “sharing” and
maximize true preaching.

and even appreciate references to
the catechism when such references
relate to the text, but many of them
are tired of preachers who do not refer
to their Bible text after it has been
read before the sermon begins. More
and more of our members are sifting
with their open Bibles and notepads
in hand, waiting for the preacher to
expound God’s Word—to explain
it and to apply it. They appreciate a
preacher who will lead them carefully,
word by word and phrase by phrase,
through a verse or group of verses.
For such listeners, and their number
is growing, the Scripture-text method
is the preferred method.

SI

preacher of sermons, I have found
that it is the rare preacher who can
consistently deliver high-quality
catechism sermons using the
catechism-text method. Although
there may be a few preachers who
have mastered this method, even
they will have difficulties with the
themes and outlines contained within
some of the Lord’s Days and some of
the answers. I am willing to admit
that perhaps the problem with the
catechism-text method is not so
much the method as the preacher.
But until the preacher learns how to
better use the catechism-text method,
he ought to stick with the Scripturetext method.

C
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Textual Catechism Preaching

This article first appeared in the October
1987 issue of The Outlook.

This suggested approach to catechism
preaching was prepared for some
seminary students and may interest
our readers. The Christian Reformed
Church Order states (Art. 54b) “At
one of the services each Lord’s Day,
the minister shall ordinarily preach
the Word as summarized in the
Heidelberg Catechism, following
its sequence.” This article both
reflects and maintains a practice
in Reformed churches that dates
back to Reformation times. Often
such preaching has been done by
simply explaining and applying the
catechism questions and answers,
sometimes with little or only passing
reference to the Bible passages that are
suggested as basis for the doctrines.
Some would even argue that this is
the “proper” method of preaching
the catechism. Today there are many
indications that the historic practice is
being neglected in spite of the church
order requirement, and the doctrines
expressed in the catechism and even
the idea of a “system” of doctrine are
being criticized and belittled.
In this situation the rightness and
necessity of preaching the gospel’s
doctrines must be maintained and
defended. God’s Word, the Bible, is not
merely a loose collection of books and
particular revelations. It conveys what
the apostle called “the whole counsel
of God” (Acts 20:27), including
everything profitable for Christian
faith and life (v. 20) or, as Peter
expressed it, “all things that pertain
unto life and godliness” (2 Peter
1:3). This revelation is characterized
by structure and order so that Paul

must instruct Timothy to “hold the
pattern of sound words which thou
hast heard from me, in faith and love
which is in Christ Jesus. That good
thing which was committed unto thee
guard through the Holy Spirit which
dwelleth in us” (2 Tim. 1:13–14), and
this trust he in turn must “commit . .
. to faithful men, who shall be able to
teach others also” (2:2). It is this trust
of “sound” or, literally, “healthful”
doctrine that the Christian church
through the centuries, under the
promised and given guidance of the

Holy Spirit (John 14:16, 17; 15:26,
27; 16:13, 14) sought to preserve,
teach, and defend in its creeds. Those
creeds are not, like the Bible, inspired,
and they are subject to critical study,
correction, and improvement, but as
we seek to be faithful to the Word of
God, we must hold to and learn from
these official creeds, not ignore or
disparage them. Although we, under
the guidance of Word and Spirit,
may see something somewhat more
clearly than our fathers did, we must

Rev. Peter
De Jong

hold, confess, and defend the same
unchanging truth of God stated in
the creeds.
Seeing the relationship of Bible and
creed in this way makes it appropriate
that we in our method of catechism
preaching try to make clear that these
are the Bible’s doctrines. That may
be done in various ways. Forty years
ago as a young minister recently
graduated from the seminary I
faced the problem of beginning this
catechism preaching. The situation

was peculiar, a little struggling
“orphan”
congregation,
seven
hundred miles from the nearest other
representative of the denomination,
vacant for two years, and rather critical
of such Christian Reformed ideas as
the Heidelberg Catechism. Having
plenty of questions of my own, I set
out to study each doctrine, seeking to
determine what biblical ground could
be found for it. (I worked through
and outlined most of Kuyper’s four
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volumes of E Voto, his collection of
writings on the catechism). Then in
preaching I sought Bible passages that
most directly and clearly presented
and applied each point of doctrine,
bringing in the church creed as simply
confessing that. Not only did this
approach meet the criticism, “You are
not preaching the Bible,” it also had
the positive advantages of showing
that what was being presented was not
merely a church tradition but God’s
Word, and showing from Scripture the
practical implications and application
of the Bible’s doctrine. The exercise
taught me (and I hope the people of
the congregation) to appreciate those
doctrines of the Bible. That approach
to the doctrines I have continued to
take in the succeeding four decades.
Does it have disadvantages? Perhaps
it does. Stressing the Bible text or texts
may tend to slight the system and
unity of the system of doctrine. That
“system” may, however, be pointed
out in the development of sermons
and even more in the teaching of the
catechism classes. Especially in our
day of criticisms of old traditions, we
need, like the Reformers, to go back
to and ground our and the churches’
faith in the Bible, God’s Word. Textual
preaching of doctrines is one of the
most forthright and effective ways of
doing that.

Eccles. 7:29.

Scripture Texts Used in Catechism
Preaching (1939–1980)

XIII: 1 Jn. 2:23; 4:9, 15; Ps. 2:7, 8; Heb.
4:14; Rm. 1:4–6; Mt. 22:41–45; 1 In.
5:20, 21; Gal. 4:4, 5; Acts 2:36; Rm.
14:8, 9; Phil. 2:11; Acts 22:8, 10; Lk.
6:46.

INTRODUCTION:
2 Tim. 1:13, 14; Tit. 1:9; 2 John 8–11; 2
Peter 1:12–16, 19–21; 2 Chron. 17:7–9.

IV: Rom. 1:18; Lk. 13:6–9; Rom. 2:2;
Ps. 5:4, 5, 6; Gal. 3:10; 6:7, 8; Nahum
1:2, 3; Lam. 118
V: Ps. 49:7–9, 15; Heb. 10:5–7, 9, 10;
Hos. 13:4; Jer. 23:6; Gen. 22:7, 8; Job
33:24.
VI: 1 Tim. 2:5, 6. Mt. 16:13–18; 22:41–
45; Rm. 1:1–5; 8:2–5; Phil. 2:5–7; Heb.
1:1–8; 2:14–18; 4:14–16; Mk. 12:35–37.
VII: 2 Tim. 3:14–17; Rm. 10:9; Eph.
2:8–10; Acts 16:30, 31; Lk. 19:41–44;
Heb. 11:7; Heb. 3:19–4:3; 1 Thess. 2:13.
VIII: Mt. 28:19–20; John 17:3; Eph.
2:18; Jude 20, 21; Tit. 3:4–7; 2 Cor.
13:14; 1 Cor. 6:11; Lk. 4:18, 19; 1 Pet.
1:2.
IX: John 14:6; Eccles. 12:1; Mt.
11:25–27; Ps. 24:1, 2; Rev. 4:11; Acts
17:24–31; Gal. 3:26; 4:4–7; Eph. 1:3, 5;
2:18; Lk. 10:21, 22; Gen. 1:1; Rev. 4:11;
John 1:12; 20:17; Mt. 6:26.

XXI: 54, 55: Mt. 16:18; Eph. 1:4, 11–13;
1 Pet. 1:2, 5; Jn. 10:16; Eph. 5:18,
27–29; Heb. 12:22–25; Rev. 21:9–27;
2 Thess. 2:13–17; Eph.4:1–16; Jn.
17:20–23; Mt. 12:30; Mk. 9:40; Rm. 1:6,
7; Philemon 4–7; Acts 2:44, 45.
XXI, 56: Eph. 1:7; 1 Jn. 4:10, 11; Heb.
10:17; Col. 1:14.
XXII: Phil. 1:21; 3:20, 21; Jn. 11:25, 26;
Rm. 8:23; Eph. 2:4–7; 1 Tim. 6:12, 19;
Rev. 22:1–5; Jn. 6:54.

XI: Mt. 1:21; Acts 4:12; 8:35; 10:43; Gal.
4:5; 1 Cor. 3:11.

XXV: Rm. 10:13–15; Jas. 1:8, 21, 22;
Jn. 6:44, 45; Acts 16:14, 15; 1 Cor. 1:21;
12:3; 1 Pet. 1:23; 2:1, 2; 1 Cor. 1:17; 2:2;
Acts 14:27; Rm. 10:17; Acts 2:37–42; 1
Cor. 12:3; Acts 16:14, 15; Jn. 3:5

XII: John 1:41; Acts 10:36–44; Ps.
110:1–4; Isa. 61:1–3; Lk. 4:18, 19; Acts
4:26–28; Acts 17:3; Rev. 17:14; Acts
3:22, 23; 1 Cor. 1:30. XII, 32: Acts
11:26; 26:28, 29; 1 Pet. 4:12–16; 1 Jn.
2:20.

I, 1: Phil. 1:21; Rom. 14:8, 9; 1 Cor.
6:19, 20; Ps. 16:5,6; Ps. 2:8; Acts 27:23,
24; 2 Cor. 1:5; Hos. 2:23.

XV: 1 Pet. 3:18; Isa. 53:4–6; Gal. 3:13,
14; 1 Pet. 2:24; Lk. 2:35.

I, 2:1 John 1:1–2:6; Ps. 106:4–6, 47;
Eph. 5:8.

XVI: 1 Cor. 15:3, 4; 1 Thess. 5:9, 10;
Mt. 12:38–41; Heb. 9:27, 28; Col. 1:20;
Heb. 2:14, 15; Mt. 20:28; Ps. 49:15.

II: Gal. 3:24; Rom. 3:20; 7:7; 2 Kings
22:8–14 (cf. 2 Chron. 34).

XVI, 44: Mt. 25:41; Gal. 3:13, 14; Ps.
16:19

II, 4: Mt. 22:37–40. II, 5;

XVII: Eph. 2:4–7; 1 Cor. 15:54–57; 1
Cor. 6:14; 15:17, 20; Phil. 3:10, 11; Eph.
1:18–20; Jn. 20:19, 20; Jn. 11:25; 1 Cor.
15:58.
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XX: Jn. 14:16–18; 15:26; 16:13–15; Lk.
24:48, 49; 1 Cor. 2:9–13; 3:16; Rm. 8:9.

XXIII: Rm. 5:1, 2; 3:21–26; Acts 13:38,
39; Gal. 2:16; 5:4; 3:10–14.

XIV: L, 1:35; Mt. 1:20–24; Gal. 4:4, 5;
Phil. 2:5–7.

III: Rom. 5:19. III, 6; Gen. 1:27, 31. III;

XIX: Mt. 26:64; Eph. 1:20–23; Rm.
8:34, 35; Acts 2:33, 35; XIX, 52: Mt.
16:27; Rev. 20:11–21:8; 22:12–15; 2
Thess. 1:6–9; Tit. 2:13; Mt. 25:31–34; 2
Pet. 3:8–13.

X: Mt. 6:28–32; Job 1:21; Gen. 45:4, 5,
7, 8; Ps. 103:13; Gen. 50:20; Ps. 121:36;
Deut. 8:3; Jonah 4:6–11; Isa. 10:5–27;
11:1–10.

LORD’S DAY

III, 7, 8; Eph. 2:3, 4; Rom. 7:21–25; Ps.
51:5

XVIII: Heb. 9:24; Ps. 68:18, 19, Eph.
4:8; Dan. 7:13, 14; Mk. 16:19, 20; Jn.
14:1–3; Heb. 6:19–20; Rev. 12:5; Lk.
24:51; Mt. 28:19; Jn. 16:5–7.

XXIV: Tit. 3:5, 7; 2:14; Lk. 19:17;
24–26; Eph. 2:8–10; 1 Cor. 3:11–15.

XXVI, XXVII: Mt. 28:19; Jn. 13:8; Acts
22:16; Tit. 3:4–7.
XXVII, 74: Gen. 17:7, 10; Acts 2:38, 39;
Gal. 3:29; Col. 2:11, 12; Mk. 10:13, 14;
Isa. 44:1–3; Rm. 3:1, 2.
XXVIII-XXX: 1 Cor. 11:23–26; 17–34;
1 Cor. 10:14–21; Mt. 26:26–29; Jn. 6:35;
2 Kings 18:4, 5; Heb. 10:10, 14.
XXXI: Mt. 16:19; 1 Cor. 5:4–7; 2 Thess.
3:14, 15; 1 Tim. 3:4, 5, 12; Tit. 1:13;
Acts 26:16–18.
XXXII: Rm. 12:1, 2; Jn. 3:3, 5; Jn.
15:1–11; Mt. 5:13–16; Lk. 1:74–75; Tit.
2:14; 1, 5; 3:8; Eph. 2:10; 1 Pet. 2:24, 25.
XXXIII: Col. 3:5–17; Acts 22:10; Rm.
6:1–11; Jn. 3:3; Lk. 15:11–25; Eph.
4:22–24; Isa. 55:7; Lk. 19:10.
XXXIII, 91-XXXIV, 93: Mt. 5:17–20;
Ps. 1:2; Rm. 8:3, 4; Heb. 10:16; Ps.
119:18.
XXXIV: Ex. 20:3; Mt. 22:37, 38; 1 Sam.

15:22, 23; 1 Jn. 5:20, 21.
XXXV: Ex. 20:4–6.
XXXVI, XXXVII: Ex. 20:7; Mt.
5:33–37.

Unite My Heart to Fear Your Name:
The Goal of the Elder (2)

XXXVIII:
Ex. 20:8–11; Mk.
2:28; Col. 2:16, 17; Heb. 4:9; Isa. 58:13,
14.

By Mr. Martin Nuiver

XXXIX: Ex. 20:12; Eph. 6:1–4; Eccles.
8:11; Pv. 6:23.

Students and Candidates for the Ministry

XL: Ex. 20:13; Gen. 9:6; Ps. 51:5–15; 1
Jn. 3:11–16.

In this article we will look at the practical application of articles
3–6 and appendices 1–3 of the URCNA Church Order by the
elders of the consistory. I hope that some of the issues here are
of help to other denominations as well. It is not my intent to
formulate a standard method for the supervision of students
and candidates for the ministry but to address the underlying
principles that should govern the decisions that are made and
the methods used. This is not a scholarly article or a commentary
on the church order. It is based on my experience gained in
dealing with these issues and my concern that this function of
the consistory be done thoroughly and in good order.

XLI: Ex. 20:14; Eph. 5:1–10; Mt.
19:4–6; Gen. 1:27, 28; 2:18–25; Gen.
39:9; Mt. 5:27, 28.
XLII: Ex. 20:15; Eph. 4:17–24, 28.
XLIII: Ex. 20:16; Eph. 4:15, 25; Col.
3:9, 10.
XLIV: Ex. 20:17; Rm. 7:7; Eph. 5:5.
XLIV, 114, 115: Jn. 3:3; Mt. 5:48; Heb.
12:14; 13:20, 21; Ps. 25:8–14; 119:33–
38; 1 Jn. 1:8, 3:9.
XLV, 116: Ps. 50:14, 15; 116:12, 13; 1
Thess. 5:16–18.
XLV, 117–119: Jn. 14:13, 14; 15:7, 16;
1 Kings 18:36, 37; Dan. 9:18, 19; 1 Jn.
5:14; Jn. 4:22–24; Lk. 18:11–14; Jas.
1:5–7; Mt. 6:5–15; Jn. 16:23, 24.
XLVI: Mt. 6:9.
XLVII: Mt. 6:9; Lk. 11:2.
XLVIII: Mt. 6:10; 16:18, 19; Mk.
10:13–16; Eph. 5:25–27; Lk. 11:2.
XLIX: Mt. 6:10.
L: Mt. 6:11.
LI: Mt. 6:12, 14, 15.
LII: Mt. 6:13; 2 Cor. 1:20.
CANONS OF DORDT
I: Eph. 1:3–6; 11–13; 1 Thess. 1:4; 2
Thess. 2:13–15; Rom. 8:28–34.
II: Jn. 10:11, 14, 15, 26–30.
III and IV: Eph. 2:4–5; Mt. 19:24–26;
Ezek. 36:1–14.
V: 2 Tim. 2:19; Jn. 10:27–30; 1 Peter
1:5; Jn. 6:36–40; 2 Peter 1:10, 11.

Rev. Peter DeJong (1915–
1999) was the editor of The
Outlook for many years. He
was a pastor in the CRC.

As in most things, how a process begins often has a lasting effect on all the
factors that lead to the finished work and the quality of that final result.
When a team of elders returns from a visit to a family in the congregation
with the report that a son or the father of the family has a desire to pursue
an internal call to the ministry, what should the elders do? What should
be our first thoughts and actions? Should we do anything? We should
certainly be joyful that this desire has been made evident in the man, but
our joy should be flavored immediately by the opportunity this affords
the local church as well as the responsibility that this will place on the
church and the elders in particular.
As should occur often in consistory meetings, earnest prayer should be
immediate and fervent. This is one event that certainly calls for it. The
amount of good church work that will need to be done and the time that
will need to be devoted to it is immense. Let us be clear. This is the work
of the elders, not the pastor, although he will be a necessary and valuable
resource. The man himself will have years of hard work and study to do.
Whether that work bears fruit and if a tool will be made to serve our
Lord’s kingdom rests with God, and He has entrusted it to the church and
to the elders. Beyond the local church, this aspect of the work affects the
federation or denomination as a whole as well. This should weigh heavily.
The local elders are the gatekeeper of the pulpits of the present and of the
future, and this work begins immediately, not after four years of college
and three years of seminary.
A couple of elders should immediately be tasked with a preliminary
interview with the man. This interview should begin with some questions
regarding the internal call. We often struggle with discerning the hearts of
those we shepherd, but the evidence of doctrine and life in the individual,
evidence we should already have as elders, will help guide us in the
process of determining whether or not this call is genuine. If the church
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is vacant or if an outside opinion
on the man would be helpful, this
is the time to involve a neighboring
ordained pastor to consult. Yes, quite
apart from the practical aspects such
as seminary choice and income that
we can examine, this issue needs to
be settled first of all, and it needs to
be a united decision of the eldership
that all feel confirmed in. Part of
this process involves considerations
of the wife and children if the man
is older, aspects of personality as
related to the age and maturity of the
man, educational background and
intellectual abilities, and many more.
Whether or not this man proceeds
in his course, as well as the timing
and manner, is up to you as elders.
This is where the responsibility to
God’s kingdom and the well-being of
His church, incumbent on the local
church elders, begins. You may need
to tell this man, in as pastoral and
loving a way as possible, that you do
not believe that this is God’s will for
him, that this is not the time yet and
we will see, or that the elders and he
should pray for further guidance and
clarity. This is difficult work, but it
is far better done at this point than
after years of study and emotional
investment.
There are key words in article 3 that
direct us as further. The first word is
competent. This is a great word, but
let us flesh it out. No one will deny
that academic ability is a facet of
this competence. A hallmark of our
Reformed polity has always been a
highly trained clergy. The knowledge
and skills needed to deal with the text
of Scripture in the original languages,
a comprehensive knowledge of
and ability to use our confessions
effectively from the pulpit and in
pastoral work, and so many other
skills and areas of knowledge must
be mastered. The elders will need to
monitor the academic progress of the
man in seminary, but at this stage you
need to deal first of all with the raw
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material. Are you men all convinced
that this individual will receive and
act on your guidance in these matters
in humility? If you feel this could be
difficult, how will he deal effectively
with his elders after his ordination?
Does he have a realistic sense of the
rigor of the study he will undertake
and the cost to his family?
Let us take this area of competence
and project it years from today. If this
man is sitting at your consistory room
table as your minister, how will it go?
If he is in the pulpit of your church
twice each Lord’s Day, how will it go?
If he is teaching the 11th and 12th grade
catechism class at your church, how
will it go? I do not expect the elders
to have a complete answer to these
questions at an initial interview with
a man, especially a young man, who
feels a call. So much change will occur
in that man during the years of study
that you will scarcely believe it, but
you must take this kind of ownership
of the process. If you feel there are
issues of the heart and spirit of this
man that give you pause, it is up to
you to control the situation so that a
tool well fashioned is the result, a tool
you would feel blessed to partner with
in ministry yourself.
A key phrase in the church order
addresses this: he “must evidence
genuine godliness.” We must use our
knowledge of the man’s doctrine and
life, but we much also ask pertinent
questions regarding the creeds and
confessions, our reformed distinctives,
such as covenant theology and the
primacy of the preached Word as a
means of grace, and the place of the
Word and sacraments in worship.
This becomes doubly important if
the man desires to come under the
supervision of the consistory under
article 5. Without a history in the
congregation as a member to look
back on, the elders need to be certain
that this man meets the criteria.
The consistory also “shall assume
supervision of all aspects of his
training, including his licensure

to exhort.” This word supervision,
though not the best choice, needs to be
defined, as it has been subject to many
interpretations. While it is possible
to exert too much supervision, we
must be more careful to avoid the
“out of sight, out of mind” problem. A
seminary student in most cases moves
away from his family and church
support system to pursue his studies.
Do not assume that the seminary
takes care of all of these things: a place
to live, finding a doctor or dentist, car
repair, a trustworthy babysitter, and
so many more. One could argue that
those who go to medical school or law
school have these same challenges at
a similar stage of life, but you are not
involved in their supervision in the
same way that you are in the case of
a seminary student. Self-reliance is a
useful trait, but as a supervisor, you
must be available. You must come
alongside of every aspect because you
are bringing him to the churches. He
is heavily responsible for learning his
craft through the study and practice
of ministry, but his success or failure
and his presentation to the churches
first as a licensed exhorter and then as
a candidate is up to you and reflects
on your church for good or ill. Budget
for and visit the seminary student and
his family at least twice a year, attend
classes and talk with the professors,
talk with his wife and children,
inquire about their material needs,
offer your input regarding internships
and preaching assignments, and ask
the seminarian to share his grades
with you and discuss his progress.
Due to privacy laws and certification
regulations, seminaries are not able
to share grades, concerns, or progress
reports with supervising elders. The
seminary cannot and will not do the
work of the elders. Discuss the choice
of seminary with the candidate.
Also discuss the recommended
requirements shown in appendix 1 of
the church order as well the contents
of candidacy and ordination exams.
These need to be addressed in the
seminary curriculum, or the elders

must supplement the seminary in
areas that are not studied.
The council of his home church
is also charged with “helping him
insure that his financial needs are
met.” Addressing this requirement
has taken on many forms within
the federation, ranging from ample
and complete financial provision to
a certain budgeted amount to only
requested benevolent help. In this
area the need for plain speaking is
vital between student and council.
Successful full-time seminary study
with the rigor described in appendix
1 of the church order does not allow
the man to earn any significant and
regular income. Our federation has
many small churches that do not have
the means to pay the entire cost for
the student and his family. In cases
where a council does not have the
ability or the willingness to obtain
funds from others churches within
their classis, sometimes the solution
has been for the candidate to transfer
his membership to a church with
adequate resources. I know what a
blessing a seminary student can be to
his home church, and the experience
of furthering the growth of the church
through this is a part of that blessing.
A fulsome concern for the future of
our churches on the part of every
congregation should result in a desire
to provide for the need. If each church
would allocate a budget amount that
it could handle or take a few special
offerings per year for those studying
at the seminary, and if churches with
a need would express this need, the
issue would disappear. I applaud
the classes that have taken an active
approach to this issue as well.
As the student under your supervision
enters his final year of seminary, the
elders should begin preparations for
the candidacy exam. It may seem
a small thing, but the student must
request the exam, and such a request
implies the desire to take it and
the confidence that the man feels
prepared. Article 4 and appendix 3 of

the church order describe the areas
that are covered in the exam and
the documents that are required. Of
these documents the first is, for the
elders, the most important: a letter
of recommendation from the elders.
That letter implies that the elders
know that this man is ready to go.
Stop and think before you blithely
have the clerk draft such a letter. By
this time you should know that the
man you sent has a genuine call and
bent for the ministry and that his
academic work has taken him to a
point that will lead to graduation and
the awarding of a Master of Divinity
degree. You should know that he is a
man who can look in the mirror and
see his strengths and weaknesses, that
he knows he still has much to learn,
and that he is humbled by the work he
feels called to. Ask yourselves again,
would I feel good about sharing the

responsibilities of ruling the church
with this man?
If you can go forward with confidence,
then do what you can to make sure
all will go well for your student. Do
have your own examination as elders
as a confirmation for yourselves of
his knowledge and ability. It will also
serve as an excellent dress rehearsal
and confidence-builder for him.
As a by-product, you will feel more
confident of your ability to serve as an
examiner in a future classis meeting.
The practice of elders participating in
exams has fallen off in the classes of
the URC, and this trend needs to be
changed.
The sermons that will be evaluated
as a part of the exam should come
to you early, and one of them, at
the very least, should be delivered
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in your presence. Be genuinely and
constructively critical of the content
and the delivery; be sure that all of
the essential elements are there; be
sure that the essential aspects of the
text are brought out effectively; check
the exegetical work that was done,
that the organization and sermon
points are apt, that enough time is
given to each point, that children are
addressed in the sermon, and that the
form that it takes is age-appropriate
in language and illustrations. Evaluate
them all carefully so that you can be
sure that those three sermons are
his best work. Do not just assume it.
Above all, do not just send them on
to the consistory that is doing the
evaluation for the exam under the
mistaken impression that this is their
work to do.
After the consistory has done its work
and is confident that the student is
prepared, make arrangements for
the exam at a classis meeting. Even
after all of this, your man will still
be apprehensive. Pray with and for
him, and pray for his wife as well.

She has invested much of herself
into this process, too. Stress is in the
air. Full support and the presence of
the entire consistory throughout the
entire exam are mandatory. At the
conclusion of all of the exam sections
the first decision is yours as his elders.
Has he sustained all the sections
of his exam? It is not for classis to
decide, but it is for you to decide.
Can you decide this if you were not
in attendance? Some in our churches
still believe and practice a mind-set
that the student is here to make his
own way in the world of ministry and
that the classis makes candidates for
the ministry. You, the elders, have
brought this man, and you have
brought him because you believe he
is ready. You have heard his answers
over a very full day or two days and
have decided that he has sustained
his exam and is ready for candidacy.
As you return to the meeting for
concurring advice, you need to
listen respectfully to the evaluating
comments made in executive session,
but you do not need to listen only. In

The Board of Coaldale Christian School invites immediate
applications for various positions in our school due to increasing
enrolment and a present shortage of qualified staff.
Preference will be given to applicants from a Reformed Christian background
with a Bachelor of Education degree who would be able to teach a variety of
subjects and/or grade levels. We encourage students graduating in 2014 to
submit letters of interest for further consideration. American and Canadian
students would be considered.
Coaldale Christian School offers grades Kindergarten to Grade 12 and
currently has a student body of 150. We anticipate significant growth over
the next several years D.V. resulting in an increased number of elementary
classes. Planning has also started on a new addition to our school building.

some cases you may need to clarify
or even to defend statements made
and deflect criticisms leveled at your
man. You may need to point out that
he is not a completed work. It would
be preferred, if you as elders feel that
some sections were not sustained, that
you would come from your meeting
with a decision that some areas were
sustained and others were not. You
would meet with your student and
explain your consistory’s decision and
report that decision to classis. Most
of the rules of classis procedure in
the URCNA allow for a partial exam
completion with rules about how and
when the missed section(s) can be
made up. This is a disappointment to
the student, but your support of him
will make all the difference.
There is much more that can be said
about this process, but the overriding
principles of taking ownership of
the process and the student from
the very beginning, being diligent in
supervising his studies and his home
life, and giving much attention to the
candidacy exam will prevent many
of the problems we see occurring.
The success of a man in the ministry,
especially in his first charge, is directly
proportional to the work done by
his consistory during his study and
candidacy.
I hope these comments are of benefit to
the churches, and I welcome feedback
on this and the other issues dealt with
in this series. You can contact me by
email at martin_nuiver@yahoo.com
In the next article, we will look at
the nature and practice of elder work
during a period of vacancy and in the
ministerial calling process.

To submit an application or to receive further information about our school
or about our area, please contact:
Mr. Erik de Boer, Board Chairman – 403-635-1041 – erik@itb.ca
Mr. Joop Harthoorn,
Principal – 403-345-4055
jjharthoorn@hotmail.com
Applications may be sent to:
Mr. Erik de Boer
Coaldale Christian School
2008 – 8 Street
Coaldale, Alberta
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all people, have forgotten what
happened when there was an exodus
from their former denomination
and they formed a new federation?
At the time that URC people left
their former denomination, it was
determined that the people and the
elders were not reading and keeping
abreast of developments in their
denomination and churches. In some
degree of ignorance, they were relying
completely on their denominational

leaders and the ministers for their
information. The elders also had
given up their responsibilities to the
denominational leaders and to their
ministers. The vast majority did not
use the various opportunities to read
and keep informed on the issues and
the various views and controversies
that were arising.

for Lack of Knowledge

T

The setting was Synod Nyack
2012 of the United Reformed
Churches in North America.
The Scripture that came to mind
was Hosea 4:6, “My people are
destroyed for lack of knowledge.”
This writer had the opportunity
of spending the week of Synod
Nyack representing the Board
of Reformed Fellowship, the
publisher of The
Outlook, manning
a display table.
There, a recurring
comment was heard
from a number of
the elder delegates
who stopped by the
display table. The
comment heard was
something like, “My
dad used to get The
Outlook,” and some
added, “But I don’t
have time to read
all the magazines I
already get.”
URC Look Backward
and a Question
The United Reformed
Churches as a federation
is still a teenager in
its years of existence.
Could it be that already
the URC membership
and its leaders, of

Hosea, Paul, and History
The prophet Hosea records for us
how God’s people had
completely
forsaken
their God. The priests
led the people astray and
even into terrible sins,
while they disregarded
the instructions of the
few faithful priests.
In Hosea 4:6 God
declares, “My people
are destroyed for lack of
knowledge.” God made
a similar declaration in
Isaiah 5:13: “Therefore
my people are gone into
captivity, because they
have no knowledge: and
their honorable men
are famished, and their
multitude dried up with
thirst.” The Israelites
once knew the truth,
but in the hardness of
their hearts they became
ignorant and forsook
those things and turned
aside.
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The apostle Paul continually reminds
and admonishes us to keep alert to
the spirits of the day that would take
us away from that which God has
revealed in His word. In 2 Timothy
2:15 he exhorts Timothy to “study
to show thyself approved unto God,
a workman that needeth not to be
ashamed, rightly dividing the word of
truth.”
Throughout history church leaders
and others have turned aside from
God’s Word and devised their own
interpretations. They have taken
many ignorant followers with them.
Among the broader Reformed
community of believers, even in our
day, there continue to arise various
interpretations that cause controversy.

Keeping Abreast of the Issues
Also among the Reformed community
are various publications dedicated to
the defense of the historic Reformed
faith. It is their purpose to defend the
Reformed faith and define various
controversies in light of the Reformed
confessions and creeds, grounded on
the Word of God. It is the expressed
purpose of The Outlook for example,
to advocate and propagate the
Reformed faith, to nurture those who
seek to live in obedience to it, to give
sharpened expression to it, to stimulate
the doctrinal sensitivity of those who
profess it, to promote the spiritual
welfare and purity of the Reformed
churches, and to encourage Christian
action. Yet, such publications find
their subscriptions on the decline

in our day. God’s people in the URC
might well find themselves being
destroyed for lack of knowledge.
Reformed Fellowship also offers a
variety of books and Bible study
materials in defense of the Reformed
faith. The board is encouraged by
the demand for such books and
materials and the response for new
materials being published. Some of
the excellent materials that once were
more in demand now show some
neglect, however.
For those who don’t have time or take
the time to read such publications as
The Outlook, what publications have
precedence for them? For some it
might be the professional or trade
magazine for their line of work. For
some it may be a sports or outdoor
magazine or an automotive magazine.
Like such magazines, Reformed
publications help us in our knowledge
and understanding of a particular
subject, in this case the Word of God
and the issues of the day.

The Primary Source of
Knowledge
The primary source of instruction,
of course, is the Bible. These other
means of gaining knowledge must
be in accord with that source.
Even the trusted publication of the
denomination from which many URC
members came eventually published
distorted and unbiblical information
as being in accord with the Word of
God. All other published materials
must be in accord with the Word

of God and are used to help us to
understand God’s Word more clearly.
“And that from a child thou hast
known the holy scriptures, which are
able to make thee wise unto salvation
through faith which is in Christ Jesus.
All scripture is given by inspiration
of God, and is profitable for doctrine,
for reproof, for correction, for
instruction in righteousness: That
the man of God may be perfect,
thoroughly furnished unto all good
works” (2 Tim. 3:15–17).
How many members in the URC
know, or avail themselves to know
what goes on at their classis meetings
and at the synods? How many
know what the issues are within the
Reformed churches? Do the elders
and deacons keep adequately abreast
of their federation and the issues
of the Reformed churches? History
repeats itself and has done so also
within the church. Let it not be said
some day that the URC is destroyed
for lack of knowledge.

Mr. Myron Rau
is a member of Covenant
URC in Kalamazoo, MI,
where he has served as elder,
and serves as President
of the Board of Reformed
Fellowship. He had served
as chapter representative
on the board of the former
CCMCRCNA.

Bavinck the Dogmatician:
The Nature and Punishment of Sin (2)

The “Essentials” of Sin
Within the context of his discussion
of the nature of sin as lawlessness, and
a kind of privation or defection from
the fullness of the life of the creature
in conformity to God’s will, Bavinck
identifies a number of characteristic
features or “essentials” of sin. First,
since sin is not a physical thing, a
part of the “stuff ” of creation, or a
metaphysical antithesis of the good,
it must be understood as an “ethicalspiritual” antithesis of the good.
According to Bavinck, it is “supremely
important” to regard sin as an “ethical
phenomenon” that only comes after,
and ever remains dependent upon
the prior existence of, what God
originally created good (RD 3.198). If
sin is granted an independent reality
and existence in relation to God and
his good creation, then it can neither
be overcome nor conquered through
God’s work of redemption.
Fallen angels and humans as
creatures are and remain good
and exist from moment to
moment only by, and in, and for
God. And just as sin is dependent
on the good in its origin and
existence, so it is in its operation
and struggle. It has power to do
anything only with and by means
of the power and gifts that are
God-given. Satan has therefore
correctly been called the ape of
God. When God builds a church,
Satan adds a chapel; over against
the true prophet, he raises up a
false prophet; over against the
Christ, he poses the Antichrist.
Even a band of robbers can
only exist if within its own
organization it respects the rules.
(RD 3.139)

Second, though sin has real power to
corrupt and ruin what God originally
created good, it never has the power to
“create” in the strict sense of the word,
calling something into existence out
of nothing. Nor does sin have the
power to destroy or annihilate what
God created. Neither Satan, the fallen
angels, nor human beings as sinners,
cease to be “creatures” in the proper
sense of the term. “What has changed
is not the substance, the matter, but
the form in which these [creaturely
powers, capacities and gifts] show
themselves, the direction in which
they function” (RD 3.139).
Third, even though sin has frightfully
deformed and changed the image
of God into a “caricature” of itself,
human beings retain the faculties and
powers with which they were created.
The image of God, at least in the sense
of the active conformity of human
life to God’s will in true knowledge,
righteousness, and holiness, has been
lost through the fall into sin. However,
all human beings remain subject to
the original requirement of the prefall covenant of works, namely, to
offer to God absolute and undivided
obedience. And this requirement
has been incorporated into the
covenant of grace in which the law
of the covenant of works “has been
completely fulfilled [by Christ] and
now still remains as a rule of gratitude
for believers” (RD 3.140).
Fourth, sin as a “privation” of the
good “deforms” the life of the creature,

Dr. Cornelis P.
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including human life. The deformity
of human life through sin is the result
of the creature’s departure from the
divine law. But such deformity does
not alter the nature of the creature.
Just as illness causes a body to become
sick, so sin alters and deforms human
life. And yet even the sickness of sin
does not change the “substance” of
human life as it was created by God.
Fifth, the moral law of God is the
only absolute standard or measure
for our knowledge of human sin
and disobedience. In the law of
God, we have a revelation of God
himself, a disclosure of the dictates
that flow from his essential holiness
and righteousness. Even though
it is possible for human beings to
be unaware of their sin (itself a
consequence of their sinfulness), the
objective reality of human sinfulness
is always uncovered through the
searching light of the revealed law of
God.
Sixth, sin can only “reside in a rational
creature. Irrational nature can suffer
the consequences of sin, but sin itself
can only occur in a being endowed
with intellect and will” (RD 3.142).
In order for creatures to obey or
to disobey, they must be creatures
of responsibility before God, able
to know and to will in conformity
with his holy law. Human beings
were created in the image of God,
and were endowed with intellect
and will. However, the biblical
doctrine of original sin requires the
acknowledgement that all human
beings have become pervasively
corrupted in all of their faculties,
desires, and passions. They not only
suppress the truth in unrighteousness
but they also have become incapable,
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because unwilling, to do what pleases
God.
And seventh, however much we
may know and say about sin, it must
ever remain a profound mystery and
enigma. “When all is said and done,
sin proves to be an incomprehensible
mystery. We know neither whence it
is nor what it is. It exists, but it has no
right to existence. It exists, but no one
can explain its origin. Sin itself came
into the world without motivations,
yet is the motivation for all human
thought and action. . . . It is the greatest
contradiction tolerated by God in his
creation, yet used by him in the way
of justice and righteousness as an
instrument for his glory” (RD 3.145).
At the conclusion of his treatment of
these different features of sin, Bavinck
notes that the New Testament “reveals
to us a kingdom (Basileia; Matt.
12:26; Mark 3:24; Luke 11:17–18)
of evil spirits, a kingdom that is the
antithesis of Christ and his kingdom”
(RD 3.146). The head of this kingdom
is Satan, the archenemy of God, who
is an “accuser” of God’s people and the
ruler of the principalities and powers
of darkness that are arrayed against
Christ and his kingdom. Although
there are similarities between the sin
and disobedience of the fallen angels
who comprise this kingdom of evil
and the sin and disobedience of the
human race, there are important
differences between them as well. The
Scriptures nowhere teach that God’s
love and grace in Christ are aimed
at the redemption and restoration of
these sinful creatures. Within God’s
good pleasure and choice, there
is no provision for their salvation
through the work of Christ, who
is the Mediator and covenant head
of the new humanity. In the Bible, a
clear distinction is drawn between
those (elect) angels who remain
obedient to God and those who fell
into sin and disobedience. Since the
fallen angels, including Satan, are
nowhere represented as constitutive
of a “single race” like the human race
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in Adam, they are likewise never
represented as being under either
the pre-fall “covenant of works” or
the post-fall “covenant of grace”
(RD 3.148). Though the sin of fallen
angels is similar in kind to the sin of
human beings‒in both cases sin is
fundamentally “lawlessness” or acting
contrary to the revealed law of God‒
the Scriptures provide no basis for
speaking of the redemption of these
angels from the consequences of
their sin and disobedience. Whereas
there is a broad “alliance” between all
creatures who are ethically responsible
to obey God (angels as well as human
beings who bear God’s image), there is
no direct link between God’s purposes
of redemption in Christ for his elect
people and his purposes for “nonelect” angels or fallen spirits.

The Diversity and
Development of Sin
One of the important aspects of the
biblical doctrine of sin has to do
with the question whether there is a
difference between various kinds of
sins, and whether we may speak of
the development of sin from lesser
to greater. Since there is an absolute
division between good and evil, and
since every sin is a transgression of the
holy law of God, there is a profound
sense in which all sin is equal. Because
the law of God “is an organism,” any
violation of the law is a violation of
the entire law (RD 3.149). Though we
may want to minimize the seriousness
of sin, any failure to do what God’s
law requires is a manifestation of
an unwillingness to consent to the
law in its entirety. Even as the law
of God makes an absolute claim on
us as creatures, so any disobedience
to the law represents a spirit of
rebellion and disobedience toward
God’s law as a whole. For this reason,
whatever differences may obtain
between different kinds of sins, these
differences are not between some sins
that are excusable or inconsequential
and others that are inexcusable and
consequential. All sin is inexcusable

and deadly in its consequence.
Nevertheless, Bavinck observes that
the Scriptures do offer a basis for
distinguishing between different
kinds of sins, and recognizing that
not all sins are “equal” in nature
and consequence. According to
biblical teaching, obedience is more
than an outward conformity to the
requirements of God’s law; the inner
disposition is more significant than
the outward deed. This is in part the
basis for a distinction in the law of
God between sins that are committed
“inadvertently,” out of ignorance or
weakness, and sins that are committed
“consciously
and
intentionally”
(to sin “with a high hand”; Lev. 4;
5; 22:14, etc.). Because the law of
God is the standard or measure of
sin, even inadvertent or ignorant
sins violate the law of God. But the
degree of knowledge and intention
does mitigate to some extent the
consequence or punishment that is
appropriate: the greater the knowledge
of and conscious intent to violate the
law of God, the greater the liability
to punishment. It is also important
to distinguish sins in respect to their
“object” or that to which they are
directed. Sins committed against the
requirements of the first table of the
law, which identifies the obligations
of love toward God, are more
serious than sins committed against
the second table of the law, which
identifies the requirements of love
toward others (RD 3.151). Sins also
vary in terms of such considerations
of the “circumstances” in which they
are committed, or of the “degree” to
which the offender gives in to the
allure of sin. For example, the sin of
theft by a poor person is different than
the sin of theft by a wealthy person
who is motivated solely by avarice. Or
the sin of lust, though a violation of
the seventh commandment, is lesser
in degree than the sin of lust that
includes the commission of the act
of adultery as well. The mystery and
enigma of sin does not prevent us,

according to Bavinck, from identifying
a “dynamic of development,” in which
particular sins originate “step-by-step
by suggestion, enjoyment, consent,
and execution” (RD 3.151).

Mortal and Venial Sins?
In the history of the church, the
diversity and development of sin has
given rise to a number of distinctions
between various kinds of sins. Among
these distinctions, there are sins of
“thought, word, and deed”; sins of
“omission” and “commission”; sins of
ignorance, weakness, and of the “high
hand”; sins that are called “cardinal”
or (seven) “deadly” sins, and the like.
These distinctions are often helpful,
and help to illumine scriptural
teaching. However, one common
distinction, which has played an
important role in the teaching of
the Roman Catholic Church, is the
distinction between “mortal” and
“venial” sins. In Bavinck’s estimation,
this distinction does not enjoy
the support of Scripture, tends to
diminish the seriousness of all sin,
and is inseparably and unhappily
linked to the practice of the sacrament
of penance.
The historic distinction between
“mortal” and “venial” sins originated
in the course of the development of
the doctrine of penance in the Roman
Catholic Church. Mortal sins are
offenses against the law of God in a
grave or important matter. Such sins
are committed intentionally and cause
their perpetrators to fall out of a state
of grace so that they become liable
to spiritual death. The only means
to restore the sinner who commits
mortal sin is the sacrament of
penance. By comparison or contrast,
venial sins are offenses against the
law of God in a minor matter, often
committed unintentionally, which
do not cause their perpetrators to
fall out of state of grace. As Bavinck
observes, venial sins include “an idle
word, overly boisterous laughter,
spontaneously
arising
desire,

outbursts of temper or anger, a very
small theft, and so on” (RD 3.153).
In the sacrament of penance, the
penitent sinner is required to confess
all mortal sin and seek reinstatement
into the communion of Christ and his
church through priestly absolution.
Venial sins are also to be confessed
to the extent possible, though it is
recognized that not all such offenses
are able to be known and confessed.
In his assessment of this distinction
and its role in the sacrament
of penance, Bavinck properly
observes that it ends up with “an
atomistic, casuistic, mechanical,
and materialistic assessment of sins
and their reparations, while keeping
the souls in a perpetual state of fear
about whether they have committed
a mortal sin, or inciting them to
frivolousness and indifference, since
the sins are usually of a very light kind
and easy to correct” (RD 3.155). The
only antidote to this distinction and its
consequences is a clear understanding
of the seriousness, even deadliness, of
all sin before God and of the gospel of
God’s amazing grace in Christ that is
able to cover all sins in his sight.

The Unpardonable Sin against
the Holy Spirit
Although Bavinck repudiates the
traditional distinction between mortal
and venial sins, he does recognize the
moment of truth that this distinction
improperly reflects. In the teaching
of Scripture, the diversity and
development of sin is most strikingly
expressed in the doctrine of the socalled “unpardonable” sin against
the Holy Spirit. Whereas God’s grace
is ordinarily sufficient to cover every
sin, it is possible to sin knowingly,
intentionally, and persistently against
the Spirit and grace of Christ in such
a way as to place oneself outside of
the wide reach of God’s unfathomable
grace.
We are taught by Jesus himself in
the Gospels (Matt. 12:31; Mark 3:29;
Luke 12:10) that “blasphemy against

the Holy Spirit” is a sin for which
there is no pardon. In the book of
Hebrews, we are also taught that it
is possible for those “who have once
been enlightened, and have tasted
the heavenly gift, and have shared
in the Holy Spirit,” to spurn, crucify,
and hold the Son of God up for
contempt (Heb. 6:4–6; 10:25–29). The
sin described in these passages is not
simply the sin of unbelief, refusing to
believe what the Holy Spirit reveals
in the Word of God. Nor is it simply
a general willingness to sin against
better knowledge or the gospel as
it has been revealed to the sinner.
According to Bavinck, the profile of
the sin described in these passages is as
follows: “It then consists in a conscious
and deliberate attribution of what has
been clearly perceived as God’s work
to the influence and activity of Satan,
that is, in a deliberate blaspheming of
the Holy Spirit, a defiant declaration
that the Holy Spirit is the spirit from
the abyss, that the truth is a lie, that
Christ is Satan himself ” (RD 3.156).
What is unique to this sin is that it
“rules out all remorse, scorches the
conscience shut, definitively hardens
the sinner, and in this way makes his
sins unpardonable” (RD 3.156).
The unpardonable sin is illustrative of
the sobering fact that sin can take the
form of acting against what the sinner
knows to be true, and persisting in
blatant unbelief and contempt for the
grace of God held out in the gospel.
While anyone who fears that he may
have committed this sin may rest
assured thereby that he has not done
so, the Scriptural teaching concerning
the unpardonable sin is a sobering
reminder that we dare not treat the
gracious promises of the gospel with
open contempt or scorn.
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