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MAKING THOUGHTS 
CAPTIVE TO CHRIST 

Norman Dejong 

About this time of the year, when we contemplate the 
excitement of starting another school year and wonder 
aloud how we are going to payoff the tuition account, 
the necessity of Christian schools again begins to nag us. 
Are Christian schools really worth the cost  of everything  that He  created. He knows 

This class ic passage is certainly worthy of 

Ifwe choose the other preposition, namely the "of" that 
"belongs to" God, we are asking a  far  broader question 
and one that may be more difficult to answer.  I am con
vinced that in this passage, the phrase " the knowledge 
of God" can and sho uld be defined both ways, address
ing then the questions of the knowledge about God and 
also the question about the knowledge that belongs to God. 
It is with the second question that we will concern our
selves primarily today. When we address this second 

question, about which knowledge belongs to Cod, we must 
confess at the outset that God obviously has knowledge 

of tuition? Is there enough difference be intimately every thing He has made, and 
thus has knowledge of everything. 

One of our first concerns therefore, about 
the knowledge belonging to God is its di

mension, or its boundaries. The Belgic Con

fession leads us to two very significant terms 
common to the Reformed faith: 

General revelation 

When we study the contents of either the 

Belgic Confession of Faith [11.] or the 

Westminster Confession ofFaith [1.1], we find 

that "We know God by two means: first, 

tween Christian and secular education to 
pay hundreds of dollars in tuition every 
month? 

In order to answer such questions w ith 
any sense of finality, we have to dig deeply 
again into fundamental questions about the 
character and the primary purposes of the 
Christian schools we have established. 
Oftentimes we tum to Proverbs 22:6 for 
answers and find the reminder to "Train a 
child in the way he should go, and when 
he is old he will not depart from it" (NIV). 

our attention and should continue to spur us on for many 
generations to come, but it is not the only text which 
should be used to justify Christian education. Let me 
suggest another that is not so transparent, but one that I 
think is rich with meaning and insight. 

In Paul's second letter to the church at Corinth, he de
fends his frequently controversial ministry with these 

words: 
We demolish arguments and every pretension that 

sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we 
take captive every thought to make it obedient to 
Christ (II Cor. 10,4b-5). 
When we take a look at this particular verse in the Bible, 

we can focus on anyone of the words or phrases that is 
used here by the Apostle Paul and, depending on which 
word or phrase we begin with, we could give quite a dif
ferent spin or twist to the intended meaning. If we had 
just come from one of those wreck-urn derbies at the 
COWlty fair, we might look at that phrase"demolish ar
guments" and conjure up all kinds of wild scenarios. That 
would be a mistake, however, because the NIV uses a 
"dynamic equivalency" here which has too many explo

sive cOIUlotations. Also, Paul would be extremely disap
pointed because we would be focusing on his methodol
ogy rather than on his message. 

THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD 

We would do better to start our probe w ith the phrase, 
"the knowledge of God," for we ought always to start 
and to end with God. The "knowledge of God" is diffi
cult enough to comprehend, for that little preposition "of" 
can mean either"about" or "belonging to." If we are talk
ing simply about the knowledge that we may have about 

God, we are going to limit our studies to the area of the
ology, which is defined as the "study about God." 

by the creation, preservation, and government of the 

universe; which is before our eyes as a most elegant book, 

wherein all creatures, great and small, are as so m any 

characters leading us to see clearly the invisible things of 

God..." (Belgic, Art. II). When we think of the magnitude 

of "general revelation," we are thinking of everything 

outside of the Bible itself. The entire universe, including 

the farthest stars, the largest trees, the tiniest insects, the 

prettiest flowers, and every thing or person that God has 

created, are part of that " general revelation." 

When we think of our school curriculum, we need to 
put all of the subjects, except Bible, w ithin that category. 

We then have to acknowledge that history, mathematics, 

physics, art, Spanish, bookkeeping, English, basketball, 

tennis and biology are all a part of "general revelation." 

None of our school subjects are outside that category. 

We also do well to remember that God's world, the vast 

universe which He created, is not a veil or mask designed 

to hide the Creator's power and majesty. On the contrary, 

"the heavens declare the glory of God; and the fi rma

ment shows His handiwork" (ps. 19:1). Everywhere we 

look in the world around us we see evidences that there 

is a mighty and marvelous Creator. The proofs for intel
ligent design are so numerous as to leave all of us totally 

without excuse! 
General revelation is not always the most easily un

derstood term, but it is so-called because it comes to ev

eryone, jus t through our being alive in God's world. God 

has revealed Himself this way from the start of human 

history. He actively discloses these aspects of Himself to 

everyone, whether that person be living in the inner city 

of Chicago, in the gutters of Calcutta, in the mountains 

of Peru, on the s treets of Palos Heights or on a farm in 

Iowa. 
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Special revelation 

OUf confession is very explici t in telling us that any, 
and all of the above categories of "general revelation; 
are sufficient to convince men that there is truly a God, 
and to leave them without excuse; "yet they are not suf
ficient to give that knowledge of God, and of His will, 
which is necessary unto salvation" (Westminster, I). In 
order to give that knowledge of God necessary unto sal
vation, God "makes Himself more clearly and fu lly 
known to us by His holy and divine Word, that is to say, 
as far as is necessary for us to know in this life, to His 
glory and our salvation" (Belgic, U). As a primary means 
of grace, God has chosen to give us His Word and to give 
us the abilities to read it, to translate it into hundreds of 
different languages, and to comprehend its meanings. 

But there is another way by which we have the "knowl
edge ofGod." Technically it is not separate from the above 
two categories, so we should think of it as one of the di
mensions of general revelation, on the grounds that it is 
a part of God s created order. It is contained within us, as 
the crown of creation, but is so special that we need to 
focus on it separately for a moment. 

One of the most amazing aspects of the way in which 
God has created us is in the fact that we are born with a 
conscience. We come into the world with "the law of God 
written on our hearts." From the day that we are born, 
we know right from wrong. We don't have to have our 
parents tell us that it is wrong to steal or wrong to punch 
our little sister or wrong to tell lies. We know when we 
do evil simply because God crealed us with that capac
ity. Adam and Eve were created with perfect righteous
ness and perfect holiness. They felt guilty as soon as they 
disobeyed God's commands, so they went off to hide 
themselves and to cover their nakedness with fig leaves. 

Even in the fallen world everyone is endowed with a 
conscience that condemns them, telling them that they 
ought to suffer for wrongs that they have done. "Con
science" comes from two words, "con" meaning "with," 
and "science" meaning "knowledge." We are created with 
knowledge of what is right and what is wrong. When we 
go against that knowledge, contrary to what we know is 
right, we suffer the pangs or jabs of that conscience, tell
ing us that we should not do thai again. 

THE SOURCE OF KNOWLEDGE 

We all have to recognize that there is a great deal of 
knowledge around us and available to us. We can take a 
look at our libraries ("media centers" is a more current 
term) and stand in awe of the millions of books that have 
been w ritten, of the hundreds of thousands of movies 
and videos that have been made, of the many software 
programs for our computers. Where does it all come 
from? 

Our secular culture has a variety of answers, many of 
which have come down to us through history. Some phi
losophers such as Immanuel Kant have argued that all 
knowledge is experielltial, that we can only come to know 
those things that we have experienced. He would even 
argue that we cannot know God, i.e., know about God, 
because He is not experiential; He is not in the category 
of the phenomenaL Others, like John Locke and Jean 
Jacques Rousseau, have argued. that all knowledge comes 
to us from our environment, that the material things of 
this world radiate knowledge from themselves and that 
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we are simply there as a passive sponge to absorb what 
we can. We have no conscience at birth, and no original 
sin, but only a blank slate or a tabula rasa! They claim 
that we are only what we become, what our environmen
tal influences make us to be. 

There are also vast numbers today who would like to 
have us believe that"science" is the source of knowledge. 
Only as we put our faith in "science," they claim, can we 
hope to increase our knowledge and someday come to a 
knowledge of the truth. Such belief is rank heresy and 
can be "demolished" (to borrow Paul's term) at the most 
fundamental level by pointin9, out that "science" is noth
ing more than a synonym for 'knowledge," thus leaving 
us with the indefensible hypothesis that knowledge is its 
own source, that it is self-generating. 

When the Bible talks about "the knowledge of God" 
though, it is talking about the knowledge that belongs to 
God and that comes from Him. It belongs to God because 
He is the source. All knowledge, whether that be the 
knowledge of arithmetic, or of biology, or of music, or of 
chemistry or any other study, comesIrom Him and from 
nowhere else. 

THE CHAMLTER OF KNOWLEDGE 

What we have to recognize from all of our foregOing 
discussion is that all knowledge is revelation. When we 
put all knowledge into the two categories of either gen
eral or special revelation, we have to focus on more than 
the two categories, on more than the distinctions between 
general and special revelation. We have to come to rec
ognize that everything is REVELATION! To make that 
claim is to admit that it does not originate in discovery 
or rational deduction or scientific experiment. U we read 
the conventional textbooks of teaching and learning 
theory, we would never get the impression from them 
that knowledge has anything to do with revelation. As a 
matter of conviction, they would refuse to allow such ter
minology into their textbooks, for "revelation" suggests 
strongly that knowledge comes, gift-fashion, from some
w here outside of ourselves. 

Learning theorists who give us conventional wisdom, 
are much more inclined to talk of knowledge in terms of 
"discovery" or II rational deduction" or IIscientific experi
ment." Knowledge, the secularist claims, is something 
that we acquire for ourselves. If we happen to possess 
any significant amounts, we and we alone should get aU 
of the credit. Autonomous man loves to claim, "I am the 
source of all wisdom. Look what I got for myself! Look 
how smart I am!" 

THE PRIMARY PURPOSEOF KNOWLEDGE 

We have learned long ago, in the language of the 
Weshllinster Shorter Catechism, that "the chief end of man 
is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever" (Q.l). God 
gives us knowledge, not so that we may puff out our 
chests and brag to the world about our IQ's, or that we 
may brag when we compete for the highest scholarships; 
but He gives us His knowledge so that we may know 
Him, glorify Him and enjoy Him forever. This world ex
ists for God's glory and not for ours. In the words of 
Herman Bavinck, "The purpose of God's revelation ac
cording to Scripture is this very thing: that man shall learn 
to know God, and hence may have eternal life" (The Doc

,,;'" ofGod, p.lS). 
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According to the Scriptures, "knowing God" is the ideal 
of the spiritual person, representing the fullness of a faith 
relationship that brings salvation and etemallife. The di
mensions of this knowledge are intellectual (knowing the 
truth about God, Deut. 7:9; Ps. 100:3); volitional (trusting, 
obeying and worshiping God); and moral (practicing jus
tiee and love and right behavior, JeT. 22:16; I John 4:7-8). 
Furthermore, the knowledge fostered by God's covenant 
with us is reciprocal, with affection on both sides: we know 
God as ours because He knows us as His Oehn 10:14; 
Gal. 4:9). 

THE STRATEGIES OF GOD'S ENEMIES 

We all know that the world is not a friend to grace and 
that there are enemies of God all around us. Claiming to 
be autonomous, that is, self-ruling, they set themselves 
up to take God's place. Not wanting to acknow ledge the 
sovereignty of God, they "suppress the truth in 
unrighteousness... " (Rom. 1:18). It is not a matter of the 
truth being sought but tmable to be found, bu t rather that 
people have the truth and know the truth, but deliber
ately suppress it so as to prevent it from being seen or 
heard. Anyone who has tried to have a spiritual truth 
published in the secular press knows how that "suppres
sion of truth" works. That which the Bible says "is clearly 
seen:' fallen humanity seeks to hinder and obstruct so 
that its influence cannot be felt. Because they "suppress 
the truth in unrighteousness," they are without excuse 
and will have to answer some day for their obstruction
is t tactics. 

The apostle Paul, who had his share of encounters with 
the enemies of the gospel, goes on to tell us: "They ex
changed the truth of God for a lie and worshiped and 
served created thin~s rather than the Creator" (Rom.l:25). 
A "lie" is a distortIOn or perversion of the truth and is 
attributable to the work of Satan rather than to the Holy 
Spirit. God gives us only true knowledge, but Satan takes 
and tw ists and distorts that knowledge in such a way 
that God is no longer given the credit or the glory. 

Whenever we think we can operate apart from God, or 
whenever we let Satan get control in our lives, we end 
up suppressing the truth and swallowing the lie. When
ever we think that we have acquired knowledge by our 
own ingenuity, we are giving credit to ourselves and tak
ing it away from God. That is idolatry, says Paul! When
ever we buy into the idea that knowledge comes as a re
sult of scientific activity, or that "science" is somehow 
the source of knowledge, we are making an idol out of 
science. We do the same if we think that truth is the dis
covery o r the product of human reason. Harsh though it 
may sound, we have to realize that religious honor can
not be given to any of God's creations without taking it 
away, in a disgraceful and sacrilegious manner, from God 
HimseU. 

THE OBLIGATIONS OF GOD'S CHILDREN 

In light of all the above, what are we as Christians sup
posed to do? What should our children, as students who 
are learning to find their way in this world, be taught to 
do? Borrowing again the language of Paul, "We demol
ish arguments and every pretension .... " Paul is remind
ing US here that the "wisdom of this world" is really fool
ishness in God's Sight. H e is also saying that the wisdom 

of men must be brought low, that the secular and atheis
tic answers of this world must be "demolished." That is 
s trong language, but we need to remem~ that the ~ng 

dam of Christ cannot be set up or estabhshed untIl we 
first tear down everything in the world that is in opposi
tion to it. Nothing is more opposed to the spiritual wis
dom of God than is the "wisdom of this world"; nothing 
is more at variance with the glory of God than is the hu
man attempt to put man on God's throne, to give man 
credi t for things that God gives to him. 

William Barclay gives us a translation of this passage 
that captures in contemporary language the thoughts that 
Paul was conveying. Barclay translates this, "Our cam
paign is such that we can destroy plausible fallacies ~d 
all the lofty-mindedness which raises itself up against 
the knowledge that God has given" (Letters, 1975, p. 238). 
To illustrate, let us take just one contemporary example 
of a thought or idea that has been raised up against the 
knowledge that God has given. I think of the very com
mon and passionately held assertion that the earth on 
which we live is millions or even billions of years old. 
The vast majority of Americans hold this to be a seU-evi
dent truth, even though the Bible, as God's sp~a l , ~o r

rective revelation, strongly suggests that we hve m a 
young earth. 

Paul says that weare to "take captive every thought. ..." 
At first such language may seem somewhat strange, but 
he is obviously continuing the theme of warfare sug
gested earlier. The term "captive" is borrowed from mili
tary fiFes and suggests that when we"demolish argu
ments' or tear down "every ~yetension t!'at sets its~U up 
against the knowledge ofGod' we are gomg to have Ideas 
or thoughts which must be taken captive. When we en
counter an idea like the ones about an Ifold earth/' we 
are to capture that thought and bring it in captiv.ity, t.o 
Jesus Christ w ho is the Captain of the Lord's army 10 thiS 
spiritual warfare. To put it s imply, w e have to come w ith 
that idea and measure it against the Word of God. Does 
it harmonize with Scripture, or does it contradict what 
God is saying in His Word? Can I find the idea o~ an earth 
that is billions and billions of years old to be m agree
ment with all of the genealOgies of Adam and of Jes,:,s 
Christ that are given for us in Genesis 5 and 11, or m 
I Chronicles 1, or in Matthew 1, or in Luke 3? 

In the work which we call Christian education, we are 
to take every thought and "make it obedient to Christ. ..." 
When we have taken ideas and measured them up against 
the standards of the Word of God, we cannot stop there 
if we find an apparent contradiction. in this spiritual battle 
for the souls of men there are to be no"draws" or"decla
rations of neutrality." We may not rest with such a con
flict. Because all knowledge belongs to God and comes 
from Him, we must make every thought obedient to Jesus 
Christ. We must recapture ideas and thoughts that have 
been pirated by the world and bring them back into cap
tivity to Christ. That is the task of Christian parents and 
Christian teachers and Christian school administrators 
and board members. We may never concede a square inch 
of God's world to the clutches of Satan, but must "de
molish arguments and every pretension tha t sets itself 
up against the knowledge of God, and take captive ev
ery thought to make it obedient to Christ." 

R ev. Nonna1r De long is pastor of Covenan t Church (OPC) 

in Palos Heights, fL. 

September 1995 



Obstacles to 
Cultivating Holiness 

Joel Beeke 

We are responsible for holiness. Whose fault is it but 

our own if we are not holy? As Ralph Erskine counsels, 

we need to implement the fight-Dr-flight attitude with re

gard to sinful temptations. And sometimes we simply 

need to heed Peter's plain injunction, "Dearly beloved, I 

beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, abstain from 

LAst month Dr. Beeke presented encouragements for cultivat

ing holiness. Now he discusses obstacles to the cultivating of

holiness. 

The cultivation of holiness w ill inevitably meet with 

numerous obstacles. Much impedes holi ,----

ness. Five common problems agamstwhich 

we need to be on guard are these: 

1. Our attitude to sin and life itself is prone to 

be more self-cen tered than God-centered. We are 

often more concerned about the conSe

quences of sin or victory over sin than about 

how our sins grieve God. Positive conse
quences and victory then wrongly become 

by-products of obedience and holiness. The 

cultivation of holiness necessitates hating 

sin as God hates sin. Holiness is not merely 

loving God and our neighbor; it also in

valves hatred. The hatred of sin is of the essence of holi

ness. Those who love God ha te sin (Prov. 8:36). We must 

cultivate an attitude of viewing sin as always being pre-

eminently against God (Ps. 51:4).S5 

Low and distorted views of sin reap low and distorted 

views of holiness. "Wrong views about holiness a re gen

eraUy traceable to wrong views abou t human corrup-

tion," J. C. Ryle asserted. " If a man does not realize the 

dangerous nature of his soul's diseases, you cannot won

der if he is content with false or imperfect remedies."S6 

Cultivating holiness demands a rejection of the pride of 

life and the lusts of the flesh as well as the prayer, "Give 

me the Single eye, Thy Name to glorify" (psalter 236, 

stanza 2). 

We fail when we do not consciously live with our pri

orities centered on God's Word, will and glory. In the 

words of the Scottish theolOgian, John Brown, "Holiness 

does not consist in mystic speculations, enthusiastic 

fervours, or uncommanded austerities; it consists in 

thinking as God thinks, and willing as God wills."57 

2. Ou r progress is hindered when we misunderstand "living 

by/ai/lE" (Gal. 2:20) to imply that 110 effort towards holiness is 
commanded of us. Sometimes we are even prone to can. 

sider human effort sinful or "fleshly." Bishop Ryle pro
vides us with a corrective here: 

Is it wise to proclaim in so bald, naked, and unquali

fied a way as many do, that the holiness of converted 

people is by faith only, and not at a ll by personal 

exertion? Is this according to the proportion ofGod's 
Word? I doubt it. That fai th in Christ is the root of all 
holiness no well·instructed Christian will ever think 

of denying. But surely the Scriptures teach us that in 

following holiness the true Christian needs personal 

fleshly lusts, which war against the soul" (1 Pet. 2:11). 

 Abstain-often it is that simple. 

If you have put off the old man and put on the new 

(Eph. 4:22-32), live accordingly (Col. 3:9-10). Mortify your 

-----, members (Le. unholy habits) and seek those 

things which are above (Col. 3:1-5)-not as 

a form of legalism, but as a repercussion of 

divine blessing (Col. 2:9-23).59 Make a cov

enant with your eyes and feet and hands 

to turn from iniquity Gob 31:1). Look the 

other way; walk the opposite way. Put away 

uncontrolled anger, gossip, and bitterness. 
Put sin to death (Rom. 8:13) by the blood of 

Christ. "Set faith at work on Christ for the 

killing of thy sin," wrote Owen, "and thou 

wilL. live to see thy lust dead at thy feet."60 

3. 011 the other ha1ld, we fail miserably whet! 

we take pride in our holiness and think that our exertions can 

somehow produce holiness apart fro m faith. From beginning 

to end holiness is the work of God and His free grace 

(Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 13). As Richard 

Sibbes maintained, "By grace we are what we are in jus

tification, and work what we work in sanctification."61 

Holiness is not partially God's work and partially our 

work. Holiness manufactured by our heart is not holi· 

ness after God's heart. All working out of the Christian 

life on our part is the fruit of God working in us and 

through us: "Work out your own salvation with fear and 

trembling, for it is God which worketh in you both to 

will and to do of his good pleasure" (phil 2:12-13). "The 
regenerate have a spiritual nature within that fits them 

for holy action, otherwise there would be no difference 

between them and the unregenerate," wrote A. W. Pink;62 

nevertheless, self-sanctification, strictly speaking, is non

existent.6J "We do good works, but not to merit by them 

(for what can we merit?); nay, we are beholden to God 

for the good works we do, and not he to us" (Belgic Con -

fession of Faith, Article 24). As Calvin explained, "Holi

ness is not a merit by which we can attain communion 

exertion and work as well as faith.58 
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with God, but a gift of Christ which enables us to cling to 

him and to follow him."i>' John Murray put it this way: 
"God's working in us is not suspended because we work, 

nor our working suspended because God works. Nei

ther is the relation strictly one of cooperation as if God 

did his part and we did ours.... God works in us and we 
also work. But the relation is that because God works we 

work."M 
And every virtue we possess, 

And every conquest won, 

And every thought of holiness, 

Are His alone. 



Kenneth Prior warns: "There is a subtle danger of 

speaking of sanctification as essentially coming from OUf 

own effort or initiative. We can unconsciously do this even 

while acknowledging our need for the power of the Holy 

Spirit, by making the operation of that power dependent 

upon our surrender and consecration," 66 

Our dependence on God for holiness ought to humble 

us. Holiness and humility are inseparable.67 Not least of 

what they have in common is that neither one recognizes 

itself. The most holy complain of their impurity; the most 

humble, of their pride. Those of us who are 

called to be teachers and examples of holi-

ness must beware of subtle and insidious 

pride working its way into our supposed 

holiness. 
Holiness is greatly impeded by any num-

ber of wrong views of holiness in its rela-
tion to humility; for  example:  (1)  As soon 
as we think, speak or act as if our own ho-  
liness  will  somehow suffice  us,  without being  clothed  

upon with Christ's humility, we are already enveloped  
by spiritual pride. (2) When we begin to feel complacent  
with our holiness, we may be sure we are far from both  

holiness and humility.  (3)  When sellabasement is lack-  
ing, holiness is lacking. (4) When selfabasement does not  
make us to flee to Christ and His holiness for refuge, ho-  
liness is lacking. (5)  Without a dependent life on Christ,  

we shall possess no holiness.  

4. Embracing unscriptural, erroneous views about holiness can 

greatly impede our holiness. The need  to  experience "the 

second blessing," an earnest search for our own special 

gift of the Spirit, or to exercise various charismatic gifts 

such as speaking in tongues or faith healing, and the ac-
ceptance of Jesus as Savior but not as Lordthese are 

but a few of the many erroneous interpretations of Scrip-

ture  that can skew  a  proper understanding of biblical 

holiness in our personal lives. 
Though addressing these issues lies beyond the scope 

of this article,  allow me  to quote three summary state-
ments.  Concerning  the  first  error  mentioned  above, 
H. Tronside quips: "Far from being ' the second blessing,' 
subsequent to justification, [holiness} isa work apart from 

which none ever would be saved." 68 Or, to put it another 
way:  It is not just  the second bleSSing  that  the believer 
needs, but he needs a second bleSSing, as wel1  as a third 

and fourth and fifthyes, he needs the continual bless-

ing of the Holy Spirit in order to progress in holiness so 
that Christ may increase and he may decrease Gn.  3:30). 

Concerning  the  second error mentioned above, Jolm 

Stott  wisely  comments  that "when Paul  wrote  to  the 
Corinthians that they were not lacking in spiritual gifts 
(1  Cor.  1:7),  he makes  it clear  that  the evidence of  the 
Spirit's fullness is not the exercise of His gifts (of which 

they had plenty), but the ripening of His fruit (of which 
they had little)."69 

And with  regard  to  the  third  error of separating the 
Savior from  His  lordship,  the Heidel berg Catechism pro-

vides a summary corrective in Question 30: "One of these 

two things must be  true,  that either Jesus  is not a com-
plete Savior or that they, who by a true faith receive this 
Savior, must find all things in Him necessary to their sal-
vation." 

5. We are prone to  shirk the battle of daily spiritual warfare. 

No one likes war. The believer is often blind himself to 
his real enemiesto a subtle Satan, to a tempting world, 
and especially to  the reality of his own ongoing pollu-

tion which Paul so poignantly expresses in Romans 7:14-

25. To be holy among the holy takes grace; 
to be holy among the unholy is great grace. 
Maintaining personal holiness in an unholy 

world, with a heart prone to backslide, ne-
cessitates a perpetual fight.  It will involve 
conflict, holy warfare, struggle against Sa-

tan, a battle between the flesh and the spirit 
(Gal. 5:17). A believer not only has peace of 
conscience, but also war within (Rom. 7:24 

"The cultivation 

ofholiness 
necessitates 

hating sin as
God lia tes sin." 

to 8:1). As Samuel Rutherford asserts, "The devil's war is 

better than  the  devil's peace."7ll  Hence  the remedies of 
Christ's holiness (Heb. 7:2528) and of His Spiritsupplied 

Christian armor (Eph.  6:1020)  are ignored at our periL 
True holiness must be pursued against the backdrop of 
an acute awareness of indwelling sin which continues to 
live in our hearts and to deceive our understanding. The 
holy man, unlike others, is never at peace with indwelling 
sin.  Though  he  may backslide  far,  he  will  again be 

humbled and ashamed because of his sin. 

THE JOY OF HOLINESS CULllVATED 

A holy life ought to be one of joy in the Lord, not nega-

tive drudgery (Neh. 8:10). The idea that holiness requires 
a  gloomy disposition is  a  tragic distortion of Scripture. 

On the contrary, Scripture asserts  that those who culti-

vate holiness experience true joy. Jesus said, "If ye keep 

my commandments, ye shall abide in my love; even as I 
have kept my Father's commandments, and abide in his 
love. These things have I spoken unto you that your joy 
might  remain  in you, and  that your joy might  be full" 
On. 15:1011). Those who are obedientwho are pursu-
ing holiness as a way of lifewill know the joy that flows 

from communion with God: a supreme joy,  an ongoing 
joy, an antiCipated joy. 

1. The supreme joy:fellowship with God. No greater joy can 
be had than communion with God.  "In thy  presence is 
fulness of joy"  (Ps. 16:10). True joy springs from God as 

bl  d  Ik·  f II  h·  ·th HI·m  When 
we are ena  e  to wa  In e  ows  Ip  WI  .  d 
we disfellowship ourselves from God by sin, we nee  to

d  "R 
return with penitential  prayer to  Him like Davi:  e-

2)  Th 
store unto me the joy of thy salvation"  (Ps. 51:1.  eh 
words Jesus spoke to the thief on the cross represent t  e 
chl·ef dell·ght of every child of God: "Today shalt thou be 

with me in paradise" (Lk.  23:43). 

2.  The ongoing joy: abiding assurance. True holiness obeys 
God, and obedience always trusts God. It believes, "And 
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we know that all things work together for good to them 
that love God" (Rom. 8:28)-even when it cannot be seen. 
Like faithful workers on a Persian carpet, who blindly 
hand up all colors of s trand to the overseer who works 
out the pattern above them, God's intimate saints are 
those who hand Him even the black strands He calls fo r, 
knowing that H is pa ttern will be perfect from above, not

withstanding the gnarled mess underneath. Do you too 
know this profound, childlike trust in believing the words 

ofJesus: "What I do thou knowest not now: but thou shalt 
know hereafter" an. 13:7)? That is ongoing, 

s tabili zing joy which surpasses under
standing. Holiness reaps joyous content
ment; " godliness with contentment is great 
gain" (1 Tim. 606). 

3. The anticipated joy: eternal, graciou.s reward. 

Jesus was motiva ted to endure His suffer
ings by anticipating the joy of His reward 
(Heb. 12:1-2). Believers too may look for

duties, in our calling, in conversation, in retirement, 

in our straits, in our enjoyments and in all that we do. 
Hwe are negligent on any occasion, we shall suffer by 
it; every mistake, every neglect is perilous.73 
Press on, true believer, in the uprooting of sin and the 

cultivation of holiness. Continue to fight the good fight 
of faith under the best of generals-Jesus Christ; w ith the 
best of internal advocates-the Holy Spiri t; by the best of 
assurances-the promises of God; for the best of results
everlasting glory. 

Have you been persuaded that cultivat

ing holiness is worth the price of saying 
"no" to sin and "yes" to God? Do you know 
the joy of walking in God's ways? The joy 

of experienCing Jesus' easy yoke and light 
burden? The joy of not belonging to your
self, but belonging to your "faithful Savior 
Jesus Christ," who makes you "sincerely 
willing and ready, henceforth, to live unto

ward to entering into the joy of their Lord as they pursue 
holiness throughout their lives in the s trength of Chris t. 
By grace, they may joyously antiCipate their eterna l re

ward: "Well done, thou good and faithful servant. . 
Enter thou into the joy of thy Lord" (Mt. 25:21, 23). As 
John Whitlock noted: "Here is the Chris tian's way and 
his end-his way is holiness, his end, happiness."71 

Holiness is its own reward, fo r everlasting glory is ho

liness perfected . "The souls of believers are at their death 
made perfect in holiness" (Westminster Shorter Catechism, 
Question 37). But also their bodies shall be raised im
mortal and incorruptible, perfect in holiness, complete 
in glorification (1 Cor. 15:49, 53). Finally, the believershall 
be what he has desired to be ever since his regeneration
perfectly holy in a triune God. He shall enter into the 

eternal g lory of Jesus Christ as a son of God and fellow
heir w ith Him (Phil. 3:20-21; Rom. 8:17). He sha ll fina lly 

be like Christ, holy and without blemish (Eph. 5:25-27), 
eternally magnifying and exalting the unfathomable 
bounties of God's sovereign grace. Truly, as Calvin s tated, 
" the thought of the great nobiIityGod has conferred. upon 
us ought to whet our desire fo r holiness."n 

CONCLUDING APPLICATION 

I once read of a miSSionary who had in his garden a 

shrub that bore poisonous leaves. At that time he had a 

child who was prone to put any thing within reach into 
his mouth. Naturally he dug the shrub out and threw it 
away. The shrub's roots, however, were very deep. Soon 

the shrub would sprout again. Repeatedly the mission
ary had to dig it out. There was no solution but to inspect 
the ground every day, and to dig up the shrub every time 
it surfaced. Indwelling sin is like that shrub. It needs con
stant uprooting. Our hea rts need continual mortification. 

As John Owen warns us: 
We must be exercising [mortification] everyday, and 
in every duty. Sin will not die, unless it be constantly 
weakened. Spare it, and it w ill heal its wounds, and 

recover its s trength. We must continually watch 
aga inst the operations of this principle of sin: in our 
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Him" (Heidelberg Catechism, Question I)? Are you holy? 

Thomas Brooks gives us sixteen marks on " how we shall 
know whether we have real holiness." It includes marks 
like these: The holy believer "admires the holiness of 

God... possesses diffusive holiness that spreads itself over 
head and heart, lip and life, inside and outside... stretches 
himself after higher degrees of holiness ... hates and de

tests all ungodliness and w ickedness.. . grieves over his 
own vileness and unholiness."74 

It is a daunting list, yet a Biblical one. No doubt we all 
fall far short, but the question remains: Are we striving 
for these marks of holiness? 

Perhaps you respond, "Who is sufficient for these 
things" (2 Cor. 6:16)? Paul's ready answer is, "Not that 
we are sufficient of ourselves to think anything as of our
selves; but our sufficiency is of God" (2 Cor. 3:5). "Would 

you be holy? .. Then you must begin with Christ .. .. Would 
you continue holy? Then abide in Christ . "~ " Holiness is 

not the way to Chris t; Christ is the way of holiness."76 
Outside of Chris t there is no holiness. Then every list of 
marks of holiness must condemn us to hell. Ultimately, 
of course, holiness is not a lis t; it is more than a list-it is 
a life, a life in Jesus Chris t. Holiness in believers proves 
that they are joined to Christ, for sanctified obedience is 

impossible without Him. But in Christ, the caU to holi
ness is within the context of sola gratia (grace alone) and 

sola fide (faith alone).""l! thou, LORD, shoulclest mark 
iniquities, 0 Lord, who shall stand? But there is forgive
ness with thee, that thou mayest be feared" (ps. 130:3-4). 

"Since Christ cannot be known apart from the sanctifi
cation of the Spirit," Calvin writes, "it follows that faith 
can in no w ise be separated from a devout disposition."18 

Christ, the Holy Spirit, the Word of Cod, holiness, grace 
and fa ith are inseparable. Make it your prayer: "Lord, 
grant that T might cultivate hol iness today-not out of 
merit, but out of gratitude, by Thy grace through faith in 

Christ Jesus. Sanctify me by the blood of Christ, the Spirit 
of Christ, and the Word ofCod." Pray with Robert Murray 
M'Cheyne, "Lord, make me as Holy as a pardoned sin
ner can be."79 

c 
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Peace at Any Price?   
Ian Groenendyk 

Popular words heard at the 1995 Synod of the CRC in 
the debate  for  womeninoffice  were:  "compromise, 
peace, tolerance, room for everyone, brothers, for the love 
or sake of the denomination, unity, no one wins, both are 
right, do not tear or unravel  the blanket." How honor-
able it all sounds, but does obedience to God's Word de-

mand peace at any price? Also,  how hol-

another on the back and say "Brother" or "Sister," doesn't 
guarantee that we are getting God's approval. 

Platitudes which were heard often in the debate, in an 
effort to substantiate women in office and promote com-
promise, were forms of the following: "It's only a matter 
of interpretation;  it  is not a salvation issue;  it's not con-
fessional." These are manmade statements and conclu-
sions, but they have been said so often and promoted so 
vigorously one almost expects  to find  them quoted  in 
Scripture. These are judgments of people and not God's 
evaluation concerning our obedience to Him. The major-
ity  report recommends:  " The synod urge the churches 
to recognize that this issue is not one of salvation .... "  In 
the majority  report observations we read:  "Taking into 
account that the issue is not a confessional one .... " Is that 
a  certainty that the issue of women in all  offices of  the 
church is  not a  confessional and!or salvation  issue?  If 
we are maligning the Word of God by Synod's decision 
and! or putting our desires before God and our obedi-
ence to Him, I am not so sure that it is not a confessional 
and! or salvation issue. King Saul disobeyed God's com-
mand to completely  destroy all  the Amalekites and all 
that belonged to  them. With the reasoning that some of 
our church leaders are using for  the womeninoffice is-
sue, obedience to this corrunand for Saul could also fall 
into  their  category  of  a  nonsalvation  and  noncon-
fessional  issue.  Even after King Saul gave his religious 
and pious sounding rationalization  for  not  following 
God's command completely, God didn't accept his alibi. 
These are Samuel's words to Saul: "For rebellion is like the 

sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry. Be

cause you have rejected the word of the Lord ... " (I Samuel 

15:23a). Our standard of judgment will  not be what we 

have said it is, but rather what our Judge said and meant. 
Obedience will be the criterion, not how we interpreted 
Scripture to allow the liberties we desired. 
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The debate would have made me feel much more com
fortable if the grea ter concern in the debate for 
women-in-office were for obedience rather than compro
mise. In the catechetical instruction I received in the CRC 
and in my Christian home and school training, I was 
taught that spiritual compromise always carries a cost 
and that peace, unity, majority opinion or love for our or 
any denomination are not reasons to compromise on 
Scripture. Besides, compromise really never satisfies ei
ther side. Why would a synod take the route of compro
mise the second time w hen it failed to bring peace by 
trying to compromise the first time in 1992? If a stand 
had been made one way or the other, at least, only one 
group would still be d issatisfied with the outcome. 

The tension involved with the decision w ill now come 
to the classis and local church which is even worse than 
trouble at synod. Synod lasts for two weeks, and every
one leaves again, but with classis and the local church, 
the conflict will be at home and among neighbors. 

If I understood one of the advisors to synod correctly, 
he felt he could now accept women in office with a clear 
conscience with one of his four reasons being that if a 
thing is heresy, when it is articulated, everything begins 
to unravel; therefore, he concluded it was not heresy. In 
my opinion, when one looks at the present state of a f
fairs in the CRC, that particular statement refutes his con
clusion more than supports it. 

Undoubtedly, the synod is not yet finished with the 
women's issue. According to the GR Press, June, 1995, 
the RCA synod, which has allowed women in all the of
fices of the church for a number of years, this yea r was 
approached by the Commission for Women accusing the 
church of exploiting women, calling it a sin, and s tating 
a need for the people to confess their sins for it. CRC 
Synod, you probably haven't heard the end of the mat
ter. Stay tuned! There is very likely more to come! 

Compromise and peace at any price by a synod, I be
lieve, is a dangerous road . Adam kept peace with Eve by 
not disagreeing about eating the fo rbidden fruit, but do 
you read of God commending Adam for avoiding a hus
band and w ife quarrel about it? God gave punishment 
and consequences for their disobedience to His command 
and not a medal of honor for tolerance, compromise and 
peace between each other. 

To illustrate: If a father gave a command or rule to his 
children, and after some ti me one of his children said to 
another: "Our father said that, but we are older and wiser 
now. I think he only intended that rule to be precisely 
obeyed at the time he gave it though it sounds like a per
manent rule. I don't think he would deprive us of using 
our teenage wisdom and gifts even though he did no t 
specifically delete the rule nor specify our right to do wha t 
I am suggesting. Dad likely didn' t foresee at the time our 
profound maturity and abilities of today though he knew 
the nature of children. Being a matter of interpretation, 
although he said it specifica lly, I feel it should be inter
pre ted relative to our present age and circumstances. 
Keep in mind that this is not an issue of love-we both 
love our father dearly. Don' t get me wrong-no way am 
I questioning his authority, nor am I any less desirous 
than you for doing what he wants. I ask you to agree 
with me on this point first of all before proceeding fur

ther. I value family peace and unity so much that I am 
even willing out of the goodness of my heart to lessen 
my demand and not take as much liberty with the inter
pretation of our beloved parent's command at this point 
if that will make you more comfortable and enable you 
to compromise with me so as to permit both of us to take 
much of the liberty which I am promoting." Finally, the 
one compromised and accepted the other's interpreta
tion for the sake of peace between them. If the father ex
pected the rule obeyed as given, when he became aware 
that his two offspring were practicing thei r agreed-upon 
circumvention of his rule, do you think the father would 

praise the compromising family member for his noble 
peace efforts, or would the parent hold both responsible 
for willful, rationalized disobedience with the legitimate 
question: "What did Tsay?" 

If we must err in interpretation regarding women in 
office, shouldn't we rather err in denying the demands 
of women and their supporters than to err by disobeying 
the author of the Bible? The following are some Biblical 
warnings which I believe are important to consider in 
this momentous decision to place women in all the of
fices of the church: 

I Corinthians 14:36-38 

(These verses immediately follow instruction con
cerning women in the church-verses 33-35) 
Did the Word of God originate with you? Or are you 
the only people it has reached? lfanybody thinks he is 

a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him acknowledge that 

what I am wri ting to you is the Lord's command. If he 

ignores this, he himself will be ignored. (Emphasis is 
mine jG.) 

Titus 2:3-5 

Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in 
the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to 
much wine, but to teach what is good. Then they can 
train the younger women to love their husbands and 
children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at 
home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, 
so that no one will malign the word ofGod. (Emphasis is 
mine )G.) 

Isaiah 3 tells of God's judgment on Jerusalem and Judah. 
I recommend the reading of the entire chapter, taking 
special note of verses 12 and 16a. 

Isaiah 3:12 and 16a 

Youths oppress my peoples, women rule over them. 

o my people, your guides lead you astray; they turn 
you from the path. (Emphasis is mine JG.) 

The Lord says, "The women of Zion are haughty.... " 

I Samuel 15:23a 
For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arro
gance like the evil of idolatry. Because you have 
rejected the Word of the Lord .... 

Should our goal be peace at any price? Count the cost! 

Imt Groetlendyk attended Dordt College for two years and 
completed her B.A. degree at Calvin College. She received her 

M. A. degree from MSU. She was a Orristian school teacher 

for twenty-seven yen rs. She is the wife of Rev. M arion 

Groenendyk and is a member of the First Zeeland eRe. 
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Let God be God 
Evangelical churches should beware of the 

mistakes of the mainline 
Frederica Mathewes-Green 

The book's title was The Power o/ Their Glory; its sub

head described Episcopalians as II America' a ruling class." 

The Episcopa l church was just one of several mainline 

denominations that rocketed in member

ion; this tended to drive the remaining faithful scamper

ing to the exits. 

Evangelicalism has stood firm for traditional morality, 

so it's not obvious how close it veers to the same preci

pice. But while solid doctrine is s till preached, in prac

tice some of evangelicalism is shot through with ambiva

lence about whether people a re baSically good or basi

cally fa llen. The former message defini tely has greater 

popula r appeal; when competing with a consumerist 

culture, we are tempted to offer consumer-tasty delights. 

O n Chris tian radio, rigorous Bible 

preaching alternates with fee l-good mes

sages about how much Jesus wants to com

fort us. Christian counseling ministries of

ferto put you in touch with your inner self; 

they fail to grasp that real contact with your

inner sell would drive you to your knees, 

horrified in abject repentan ce. Speakers 

simper about damaged sell-esteem, w hen 

sanctification unaVOidably entails esteem of 

self (pride) being trampled and killed, not 

just damaged. 
In our zeal to snare fretful, sell-centered 

Boomers we offer cozy, reassuring prom

ship, prominence and influence in the years 
after World War II. The horrors of war had 

been such a foretaste of hell that the follow

ing years saw an urgent search of security 
and stability. The church was there with 

doors open wide, and the pews were brim

full week after week. 

Today these mainline churches are some

times called "oldline" or even "sideline" 

church es. Massive bureaucracies to tte r, 

unsu pported by empty pews; enormous 
conventions grind out reams of resolutions; 

but with the exception of the more scan

dalous resolutions, most are ignored. The " ruling class" 

Episcopal church has lost a third of its membership in 

the last 30 years; Mormons and Muslims each outnum

ber Episcopalians handily. 

The '50s appeared to be a Golden Age for the church; 

how did it tum to dust so quickly? How can we avoid 

taking the same path? 

James Hitchcock, in his essay "What Went Wrong in 
the Fifties," asserts that even in the midst of the church's 

popularity boom, a "spiritual dry rot" had set in. Chris

tian belief was dissolving into a plaCid broth of feeling 

positive about others. The post-war world was whole

some and sunny; neighbors were generous and kind; 

there seemed nothing to repent about. Original Sin ap

peared to be a quaint doctrine, unnecessarily pessimis

tic. 

The religious films of the day echoed this. Hitchcock 

points out that "when 'faith' was invoked, it almost al

ways meant faith in humani ty." This "faith in human

ity," the optimistic expectation that people are basically 

good, is not a harmlessly pleasant companion phi loso

phy to Christianity. It takes an ax to the foundation of the 

faith. It makes salvation unnecessary: We' re good enough, 

pleasant enough, kind enough without it. The tortured, 

bloody figure on the cross becomes just a bit of embar

rassing overacting on God's part. 

If we're good enough without needing salvation, then 

churches have no purpose beside civic benevolence and 

fellowship fun. But too many other organizations can fi ll 

these needs better than the church; so many people found 

more pleasurable ways to spend Sunday morning. By the 

late '60s, mainline churches were fre tting about staying 

"relevant" and began echoing fashionably daring opin

ises that "God accepts you just the way you are." This is 

deceptive advertising; if you let Him in, He'll immedi

ately begin vigorously dismantling " just the way you 

are." A particularly lame praise chorus thanks the H oly 

Spirit because "you let me be me." 

The feel-good approach is just "fai th in humanity" re

heated. It is a miSguided attempt to reach people for Jesus 

by appealing to their self-centeredness and making God 

a servant to their egos. ("God is my shield and my but

ler," says the wag.) 

Not that it is an unsucessful approach . It appeals 

strongly to baby-boomers still seeking a substitute for 

adoring parents; now Jesus and I can spend wonderful 

hours just thinking about little me. C.S. Lewis had it right: 

People don't want a Fa ther in heaven-they want a 

Grand-fa ther in heaven w ho " likes to see the young 

people enjoying themselves." 

Christiani ty is not about God doting over humans. It is 

abou t humans coming to God, paying a ttention to God, 

serving Him in thei r lives. Worship is not about being 

entertained, or being healed and refreshed fo r the week 

ahead, and not even about building bonds of fe llowship. 

Worshi p is about adoring one w ho is holy and who is a 

consuming fire. We lose our petty selves to Him to be 

reborn as servants, not our ow n but bought with a price. 

If we forge t to let God be God, if we present a watered

d own, user-fri endly, self-esteem-building vers ion of 

Christianity, we may pack the pews. Our budgets may 

soar. We may have to build new gymnasiums and con

ference centers and increase the pasto ral s taff. Our 

churches may rise to the prominence and influence that 

the mainline churches had in the ' 50s. 

A few decades later, we may wonder where it all went. QJ 

Reprin tedfrom World magazine, 1194, wi th pennission . ! f::. 
---'-" September 1995 18 



Prohibiting the Free 
Exercise Thereof 

Cal Thomas 

The First Amendment got a thorough thrashing re-

cently when the Tenth Ci rcuit Court of Appeals issued a 
restraining order against West High School students in 
Salt Lake City. Its ruling was in response to a lawsuit by 
a s tudent and her parents demanding that 

the school's a capella choir not sing two tra-

ditional songs because they contained the 
words "Lord" and "God." 

The  s tudent,  16yearold  Rachel 

Bauchman, and her parents who are Jew-
ish, claimed in their lawsuit that the names 
" Lord"  and  "God"  refer  to  the  Christian 
God and, therefore,  the song constitutes a 
prayer,  which  violates  the  First Amend-

ment. 
At graduation ceremonies  recently,  the 

choir complied  with  the  court  order  by 

-
-

singing  an approved song, "Consecrate  the  Place  and 
Day." Perhaps school administrators should have looked 
up the definition of the word"consecrate" before allow-

ing  the choir  to  sing  this  dangerous  song.  Consecrate 
means "to induct a person into a permanent office with a 

religious rite; especially to ordain to the office of bishop; 
to make or declare sacred; especially to devote irrevoca-
bly to the worship of God by a solenm ceremony." 

Undeterred by the court's contempt for religion, gradu-
ating senior William Badger got up on stage and invited 
the choir and audience to sing one of the songs, "Friends," 

that  had been  banned  by  the  court.  The  lyrics  include 
"Friends are  friends  forever  if  the Lord's  the Lord of 
them." The other banned song contained the lyric, "The 
Lord bless you and keep you," a verse from the Old Tes-
tament.  It is  hard  to  believe  that a  court 

protected by the First Amendment." She called the court 
ban on the graduation songs "blatant intolerance." 

If the  courts  believe references  to  "God" and "Lord" 

are unconstitutional, no public school s tudent will be able 
to perform most of the choral works of Handel, Bach and 
Beethoven.  Taken  further,  they  won't be able  to study 

many of the greatest paintings in history  that have reli-

gious  themes.  But  they  will,  of course,  be able  to  read 
books assigned to them which speak of God in blasphe-
mous  terms. When students and parents complain they 

are being forcefed antireligious sentiments, 

they are met with the mantra of the pagan 
left, that this is the price we must pay for a 

healthy First Amendment. 
This  won't be  the end of  the  matter at

West High.  The administration is going to 

study a  videotape of the ceremony to de-
termine which of the students sang the for-
bidden  words.  They  can't do  anything 

about graduating seniors,  but underclass-
men will be interrogated and could be sub
ject  to punishment, induding forced com
munity service. George Orwell's " thought
police" haven't been defeated. They've mi-

grated from the Soviet Union to America. 
As  the  secularization of our culture  continues,  one 

wonders why people with religious sensibilities continue 

to  put up with it.  If they separated themselves from the 
system that is trying to gut what remains of the found a-
tional principles on which the country was built (includ-

ing  free exercise of religion),  and  put  their  children  in 
private schools or taught them at home, not only would 
the students be better off, it would force the government 

schools to shape up or shut down. 
Perhaps next year's  graduating  class  at West  High 

should sing George Harrison's song  in which he  refers 
to his drug of choice as " my sweet Lord." Wouldn' t that 

throw the courts into a  tizzy? 

Los Angeles Times Syndicate would consider a  reference  to "God" and 

"Lord" a Christian reference when the Jew-  
ish prophets, including Moses, repeatedly   
referred to God by these names.   

What happened next is as tounding. 
West High School principal,  Bill  Boston,   

tried  to  s ile nce  the  crowd.  Badger  was   

phYSically removed from the stage by a staff   
member and not allowed  to receive his di-   

ploma during the ceremony.   
Outraged  parents castigated  the school   

from the audience and in the newspapers. Sally Brinton,   
the mother of a 16yearold s tudent, said her family had   

3'  just returned from Beijing and she was s tunned  to learn 
([)  this  was happening  in  the  United States.  "We say  the 
o  Pledge of Allegiance to the fla g," she said, noting that it 
~ includes "one nation under God,"  which,  she  said,  " is 

~ 
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Expulsion - A Door of 
Opportunity 

Charles Krahe 

On March 7, 1995, the North Grand Rapids Ciassis of 

the Reformed Church in America voted "to remove the 

Seventh Reformed Church, its property and assets" from 

the classis and thus also from the Reformed Church in 

to concern ourselves w ith the foolishness

of the Reformed Church in America which 

is so rapidly selling its birthright for a mess 

of pottage. We need have no ill will towards

our former denomination. We can pray for

its genuine welfare and revival s till. At the

same time, we do not have to apologize fo r 

its errors. We leave it behind us. We will 

not return to it again unless it repents and

changes, but our v ision is for the future. We

will not return again to the controversies

of the pas t.

In the exercise of our new freedom we

will rededicate ourselves to the task of pro

America (RCA). The crisis was precipitated 

by the General Synod 1993 which required 

congregations to subscribe for the denomi· 

nationa l periodical, The Church Herald, 

which was thoroughly pervaded by the 

now prevailing new doctrines of denomi

national leaders. The synod further re

quired the congregations to make certain 

contributions to the theolOgical seminaries 

which are thoroughly controlled by liberal 

and feminis t teachers. Seventh refused to 

accept this new legislation as an innovation 

which, in fact and in spirit, was contrary to 

the constitution of the church as it had always previously 

been understood. Complaints from many classes to the 

Genera l Synod of 1994 along the lines of Seventh's con

cerns were summarily dismissed, and Seventh's dassis 

(illegally, as we believe) was denied voting rights in the 

General Synod because of the shortfall in its payments 

resulting from Seventh's adamant refusal to pay fo r things 

to which it had conscientious objection. Expulsion of 

Seventh Reformed Church by the North Grand Rapids 

Classis on March 7 was the result. 

Some reflections on this event deserve to be commemo

rated in the annals of the Seventh Reformed Church of 

Grand Rapids, MI as a day in which our sovereign God 

has g raCiously opened to us a door of oppor tunity 

through which we may enter into a new period of growth 

and service, and all to His glory. 

We acknowledge, first of all, that it has 

been by His providential government of our 

affairs that we were set free from the petty 

ecclesias tical tyranny w hich has long em

barrassed and hindered us. We d id not ini

tiate a schism in the church of our Lord 

Jesus Christ in achieving this freedom. It 

was given to us by the hand of men who 

themselves had forgotten their heritage and 

simply could no longer deal with a church 

which s till treasured it. 

"We hope and 

pray for the 

elllergellce ... of 
all Evangelical 

Refonlled 
Church ... " 

Our new freedom is to be treasured and used wisely in 

accordance with the Word of God (Galatians 5:1). We have 

lost nothing in the process. We are still the Seventh Re

formed Church standing firmly on the infallible Word of 

our God. Our heritage in the fa ith of our fathers, in the 

Dutch Reformed Church both in Europe and on this con

tinent, and in our own blessed history remains. Every

thing is today as it was yesterday. Our local church, its 

properties and assets, its officers and government, its wor

ship and its program s of service and outreach simply 

continue, and w ill continue and expand as the years go 

by. No substantial changes should be expected by our 

members or by those who observe our progress from 

without. 

Our new freedom represents a remarkable opportunity 

fo r us to go on with the great business of preaching and 

teaching the pure gospel of God's grace without having 

claiming the gospel in accordance with our historic stan

dards, improving our local work, and seeking to spread 

our testimony by word and deed. We will encourage the 

raising up of ministers trained in institutions of which 

we can approve wholeheartedly. We will continue to sup

port institutions, programs and missionary endeavors 

which are Biblically and theolOgically sound. 

In the exercise of our new freedom we will join hands 

w ith others of like mind. We hope and pray for the emer

gence, on this continent, of an Evangelical Reformed 

Church which will be firmly based on the tes timony of 

our forefathers and which will gratefully include all the 

good things which the various branches of the Reformed 

Church have gathered up through the years. We will, of 

course, never ally ourselves to any group 

which threatens the basic automony of the 

local church in governing itself and in own

ing its own property. In the meantime, al

though our ministers may hold member

ship in an ecclesiastical body of their own 

choosing, we shall pursue our own way 

under our own consistory as elected by our 

own people under the supreme govern

ment of the only Head of the Church, Jesus 

Christ, to whom has been given all power 

in heaven and on earth. 
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An RCA Church In church body distinct from the mother Church, but other

wise like it in every respect. This separate body called 

itself the Dutch Reformed Church, or the Reformed Prot

estant Dutch Church in North America. Only in 1867 did 

it adopt its present name, the Reformed Church in 

America. It was a continuation of the ancient Reforma-

tion Church of the mother country in another place. 

This continuity, of necessity, brought about in the RCA 

a certain decentralization of church government, with a 

large amount of autonomy falling to the local con grega

Relation To The Alliance 
Charles Krahe 

I am now a member of an orphan church. 

I refer to the Seventh Reformed Church of Grand Rap-

ids, of which I was once the pastor, and to which I now 

belong under the excellent pastoral leadership of my sue-

cessor, the Rev. Dr. John R de Witt. 

On March 7,1995, our classis, the Torth 

Grand Rapids Oassis of the Reformed 

Church inAme:rica (RCA), expelled our 10-

cal church for its refusal to make certain 

supposedly " required" payments assessed 

upon it by the General Synod of 1994 for 

purposes which our church deems unwor-

thy and contrary to Scripture and our his-

toric confessional standards. 

I am now a member of an orphan church, 

unceremoniously shoved out the door by 

an unsympathetic spiritual mother. Into 

what new relationship shall we now enter? We have been 

observers at the meetings of the Alliance of Reformed 

Churches. Ought we now cast in our lot with the mem-

bers of the Alliance who seem to be on the way to a new 

federation or denomina tion among the already existing 

Reformed denominations? 

tions, with fairly strong classes and weak 

synods. The churches in the Netherlands 

had been governed like that. The General 

Synod, for example, did not meet for cen

turies after the Synod of Dart. Local pre-

rogatives and peculiarities were always 

jealously asserted in the church: different 

forms of worship, different psalters, and 

even distinct emphases in theology. 

Throughout the 17th and 18th Centuries, 

for example, the schools of Cocceius and 

of Voetius were at loggerheads with each 

other, and the fathers of the Second Refor

mation were at work, strongly influenced 

by English and Scottish Puritanism, without fracturing 

the unity of the one Dutch Reformed Church. This situa

tion prevailed on a lesser scale in North America until 

the "pietistic" emphases of the Rev. T. J. Frelinghuysen, a 

friend and co-worker of George Whitfield in the Great 

An easy affirmative answer to this question might be

given were it not for the fact that most of the members of 

the Alliance are from the Ouistian Reformed Church 

(CRq and seem (we suspect, perhaps wrongly) bent on 

recreating that denomination in one form or other, and 

have little knowledge of o r concern for the peculia rities 

of those of us who were for so many years a part of the 

RCA. 

The Reformed Church in America has had a continu-

 Awakening, began to win the day Simultaneously with 

the independence of the Church. 

After the American Revolution, as the English language 

displaced the Dutch in the "Dutch Church," the theol

ogy of the Second Great Awakening, derived from a 

merger of New England Puritanism and Scottish Calvin

ism, which took on classic form in "Old Princeton," be

came characteristic of the church. Sunday Schools were 

organized. The churches enjoyed "seasons of refreshing 

OtiS 

other church body, nor sought to form a 

purer church. It is simply the historic Dutch 

Reformed Church which arose in the Keth-

erlands despite the most violent persecu-

tion of the Spanish armies and the Inquisi-

tion in the 16th Century, and which com-

mitted itself finally to a Calvinist doctrinal 

position in the National Synod of Dart 

(Dordrecht) of 1618-19. Members of that 

great church were the majority among the 

colonists who founded New Netherlands 

and the City of New Amsterdam (now New 

York) and organized a church there in 1628. 

It was enrolled in the Classis of Amsterdam, 

history and has never seceded from any _____..;; o,;;;;,,;; b,;;ve," or revivals, new churches were organizedfc.;; ffi a,;;o.;,; 

on the frontier, and missionaries were sent 

out to India, China and Japan. This was the 

small, but li vely evangelical Calvinistic 

church discovered by Van Raalte and the 

new immigrants of the late 1840's and 

thereafter on their way to Michigan, Illinois, 

Wisconsin and Iowa. Van Raalte had been 

a Seceder in the Netherlands, being grieved 

by the new state-related, centralized govern-

ment that had been imposed on the Dutch 

Reformed Church by King William I in 1816. 

But not all the Seceders were of the same 

mind, as the division of the Seceder Church 

in the 1890's at the time of the merger of 

to which it and the other churches which derived from it part of it with Kuyper's people was to prove. All were 

orthodox, but some were more interested in personal pi

ety, while other were zealous for all the fine points of 

scholastic Calvinism. Van Raalte clearly belonged to the 

belonged until the American Revolution At that time the 

Classis of Amsterdam gave the churches in North 

America the right to organize themselves into a separate 
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former group and saw no barrier to the union of his 

people with the Reformed Church in America which rep-
resented to him all  that he knew of the "old"  Dutch Re-

formed Church  prior  to  the French Revolution and  the 
reorganization of the church under the new Kingdom of 
the Netherlands. Some of his fellowpioneers, however, 

were not of his mind and in 1857 they left the RCA again 
to establish what is now the Christian Reformed Church. 

This difference of emphasis is most clearly seen in the 
events of 1881 and the following years, when a group of 
ministers and their followers  in the RCA,  ....____ 

inspired  (it seems)  by  the  worldandlife 
views of Kuyper and  the Free University 
founded by him in Amsterdam, demanded 

that the RCA's General Synod ban all Free-
masons  from  membership  in  the church 

wi thout exception. The General Synod re-
fused,  not  because  of  sympathy for  the 
Masonic Brotherhood,  but  rather on  the 

ground that only consistories could rule on 
the qualifications of members within  the 
Constitution, or church order, and for it (the 
General Synod)  to make rules concerning 

this matter was beyond  its authority. The 
result, of course, was a  major secession  in 

the West which reinforced the hithero small Christian Re-
formed Church and set it on the path it has followed ever 

since. 

\ 

Until very recently, therefore, the principle of local au-
tonomy w ithin the Constitution has been upheld  in the 

Reformed Church  in America.  No single order of wor-

ship was ever imposed. Only the sacramental forms were 
required. No single psalter or hymnbook was demanded, 
although approval by  the General Synod was required 
for any particular book to be used. No rules were passed 
about choirs,  fo r example, and, above all, nO  demands 

were made on the local church to support programs and 
institutions by a quota system. All was done through the 
voluntary gifts  of God's people,  and,  in fact,  a  mighty 
work was accomplished by this means for many, many 
decades. A former RCA congregation like Seventh, there-

fore, would be hard  up to accept the kind of rigid syn-
odical control of its affairs that prevailed by and  large in 

the eRe. 
In other words, there a re genuine and historic differ-

ences between churches  that were formerly  in the RCA 
and those that were formerly in the CRe. Although lib-
eralism entered the RCA before it entered the CRC, both 
have been corrupted by it and  the differences between 

them offered no real defenses against it. At their best, both 
accepted  the  same doctrinal  s tandards  Sincerely,  both 
used the same liturgical forms, and both were governed 

by similar institutions. The unity of the CRC was a rigid 
one, having but one powerful seminary, and often cast-
ing out dissenters (Hoeksema, Bultema, Jansens, etc.) with 
a free hand, while the unity of the RCA was a loose one 

standards truly set forth  the doctrine contained in Holy 
Scripture which remained our only and infallible rule of 
faith and life. 

If, in fact, an Evangelical Reformed Church is now in 
the process of formation by some,  at least, of the  mem-
hers of the Alliance, will it be something better than ei-

ther the rigid, oldtime CRe or the lax, but pious RCA? 
Will  it major in the great things of our common inherit-

ance, and leave room for  the differences which have al-
ways existed within our one tradition? Will it trim away 

the power so often usurped by Synods and 

their paid officials, and  return it  to  the 10
cal  congregations,  where  it  has  always 
properly belonged. This  is not"con grega-

tionalism,"  as  some  say,  but  the normal. 
" low"  or mild  presbyterial  polity of  the 

Dutch Reformed Churches,  under which 
they lived and prospered in their best days, 
and under which they accomplished great 

things. 
1 am a  member of an orphan church.  I 

hope to see my church adopted some day 
by a  congenial  family  by which it will  be 

loved and appreciated for the great church 
that it is, but without  forcing it into some 

other mold. Will  there be such a  family? Those who are 
now of the Alliance can perhaps supply the answer. I am 

waiting. 

Rev. Charles W. Krahe, Emeritus Pnstor of the Seventh Re-   

formed Church,  lives in Grand Rnpids, Michigan.   
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Sola Scriptura (II) 
W.  Robert Godfrey 

In  June we presented Dr. Godfrey'S address on  the sufficiency 

afScripture alone, given at a debate between leading Protes

tant and Catholic theologians on the topic: What Still Divides 

Us: A Protestant and Roman Catholic Debate. This month 

Dr. Godfrey discusses the Roman Catholic distortion s of this 

doctrine and his conclusions on tile matter. 

CHARAcrERlSTIC ROMAN 
CONFUSION 

Now my distinguished opponents will 
soon have an opportunity to try to convince 
you that these texts of Scripture do not 
mean what they clearly say. Let me antici
pate some of their arguments and prepare 
you for some of the ways they tend to re
spond. 

The Word of God 

First, they will try to say that the phrase 
"Word of Cod" can mean more than just the Bible. I have 
already granted that. The question before us is whether 

today anything other than the Scriptures is necessary to 
know the truth of Cod for salvation. The Scriptural texts 
I have cited show that nothing else is needed. Our oppo

nents need to show not that Paul referred to his preach
ing as well as his writing as the Word of Cod. We grant 
that. They need to show that Paul taught that the oral 

teaching of the apostles would be needed to supplement 
the Scriptures for the church through the ages. They can
not show that because Paul did not teach it and the Scrip
tures as a whole do not. 

Tradition 

Second, notice that our opponents, while making much 
of tradition, will never really define tradi
tion or tell you what its content is. Now, 
tradition is a word that can be used in a 
variety of ways. It can refer to a certain 
school of understanding the Scriptures, 

such as the Lutheran tradition. It can refer 
to traditions supposedly from the apostles 
that are not in the Bible. It can refer to de
veloping traditions in the history of the 
church that are clearly not ancient in ori

gin. Usually in the ancient fathers of the 
church, the word tradition refers to the stan
dard interpretation of the Bible among them. And we as 
Protestants value such tradition. 

Now what do Roman apologists mean when they as
sert the authority of tradition? Historically they have not 
agreed among themselves about the nature and content 
of tradition. Mr. Madrid, for example, has said that tra

dition does not add anything to Scripture. But almost all 
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Roman apologists for over three hundred years after the 

Council of Trent argued that tradition does add to the 
Scriptures. Some Roman apologists believe that all bind· 
ing tradition was taught by the apostles, but others be· 
lieve ~at tradition evolves and develops through the 
centunes of the church so that there are tradi tions neces

sa~y .for sal,:ation that were never known to the apostles. 
It IS Impossible to know what the real Roman position is 

on this matter. The second Vatican Council expressed 
itseU with deliberate ambiguity: "This tradition which 

comes from the apastIes develops in the 

Church with the help of the Holy Spirit. For 
there is a growth in the understanding of
the realities and the words which have been 

handed down...For, as the centuries succeed 
one another, the Church constantly moves 
forward toward the fullness of divine truth 
until the words of Cod reach their complete 
fulfillment in her."4 What does that mean? 
It certainly does not give us any clear un
derstanding of the character or content of 
tradition. 

Rome usually tries to clarify its pOSition 
by saying that its authority is Scripture, tra
dition and church together. Vatican II de

clared, "It is clear, therefore, that sacred tradition, sacred 
Scripture, and the teaching authority of the Church, in 
accord with God's most wise design, are so linked and 
joined together that one cannot stand without the others, 
and that all together and each in its own way under the 

action of the one Holy Spirit contribute effectively to the 
salvation of souls."5 

In fact, however, if you listen carefully you will notice 
that the real authority for our Roman opponents is nei
ther Scripture nor tradition, but the church. What is the 

Scripture and what does it teach? Only the church can 
tell you. What is tradition and what does it teach? Only 
the church can tell you. As the Roman theologian John 
Eck said, "The Scriptures are not authentic, except by the 
authority of the church."6 As Pope Pius IX said at the 

" ... the real 

authority for our 

ROlllan 

opponents is 

/leither Scripture 

IlOr tradition, but 

the church." 

time of the First Vatican Council in 1870, "I 
am tradition."7 The overweening arrogance 

of such a statement is staggering. But it 
confirms our claim that for Rome the only 
real authority is the church: sola ecclesia. 

Now Protestantism arose in the sixteenth 
century in reaction to su ch claims and 

teachings of the Roman church. In the 
Middle Ages most within the church had 
believed that the Bible and the tradition of 
the church taught the same or at least 
complementary doctrines. But as Luther 

and others studied the Bible with a greater care and depth 
than the church had done in centuries, they began to dis
cover that tradition actually contradicted the Bible. They 
discovered, for example, that: 

1) the Bible teaches that the office of bishop and 

presbyter are the same office (Titus 1:5-7), but tradi

tion says they are different offices; 
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2) the Bible teaches that all have sinned except Jesus 

(Rom. 3:10-12, Heb.4:15), but tradition says that Mary 

was sinless; 

3) the Bible teaches that Christ offered His sacrifice 

once for all (Heb. 7:27, 9:28, 10:10), but tradition says 

that the priest sacrifices Christ on the altar at mass; 

4) the Bible says that we are not to bow down to 
statues (Ex. 20A,5), but tradition says that we should 

bow down to statues; 

5) the Bible says that all Christians are saints and 

priests (Eph.l:l, [Peter2:9), but tradition 

says that saints and priests are special 

castes within the Christian community; 

6) the Bible says that Jesus is the only 

mediator between man and God (1 Tim. 

2:5), hut tradition says Mary iscomedia-

tor with Christ; 

7) the Biblesays thatall Christians should 
know that they have eternal life  (1 John 

dangerous or helpful?  The Bible did prove dangerous in 
the sixteenth century.  Most who read it carefully became 
Protestants! 

Such discoveries led the Reformers back to the Bible. 
There they learned that the Scriptures must stand as judge 
of all teaching.  The Scripture teaches that it is the revela-
tion of God and therefore true in all  that it teaches.  But 
nowhere does the Scripture say that the church is true in 
all  that it says.  Rather, although the church as a whole 
will be preserved  in  the faith,  wolves  w ill  arise in  the 

church (Acts 20:29,30) and even the man of 
lawlessness  will  s it  in  the  heart  of  the
church teaching lies (2 Thess.2:4.) 

Church and Canon 

This pOint brings us to our third concern. 
Our distinguished opponents will use the 
word"church" repeatedly.  Especially those 
of us who are Protestants w ill  usually  be 

" ... the 

Scriptures
11Iust stmld as   

judge of all 

teaching. " 
  

5:13), but tradition says that all Christians cannot and   
should not know that they have etemallife.   

The Reformers saw that the words ofJesus to the Phari-  
sees applied equally to their day: "You nullify the word 
of God for the sake of your tradition" (Mt. 15:6). 

The Reformers also discovered  that tradition contra-
dicted  tradition.  For example,  the  tradition of the Ro-
man  church  teaches  that  the  pope  is  the  head  of  the 
church, a bishop over all bishops.  But Gregory the Great, 
pope and saint at the end of the ancient church period 
said  that  such a  teaching came from  the spirit of Anti-
christ.  ("I confidently affirm that whosoever calls him-
self sacerdos universuiis, or desires to be so called by oth-
ers is in his pride a forerunner of Antichrist."8) 

More d irectly  related to our debate is the evident ten-
sion in tradition about the value of reading the Bible.  The 
Index of Forbidden  Books of Pope Pius IV in 1559  said, 

Since experience teaches that,  if  the reading of the 
Holy Bible in  the vernacular is permitted generally 
without discrimination, more damage than advan-

tage will result because of the boldness of men;  the 
judgment of bishops and  inquiSitors  is  to  selVe  as 
guide in this regard.  Bishops and inquisitors may, in 
accord with the counsel of the local priest and confes-

sor, allow Catholic translations of the Bible to be read 

by those of whom they realize that such reading will 
not lead to the detriment but to the increase of faith 
and piety.  The permission is to be given in writing. 
VVhoever reads or has such a  translation in his pos-
session without this permission cannot be absolved 

from his sins until he has turned in these Bibles ....  9 

In marked contrast Va tican II  stated:  "Easy access  to 
sacred Scripture should be provided for all the Christian 
faithfuL.since the word of God should be available at all 
times,  the Church with maternal concern sees  to  it that 
suitable and correct translations are made into different 
languages,  especially from  the  original  texts  of the sa-
cred  books."'O  Does  tradition  believe  that  the  Bible  is 

inclined  to  interpret  their use of the word"church"  as 
referring to the body of the faithful.  But that is not the 
way they characteristically use the word.  VVhen  they re-
fer to the authority of the church they mean the infallible 
teaching authority of councils and popes.  That view of 
the church they take from  the Middle Ages and in a ro-
mantic way read back into the ancient church period.  So 
notice very carefully how  they use  the word  "church." 
And remember  that neither the Scriptures nor the great 
majority of the fathers of the ancient church period un-
derstand the authority of the church in the way they do. 

Let me offer as an illustration two examples from the 
work of Augustine often quoted against us on the ques-
tion of  the authority of the church. At one pOint  in  his 
debate with the Pelagians, a bishop of Rome sided with 
Augustine, and Augustine declared, "Rome has spoken, 
the matter is settled."  Later, however, another pope op-
posed  Augustine  on  this  subject  and  Augustine  re-
sponded  by  saying  "Christ has spoken,  the  matter  is 
settled ."  Augustine did not bow to the authority of the 
bishop of Rome, but turned to the word of Christ to evalu-
ate the teaching of Rome.  Another statement of August-
ine often cited by Roman apologists reads, "I would not 
have believed had not the authority of the Catholic church 
moved me."  That seems very strong and clear.  But in 

another  place  Augustine  wrote,  "1  would  never have 
understood  Plotinus  had not  the authority of my neo-
Platonic teachers moved me."  This parallel shows that 
Augustine is not talking about some absolute, infallible 
authority in the church, but is talking about the ministe-
rial work of the church and about teachers who help stu-
dents understand. 

Let us look at the church  further by  raising a  related 
issue:  the canon of Scripture.  Our opponents will prob-
ably  try  to make much of  the issue of the canon.  They 
will tell you that the Bible alone cannot be our authority 
because the Bible does not tell us what books are in the 
Bible.  They will argue that the church must tell us what 
books are in the Bible.  VVhen  they say the church tells us, 
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they mean popes and councils must tell us. This implies 
that we did not have a Bible until Pope Damasus offered 
a list of the canon in 382, or perhaps until 1546 when the 
Council of Trent became the first " ecumenical" council 
to define the canon. But of course the people of God had 
the Bible before 1546 and before 382. 

In the first place the church always had Scripture. The 
apostolic preaching and writing of the first century re
peatedly verified its teaching by quoting the Old Testa
ment. The quotations from and allusions to the Old Tes
tament abound in the New Testament. The New Testa-

Churches, among which are those which have de
served to have apostolic seats and to receive epistles. 
He will observe this rule concerning canonical Scrip
tures, that he will prefer those accepted by all catholic 
Churches to those which some do not accept; among 
those which are not accepted by all, he should prefer 

those which are accepted by the largest number of 
important Churches to those held by a few minor 
Churches ofless authority. If he discovers that some 
are maintained by the larger number of Churches, 
o thers by the Churches of weightiest authority, al

ment does not reject the Old, but fulfills it 
(Rom. 1:2; Luke 16:29, Eph. 2:19,20). The 
church always had a canonical foundation 
in the Old Testament. 

m the second  place we can see that the 
apostles sensed that the new covenant in
augurated by our Lord Jesus would have a 
new or augmented canon. Canon and cov
enant are interrelated and interdependent
in the Bible. (See Meredith G. Kline, n'e

--------, though this condition is not likely, he 
should hold them of equal valueY 

This statement shows that Augustine did 
not look to popes or councils for the solu
tion of the question of the canon. He rec
ognized the variety among churches and 
the appropriateness of a plurality of 
churches. He urged all s tudents of Scrip
ture to examine the question and to look 
for the emerging consensus among the 

 
 

Structure o/Biblical Authority.) Peter testifies to this emerg
ing canon when he includes the letters of Paul as part of 
the Scriptures (2 Peter 3:16). 

In the third place we must see that the canon of Scrip
ture is in a real sense established by the Scripture itself 
because the canonical books are self-authenticating. As 
God's revelation they are recognized by the people of 
God as God's own Word. As Jesus said, "I am the good 

shepherd; I know my s heep and my s heep know 
me...They...willlisten to my voice..." Oohn 10:14,16). In 

the deepest sense we cannot judge the Word, but the Word 
judges us: "For the word of God is living and active. 
Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even 
to dividing soul and spiri t, joints and marrow; it judges 
the thoughts and attitudes of the heart" (Heb. 4:12). The 
self-authenticating character of the canon is demonstrated 
by the remarkable unanimity reached by the people of 

God on the canon. 
In the fourth  place we must see that historically the 

canon was fo rmed not by the actions of popes and coun
cils. These actions simply recognized the emerging con
sensus of the people of God as they recognized the au
thentic Scriptures. Indeed whatever criteria were used 
by popes and councils to recognize the canon (author
ship, s tyle, content, witness of the Spirit, etc.), these same 
criteria were avai lable to the people of God as a whole. 

We can see this basic understanding of the formation 
of the canon stated in the New Catholic Encyclopedia which 
states: "The canon, already implicitly present in the ap
ostolic age, gradually became explicit through a number 
of providential factors forming and fixing it" l1 (ci ted in a 
tape by William Webster entitled "Canon"). 

We can also see this basic approach to the canon re
f1ected in the words of Augustine, writing in his impor
tant treatise On Christian  Doctrine.  This treatise was writ
ten between 396 and 427 - after the supposedly authori
tative decision of Pope Damasus on the canon and after 
a council held in Hippo that discussed the canon. Au-

gustine wrote: 
In the matterof canonical Scriptures he should follow 
the authority of the greater number of catholic 

" 
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people of God. Like Augustine we do not disparage the 
value of the witness of the people of God to the canon. 
We value the ministry of the church in this as in all things. 
But we deny that the Church in its offices or councils au
thoritatively establishes the Scripture on the basis of some 
knowledge or power not available to Christians gener
ally. The character of the canonical books draws the 
people of God to them. 

Unity 

Fourthly, notice how they use the word unity. They 
will suggest that we Protestants disprove our claim of 
the clarity of the Scripture by our failure to agree about 
the meaning of the Scripture. We recognize that Prates
tants are divided into various denominations. But all 
Protestants who are heirs of the Reformation are united 
in understanding the gospel and in respecting one an

other as brothers in Christ. We have all found the same 
gospel clearly in the Bible. 

When we discuss unity and authority tonight, let us be 
certain that we are making fair and accurate compari
sons. Our opponents will want to compare Roman theory 
with Protestant practice. That is not fair. We must cam
pare theory with theory, or practice with practice. In prac
tice nei ther group has the agreement we should have. 

Remember that wh ile Rome is united organizationally, 
it is just as divided theologically as is Protestantism 
broadly understood. The institution of an infallible: pope 
has not created theological unity in the Roman church. 
Rather Roman theologians are constantly disagreeing 
with each other as to what the popes have taught and as 
to whether those teachings are in fact proclaimed ex ca
thedra and are therefore infallible. The modern state of 
the Roman church really has shown tha t the institution 
of the papacy has not made clear the necessary content 
of Christian truth. 1 suspect that every honest member 
of the Roman church here in our audience tonight will 
have to acknowledge that. As early as the seventeenth 

century, the Reformed theologian Francis Turretin noted 
the serious theological divisions in the Roman church and 
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asked why the Pope did not settle these disputes if his 
office was so effective13 (p. 213). Such theological prob-
lems are certainly much greater today than in Turretin's 
day and the question remains unanswered as to why the 
Pope is so ineffective. 

We should not be surprised that there are divisions in 
the church.  Christ and His apostles predicted that there 
would be.  The Apostle Paul told us that such divisions 
are useful.  He wrote: "No doubt there have to be differ-
ences among you to show which of you have God's ap-
proval"  (1 Cor. 11 :19).  Differences should humble us and 
drive us back  to  the Scriptures  to  test all 

claims  to  truth.  If we do  not  accept  the 
Scriptures as our standard and judge, there 
is indeed no hope for unity. 

The  church  must have  a  standard  by 
which  to  judge all  claims  to  truth.  The 
church  must have a  standard of  truth by 
which to reform and purify itself when di-
visions arise.  The church cannot claim that 
it is that standard and defend that claim by appealing to 
itself.  Such circular reasoning is not only unconvinCing. 
It is selfdefeating.  Rome's a rgument boils down to this: 
we must believe Rome because Rome says so. 

The Bible tells us that the Word of God is the light that 
enables us to walk in the ways of God.  Listen to the words 
of Psalm 119:99,100,105,130:  " I have more insight than 
all  my teachers,  for  I meditate on your statutes.  I have 
more  understanding  than  the elders,  for  I obey your 
precepts...Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for 
my path...The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives 
understanding to  the Simple."  (Our opponents usually 
object to an appeal to Ps. 119 on the grounds that it speaks 
of the Word of God, not of the Bible, and therefore could 
include its praise tradition as well as Scripture.  But their 
argument is irrelevant to our use of Ps. 119, because we 
are using it to prove the clarity, not the sufficiency of Scrip-
tore!)  The Psalmist is  saying here  that the light of the 
Word shines SO brightly and clearly that if I meditate on 
it and obey it I am wiser than any teacher or elder.  The 
simple can understand it.  The Word is like a strong flash-
light in a dark forest.  It enables me to walk on the path 
without tripping. 

CONCLUSION 

As  I come to  the conclusion of 
these remarks long for you as lis-
teners, but all too brief properly to 
discuss  this  crucial  subject   we 
must listen again to the Scriptures 
so  that we will  act as God's Word 
teaches us to act.  Consider the story 
of Paul in Berea (Acts 17:1012).  Paul 
preached there in the synagogue and 
many Jews responded to his preach-
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could tell them what the Scriptures really meant?  Or did 
he say that they should not expect to find the truth in the 
Scriptures because they were incomplete and needed to 
be supplemented by tradition?  Or did he say that they 
were  insulting his apostolic  authority  and  that  they 
should simply submit to him as the infallible interpreter 
of the Bible?  Or did  Paul say that they should defer to 
Peter as the only one who could interpret the Bible?  No! 
He did not say any of these things.  The practice of the 
Bereans  is  praised  in  the  Bible.  They are called  noble 
because  they  evaluated everything  on  the basis  of  the 

written Word of God. 

If we would be faithful children of God, 
if we would be noble, we must proceed as 
the Bereans  did.  We  must  follow  the ex-
ample  of Moses,  and  Paul and our Lord 
Jesus.  Do not rest your confidence on the 
w isdom of  men  who  claim  infallibility. 
Stand  rather with  the  Apostle Paul who 
wrote (I Cor. 4:6), "Do not go beyond what 

is written." 
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specified term of office. "Ordained" to of
fice only once, these brothers are eligible 
for reelection, and subsequent "installa
tion" to office, again and again throughout 
their lifetimes. The practice differs mark
edly from that in most churches who hold 
to the Westminster creedal tradition where 
the manner of preparation and selection to 
office for a ruling elder is much more rig
orous, and the term is considered to be life
long.) The reader implied some criticism of 
the term eldership practice, as I recall, opin
ing that nowhere in Scripture was the prac
tice to be found, either explicitly or implic
itly. Further, the writer went on, it is a waste of God's 
precious gifts to the local church if several of the men to 
whom He has given the wisdom and spiritual ability to 
pastor the flock are on "vacation" from their responsi
bilities for a year or more at a time. And, as another cor
respondent observed not too long ago, the practice of 
"term eldership" tends to tilt the emphasis of the office 
from pastoring to that of a committee position or a board 
member term of office-hardly appropriate for an office 
with such weighty Biblical responsibilities. 

PROBLEMS "'~TH TERM ELDERSHIP 

Allow me to make a few observa tions "up front." The 
first  is that the practice of "term eldership" today seems 
to be especially prevalent in those churches whose legacy 
is that of the Church Order of Dart (the great synod that 
answered the challenges of Arminius with the Canons  and 
also wrote a comprehensive Church  Order whose funda
mental principles serve to undergird several such docu
ments, representing many denominations and/or groups 
of churches today). Term eldership is not customarily the 
practice in those Presbyterian and Reformed churches 
whose confessional legacy is that of Westminster, rather 
than the Continental standards. 

Second,  among those churches that practice "term el
dership," several bad habits seem to go along hand in 
hand. One of these is, as the correspondent above notes, 
that the view of"election" to office carries with it such 
non-Biblical political connotations as to corrupt the high 
and holy practice from the start. In the USA especially, 
where the image of the political process is so low, it is 
difficult to imagine "election" to the office of elder not 
being corrupted by association with popularity, the no
tion of the elder as the democratic representative of a 
group within the church, and even the practice of"cam

Some Thoughts all 
Term Eldership 

John R. Silterna 

Some time back, a reader wrote to ask me to address a 
column to the subject of the practice of "term eldership." 
(For those unfamiliar with the practice, allow me to ex
plain: in many Reformed churches, elders are selected 
by "election" by the congregation for a ,

paigning" for office. Sadly, I have heard much that would 
indicate that these practices and attitudes are widespread. 

In  addition,  the practice of "term eldership" does, at 
least, suggest a temporary, and thus an insufficient view 
of the work of the elder. I have railed for years in this 
column against an "administrative" view of the office of 
elder, insisting on one shaped by the Biblical image of 
the shepherd. It is difficult to imagine a true shepherd, in 
Biblical times, working an 8 hour shift, and then forget ~ 
ting about his flock for the remainder of the day. Jesus, in 
John 10, called such a care-giver a "hireling," and would 

--, not even dignify such a man with the term 

"shepherd." But this would seem to be the 
inevitable consequence of electing elders to 
a 3 year term. Service in office as an elder is 
viewed as no different than service on the 
Christian school board. It's a conunittee po
sition. And once that notion sinks roots, it 
is almost impossible to cultivate a strong 
and Biblical view of an elder as a pastor, 
daily and deeply concerned about the spiri
tual life and walk of the flock of God 
throughout their long diSCipleship. 

Further,  if the "term eldership" concept 
twists the view of elder even a few degrees 
off Biblical center, the result also affects the 

preparation process for those entering the office. My con
tacts within several conserva tive Presbyterian bodies 
convince me that their view and practice of the prepara~ 
tion and examination of elders is superior to that in the 
CRC tradition with which I am most familiar. In the CRC, 
my experience has been that training often discusses poli
cies, procedures and practices. Newly elected term elders 
are helped to become acquainted with the routine of the 
meeting schedule, assigned their"district," partnered 
with a visiting teanunate, and briefly apprised of"cases" 

in process. Such a pragmatic approach is necessary with 
only 3 (and in some cases 2) years in office, one has to 
"hit the ground running." In the Presbyterian churches 
with which I am familiar, elder training involves years of 
assigned reading and study, thorough grounding in Re
formed theology and the creeds, careful examination of 
the existing pastoral involvement of the potential candi
date. (Is healready teaching? How well? What is the level 
of his discernment? Is he already involved in counsel
ing? Is his work up to Biblical standards? Does he"de
sire the office of overseer/elder"? Is he willing to do the 
work necessary to be spiritually prepared?) Only after 
such careful and lengthy reflection do the existing elders 
present the candidate to the flock, often examining him 
in the presence of the congregation, and only then pro
ceeding, should they concur, to his ordination. The re
sult of such a careful process is that a weight of respect 
and trust is given to the elder by the flock. In my experi
ence, election to a 3 year term often (usually?) does not 
bestow such respect and trust. (Should you desire to read 
a bi t more of the theory and practice behind such a view 
and practice of office, I highly recommend a little book
let by Lawrence R. Eyres entitled The  Elders of the Church, 

Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1975). .. 
By this point, you have no doubt noted that I am cntl

cal of the "term eldership" concept. Clearly I am, and not 
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only for the· reasons listed above. I have challenged sev
eral of my friends who hold passionately to the "term 
eldership" concept to point to any passage that suggests, 
not to mention insists, tha t the Bible views an elder in 
any other way than a man appointed for life. None to 
date has risen to the challenge. In fact, the"defense" of 
the practice among theologically competent people is 
usually apologetic, not passionate. All Thear is appeals 
to tradition, that "Church Order prescribes it thus and 
so." OK, but Church Order isn' t infallible, remember? 
At the same time, as a minister of the Word in the CRC, I 
am bound to that Church Order, and am aware that my 
options are limited. And so, although I write as I do above, 
hoping and praying to change attitudes and perspectives, 
and thus practices within the CRC and other churches 
that have adopted term eldership, here at Bethel CRC in 
Dallas, we practice term eldership. And, to be honest, I've 
never met an elder with whom I've worked in the eRC 
who doesn't like the "term" concept (especially in the 
last 3 months of the last year of the term)! So... 

"IF YOU CANT SAY SOMETHING NICE.. : 

To be fair, I must note some benefits in the practice of 
"term eldership." 

For one, gifted men are more likely to serve in Christ's 
church as elder if their service has specific term limits. 
That benefit is worthy of note in light of the many king
dom causes w hich place demands particularly upon the 
most gifted of the men of God among us. They simply 
do not have the time to serve all who ask; a limited term 
in each ministry enables them to serve several, in se
quence. 

Again, the practice of "terms" does a llow for the prac
tice of"sabbaticals," periods of rest and refreshment from 
the weighty burdens of office. Such sabbaticals, between 
terms of office, are particularly beneficial for those who 
serve in very large congrega tions, with many pastoral 
duties, or those who serve in young, new or smaller con
gregations, where the amount of work is not able to be 
spread around as many willing workers. Ofcourse, grant
ing a temporary "sabbatical" is not inappropriate for 
those churches that practice life-tenure eldership. In fact, 
it is quite common. 

I will report a benefit w hich Professor William Heyns 
alludes to in his venerable Han dbook for  Elders  and Dea
cons (even though I find it a spurious argument). He sug
gests that term eldership profits the church by allowing 
the work to be spread out more equi tably among the con
gregation, and that it profits the church by aVOiding "hurt 
feelings" in those w ho would otherwise not be able to 
take a turn. As I said, I find the argument spurious, be
cause in my view it promotes a non-pastoral understand
ing of the office of elder. I only mention it because it is 
one of the most popular explanations I've heard fo r the 
term eldership view in 20 years of ministry (sad to say). 

1F I HAD MY DRUlliERS..: 

I would prefer, for the overall dignity of the office, and 
to preserve the pastoral character of it, that the office of 
elder be clearly understood to be for lifetime tenure. I 
believe it is the testimony of Scripture that God makes 

men elders (Acts 20:28); the church only receives and rec
ognizes them as such. This, of course, would demand a 
change in the manner of selecting elders (not electing 
them, but examining and approving them), and may well 
include the needed admission that the church cannot, 
indeed may not, determine in advance how many elders 
it will have. If God makes men elders, He alone deter
mines how many He w ill raise up. Those whom He has 
equipped, to whom He has given the desire to serve as 
overseers, and whom the church identifies and recognizes 
as possessing theseSpirit-endowed qualifications, should 
be ordained to office. 

However, I am unlikely to sway easily the views and 
practices of Reformed churches and individuals who have 
several hundreds of years of tradition behind them, I'll 
settle for securing your agreement to a couple of smaller 
pOints. (If you can't beat 'em, join 'em, but convince 'em 
in the process!) 

First, even if you practice (and defend) term eldership, 
please remember that those once ordained remain elders fo r 
the rest of tlleir lives, even if they are not in active office all 
that time. That this point is valid even in churches that 
hold to term eldership is demonstrated by the difference 
in "ordination" and "installation." An elder is ordained 
once; after that, he is installed. Constant reminders of this 
fact may assist those making nominations, and help those 
in the congregation as well to grasp the seriousness and 
weight of the office, and to avoid the "democrati c pro
cess" corruptions discussed above. 

Second, if your congregation elects elders for terms of 
office, and then grants them release from active duty for 
a time, make clear to all tfllil they are still in service, even 
though the nature of their service may be changed for a 
time. For example, sabbatical elders (call them that!) 
ought to be invited to regular and periodic (quarterly?) 
elder conferences, to be apprised of the status of the spiri
tual care of the flock, to be in volved in prayer on behalf 
of the other brothers and the flock itself, and to be con
sulted on matters in which their wisdom would be ben
eficial. Further, should the burden of the care of the flock 
become too grea t, due to some unusual circumstance or 
set of circumstances, the sabbatical elders could be called 
in to relieve the active elders of some of the routine (but 
nonetheless important) pastoral duties. 

Finally, even if your congregation practices term elder
ship, make clear to the flock and to any potential candi
dates that your local requiremen ts for office are those weighty 
requirements set forth by Scriptu re, and not merely a list of 
" functionary skills" needed for a committee-type posi
tion. Far too often local churches get what they deserve 
- elders unqualified for office because they were nei
ther appropriately trained nor screened. God forbid that 
should happen to any of you. His church is too precious 
to Him to be placed under the care of unqualified, un
trained, ill-equipped hirelings! 

Dr. Sitterna is pastor of the Bethel CRC in Dallas, TX. 
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Signs of the Times: The 
Great Tribulation (V) 

Cornelis PVenema 

Among those signs of the times which distinguish the 
period of history between Christ's first and second com
ing is the tribulation which will befall the faithful people 
of God. This tribulation is one of the signs of opposition 
to Christ and the coming of His kingdom. 

,..---- [n a previous article we considered 
the subject of tribulation in a general 
and comprehensive manner. In this 
article, however, we have to look at 
the subject of tribulation once more, 
this time in terms of what is often 
called "the great tribulation." Does 
the Bible teach that the tribulation 
which characterizes the present age 
will issue in a circumstance of inten
sified tribulation, a great  tribulation, 
prior to the return of Christ? Is there 
anything more that believers should 
expect than a general and intermittent 

kind of distress or trouble during the entirety of the pe
riod prior to Christ's coming? 

The subject of the great tribulation has been especially 
prominent among Christian believers who are dispensa
tional premillennialists. In its classic or original form, 
dispensationalism taught that the return of Christ would 
occur in two stages, the first often called the" parousia," 
and the second often called the "revelation" of Christ. In 
this view Christ would first come "for His saints" at the 
time of the secret" rapture" of believers, and only subse
quently would He come "with His siants" to reign upon 
the earth for a period of one thousand years, the millen
nium. Since in dispensationalism the rapture of believ
ers would precede the period of"great tribulation" (usu
ally thought to be for a period of seven years), this posi
tion is often known as the "pre-tibulational rapture" po
sition. 1 However, among dispensationalists a distinct 
minority have taught that the rapture would occur in the 
middle of the period of great tribulation; this pOSition is 
known as "mid-tribulational" premillennialism. Non
dispensational premillennialists teach that Christ will 
return only after this period of great tribulation. Hence, 
this pos ition is known as "post-tribulational" 

premillennialism.2 

~ I 

I do not mention these various views within 
premillenniaJism to confuse the issue. Rather, they illus
trate the bearing the issue of great tribulation has upon 
the various millennial views that we have yet to consider. 
These views cannot be wholly ignored at this point, since 
any position which concludes that believers will experi
ence that great tribulation is incompatible with the tradi
tional view of dispensationalism.3 The understanding that 
[ will defend could be compatible with some forms of 
pre-millennialism, but not with the classic view of 

o dispensationalism. 

if 
o 
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The most important passage which speaks of the great 
tribulation is Matthew 24, a passage we have already had 
occasion to consider (compare Mark 13:19). In this pas
sage, as part of Jesus' answer to the disciples' questions 
about the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem and the 
sign of His coming and the "end of the age," Jesus speaks 
of a coming period of "great tribulation" that will pre
cede His return in glory at the end of the age. 

Due to the importance of this passage and its specific 
deSCription of this great tribulation, it will be useful to 
quote it at some length. 

Therefore when you see the ABOMINATION OF 
DESOLATION which was spoken through Daniel 
the prophet, standing in the holy place (let the reader 
understand), then let those w ho are in Judea flee to 
the mountains; let him who is on the housetop not go 
down to get the things out that are in his house; and 
let him who is in the field not turn back to get his 
cloak. But woe to those who are with child and to 
those who nurse babes in those days! But pray that 
your fli ght may not be in winter, or on a Sabbath; for 
then there w ill be a great tribulation, such as has not 
occurred since the beginning of the world until now, 
nor ever shalL And unless those days had been cut 
short, no life would have been saved; but for the sake 
of the elect those days shall be cut short (vv. 15-22). 
In this passage Christ clearly teaches that one of the 

signs that will precede the destruction of the temple is a 
period, not only of general tribulation, but also of inten
sified tribulation. He also clearly associates this period 
of great tribulation with the fulfillment of Daniel's proph
ecy regarding the destruction of the temple, a fulfillment 
that did indeed occur at the destruction of Jerusalem in 
the year 70 A.D. It is impossible to deny that the events 
described did take place at that time. 

As we have noted before, the primary and immediate 
reference in these verses is to those events that took place 
in the period of the generation to whom Jesus first spoke 
these words. The question remains, however, whether 
they might not also have reference to yet another and 
subsequent "great tribulation" that will occur prior to the 
end of the age. 

Here it is not necessary for us to travel the same path
way as we have before, particularly in our last article, 
when we considered several reasons for applying the 
signs of the times in Matthew 24 to the entirety of the 
period between Christ's first and second coming. In my 
judgment, it is impossible to restrict the application of 
these verses to the events preceding and accompanying 
the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in 70 A.D. This 
passage, like many other biblical prophecies, displays the 
characteristics of prophetic foreshortelling and biblical typol
ogy. Though there is clearly a fulfillment of the prophecy 
in 70 A.D. that fulfillment may well be understood as a 
kind of initial fulfillment which typifies circumstances tlmt 
will subsequently recu r and anticipate the return of Oirist at 
the end of the age. What transpired in 70 A.D. therefore, 
was a type of that further and final" great tribulation" 
that will precede Christ's coming and the consummation 
of history at the last judgment. 

Admittedly, this understanding of the passage has some 
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difficulties, but these are not as insurmountable as the 
understanding which insists that it refers  exclusively  to 
events that occurred in the past (from our present van
tage point) and has no bearing upon events in the present 
or future that w ill precede Christ's re turn .~ The language 
employed in this passage also refers to those events that 
will take place before Christ's coming at the end of the 
age. Just as the prophecy of Daniel regarding the des
ecration of the temple had an earlier and initial fulfill
ment in the time of Antiochus Epiphanes (before the first 
coming of Christ), and then a subsequent and further ful
fillment at the time of the destruction of the 

coming, it seems appropriate that it also be applicable to 
the period just prior to Christ's return. 

Furthermore, though the express terminology of "great 
tribulation" is not used in Revelation 20, it is instructive 
to observe that this passage also speaks of Satan's "little 
season" at the end of the millennium, the period of one 
thousand years during which Satan is bound so as not to 
be able to deceive the nations. It seems most likely that 
this "little season" corresponds with that period of ioten
sified opposition to the gospel and the cause of Christ 
that will characterize the close of the age prior to Christ's 

,..._______ return. 

temple in Jerusalem, so we may un
derstand our Lord's prophecy in Matthew 
34 to encompass the further and finnl fulfill
ment (of which these ea rlier fulfillments 
were typical) at the end of the age . .5 In this 
understanding, the tribulation that charac
terizes the circumstance of the faithful 
church in the interim period between 
Christ's first and second advent will reach 
its most intensified expression in the period preceding 
Christ's coming. 

ADDITIONAL BIBLICAL REFERENCES 

Any interpretation of Matthew 24's reference to a "great 
tribulation" that restricts it to an event in the past seems 
to conflict with several additional biblical references that 
suggest a period of intensified tribuJation prior to Christ's 
coming at the end of the age. Even were it possible to 
confine the reference to a "great tribulation" in Matthew 
24 to the year 70 AD., these passages indicate that a cir
cumstance of intensified opposition to Christ and His gos
pel will mark off the period of history immediately prior 
to Christ's second coming. 

In the book of Revelation, for example, there are sev
eral references to a circumstance of great tribulation that 
will characterize the experience of the church in history 
before Christ's return. In Revelation 2:22, in the letter to 
the "angel of the church in Thyatira," Christ warns that 
He will "cast her [the woman Jezebel] upon a bed of sick
ness, and those who commit adultery with her into great 
tribulation, unless they repent of their deeds" (emphasis 
mine). Though some interpreters have sought to restrict 
this warning to the church in the first century, it would 
seem more appropria te to regard it as a solemn warning 
to the church during the entire age prior to Christ's re
turn. However direct and specific this warning may have 
been to the church of Thyatira in the first century, it re
mains one of Christ's warnings to the seven churches 
which typify the entirety of the church in her situation 
prior to the end of the age. Similarly, in Revelation 7:9-17 
the apostle John describes his vision of that "great multi
tude, which no one could counL. clothed with white 
robes" (v.9). In the description of this multitude, we are 
told that this great multitude is comprised of those "who 
are coming out of the great  tribulntion"  (v. 14, emphasis 
mine). This passage, like that in Revelation 2:22, would 
seem to use the language of "great tribulation" to describe 
an on-going experience of the saints in this present age. 
If such language can be employed to describe what is 
common to the period between Christ's first and second 

Another similar and important passage 
is 2 Thessalonians 1:1-15 which describes 
the coming of the "man of lawlessness" 
prior to the coming of Christ. In this pas
sage, which follows one in which Christ's 
revelation from heaven w ill bring rest to the 
beleaguered and persecuted believers 
(2 Thess. 1), it is evident that the coming of 
the "man of lawlessness" will be accompa

nied by persecution of and apostasy within the church. 
Interestingly, the language in this passage used to de
scribe the coming of the "man of lawlessness" bears a strik
ing resemblance to the references in Daniel 9 and Mat
thew 24 to the "abomination of desolation." One of the 
features of this "man of lawlessness" will be his effort to 
exalt himself "above every so-called god or object of wor
ship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, dis
playing himself as being god" (vA). Though this is not 
the place to consider such additional signs of the times 
as apostasy or the coming of the anti-Christ, it appears 
li kely that in these and other passages there are a con
stellation of signs - the Great Tribulation, the Great 
Apostasy, the Anti-Christ - that ma rk ou t the period of 
history immediately prior to the close of the age. They 
suggest a pattern in which those signs of the times which 
bespeak opposition to Christ come to a culminating and 
intensified expression as the end draws near. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

When we introduced this study of the Bible's teaching 
about the future, we emphasized the need for caution 
and circumspection in drawing hard-and-fast conclusions 
about some aspects of this teaching. The need fo r appro
priate caution is especially evident w hen we consider the 
Bible's teaching about the signs of the times. Thus, it is 
with a measure of tentativeness that I propose the fo l
lowing conclud ing observations about the "great tribu
lation." 

First,  the "great tribulation" that will likely character
ize history shortly before the close of the present age is 
but an intensified and culminating expression of that 
tribulation that marks the whole period between Christ's 
first and second coming. For this reason, it is even pos
sible, as we have seen, to speak of a "great tribulation" 
that is an on-going experience of the saints in this present 
age. However, as history draws to its close under the reign 
and rule of Christ, it appears, according to biblical teach
ing, to be the case that Satan's opposition to Christ will 
come to acute and final expression in a short season of 
greater and more acute tribulation. 
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Second,  the period of great tribulation is not one from 
which the church will be preserved through some kind 
of pre-tribulational "rapture," as has commonly been 
taught in dispensationalism. In none of the passages we 
have considered, is it taught that believers w ill be 
snatched away prior to the great tribulation. Rather, the 
consistent emphasis seems to be the call to patient en
durance in the expectation of Christ's certain return and 
triumph. That return and triumph will bring "rest" to the 
beleaguered church at the end of the age (compare 
2 Thess. 1).6 

Third, the Bible's teaching about the prospect of a great 
tribulation shortly before the return of Christ ought not 
to be understood to allow any "prediction" of the time of 
Christ's return. For example, some might conclude from 
what we have sa id about this grea t tribulation tha t it is 
presently impossible  that Cl/Yist should return.  They might 
argue that, since the church is not experiencing univer
sally (in every place and situation) this kind of acute trial 
or distress, we must not be living in a period that is proxi
mate to the second coming of Christ. Similarly, they might 
argue that, when such a circumstance of tribulation be
comes manifes t, it will then be possible to say wi th a cer
tainty, "now is the time of Christ's coming." Against this 
kind of temptation to predict or pinpoint when and 
whether Christ can come again, we need to recall what 
we sa id earlier about no one knowing the day or the hour, 
the time, of Christ's return. No one should be so confi
dent of their understanding of the Bible's teaching about 
the great tribulation that they conclude that Christ could 
not return in the near future. Such a conclusion would 
be tantamount to knowing something about the day or 
hour of Chris t's coming, na mely, that the present time is 
not and cannot be that day or hour! 

And fourth, the Bible's teaching about the church 's tribu
lation in this presen t age and in the period shortly before 
Christ's return is insufficiently clear to pennit us any con
fident conclusions about the precise nature and course 
of a great tribulation that might be yet to come. We sim
ply do not know whether this tribulation will suddenly 
befall the faithful church or whether it will gradually in
tensify as the end of the age draws near. Nei ther do we 
know w hether such a great tribulation will come upon 
the whole church in every place at the same time or in 
the same way. Much remains unclear and uncertain in 
these respects. Consequently, no one may be too sure or 
dogmatiC about these things. 

Only one thing is absolutely certain, so far as the bibli
cal view of Christ's coming is concerned: whatever the 
present trial and distress, whatever the future intenSity 

of opposition to Christ's gospel and cause, Christ must 
reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet" 
(I Cor. 15:25). Tribulation, even great tribulation, cannot 
and will not separate us from the love of Christ (Rom. 
8,35-39). 

FOOTNOTES 

1. Though this is not the place to consider the bibl ical basis offered for 
dispensational ism, the two passages most prominent in theirargu
ment for a pre-tribulational rapture of believers occurring before a 
seven year period of tribulation arc 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 and 
Daniel 9:20-27. The first of these passages is said to teach a "secret 
rapture" of believers who return with Christ to heaven during the 
seven year period of tribula tion. The second of these passages is said 
to describe 70 weeks during which the Lord 's purposes with ethnic 
Israel will be realized, the seventieth week being the seven-year 
period of tribulation during which the Lord w ill resume His deal
ings with Israel (the period between the sixty-ninth and seventieth 
weeks being that interim period of the church in which the Lord 
deals with the Gentile nations through the gospel). Wewill consider 
dispensationalism in a later article in this series. 

2. See Millard]. Erickson, Contemporary OptiMS in Eschatology: A Study 
of the Millennium  (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1977), pp. 115-181, for a 
di~ussion of the differences between "pre-," "mid-," and "post
tribulational" views of Christ's return. 

3. It should be noted, however, that the classic pre-millennial view of 
the future typically taught that thechurch,and all believers, would 
suffer this period of great tribulation before Christ returned toestablish 

the millermial kingdom. The preponderanccof Christian interpreters 
throughout his tory, accordingly, whether pre-millennialists, a
millennialists or post-millennia lists, have taught that Christ will 
return only after the great tribulation, not before. 

4. It is noteworthy, for example, that Jesus speaks of the "elect" in 
Matthew 24:22, a group that can only with difficulty be limited to 
those delivered a t the time of the destruction of the temple in 
Jerusalem in 70 A.D. 

S. Antiochus Epiphanes was one of the kings of the Scleudid dynasty 
(founded in Syria by Seleucus, one of the generals of Alexander, 
which ruled Syria in whole or part from about 321 to 65 B.c.). It is 
generally acknowledged that his destruction and desecration of the 
temple in Jerusalem in the second century B.C. was a fu lf illment of 
the prophecy in Daniel9:24-27, to which Christalso makes reference 
in Matthew 24, when he prophecies of the destruction of Jerusalem 
in 70 A.D. 

6. Though there is a variety of opinion among post-millennialists, 
some of them would restrict the reference in Matthew 24 and 
elsewhere to a "great tribulation/ to the events relating to the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. [n this view, there is a tendency 
to reject the idea that the faithful church will experience an intensi
fied tribulation as the return of Christ approaches. However, even 
these post-mi Ilennia lists have to reckon w ith the teaching of Revela
tion20thatthe millennium before Christ's return will conclude with 
Satan's "little season" in which he will presumably be permitted to 
deceive the nations and turn them against Christ. 

r.  Venema,  a contributing  editor  of The  Outlook,  teaches 

octrinal Studies at MidAmerica Refonned Seminary. 
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