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THE MEANING OF

(!Cbri~tma

LEONARD GREENWAY
"Faithf ul is the saying, and worthy of all acceptation, that Christ Jesus came tnto
the world to save sinners . ....."
I rnWTHY 1:15

S

OME YEARS ago Henry Van Dyke
published a book entitled, Th e Gospel
for an Age of Doubt. He followed it with
another entitled, The Gospel fo r a World
of Sill. There is a suggestive contrast in
these nyo titles: An Age of Doubt . . .
A "World of Sin. Certainly we cun be
thankful that there is a Gospel for an age
of doubt. God has something to say to the
sceptical temper of our day. But it is much
morc important that we have a Gospel for
a world of sin . The critical mind must
listen to God . Indeed. And how much
more the burdened and broken heart?
One of the briefest statements of that
Gospel for a world of sin is given u S in the
above text. As we meditate upon it, let us
note, ( 1) Who he is that came. (2) To
what he came. (3) Why he came.

Who is He that Came?
H e is Christ Jesus. Our Saviour is the
Christ, the Messiah, the Anointed. H e was
anointed with the H oly Spirit to be our
P rophet, Priest and Kin g. It was necessar y
that he enter upon all these offices b ecause
the duties of these offices were requisite to
our complete salvation. Not one of them
could be dispensed with. They were involved in our ignorance, guilt and pollution. Of thcse three, the priestly office is
the foundation of the other two. If Christ
were not our Priest, h e would not be our
Prophet and Kin g. Unless a salvation had
been obtained for us, it could not be revealed and applied. All the operations of
his grace in delivering us fro m sin and
r estor ing us to the favor of God rest upon
an atonement by which Divine justice was
satisfied.
H e is the Christ. H e is also Jesus.
Strictly speaking, Jesus is his only name.

It is a Jewish name, and was given b y
God. Christ is not a proper name but is
more a title like Doctor or Professor. Jesus
is the name b y which he is given to sinners. It ought to vibrate like music in tIle
sinner's ears. Indeed it does, when the sinner has been awakened to his need of such
a Saviour. It is the only name under
heaven by which we can be saved.

To What Did He Come?
The text says p lain ly that he came into
the world. H e was not only born; he came.
T h at means he had been somewhere else
b efore he was seen in this world. You and
I are b orn into the world. He, too, was
born, but he also came. H e is the everlasting God manifest in the Besh. The incarnation was not simply the birth of a
great man b ut rath er the entcring into human condi tions of the only-begotten Son of
God.
He came into the worl d. What lind of
world? A world of happiness, virtue and
peace? A worJd of inhabitan ts read y to
receive him with joy? Did thrones and
crowns and seep trcs await him? To be
sure, if such had b een the case, it still
would have been most condescending for
him to come.
But nol He came into a rebel world,a world in arms against him. H e cam e
into a world that eventually tried by means
of the crucifixion to put him out of the
way. Even his own would not r eceive him.
H e was not surprised at the treatment he
was given. H e knew it before he came.
Yet he came, - to b e a man of sorrows and
ilcquainted with grief.
Why Did He Come?
H e came to save sinners. B. B. Warfield
puts it thus: "Jesus did all that is included
(Cl"tiI~d
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FRED H. KLOOSTER
The Free University - Church and State
During October the Free University of

Amsterdam celebrated its seventy.fifth anniversary. The Reformed people of the
Nether1ands had good reason to rejoice in
the progress of their university. It was begun in 1880 with a faculty of five, a student
body of three and no campus. Today it
has become a signiflcant institution with a
faculty of more than one hundred and an

enrollment of two thousand.
Dr. C. Gerretson, professor of law at the
University of Utrecht, has written a challenging artic1e in the liberal Dutch newspaper, De T elegmaf ( October 22, 1955 ),
in which he calls the whole Dutch nation
to join in this celebration because of what
the foundin g of this university has meant
for the entire question of the relation of
ch urch and state to higher education. The
argument is instructive for Americans also.
Professor Gerretson makes the point that
the founding of the Free University, free
from both church and state but established
upon a Reformed confessional basis, was
the solution to a three century long struggle
between church and state. Professor Gerretson shows from Holland's history how
the party in power always tried to monopolize the whole educational system. He
maintains that the same attempt can be
seen today. Not only does the Free University represent the viewpoint of a certain
group or party, but its so·called neutral
neighbor, the City University of Amsterdam, supported by the state, really represents a viewpoint and a party alsothe liberal position. Even a great deal of
the opposition which the Free University
has experienced in the past, Gerretson
notes, was usually motivated by that ever
recurring attempt of the party in power
to gain or to maintain a ·monopoly.
Professor Gerretson concludes his significant article with these words:
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It is a good thing therefore that the freedom
o f special higher education (that is, like the
Free U niversity on a Reformed basis, FHK)
has been legally estab lished a nd that it has
also bee n r ealized in p rac tice by g ranting

fin ancial equality wilh public education. The
paramount significance of this for the n ation
lies in the fact that the r i~ ht of the minority,
which rig ht is facing extmctioll in the political world, has been poten tia lly maintained
in the scientific and scholarly world. T he
separatio n of chu rch and state and the freedom of education are insepara1.J.!y related
both histori cally and actually. The "good of
the people," the common good, does not re·
suIt from a forced uni formity (ccnheid) but
from a harmonious union (clmdraclil) ill
w hich the differen t spiritual groups cooperate
together upo n the basis of legal c<luality.

These ideas are relevant to the American
scene as well, where a strange emotionalism
often colors discussion of the relation of
church and state. In the United States it
was Dr. Conant, then president of H arvard
University, who said that private schools
were undemocratic. And rumblings have
recently been heard in Canada also. Even
in a democracy there is the struggle for
monopoly and it may often be camouflaged
by the idol of neutrality.
Religion in State Universities

In spite of some outspoken opposition
to private and Christian schools (see
above). much discussion is being devoted
to the place of religion in the curriculu m.
Russell J. Compton, professor of philosophy
at De Pauw UniverSity, defends the thesis
"that Christian education could become the
most adequate liberal education" ( The
Journal of Bible and Religion, October
1955, "Christianity and Liberal Education").
An interesting symposium 011 "The Place
of l\eligion in the Curricula of State Universities" is contained in the journal,
Religious Educatioll (September·October,
1955; cf. also July·August, 1955 for tho
symposium on "Religion in the Public
Schools"). Attention is called to the contribution of Walton Bean, professor of
history at the University of California,
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entitled: "Historical Developments Affecting the Place of Religion in the State University Curriculum." In the same issue
David W . Louisell, professor of law at the
University of Minnesota, discusses "Constitutional Limitations and Supports for
Dealing with Religion in Public Higher
Education." After a survey of the major
cases affecting this subject (McCollum,
Everson, etc.), Prof. Louisell says: 'lt now
seems to me reasonably safe to conclude
that the federal constitution in no way prohibits the treatment of theology or religion
in public institutions of higher learning in
a non-discriminatory manner and on a
scholarly level consistent with the intellectual life of hi gher education" (p. 289).
The author emphasizes that the First
Amendment not only prohibits the establishment of religion but aJso forbid s legislation which would prohibit the free exercise of religion itself.
In the same issue Professor George
Forell of the University of Iowa, which
has a School of Religion, pleads for the
teaching of theology in the state universities : "Theology is important intrinsically
and necessary for an understanding of the
aspirations of man and because it is important for an understanding of our culture. It is almost impossible to understand
western culture without knowing something about the theolOgical issues that
have motivated western man many times."
S. Kierkegaard Centenary
To theologians and philosophers, November 11, 1955 was not only Armistice
Day, but aJso the centennial of the death
of that "melancholy Dane," Soren Kierkegaard. The event is being widely celebrated this year throughout the world.
Kierkegaard has had great influence in the
theology and philosophy of today. The
existentialist philosophers and dialectical
theologians like Karl Barth have been influenced by him even though little attention was given to Kierkegaard when he
lived.
An entire issue of Theology Today (Oc-
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tober, 1955) is devoted to an interpretation
and exposition of "the abiding significance
of Kierkegaard." In April of this year the
Princeton University Press published another of Walter Lowrie's translations of
Kierkegaards's writings which was given
the title, On Authority and Revelation,
The Book on Adler. This Princeton professor, Walter Lowrie, has become the
major English translator of Kierkegaard's
works. Appreciation for Kierkegaard seems
to have grown at Princeton, as it has
throughout the world. This issue of Theology Today is worthy of careful study in order to become better acquainted with one
of the major influences in current theological thought. Especially challenging is the article by Carl Michalson, professor of systematic theology at Drew Theological Seminary, in which he makes the claim that
"Existentialism is a Mysticism."
What Happened to Princeton and
American Calvinism?
Sydney E. Ahlstrom of Yale University
has written a provocative article on "The
Scottish Philosophy and American Theology" (Church History, September, 1955,
pp. 257-272). Although he deals with other
centers, special attention is given to the
nerve center of Presbyterianism. Common
Sense Realism entered Princeton via John
Witherspoon and was passed on through
Archibald Alexander to Charles Hodge.
Ahlstrom claims that Hodge was "caught
up in the anthropocentrism of Scottish
Philosophy ... The foundation of his ethic
and his conception of natural theology,
moreover, are Scottish rather than Calvini stic .. . Despite his reiterations of dogmatic formulae, the optimism of the Scottish Renaissance interposes itself and separates his theology from that of John Knox
and John Calvin."
The application of this thesis to the
whole of Hodge's theology is no doubt unfounded. But the inffuence upon the polemic and apologetic system of Hodge has
been pOinted out before. Ahlstrom's claim
(Continued on page 13)
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Chosen in Christ
Predestination, the Pulpit and the People IV
ALEXANDER C. DE JONG

OD, WHO WORKETH all ~ l i ngs
after the counsel of his will, deals
with our sinful world in terms of Jesus
Christ. It has pleased God "to sum up all
things in Ch rist, the things in the heavens,

G

and the things upon the earth" (Eph.l:lO).
In Christ the grace of God has appeared.
Our Savior has abolished death and brought
life and immorality to light through
the good news which is heralded all over
the world (II T im. 1:10) . In the name
of Jesus every knee should bow and every
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord

to the glory of God the Father (PIli!. 2, 11 ).
In all things Christ Jesus must have the
preeminence (Col. 1:18). Therefore every
minister worthy of his office must imitate
Paul who determined not to know anything
among the Corinthian church than Jesus
Christ and him crucilled (I CoL 2,2 ). And
God's people have every right to expect
that the person and the work of Chri st shall
constitute the summation of the gospel
It is the Father's good pleasure to have
all the fuln ess dwell in Christ (Col. 1:19 ).
E verything sinners need for salvation in
all of its implications must be drawn from
the inexhaustible riches of Jesus Christ.
God has determined to communicate him·
self and all his gifts through his Son, our
Savior. Calvin caught this Christocentric
vision - one which coalesces in every de tail
with a tJleocentric vision - and wrote in his
commentary on Colossians "that all that
detract from Christ, or that impair rus excellence, or rob him of his offices, or, in
fin e, take away a drop from his furness,
overturn, so far as is in their power. God's
eternal counsel" ( p. 154). There is a decided and inescapable Christological color
to everything which is proclaimed from a
pulpit which remains faithful to the whole
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Scriptures. This is also true with respect
to predestination.
The believer, that is, the elect, can not
be abstracted from Christ. Believers have
been crucified with him, Gal. 2:20; they
have become united with him in the like·
ness of his death, Rom. 6:5; they have been
buried with him, Rom. 6:4; they have been
raised with him, Rom . 6:5; Col. 3: 1; they
sit with him in the heavenly places, Eph.
2:6; their lives are hid with Christ in God,
Col. 3:3; they are joint heirs with him,
Rom. 8:17; they have been foreordained
to b e conformed to his image, Rom. 8:30.
Such union with Christ gives a Christological accent to everything in the believer's
life.
This also holds true for the sinner's e1ee·
tiOD unto eternal life. In Ephesians 1:4
Paul tells us that we have been chosen in
Ghrist. TJlis fact needs full·bodied em·
phasis in the pulpit if we are to feel the
throbbing heart of divine love in predestination as the cor ecclesia, the heart of the
church. The church as the body of Christ
finds the heart of her life rooted in God's
gracious decision for sinners in Christ Jesus
before the foundation of the world. God
saves us and calls "us with a holy calling,
not according to our works, but according
to his own p urpose and grace which was
given us in Christ Jesus before times
eternal" ( II Tim. 1:9). If the truth of
predestination is to find its proper place in
the pulpit and in the hearts of God's people
it must be viewed in inseparable counee·
tion with Christ Jesus.
This is not something new. It is aHinned
in our Reformed confessions. The 16th
Article of the BelgiC Confession captures
this biblical connection as it speaks of
God's mercy as delivering from perdition
all whom "He in His eternal and unchange-
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_____________________________________________

able counsel of mere goodness has elected
in Jesus Christ our Lord, without any r e~
spect to their works." The Canons of Dort,
Chapter I, Article 7, says that God out of
mere grace, according to the sovereign
good pleasure of his wiIl, has chosen "a
certain number of persons to redemption
in Christ, whom He from eternity ap~
painted the Mediator and Head of the elect
and the foundation of salvation." Th e
W estminster Confession of Faith, Chapter
III, Paragraph 5, expresses this truth:
"Those of mankind that are predestined
unto life, God, before the foundation of
the world was laid, according to his etr~
nal and immutable purpose, and the se~
cret counsel and good pleasure of his will,
hath chosen in Christ unto everlasting
glory . . ." The words which I have italicized in these confessional statements
demonstrate that it has always been an integral part of the Reformed tradition to
assert this inseparable connection between
Jesus Christ and God's decision to elect.
Within the structure of God's counsel to
save the human race there is a unique coa~
lescence of the divine decision to elect a
fixed number unto eternal life and the
divine decision to set his incarnate Son as
the Mediator and Head of these elect.
God's decision to elect was not taken outside of, apart from, or in abstraction from
Christ. When God decided to elect sinners
he also at the same time decided to elect
Christ as their Mediator and Head; and
when he decided to choose Christ as the
chief cornerstone he at the same time
chose those who constitute the temple of
God and who rest upon their Savior as the
head of the corner. The elect and Christ
are chosen together, in the same decree,
in communion with and for each other.
It seems to me to be quite futile to argue
about the lOgical priority of these two divine decisions. Some Reformed scholars
argue that God's choice of the elect is logically prior to his cIfoice of Christ as their
Mediator. Others reverse the argument
and plead for the fact that God logically
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chose Christ first and then the elect. Interestingly enough, Bavinck at one place
argues for the one position and in a different connection argues for the other position. We must remember that God possesses his own divine life in the adorable
uniqueness of simultaneous totality and
total simultaneity. All of his decisions are
taken at once and at once he makes them
all. As the Father gave his people to his
Son he also gave his Son to his people.
On the basis of Scripture we must posit
a genuine union between Christ and the
chosen within the divine decree. It is a
federal union which roots in the covenant
of redemption. According to this pact God
gave the chosen unto Christ and Christ
unto the chosen. It is this federal union
which form s the final ground for that voluntary union with Christ by faith which
takes place in history. As united to Christ
in the covenant of redemption, the people
of God, the recreated humanity, are elected
unto eternal life with all its attendant
blessings. We need renewed emphasis on
this Christological aspect of election.
Beca.use there is such a God-ordained
relationship between Christ and the chosen
the believing sinner can reach assurance
concerning his personal election. Every
believer asks himself sooner or later
whether he is really one of the elect. There
is abiding consolation in knowing that
one's salvation roots in the eternal and
immutable counsel of divine grace. Such
confidence rests in Christ Jesus. He knows
that he is a chosen one not on the ground of
his spiritual experiences no matter how
rich they may be. These experiences merely confirm the fact tllat he rests solely on
the perfectly procured and infinitely sufficient work of his Savior. By holdin g fast
in faith to Jesus Christ he holds the electing God himself. God himself established
an inseparable connection between election and Christ. Thus to hold Christ fast
is to fasten oneself to his own election.
As long as the sinner thinks of Gou's
decision to elect as taking place outside of
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Christ he has nothing solid on which he think of God as choosing unrelated, isocan fasten himself. The decree remains lated individuals. This could in turn lead
hidden behind and beyond Christ. He can the church to lay emphasis on an individnever really be sure that the God who ualistic approach which silently assumes or
meets him in Jesus Christ is the God who overtly confesses that God snatches jso~
sovereignly chose some to eternal life. If, lated individuals out of a corrupt and dyhowever, he catches a vision of the foun- ing human race. Such a conception leads
dational, immutable federal union which not only to individuaUstic tactics in the
God established in his decree between mission program but also to lack of mis~
Christ and the chosen he knows that in sionnry enthusiasm. It is a noteworthy hisholding fast to Christ he holds fast to his torical fact that the church communions
which frequently long for assurance conown personal election.
It was especially Calvin who stressed cern ing their personal election as they igthis matter of personal assurance about nore the biblical connection between Christ
one's own election. He constantly spoke of and tlle chosen are also those communions
Christ as the speculum electionis, the mir- which pay Httle or no attention to a world
ror of election. Genuine assurance accord- wide mission program.
ing to him can only be found by looking
If, however, we see the unique conjuncto the Savior. In the Institutes, III, XXIV, tion of Christ and the chosen we come to
V (Allen trans.) he writes that "if we are see the perspective of a redeemed human
chosen in him, we shall find no assurance race. The church speaks in the name of
of our election in ourselves; nor even in Christ and upon his authority to the whole
God the Father considered alone, abstract- race, to mankind in the process of being
edly from the Son. Christ, therefore, is the saved. She goes out with conSdence and
mirror, in which it behooves us to con- knows that the race shall not be lost detemplate our election; and here we may spite the frantic and subtle strategies of
do it with safety." If we have communion Sa tan. Those who spurn her message, rewith Christ our names are written in the fuse her summons, reject her oHer, and
book of life. "This is our highest limit," perish in unbelief are the isolated branches,
says Calvin, "and what folly do we betray the individuals who have been cut out of
in seeking out of him, that which we have the tree of humanity whose new root and
already obtai.ned in him, and which can head is Christ Jesus, the new and last
never be found anywhere else." He coun- Adam. Such perspectives add new zeal
sels us to seek our assurance here because and strength to mission programs here and
of the inseparable connection which ob- everywhere.
tains within God's counsel between Christ
There is something more. Not infreand tile chosen.
quently one hears the idea propounded
With such a Christologicm color to the that we ought to soft pedal predestination
fact of election we also obtain new per- in our missionary work. At least there is
spectives for the church's task of evangeli- a manifest reluctance to herald this fact
zation. Election in Christ means the choice to sinners who as yet do not know Christ.
of a new humanity. The perspective of a One at times obtains the impression that
recreated human race begins to unfold to predestination means an eclipse of opporthe vision of faith. Christ saves the race tunity to be saved and the muting of the
and this rests in the counsel of predestina- tones of boundless love. Such ideas can
only arise when there is neglect of the
tion.
If we think of election apart from ChriSt, fact that sinners are chosen in Christ Jesus.
In both church and mission station there
the Head who gives new cohesion and
organic oneness to the new humanity, we is only one message. It is Jesus Christ, his
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person, and him crucified, his work. In
preaching Christ we are preaching predestination unto eternal life for all the
elect are chosen in inseparable connection
with Christ Jesus. In preaching Christ himself confronts the sinner with his gracious
provision of salvation and summons this
sinner to rest in him. As soon as, and only
as, Christ is preached according to the
whole Scriptwes, the sinner is confronted
with the God of predestination. God chose
sinners in Christ. We do not know whether
the given sinner has been elected or not.
The sinner himself can never know this
except in the way of believing commitment
to this Christ who confronts him with salvation. But of one thing we are sW'e. As
soon as Christ establishes contact with the
sinner in the offer of the gospel which is a
summons and in the summons which is ever
an offer there is contact with the unmerited,
free, sovereign, unconditioned grace of
God. It is this kind of grace, this kind of
love, this measureless mercy which roots
in the eternal decree of election which
meets the sinner. Only as they refuse to
rest in this grace and trust this God will
they be cut off and cast into outer darkness. To carry the news of election in
Christ out to oW' lost world is to carry the
best news this sinful world has ever heard
and will ever hear.
In concluding this short series of four
articles I would urge my readers to reBect more intensively on this Christological
aspect of election. There are various other
practical angles to this matter which I have
left untouched and many highly refined
theological questions have here been
passed by in silence. By recapturing the
spirit of the confessions quoted earlier we
can do much to pre.'lch predestination and
speak to the hearts of God's people.
As we do we ought also to set our view
apart from others who are equally interested in speaking of the connection between Christ and election. W e owe it both
to ourselves and to those who differ with
us to give unambiguous expression to the
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differences which exist. Two people may
say the very same thing and yet put radically different content into these words.
This has ever been the case in the history
of Christian thought and is no less true
today.
The Remonstrants speak of Christ as the
foundation of election. By this they mean
that the Savior is the moving cause who
impelled the Father to set his love upon
sinful mankind. Looking ahead at the love
of Christ and the acceptance of Christ's
work by faith on the part of the sinner,
God the Father decided to elect those who
believe and who persevere in faith. Actually the Remonstrants do not confess election in the sense of foreordi nation and predetermination. God merely sees ahead the
free choice of man. Christ is offered to all
men for salvation and man's choice for or
against Christ determines whether or not
such a person is elected of God.
But it was not Christ foreseen as Mediator which forms the foundation of God's
gracious choice of sinners. This foundation is his own gracious will, his good
pleasure. This basis, however, in the good
pleasure of God is not necessarily safeguarded by circumventing Christ. God's
good pleasure comes to expression in the
Savior and is realized in and through his
person and work. In the interest of setting
OUI view apart from the Remonstrant position we must not obscure the real connection which obtains between Christ and the
chosen in the decree. Nor will it suffice to
speak of Christ as only a means for getting
the elect to glory. Such reduction to a
position of means scarcely comports with
the song of the redeemed in Revelation
5: 13, "Unto him that sitteth on the throne,
and unto the Lamb, be the blessing, and
the honor, and the glory, and the dominion
for ever and ever." The elected sinners do
not form the hub, the focal point, around
which God's election moves, but it is the
Lord himself whose glory must radiate
from their lives.
Karl Barth also stresses the fact of Christ
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as the foundation of election. He avoids,
however, the synergistic pitfalls of the Remonstrants and refuses to make election
depend upon the free choice of the sinner.
In his effort to make predestination the
sum of the gospel he has completely revised the traditional Refonned position as
expressed in our confessions. Such revision he deems necessary in order to give
a genuin e Christo logical color to predestination.
According to Barth Christ Jesus is both
the subject and the object of election.
Jesus Christ, the Cod-man, is the beginning of all Cod's ways and works. In support of th is contention he appeals to passages like John 1:1, 2; Col 1:15, 17. The
Incarnate SOil is the initial point from
which all of God's works proceed.
Jesus Christ chooses. He is the sub;ect
of election, the electing God. There is no
other act of Cod outs ide of Christ. Jesus
Christ is not mcrely the light and mirror
of our eJection in the scnse that Our election unto life eternal is seen, known, and
clarified in Christ's eJection as our Mediator and Head. With this latter statement we agree. But Barth means that
Christ reveals to all men their own election as a completed decision which he
made for them.
Christ Jesus is also the chosen one. He
is the ob;ect of election. In chOOSing himself we see the vast dimensions and the
liberality of divine love. God, in Christ
Jesus as the beginning of all God's ways
with man, in measureless mercy and unassailable righteousness takes upon himself
man's rejection a nd reprobation. God's
wrath and just punishment are aimed at
God himself as God's Son remains lovingly
loyal to his own decision to elect all men
and to reprobate all men in himself. Predestination means that all men are in Jesus
Christ both as elected and reprobated.
God takes man's reprobation upon himself
and positively chooses all to salvation. In
this way, according to Barth, Jesus Christ
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becomes the sum and substance of the decree of predestination.
Obviously such a reconstruction of the
biblical teaching of predestination does not
fit the facts of the Bible. The idea of Jesus
Christ as the pre-existent God-man is a
fiction. Nowhere do we read that Christ
bore the reprobation of man. He is never
portrayed as the reprobated one. Peter
does speak of him as the li ving stone, rejected indeed of mcn, but elect and precious in the eyes of God, I Peter 2:6, 7.
There are too many passages which plainly
indicate that Christ did I)ot save all men.
1£ God decided to save all men, how is
it that there are and will be lost sinners in
outer darkness? Can the sinner undo God's
d ecision unto salvatio n for him? If he can
not, does this mean t hat all men will finally
be saved ? How is it possible for the sinner to find himsetf in a situation from
which God in actual fact is supposed to
have saved him? For a more detailed
analysis and criticism of Barth's views we
refer the reader to Prof. G. C. Berkouwer's
latest book entitled Th e Triumph of Grace
1n the Theology of Karl Barth.
Although we must set our views apart
from those of Barth, we must not for that
reason tone down the Christological connection which God has set within his counsel. Predestination is the heart of the
church. Christ Jesus is the life of his
church. God has chosen us unto eternal
life in Christ Jesus. To begin to catch a
gl:impse of this real connection betw·een
Christ and the chosen allows the teaching
of predestination to function as a real comfort for the beli evers and as real encouragement for the church. Although there is
a proper place for disclissing the doctrine
of predestin ation in connection with the
divine decrees, there is also real ground
for bringing it to bear upon our view of
the way of salvation. Within the history
of Reformed thought there have been both
approaches. Gradually the more systematic discussion took over and predestina(Conti"~lrd
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THE CHURCH •• ~.1i/e

ad 'Dead

s~

An Exposition of Revelation 2:8-11
HENRY A. VENEMA
8. And to the angel of the church in Smy rna write: These t h ings saith the first and the
last, w ho was dead fin d lived again: 9. [ kllow thy tri uulation, and thy !)OVC1' ly (but t hou
aft rich), and t he blas phe my of them that say they a re J ews, and they ar e not, but arc
a synagogue of Sa tan. 10. Fear not the things which thou art about to su ffer: behold,
the devil is abottt to cast some of you into p rison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall
have tribulation ten days. Be thou faithful unto deat h, and I win g ive thee the crown
of life. 11. He that hath an ear, let him hear what the S pirit saith to the churches. He
that ovcrcolllcth shall not be hurt of the second death (Rev. 2:8-11 ).

T wo

FACTS deserve mention as we
begin a second exposition 0 of the
Word regarding the scven letters of Christ
in heaven to the Church of Asia Minor: ( 1 )
John was told to write of "the things which
are, and the things which shall come to
pass hereafter .." ( 1:19b ). I-Ie writes.
therefore, about the prescnt and the future
of the Church. ( 2 ) Although similar in
general structure, each of these seven
letters places the present and the future of
the church in the li ght of a separate and
distinct aspect.
We saw in the first letter, addressed to
the Church at Ephesus, that the several
details arc easily arranged under the con·
trast between light and darl-ness. In this
letter to the Church at Smyrna we find
that all the parts can be understood in
terms of thc contrast between life and
death. Jesus Chri st refers to himself as
the onc "who was dead, and lived again."
The experience of the Church is portrayed
against the background of a life and death
stru ggle. The promises to this church are
in tenus of life, in contrast with the "sec·
ond death" which is the portion of them
who arc her cnemies.
In short, this entire letter is phrased in
perspectives of life and death. "Ve feel
that the Church is here represented as liv·
ing in so difficult a crisis that "life" and
"death" are properly contrasted. But out
of that crisis the Church emerges victori·
ous: It is awarded "a crown of life." Sure·
Iy the Church is here to be seen as victori·
.) d. lo rrh ond tNlmpel, vol 5,

JlO.

A Crucial and Intense Struggle

How may we describe life for the church
in that cosmopolitan community which was

Smyrna? Like Ephesus, Smyrna had be·
Rell·
giously, Smyrna also had its Caesar cult.
Th e year 195 B.C. saw the erection of a
tcmple in honor of the city of Rome, which
was venerated as a goddess. This pleased
Rome no little, and resulted in privilege
and benefit for Smyrna. In distinction
from Ephesus, where emperor worship was
integrated with the deification of the sensuous Diana, Smyrna's reli giOUS expression
was oriented to the religion of the Jews!
This is a strange fact, since the occasion
whieh led a substantial contingent of Jews
to emigrate to Smyrna after the year 70
A.D. was an outburst of conBict between
the Romans and the Jews, which resulted
in the fall of Jerusalem. Into this strongly
proRoman city j ewish emigrants entered
to take up a new life. And, remarkable as
it may seem, they managed to get along
unusually well! The Romans made impor·
tant concessions: Jews were exempt from
military service; the synagogue received
legal protection from Caesar; abuse of
Jewish religious rites was punishable by
law.
The Jews, on their part, were ready to
return kindness for kindness. Prayer for
the Boman emperor was an established
come great through transit trade.

J.
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ous, but only after a iife and death suug·
gle."
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for these Christians, not only because of
injustice practised with regard to them,
but especially because they had to cope
with "him that had the power of death,
that is, the devil" (Heb. 2:14b). H ere also,
tribulation is due to the work of Satan in
his efforts to destroy life. The prince of
death was troubling Smyrna's saints as he
In Ephesus we have noted that harmony struggled to oppose Jesus Christ and his
was achieved between Diana and Caesar. life-giving power.
But in Smyrna reconciliation was effected
Imagine the economic plight of the
between Roman and Jew, between the god Christians at Smyrna! In a city of much
of the Romans and the God of the Jews, wealth and great commercial activity,
between Caesar and Jehovah! Sharp con- where the Jews, arriving as outcasts, had
trasts were ruled out; the things of eternal prospered in the way of compromise with
life were compromised for the sake of the the Roman world, the Church was povertystricken. Christians in Smyrna were in
things which make for death (Psalm 49).
It is in Smyrna that our Lord also had economic disb:ess not because they lacked
gathered a Church which confessed with- ambition and industry, but because of the
out compromise that he was "the first and "tribulation" and terror of death. They
the last." Of none except one who is "very experienced a boycotting of their business
God" is this testimony possible. Men liv- and social life because of disapproval of
ing today were not here yesterday; and the principles for which they stood. Systhose who live today are dead tomorrow. tematic affliction of the Church took place.
But with respect to the man Jesus the In the competition for appoinbnent and
Church confesses that he is eternal God, advancement Christians were by-passed.
that he is yesterday, today and forever the Jesus Christ does indeed say to the Smyrna
same. What is more, Jesus Christ as man b elievers that they have a treasure in
possesses this attribute, for he "was dead heaven, that they are "rich," but h~
also
and lived again."
recognizes the power of the Evil One who
This, then, is the situation: in Smyrna is seeking their death - "I know thy
we nnd a most vigorous example of civic poverty." For poverty means that the neclife; and therein we nnd the Church, also essary means for the sustaining of human
very much alive, but with a life of a life are in short supply - and that because
peculiar origin and of an altogether unique of the hatred and opposition of them who
hated the living witness of Christ's Church.
character.
o
0
0
0
In addition to economic privation the
I believe I hear someone saying, "Surely tribulation of the Smyrna Church is also
Smyrna was a Church of great potentiality. religious in character. They are being
No sharp animosities, outward peace and persecuted. It is not unusual in the Church
prosperity - what more could one desire for those "in" her who prefer rationalizafor the cause of Christ's Church in the tion and compromise to ridicule them who
world?" But all of this is the foolishness because of desire to live according to the
of the fleshl For Smyrna is described in this Word are suffering hardship and persecupassage in terms typically Scriptural and tion. The Jews did this in Smyrna. Jesus
spiritual, and therefore, perhaps, surprising describes them thus: ''I mow the blasto us. For the Church at Smyrna is in phemy of them which say they are Jews,
serious trouble: "I mow thy tribulation, and are not, but are the synagogue of
and thy poverty." Life was burdensome Satan." These oppressors of the true
custom in synagogue worship. Symbols of
respect for Caesar were brought into many
synagogues. As a result the Jews were
awarded an inHuential place in the community. Unhindered, they entered upon
the flourishing business life of this important port city. Needless to say, they
prospered.
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Church reasoned this way: "True enough,
the Lord our God is one Lord. Neverthe·
less, we ought to be neighborly enough to
honor Caesar also in our synagogues. After
all, he is the emperor of this land. The
claim these Christians insist on makingthat Jesus of Nazareth is 'the first and the
last' - dishonors Caesar and jeopardizes
our position in this city. Quite properly,
therefore, wc ought to do all we can to
prevent their prosperity." Typical of them
who are "a synagogue of Satan" was their
false accusation of Christians as revolutionaries and rebels undeserving of social and
legal protection and privilege. And so the
forces of death applied pressure to the
living Body of Christ.
"Poverty" signi£es that materially the
Christians in Smyrna were hindered and
deprived as they struggled "to make a living." "Blasphemy" indicates that the spirit·
ual and moral bases of social life were
removed. But this letter to the «angel of
the church in Smyrna" goes on to describe
the future "tribulation" of the saints in
even worse terms. Even their personal
freedom shall be taken away: "the devil
is about to cast some of you into prison,
that ye may be tried; and ye shall have
tribulation ten days."
This makes the story of the persecution
of a faithful Church complete. Bread, position and freedom are denied them. And to
intensify the fearfulness of the entire mat·
ter still more, the description is clear as to
general details, but vague with respect to
specific application. "Fear not the things
which thou art about to suffer ..." - note
the plural, meaning that the h·ibulation
will assume many forms and involve many
instances. But just how and how many?
Some will be cast into prison, but their
identity is not given. Will they be released
again? No one knows. How long will this
last? <len days" reads the text - but this
is a symbolic number, a "round" number.
Really, no one knows just where things are
on God's time-piece in this situation.
Surely the "fear of death" is heavy upon
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the hearts and minds of Christ's Church
in Smyrna - even upon them who have
received the t.rue life and expect its everlasting glory.
Fear Not!
Only one thing is certain for the Smyrna
Church, and that is that things \VilI get
worse! It is almost irritating, therefore,
and not a little puzzling to hear Christ say,
"Fear not."
Indeed, one can only fear if the situation
is to be understood merely in terms of
that which is within the scope of our endlU"ance. If Christ means by his "fear not"
the same thing as our "don't be nervous,"
then his words are sheer mockery. Our
compoSlU"e and equilibrium can never remain undisturbed in the face of the energies of hell. Even if CIu·ist means that we
should be Sure to have an immoveable
faith can we scarcely understand his ad·
monition. For our human faith is not a
match for demonic forces.
We can only understand the crisis at
Smyrna if we see that the struggle involves
super-human forces. On the surface it appeaEs to be a part of the inevitable tension
between rival religiOUS bodies, the competitive struggle for business and wealth.
Actually it is the incessant battle between
the Church of Christ and the synagogue
of Satan. Smyrna's residents are taken up
in a spiIitual struggle between the forces
of life as revealed in and gained through
Christ, and the powers of death, whose
ruler is the devil.
The tribulation of the Church is to be
seen as a beneficial chastening, therefore.
But its pain and struggle is occasioned by
this unspeakably important consideration
apart from which the Christian life cannot
be properly understood: back of our every·
day experiences, back of our trials and
tribulations as God's children lies always
the fact of a warfare whose contestants
are more than merely h uman, whose dimension reaches all times and places.
No wonder that we are often perplexed
as we find ourselves sensing the awful
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rea lity of that struggle even in our own
tribulation. No wonder that we need so
much to hear C hrist's miraculously consoling Word, "F ear not." For if we are
to venture forth into the arena of this
battle on our own we should never dare

to begin, let alone succeed. But if Christ
dares to wage this battle in and through
us as members of his Church and his
disciples, then it becomes an altogether
different matter. For Christ is "the first
and the last, who was d e.'1d and lived
again." He who has triumphed over d eath
a t Calvary will never be defeated by him
who now strives so ftuiously to d eprive
the Church of a place in the earth.
"Though flesh and heart shollld faint and
fail,

The Lord will ever be
The strength and port'ion of my heart,
My God etcmally." oo
Triumph Throu gh Tribulation
Continuing in the same vein, our Lord
poi nts to the outcome of this struggle. The
Church may not know when this pe riod
of tribulation will end, but Christ does.
And not only does h e know that there is an
end , and what its character shall be, he is
also actually the one who has determined
it as the proper conclusion to this p eriod
of affliction and persecution.
It is comforting to note this fact. The
duration of this p eriod of tribulation is
not d etermined by the opposi tion . Neither
Homan might nor Jewish hatred , nor even
Satan himself enter in to establish the
length of this term of tribulation. T herefore Chr ist can say, "Be thou faithfu l unto
d eath , and I will give thee a crown of
life," This means that the Church must
always reckon herself to be completely
fortun ate if she only has Christ with her
as Savior. Let death come, we shall wear
the victor's crown of life through him.
More of this same thought is found at
the close of verse 11: "H e that overcometh
shall not be hurt of the second death,"

In these words the p roper p erspective
of the ,vise Christian is refl ected. There is
a first life and a first death. Neither aro
the primary concern of God's faithful child
in the militant Church. For the firs t life is
temporal, and the first death has b een
swallowed up in the victory of the Savior's
resurrection. But, there is also a second
life and a second death. These arc not
temporal, but everlasting.
Th is second death is the eternal punish.
ment of the ul1l'epentant sinner in hell .
vVith this fearful reality clearly in mind,
the Christian gears his life now with a
view to the life then, that he may escape
the death from which there is no return.
T he choice in Smyrna was between the
first life and its reward ; the second death,
and the second, future life and the consequences of that chOice, the opposition of
the forces of hell.
Smyrna chose for the second life, and
her choice was wisely made. It is ours to
imitate th eir faith , and also to brave the
forces of the Evil One in terms of Christ's
m ight and with due regard for the greater
gtory of the heavenly kingdom. And it
ought to be utterly impossible for us to
deny that faithful Christian life and witness l odllY does not mcan real opposition
from the many who are allied with Satan
in his ceaseless struggle 'vith the Christ.
F or this is the back-drop of New Testament history.
"He that hath an ear to hear, let him
hear what the Spirit saith to the churches."
:\Iay we all be ab le to hear that the things
of this present life are temporal and Heet ing. W e know not the d ay nor the hour of
our d eath, nor of Christ's return, although
their certainty is beyond question. True
enough, the self-sacrific in g service modeled
at Smyrna is extremely difficult, and so unattractive to the fl esh. And the "second
death" can seem to be so far removed. Its
great certainty, however, ought to jar us
into sober consideration of the Cospel's
demand upon our present bfe. Fact is, if

• • ) Chri$tian Reformed P salter Hymnal, nO, 147, _Iaux:.. J.
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"Sing Unto Jehovah
The Church at Worship X

WILLIAM KOK

C

ONGREGATIONAL SINGING is a

"must" for the Church of Jes lis Christ
when met for public worship.
The p eople of God are and always have
b een a singing p eople. Even the Church
Triumphant as depicted in John's Revelation is heard singing "the song of Moses
the servant of God, and the song of the
Lamb" (15,3).
One of the principal reasons for singing
at divine worsltip is that b y this means
it is possible for the multitude of worshippers to voice their praises at once and
in an orderly fa shion. As we have been
saying, worship is the meeting of God and
his people in official service. Therein God
speaks to his people by way of his Word,
which awakens in the worshippers the d esire to respond in obedience and praise.
~
This is done representatively b y the oH:ic
ating minister, and can be done b ecause
of the organic spidtual unity which exists
among members of Christ's Church, which
is his Body.
In addition, there is a deep satisfaction
in speaking ourselves of the thin gs that
well up in the worshipping heart. For this
reason many churches have the entire con~
gregation recite in unison the Lord's Pmyer
and the Apostles' Creed. But even this is
not to be compared with our united tesi~
many in song. We feci that the common
recital of prose or even poetry cannot begin to rise to the emotional heights attai nable by the Wlited expressLon of the
strongest feelin gs of the heart in song. To
illustrate: imagine a large gathering merely
reciting our national anthem, or singing it.
The communion of the saints comes
to expression in congregational singing ..
Strangely enough, there are individuals
who come to church worship services and
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do not take part in con gregational singing,
even though no valid reason exists fo r their
neglect of this worship feature. If any of
our readers belong to this group , we think
it would be well for them to examine themselves, asking why it is that they do not
join the congregation in singing.
The rich treasure of Zion's songs reveal
a wide variety of spiritual experience. The
soul that has tasted the goodness and
g raciousness of the Lord in the salvation
wrought b y God in Jesus Christ is d elighted to join the congregation in the
sin ging of stich a stanza as:
come, my soul, bless thou th e Lord thy
Maker,
And all within me bless His holy N ame;
Bless thou the Lord, fo rget not all His
m ercies,
His pard011ing grace mul sooing love
•
proclaim.
H aving thus summoned his soul to praise
the God of his salvation, the worshipper
issues this mighty refrain:
Bless Him, ye angels, wondrous in might,
Bless Him., His servants that in His will
delight. (' )
One of the deepest concerns of the pious
heart is to keep one's feet upon the way
of righteo usness. In bitter experience he
recognizes that he often falls to do that
which he really loves, and that he practises
the things whi ch he r eally despises. H e is
oppressed b y the knowledge that he is
prone to wander, and therefore he can
wholeheartedly join in when the congregation sings this prayer :
Dwell in m e, a blessed Spirit!
How I need Thy help dioinel
Tn the way of life elenJOI,
Keep,
keep this heart of mine!

o

a
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Dwell in me, 0 blessed Spirit!
Gracious Teacher, Friend divine!
For the home of bliss that waits me
a prepare this heart of mine! (2)
As you well know, one could so continue
to give examples of the songs the Church
loves to sing in expression of the spiritual
experiences of the believing heart. Those
who do not find themselves stirred to join
the congregation in the singin g of such
songs might well ask themselves if the
reason is not that they have no such spiritual experience which compels thcm to join
in the congregational expression of these
experiences in worship. Should this be the
case, it would be well to face the sad
truth that you have no real part in worship even though you occupy space in the
church pews.
Others hide behind the objection that
they cannot sing well. And there arc individ uals who cannot hold a tune no matter
how hard they try. Some can never learn
to sing on pitch. Fortunately, they are exceptions to the rule. However, even this
need not prevent a person from taking part
in the congregational singing. My own
mother was one of those who cannot keep
a tune. But it never stopped her from
singing. And it shouldn't have, even though
at times we must hear some saying that
they are annoyed by the poor singing of
such people. I realize that people afflicted
with the inability to sing on pitch ought
not to shout at the top of their voice. On
the other hand, let us not be too easily
bothered. Looking at the facial expression
of such a worshipper one can sometimes
read plainly tIle deep satisfaction of a
soul speaking with the congregation to
God in prayer and adoration. Congregational singing is something altogether different in that respect from the singing of
an organized choir.
Another excuse given for failure to participate in congrega tional singing is that of
unfamiliarity with the song being sung.
This is quite possible, of course, but it

should happen only once with any given
song. When the congregation sings a song
strange to you, it is to your advantage to
get to know that song. I know that several
excuses are offered at this point, having
heard them often. For example: one has
no copy of his church's hymnal in his home.
Another fails to own a musical instrument
which will help him to learn new songs.
It is my opinion tlmt any chm-ch member
ought to be ashamed 110t to own a pcrsof!.:ll
copy of the book of songs used in his church.
Such a book represents quite often a very
large bargain in today's religious book
market! In addition to the songs many
contain such invaluable infonnation as the
denominational creeds, the church order,
the forms for the sacraments, installation
of officers, prayers, etc. This is in addition
to the songs themselves, which are a veritable treasure store so great anyone not
familiari Zing himself with them is robbing
himself of an unusually wonderful blessing.
May I cite an example taken from the
life of my own father? ' ¥hen I went to
church services with him as a boy it was
his custom to teach me the unfamiliar
songs of a particular service as we were
walking homeward together. In addition,
we would be certain to sing such songs at
the dinner table as part of our famil y devotions.
So also the Christian school can be a
great boon to the worship of the congregation. Children should be taught to sing the
songs of the people of God at an early
age. Regardless of the objection some
voice to the effect that such songs are beyond the comprehension of the child at a
given stage, the fact that these songs have
a way of winging themselves into the
hearts of even very young children, - increasingly revealing to them the depths of
their meaning - warrants their being
taught the songs used in public worship
early.
Let us make the songs of the Church our
very own! These are the songs that endure

Z) wid. No. 389.
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UNDER CHURCH SPIRES • ••
Osterhaven on the Reformed Church
and the Christian School

"WHAT

PLACE docs the Christian
School have in the Reformed

Chtuch in America?" is a question directed

to Dr. Eugene Osterllaven, professor of
systematic theology at Western Theological
Seminary, Holland , Michigan, in his Oc·
tober 7, 1955 column Youth Forum, regular
feature of The Church Herald, Reformed
Chw'ch weekly.
Dr. Osterhaven attempts nrst of all to
provide an answer to the basic question,
«What is a Christian school?" With respect
to the program of a Christian school we can
agree with the answer given, namely, "if
the scbool e.\":alts Christ and is founded on
His Word, it is Christian." We might be
less inclined, however, to agree with his
observation (offered in the same paragraph
with his definition of a Christian school )
that the location of such a school may be
found most anywhere. ]n the light of the
celebrated McCollum-Supreme Court case
it seems quite naive to say with Prof. Osterhaven: "That (Christian ) school may be a
parochial, church-controlled school; it may
be a private school governed by a Board
composed of parents or trustees; or, it may
be a public institution of learning' ( italics
inserted ).

] suppose that Dr. Osterhaven has in
mind those school districts in which the
number of Christian p arents so completely
dominates the population that they are
able to guarantee the hiring of a Christian
faculty and to allow them to open classes
with prayer, usc the Bible in the curriculum, and conduct the school program on a
generally Christian basis. However, the
question as to what one can get away with
under certain exceptional instances and
what one may under the existing educational regulations legitimately 40 still remains. I shall never forget the consterna-
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tion caused by a public school administrator in a small \l\1isconsin town in which
I served my first congregation when h e
confronted the local clergy with this question: <1f I call you some morning to ask
you not to conduct your 'released time'
Bible classes in our school because the
state supervisors arc going to be on hand,
what will you say?"
H is question was based on the fact that
in order to get its quota of state school
money every school was obliged to affirm
that no time was b eing given over to the
religious education of its students. As far
as I know this matter never came to a
head in this \iVisconsin village. Nevertheless, the attitude of the state board is q uite
obvious, and the fact is that the practise
of allowing neighboring pastors to come in
for one hour p er week of religiOUS instruction was not strictly according to the letter
of state school regulations.
In addition to this observation we would
ask: Is it actually possible for a "public
institution of Ie..'lrnins" to be "founded on
His Word?" I know that it is possible that
Christians in a given community may as
individuals whose profesSion is founded on
the Bible regulate a public school. But is
that the same thing as foundin g the instil.ution il.self upon the Word? It seems
to me that the American tradition of
separation of state and church would
preclude the possibility of a public school
declaring openly in its statement of basis
and purpose that it is found ed on God's
\\'ord. And I'm certain that in many inclividual states this is legally an utter impossibility.
Section 2 of Dr. Osterhaven's answer
deals with the task of Reformed Church
members in education. Again some very
excell ent things are said. But again the
same emphaSiS is apparent, especially
when it is asserted that "Everyone of our
members . . . should strive to make our
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public schools better by having more
Christians teaching in them and serving
on school boards. Where Christian witness
is squelched in public schools and teachers
are told to 'stay away from religion;' or
where the prevailing influences in the
school system are not Christian, we believe
that Christian parents of Refonned persuasion should send their children to a school
which is Christian if there is such around.
When the child is of college age they will
send him to a Christian college."
All of this means, we take it:
1. That the public school is the first institution to which the Christian parent of
Reformed persuasion may turn as he seeks
an avenue of instruction for his child.
2. That in case circumstances are so bad
that one cannot effectively witness for
Christ in such schools, then "if there is
such around" Reformed parents should use
the Christian ( I suppose, the private or
parochial type) schools.
3. That in any event college students
ought to have a distinctively Christian
education in a Christian institution.
One is tempted to ask if there is any
reason to expect that such Christian School
will be "around" if they must be established
by parents who are not rcally convinced of
their true necessity? If this answer of Prof.
Osterhaven is typical of at least a sizeable
segment of Reformed Church opinion, we
can easily see why enthusiasm for Christian education of the type parent-controlled
schools represen ts is at low ebb in his
denomination.
Dr. Kunst's Reaction to our Synodical
Examination of Candidates for
the Ministry

i his type of examination can actually
no longer be carried out. The large number of candidates makes it impossible. A
truly penetrating and convincing investigation does not take place."
The above is a free translation of Dr.
Peter G. Kunst's summary of his impressions as he observed the examination of
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candidates fo r the Gospel ministry at the
1955 Christian Reformed synod. Dr. Kunst,
well-known. congenial Amsterdam Gerefonneerde minister, was representative of
his denomination at this broadest gathering of a sister church.
The Rev. Mr. Kunst bases his criticism
upon such fa cts as the hurried way in
which synod must conduct this business
(about 20 minutes is allotted for questioning in each of the six main heads of theology with the questions to be divided in
turn among eight to ten candidates; sermon delivery restricted to 15 m nutes per
candidate), the public character of the
examination, with 100 delegates plus aU
interested visitors present, etc.
In fairness it must be said that Dr. Kunst
is not simply negative in his reactions. His
article in Gereformeercl W eekblad on this
subject (,<De Grote Dag in Grand Rapids")
as found in the July 22, 1955 issue is commendatory at several points. And it must
be added that voices are being raised on
this side of the ocean also as to the methods
now being employed to examine candidates
for the Christian Reformed ministry. Many
feel, for example, that one thorough examination on the level of the classis would be
sufficient. Also, some strongly advocate
that the original languages be restored to
the examination.
We can expect more discussion of this
very important matter, we believe.
Dubious Exegesis
A mark of the church in decline is the
absence of sound exegetical work in its
preaching. This follows as matter of
course, since all apostasy involves an
abandonment of the 'Vord of God.
Sample of the consequences of a lack of
respect for God's Word as revealed infallibly in the Bible is this incident:
Announced on the bulletin of a church
was this text: as basis for the morning's
sermon: Genesis 3: 19, «in the sweat of thy
fa ce shalt thou eat bread, till thou return
unto the ground; for out of it wast thou
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taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust
shalt thou return." This rather promising
verse from Holy Writ turned Qut, however,
to be an occasion for a sermon advocating
the government's program of soil conserva·
tionl
75th Anniversary; Vrije Universiteit

.-

October 19 and 20 were the special days
on which celebrations were held in Amsterdam upon the oCC<'lsion of the 75th anniversary of the founding of the Free
University. Strictly speaking this event
does not fall within the province of this
column, and therefore we shall not attempt
to describe either the Significance or the
manner of celebration of this important
event. It is our hope that T orch and Trumpet will be able to furnish such information
for the inspiration of the American Reformed community in some future issue.
We only wish to say that we would add
our sincerest congratulations to the university, its governing body: De V ereniging
voor Hoger Onderwi;s op Gereformeerden
Grondslag (Society for Higher Education
on a Reformed Basis) , and to the Calvinists
of The Netherlands whose support has kept
this faith project alive these 75 years. And,
above all, we take this occasion to reproduce A. Kuyper's editorial theme for De
Heraut of Sunday, October 31, 1880: Soli
Deo Gloria - God aIleen zi; de eer! - To
God alone be the honorl

Nobody Really Knows How Many
Belong to the Church!
Statistics are always very interesting. and
as applied to church membership they have
been said to reveal much that is signincant.
Recently the Information Service of the
National Council of Churches pointed out,
however. that one had better be very careful in his evaluation of these statistics. The
reason: they are quite doubtful in view of
the fact that no standard definition of
«church member» is employed, and that
there is little control of the sources from
which they are gained. This is quite em-
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barrassing, of course, since unreliable
statistics are not much good.
Time for October 31, 1955 reports that
the National Council Information Service
felt constrained to mention such things as
this: "the statisticians of the religiOUS
bodies often depend for their ngures on
the unchecked estimates of local pastors.
As for church attendance, so conndently
said to be increasing, no real statistics exist
at all."
60.3~
of the population of the continental
United States is now according to such
statistics said to be within the ranks of
"church" (including j ewish synagogues)
bodies. This represents a gain of 2.8% for
1954.
The following figures are said to represent the numerical strength of the six
so-called «major U.S. religious groups:
Protestant, 57,124,142; Roman Catholic,
32,403,332; Jewish, 5,500,000; Easte.rn Orthodox, 2.024,219; Old Catholic and Polish
National Catholic, 367,918; Buddhist,
63,000."
The Meaning of Christmas
(Co>Jt,nlftd

f~{}m

page J)

in the great word 'save: He did not come

to induce us to save ourselves, or to help
us to save ourselves. He came to save us."
The glory of our Lord, surpassing all his
other glories to usward, is that he is our
actual and complete Saviour, our Saviour
to the uttermost.
Many there are in our day who would
recast the Gospel and make it good advice
instead of good news. But then the text
of this meditation would have to be rewritten as would many other texts. No, it
is good news that we have - the tremendous annOuncement of a completed salvation in Christ Jesus. H e did it all! He
does it all! For what he did has continuing efficacy.
He breaks the power of cancelled sin,
He sets the prisoner free.
That is the meaning of Christmas. May
its blessed tidings bring joy to us alll
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Evolutionary Dogma and
Christian Theology
PH ILIP E. HUGHES
II

I

N THE SCIENCE of genetics we have

not only a precise science which, thanks
to careful experiment and observation, has
demonsb'ated that all heredity is governed
by definite laws, but we have also a science
whose results con6rm the biblical teaching
that a1l living things reproduce "after their
kind" (Genesis 1) : the offspring of roses

are roses, of tortoises tortoises, and of human parents human chHdren. In fact, apes
will be apes, no matter how much some
people would like to see them becoming
something else. There is, of course, room
for selection and variation, but only within
the particular family or kind, as dog-

breeders know well enough. That mythical
t erliwn quid the "missing link," which
would exhibit an intermediate stage of
transition from one kind to another, has
never been found and never will be found ,
because it does not exist. It would be a
contradiction of the laws of heredity. It
may fairl y be maintained that if E volution
were a fact, these links between the families would not be missing but would
abound on all sides, since we have every
type of organism open to our inspection,
from the simplest to most complex, from
the unicellular to the human. An active
E volution would constantly be producing
bridgeorganisms in process of advancing
from one family to another. But nowhere
ar e such intermediate forms to be found;
and the fossil beds of the geologica l strata
have also disappointed the evolutionist's
hope in this respect.
It is instructive to observe tlle very considerable and radical modifications that
have been imposed in more recent years

~ ~ -
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upon tile preaching of evolutionary progress. The evolutionary prophet of the
end of the Victorian age, were he now
r esurrected, would find it difficult to recognize the message of the presentday
prophet; he would deplore the watering
down of his full gospel; he would shake
his head at the inroads of scientific
"modern ism." To remind him of his own
oftrepeated maxim that "all things must
change or p eris h," would be poor consolation, for it never occurred to him to apply
this rule to the cardinal doctrines of his
own faith. He would doubt the evidence
of his senses when he heard a grandson of
• the revered Thomas Huxley speaking of
"the r estricted nature of biological progress" and, what is worse, declaring that
such progress "is not compulsory and universal." "Julian the Apostate" he would
sadly call him .
E volution, indeed, according to Juhan
Hu:dey, "may involve downward or lateral
bends, in the shape of degeneration or of
certain forms of specialization, and may
also leave certain types stable." He confesses now that he sees E volution as a
"series of bhnd alleys," some longer. some
shorter, but each one in the end coming
up against a "terminal b lank wall." That
Evolution is an arrested force, that it has
got itself hopelessly bogged down in a
number of ruts, is a surmise the innocence
of which one can hardly be blamed for
suspecting, for it looks suspiciously like a
device whereb y the evolutionist hopes to
extricate himself from the embarrassment
of the unbridged gaps b etween the species_
If it is true that bridgeorganisms are no
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longer being produced, it is futile to expect
them to put in an appearance. It cannot
be denied that these perverse missing links
have obstinately refused to put in an appearance, and so we are informed that
now, after nobody knows how many
hundreds of millions of years of activity,
Evolution has ceased to operate in the
realm of nature. ,"Vorn out and frustrated,

no doubt, after going down innumerable

r
"

blind alleys and coming up against innu merable terminal blank walls, this
mighty, sleepless, irresistible force has had
enough and is ready for a quiet retirement.
The struggle has proved too great. Evolution is ready to take its place amongst the
fossils.
Renters of evolutionary pews who for
long were content to sit uncler the popular
prophets and be fascinated by the oftrepeated assurance, "Evolution's at work:
all's well with the world!" must not be re·
buked jf now they ask whether this was a
vain repetition and whether, now that the
old full·blooded gospel has been whittled
down to a mere shadow of its former self,
there is any message of hope for man in
the middle of the twentieth century. What
about the much vaunted evolutionary
progress? - is that too a thing of the past,
another dead end? In response to this in·
quiry Julian Huxley proffers his followers
one grain of hope. Every possible mode of
fuxther progress has been cut off, "until
now," he says, «after a thousand or fifteen
hundred million years of evolution" - a
margin of error of .Bve hundred million
years is, of course, perfectly legitimate in
the realm of fantasy - "progress hangs on
but a single thread;" and that thread is
"the human germplasm." But it is difficult
to think that this final solitar y thread is
anything but a flimsy support for faith,
especially when the faithful are informed
that every one of the thousands of other
threads has snapped under the strain. What
possible guarantee can the faithful have
that this is not Evolution's ultimate frustra·
tion or blind alley?
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There is no such guarantee, according
to H. C. Wells, once the most debonair
ond optimistic of the prophets of Evo}u·
tiOD; but two global wars in a generation,
and the world chaos and agony that ac·
companied them, were a check which even
Mr. Wells' faith in the doctrine of the
universal progress of mankind could not
withstand, and, as his life drew to a close.
he found himself trudging down the shad·
()wy road of disillusionment. His good
news had shrivelled into a despairing
jeremiad: "There is no renson whatever,"
be wrote, «to believe that the order of
nature has any greater bias in favor of
man than it had in favor of the ichthy·
osaur or the pterodactyl. In spite of all
my disposition to a brave·looking optimism,
I perceive that now the universe is bored
with him, is turning a hard face to him,
and I see him being carried less and less
intelligently and more and more rapidly ...
along the stream of fate to degradation,
suffering and death."
And so this preacher of inevitable progress was tragically transformed into a
prophet of gloom and foreboding, convinced at last of the insubstantial nature
of his ardent earlier beliefs. There are still
some, however, who, though aware of the
bankruptcy of the Darwinian optimism,
seem set upon clinging to such fragments
as remain; and in attempting to do so they
have perforce abandoned the detenninistic
doctrine of irresistible progresss, funda·
mental though it was as an article of the
original creed, and have substituted for it
a philosophy of progress by mere chance.
The magic concept for them is no longer
that of "natural selection" or "survival of
the fittest," but that of "mutation." Biolog·
leal progress, we are now asked to believe,
has resulted from nature's seizing upon
advantageous mutations - accidents which
have occurred within the hereditary mechanism - upon the fortuitous appearance
of freaks. Once again, it is a case of wish·
ful thinking, for there is no scientinc
evidence whatever to suggest that any
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mutation has ever eHected or is likely to
effect a cross-over from one family to
another. Besides, so shaky a hypothesis
clearly cannot support the majestic orderliness of all nature. The natural realm is
informed with order, purpose, and meaning, not disorder, indecision, and incoherence.
The revised evolutionary outlook is of a
piece widl the existentiali st philosophy of
contemporary humanism. Man find s himself enclosed by his own inescapable an:
guish, face to face with present insecurity
and future uncertainty, and he is invited to
make the leap of self-committal into the
abyss of nothingness which surro unds his
being. Conscious of his estrangement and
isolation in this fru strated and fr ustrating
world, he must choose despair, and choose
it with intensity, for there is nothing else
to choose and onl y thus may he experience
the authenticity of his being. He is free,
but only to choose the inevitable; and the
final and most intense choice must be that
of his death and all the hopelessness and
horror associated with it; for this is the
ultimate inevitability which he is free to
choose.
Thus Man, who not so long ago thought

himself to be the master of things, has
sluunk to a lonely, anguished, self-enclosed
ind ividual, for whom nothing is certain but
uncertainty, whose on ly Jogic is to be illogical, and whose only hope is despair.
And yet he is still man in rebellion; he
still persists in his determination to place
himself, naked and pun y, at the centre
of his hostile world. It is for us, who arc
C hrist's, to look upon him, as Christ looks
upo n him, with compassion and yearning.
It is for us to remind him that, while this
world is being shaken, the Christian Gospel abides unchanged and unshakeable,
with its message, not of hostility, but of
forg iveness, redemption, and assured hope,
if he will but look away from himself to
God, his Creator and his Saviour, who in
Jesus Christ has acted on his behalf. Like
McTaggart and Bernard Shaw, all men
have longings after eternal life: it is for
us to proclaim to them the words of the
Old Book - "This is life eternal, that they
might know Thee, the only true God, and
Jesus Christ, whom Thou hast sent."
I conclude with this comment: He who
was sent, He who is from above, cannot
be fitted into any evolutionary system.
(To be Continued )

IS IT WORTH READING?
Of Law and Love: The Ten
Commandments and the Cross of Christ
PfTER H. ElDERSVElD

(h,dmon . Pllbli. hing Co., Grond Ropid., Mi ch., 1954, pp.
85. $1.50.)

T WAS A heartwarming experience to
read this slender book. The thirteen
sermons are on a timely subject. They display that same quiet but compelling style
that has distinguished Mr. EldersvelJ as
one of the best radio preachers. They
blend truth and evangelical passion in the
way that makes for great preachin g. As
usual, there is a modest but skillful use of

I
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aOOK REVIEW EDITOR:
PROf. H. II. VAN TIL
6J JEFFERSO N AVE., s. E.
GRAND IIAPIDS 2, M ICHIGAN

illustration, Biblical, and not fallin g into
the sensational or seH-parad ing.
The title of the book is earefull y chosen.
" ... if we have never been to Mount Calvary, we will never get there unless we go
by way of :Mount Sinai" ( p. 16 ). To come
to Cod we must know His justice; then we
can understand His mercy. Then ... "if
we have gone to Mount Calvary by way of
Mount Sinai, we will want to go back
a gain and see what kind of people God
wants us to be" (Ibid . ). We are not free
when we break this law of God; we are
boWld as slaves ( p. 52).
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CHOSEN I N CHRIST

Eldersve1d emphasizes the internality of
(Co"ti"Hed frQm page 10)
God's law and the internal freedom which tion was discussed only in connection with
it brin gs. He does not emaciate the law by the divine decrees. Perhaps it is time to
reducing it to certain external "don'ts." It rescue this precious truth from the hands
is spiritual; it is summarized in love (p. of systematic theologians and to bring it
75 ), a love for God and for one's neighbor. out into the great market places of the
How God's law points to His love! world so that aU men may come to see
"Mount Calvary is only for those who have Jesus Christ and in him the glory of the
been to Mount Sinai" (p. 84). "yVe may Tl"iune God. At least I am sure you will
not like what we see on t-.'lount Sinai but agree that we ought to reflect together
we may love what we see on Mount ' Cal- about these matters so that predestination
vary. And having seen both, we will want may regain its proper place in the pulpit
both. For the law of God leads to the love and in the hearts of God's people.
of God, and the love of God fulfills the law
of God" (pp. 84·85) .
WHAT TH E Y ARE THINKING
These messages are particularly timely.
(CQ"I ;n"cd jmm page 5)
In a recent column Dorothy Thompson is that this Scottish philosophy, which was
spoke of an insensibility to conscience, to in America "a vast subterranean influence
good and evil, among our youth, and she a sort of water-table nourishing dog
m atic~
laid the blame at the door of fals e trends in an age of increasing doubt," accelerated
in education - in home, school, and church the trend toward rational theology. Its
_ an education that has become pragmatic adoption speeded the end of Calvinism he
and fu nctional. Against this evangelical claims, while it brought Unitarianism t~ its
Fundamentalism does not erect sufficient "Augustan Age."
barriers. It has whittled down the full
It is worthy of note that Ahlstrom refers
message of the law. There is little thor- to R. J. Danhof's thesis on Hodge and the
oughgoing antinomianism, but we seldom "stains of humanism" in his thought. Eshear "... this is the first and great com- pecially in regard to Hodge's apologetics
mandment." That is replaced by a va.gue Professor C. Van Til of Westminster has
"Seek the will of the Lord." We need an throughout the years painted out this in~
injection of the vaccine of the command- consistency in the thinking of the notable
ments, so that the grace of God will appear Princeton theologian.
in all its wonderfulness, as it can be seen
only when viewed against the background
THE CHURCH .. HER LIFE AND DEATH
STRUGGLE
of the awful holiness of God.
(Conl;n"etl fro m page 14 )
The best commendation I can think of
we cannot hear what the Spil"it is now
is to advise: Get the book, read it, and pass
sayin g, it is because we simply haven't the
it on!
ears with which to do so. Everyone that
_ R OBERT D. KNUDSEN Philadelphia, Pa.
really <110ars" these words can only respond
by urging a prayer for grace and strength.
"SINO UNTO JEHOVAH .. ."
Fix your eye, 0 Christian, upon him who
( CO Hl in"cd from pagc 16)
the ages. Many of them have been sung is 'the first and the last." For his sake the
for centuries and yet they never grow old. first dea th in all its horror is really only an
They are continually the interpreters of occasion for the revelation of his life in us.
the experience of our Christian life. By
"To live apart from Goel -is death,
means of them the congregation of the livTis good H is face to seek;
ing God continues to speak to the heavenly
My refuge is the living God,
Father, and in that speaking finds the
His praise I long to speak:'OftO
...) wid., stanza 5.
peace that passes understanding.
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