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The 454-page Agenda for the Synod of the Chris
tian Reformed Church (meeting this month) deals 
with several issues of great importance. The dele
gates are indeed charged w ith heavy responsibilities 
as they go about the tasks to which they have been 
appointed ; and, as such, they arc urgently in need 
of the ferven t intercession of all who arc concerned. 
To pray intelligently for them to rise to meet this 
challenge, we who look on should also be informed 
about the challenge that confronts them. 

No doubt, it is Report 36 in the Agelldct that 
brings Synod face to face with the issue that is mOft! 

crucial than any of the others. In an attempt to spell 
Ollt this matter as clearly as possible, we follow the 
question-aod-answer method, hoping thereby to bring 
this crucial issue clearly into focus. 

1. Precisely what is this crucial issue? 
The answer: the nature and extent of Biblical 

authority. The issue is then, in what sense and to 
what extent we are to acknow ledge the whole Bible 
as our only rule for faith and life. Authority, accord
ing to thc fi rst mean ing given by The Random I·louse 
Dictionary of the English 1 ...<mguoge, is "the power to 
determine, adjudicate, or otherwise settle issues or 
disputes; jurisdiction; the right to control, command, 
01' determ inc." 

So, the question is, in what sense and in how fa r 
docs the Bible have authority to lell us what to 
believe and how to live? Very closely rela tcd to this 
question about the Bible's authority. arc questions 
about its inspirati on, infallibility, inerrancy, and his
toricity. 

That the authors of Report 36 recognize this mat
tcr of the authority of Scripture to be crucial is ev
ident from what they write: "At the risk of saying 
what probably needs no saying, we remind the 
(.'h urches of thc crucial importance of holding fast 
our common confession of Biblical authority. We 
emphasize this pOint in view of the fact that the his· 
toric Christi ~lIl doctrine of Biblical authori ty is ill crisis 

in our times. This cris is lies especially in the area of 
hermeneutics. . . . The hermeneutical problem is the 
pivotal point of much contemporary theological con
troversy. Involved is a right understanding of Scrip
ture, which is a matter of paramount importance 
today for the entire Christian church, including those 
churches which stand within the Reformed tradition" 
(Agenda, pp. 296, 297. Ttalics added ). 

In view of this seriousness of the situation, one 
can only wish that the committee had avoided the 
ambiguity from which their report appears to suffer 
and that it had addressed itself directly to specific 
instances of bad hermeneutics within Reformed circles 
to which the report obviously refers only in general. 

The authority of Scripture - this then is the issue. 
And let there be no mistake about it ; it is precisely 
at this point that conservatives and liberals always 
come to a parting of the ways. Synod and the Church 
are now at the crossroads since we must say in no 
uncertain terms what we beHeve about the Bible. 

2. \Vhat is the mandate this committee received? 
The Synod of 1969 decided to "appoint a commit

tee to study the nature and extent of Biblical author
ity, and in particular the· 'connection between the 
conten t and purpose of Scripture as the saving rev
elation of Cod in Jesus Christ and the consequent 
and deducible authority of Scri pture,' to eval uate 
cri tically in the light of the above menti oned stud y 
and our confessional standards the manner of inte r
preting Scripture p resently employed by some con
temporary Reformed scholars litalics added). and to 
serve the churches wi th pastoral advice in these 
matters...." 

The following were appointed to this committee: 
Dr. A. Bandstra, Hev. ] . Croen, Dr. D. Holwerda, Dr. 
F. Klooster, Rev. J. Vos, Dr. M. Woudstra, Dr. C. 
Spykman. 

The grounds fo r the appointment of this commit 
tee with this mandate were the following: (a) Our 



sister church in The Netherlands (Cereformeerdc 
Kerken) has expressed a desire "for a continued jOint 
discussion of these questions." (b) The Reformed 
Ecumenical Synod has asked for such a study. (c) The 
consistory of the Fruitland (Ontari o) Christian Re
formed Church asked in 1968 and again in 1969 that 
a study be made of views on Scripture being ex
pressed by professors in The Netherlands. 

3. How does tile committee in terpret its mandate? 
Was it too much to expect that the committee 

would feel callcd upon by its mandate also to address 
itself to spcciflc views and utterances of persons 
(Kuitert, Lever, Augustijn, Baarda, De Boer) whose 
thinking on this issue has become a matter of public 
concern? It seems so - at least if the committee in
terprets its mandate correctly. Reading and rereading 
this report, we fail to flnd any explicit and deflnite 
pronou ncemen ts about the teaching and writing of 
any specifi c person or persons. 

One looks in vain in this report, for example, for 
an explici t and speci fi c pronouncement or recom
mendation about the expressed view of Dr. Willis P . 
De Boer. who. notWithstanding the material presen ted 
by the Central Avenue (Holland. Mich .) consistory. 
was rcappointed with 1Jermanent ten ure as professor 
of religion and theology at Calvin College last year. 
In taking this action, the Synod of the Christian Re
formed Church, strangely enough, put the c..'l. rt before 
the horse by going right ahead with a permane"t
tenure reappoi11tment and then adding '"'that perma
nent tenure does no1 prcell1de in vestigation and study 
of views held by members of the teaching staff and 
action on them by Synod." 

The committee in its report recognizes that the 
Dr. Boer mattcr was given to it for they state: " In 
addition to the materials contained in the mandate 
and grounds listed above, the Synod of 1970 referred 
to this committee the documents involved in the 
matter which the Central Avenue consistory ·had raiscd 
concerning Dr. Willis De Boer's intcrpretation of 1he 
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first chapters of Genesis. These documents were re· 
ferred to the convnittee 'for their consideration in 
making their report.''' 

After this rcference to Dr. De Boer this 37-pagc 
report makes no further mention of him or specifi cally 
of what he has written about the opening chapters of 
Genesis. \Vhat will now become of the "investigation 
and study" of Dr. De Boer's vicws .. . "and action on 
them by Synod" that were not to be "precluded" in 
giving him a reappointment with permanent ten ure 
last year is not stated. For that matter, the commit
tee in its report mentions no names of persons and 
the specific views they have espoused. The commit
tee judged that the mandate did not require this. 
The committee states: 

"The second part of our mandate requires us 'to 
evaluate critically in the light of the above-mentioned 
study and our confessional standards the manncr of 
interpreting Scripture presently employed by some 
contemporary Reformed scholars: Our task is not to 
ad;udicllte charges brought against any persall nor to 
assess the accelJtability of any particular book, but to 
evaluate methods or principles that are visible in the 
interprelatioll of Scripture by some contemporary 
Heformecl scholars" (p. 280. Italics added ). 

And when the report comes to discussing the in
terpretations being advocated concerning the first 
chapters of Genesis, the committee states once 
again: "We would remind the church that Our task 
is not to assess tlte correctness of detailed exegesis, 
but to comment upon methods and principles em
ployed and to test these in the light of our confession 
concerning Scripture and its authority" (p. 291; italics 
added). 

4. Where docs this report now leave us? 
The adoption of the recommendations of this 

report will leave us with a set of conclusions about 
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the authority of Scripture, but with nothing concrete 
being recommended to implement or to apply thcsc 
conclusions with respect to specific persons and their 
teachings. 

Obviously, the committee must have had speci6c 
persons and teachings in mind . The inandate given 
the committee charged that a critical evaluation be 
made of "the manner of interpreting Scripture pres
ently employed by some contemporary Reformed 
schowrs" ( p. 268. Italics added ). Moreover that the 
committee d id have specific persons and statements in 
mind is eviden t when the report states: 

UNo one in the Refonned community would bas
ically disagree with this interpre tation of the principle 
that Scri pture is its own interpreter and the im
plications. that follow from that principle . Those 
whose writings constitute the new hermeneutics, in 
so far as they address themselves to this principle, say 
essentially the same thing. Yet certain statements are 
made which raise the quest ion whether the principle 
is being maintained. [Italics added]. For if the p rin
ciple is correct, then one should exercise caution 
regarding the way in which he speaks about certain 
reinterpretations of Scripture. If one asserts, for ex
ample, tha t science makes it impossible to believe 
any longer that there was historically an original man 
and woman w ho were the ancestors of the human 
race, then it is no longer apparent that one is main
taining thc principle that Scripture is its own inter
preter . . :' (p. 283). 

The com mittee speaks about the if of stich an 
assertion . However, anyone who is familiar with 
what is being written (as the members of the com
mittee certainly arc! ) knows very well that there is 
no if about this being asserted. Why then should the 
committee not say who are asserting this? We arc 
right now confronted with a concrete, actual situa
tion in which the church is badly in need of pastoral 
advice that is pointed and specifi c. Why then does 
the committee not give concrete instances by men
tioning chapter and verse a..<; well as the names of 
the "contemporary Reformed scholars" whom they 
must have in mind? 

When Scripture is under attack, the situation is 
urgent ; and a report that does not hesitate to be con
crete about personal views expressed is sorely needed. 

E ither the report has definite persons or utter
ances in mind or there was no need for it to speak 
as it does. The actual con text in which the committee 
was given its mandate calls for something more 
pointed and specific than what the church is now 
being offered. 

5. nut arc the guidelines offered by the commit
tee not clear enough to dictate what action should 
now be laken? 

Of course, the proof of the pudding is still to 
come; but there is reason to think they arc not. 
There is at least an apparcnt ambiguity in Hepar! 36 
that could lead to more compromise in the church 
rather than clear-cut, forthright and unified C011Uic
lions. It is for this reason that both sides in the dis
pute about the opening chapters of Genesis may 
think they can find cover under the umbrella of this 



report. There is nothing we need less as we face thi.~ 
crucial issue than a both-and instead of an either-or 
position. 

To preclude possible misunders tanding let it be 
said that appreciation for the scholarly efforts of the 
committee to deal with this diHicult issue is in order, 
and also that we are not to expect a statement about 
Scripture so simplistic that respectable scholarship 
goes out of the window. But the fac t is, we are con
fronted with and hard pressed by an actual situation, 
and we are so sorely in need of a clear sense of 
direction. 

A concrete and urgent question facing us is this: 
are the opening chapters of Cenesis really historical 
or are they not? Unfortunately, after reading and re
reading Report 36, I am still groping to know in how 
far the committee wants to say Yes to this pressing 
question and in how far it wants to say No. 

1. On the one hand, the committee seems to af
fi rm the history of these Cenesis chapters. Consider, 
for example, the following excerpts from their report: 

a. "If one asserts, for example, lhat science makes 
it impossible to believe any longer that there was 
historically an original man and woman who were 
the ancestors of the human race, then it is no longer 
apparent that one is maintaining the principle that 
Scripture is its own interpreter. Scientific evidence 
may never dictate the interpretation of Scripture ..." 
(p.283). 

b. ''These confessional statements [taken from the 
Heidelberg Catechism, Belgic Confession, Canons of 
Dort] have been interpreted traditionally as teaching 
an historical fall at the beginning of human history 
with its disastrous consequences for the history of 
mankind. It is clear from these statements that the 
denial of the historicity of the faU of ollr 6rst parents 
at the beginning of human history ca nnot be harmon
ized with the confessions. We are also convinced 
that the confessional perspective reflects perspectives 
garnered from Scripture itself. We have in mi nd not 
only Romans 5, but also the way in which Genesis 
1-11 is tied to and prepares the way for the history 
of Abraham" (p. 293). 

All this looks good so far. 

2. But on the other hand, as we read on, the com
mittee makes statements that leave us wondering 
what we are really at with resL)Cct to the actual his
toricity of the Cenesis chapters. Consider, fo r ex
ample, what the committee has to say about "two 
differen t attitudes toward the kind of the historical 
reporting contained in Genesis 1-11." Note the fo l
lowing excerpts from their report: 

a. First view - "Within this view it is possible to 
suggest, for example, that although Genesis 3 com
municate; an event, i.e., the fa ll of man at the be
gin ning of human history, it cloes so making use of 
concepts or symbols familiar to Abraham and to tile 
world of that time. Similarly Genesis 4, which 
describes the environment of Adam's immediate de
scendants in tcrms which fi t approx imately the period 
from the seventh to the fifth millennium B.C., is not 
to be read as a palaeontological report, but as a 
description of Adam's descendants using concepts 

from the picture of ancient man held in the second 
millennium B.C . This position therefore makes a 
distinction between the event being reported and the 
form in which that report comes to us" ( p. 295. Italics 
odded). 

b. Secontl view - About the second view ("the 
traditional interpretation of these chapters") the com
mittee states that "basicall y it argues that these 
chapters as historical records are not essentially dif
ferent from the rest of Genesis" (p. 295). 

This would now seem to place us squarely before 
the issue. One might think that there could be no 
hesitation about rejecting the first view and endorsing 
the second ("the traditional interpretation of these 
chapters"). But not so. The committee tells us that 
the confessional umbrella has room for both. The 
report says: 

"Our confessional statements, as well as our basic 
confession concerning the authority and reliability of 
Scripture, do not force us to choose for one or the 
other [ltalics added]. Both positions preserve the in
tent of the confessional sta tements, both function 
on the basis of principJes considered acceptable in the 
interpretation of Scripture . Therefore the church 
need not decide concerning the correctness of either. 
Just as the church should not adopt a particular 
theory concerning the synoptic problem, so it should 
not adopt a particular theoretical position concerning 
the first chapters of Genesis. The church makes pro
nouncements on confessional matters, but where the
ological and exegetical diflerences of opinion exist, 
they must be tolerated so long as they do not conRict 
with that confession. Over periods of time some of 
these differences may be resolved. Therefore. the 
theologica l discussion concerning the kind of histor
ical reporting contained in these 6rst chapters of 
Genesis should continue." 

It is our fervent hope and prayer that every dele
gate to Synod may take a long, hard look at this 
inclusive or both-and position and really count the 
cost before he becomes responsible for its adoption! 

Letters and Questions Welcome 
THE OUTLOOK will gladly accept signed 

LE'n'EHS for publication with the understand
ing that the right is reserved to publish them 
either in toto or in part, not to place them when 
deemed best, and that the views expressed are 
the responsibility of the writer and not neces
sarily those of THE OUTLOOK. I n writing, please 
give permission for publication. 
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wiU be answered in as far as possible by dif
ferent writers competent in areas to which the 
questions relate. 

LEITERS and QUESTIONS may be sent 
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REV. JOHN VAN I>EIl P LOEG 
6727 Adrian Ave., S. E. 
Grand Rapids, Michigan 49508 



IS REFORMED CHRISTIANITY 


RELEVANT IN WEST AFRICA 

TIMOTHY M. MONSMA 

The Protestan t Reformation took place in Europe. 
The teachings of Marlin Luther and John Calvin were 
the teachings of E uropeans who sought to correct the 
European Church during the Sixteenth Century. And 
at first glance Sixteenth-Century Europe appears 1'0 
be a long way from Twentieth Century Africa, Latin 
America, and Asia . 

And so the question of whether the Reformation 
teachings which became embodied in what we call 
the Reformed faith have any relevance in these other 
areas of the world arises . This question is especially 
appropriate nowadays, for voices arc saying that what 
we need is a Latin American Theology for Latin 
Americans, an African Theology for Africans, and an 
Asian Theology for Asians. It is thought that Chris· 
tians who are from these various other cultures should 
work d irectly from the Bib le to produce theologies 
that arc different from "European" theology not only 
in form but also in content. If this is possible and 
also desirable, then the Refonned faith could very 
well be irrelevant in West Africa as weU as elsewhere. 

the unity of the human race 
I for one am convinced that the Refonned faith 

is not irrelevant in \~'est Africa, As soon as one says, 
"An African theology for Africans," he has denied, it 
seems to me, the basic unity of the human race. He 
has also denied the basic unity of the Church of Jesus 
Christ. The Bible was writt en largely by Jews and 
often speaks fi rst of all to Jews. 

But as God said to Abraham: " In thy seed shall 
all the nations of the earth be blessed" (Gen. 22:18). 
The Jewish flavor that we find in the Bible docs not 
cancel out the fact that the Bible is God's message 
to all men everywhere. The earnest Bible student 
who understands his Bible shou ld be able to set forth 
a truly Biblical theology. Any attempt to pin a Con· 
tinental or cultural label on the theology which one 
finds in the Bible, is introducing into the study of 
Scripture a subjectivism and provincialism for which 
the Bible itself gives no warmnt. To the extent that 
the Protestan t Reformation was a return to the study 
of Scriptnre and to the extent that Reformed tht.'o logy 
today is simply a thorough explanation of the teach. 
ings of Scripture, to that exten t Reformed theology 
is surely relevant for all people everywhere, fo r the 
Bible itself is very relevant Lo their needs. 

These are the principal considerations. But there 
are two more practica l considerations which also 
teach the universal relevance of Reformed Christian-

Rev. Timothy M. MoTtsrna is a Clif"is( ian Refonlwd m issiotl(lr(l 
~'erving in Nigeria, 

ity, especially in the West African context. First, 
there is much that Africans can learn from the Euro· 
pean church - from its failures as weB as its successes. 
Think for example of the long and tedious church. 
state controversies that have occupied much of Euro· 
pean church history. Would not the African Church 
be wise to beneflt from the enlightened view that the 
government of the church is separate from the gov· 
ernment of the state, and that the two governments 
will mix only to the detriment of both? Again, many 
of the problems that existed in the Medieval Euro· 
penn Church can be attributed to the hierarchical 
organization of the clergy who were ruling that 
church - a hierarchical organization which was pat
terned to a large extent after the old Roman imperial 
rule. If the African Church .should wish to pattern 
her government after the dominant pattern of chief· 
taincies that have existed in Africa for centuries, ought 
she not to be aware of the perils involved in such 
a move, and cannot European church history teach 
this to her? 

A second practical considcration which teaches 
the relevance of Reformed theology in Africa is this: 
All the main line denominations of Europe and 
America (and many smaller groups as well) are also 
found in West Africa. Not only are there the 
denominational groupi ngs of Presbyterians, Anglicans, 
Lutherans, Baptists, and so forth; there are also the 
interdenominational groupings of fundamentalists , 
modernists, neo'OI1hodox, evangelical, and the like. 
Granted that most of these movements have orig· 
inated in the West, many of them have been trans· 
planted to Africa, and in some cases there has 
occurred a robust growth on African soil. 

Any African theological student who wishes to 
be I'elevant or to know what is going on around him, 
must know something about the roots of these various 
movements and something about their central genius . 
Whether we like it or not, the hemlines of the women 
in P"ris and New York have a bearing on the hem· 
lines worn by school gi.rls throughout Nigeria. 1£ even 
the fa.~hions of Europe filter through to remote 
African villages, we must not think that theologically 
Africa can develop in isolation from the rest of the 
world. The human race is just too unified for that. 

cultural differences 
"But surely," you say, "there must be differences. 

African culture is so different from American culture," 
Yes, there arc importan t differences and these differ. 
ences must be taken into account, but these differ· 
enccs do not affect the humanity of man as an image 
bearer of God . The Afrkan a'i w~l1 1< tl.., F11l·."....~ .. " 



needs to know about sin, salvation, and service. Sin 
is sin regardless of who commits it. Salvation comes 
from one source only: JeSus Christ. And all redeemed 
people wish to give service to God regardless of their 
skin color. 

One might compare the work of preachers in 
America and Airica to the work of medical doctors in 
both continents. Human anatomy is basically the 
same in all cultures. Germs cause d isease wherever 
you are. People die from cancer in Africa as well as 
in America. At the same time there are typical 
tropical diseases wh ich are unknown in more tem
perate climates, and other diseases like leprosy are 
known in America but are not general. This means 
that the medical doctor who has studied in America 
and then comes to practice in Africa must reorient 
his thinking and may have to bone up on subjects 
that he skipped over lightly while in medical school. 
But a t the same time any physician who simply ig
nored everything modern medical science in the \Vest 
had learned about diseases and their cures, and at
tempted to p ractice only "Afr ican medicine," would 
soon have a dwindling clientele. 

Likewise the besetting sins of Africa may be dif
ferent from the besetting sins of America. We d o 
not have in West Africa the problem of environmental 
p ollution, violent crime, narcotics, or even the hippie 
rebellion against the establishment, in the same de 
gree that these phenomena are presently known in 
America and Europe. In West Africa we have our 
own problems which require their own solutions, as 
I hope to indicate shortly. But the ten command
ments are universal. They hold up a mirror to man 
and point out his failings to him regardless of the 
continent on which he is livin g. And when Ursinus 
and Olevianus set out to explain the full implication of 
these commandments in their Catechism, they spoke 
relevantly not only to the Germans of their day, but 
also to Americans, Africans, and Asians of the Twen
tieth Century as well. 

It is the task of the Airican preacher to make the 
Bible live for his African audience, but he would be 
foolish to attempt to do this in isolation from what 
his fellow preachers are doing on other continents. 
As a West African medical student may study med
icine in England and then return to apply what he 
has learned in an African setting, so an African pastor 
will wish to listen to what others are saying on other 
continents; and then he will have greater wisdom to 
produce messages which are truly relevant to the 
needs of his own people. 

social problems 
Why have some doubted the relevance of the 

Heformed faith in an African (or any other non
Western) setting? Is it possible that their view of 
Reformed Christianity is too limited? For some 
people the word Reformed is practically synonymous 
with election and reprobation, or at best with the 
so-called "five points of Calvinism" which were set 
forth at Dort. 

Heformed Christianity surely includes these teach
ings, but it includes much more than that. John 
Calvin would be surprised to hear that Reformed 

theology concerned only these teachings. As far as 
he was concerned the Reformation brought whole 
new vistas to the European Christian. It freed him 
from the shackles of Rome and gave him new dignity 
and liberty to serve God in many different areas of 
life . Luther, Calvin, and the other RefOI;mers began 
to expound a world-view; and others following them, 
standing as it were on their shoulders, have been 
able to expand this world-view into an outlook that 
is often called Calvinism. 

Calvinism deals, among other things, with social 
ethics ; and I feel that especinlly here Reformed 
Christianity is relevant in West Africa today. The 
years 1960-1970 have been marked by military coups 
d'etat in no less than seven West African states. 
Nigeria, Togo, Dahomey, Ghana , Sierra Leone, Upper 
Volta, and Mali have all experienced at least one 
coup, some of them more than one. These coups have 
generally taken place not without bloodshed. T he 
greatest amount of bloodletting during the past de
cade was done in Nigeria during the Civil War wh ich 
lasted from July, 1967, until January, 1970. 

Why all these violent changes and convulsions? 
Obviously the people were not satisfied with the 
civilian partisan governments. There has also been 
dissatisfaction with the rate of economic growth in 
most nations. At the time that many West African 
nations gained independence from Britain and 
France, they expected growing prosperity. Now many 
of the common people are disillusioned because only 
the unscrupulous few have grown prosperous. 

But lurking behind all these economic and political 
fac tors, the discerning Christian can sense a moral 
vacuum and a spiritual crisis in West Africa. Chris
tian missions have succeeded in spreading a veneer 
of Christianity over most of African life, at least in 
those lands bordering the Atlantic Ocean . But it 
would be another thing to say that this Christianity 
has penetrated to the warp and woof of African 
economic, social, and political activities. Even many 
Christians who are sincere in their desire to serve the 
Lord are not sure how to serve Him effectively in 
business, in human relations, and in politics. There is 
a moral crisis both because of the perversity of men 
and also because of lack of knowledge. 

evangelism vs. social ethics? 
In recent years Dr. Donald McGavran and many 

other au thorities on Christian missions have em
phasized the need for missions to concentrate on 
gaining converts and multiplying churches. They have 
pointed out that educational, medical, and agricultural 
missions can easily detract many missionaries from 
the real goal of mission: building the Church of Jesus 
Christ. Their warning has been most timely, and the 
practical advice that the "Church Growth School of 
Missions" has given to missionaries is very helpful. 

But if we put evangelism first in missions, as in
deed it ought to be, does that mean we ought to be 
oblivious to the social changes that press upon us 
from every side? The last decade in Nigeria has wit 
nessed political wrangling, followed by two military 
coups, tribal fighting, and a major civil war. The 
majority of Nigerian soldiers are Christians, at least 



in name. General Yakubu (Jacob) Gowon, the Su
preme Military Commander of Nigeria, is the son of 
a Christian evangelist. All this and more suggests 
to tiS that the Nigerian Christian Church right now 
is large enough and strong enough to influence the 
course of Nigerian history, if by Cod's grace she is 
really minded to do so. The influence of the Nigerian 
Church actually exceeds her membcrship because 
Christian missions have for many years p layed a very 
important role in the educationa l institutions of the 
nation. It is difficult there fo re for any Christian to 
live through all these socia l upheavals and then say 
that he will ignore them. And what is true for 
Nigeria is true for Illany other \Vest African nations 
as well 

Even if we were concerned for church growlh 
only in terms of numerica l increase, it would be ap
propriate to ask: "Are we coneemed for church growth 
only in the rural areas, or are we also concerned for 
church growth in the rap id ly expanding urban areas 
where the educated are sett ling?" Christian missions 
have eSlablished many schools as an arm of evangel
ism. \Vhen students graduate from these schools, will 
we not continue to work with them regardless of 
where they live? If the church wishes to retain the 
educated in her membership, if she wishes to expand 
in the urban areas, she mu.<,i have something to say 
about the social problems with which most educated 
Africans are concerned. 

The educalcd are looking for relevant answers to 
current social problems. 1£ only Communism OJ' other 
-isms offer these answers, the ed ucated will turn 10 

them and not to the church. In his latest book, D r. 
D. ~kCavran has also expressed concern for urban 
evangelism and the neeed to come to grips with socia l 
issues in this connection. He has said: "Provision of 
a sound theological base for an ega litarian society 
should aid the multiplica tion of Christ's chu rches in 
towns and cities. Christianity would be recognized 
as the religion which provides bedrock for urban 
civilization" (UnderS/flnding Ch urch Growtlt, Ecrd· 
mans, 1970. p. 295). 

The re is a sense of course in which all Christians 
are concerned about these social issues. Even those 
Christians whose concern in the past has been pri
mari ly with persona l elhics recognize today a need to 
attend to the larger moral iss\les. The social gospe l of 
liberal Christianity is also present in \Vest Africa and 
is obviously concerned with these social upheava ls. 
Gra nting that Christi ans of every stripe are con
cerned, Reformed Christia ns could have a distinctive 
contribution to make. 

This distinctive contribution of Reformed Christians 
results from the fact that many evangelical Ch ristians 
simply have not specialized in this area of Christian 
ethics. Social ethics is more or less an afterthought 
in the fundamenta list world-view. Many eva ngelical 
Christians have stayed too close to the Anahaptists of 
L\efonnati on times who found it difficult to honor 
legally established governments as ordained by Cod 
and to work within that framework. 

Liberal Christianity, on the other hand, has 
majored in sociology and politics. She has freely 
offered her advice. But her message has seldom car

ried with it a moral impera tive which compelled men 
to listen to her. Her view of the state has often been 
diluted by humanistic conceptions of the autonomy 
of the state. Having proclaimed a God of love, liberal 
Christianity no longer had room for a Cod who pun· 
ishes all sin, including social si ns, both in this life 
and in the life to come. L iberal Christianity has in
deed been speaking on social problems here in West 
Africa. For this we are thankfu l. But history indi
cales that her message has yet to grasp the hearts of 
men and turn them in a new direction. 

So far the voice of Reformed Christianity has 
been largely silent on social issues in \-Ves t Africa. 
Our numbers are small and our vision has been too 
limited. But Reformed Christianity does have a his
tory of concern for social problems - a concern which 
is d istinct from the social gospel of liberalism. When 
John Calvin wrote the Institutes of the Christinn 
Religion he included a chapter entitled "Civil Gov
ernment" ( Book IV, chapter xx). His commentaries 
also give advice on civil and social issues. More 
recently Abraham Ku yper and others have sought to 
expand and explain the warlei-view of Reformed 
Christianity. \Ve now need to take the theories which 
have been written in the textbooks and apply them 
to Ihe concrete situations in which we fi nd oUl'selves. 
I am convinced that if we do this wisely even those 
Christians who do not subscribe to "the five points of 
Cnlvinism" will be willing to listen. 

three problem areas 
Let us now look at three social problems that 

ellrrently exist in \Vest Africa, and the answers that 
Reformed Christians may wish to offer in the face of 
these problems. 

1. Pu blic trust - When eleclcd offi cials and civil 
servants can be trllsled with public funds, one is 
likely to have a good government. Bllt already in 
Calvin's day this was a problem. Calvin wrote: "Some 
princes are careless about all those things to which 
they ought to have given heed, and, far from all 
ca re, lazily take their pleasure. Others, in tent upon 
their own business, pu t up for sale laws, privileges, 
judgments, and letters of favor. Others drain the 
common people of their money, and aftenvanl lavish 
it on insane largesse" (Institutes, IV, xx, 23). 

Calvin no doubt had in mind certain European 
princes in the Sixteenth Century, hut his description 
cOllkl also be applied to some rulers in contemporary 
Africa and other parts of the world. ''You Illust oil 
the palm to get what yOll want" - in this way "Vest 
Africans euphemistica lly describe the necessity of 
giving bribes in order to ohtain services to which onc 
is cntitled. \ ·Vhenever a mililary government takcs 
over in "Vest Africa, it always vows among other 
things to rid Ihe nation of corruption, includ ing 
bribery; hut experience has taught that this is easier 
said than done. vVhcn even court decisions can 1)(' 
infiucn(.'(.'(l by money, where can one go for rcdress? 

In this situation Reformed Christianity must 
vigorous ly proclaim that the commands of Cod ex
tend to public life. Thcre must be a deeper and 
more thorough understa nding of hoth the eighlh com
mandment and the ninth commandment. Vrsinlls and 
Olevianus gave a relevant explanation of the eighth 



commandment when they said: "Cod forbids not only 
such theft and robbery as arc punished by the mag
istrate, but He also b rands as theft all wicked tricks 
and devices whereby we aim to appropriate our 
neighbor's goods" ( Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 110 ). 
And on the ninth commandment, they aptly said: 
«Likewise, that in judicial and all other dealin gs, I 
love the truth , speak it uprightly, and confess it, and 
that as much as I am able. 1 defend and promote the 
honor and reputation of my neighbor" ( Heidelberg 
Catechism, Q. 112) . 

Supposing we shout ('hese truths of God from the 
housetops. Will people listen? There are hom again 
children of Cod in the military, in the police forces, in 
the judiciary, and in other government "departments 
in West Africa. Even if the others will not listen, 
these Christians certainly ought to listen, especially 
if we add to our message the moral sanction that 
Ursinus and Olevianus added to theirs. They said : 
"... that T avoid all sorts of lies and deceit as the 
proper work of the devil, unless I would bring down 
upon myself the heavy wrath of God" ( Heidelberg 
Catechism, Q. 112). 

2. Tribalism - America has a race problem, 
Africa has a tribal problem. Europe once had a 
tribal problem also when the Picts and the Scots, 
the Britons, the Angles, the Saxons, the Jutes, and 
the Frisians fought one another for a place in the 
su n. The tribes of Africa are separated from 
one another by language, custom, and history just as 
the Germans, the Dutch, the French, and the English 
are separated from one another by language, custom, 
and history. The world wars fought in "enlightened" 
Europe during this century eloquent ly tell us what 
happe ns when ethnic nationalism runs wild. There 
are many Nigerians from both sides of the fence 
during the Nigerian Civil War who will say that the 
primary calise of this war was tr ibalism. Tribalism 
has also been a problem in Ghana, Liberia, and other 
West African nations. 

The answer to racism and the answer to triba lism 
is the same: "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy
se lf:' Hcfonned Christianity must proclai m that all 
tribalism is a violation of the sixtll commandment. 
Here again the universi ty professor and the court 
preacher from Ileidelbcrg have hit the nail on the 
head: 

106 O. But this commandment seems to speak 
only of murder? 

A. In forbidding murder, God teaches us 
that He abhors the root of murder, as envy, 
hatred, anger, and desire of revenge; and that 
He accounts all these as murder. 
107 Q. But is it enough that we do not kill 
our neighbor in any such way? 

A. No; for when Cod forbids envy, hatred , 
and anger, He commands liS to love our neigh
bor as ourselves: to show patience, peace, meek
ness, mercy, and all kindness towards him, 
preven t his hurt as mueh as in us lies, and do 
good even to OUf enemies. 

Tribalism, racism, and ethn ic nationalism all fail 
to appreciate the basic unity of the hllman ral.'C. We 
do not learn this unity from Evolutionism but from 
Scripture . All men have descended from common 
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ancestors. All differences of appearance, language, 
and custom are incidental differences that have devel
oped since the deluge. We have all fall en through 
Adam and we must all be saved through Christ. "For 
as many of you as were baptized into Christ did put 
on Christ. There can be neither Jew nor Greek, 
there can be nei ther bond nor free , there can be no 
male and female; for ye all are one man in Christ 
Jesus" ( Gal. 3:27, 28). 

3. Crisis of authority - Who has authority to kill ? 
Who has authority to change by force the govern
ment in power? These two questions summarize the 
crisis in governmen tal authority in West Africa. Many 
African Christians are not sure what the Christian 
answers are. 

Who has authority to kill ? African traditional 
ethics said tha t most anyone had the right to kill if 
he had a real grievance that could not be settled in 
any other way. European colonial administrators took 
the position that only properly constituted political 
authorities such as policemen and soldiers had the 
right to kill . And they could kill only under limited 
conditions. Policemen could kill to protect the life 
and property of others or to punish heinous crimes, 
while soldiers could kill only other soldiers during 
warfare . The newly independent African nations have 
a ttempted to perpetuate this European ethic of the 
right to kill only under certain special conditions. 
But not all those who have borne arms have observed 
these special conditions. 

Some Christians have asked whether it is ever 
right to kill, but Calvin has demonstrated pretty con· 
vincingly that what is now the European ethic of 
allowing killing by properly constituted governmental 
authorities under specified circumstances is, in fact, 
the Biblical ethic (See the Institutes, IV, xx, 10-12). 
Among other things Calvin says: "The law of thc Lord 
forbids killing; but, that murderers may not go un
punished, the Lawgiver Himsel f puts into the hands 
of his ministers a sword to be drawn against all 
murde rers" (Par. 10). Calvin contends that policemen 
and soldiers do have the right to kill under special 
circumstances, but at the same time he urges "re
straint and humanity in war" (Par. 12). Do we agree 
with this approach? If we do, we Heformed Chris
tians have a message to convey to our fellow Chris
tians and to non-Christians who arc living in West 
Africa . We must show them who has the right to kill 
and who does not, and also the circumstances under 
whieh this right can be exercised. 

Who has authori ty to change the government in 
power? In other words, what do you do when the 
government becomes thoroughly corrupt and all ef
fo rts at change through the democratic processes are 
fruitless? According to Calvin, the common citizen 
never has the right by rioting and rebellion to take 
the law into his own hands and thus to attempt to 
change the government. But '"magistra tes of the 
people" do have the right and duty to protect the 
common people from the tyranny of their rulers even 
if this may involve the force of arms ( Institutes, IV, 
xx,31 ). 

In much of the Third World (Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America), military officers have often taken to 
themselves the authority to protect the people from 
the tyranny of their rulers. Most leaders of military 
coups have stated this as the reason for their coups. 
And we must frankly admit that sometimes thcy have 
helped their countries immensely. Chana had virtu
ally become a totalitarian state under the rule of 
Nkrumah. All opposition to Nkrumah was ei ther 
silenced, imprisoned, or banished. The economy was 
in shambles. Communism was making strong inroads. 
Radio Ghana delivered frequent harangues on the 
evils of American imperialism, Western capitalism, 
and so forth. Then in 1966 the army took over. The 
harangues stopped and Radio Ghana, under the con
trol of the soldiers, began playing Christian hymns! 
And today democratic rule has been reestablished in 
C hana. Indonesia under Sukarno was steadily drift
ing toward Communism. ·Then the generals took 
over. There was much unnecessary bloodshed of 
which no Christian could approve under any circum
stances. Nonetheless Communism suffered a severe 
setback and the Christian Church experienced un
precedented growth . 

Calvin says: "Sometimes he raises up open avengers 
from among his servants; and arms them with his 
command to punish the wicked government and de
liver his people, oppressed in unjust ways, from mis
erable calamity" ( Institutes, IV, xx, 30). Would the 
great Reformer see in the military a lawful counter
balance to the tyranny of Twentieth Century despots? 
Hegardless of what Calvin may have taught, can we 
as Christians champion this point of view? If we 
can, we have an answer to the question: "\Vho has 
authority to change the government in power when 
that government becomes thoroughly corrupt?" 

At the same time we will wish to remind people 
that I as a Christian must "show all honor, love and 
fide lity to my fa ther and mother, and to all in author
ity ovcr me .. . and also bear patiently with their 
weaknesses and shortcomings, since it p leases Cod to 
govern us by their hand" (Heidelberg Catech ism, Q. 
104). That is to say, government officials must be 
respected in spite of their shortcomings and normally 
we will wish to work for change only within the 
framework of the dem ocratic processes that most 
countries do in a measure provide. 

conclusion 

There is much more that could be said on this 
subject. The principal considerations could be ex
panded and the "three problem areas" could be ex
panded both in number and in depth . In that sense 
this article is only an introduction to answering the 
quest ion , '"Is Reformed Christianity Relevant in West 
Africa?" 

But you the reader now know that some of us 
would answer that question by saying, "Yes, it surely 
is." And we have not given this answer because it is 
in our tradition or because it is the only safe thing 
to say; we have given th is answer because we have 
seriously examined the problems and we believe that 
saying "Yes" to the Heformed faith in West Africa is 
the best way by God's grace to answer these prob
lems. 



20· " OFF·COURSE" 

A pilot £lying North flies a com· 
pass heading of 360· . To follow 
this true course requires constant 
checking of his position and his 
compass heading. Deviations and 
corrections must be made for 
changing wind conditions. 

Such changes and corrections 
must take place in the preaching 
in our churches today or we will 
find ourselves 20· "ofF·course." 

The work of the church and our 
preachers is to preach Cod's di
vinely inspired revelation of Him
self, to administer the sacraments, 
and to exercise d iscipline. 

Much of our preaching today i ~ 
about thc Word, a great deal of 
philosophizing and moralizing, 
much dramatics, but very little of 
the unfolding of Cod's Holy Word. 

I am profoundly convinced that 
our preachers today, by and large, 
are grossly ignora nt of Scripture. 
They just do not know their Bibles. 
They are ignorant to the exten t 
that they cannot preach exegetical 
sermons. There is very little ex
pository preaching today. 

The characteristic of expository 
preaching is that it is not merely 
an exposition of a verse and pas
sage or a running commentary of 
the truths it conveys, but that it 
becomes a prophetic message and 
that it has a distinct form and 
pattem. Furthermore, it must al
ways be applied and its relevance 
shown to the contemporary si tu a
tion. 

As a child of Cod, I want the 
preacher to teach me what Cod 
has to say to me so that I may, in 
the office of a believer, function 
and apply these teachings to every 
avenue of my life. 

There is a certain trend in our 
church today that must be stopped 
abruptly. Let me illustrate - fo r
merly the church sanctuary dis
played the big Bible prominently 

and squarely in the center of the 
church. Today, an increasing num
ber of pulpits are podiums, often 
with the Bible hid from view. This 
tends to de-emphasize the Bible 
and accentuate the preacher. Now 
there is even a tendency to place 
the podium off-ccnter, to the right 
or left of the sanctuary. This hap
pens to be the case in the Calvin 
"Knollcrest Chapel" - 20 degrees 
off-center. 

"Vilat are some of the fruits of 
today's kind of preaching? Well, 
for instance, discipline in our 
church today is almost non-exis
tent. When did you last hear of 
a person being excommunicated? 
When did you last hear of a per
son being kept back from the com
munion table? Family visiting has 
become a social exercise. 

This is not all the fault of the 
ministers. In fact, the faul t lics 
mostly with the consistories and 
the congregations. We saddle our 
preachers with so much that does 
not prope rly belong to their caU
ing. Too many church members 
seek to make of their minister an 
errand boy or social figure, li ttle 
realizing that this undermines the 
sense of calling which a minister 
needs. A minister is the under
shepherd of Cod's people. Let us 
elevate him to his rightful position, 
giving him time to study; then ask 
of him to teach us God's truths and 
only God's truths. 

20 · "Off-Course" can be easi ly 
corrected - if, we only know that 
we are "off-course." 

MARVIN M ULLER 

Maruin MIIUer, (I renltor of Gran,[ 
Rapids, Michlgun, Is a member of Ihe 
BOflrd of Trust ees of The Refomwd Fel
lowship. Inc. 

CONSISTENT ECUMENICITY?I 

It is strange what is done in the 
name of eCtlmenicity in our day. 
One never quite knows what will 
be next. If it were not such serious 
business it might even become a 
game to find new ecumenical ap
proaches. 

Recently in Grand Rapids we 
have seen some very interesting 
events. Two Christian Reformed 
ministers were called to task for 
participating in the installation 
service of the Rev. Vincent Lica
tesi, who having left the Christian 
Reformed denomination was being 

Shall a free man choose slavery? The law of 
Moses provided for the possibility. A Hebrew 
bondman, released in his sabbatical year, 
could choose his master 's house. In that 
case his owner pierced his ear with an awl. 
He was earmarked as a slave lor life. 

[very Christian has some understanding of 
that. Redeemed from bondage, he wants only 
to serve his Redeemer. 

But Paul shows the special earmark of 
the gospel ministry. "Slave 01 Jesus Christ" 
became the title of his apostleship. He had 
to preacl\-"woe is unto me if I preach not 
the gospel." 

Did he lament those chains? No, he sought 
fuller bondage. Christ's slave became men's 
slave. He would refuse a salary at Corinth, 
shaming his critics. He would bind himself 
with the scruples 01 the weak. bear the law's 
yoke with the Jew, endure the vanities 01 
the Gentiles. 

"Free from all men, t brought myself under 
bondage to all, that I might gain the more." 

To be a minister is to be everybody's 
servant. You don', have to bear that ear· 
mark for Christ. Do you? !You don't have to 
write lor our booklet, "Called to the Min· 
istry." Just read I Corinthians 9.1 
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installed in his new Christian Ref~ 
ormation congregation. It was in
dicated tha t this was a schismatic 
group and therefore our ministers 
d id not belong there. One of the 
min isters involved told h is Classis 
that he fe lt that to participate in 
the installation was an act of true, 
Biblical ecumenicity. And of 
course, both the Christian Re
formed Church and the Christian 
Reformation Church subscribe to 
the very same confessiona l state
ments of unity! Certainly there 
could be legitimate ground for 
ecumenicity, it seems. 

If this were the only event of 
recent weeks, we could easily for
get it as "water over the dam." 
But in the Grand Rapids Press of 

the Satu rday before Good Friday 
a note was made of a Union Good 
Friday service in which a local 
Christian Reformed minister was 
to participate along with a rep
resen tative of a local Roman Cath
olic organization. Only a few 
days later a newsletter from the 
Grand Rapids Area Council of 
Churches came to my desk listing 
at least some of the area Good 
Friday services, and in three of 
them local Christian Reformed 
ministers were to be participating 
with representatives of local Ho
man Catholic organizations or 
congregations. And what is most 
interesting is that the Christian 
Reformed minister whose consis
tory overtured their Classis to ad 

monish the two brethren who 
had participated in the installation 
of Rev. Licatesi, was one of the 
ministers participating with a rep
resentative of Rome! 

T fai l to see this as an evidence 
of consistency. We are asked to 
admonish those who acted in line 
with Confessional loyalty but can 
participate in commu nity services 
with those expressly condem ned in 
our Confessions. .. On the othe r 
hand, perhaps it is consistent after 
all. But is it consistent with our 
Formula of Subscription? 

Consistency - thou ar t a gem! 
J EROME J ULIEN 

Rev. Jerome Julien is pastor of the Faith 
Christian Reformed Church of Grond 
Ropids, Michigan. 

A 

DISTRESSED 


FATHER 

LEONARD GREENWAY 

A Christian businessman who has his office near 
my home met me th is morn ing (April 7) as I was 
walking to the ma ilbox. Almost immed iately he be
gan to unburden his heart about his sixteen-year old 
daughter who has him and his wife deeply worried . 
She attends the Sunday worship services very un
wi ll ingly, complains that the sermons do not interest 
her, and says she much prefers the informal Sunday 
group gather ing.~ in Grand Rapids where the youth 
come dressed as they please - slacks, jeans, barefoot, 
and so fo rth - with no rega rd for the wholesome con
ventions tha t have been observed in our church for 
years. 

The fa lher, who is one of my former students at 
the Grand Rapids Central Christian High School, 
cannot understand what is happening to today's 
youth. He recalled his own high school days when 
we had routine problems with some of the teen-agers 
bu t nothing approaching the open defiance of rules 
and regulations so common among some of our church 

Dr. Leonard Greenu;ay is /)(Jstor of the Wverside Christian 
Reformed Church of Grand RIITJids, Michigan. 

youth today. In our conversation this morning he 
kept saying, "What can we do? . My wife and I 
feel so helpless .... We are utterly unprepared for 
this unexpected and rapidly-developing gap between 
our daugh ter OI nd us." H is parting word to me: "Pray 
for us parents who are still in our thirties. ' Ve are 
worried about our young people." 

If this were a somewhat exceptional case, I would 
not be disposed to writing an article on the subject. 
but we all know it is far from excep tional. T am not 
exaggerating when I say that not a week has gone by 
the past year or two without one or more parents 
or an older brother or sister - writing me or phoning 
me with a message of distress much like that of the 
father mentioned above . Brother ministers share my 
concern over this rapid ly-developing situation. Less 
than a week ago a middle age pastor of a large Chris
tian Reformed Ch urch in Mich igan told me he is 
ready to give up with many of the teen-agel's in h is 
congregat ion. "I simply cannot communicate wi th 
them any more" were his exact words. That from 
a pastor still in his fo rties! A missionary home on fur 
lough last fa ll told a fri end of mine that after a few 
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,-eaTS absence from the States he was astonished at 
the change he obseryed in our church youth. 

\ \"hat"s happened? \\"hen did it happen? Where 
did we begin "to turn the corner" as regards the 
relationship between young people and the estab
lished church? 

In trying to answer these questions let's be sure 
we do not oversimplify or yield to a snap judgment. 
That is so easily done and it helps 110 one. We must 
recognize that what is happening to some of our 
young people is part of a nationwide, and even an 
international, development. 

The April 19 issue of U.S. Nell;s and World Report 
carries a n article under the title "The Unhappy Amer
icans." The opening statement is enough to jolt any 
concerned American citizen: "America in the early 
1970s is finding itself a country more divided than at 
any time in a century." And if that is not enough of 
a shocker, read what follows in the same article: 
"Unrest and divisiveness suddenly are tearing the 
whole fabric of U.S. society. Mili tant minorities of 
all sorts are questioning traditional goals and values. 
It's a marked turnabout from the national unity 
Americans felt early in this (.'Cntury." 

America's "now generation" - some 40 million 
between the ages of fourteen and twenty-four - is 
providing the enthusiasm and youth power for a 
"coun ter culture" which Yale law professor, Charles 
Hcich, appears to endorse. In his best-selliDg book, 
The Greening of America, he says: "This is thc revolu
tion of the new generation. Their prote.~t and rebel
lion, their culture, clothes, music, drugs, ways of 
thought, and liberated life-style arc not a passing 
fad or a form of dissent or refusal, nor are they in 
any sense irrational The whole emerging pattern, 
from ideals to campus demonstrations to beads and 
bell bottoms to the Woodstock Festival, makes sense 
and is part of a consistent philosophy. It is both 
necessary and inevitable, and in time it will include 
not only youth, bllt all people in America" (p. 91). 

Roman Catholic Robert J. Heule, president of 
Georgetown University, is not so happy with the 
situation. He writes: "There has never been a period 
in our history except that prior to the Civil War, in 
which we have been so divided, so lacking in unity 
of national vision, purpose and nationa l moral con
sensus as we are now." 

One is not speaking unrestrainedly when he says 
that America today is in a kind of civilizational crisis. 
It is every bit of thatl And it would be naive 10 

think th at our church youth are untouched by it. Yel 
we cannot arrest our present inquiry with the ob
servation that ou r denominational situation is only 
part of a larger problem and that we must leave il 
with that. We still want to know the What, the 
When, the Where, and the How of the chain of events 
and the sequence of conditioning factors which 
brought the sixteen-year old daughter mentioned 
above - and scores of young people like her - to this 
point of rebellion. We cannot afford to dismiss the 
whole matter as a recurri ng cycle which will eventu
ally resolve itself. We are facing something morc 
than a fad. The facls are agai nst the off-the-cuff 

opmlon that what we are witnessing is one of those 
little inner spirals within the larger spirals of history 
which will soon complete its tiny revolution and be 
forgotten. It is not too much to say that the future of 
our Christian Reformed Church may weU be bounel 
lip with the thoroughness with which we conduct this 
present inquiry. Loyalty to our Church compels us 
to study the spiritual currents that have brought us 
to the present stage in our history. 

Just what has happened to us? Where did we 
"turn the corner"? What led to the predicament of 
the minister mentioned above who said: '·1 simply 
cannot communicate with them anymore"? 

No, I am not going to answer those questions now. 
Perhaps 1 shall never get around to a substantial an
swer sufficiently comprehensive to merit attention. 1 
have some ideas as to what the conditioning factors 
have been, but before 1 put them down in print I 
should like to continue testing them and reassessing 
them through discussion exposure. Perhaps some of 
this disCtlssion can be carried on through correspond
ence published in this magazine. 

Meanwhile, a possible point of entry into this dis
cussion, through which some of liS concerned people 
already have moved a few steps, is the point of in
novations in contemporary worsh ip. The "mod" fash
ions which we have seen introduced in clothing, 
books, films, television and morality, have not by
passed religion, theology, and worship. Reports con
tinue to circulate about worship services on the Lord's 
Day in which inelegant language is freely employed 
and offensive procedures are introduced into the 
order of worship. For example, at the 11 :00 a. m. 
Knollcrest Worship Service on April 18, the following 
·'Meditation" was read after the Prelude: 

As young people we are trying to find meaning 
in life, and our central question is: Whal is life 
and how do 1 fit in? 'Ne look to the church for 
our answer and we see isolationism, fashion 
parades, misused wealth, and spiritual dead
ness. We look to America and see war, racism , 
greed, nuclear armaments, and emptiness. \¥e 
look 10 technology and we see pollution, di s
illusionment, and talent spent on the produc
tion of weapons instead of saving lives. We 
look to the intellectuals and we find nihilism, 
elitism, and more questions than answers. \-Ve 
look to the youth and we see Joplin and 
Hendrix dead, escapism to communes, and 
defeatism. \Ve look to the revolutionaries and 
see molotov cocktails, diverse facti ons, close 
mindedness and hate. We search for love, 
peace, and happiness in a world that has only 
chaos 10 offer. Where can we go and what is 
truth? Vanity, Vanity, all is Vanity. 

The closing "Prayer of Faith in unison" had this 
flnal petition, "Cive me the guts to put up instead of 
shutting up." 

Again I hear that father saying: "Pray for us 
parents who arc still in Ollr thirties. We are worried 
about our young people." 

So am 11 

JUIIC, 1971/ tliirteell 
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What Is Meant By Inerrancy? Various kinds of 
error might exist in a book purporting to be the 
holy book of a religion. To clarify the use of the 
term "inerrant," some of the possible errors are listed 
and discussed. 

(1) The holy book might teach incorrectly how 
man can meet with God's favor. 

(2) The holy book might give incorrect informa
tion about life after death. 

(3) The holy book might give incorrect ideas 
about the nature of Cod. 

(4) The holy book cou ld record the acts of Cod 
incorrectly. 

(5) The holy book could record human history 
incorrectly. 

(6) One part of the holy book might interpret 
another part incorrectly. 

(1) The holy book might incorrectly describe the 
physical cnvironment incidental to events recorded. 

(8) The holy book might provide incorrect a n
swers to scientific-philosophical questions, such as 
questions concerning whether or not the universe is 
fi nite with respect to age a nd size. 

The meaning of Biblical inerrancy is that the Bible 
cannot make either any of these errors, or any other 
error which might be supposed. There are dilTicu lt ics 
in understanding the Bible. difficulties which arise 
(rom the reader's limitations and not from an in
herently clear Bible. At times the words have mean
ing only as they are understood in the context of the 
culture in which they were spoken or written. Regard
less of how much we must cast 011 our culture to 
understand the Bible, and regardless of the difficulty 

of reconciling supposedly irreconcilable passages, 
there is one conclusion which cannot be made, 
namely, the conclusion that the Bible contains error. 

What Is the Proof of Biblical Inerrancy? Attempt
ing to prove Biblical inerrancy from the Bible itself 
seems at first to be circular reasoning. Yet, proving 
the inerrancy of the Bible from tbe Bible is just the 
procedure wbich will be used. To justify this proce
dure, consider the answer to the question. "If the 
Bible is inerrant, how could it be known to be in
crrant?" 

There are apparently two ways whereby Biblical 
inerrancy could be known. In one way, Cod could 
give us private revelation, telling eacb person that 
the Bible is inerrant. Christians do not claim to have 
received these private revelations. ·They do not main
tain that they know of inerrancy because of dreams, 
visions, and other private revelations. 

The other way Biblical inerrancy could be known 
is by the testimony of otbers. For example, Cod 
might have revealed the fact of inerrancy to ancient 
writers. Ordinarily, one would suppose that ancient 
writers were fallible and not to be depended upon 
any more than anyone else. Yet, if an ancient writer 
did indeed learn from Cod th at the Bible is inerrant, 
his writing itself becomes a part of the Bible. Thu s, 
there cannot be reliable, extra~Biblical testimony con
cerning the inerrancy of the Bible, and if there is 
reliable testimony concerning the inerrancy of the 
Bible, it will be found in the Bible itself. Thus, the 
Christian position is that Cod did indeed tell various 
ancient writers that the Bible is inerrant, and that 
Cod, through bis Holy Spirit, instructs the individual 
Christian to accept their witness. Therefore, one 
must turn to the Bible to learn of inerrancy. There 
is no other place one could possibly learn of Biblical 
inerrancy.... 

Many problems concerning inerrancy have been 
raised by scholars. There are, for example, severa l 
pairs of apparently (.'o ntradictory Biblical passages. 
Scholars can in some instances understand how these 
contradictions may eventually be reconciled. I t is 
not as important as is sometimes thought that there 
be such a reconciliation. What is important is that 
man has fW means of finding a contradiction i,~ the 
mble. 

How can such a swcoping claim be made? Sup
pose there were a mcans of determining that there afe 
contradictions in the Bible. For example, one might 
hold that "common sense" could be used as a yardstick 
to ascertain whether or not passagcs are contradictory. 
Whatever yardstick one would use, however, the usc 
of the yardstick could not be limited to certain pas
sages. Tbe Bible docs not indicate that certain pas
sages may be judged , while others are to be left alone. 
The refore, any element of Christian theology could 
be evaluated with the use of such a yardstick, and 
Christian theology would then ultimately depend 
upon this man-made yardstick. The Christian posi
lion is that Christian theology cannot depend ulti
mately upon man. Therefore, a yardstick whereby 
contradictions can be found docs not exist. 

Can Scienti6c Truth Be Found in the Bible? Even 



if the Bible is inerrant, the question concerning 
whether or not inerrancy has meaning for the scientific 
investigator must be answered. 

Frequently it is sa id, "'The Bible is not a science 
textbook. Therefore, one cannot expect to find science 
in the Bible." Such a statement is not a claim that 
the Bible is in error. I t is a claim that the contents 
of the Bible are not relevant for scientific investiga
tion. 

A statement which declares that the Bible does 
not contain science is a statement about the Bible, 
and such a statement is not derived from the Bible .. 
A very important rule which is used by many (per
haps most) Bible scholars is that the only true state
ments about the Bible are those which can be derived 
from the Bible. The truth of this rule is accepted 
in this discussion, but it is not enough to accept it 
on the authority of Bible scholars. 

To prove this rule, it will be temporarily assumed 
that the opposite of the rule is true, and the con
sequences of such an assumption will be exa mined. 

Assume that one is able to formulate t rue state
ments about the nature of the Bible which cannot 
be deduced from the Bible. It is always in principle 
possible that stich statements could at least in part 
detennine the correct interpretation of the Bible. In 
fact, it is difficult to conceive of statements about 
the nature of the Bible which could not affect inter
pretation. Because these statements could affect inter
pretation of the Bible, they would in effect be put 
on a par with Biblical statements. Since such addi
tion to the Bible by man is not permitted, these state
ments about the nature of the Bible cannot be known 
to be true. 

The error in asserting the truthfulness of state
ments about the nature of the Bible is a subtle error. 
There is a tendency by those who accept inerrancy 
to fall into this error. Once the inerrancy of Biblical 
statements is accepted, it apparently is easy to postu
late the truthfu lness of a characterization of those 
statements, even if that characterization cannot be 
derived from the Bible. 

There are many statements about the naturc of the 
Bible which are correct beca use they can be deduced 
from the Bible. Thus, the Bible is said to be inerrant 
beca use this concept is taught by the Bible. The Bible 
teaches fha t it is the Word of Cod. It is the Bible 
that teaches that the whole Bible is to be used for 
instruction in righteousness. Likewise, it is deduced 
from the Bible that Cod's salvation in Christ is at 
the heart of all of the Bible. 

The statement, "The Bible is not a science text
book," is deficient because it cannot be deduced from 
the Bible . Similarly, the statement, "The Bible is a 
textbook of ..." is also deficient . Tlle Bible cannot 
be limited by any statements such as these. The 
Bible teaches what it teaches. For example, it is a 
mistake to expect that the book which explains God 's 
plan of salvation would not at the same time give us 
a correct biological fact. One Biblical statement or 
set of statements which seems to outline God's plan 
of salvation cannot be used to predict correctly the 
contents of another Biblical statement br set of statc
ments. 

PREACHERS 
WITHOUT 
FEAR 

JOHN G. KRU IS 

"Shocking! Absolutely shocking! I just can't get 
over it!" That was the reaction of one who had just 
rcad parts of the 1971 Agenda for the Synod of the 
Christian Reformed Church. He had in mind such 
things as the Board of Home Missions' proposal that 
the Christian Reformed Church officially participate 
in Proiect Equality; the report of the delegates to the 
Reformed Ecumenical Synod's North American Con
ference on Race, held in Chicago, March 2-5, 1971, 
and the radical proposals adopted by that confer
ence; the You th Evangelism Report of the Board of 
Home Missions and its far-reaching dangerous 
proposals; the overture of Classis Hamilton requesting 
Synod to reconsider our stand on dancing. 

Well, I had read most of this, too. I am just as 
disturbed as he, although not shocked anymore. After 
read ing the Agenda, 1 am thoroughly convinced that 
unless we have some men of God at Synod who will 
speak without fear, the Christian Reformed Church 
cou ld take some giant steps fa rther in the wrong 
direction. 

"Flabby professionals" - That which is found in 
the Agenda for Synod is indicative of the direction in 
which our denomination has been going. It is my 
conviction that part of the fault lies wi th preachers 
who have failed to speak the Word of Cod without 
fear . 

A few days ago a talented elder of one of our 
churches in Holland, Michigan, a keen observer in 
the church, said to this writer : "Many of our ministers 
have become flabby professionals, rather than fearless 
proclaimers of Gad's infallible Word." He went on to 
say that some of O llT ministers arc just plain scared 
to speak up when they should. I wish I could have re
plied: "Brother, you are wrong!" I could not. What 
we need today is to listen to and live by what Cod 
had to say to Ezekiel as He commissioned him to the 
prophetic office. 

Ezekiel versus the "good Joes" - The fa i t h f u 1 
prophet was told to fear no man. As you know, Cod 
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called Ezekiel to declare His Word to an apostate 
people . The covenant people were in Babylon due 
to their hardheartedness. They didn't like conserv
ative, narrow-minded preachers like Isaiah, Jeremiah , 
Amos, and Hosea, They much preferred the nice guys, 
the '"good Jocs," the easy going liberals, the false 
prophets, After a ll, these men had said that there 
was nothing to worry about. Everything was all r ight 
in the church; all would be okay - even though the 
people were trying to live with one foot in the world 
and one fool in the church. 

Now Ezekiel was called to preach Cod's Word to 
them - the word of warning, the call to repentance, 
The Lord said to him: "Son of man, I send thee to 
the children of Israel, to a rebellious nation that hath 
rebelled against me; they and their fathers have 
tmnsgressed against me, even unto this very day, for 
they are impudent children and stiffilearted, I do 
send thee unto them; and thou shalt say unto them, 
Thus saith the Lord Cod" ( Ezek. 2:3, 4 ), 

Will there be unfavorable reaction? Indeed! The 
people will have a way of letting the prophet know 
that they do not like his old -fash ioned ideas. Some 
will tell him so - perhaps calling him a prophet of 
doom. Others will have plenty of ways to let him 
know that they don't care for him. They will be just 
plain mean. So the Lord prepares His prophet for 
this adverse reaction. Here is what He says: "And 
thou, SOil of man, be not afraid of them, neither of 
their words, though briers and thorns be with thee, 
and thou dost dwell among scorpions; be not afraid 
of their words, nor be dismayed at thei r looks, though 
they be a rebell ious house" (Ezek. 2:6). 

Fear no man! - The meaning for liS is qllite clear, 
isn't it? We must fear no man! Speak the Word of 
Cod without fear! Of course, if we say all we should 
say, if we speak out boldly against every form of sin , 
agai nst the liberal views being embraced and es
poused today, there will be ad verse reaction. Much 
of it! Some arc going to hate us and speak unk indl y 
to and about us. They will shun tiS and wish they 
had a more liberal minister, 

But look - the Lord says: "Be not afraid of them 
neither be afraid of their words." Don't fear that 
liberal who accuses you of being so negative. Don't 
fear that well-educated man who accuses you of 
"Biblicism." Don't fear the relativist who says you 
are too dogmatic. Don't fear the ecumenist who 
shouts: "You are d ivisive." Don't fear the pcace-at
any-price men who accuse you of he ing too l e~alistic. 
Keep sti ll a ll no isslle for fear of what certain people 
ma y say 0]' do! Be ready to suffer the consequences. 

Jan Ovel'duin is right when he says: "Prophetic 
preaching is characterized hy ahsolute ohedience to 
Cod. Our own likes and tastes and fancies (all that 
is 'i n our line1 may never prevail over the received 
Word of Jehovah" (Tile Adventures of (l Deserter, p. 
11). 

Overduin descrihes Jonah as a pampered prophet 
who refused to accept a difficult assignment. He says, 
" . .. what we may take ill of Jonah is the fact that in 
the execution of his office he is ready to take assign
ments by which he can gain prestige and win honor, 

but refuses to be at the disposal of his sender under 
all circumstances and for whatever task. In other 
words, Jonah is not a fal se prophet who thinks up a 
message of his own in order to bring himself into the 
good graces of his hearers, but he is ~ true prophet 
who behaves like a donkey that runs a good pace 
when a tasty tidbit is hanging in front of its mouth , 
hut lies down when a heavy burden is loaded on its 
back - only after administering a good drubbing can 
you get the animal to move again, then don't ask 
how" (p. 10). 

Also at Classis and Synod - Does this apply to our 
duty other than preaching to our own congregation? 
Do you doubt that it docs? Certainly always, as 
Cod's office hearers, we must speak Cod's Word with
out fear. We must also bring the light of His Word 
to bear on every issue on the floor of Classis and 
Synod - whether that has to do with purity of doc
trine, liturgical forms, the nature and authority of 
Scripture, educ.'ltion, missions, youth evangelism, 
racism and poverty, or any other aspect of the Chris
han faith and life, 

It is this writer's conviction that we have often 
kept guilty silence Ollt of fear! 'Ve have been afraid 
especially of the words of our colleagues, "dismayed 
at their looks." We have been afraid that some will 
shun us at Intel' Nos, at the Ministers' Institute, on 
the golf course, or at the howling alley. We have 
been afraid that they will call us radical, extremists, 
troublemakcrs, negativists, legalists, old fashioned 
conservatives - and what not. 

This unwarranted fear of our colleagucs and 
others is bound to have disastrous results. It has al
ready. Have not the liberals won many victories 
because conservati ves failed to speak boldly the 
Word of Cod? This will continue - unless Cod's 
faithflll servants will "be not afraid of their words, 
nor be dismayed at thei r looks." 

"What's the use?" - Cod's prophets must speak 
without fea r even though others might not listen. 
Perhaps you are already thinking, "What's the use? 
They will not listen anyway. "'l hy go through all that 
heartache and trouble?" 

Did you notice what the Lord said to Ezekiel 
about this? He said: "1 do send thee unto them, and 
thou shalt say IInto them, Thus sa ith the Lord. and 
they, whether they will he;t r, or whether they will 
forhear, for they are a rehe llious house, yet shall 
know that there hath been a prophet among them" 
(Ezek. 2:4, 5). The Lord even warned Ezekiel that 
Israel would not listen he(;all.~e of the hardness of 
thei r hea rts. Nonetheless the prophet must, in the 
strength of the Lord, declare His \ 'Vord. Cod went 
on to say: "Son of man, I have made thee a watch
ma n unto the house of Israel; therefore hear the word 
at my mouth, and give them warn ing from me" 
(3017). 

John Calvin commenting on this says: "We may, 
therefore, indlllge both hopes and wishes, but if it 
should turn out otherwise than we anticipated, yet 
we ought to leave the resu lts in the hands of Crxi 
and to proceed even to the goal in the discharge of 
our duty." 



Andrew \ ;V. Blackwood says: "It is our duty to go 
to them with the message from the Lord whether 
they hear or refuse to hea r. The preacher's task is 
to proclaim the message faithfully with all the skill 
at his command . Neither success nor fai lure can alter 
his responsibili ty" (Ezekiel: Prophecy of Hope, p. 51 ). 
Certainly this is true for us whether we are function
ing as God's ofIicebearer in the pulp it, among our 
parishioners, or on the Roor of Classis or Synod. 
Right? 

If we do not speak - God even warns us tlHlt if 
we do not speak as we should He will hold us ac
countable: "When I say unto the wicked, Thou sha lt 
su rely die; and thou givest him no .warni ng, nor 
speakest to warn the wicked from his wicked way, 
to save his li fe; the same wicked man shall die in his 
iniquity; but his blood will 1 require at thine hand. 
Yet if thou warn the wicked , and he turn not from 
his wickedness, nor from his wicked way, he shall die 
in his iniquity; thou has t delivered thy sou l" (Ezekiel 
3:18,19). If we speak out to the best of our ability, 
each with the talents the Lord has entmsted to us, in 

the Lord's strength - and then, in spite of our efforts, 
the ehurch and our institutions go the wrong way, we 
shall he clear hefore Cod! If, for fear of the adverse 
react ion of cer tain people, we keep silent, the Lord 
will indeed hold us accountable! 

Let us, then, resolve to be like the apostles Peter 
and John, who had been imprisoned because they 
spoke boldly in the name of the Lord Jesus, were 
threatened by the angry chief priests and elders, yet 
declared: "Whether it be right in the sight of Cod to 
hearken unto YOll more than unto Cod, judge ye. 
For we cannot but speak the things which we have 
seen and heard." And they prayed: "Lord, behold 
their threatening and grant unto thy servants that 
with all boldness they may speak thy word " 
(Acts 4:19, 20, 29). To stich the Lord will give H is 
blessing. "And when they had prayed, the p lace was 
shaken where they were assembled together; and they 
were all filled with the Holy Sp irit, and the!' spoke thc 
word of God with boldness." 

May Cod grant that we may be preachers without 
fear! 

REQUEST FOR A NEW CONFESSIONAL STANDARD 

HAR RY VAN DYKEN 

In Overture 5 to the 1971 Synod of the Christian 
Reformed Church, Classis Chatham req uests Synod 
to declare "that it is necessary and desirable to re
express the faith of the church in a new confess ion 
which will replace the Belgic Confession, the Heidel
berg Catechism, and the Canons of Dort as a state
ment of the truth and as our standard of unity." 

This call to confessional re-expression cnnnot fnil, 
I believe, to strike n sympathetic chord in the hea rts 
of concerned hel ievers. Confessional expressions of 
the churches are born out of crises in the life of the 
churches. There can he no serious doubt that we live 
today in such a time of crisis. vVe face this head-on 
in every area of life; it inescapahly confronts liS. 

Bu t, it must also he noted that eonfessiollnl ('x
pressions are bom out of the midst of such crises; 
they are not created - they cannot simply be called 
fort h . They nrise out of the confessional living of the 
helievers in the midst of conRict. They a r i.~e out of 
the scriptura ll y impi red sensitivity of the memhers 
of Ch rist's churches to the spirits of the timc. His
toricall y I helieve we may conclude that sllch con
fessional articulation on the part of the churches has 
come about when the Spirit-driven, b iblica lly-in
formed, spirit-testing-and -exposi ng life of helievers 
has forced Satan to change from angel-of-light tactics 
into the roar of the lion. 

vVe must seriously face the questions , then, flrst of 
all whether we have truly come to such a time of 

heliever activity; and , in the second place, whether 
this can be said of us as Christian Reformed churches. 
Personall y I am convinced that the answer is, No; 
nnd that that answer is clearly before us. 

In times of crisis, the churches, the believers re,\ch 
out to take a firmer grasp on their anchor - a reas
sming realization and articu lation of the tic which 
our covenant God has made for H is people to that 
which is within the veil (Hebrews 6:19, 20). 

Historical continuity needed - All wc have said 
thus fa r is in the full realization that the church is in 
history. The church must of necessity respond to the 
historical situation in which she lives. Classis Chat
ham has taken note of this. The one ground that is 
givcn in the overtmc which addresses itself to the 
"necessity" of complete re-expression in confessional 
form, addresses itself to the historica l conclitiouing of 
om present Th ree Forms of Uni ty. 

I believe, however, that Class is has said both too 
much and too little. It is stated that the tmth has 
heen expressed in a way "tha t \Vas influenced by the 
heresies they had to opposc." \ :Vhile agreeing to a 
measure of truth in th is statement, wc must see that 
our p resent symbols hnve done far more than address 
themselves to certain heresies. Tn them the churches 
have endeavored to say together :lOU sny after their 
f ather a full express ion of the truth of His revcl,\
tion. The believer docs not have to be a t rained 
historian to say the same thing today with the 

Rev. Hllrrr, V(lll Dykr<u is I)(r.~t(!r of the \V(IO(/l}ridge - Mara chmches of that day - with the Church of our Lord 
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I cannot agree that: "Today the creeds need the 
interpretation of theological and historical experts; 
they cannot serve as an adequate expression of the 
faith of the ordinary members of Christ." Believers 
can be helped by such experts, particularly in under
standing certain direct references to heresies. For the 
most part, however, the members of Christ in our 
Heformed churches will recognize their own voice, 
the voice of their faith as they join wi th our fathers 
in saying what Cod has said to us in His Word. 

it is good and necessary that such historical con
tinuity in confession be ours. Our Lord has promised 
to lead His Church into all the truth. He has prom
ised that His Spirit would guide. This may well 
mean and demand that the churches come to further 
and more specific confessional expression in any given 
crisis. But it surely should not mean that she take 
any step which mi ght tend to cut her off in some 
measure from her history. This would be too high a 
price to pay for possible contemporaneity. Truly the 
churches must strive to speak forth in confession in 
such a way that not only the churches, but also the 
world can understand. But she will also realize that 
the world cannot really understand without the 
revitalizing power of the Spiri t of Cod. 

The second ground may well constitute a call to 
the formulation of another confessional statement ad 
dressing itself both to further ins ights given by the 
Spirit of Cod and the heresies planted since the 
Synod of Dort. It hardly calls for the drastic step 
proposed. Is there not a real danger that this pro
posal, regardless of intent, may promote one of the 
real enemies of the fa ith - that of present-day-pro
posed historical discontinuity? 1 believe this danger 
to be very real. 

Spiritual prerequisite needed - The third ground 
and the fift h are closely related, I believe. The desire 
expressed in both is basicall y a desire for a more 
vibrantly alive membership, a more fully living 
church. BlIt is this not a prerequisite for confessional 
reformulation rather than a result? 

These two grounds constitute a much-needed call 
for a li ving, relevant, enthusiastic, and intelligent 
confessing and confessional life on the part of each 
and all believers. This means, above all, a call back 
to careful, intense, prayerful reading and shldy of the 
inerrant Word of Cod. Th is caBs for press ing prayer 
on the part of the churches for the demonstration of 
the power of the Spirit of Cod in the midst of the 
churches, in the midst of the world. Then the 
"ordinary members of Christ" will also be enthusiasti
cally and intelligently involved in our present con
feSSing symbols! 

Regarding the fourth ground it can be brieRy 
stated that our ignorance will not simply 1!"O away 
by preparing, by writing new confessions. This de
mands other and more drastic means I - means which 
the Lord of the Church has placed at our disposal. 
And no confessional sta tement is in danger of venera
tion if it is a living symbol of the li ving faith of the 
churches. The diagnosis is correct. The prescribed 
treatment does not fi t the disease. 

The Christian Reformed Churches are not ready, 

are not spiritually vital enough to "do today what it 
was called to do in the times of the Reformation." 
Her energies are spent to a large extent on the compe
titions of this world. She is experiencing many and 
diverse interpretations and expressions concerning the 
Word of Cod and her confessional symbols. Because 
of the pressures of the demons at work in our time, 
we must be driven under the pressure of the Word of 
Cod, seeking prayerfu lly the guidance of the unifying 
Spirit of Cod to come to fu rther confessional expres
sion. This expression must, then, be a continuation of 
the symbols of the past, our past, the ongoing history 
of Christ's Church. 

Purpose this overture should serve - I t i sm y 
prayer that this overture will serve a glorious pur
pose in that it may be instrumental in the hand of 
our Cod to drive us to the Word of Cod and thus 
meaningfully to join hands again with our fathers in 
confessionally answering our Father in heaven, in 
confessionally speaking to each other, in confes
sionally speaking to the world. 

This overture ought not to be adopted by Synod . 
This overture ought to be taken seriously as that 
which may lead us by Cod's grace to speak further 
and more clearly and loudly on such matters as the 
Word of Cod, and on such matters as the new mean
ing which is being placed by many today in the his
toric language of the churches. 
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THE CRITICAL ISSUE OF OUR TIME 

PETER DE JONG 

"The problem of authority is the most fu nda
mental problem that the Christian Church ever faces. 
This is because Christianity is built on truth: that is 
to say, on the content of divine revelation. Christian
ity announces salvation through faith in Jesus Christ, 
in and through whom that revelation came to com
pletion; but faith in Jeslls Christ is possible only 
where the truth concerning Him is know n. .. But 
if this truth is rejected or petverted, faith is over
thrown (d. II Tim. 2:18) and men come under the 
power of a lie (cf. II Thess. 2: 11-13), with terrible 
results," VJc may well recall this observation of 1- 1. 
Packer ( Fundamentalism alld the W ord of God , pp. 
42,43 ) as we encounter the Report (No. 36 ) on "The 
Nature and Ext '"It of Biblica l Authori ty" in thc 
Agenda for the 1971 Synod of the Christian Refonned 
Church. 

The critica l importance of this subject to the fai th 
and life of the Christian and the church should 
p rompt many throughout the denomination to study 
ca refully this 36-page report by seven compe tent 
ministers and professors. 

As the reader works through the pages of careful 
analysis and evaluation he finds much that invites 
appreciation and approval 

The Mandate 
The com mittee making the report had been in

structed by Synod "to study the nature and ex tent 
of biblical authority, and in particular the 'connec
tion between the content and purpose of Scripture as 
the saving revela tion of Cod in JeslIs Christ and the 
consequent and deducible authority of Scripture,' to 
evaluate criticall y in the light of the above-men tioned 
study and our confess ional standards the manner of 
interpreti ng Scripture presently employed by some 
contemporary Reformed scholars, a nd to serve the 
churches with pastoral advice in these matters." 

To appreciate the reason for th is stud y we o\lgh t 
to recall that the Reformed Ecumenical Synod in 
1958 issued a strong declaration regarding the infal
lib ility of the Bible. The Cereformeerde Kerken of 
The Netherlands in 1963, whi le expressin~ basic 
agreement wit h this declaration, criticized it for fail
ing to "make sufficient distinctions in dealing with 
the nature and extent of the authority of the Scrip
ture" and in particu lar for not dealing with the "con
nection between the content and purpose of Scrip
ture as the saving revelation of Cod in Jesus Christ 
and the (;onscqllcnt and deducibl e authority of Scl"ip
ture." Although the commi tt ee observes that a morc 
<lccurate translation of the Dutch decision would be 

lteo. Peter De l ong is ,lOslor of tile Christian Reformed 
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"the concomitant and deducible authority of Scrip· 
ture," it does not go in to the peculiarities of this 
criticism, but prefers to proceed at once to "the issue 
out of which it arose." 

Contrast with the 1961 Report 
One could wish at this point that the committee 

had taken a more critical look at the assumption 
expressed in this criticism of the Dutch churches, that 
the "authori ty of Scripture" is in some sense only a 
deduction to be drawn from its "content and purpose" 
as "saving revelation of Cod in Christ." 

One misses the clear appreciation of the point so 
forthright ly stated in the report accepted by om 
Synod of 1961 (Acts 1961, p . 293 ): "Scripture has 
an explicit doctrine of its own infallibility. Infal
libili ty is not merely an fn ference drawn from an 
examination of the phenomena of Scripture. It is 
rather an explicit claim of the Scripture for itself 

. when one considers the number of passages in 
which Scripture's con fidence in Scripture is demon
strated he discovers that this is one of the best at
tested of all the doctrines of Scl"iptllre. Neither 
does it (fa ith) nor may it allow its inferences drawn 
from the phenomena of Scripture to modify Scrip
ture's doctrine of its own infa llibility. . ~lloreover . 
to suppose that the fact of infallibility is to be 
learned from the self-testimony of Scri pture but that 
the natllre and e;l.·tent of infallibility is to be leamed 
ollly by w(ly of (lIi exlulllstioe examination of tile 
l)/tenomerw of Scripi llre is to misunderstand the nature 
of Script tire's self-testimony. . . . Ultimately this 
leads to a total dependence on falli ble Iiuma li inoesti
galion" ( italics mine ). 

Instead of taking the "high ground" of the 1961 
report and criticizing the Dutch churches' formulation 
of the qll e.~ t ions which evidcntly arise largely out of 
abandoning it, the committee proceeds immediately 
to enter in to the Dutch churches' "problems" and 
criticisms of the HES statement on infallibility. It 
mentions the criticisms that the RES "failed to do 
justice to the 'human side' of the Scriptures"; that it 
does not adequately de,ll with the question : "Is thc 
authority of Scripture in any way infl uenced or quali 
fied by its historical character?" and that it does not 
adequately guard against the idea that "views each 
word or verse as being inspi red and authoritati ve in 
and by itself," 

Th e Nature and Extent of Biblical Authority 
The committee takes note of a difference of opin

ion between a view that regards the nature and ex
tent of Biblical authority as being si mply found in 
its being Cod's Word and one that insists "that the 
divine authority of Scripture is man ifested on ly 



through its con tent as the saving revela tion of Cod 
in Jesus C hrist." The commi ttee does not explicitly 
choose between these two bu t seems in p rocedure to 
follow the la tter , whereas the 19fH committee fol
lowed the former. T he report goes on to observe 
that the Reformed position finds the central focus of 
the W ord of Cod in th e saving revelation of God in 
Jesus Christ. "\Vhen passages or texts or phrases are 
isola ted from the purpose of Scripture itself, they no 
longer re tain their authority as the Word of Cod. 
[Didn't Jesus main tain the au thori ty of God's com 
mandments even when arguing with the devil?] It 
is in Jesus Christ that the Scriptures have their unity 
and authority,» Accordingly, "the authority of Scrip
ture is properly understood only when the various 
parts of Scripture are intcrp reted as functioning in 
their role within the history of redemption and rev
elation," and when one remembers that the "Scripture 
is written by men and that it is originally addressed 
to a people living at a certai n time and under partic
ular circumstances." 'the Bible is not a syste m of 
theological dogm as nor a code book of law with an 
easy and immediate application to every circum 
stance. , . ," 

To say that the Bible's central focus is the "saving 
revela tion of Cod in C hrist" does not limit its author
ity, "for the redemption found in Scriplme is cosmic 
in scope, involving man and all of his activi ties in 
creation and history, Hence the authority of Scrip
h Ire touches every sphere of human life and knowl
edge but it does so in its own way and from its own 
perspect ive, vi ;:;. from the standpoint of creation, fall, 
redemption, and the coming again of Jesus Christ." 

Critici sm of the "New Hermeneutics" 
Having made these observations about "the nature 

and extent of Biblical authority," the committee pro
ceeds to look crit ically a t current methods of in ter
p reting Scripture, in particular at what is called the 
"new hermeneutics," It begins by a£Ji rming our com
mitment to the Reformation p rinciple that "Scripture 
is its own interpreter" and a.~ "the product and instru
ment of the Holy Spirit may not be controlled by 
knowledge or methods de rived elsewhere," There
fore, it conti nues, though "we have acknowledged the 
historical character of the divinely inspired Bible and 
have been willing to use the results of historical re
search to illumine its meaning," "yet we have been 
on our guard against the pos.~ i hi li ty of science con
trolling the interpretation of Scr ipture becam e it has 
been precisely in our century that such has occurred ," 
"Interpreters [have] allowed a view of nature and his
tory contrary to that contained in the Bible to deter
mine the interpretation of the biblical message." 

Although the writers of the "new hermeneutics" 
may say that they believe that Scripture is its own 
interpreter, "yet certain sta tements , , . raise the 
Question whether this principle is he ing maintained." 
" If one asserts, fo r example , that scie nce makes it 
impossible to believe any longer that there was 
historically an original man and woman who were 
the ancestors of the human race, then it is no longer 
apparent that one is maintaining the principle that 
Scripture is its own interpreter." 

Next the committec considers the "use of the 
historical method ," T urning to the problem of the 
differences between the four gospels, the committee 
observes that these "gospels are not merely 'ob jective' 
descriptions of events or verbatim records of Jesus' 
words, They are procla mation ..., i.e., ,events and 
sayings plus the interpretation which the Holy Spirit 
leads the authors to give as they bring ula t message 
to a variety of persons and aud iences." "It is our 
opinion," the committee says, "that this approach 
so long as it functions within the framework of the 
gospels - is permissible within our confession con
cerning the authority and reliability (infall ibility) of 
Scrip ture." "However, it seems to us that one should 
not in terms of this approach begin to speak of the 
historical unre liability of the gospels." "Historical 
reporting is always infl uenced by the perspective of 
the author and the needs of the audience." 

"T he new hermeneutics a ttempts to uncover (the) 
historical Jesus by what is called 'pure historical 
research .' '' l ts meth od studies the gospels critically 
because they are wri tten by beHevers, and such a 
"faith-perspective" is not regarded as permissible in 
"pure historical research." Bu t the committee ob
serves that "such a method. , , rooted in p rinciples 
contrary to Scripture's own view of historical reality 

cannot be considered legitimate," 

Furthermore, in the "new hermeneutic much is 
made of the d istinction between the Jesus who was 
and the Jesus who is" (that is, Jesus before and aIter 
the resurrection), It holds that, despite the gospel 
statements to the contrary, Jesus before the resunec
tion d id not claim to be the Messiah. Sueh claims 
were later attributed to H im by the church. This 
kind of "fOlm criticism" which "allows the actua i 
creation of events for the sake of the message," the 
comm ittee says, "brings into question the reliability 
of the gospels." Hegarding the resurrection of Christ 
the "new hermeneutic" says that, though one believes 
it as a Christian, he can say nothing about it as a 
historian. T herefore the commitlee approp riately re
marks that "that method is b ased on a view of reali ty 
not in harmony with Scripture." 

Next the committee turns to the treatment of the 
first chapters of Genesis. Representatives of the "new 
hermeneutics" "have suggested that Genesis 3 should 
not be viewed as presentin g history in any temporal 
sense but should be interpreted as a teaching model," 
especially because "science h as made it impossible 
to believe that th is is h istory. . ," The committee 
observes that Paul in Romans 5 plainly regarded it 
as more than a teaching model, linking Adam with 
Christ in the history of redemp tion, and that "the 
den ial of th e historici ty of the fall of our fi rst parents 
at the begin ning of human history can not be har
monized with the confessions." 

A Contradictory View of Genesi s 
After th is stud ied but fi rm, pOint-by-point rejec

tion of the distinguishing fea tures of the "new her
meneu tic," the reader is star tled to observe in the next 
and concluding section of ule body of the report 
material tha t seems to express an almost exactly op
posite viewpoint! ,The comm ittee now takes up the 



question: "Must these chapters (Genesis 1-11) be in
terpreted literally thus implying that they are for the 
most part literal descriphons of past events?" The 
committee p resents two views of the kind of historical 
reporting contained in these chapters: 

1. "Although granting the essential historicity of 
these chapters, one point of view argues that they 
should not be interpreted as a literal description of 
events . ... Within this view it is possible to suggest 

that although Genesis 3 communicates an event, 
i.e., the fall of man at the beginning of human history, 
it does so making use of concepts or symbols fa 
miliar to Abraham and to the world of that time. 
Sim ilarly Genesis 4 . . is not to be read as a 
paleontological report, but as a description of Adam's 
descendants using concepts from the picture of an
cient man held in the second millennium E.G." 

2. "The other pOint of view is more closely re
lated to the traditional interpretation of these chap
ters .... This point of view is willing to acknowledge 
some influence of the cu ltu ral milieu upon the his· 
torica l narrative, espcciaOy in connection with the 
creation account. However, basically it argues that 
these chapte rs as historical records are not essentiallv 
different from the rest of Genesis .... Thus, although 
recognizing the thema tic character of these chapters, 
this view comes much closer to interpreting these 
chapters as literal descriptions of historical events." 

After presenting these radically different posil'ion;; 
the committee concludes: "Our confessional state
ments, as well as our basic confession concerning 
the authority and reliabili ty of Scripture, do not 
force us to choose for one or the other. Both positions 
preserve the intent of the confessional statements, 
both function on the basis of principles considered 
acceptable in the interpre tation of Scripture. There· 
fore the church need not decide concerning the cor
rectness of either." 

In other words, when one comes to the matter of 
Genesis 1-11, the com mittee suddenly seems to dis
card all of the careful discrimination demonstrated 
through the rest of the report and to declare that "as 
long as you say that it is in some sense historieal
and nobody will bot her to ask YOll what you mean 
anything goes!" If this part of the Bible is not to be 
taken as in any se nse a "description of events" docs 
still calling it "history" have any meani ng? 

It is far from obviolls, (:ontrary to the committee's 
claim, that as long as one will say that this is some 
kind of "history" and tha t some kind of "fall" took 
p lace he is free to explain away all the details, "Adam 
and Eve," the tree, the serpen t, and so forth, as being 
mere symbols from Abraham's day. It is far frolll 
obvious that such views can, as the committce seems 
to claim, be harmoni7..ed with either the Scriptures 
or the Confessions with their concrete references to 
some of these detai ls_ In fact, it secms to me (and to 
other readers) that the views of Kuitert and others 
who hold the "new hermeneutics" which have been 
so properly criticized in most of the report now have 
the back door thrown wide open to them. Moreover, 
whe n one considers the implications of this p.·ut of 
the report, it seems to place the stam p of a pproval 
upon the whole present course of the Dutch chmches 

as they now welcome and promote the liberal views 
of the Scriptures which they for over a century have 
opposed I 

Concluding " Pastoral Advice" 
Having done this "abou t-face" at the:: end of the 

body of the re port, the committee proceeds to give 
5 points of "pastoral advice." They urge them "upon 
our churches as reaffi rmations of ou r accepted con
fessional commitment to the authori ty of Scriphll'e 
with a view to averting the crises and divisive ten
dencies which surround the issue of biblical author
ity among fellow Christians in the Reformed 
churches." They especially stress the "crucial im
portance of holding fast our common confession of 
biblical authority." 

The committee advises that: (1) Synod remind the 
churches that the authority of Scripture be applied in 
the total life of the church; (2) that it call the 
churches to maintain the clear witness of the creeds 
to the authority of Scripture as the saving revelation 
of Cod in Jesus Christ, yet honoring stich freedom 
of exegesis as docs not conRict with the creeds; (3) 
that it remind the churches that Scripture is self
authenticating, not dependent on science, and that 
all scholarly work should be carried on in fai thfulness 
to the authoritative Scriptures; (4) that it warn against 
any use of the historical-critical method which ex
cludes or ca lls in question the redempti ve events of 
biblical history; and that (5) it urge the churches to 
confess that the authority of the biblical message is 
rooted in the historical rcliability of the redemptive 
events therein recorded. 

Our Witness Threatened by Compromise 
I trust that this necessaril y cursory summary of 

the committee's report has pointed up a number of 
excellent features of it. One cannot appreciate too 
highly its often reitcrated emphasis, especially for 
our time, on the need for stressing the au thority of 
the Scriptures. It is the more regrettable, it seems to 
me, that in the treatment of Genesis the committee 
seems to abandon the very principles it emphasizes 
through so much of the report and to sanction a 
liberty of interpretation that permits one to deny 
any recorded events as long as he will say his view 
is still in some sense "historical." 

Now, when our sister churches in The Nether
lands, whose views occasioned the appointment of the 
committee, are fast losing their conviction and testi 
mony as to what, if anything, the Christian faith still 
means bccallse of such unlimited freedom of exegesis 
- and now when the same kind of views, long char
acteristic of the old Liberalism, arc making increasin g 
inroads among liS - the welfare of the church and 
its Christian testimony will be very poorly served if 
this self-contradictory report is accepted as it stands. 

The report strikes th is rcader as a compromise 
product - with the unsatisfactory features that always 
characterize attempts to compromise fundamental 
principles. In this it seems to refl ect the contradictory 
views that more and more plague our chu rches. 

May God save our Reformed churches from 
spoiling our wit ness to Him and His \>\-'onl with COIll 

promising double-talk. 



CREEDS IN CRISIS! 

JOHAN D. TANGELDER 

Creeds in crisis! - Many are rethinking the confes· 
sia ns of faith . What is the place of the confessions 
of faith in our lleformed circles? D o they still 
function? Do the elders and deacons still know what 
they arc doing when they sign the form of subscri p
tion? Do the ministers still teach without any reserva
tion the "a foresaid doctrine"? Are Ollr creda! formula
ti ons so outdated that they must be scrapped and 
be replaced with new ones? ShOll Id we have credal 
formulations at all in our ecumenical age? Should 
creeds be limited to the church "institu te" only? 
These are questions we must fnce. 

Pro and Con Discussion - In The Netherlands there 
is a lively discussion going on p ro and con credal for
muiations. Dr. C. Augustyn has not much lise for the 
three forms of unity. We cannot do too much with 
them in our situation.' Augustyn cannot aecept as 
valid for our time Answer 80 of our Heidelberg 
Catechism.' I-Ie feels that the three forms of unity 
contain many unimportant things and also deficien
cies. \Ve must speak now about war, peace, hunger, 
foreign aid . These are the important questions." 

On October 31, 1969, the Reformed Church (Ge
reformeerde Kerken) Synod gave a mandate to a 
committee to face the question whether or not the 
church needs a new confession; and, if so, how the 
church can formulate one in toelay's language. Rev. 
~ r. P. Van Dyk responded to the mandate with his 
book N ieuw Credo. Proeve 0011 eClJ. f1ic fltce beliiden is.' 
He opines that the church is able to fonnulate a new 
confession and he has d rawn up one as an example. 

The International Association for Reformed Faith 
and Action is struggling with the whole quest ion of 
the creeds and has devoted an issue of its Int er
national BuLLetin to the subject "On Creeds and 
)" (aking New Ones:' The association does not want 
to limit credal expres... ions to the institutional church. 
"Christia nity should find jllst as clear and vigorous 
confessional expre~s ion in free associations as in the 
institution of worship. tn our view the creed of the 
Christian comm unity cannot be limited to our ec
clesiastical institu tion anymore than religion itself 
can.'" Therefore the two articles: "Confessing the 
Faith in Labor Relations Today" by Richard Forbes 
and "Confessing Christ in Education" by James H . 
Ohhuis and Bernard Zylstra.- Dr. Schrotenboer speaks 
about outdated ceclcsiastical confessions. Their em
phasis and language are not expressive and useful 
cnough for the needs we have in our age. The creeds 
are more salva tion-th an-service centered. They ovcr

emphasize the vertical and neglect the horizontal 
approach .' 

Present Theological Climate - Is the present the
ological climate healthy enough to be able to deal 
with the reformation of creeds? I have my problems 
here. We live in a crisis period of faith. Dr. Nugent 
describes our age as a twentieth-century "Renais
sance.'''" "Everywhere there is a profound religious 
ferment and a widespread urge to get behind history 
to utopias, first principles, and primitive constitu
tions.'" 

It strikes me that, precisely in our age, we have 
so m llch credal fermen t. Tn 1969, a profound study 
by Canon and Vice-Dean of Worcester appeared. 
Canon Armstrong proposed in his study "Creeds and 
Credibility": '"'This is wri tten for the many intelligent 
churchmen and churchwomcn of today who have 
serious intellectual difficulties in accepting the creeds 
of orthodoxy in their literal meaning, while pe rsonally 
desiring the commitment of faith . They find a certain 
insincerity in asserting credal beliefs simply as mat
ters of faith without intellectual conviction of their 
truth; and in some cases the feeling is so strong that 
sincerity is preferred to adherence. For their com
fort this book is written . 1Is thesis is briefly that 
God's revelation of himself has been progressive in 
history; that man's understandi ng of it has always 
been expressed through the thought-background of 
the ages in which it was received. That therefore, 
because the revelation has been historical, a certain 
divergence has grown between the truth as intellectu
ally understood at various periods and the symbolic 
'schemata' into wh ich they were translated for the 
religious of the day.... The ai m of this work is not 
to cOllvince unbelievers, but to presen t the Christian 
faith in a form in which it ca n be 6rmly held by those 
who arc perturbed and shaken by recent doubts and 
speculations.""'· The reader is not left w ithout doubt 
about the theology of the Canon. 

Overture to eRC Synod - The eOllling Synod of 
the Christian Reformed Church will have to deal 
with the question of creda l reformulation. Classis 
Chatham adopted an overhlfe of Wallace burg which 
reads: "Classis Chatham requests Synod to declare 
that it is necessary and desirable to reexpress the 
faith of the church in a ncw confession which will 
replace the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Cate
chism, and the Canons of D ort as a statement of the 
truth and as our standard of unity."" 

Classis Chatham wants to make it abundantly 
Dr. Johan D. Tangeltler i& ,Ja$t(l1" 01 the RiwrsiJe Christian 
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as either an acknowledgement that the Three Forms of 
Unity are not in harmony with the Word of God, or 
a weakening of their binding character."" I appre
ciate this sentiment. However, I believe that we are 
going in the wrong direction if we replace the 
standards of unity with a new creed, 

What is a creed? - What do we do when we con
fess our faith credally? Creeds lead the people of God 
to His Word. They express the doctrines of the Word. 
Therefore, they confess the Word but do not exhaust 
it." 

Dr. Herman Ridderbos says: "The word that the 
New Testament uses for confession is homolegein: to 
say the same thing, to say after, to agree with that 
which is spoken beforehand. That whiCh was spoken 
beforehand is in its deepest dimension not the word 
of the church but the word or revelation, the Word 
of Cod."" 

Unfortunately, many identify fideli ty to the creeds 
with narrow-mindcdness, limiting intellectual free
dom, and stifling theologica l research. How can this 
be when the creeds say the same thing as Scripture? 
Dr. Klaas Runia says, and rightly so, that the confes
sion of the church is a doxology, a declaration of love. 

In the creeds, the believers confess openly that 
they love God for what He is, has done and is doing 
in the mighty works of creation and redemption, " 
Therefore, our creeds are not theological treatises. 
Theology is a science. But our confessions are our 
heart response to the Scriptures. Our theology arises 
out of our earnest dealings with Scripture and creeds. 

Scripture and Creed - What is the relationship be
tween creed and the Word of God? Are creeds and 
Scripture identica l? They al'e not. However, our 
creeds are thoroughly grounded in Scripture. Our 
confessions are not identical with the Word of Cod. 
The creeds themselves confess this (d. Articles 3, 5 
and 7 of our Belgic Confession}." 

When our fathers formed the creeds they used 
the Word of God and that Word alone. You need 
only some elementary knowledge of our three forms 
of unity to know that they are a result of a thorough 
study of the Scriptures." In her creeds the church 
expresses her response to God, who reveals His tl'uth 
to her. '· Th rough her creeds, the church testifies to 
the Truth . Through them, the church says: "Look! 
This is what we believe! This is in a nutshell the 
message we have for our world." 

I want to mention also the beautiful way 0 111" 

cl'eeds express the unity of God's Word. '· This pre
vents Biblicism and a setting of one truth over aga inst 
the other. This restrains individual church mem bers 
from using Scriptme for thei r own theological hobby 
horses. 'fllrough the confessions the church says: 
"Listen! This is the way we ought to go." And the 
church can do this because she is "the pillar and the 
ground of the tru th."'· 

Are we not overestimating the creeds? \.\Ie are 
not. As a matter of fact, in our historical situation, 
1 wish we had greater appreciation for the creeds. We 
do not have an idolatrous attitude toward them. This 
happens only if we lise the creeds over and above the 
Word of Cod. Even our response to Scripture is 

human. Therefore, our confessions are human and 
fallible. We confess OUI' fai th credall y because we 
realize that the creeds testify to the Truth of Cod's 
Word ."' In her confessions the church can err. There
fore she always stands corrected by the Word. " And 
because the creeds are grounded in the Bible and 
testify to the Word, they al'e binding for the church." 

The Holy Spirit and the Creeds - A confessing 
church depends on the Holy Spirit. When the chureh 
confesses in her creeds the truth of Cod's Word, sha 
believes she has the Holy Spirit. A confession or 
creed is the frui t of the work of the Holy Spirit, Who 
is the great Teacher of the Church. "Now we have 
received, not the spirit of the world, but the spirit 
which is of God; that we might know the things that 
are freely given to us of Cod" (1 Cor. 2:12). "No man 
can say that Jesus is the Lord, but by the Holy Ghost" 
(I Cor. 12:3). The Spirit and the Scripture arc one. 
The Bible is inspired through the Holy Spirit and it 
is a channel through which the Spirit teaches the 
church of all ages ."' 

The church has always wanted to express her 
fa ith in a confession . Tn New Testament times, you 
find but simple expressions of what lived in the hearts. 
The confessions did not keep their simplicity. Al
ready in her infan t stage, the New Testament Church 
had to battle the spirit of her age. The apos tles testify 
to this. Just take the example of John who wrote: 
"For many deceivers are entered into the world, who 
confess not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh, 
This is a deceiver and an antichrist" (II John 7). Paul 
wrote to Timothy: "Hold fast the form of sound 
words, which thou hast heard of me, in faith and 
love which is in Christ Jesus" (JJ Tim. 1:13). Jude 
exhorts his readers to defend the fai th (Jude 3). The 
early chmch, despite hel' shorh.:omings and failures , 
had to address herself to heresies. And she spoke un
equivocally, through the Spiri t and the Word, and 
confessed in detail her faith in the Christ of the Scrip
tures"· 

The church of the Reformation confessed her 
faith clearly in ordel' to expose the errors of the 
church of Rome and to instruct the people of God 
in the Biblical truth . In the seventeenth century, the 
church of the Reformation was forced to combat the 
errors of Arminianism and eloquently confessed her 
faith in the Sovereignty of Cod and the gracious 
truth of election. 

But if we recognize the leading of the Holy Spirit 
in the formul:"lting of the confessions don't we then 
say, after all, that the creeds are infa ll ible and on 
the same par as Scriptures?'· Again, I say we do not. 
The norm for am faith is the Holy Bible. The con· 
fessions h.lVe derived authority. Their authority lies 
in the fact that the chl1rch believes them to be in 
agreement with Scriptures. '" The confessions are 
grounded in Scri pture, and we are not a llowed to 
add to Scripture. 

This does not mean that we may not add to 0111' 

present creeds. The church is always in a historical 
situat ion . New heresies arise and must be dealt with. 
The church must always speak to the problems of her 
age. Dr. Abraham Kuyper taught that a confessing 
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church is not a stagnant church. Under certain cir
cumstances we must confess more than the church 
of the past." 

The Historical Continuity of the Creeds- Every con
fession has its own date and background. But "it is 
an undeniable fac t thal every confession p retends to 
proclaim abiding truth :'" If the confessions say the 
same thing as the Word of Cod, I cannot see the 
need for a new confession. We may update the lan
guage of our creeds, but we should not do away with 
them. We mllst not break the historical continuity 
of the church. 

Our age is a rather arrogan t one. We have little 
appreciation for the past. Many seem to think that 
the Holy Spi.rit speaks only today. What Scripture 
taught in the seventeenth century, it still teaches to
day. The Word of God spoke to our fo refathers and 
speaks to us now. There is a strong inclination pres
en tly to break away from all traditions. But we are 
not new on the scene! \Ve are not the first ones who 
studied the Scriptures earnest ly. It is arrogant to 
think that the Holy Spiri t is only now beginning to 
give insight into ageless truth ." Scripture and lhe 
Spirit present in the fourth and sixteenth centuries 
are with us today also. The Truth the church con
fesses is ageless. We may receive deeper insights into 
the Truth, but the basic Tru th remains. 

We should perhaps speak to the errors of our day 
creda ll y, though theological errors have a way of re
l:>eating themselves. We could augment the creeds by 
taking into account the current departures from the 
faith ." We can do th is, but we can never break with 
the past. We always confess the faith in historical 
continui ty, while speaking to and not submitting to 
every theological or philosophical fad of our age in 
fe rment. This alone is Reformed." 

Creeds and Ecumenicity - A refo rmulation of the 
creeds? New creeds? T say NO! We have the three 
forms of unity. These are ecumenical confessions. 
For example, through our creeds we have much in 
common with the Canadian neformed Church. Tme 
ecumenicily was experienced when church leaders 
from all over ga thered at Dort. "Give us the Re
formed ecumenicity of the Dort Fathers!"U We must 
seek ecumenical relat ionships on the basis of our con
fession , on what basically unites us." This is Biblical 
ecumenicity. 

Let us hold on to our creeds. Let us study them. 
There is a lack of reading and Bib le study also among 
our elders and deacons. Let us all struggle with the 
creeds as each generation has done. Let us through 
study make the confessions our very own. 

Should we add to the creeds? Perhaps we should 

wrestle together with the nature and authori ty of 
Scripture in the light of our tragic modern develop
ments. Perhaps we should say something about 
eschatology in the light of modern dispensationalism, 
realized eschatology, and so forth. Perhaps, we 
should say something more about the Lordship of 
Christ in every area of li fe . However, a church must 
be careful not to speak confessionally about every 
conceivable and inconceivable subject." 

We will be faced with the question of reformulat
ing the creeds. Should we have a new one? I hope 
and pray that our Synod will say "No." Dr. Louis 
Praamsma's observation is so very true: "The unique
ness of this event-character of the confession proves 
itself in the fact that a church cannot make a confes
sion as it makes a set of rules for any occasion or 
committee; it cannot at any given time convene a 
Synod or Council charging it with the drafting of a 
confession - in our own century the wish has often 
been expressed to have a new confession: but, apart 
from the Barmen theses which rose to a historical 
state of emergency, no confession was d rafted of a 
classic character:'" 

It is not popular nowadays to glory in the past. 
Yet, I do. We have a great heritage, which must be 
kcpt not for tradition's sake but because it has its roots 
firmly planted in the historic church which is "the 
p ill ar and the ground of the truth." 

"Clorious is the heritage of the Reformed Faith. 
God grant that it may go fOrlh to new triu mphs even 
in the present time of unbelief."" 
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