


“HumanTails

Aaldert Mennega

Did you ever hear of people having a tail? It may
seem strange, but we do. But only when we are very
small, long before we are born. So let’s look at what
the situation is at our beginning stages.
After the human ovum is fertilized it takes about
four days to travel through the uterine tube and to ar-
rive in the uterus. Then, on about the ninth day after
fertilization, it is implanted into the lining of the
uterus. At this time a vigorous growth period begins.
From implantation up to the tenth week this new in-
dividual, who is developing in the womb, is called
an embryo. After that it is called the fetus.
When the embryo is four weeks old and about 4
mm. long, the backbone is taking shape, including
some tailbone features. At this stage the end of the
backhone projects from the body, very similar to that
of a pig of 4 mm. and to other animals at a comparable
stage. Some people think that this should make us
Christians uncomforiable, because they think that this
would indicate that we developed from animals
through evolution. But we need not at all be uncom-
fortable about this. And it does not indicate that we
evolved.
In a classic example in an older textbook of Em-
bryology. the authors, discussing the development of
the lower end of the spine, say
It is interesting that at this state [ca. 5 weeks—
AM] the human embryo has every bit as well
developed a tail as a pig. The tail in our own later
development normally undergoes regressive
changes that leave us with only our symbolic coc-
cyx. Occasionally, to the discomfiture of anti-
evolutionists, this regression fails to occur, and a
human infant is born with a sizable and unmis-
takable tail.

The authors thus indicate that they see a problem for

us.

A closer look shows us, first of all, that they are cor-
rect in saying that we have a tail at that stage, and
that it is as well developed as that of a pig of that stage
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(not of an adult pig, of course). That there is a tail is
a well established fact. To be more specific, that tail
consists of the end of the vertebral column. And it is
so noticeable because there are no legs yet to obscure
its presence. At this time the legs are only just begin-
ning to form as little paddle-shaped buds. It doesn't
take long, however, before these leg buds elongate,
develop bones and muscles, and starl looking like
regular tiny baby legs. And in so doing they grow
around that early tail-like structure, which is really
the end of the spine, so that definitive relationships
can be established. In adults there is still that tail
bone, but the end of the spine is then surrounded with
hip and leg structures, such as bones, muscles,
nerves, and blood vessels, all of which are necessary
for normal functioning.

Secondly, what about being left ““with only our
symbolic coccyx?’’ The question is, then, *Of what
is it symbolic?’’ The intention is obviously to suggest
that it symbolizes our animal ancestry. But it sym-
bolizes that only to those who have faith in the story
of evolution. In actual fact, the coccyx is just an adult
structure which is necessary, and without which we
would have difficulty functioning normally. And the
muscles which attach to that part of the spine have
definite and useful functions. After all, there has to
be some kind of end to the vertebral column.

Finally, what about the occasional infant that is
“born with a sizable and unmistakable tail?”’ This is
not any different from occasional children being born
with other abnormalities, and indicates only that in
the development of this individual something went
wrong at a particular time in that specific location.
And the tail that is sometimes depicted in textbooks
is not the end of the vertebral column, as it would
have to be in order to be homologous with the pig’s
tail, but only a fleshy one, which can be removed
surgically, without involving the vertebral column.

In pigs the story goes a little different, because there
the legs grow along the spine, too, but their corkscrew




tail does stick out beyond the end of the body, as it
was designed to do.

There are many other similarities in the develop-
ment of people and pigs as well, both in structure and
in developmental control mechanisms. Not only are
the eyes and ears similar in their development, but
so are the early stages of the brain, the digestive
system, the skin, and the kidneys, to name only a few.
And the control mechanisms and principles that
govern the regular development of the bones and mus-
cles of legs and arms also are very similar in both.

In graduate school a lecturer once made a point of
telling us about the many similarities between human
and pig skin. These siriking similarities were, of
course, real. By pointing this out he wanted to sug-
gest our evolutionary relationship to pigs. But it is
natural that the structural and developmental plan for
various creatures with backbones is similar, and to us
this is exactly what we would expect when we believe
that an all-wise Creator designed the plan for both.

The point is that in both man and pig these early
relationships are necessary for the adult structures to
be in the proper place at the right time. It is because
of the common plan of development which the
Creator designed for both of these organisms that they
have similar developmental stages.

The idea of a human tail is indeed a little strange,
or at least unexpected. But it is strange only until we
think through the facts of embryonic development.
Then we see the marvel of that common plan with its
many variations, each one culminating in a perfect
organism, and each organism fitting into its environ-
ment just the way the Lord wanted it, and all of them
together fitting into a fine-tuned complex system.

Should we be uncomfortable about knowing that
human embryos have a tail-like structure in very early
development? Not at all. Knowing that the design
calls for that stage so that adult structures can func-
tion properly is just something that we marvel at. And
should you hear, or read, any talk about facts like
these being evidence for a supposed slurring-over of
our ancestral animal stages, you can just discount it.
Such talk has no scientific value, It only serves to
soothe the minds of unbelieving scientists who fail
to acknowledge the great Designer who called forth
these creatures by the power of His Word. And there
is no need for Christians to jump on the evolutionist’s
bandwagon so that they might gain respectability.
Compromise may result in acceptance into the secular
community, but only at great cost. It creates tension
with both the reality of created structure and the scrip-
tural perspective on that created structure.

This knowledge, of how the spine and legs develop,
fitted into the framework of a biblical view of reality,
gives us a scientifically respectable picture and a
glimpse of the truth here revealed. We can only mar-
vel at the fact that we can actually understand this
little part of the full story of human development in
the womb. @

1. B. M. Patten and B. M. Carlson. Foundations of Embryology.
3rd Ed. McGraw-Hill Bock Comp.. New York, 1974, p. 201.

I3r. Aaider Mennega is Professor of Biology at Dordl College. Sioux
Cenler, Iowa.
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Catechism’s speaking of our only comfort. Not in
ourselves, but in belonging to Him with body and soul
we have that great comfort. The psalm stresses not
what we do for the Lord, or should do, but what He
is for us and always will be.

In our sins, failures, insecurities, fear and worries
we can look to Him as our Shepherd. Even in our sins
He does not leave-us. Of course, when we sin we have
to repent, confess and turn to Him. But even when
we are unfaithful, as we often are, He remains faithful.
His mercy is from everlasting to everlasting upon
those who fear Him. His love never fails. He is the
Shepherd who always watches over us with His pro-
tecting eye. In Him we are always safe, regardless of
how steep the path or how heavy the burden may be.
There is not an adverse wind that blows, nor an
enemy that opposes, nor a problem we face, that
escapes His contro! or can snatch us away from His
mercy {fohn 10:28).

The Lord is my Shepherd.

This is personal.

David doesn’t just say that the Lord is the Shepherd
of His people, which, of course, is true. He will
always keep His elect people. If we say no more than
that, this objective doctrine may seem to mean little
to us individually and personally.

I must know that He is my Shepherd, that He paid
for my sins and bought me, that He cares for me and
always will be my faithful Shepherd. Believing this,
[ must say it, confess it. Say it to yourself, dear Friend,
say it to and before others. Confess it also with a view
to the new year that lies ahead.

1986 is upon us, or soon will be. The beginning of
another year always makes us wonder and often
worry. What will the new year bring? We know little
about the future. At new year’s time we think about
ourselves, our family, children and parents, about the
church, our country and many other things that are
close to our hearts. About all these we know absolute-
ly nothing in detail as to what will happen in the com-
ing year. But we do know that we are still living in
the same world. That has not changed. When we
worry, let us say from the heart, *“The Lord will be
our Shepherd also in 1986.”

David couldn't always say this (Ps. 22:1) He cer-
tainly was not always on mountain peaks of faith.
Likely he didn’t compose Ps. 23 on the same day
when he cried out in Ps. 10 “Why, O Lord, do you
stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of
trouble?’’ Orin Ps. 13, *“How long, O Lord? Will you
forget me forever?”’

Which Christian does not understand this dif-
ference of expression, of faith and anxiety? But every
Christian also knows that it is only by faith that he
can confess the truth of Ps. 23, Only by faith in God’s
daily forgiving grace and promises of everlasting
mercy can we have the assurance that He is our
Shepherd.

It is the faith of self-denial and self-surrender, of
commitment to Him alone, that can confess this truth
and enjoy its comfort.

o @ ®

‘I shall lack nothing,”’ or (in the older versions) *‘1
shall not want.”” That follows the first confession,
*The Lord is my Shepherd.”

I shall lack nothing in 1986,

What a comprehensive statement and confession!
At no time in this whole year will [ have any real need
or want. That's what it implies. The Lord will always
be my Shepherd.

Our experiences are often quite different. We can
and do try to say, ‘‘The Lord is my Shepherd.” But
we don’t so readily add, as a result, ‘I shall lack
nothing.”* Yet the second confession follows the first.
If the first one is a real and full confession, the second
will follow. Saying from the heart that the Lord is my
Shepherd, I will also be able to say, "'l shall lack
nothing.”’

But does this confession that the Lord is our Shep-
herd mean that in the future we will have no needs,
whatsoever, physical or spiritual? Does David mean
to say, that the Lord being his Shepherd, he will lack
nothing in any way or manner? Of course not.

Positively, this confession implies that the Lord
generally will give us what we need, physical and
spiritual. He will give us our daily bread. Remember,
however, that there is a big difference between what
we need and usually want. There is a big difference
between '‘daily bread’’ for which we pray every day
and the abundance which the Lord gives us. But as
He was giving to David a table (of bread) in the face
of his enemies, so the Lord will give us what we need,
generally. From the spiritual viewpoint, there surely
will be adversities and problems in 1986. But with
this faith, He as our Shepherd will so care for us with
His comprehensive love that He will give us what we
really need. He will always give grace according to
circumstances. We shall lack nothing that is really im-
portant or what we really need.

Physically, we live in a world of many wants, of
greed and selfishness. Even in our land of abundance
people always want more. But the Christian, being a
good steward, and assuming his responsibilities, will
say, when he confesses Ps. 23, that he is satisfied
because he knows that the Lord is his Shepherd.

Others may and will have more. But he says that
he has enough and is contented (Phil. 4:11). Confess-
ing that the Lord is his Shepherd, and possessing the
fruits of the Spirit, he will be confident and in peace.

In this entire confession of Ps. 23 David means to
say that he has such faith in the Lord his Shepherd
that he knows all the ways in which the Lord will lead
him will be for his good. With a firm trust in this
Lord’s faithfulness and a real commitment to Him, he
can say, I really lack nothing. Even in danger he
knows the Lord will protect him and give him the
grace needed for every trial.

This is living on mountain tops of faith!

This kind of faith gives spiritual strength and won-
derful peace of mind and heart.

Looking to this Lord and having the feeling and
assurance that we belong to Him, our faithful
Shepherd, we can face the new year.

May the Lord graciously enable us to take Ps. 23
with us into 1986. o
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Rethinking Missions Today®

Bassam M. Madany

Neo-Evangelical Missiology and the
Christian Mission to Islam

During the last two decades, some severe criticisms
have been levelled at the missionary work which has
been undertaken since the days of William Carey. We
are told by these critics, for example, that missions
among Muslims have been a failure. Most mission-
aries in the past, the critics say, were not good at
“cross-cultural communication.’’” They failed to ‘‘con-
textualize’’ the Christian message.

In this paper, I refer to evangelical missionary
theorists who have espoused and propagated this way
of looking at the modern missionary enterprise as the
neo-evangelical missiologists. Let us examine their
thesis about the alleged failure of missions among
Muslims from three inter-related perspectives: the
historical, the theological and the Biblical
perspectives.

| — The Historical Perspective

In attempting to work out a new methodology of
missions, several neo-evangelical missiologists base
their endeavor on their own interpretation of the
history of missions in the last 200 years. This is
especially the case when they are re-thinking the
Christian mission to Muslims. They seem to be obli-
vious to the fact that the Christian-Muslim encounter
began almost fourteen centuries ago! The difficulties
we face as we seek to reach Muslims with the Gospel
were embedded in history long before the rise of the
Protestant missionary enterprise. To put all the blame
on the messengers of the Gospel during the last 200
years does not only ignore history, but it dishonors
the testimony of countless Christians who lived under
Islam and who were not ashamed of their Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ. We must never forget these facts
of history: According to the Arabian prophset, Christ
never claimed to be the Son of God, the belief in the
Trinity amounted to faith in many gods, and, most
importantly, the Messiah never died on the cross. In
the Islamic tradition, the whole system of Christian
doctrine has been judged inferior and corrupt. Islam
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alone is the final and complete faith. As some
Muslims remind me in their letters, the preaching of
the Christian faith is anachronistic. As far as Allah
is concerned, INNA DEENA INDA ALLAHI ISLAMU,
i.e. the accepted religion with God is Islam!

Rather than indulge in too much introspection as
we survey the history of missions to Muslims during
the last two centuries, we must bear in mind that, as
far as Muslims are concerned, there is no real need
to seriously consider the claims of the Christian
message. The Gospel, the Injeel, no longer exists, for
the Christians have corrupted it. Anyhow, the Quran
has superseded and supplanted the Gospel. There is
nothing more striking about the Muslim’s attitude to
other religions than his absolute assurance about the
superiority and finality of his faith!

The majority of the people conquered by the Arab
armies in the initial days of the conquest were Chris-
tian. Their Christianity was not pure. Some were
Chalcedonian while others entertained erroneous
teachings concerning the two natures of Jesus Christ.
But in all fairness to the Eastern Christians, we must
not write them off as if they presented no Christian
testimony to the invaders. Granted that they were
weak in the areas of Biblical anthropology and soteri-
ology, they all confessed their faith in the triune God,
the deity and sonship of Jesus Christ, His atoning
death on the cross and the complete trustworthiness
and final authority of the Bible.

The writings of the Christians of the Middle East
who lived during the caliphates of the Umayyads (7th
and 8th centuries) and the ‘Abbasids (8th—13th cen-
turies) reveal that they did not hesitate to explain why
they did not Islamize. It is very surprising to read the
contents of their apologetical and polemical works.
Many Christians worked in the courts of the Caliphs
in Damascus and later on in Baghdad. They conversed
freely about points of difference between the two
religions. Some neo-evangelical missiologists seem to
forget that the core of the Christian message was ade-
quately defended by the conquered Christians of the
Middle East. The hardening of the attitude towards
the Christian faith among Muslims happened before










God and His relationship to man from the beginning
of history to its end. By that story of the real meaning
of the whole we are to live, plot our lives, and under-
stand the significance of everything else that tran-
spires. Man was made to live by story and this is the
one that tells it the way it is. Hence, people ought to
read it directly as such.

2, Canonically

Second, the Bible is meant to be read ‘‘canonical-
iy.”” What is the canon? The canon is the revelation
of the Word of God in the Bible construed as a whole
by the believing community. The Bible must hence
be read first and foremost for the whole message it
narrates; the Bible not only contains books and
various parts but is itself a book. It must be read
accordingly.

Furthermore, the church reads the Bible's parts as
harmonious, from the vantage point of the whole, and
always primarily in relation to one another. Scripture
sheds light on itself and is thus best read when read
in connection with itself. Scripture interprets Scrip-
ture; Scripture is perspicacious; no framework or out-
side knowledge need be brought to bear on the Bible
to unlock its sense. Scripture is sufficient unto itself
and is therefore best read internally and on its own
terms.

In addition, canonical reading is the reading that
seeks to take full advantage of the fact that the Bible
comes to us from God, its single Author. Naturally
God used means, human means, earthly means, to ex-
ecute His authorship; God works no other way in the
world than in congenial harmony with, in and
through His creatures. We should let this confession
affect our hermeneutical theory beyond letting it stand
as a pious introductory acknowledgment. And letting
it so function leads us to say that the overall canonical
sense of Scripture’s story is the primary level of its
meaning, not what the Bible’s individual human
authors meant by what they wrote in the situation of
the text's origin. The canonical sense takes pre-
cedence over the historical, sometimes even going so
far as to upset it rather brutally, The canonical sense,
the sense intended by the Bible’s single author, God,
takes precedence over the subordinate historical level
of meaning. Only in this way, moreover, can the
church’s response to Scripture be considered nor-
mative even for the scientific study of the Bible that
takes place in the Christian community.

3. Literally

Thirdly, and finally, the Bible must be interpreted
““literally.”” In other words, the Bible must be inter-
preted for what it says the way it says it; the Bible
must be interpreted for the message it intends to con-
vey, the best way of getting at which is the very form
in which the text says it. Every identifiable block of
Scripture is given to say something; what it is given
to message is its literal sense. So parables, for exam-
ple, have a literal sense, without their characters be-
ing real persons and their circumstances actual his-
torical situations. When the latter is thought to be the
case, [ would say that the parable is being misinter-
preted literalistically. Written texts have an immmediate

value or sense on the face of them. Novels do, even
though we often know next to nothing about their
authors or situations of origin. In the case of Scrip-
ture, that sense is the text’s present sense, the sense
as it applies to us in our own situation. In the case
of Scripture that sense is the sense as intended by the
only One of Scripture’s Authors who is present and
alive today, guaranteeing the normativity of the pre-
sent logical sense of what is said in the way in which
it is said. To make the historical sense, some hidden
genesis of meaning, the essential sense is, functional-
ly, to discard and take no advantage of the confession
that God is the Author of Scripture. It is to turn that
confession into a pious platitude, good for one’s Board
of Trustees to hear, but having no real pay-off for one’s
interpretation of the Bible,

Tt is with these thoughts in mind, among others,
that T would make the claim that to be read as it ought,
Scripture must be read naively, canonically, and
literally.

Ill. The Bible and Higher Criticism in the
CRC Today

I turn now to the phenomenon of increased sym-
pathy for an historical critical reading of Scripture in
the CRC. First, I shall illustrate that this is happen-
ing, and, second, I shall try to say something about
why we can expect more of the same in the future in
the CRC.

First, then, about the fact of increased use of higher
criticism in the CRC, without any malice aforethought
on the part of its practitioners, I refer you, by way of
illustration, to the first minority report on '*headship’’
of the Synod of 1984. Let me emphasize that I do not
speak against the authors as persons, but rather
critically against the method itself and its bad
consequences.

An interesting general mode of argumentation is
present in this report. Where previously it was
thought in the Reformed tradition that the church
should confess or do that for which there can be found
only compelling biblical grounds, this report recom-
mends opening all of the ecclesiastical offices to
women on the ground that the traditional Scripture
used to close the offices to women need not be taken
the way in which it has been in the past. There seems
to be not only an untroubled acceptance of the claim
that Scripture is unclear, but an attempt to take ad-
vantage of this as well. We are told that there is no
compelling biblical argument against opening the of-
fices, the assumption being that we must decide this
matter and others like it on an other than biblical
basis. Throughout the report we are left with the im-
pression that the matter of who is eligible for office-
holding in the church is of the kind about which the
Bible could not possibly give us a clinching convic-
tion. The reason for this absence of compelling
biblical grounds is the fact that multiple readings of
the crucial texts are possible on the basis of the mean-
ing of these passages in their historical context.

A specific example from the report itself will il-
lustrate this procedure, as well as lead us on to make
an additional point. The authors’ handling of I Tim.
2:11-15 is of special interest. Commenting on the
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iet the eunuch say, Behold I am a dry tree?’”” This
would have spoken to his heart. He is reading aloud,

The Spirit (note: not an angel) now tells Philip to
join himself to this chariot. No doubt it means, come
close to the carriage 50 that you will be able to talk
to the occupant. Philip can hear the man read from
the book of Isaiah in the Greek language. We have here
a rather strange situation. This simple evangelist, on
foot, catching up with and then trying to keep up with
this chariot, this elegent carriage, and seeking to strike
up a conversation with the man in the carriage. How
do you approach such a person? But, the opening is
evident. Philip is acquainted with the words which
he hears this man read. The question is: does he
understand what he is reading? That is exactly the
question which Philip asks him. The answer is blunt
if not brusque. He readily admits that he does rot
understand the words he is reading. How can I
understand, he asks, unless someone shall guide me?
He is not too proud to receive instruction from a man
who seems to be far inferior to him in many ways.
He agks Philip to come and ride with him in this
beautiful carriage! They are both going the same way!

Prophecy Leads to Christ

There could have been many passages in [saiah’s
prophecy which this man would not understand but
which also would not give Philip the opportunity to
bring Jesus Christ into the picture as well as this one
does. He is reading from the 53rd chapter of Isaiah
about the suffering servant of Jehovah. Is the prophet
speaking about himself or is he speaking about some-
one else? This is a good question. It is the kind of
question every thinking man would ask who was not
acquainted with the New Testament. The Old Testa-
ment is a conundrum unless we have the key of the
New Testament. The Jews of today still ask the same
guestion as this Ethiopian Eunuch does and believe
they have the answer when they say that the prophet
is speaking of himself!

Christ Crucified

We are here dealing with the heart of the gospel.
The One of whom the prophet speaks was ““led as a
sheep to the slaughter.’”” By this death he has ac-
complished a great deal. Thereby the humiliation is
taken away and who will be able to measure the full
effect of His sacrifice?

Not only the Jews but also many of the Biblical
critics conclude that the prophet could only speak of
himself. He had suffered a great deal and sought to
bear it as well as possible. Is this all there is to it?

Despite the enormous economic differences be-
tween the two, the Eunuch has invited the right man
to come to sit next to him. No doubt this Ethiopian
has brought sacrifices and gifts to Jerusalem. He is
about to hear of the greatest sacrifice ever made and
the greatest gift ever given. The text offers a beautiful
opening for Philip to preach Jesus to him. Jesus is the
one of whom the prophet is speaking! The gospe! has
come. All the prophecies of the Old Testament have
taken on new meaning. We must not conclude that
the whole conversation of Philip with this Ethiopian
is recorded here. Believing the gospel would take

rmuch more than the few words which are here record-
ed. All of the gospel preaching Philip did on that day
to this Ethiopian can be reduced to this: he preached
to him Jesus! What more is there? This includes all
that the Savior has come to do and it says Who He
is. Only upon the true preaching of the whole counsel
of God is faith instilled in the hearts of those who hear
it. Philip starts with the passage from Isaiah 53 which
the man was reading, but he does not limit himself
to this particular section. This Ethiopian hears the
whole gospel, and the whole Old Testament comes
to stand in a new light.

Baptism

This is also borne out in what follows. Although
it is a desert way, they come to a place where there
is water. Philip must have told him about baptism!
This is what this man wants. He wants to be a member
of the body of Jesus Christ. He asks why he should
not be baptized right now! Isn’t this a little too soon?
Verse 37 is not found in the best manuscripts and is
therefore also omitted from most of our English ver-
sions. Let it be omitted! It makes very little difference.
Very likely it was found on the margin of old manu-
scripts and so later found its way into the text itself.
But, the thought of the words found in verse 37 is
clearly true, Philip does not object to the baptism of
this man. He must have received a clear profession
of his faith before he would do this. Note: the Apostles
did not have to be called to administer baptism to this
individual as they had been called to give the Holy
Spirit to the Samaritans who believed, as is recorded
in the first part of this chapter. Both Philip and the
Ethiopian enter the water and Philip baptizes him.

The Spirit then removes Philip from that place. We
are not told how, but we are reminded of the way in
which the Lord moved Elijah from one place to
another. Then we read something very strange: “*‘and
the eunuch saw him no more, for he went on his way
rejoicing.” That is the reason he didn't see him
anymore! He wasn’t looking for him! He had a joy like
he never had before. This was enough for him, This
man can go back to his own country and spread the
good news of salvation there. When Ethiopia stretches
out her hand unto God, her hands are filled. This man
has found his Lord. The gospel preacher may have
gone; Jesus remains with him.

Philip is next found in Azotus, the old city of
Ashdod, also a city of the Philistines in the time of
David. This is not the place where he is to stay but
he passes through the land until he comes to Caesarea.
That is the place where we will meet him later.
Wherever he goes, he, of course, preaches the gospel.
What have these enemies of the cross done! They have
been instrumental in sowing the seed of the gospel
everywhere.

Questions for discussion:

1. What is the significance of the fact that this
deacon, Philip, was used more as an evangelist
than as a deacon?

2. What should guide us in picking a mission field?

3. How could a man from Ethiopia be acquainted
with the religion of Israel?
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4. Do we often read whole chapters of the prophets
without knowing or understanding what we are
reading? What should be done about this?

5. When should an adult be baptized? Do we wait too
long or do we often admit one too quickly?

6. Isthere much significance in the absence of verse
37 in some texts?

7. Could the gospel have spread so fast without

persecution? @
THE CONVERSION OF SAUL
Lesson 10 Acts 9:1-19

Perhaps the most important event in the life of the
early church is that which is recorded in these verses.
The Biblical writer considers it so important that he
refers to it no less than three times in the book of Acts
— here, in chapter 22 and again in chapter 26. The
man who had done more harm to the church than any-
one else is met by the Savior of the church. He who
"‘breathed in'’ threatening and slaughter, i.e., it is his
life's breath, is to be turned about completely. The
man who possessed a fanatical zeal against the
believers will later use that same burning zeal for
them. The Lord singles out a man, not only of great
ability, but a man who will not stop at anything to
accomplish his purposes. This man is not a citizen
of Laodicea!

The Persecutor .

We first read of this Saul of Tarsus at the time of
the martyr death of Stephen. He agreed with the chief
priests that Stephen should be put to death. He
thought he was doing God service by persecuting
those who followed ‘‘that Nazarene.”” He has not
changed his views concerning that *‘Way'’ when this
chapter opens. He is not satisfied to rid Jerusalem of
the followers of Jesns, but asks the chief priests for
permission to persecute even those who have fled to
Damascus, to extradite them and bring them back to
Jerusalem for trial. They readily assent to this request.
They have found in this Saul of Tarsus the kind of
man which they need to stamp out Christianity at its
birth. Why is he so venomous in his view of the Chris-
tians? This man has a great zeal for the God of his
fathers and for the revelation which He had given in
former days. He is well acquainted with the Torah,
the law of God. He adores that law! He is firmly con-
vinced that the Christians are opposing the God of
Israel and the law which He has given. That being
the case, he must stamp out all traces of this “‘so
called”’ religion. Others may be satisfied to allow it
to live on because they believe these people are
harmless, Not so Saul! His zeal for his God will not
allow him to leave these *'heretics” unmolested. They
must be removed from the earth. If Jerusalem is rid
of them, and it isn't, go to neighboring Syria and bring
them back from there so that they may not be able to
continue their teaching and proselytizing.

The uncommon zeal of this man is even shown in
the time when his conversion occurs. He nears
Damascus about ‘“‘noon,’” he says in chapter 22. Now,
nobody travels about noon in that part of the world
because of the brutal heat at that time of the day. But,
his mission may not be delayed! He has to make haste
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and drives himself as well as all those with him even
through the hottest part of the day. It would have
taken him a few days to travel from Jerusalem to
Damascus. Any change of mind now that he has time
to think it over? None. He had heard the confession
of Stephen and had seen the peace on the face of that
martyr when he was about to die, but it takes more
than that to change his mind. He is as ruthless now
as he was when he started. Christianity must be blot-
ted out!

The Lord’s Confrontation

But, Jesus meets him! Right at noon, when the sun
is the brightest and the hottest, he sees a dazzling light
and is enveloped in it. He is not able to remain on
his feet but falls down on the ground. Then he hears
a voice which addresses him by name. *'Saul, Saul,
why persecutest thou me?”’” He is persecuting the
Christians! This voice says that he is persecuting
“Me!"" He is persecuting One individual! In amaze-
ment he cries out: Who art thou, Lord? Someone is
speaking to him from heaven, from whence this bright
light comes. This One is Lord. No doubt about it —
but, Who? He has thought that the followers of Jesus
were going contrary to all that he holds dear and they
did this because the One Whom they followed has
misled them. The One who is speaking to him out of
the light identifies Himself with those whom he is
persecuting! Therefore the important question is: Who
art thou, Lord? The answer comes immediately, ‘I am
Jesus whom thou persecutest.” He is not dead! He is
not the heretic Saul thought Him to be because He is
now speaking from the heavens in this bright light.
Saul wanted to erase the name of Jesus from the con-
scionsness of Israel as well as those who followed
Him. This casts an entirely different light on the
whole matter. Notice how Jesus is in complete con-
trol, as He always is. You go into the city of Damascus
and there you will receive further instructions. Saul
has intended to enter the city triumphantly and drive
fear into the hearts of all those who follow Jesus of
Nazareth. Now he is going to be led into the city while
someone else holds his hand, because he has been
stricken blind. What a difference! What a change!
And, nothing more than a bright light shone around
him and he has had a very brief conversation with One
whom he was not even able to see. Those who were
with him heard the voice, but they saw no one — Saul
didn’t either. There has always been much specula-
tion on just what took place. Why did it affect Saul
differently from the men who were with him? We
must stick to that which Luke tells us. When Saul gets
up he is blind — helpless! They take him into the city
of Damascus and the Lord lets him sit there stark blind
for three days. In all that time Saul neither ate nor
drank. He is too busy with his thoughts!

Ananias’ Commission

Now the Lord is setting things in motion to relieve
Saul of his blindness and to prepare him for his future
work. God speaks to a cerlain Ananias, of whom no-
thing else is known. This man is a believer in Jesus
Christ. In almost Old Testament form, the Lord ap-
proaches this man in a vision. He at once responds










available to any church or church member that wanted
one. Synod granted ‘‘provisional approval’’ for the
CT in order that its evaluation might be “‘in the
church,”” and as it is being used, rather than ‘‘in the
abstract.”

When, in 1983, Synod granted ‘‘provisional ap-
proval,” it also asked that ‘“‘written response’’ be
solicited and sent in to the CT committee secretary,
Professor Robert Recker. Through seminary Professor
Recker, Calvin Seminary students were among the
first to see the new testimony, and although ai the
time it generated some lively discussion and even a
student editorial or two, relatively few students
actually wrote in. While the CT no longer occasions
much debate at the seminary, I am happy to be able
to report that finally, a good number of students have
indeed written in.

About the same time that the CT first came out, a
group of conservative seminary students formed an
association calling itself the ‘‘Reformed Evangelical
Forum [REF)."”” Banding together for mutual support
and encouragement, the first major project of this stu-
dent organization was a thoroughgoing analysis of the
CT.

The culmination of a two year effort, the REF “*write
in"’ took the rather ambitious form of a full scale revi-
sion which included a thirteen page ‘‘Rationale’” ex-
plaining the reasons behind the proposed changes.
Since the students followed the original wording of
the CT as closely as possible, it is immediately ap-
parent that their chief concern was not the matter of
style. Style had been a major student concern in 1983.
For example, one student editorial of that year intoned
that stylistically the CT was “‘as dull, as gray, and as
flat as a slab of cement.”’ The REF students, however,
have chosen a different issue, the more substantive
one of theological precision.

The chief concerns of the REF are immediately evi-
dent from even a cursory reading of their attached ra-
tionale. First of all, these students are concerned that
the current version of the CT is weak in regard to the
doctrine of Scripture. Second, they sense some con-
fusion as fo just “who”’ is in the Kingdom of God and
who is not. Third, there is a concern that sin and
God’s wrath against it are not dealt with adequately.
Fourth, they feel that the docirines of election and
predestination have been “‘de-emphasized.’’ Final-
ly, they fee! that the CT could be much more positive
about what believers have become through their vic-
torious Lord.

To be sure, the REF proposal reflects other concerns
as well, Apparent throughout its proposal is the REF
perception that the CT in its original form tends to
follow what many would consider to be a liberal agen-
da. More to the theological point at hand, it may also
be observed that if it is true that the ''Kingdom
Theology™’ of the CT is confused (REF concern #2),
then it only follows that the CT would also be weak
in regard to sin and wrath, election and predestina-
tion, and the virtues that Christ accomplishes in
believers {concerns 3-5), because it is especially those
things which define just who is and who is not in
God’'s Kingdom, In this connection it seems signifi-
cant that the REF proposal has a decidedly more

evangelistic tone than does the original CT.

It seems that there are two kinds of people in this
world: those who think that there is only one kind,
and those who think there are two kinds. In his re-
cent book, Christians and Reformed Today, CRC
minister and professor John Bolt, stresses the impor-
tance of having a correct view of ‘‘common grace.”
Even more recently, Calvin College professor Henry
Vander Goot {who wrote Interpreting the Bible in
Theology ond the Church, 1984), in an address to the
Reformed Fellowship, stressed the importance of
one’s view of “‘common grace’’ for hermeneutics. In
light of this resurgent interest it would seem ap-
propriate to ask whether or not the 1983 “‘Kingdom
Theology’’ of the CT is consisient with synad’s 1924
statement on ‘‘Common Grace.”

As noted earlier, the REF proposal follows the
original wording of the CT as closely as possible.
Because of this, major differences can depend on the
deletion, addition or substitution of a single word. For
example, the REF concern about the CT kingdom
theology is reflected in the REF’s more precise use of
the pronouns “we’'’ and “our.”’ In the original CT it
is often very difficult to know just when these pro-
nouns refer to Christians, non-Christians, or to
humanity in general. The REF proposal takes care of
this ambiguity quite handily.

Again, for example, the REF concern that the CT
tends to be too soft on sin and sinners while at the
same time it tends to be too hard on saints, is reflected
in its revisions of “‘can’’ and *'may.’’ There are major
differences between ‘‘possibility’’ and ‘‘actuality,”
.. .between “‘permission’’ and "'necessity.”” Especial-
ly in a testimony, the difference between ‘I am a
Christian’’ and ‘T may be a Christian’’ may be (and
often is) as great as the chasm which separated
Lazarus and the rich man. The martyr dies for one
statement, the sinner hedges with the other. Need we
be reminded that there is a sense in which "‘common
grace'’ is “‘no’’ grace? These fundamental distinctions
should not be blurred.

Adding an ‘‘according to Scripture’” here, and an
““in the church’’ there, the REF went through the CT
with a fine-toothed comb, making small changes here
and there which accumulate to produce a significant
difference. While the end result cannot be precisely
what the authors of the CT originally intended, the
REF proposal is certainly more precise than the
original, and I think it merits our serious attention.
Having done what I could to suggest the differences
between the original CT and the REF proposal, I free-
Iy admit that it was beyond my ability to demonstrate
them. The students of the REF invite the readers to
judge for themselves: Copies of the side-by-side
analysis may be obtained free of charge by writing:
The Reformed Evangelical Forum, P. . Box 68062,
Grand Rapids, MI 4895086, )

Mr. John De Koekkoek is currenily a seninr ot Calvin Theological
Seminary. {The Synod has esked that reactions lo the Contemporary
Testimony be sent {o the committee before January 1, 1986, {is
secrefary is Professor Hobenrt Recker ot Calvin Theological Seminary.
The committee envisions approval of ihe Testimony by the 1986
Syncd.]
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Rethinking
Congregationalism

Since my last article appeared in Outlook (Sept. '85)
on “‘Our Impressions of the Netherlands’” many
readers asked me to spell out exactly what kind of ac-
tion [ was proposing. I consider this a matter of con-
siderable importance and will try to spell out just what
kind of action I think we should undertake. As I see
it, there has to come a parting of ways. As things have
been going in the Christian Reformed Church, it is evi-
dent that we are being controlled and led by the
Liberal mind away from the Truth as we have been
taught it and as the Christian Reformed Church has
upheld and confessed it in past years. That Truth, the
churches no longer maintain, In spite of many over-
tures, protests, appeals, letters, articles and also lec-
tures, synod decided to set that all aside and to make
a decision that flies in the face of God's Word and our
confessions. By doing this it leaves us no choice. It
has shown us very clearly that regardless of what is
said, written or done, it will no longer bow before the
Word of God.

I know ali the anger and arguments the above state-
ment elicits, but this is a fact. And we have to face
it. The Christian Reformed Church is no longer Chris-
tian Reformed. We must part from what is called by
that name and continue to be truly Christian Re-
formed. I state it this way to bring out clearly what
I think is fact. We are not withdrawing from the Chris-
tian Reformed Church. It has withdrawn from us who
want to retain the historic Christian faith, We must
contend for that precious heritage and uphold it.
Precisely for that reason we cannot continue as
members in the Christian Reformed Church. It is very
necessary that we come to see that. There is a very
deep resentment against what is thought to be a leav-
ing of our beloved denomination. Some even call it,
very mistakenly, “‘Our Mother’” to whom we owe so
much. I say mistakenly because what Scripture calls
“‘our mother’’ is the true Church, *‘the Jerusalem that
is above’ the very '‘bride of Christ.”” No church on
earth can rightly claim that title. And any church on
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earth that deviates from the Truth and fails to uphold
the clear teachings of God’s Word in teaching or prac-
tice (discipline) fails to be a church that can claim our
membership or allegiance.

Isense in the article by Rev. G. Martin on “‘Rethink-
ing Congregationalism’’ some of this thinking. I see
it as very dangerous thinking in that it makes a
fellowship of churches a farce and borders on wor-
ship of a denomination. If we are going to be a mean-
ingtul fellowship of churches, we must be one in con-
fession and practice. If not, then we are not really a
true fellowship. And then one wonders just what
value it has to remain in such a fellowship, the more
so when it is suggested that we boycott its programs
and actions by withholding our monies. As 1 see it,
we are dreaming if we think that we can in that way
be a kind of pressure group to bring the Liberal mind
back to sound orthodoxy. But more seriously, we may
not walk along with those who have set aside the
Word of God and are only too influential in lulling
many members asleep by blurring their thinking with
clever talk and teachings. If we remain, we will lose
everything we think we can regain. It is much too late
to think we can change the direction our denomina-
tion has taken.

In parting ways we should follow what is called
“the ecclesiastical way.”’ This requires that concerned
members should go to their consistories and request
it to consider whether it is not imperative at this time
to withdraw from the Christian Reformed Church and
to state our reasons for requesting this. Consistories
who see what is really going on in the Christian
Reformed Church will agree with such requests and
will take the necessary steps to separate. If a con-
sistory does not agree it leaves then no choice but that
individual members leave, either to join some other
fellowship of churches that does uphold the Reformed
faith, or to form a congregation with others and then
join a church that upholds the historic Christian faith.
Or better still, if enough congregations part ways they
together could form a fellowship of churches that re-
mains true to the faith and can rightly claim the name
Christian Reformed.

1 think we need to be aware of what that means. I
wish this was not necessary. It will be the cause of
some tensions among friends and family members. It
will mean making some changes. It will also mean
facing frustrations and disappointments. But we must
face the facts. They demand action if we would re-
main true to our covenant God and to our precious
heritage. To put it in the words of Abraham Kuyper,
**The existence of modernism and orthodoxy in one
and the same church may not continue.” (*‘. .. het
samenwornen van modernisme en orthodoxie in een
en dezelfde kerkniet mocht voortduren,’” p. 130 in the
book by Ds. A. M. Lindeboom, Om de Grondsiagen
van het Christendom. And in the same book page 131
we read, .. .to yield to the evils we do harm to
ourselves as well as the church we serve.” (''Immers,
met toe te geven aan het kwaad benadelen we zowel
onszelf als de kerk die we dienen.”’) We should be
appraised of this. If at this point we fail to take action
for the sake of peace or unity, will we ever rise above
such accommodations and compromises?












