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J.M. Batteau

Editorial

“Hey, nice to see you again, brother (or sister)!” That was a frequent phrase
many of us used at the European Conference of Reformed Churches
(EuCRC) in Wales at the beginning of September. It was interchanged with:
“Nice to meet you (for the first time)!” For we also got to get to know new
faces there.

Discouraging circumstances

It’s not easy to be Reformed in Europe in 2014.
Many of us labor in very small congregations, in
small denominations, which are not growing or
even decreasing in number. It is evident that we as
orthodox Reformed and Presbyterian believers are
a tiny minority among the various mainline and
charismatic churches which dominate the European
ecclesiastical landscape of our age. We possess
no soaring cathedrals, nor do we boast booming
megachurches with a pulsating presence in the
media.
Our challenges are compounded by the hostile
environment we are facing in the 21rst century. An
aggressive secularism seeks to silence the voice of
the Gospel, and convince people that belief in the
God of the Bible is nonsense (as Richard Dawkins
never ceases to proclaim). Our people are being
bombarded by proganda of Satanic proportions
every day.

“Hold me!”

So a deep-seated felt need which we can have when
we meet each other at such conferences like the
one held in Dinas Powys is...: “Hold me!” (Of course
our Reformed reticence would probably prevent us
from expressing such a desire out loud!) We sense
the need to hold on to each other, literally and
figuratively, in our spiritual journeys, we who believe
in sola Scriptura, sola gratia, and sola fide. For we
can bring with us a profound sense of failure, if we
perceive that our home church life is dangerously
weak, internally beset by tensions of different kinds,
and our own personal lives are a painful struggle.
When we come to a conference such as this, we can
bring with us these menacing shadows.
It can be, against this backdrop, and I hope it was
for many of us, genuinely, spiritually encouraging
to meet each other, again, or for the first time, and
to renew or begin our friendships in the Lord. We
could experience once more: “I am not alone!”

‘Reformed Piety.’ When I first heard about the
theme of the conference, I must say that I had my
misgivings about it. I thought to myself: is that
really a topic which is of vital importance at this
moment in history, and worth spending a whole
conference on? Isn’t it quite a narcissistic theme,
focusing on our own piety, when the world around
is going down in flames?
However, during the conference I came to
thoroughly appreciate the choice for this topic.
I found it challenging to my own heart, and also
a subject which indeed remains central to our
common faith together as believers: our life coram
Deo, our life constantly and directly in the presence
of a sovereign, holy, righteous, and gracious Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit. This is no narcissism, but the
heart of what it means to be Christians!
I found the lectures to be illuminating and helpful,
and the small group discussions afterward were
rewarding and fruitful. And next to this we had
devotions together, sang together, ate together,
and (most of us) shared rooms together, which
helped us in deepening our contacts with each
other. We had a chance to put ‘Reformed Piety’ into
practice, indeed!

Reformed networking

As is usual at such conferences, the heart of them
remains these personal encounters with each other.
Personal contact is, Biblically speaking, something
necessary for us as believers here on earth. And, as
far as our own church is concerned, these personal
relationships form the matrix out of which our
future as cooperating and fellowshipping European
Reformed churches can be shaped.
It may be true that the majority of our brothers and
sisters back in our churches at home may be totally
unaware of what the EuCRC is or does. Nevertheless
these conferences can help us, who have
responsibilities of maintaining contacts with sisterchurches in Europe, to focus on what is central to
our life coram Deo on this continent (and islands!).
So, I’m very glad I went to the conference, and I’m
looking forward to the next one--which is to be held
here in The Netherlands, Lord willing!
n

Reformed Piety

It turned out to be very stimulating for me
personally to attend a conference focusing on
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John Calvin (painted by Hans Holbein [1497-1543]

The concept of piety (Latin:. pietas) plays a very important
role in the life and theology of John Calvin. Therefore it
should not surprise us that there is a considerable number
of books and articles on this subject1. However, in the tidal
wave of studies published during the commemoration of
Calvin’s 500th birthday in 2009, relatively little attention
has been paid to his view on piety.

A. Baars.

Piety, according to John Calvin

N

evertheless it is commonly agreed upon
that piety is one of the major keys to
unlock some of the riddles of his personal
life as well as a number of the complexities of his
theology. His theological teaching is firmly rooted
in a desire to promote true piety in those that listen
to him and read his writings. In the preface to all
editions of his Institutes he writes that initially
it was his sole purpose in writing this work ‘to
transmit certain rudiments by which those who are
touched with any zeal for religion may be shaped to
true godliness (pietas)’. Therefore it is not surprising
that Calvin calls the first edition of his Institutes a
‘summary of true piety’ (summa pietatis). Maybe
John McNeill exaggerates somewhat when he says
that the theology of Calvin is ‘his piety described
at length’2. Yet it is most definitely true that the
motive of piety is one of the major constitutive
factors of his theological thinking. The same may
be said about Calvin’s view on the spiritual life of
the believers, including his own personal piety. In
one of his commentaries he writes: ‘You will do
the thing of greatest value, if with all your zeal and
ability you devote yourself to piety alone. (…) Piety
is the beginning, middle and end of Christian living.
Where it is complete, there is nothing lacking. (…)
Thus the conclusion is that we should concentrate
exclusively on piety, for when once we have
attained to it, God requires no more of us…’3. In the
light of all this the statement of the Reformer is
hardly surprising that when he was unexpectedly
n About the author
Prof. dr. Arie Baars retired early 2014 from the Theological University in Apeldoorn, where
he taught practical theology and the history of dogma.
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and miraculously converted by God he ‘received
some taste and knowledge of true piety’4. This
captivation with piety increased when he grew
older. The conclusion we may draw from this brief
impression may be best formulated in Calvin’s own
words: ‘The whole life of Christians ought to be a
sort of practice of piety…’5.

1. What is ‘piety’?

However, in view of these introductory remarks
the question becomes urgent: ‘What does Calvin
understand by “piety”? How does he define this
concept?’ I will answer these questions by first
of all quoting some passages from the works of
Calvin in which he presents more or less a summary
statement of what his view on piety is. At the end
of this paragraph I will quote the most complete
definition of piety I have found in the work of the
Reformer of Geneva. In the next paragraphs I will
elaborate on a few key-elements of this definition.

Piety and fear of God

We should first of all observe that Calvin uses ‘piety’
and ‘the fear of God’ interchangeably. According to
him these expressions are synonymous or – maybe
stated more correctly – almost synonymous. A few
quotations from the works of Calvin may suffice
to illustrate this. He writes for instance: ‘The fear
of God is nothing else but piety…’6. ‘… in true piety,
that means in the fear of his name …’7. ‘… people
who are touched by no fear of God or by no sense
of piety…’8. ‘… we are not conformed to the fear of
God and do not learn the rudiments of piety, unless
we are violently slain by the sword of the Spirit
and brought to nought’9. Moreover, when Calvin
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translated the Latin text of the last edition of his Institutes (1559)
into French (1560), he rendered the Latin ‘true piety’ (vera pietas)
into French by ‘piety and the fear of God’ (pieté et crainte de Dieu).
He also occasionally translated the Latin ‘piety’ into French simply
as ‘the fear of God’, or ‘the fear of God’ in Latin as the French ‘the
true piety’. Therefore the conclusion is legitimate that he used
these two expressions more or less interchangeably10.

Piety and the Word of God

According to Calvin piety and its related concepts are closely
connected with the Word of God. The Scriptures are both the only
source as well as the single norm for piety. Numerous expressions
in the works of the reformer of Geneva underscore this principle.
First of all he calls the Word of God the only rule or standard
according to which true piety should be measured. ‘Let us realize’,
Calvin writes, ‘that the truth and the sound teaching of the Word
of God is the rule of piety’11. This implies that there is no true piety
without a saving knowledge of the truth of the Scriptures, or – to
state it slightly differently - without true saving faith. Therefore
the reformer observes: ‘Knowledge is the basis of life and the first
doorway to godliness. None of the spiritual gifts can be of any
use for salvation until we are enlightened with the knowledge of
God by the teaching of the Gospel’12. In the light of these kinds of
statements it is not surprising that Calvin calls ‘knowledge of the
truth’, or ‘the knowledge of faith the only foundation of true piety’13.

True and False Piety

The reverse side of what has just been stated is that the Reformer
of Geneva repeatedly and seriously warns against different
forms of false piety which transgress the boundaries set by the
Word of God. In this context Calvin usually speaks of the dangers
of hypocrisy (hypocrisis), superstition (superstitio), impiety
(impietas) and error (error)14. He writes for instance: ‘Besides,
while some may evaporate in their own superstitions and
others deliberately and wickedly desert God, yet all degenerate
from the true knowledge of him. And so it happens that no
real piety remains in the world’15. Or, a bit further, he states in
connection with hypocrisy: ‘This, however, is but a vain and false
shadow of religion, scarcely even worth being called a shadow.
From it one may easily grasp anew how much this confused
knowledge of God differs from the piety from which religion
takes its source, which is instilled in the breasts of believers
only. And yet hypocrites would tread these twisting paths so
as to seem to approach the God from whom they flee’16. Calvin
uses terms like hypocrisy, superstition etc., to denounce in an
almost monotonous regularity the doctrines and practices of the
Roman Catholic Church which are offensive to him. However,
he also emphatically reiterates that there are hypocrites and
superstitious people within the Reformed community of Geneva17.
Actually, in his 1559 edition of the Institutes, he formulates a kind

LuxMundi

December 2014

of summary statement in which he classifies the different ways in
which people may stand before an holy God. He writes:
‘Men are either (1) endowed with no knowledge of God and immersed
in idolatry, or (2) initiated into the sacraments, yet by impurity of
life denying God in their actions while they confess him with their
lips, they belong to Christ only in name; or (3) they are hypocrites
who conceal with empty pretences their wickedness of heart, or (4)
regenerated by God’s Spirit, they make true holiness their concern’18.
Obviously Calvin only considers the fourth category to be true
believers. According to him the first group merely consists of
unbelievers, while the hypocrites fall under the headings two
and three. For although he only uses the word ‘hypocrites’ in
connection with the third category, Calvin also regards people
that belong to the second as such. The difference between the
two groups amounts to this: people who are confessing members
of the church but deny the Lord by their sinful lifestyle, openly
show their hypocrisy. In the lives of people belonging to the
other category there are no outward signs of their hypocrisy.
Nevertheless they do not truly fear God from the bottom of their
heart. Their spirituality is a mere pretence and their ‘piety’ is a
manifestation of counterfeit-faith.
Calvin’s thoughts on hypocrisy clearly show that he distinguishes
between true and false piety. This distinction also plays an
important role in his sermons. Nevertheless, his preaching may
not be labelled as ‘discriminatory’ in the same sense as preachers
discriminated between different classes of hearers within the
circles of English Puritanism or the Dutch Second Reformation.
Calvin’s distinctions are much less elaborate and systematized
than in these movements. They are also much more dynamically
structured according to the actual meaning of the biblical text.
Nevertheless, the distinction between ‘true’ and ‘false’ is a vital
element of Calvin’s concept of piety.

The double aspect of Piety

In view of what has been stated up till now, the question arises:
‘What is the positive content of true piety according to Calvin?’
As has already been indicated, the reformer uses the word
piety to describe the entire life of a true Christian with all its
implications. However, he usually makes a distinction between
two aspects of piety: on the one hand it consists of love towards
God as Father and on the other hand it fears and reveres Him as
Lord. This definition may already be found in some of Calvin’s
earliest writings in his career as a Reformer. So we read in his first
catechism of 1537:
‘True piety does not consist in a fear which willingly indeed flees
God’s judgment, but since it cannot escape is terrified. True
godliness consists rather in a sincere feeling which loves God as
Father as much as it fears and reverences Him as Lord, embraces his
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righteousness, and dreads offending him worse than death. And
whoever have been endowed with this godliness dare not fashion
out of their own rashness any God for themselves. Rather, they seek
from him the knowledge of the true God, and conceive him just as
he shows and declares himself to be19’.
As far as I can see, this is the most all-embracing definition of
piety which may be found in Calvin’s work. We highlight its two
key-elements. First of all, the double aspect of piety is clearly
emphasized: it first of all consists in love to God and trusting
in Him as Father and secondly in love to God and walking
before Him in fear and holiness20. We may also say this more
dogmatically: True piety, according to John Calvin, consists in
justifying faith and sanctification of life. However, also another
important concept is underscored in this definition. True piety
seeks the knowledge of God from Himself. She conceives Him just
as he shows and declares himself to be in his Holy Word. We will
elaborate on these two aspects. But before this, another question
first has to be addressed briefly.

2. The Historical Context of Calvin’s Piety

There is some discussion on the matrix or the historical roots
of Calvin’s view on piety. Some scholars argue that his concept
is heavily indebted to the rhetorical tradition of contemporary
humanism. They stress that the young Calvin was trained as a
humanist scholar, which is true. Therefore, his piety was stamped
by biblical humanism and was very similar to the spirituality of
men like Guilliaume Budé and Erasmus. It is even stated that
Calvin, unlike Luther, usually avoided direct criticism on Erasmus,
which is not true. Others have stressed that during his university
education, Calvin has been deeply influenced by medieval
theologians, both in his theology and in his spirituality. Names
that have been mentioned in connection with this are Thomas
Aquinas, Duns Scotus, William of Ockham and John Maior. But
the evidence is very flimsy. Heiko A. Oberman has convincingly
demonstrated how slippery and speculative this approach to
the ‘roots’ of Calvin’s thinking and his spirituality is21. Now it is
obvious that the Reformer of Geneva has been influenced by
the context in which he was educated and lived, as we all are.
But there is no warrant to pinpoint one, two or three theological
traditions as the main source of the way in which he thought and
lived. On the contrary, to understand Calvin’s piety we should
turn to his own biography, preferably in his own words. Therefore
it will become evident that the decisive factor in Calvin’s own
spirituality and the way in which he spoke about true piety is his
own conversion. We may also say, his personal encounter with
God and the power which the Word of God exercised in his life
from that time on.
There is, however, a problem here. Contrary to Luther, Calvin
is very reticent about his own spiritual experiences. ‘I do not
like to speak about myself’, he wrote to Cardinal Sadoletus22.
Therefore, studies have been published entitled: ‘The riddle of the
conversion of Calvin’23. Nevertheless, there are a few hints in the
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Title page from the 1559 edition of John Calvin’s Institutio
Christianae Religionis (photo www.wikipedia.org)

works of the Reformer of Geneva in which he speaks about his
conversion experience. I will quote the most well known passage,
taken from the introduction to his Commentary on the Psalms
(1557) in which Calvin writes:
‘And first, since I was too obstinately devoted to the superstitions of
Popery to be easily extricated from so profound an abyss of mire, God
by a sudden conversion subdued and brought to a teachable frame
my mind, which was more hardened in such matters than might
have been expected from one at my early period of life. Having thus
received some taste and knowledge of true piety, I was immediately
inflamed with so intense a desire to make progress therein, that
although I did not altogether leave of other studies, I yet pursued
them with less ardour. I was quite surprised to find that before a
year had elapsed, all who had any desire after purer doctrine were
continually coming to me to learn, although I myself was as yet but a
mere novice and tyro (= recruit in the army; beginner)24’.
A few expressions in this passage need some explanation. First of
all: what does Calvin mean with ‘a sudden conversion’? It does not
necessarily refer to a conversion ‘in a split second’, like the conversion
of the apostle Paul seemed to have taken place (Acts. 9:1ff.). Most
likely it took place more gradually in the life of John Calvin, as is
usually the case when we are acquainted with the Word of God from
our youth. ‘Sudden’ here particularly refers to the totally unexpected
character of Calvin’s conversion. Calvin was a more or less devout
Roman Catholic, a young gifted humanist scholar who thought quite
highly of his own capacities, but ‘beyond any human expectation’
(Oberman) God met him and touched him by His Word and Spirit.
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Secondly, the expression ‘brought to a teachable frame my mind’
is even more difficult. The expression basically means that Calvin
was ‘tamed’ or ‘subdued’ by God like a wild horse. Afterwards the
Reformer of Geneva continually reiterates this principle in all his
works and particularly in his sermons. Proud humanism – not only
of the 16th century, but also the post modern variant – should be
subdued by the authority of the Word of God. A next element is that
his mind was ‘made teachable’, which implies that he was made
ready ‘to learn’. The implication is that he was made submissive to
the Word of God in order to learn from it continually25. Finally, he
expresses his desire to grow in the knowledge of the Scriptures and
of true piety. Therefore, he concentrated more and more on the
study of God’s Word and was apparently surprised that within no
time others came to learn from him. Without realizing it, he had
become an expositor or teacher of the Scriptures, which he would
remain for the rest of his life.

3. Justification and Sanctification

What is the secret of Calvin’s newly found faith and piety? By
studying the Scriptures and experiencing its power, he discovered
that the source of all true spirituality is communion (communio)
with Christ26. He strongly emphasizes the necessity for sinners
to enter into communion or fellowship with Him. For ‘Those
who, by the kindness of God the Father, through the working of
the Holy Spirit, have entered into fellowship with Christ, are set
apart as Gods property and personal possession; and that when
we are of their number we share that great grace’27. This implies
that when we by ‘the bond of the Spirit’ are united to Him, we
participate in all His benefits28. But what are these benefits? Calvin
likes to summarize them under two headings: justification and
sanctification. These two benefits are so closely related, that the
reformer often speaks about them as a ‘twofold grace’ or a ‘twofold
way of cleansing’29. He explains this in the following manner: ‘By
partaking of Him, we principally receive a double grace: namely,
that being reconciled to God through Christ’s blamelessness,
we may have in heaven instead of a Judge a gracious Father;
and secondly, that sanctified by Christ’s Spirit we may cultivate
blamelessness and purity of life’30. With all this in mind we return
to the beginning of Calvin’s main definition of piety. There he
emphasizes that this concept implies ‘a sincere feeling which loves
God as Father (because of justifying grace) as much as it fears and
reverences Him as Lord (because of sanctifying grace)’.

Justification

Now there is something very remarkable in the way Calvin
deals with justification and sanctification in the final edition of
his Institutes. In book III he explains first, after an introductory
chapter, what true faith is (ch. 2). In the next chapters, he
discusses various aspects of sanctification (ch. 3-10), followed by
an exposition of justification (ch. 11 - 14). Does this order mean
that the reformer of Geneva considers sanctification as the basis
of justification? The answer is no. For if that were the case Calvin
would basically agree with the teaching of the Roman Catholic
Church: good works and sanctity of life are at least partly needed
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Calvin preached at St. Pierre Cathedral, Geneva (photo www.wikimedia.org>

in order to be justified before God. The reformer rejects this view
whole-heartedly. But why does he use this order: justification
after sanctification? Calvin explains this himself when he writes
that after he had dealt with saving faith, ‘it was more to the point
to understand first how little devoid of good works is the faith,
through which alone we obtain free righteousness by the mercy
of God’31. Thus the order which Calvin chose, is closely bound up
with the objections from Roman Catholic theologians against
the reformed view. They accused the reformers that they made
the good works null and void by stressing that man is justified
by faith alone (sola fide). Calvin wanted to show that this is not
true: saving faith is never without good works. Nevertheless,
justification is not the consequence or the fruit of our
sanctification. It is just the reverse: justification is ‘the main hinge
on which religion turns’ and the source from which good works
and a holy life flows32. Calvin defines justification as follows: it
is ‘the acceptance with which God receives us into his favour as
righteous men. And we say that it consists in the remission of
sins and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness’33. Therefore, he
concludes, ‘justification by faith is the sum of all piety’34

Sanctification

We may define sanctification both in terms of the call to holiness
and the gift of holy living. Every Christian is urgently called to
live according to the beneficial commandments of God and to
consecrate himself to Him wholeheartedly. However, Calvin most
often emphasizes that sanctification is first of all a gracious gift
of God in Christ, as is evident from the following passage:
‘(Christ has) consecrated Himself to the Father that His holiness
might come to us. For as the blessing is spread to the whole harvest
from the first-fruits, so God’s Spirit cleanses us by the holiness
of Christ and makes us partakers of it. And not by imputation
alone, for in that respect he is said to have been made to us
righteousness (1 Kor. 1:30); but He is also said to have been made
to us sanctification, because He has, so to say, presented us to His
Father in His own Person that we may be renewed to true holiness
by His Spirit’35.
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Some of the more important titles
about piety in Calvin’s writings:
■■ Ford Lewis Battles (ed.), The Piety of John Calvin. An
Anthology Illustrative of the Spirituality of the Reformer
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker 1978), esp. 13-26 [= Ford Lewis
Battles, ‘True Piety According to Calvin’, in: Donals McKim
(ed.), Readings in Calvin’s Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Baker 1984) 192-211];
■■ Lucien Joseph Richard, The Spirituality of John Calvin
(Atlanta, Ga.: John Knox Press 1974);
■■ Marijn de Kroon, Martin Bucer en Johannes Calvijn.
Reformatorische perspectieven. Teksten en inleiding
(Zoetermeer: Meinema 1991) 91ff.;
■■ K. Runia, ‘Spiritualitet bij Calvijn’, in: W. van ’t Spijker e.a.
(red.), Spiritualiteit (Kampen: De Groot Goudriaan 1993) 169185;
■■ Sou-Young Lee, ‘Calvin’s Understanding of Pietas’, in:
Wilhelm H. Neuser and Brian G. Armstrong (eds.), Calvinus
Sincerioris Religionis Vindex. Calvin as Protector of the Purer
Religion (Kirksville, Missouri: Sixteenth Century Journal
Publishers 1997) 225-239;
■■ Elsie Anne McKee (ed.), John Calvin. Writings on Pastoral
Piety (New York: Paulist Press 2001);
■■ Joel R. Beeke, ‘Calvin on Piety’, in: Donald K. McKim (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to John Calvin (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press 2004) 125-152.

In the light of these kind of expressions it is evident why Calvin
speaks about the grace of sanctification which he closely connects
with the grace of justification. Believers are justified for the
purpose of living piously in order to worship God in holiness of
life36. Therefore true piety flows from the fountain of this double
grace, as it loves Him as Father and reveres Him as Lord and King.

4. Word and Experience

This double grace is offered to us in the Word of God and
communicated and applied to us by the Holy Spirit. In this way
receive the grace of faith and begin to live piously. That raises the
urgent question: ‘What is the relationship between the Word of
God and piety in Calvin’s thought?’ Of course, I have said already
something about this topic by way of introduction: The Scriptures
are both the only source as well as the single norm of piety. But
what does this imply for the practice of piety? To answer this
question we should reflect on the vital relationship between the
Word of God and the experience of faith in the theology of the
Reformers and of Calvin in particular. It is quite remarkable that
Calvin repeatedly stresses that ‘Experience teaches us that …’,
or: ‘We know by experience…’. What does he mean with these
kind of expressions? Sometimes they have a very wide meaning,
especially in his commentaries. They simply want to state: ‘The
general experience of us humans clearly shows that what has
been written here, is indeed true’. In this way Calvin wanted
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to place his theology and his explanation of the Scriptures
at the centre of the reality of our lives. However, experience
(experiential) can also explicitly be joined to the Word of God, or,
stated more accurately, be embedded in the Word of God. That
is often formulated by the reformer in the pair: ‘The Word ánd
experience teach us’. One of the most clear evidences is to be
found in a passage from his catechism of 1537. In the introduction
to his explanation of the Apostles’ Creed, Calvin discusses the
Trinity and then writes:
‘Lest anyone may be perturbed that we confess we believe in Father,
Son and Holy Spirit, we must say a few preliminary things about
this matter. When we name Father, Son and Spirit, we are not
fashioning three gods. Both the Scriptures as well as the experience
of piety show us the perfect simple unity of God the Father, His Son
and His Spirit’37.
The last sentence is of particular importance, and in it especially
the words: ‘Both the Scriptures as well as the experience of piety
show us’. Calvin places the Scriptures and the experience (of
faith) beside each other as ‘teachers’ (magistrae) which supply
us with the true knowledge of the Triune God. In this way he
opposes a speculative approach to the doctrine of the Trinity in an
implicit manner. For by placing the Scriptures as foremost source
and norm for the knowledge of the Triune God, he rejects every
philosophical reflection which exceeds the limits of the Word. And
when he adds the living experiential knowledge of faith to this,
he opposes an exclusively intellectual approach to the biblical
truth. For in the knowledge of the Triune God we are concerned
with the practical experiential knowledge of faith and the living
fellowship with Him. Let it be clear that the sequence in the pair
‘Scripture and experience’ is not arbitrary. According to Calvin
experience originates from the Word and is therefore subject
to the Word38. This is underscored in the following sentence
on this subject which nearly bears the nature of a definition of
the relationship between Word and experience: ‘Indeed, with
experience as our teacher we discover that God is exactly as He
has revealed himself in His Word39’. If the Word is the heartbeat
of all theological activity and spiritual life, she should continually
be accompanied by the echo of piety. With Calvin, learning and
piety go hand in hand. This essentially also counts for our personal
spiritual life. Knowledge of the Scriptures should be embedded in
an experiential piety. We find this same emphasis in the definition
of piety of the reformer. For, as we saw, there he states: ‘Whoever
have been endowed with this godliness dare not fashion out of
their own rashness any God for themselves. Rather, they seek from
Him the knowledge of the true God, and conceive Him just as he
shows and declares himself to be’.

5. The work of the Holy Spirit

But what is the origin of this piety? With Calvin it is completely
clear that all spiritual life is accomplished by the Holy Spirit,
and that He does this by means of the Word. It’s not without
reason that Calvin is called ‘the theologian of the Holy Spirit’40.
Particularly in the third chapter of his Institutes he offers an
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extensive review of the work of the Spirit. There topics
are discussed which are later on ranked under the
heading of the order of salvation: faith, regeneration,
conversion, justification, etc. Of course all kinds of
aspects of the living experience of faith are continually
discussed here. However, it is remarkable that Calvin
in this context also brings up themes which practically
entirely belong to the area of piety. So these are not
included in the order of salvation in later reformed
dogmatics. This refers to things like: self-denial,
bearing the cross, meditation on the future life and
prayer41.

n Notes

Especially the chapter about prayer calls for our
attention, certainly when we look at its length, for this
is the longest section in the entire Institutes42. Here
Calvin expounds his view on prayer and also on the life
of prayer. It is an exceedingly practical chapter. Now
many of the numerous prayers have been preserved,
which Calvin uttered on various occasions43. This
offers us an opportunity to compare his instruction in
the Institutes with the practice of his own prayers. It
appears that these two match together perfectly. What
is most conspicuous in the prayers of the reformer is
at the one hand the tone of deep humility and on the
other hand the firm confidence in the grace of Christ.
I give an example of a prayer at the close of one of his
lectures.
‘Grant, Almighty God, that since we are loaded with so
many vices, and provoke thee so often, yea, daily and in
ways innumerable, - O grant, that we may not at last
become hardened against thy godly admonitions, but
be teachable and submissive and in time repent, lest
our wantonness and hardness should constrain thee to
put forth thy powerful hand against us; but as we have
hitherto experienced thy paternal kindness, so may we
in future be made partakers of it, and thus become more
and more accustomed to bear thy yoke, until having at
length completed our warfare, we shall come to that
blessed rest, which has been provided for us in heaven,
through Christ our Lord. – Amen’44.

5

Calvin, Institutes 1559 – III-19-2.

6

Calvin, Commentary on Acts 10:35

7

Calvin, Institutes 1559 I-14-4

25 Cf. Oberman, Initia Calvini, 7vv. n.3

according to Calvin’s French

26 Cf. Beeke, ‘Calvin on Piety’, 128; A.

When we look more closely at Calvin’s confidence in
the mercy of Christ, I want to refer to the end of his
discussion of the 12 articles of the Apostles’ Creed in
the final edition of his Institutes. This is an ode to the
grace of Christ and one of the most beautiful parts of
the entire book. There he states that all of the aspects
of our salvation are to be found in Christ. He then
recites:
‘We see that our whole salvation and all its parts are
comprehended in Christ [Acts 4:12]. We should therefore
take care not to derive the least portion of it from
anywhere else. If we seek salvation, we are taught by
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the very name of Jesus that it is ‘of Him’ [1
Cor. 1:30]. If we seek any other gifts of the
Spirit, they will be found in His anointing.
If we seek strength, it lies in His dominion;
if purity, in His conception; if gentleness,
it appears in His birth. For by His birth he
was made like us in all respects [Heb. 2:17]
that he might learn to feel our pain [cf Heb.
5:2]. If we seek redemption, it lies in His
passion; if acquittal, in His condemnation; if
remission of the curse, in His cross [Gal. 3:13];
if satisfaction, in His sacrifice; if purification,
in his blood; if reconciliation, in His descent
into hell; if mortification of the flesh, in His
tomb; if newness of life, in His resurrection;
if immortality, in the same; if inhertitance of
the Heavenly Kingdom, in His entrance into
heaven; if protection, if security, if abundant
supply of all blessings, in His Kingdom; if
untroubled expectation of judgment, in
the power given to Him to judge. In short,
since such a rich store of every kind of good
abounds in Him, let us drink our fill from this
fountain, and from no other’45.

John Owen: Communion
with the triune God

by I. Hamilton

John Owen, and before him John Calvin, and before Calvin the Cappadocian
Fathers, applied their Spirit-renewed minds and hearts to exploring the
immensities and infinities of the Holy Trinity. Modern evangelical, and even
modern Reformed writing (with a few honourable exceptions), give little
thought to a doctrine that is the first and foundational truth of the Christian
religion.

H

6. In Closing

This experiential piety also becomes evident
in Calvin’s entire personal life. For him this
especially implies: serving God and Christ
unremittingly. The utmost consequences of
this conviction for his own life become clear
from the two motto’s which are attributed
to him. The one is: ‘This broken heart I
offer Thee unreservedly’ (‘cor mactatum
tibi offero’) and the second: ‘Let me be
consumed in His service’, or, more literally
translated: ‘Let me be worn out so long as
I am useful [for the cause of Christ]’ (‘terar
dum prosim’). Calvin actually states here
that he sacrifices his entire life in the service
of Christ and for the honour of God. Perhaps
it is this in which the deepest mystery of
Calvin’s piety is revealed. For sacrifice is the
highest manifestation of love46
n

Note This is an edited
version of the lecture given
by Rev. Ian Hamilton at
the European Conference
of Reformed Churches

ow far we are from the almost breathless
wonder of Calvin when he quotes a passage in
Gregory Nazianzen that, he says, vastly delights
me: “No sooner do I conceive of the One than I am
illumined by the splendour of the three; no sooner do I
distinguish them than I am carried back to the One. When
I think of any one of the three I think of him as the whole,
and my eyes are filled, and the greater part of what I am
thinking escapes me” (1.13.17) (see Gregory Nazianzen,
Baptismal Orations 40.41).
In the Bible, fellowship with God, living, personal, mindengaging, heart-affecting fellowship, is held out to us as
the consummating fruit of the gospel. It is this intimate
fellowship that is mirrored in the risen Lord`s words to
the church in Laodicea: “Here I am! I stand at the door
and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the
door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me”
(Rev.3:20). Owen comments on this verse in his treatise
on Communion With God: “Certainly this is fellowship,
or I know not what is. Christ will sup with believers: he
refreshes himself with his won graces to them, by his
Spirit bestowed on them. The Lord Christ is exceedingly
delighted in tasting of the sweet fruits of the Spirit in the
saints.1
John Owen gives us this definition of communion with
God: “Our communion.... with God consisteth in his
communication of himself unto us, with our returnal unto
him of that which he requireth and accepteth, flowing
from that union which in Jesus Christ we have with him.”2
Owen’s great contribution to experiential Christianity
lies in his teaching on the believer’s communion with
God being with the various Persons of the Trinity, not
exclusively but distinctly. John says as much in 1 John
1:3. Paul writes of “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ,
and the love of God, and the fellowship (communion) of
the Holy Spirit” (2 Cor. 13:14), and in 1 Cor. 1:9 he tells us

n About the author
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Here Owen follows the theological axiom of appropriations
whereby particular actions are attributable to one or other person
of the trinity but, since the works of the trinity are indivisible, all
three persons are in some way or other involved. Thus, says Owen,
there is “no act of divine worship yielded unto him . . . but they are
distinctly directed unto Father, Son, and Spirit” (2.15).
Owen proceeds to show in what way supremely the believer
has communion with the Persons of the Godhead. It is striking
that Owen devotes 23 pages to Communion with the Father, 182
pages to Communion with Jesus Christ the Son, and 52 pages
to Communion with the Holy Spirit. This balance (or imbalance)
reflects Owen’s concern to highlight the centrality of Christ’s
mediatorial, saving significance in the economy of God.

First, Communion with the Father is supremely in love

In 1 John 4:8, 2 Cor. 13:14, and Romans 5:5 and other texts, it is the
Father`s love that is highlighted: so Owen writes, “Eye the Father
as love; look not on him as an always lowering father, but as one
most kind and tender. Let us look on him by faith, as one that
hath had thoughts of kindness towards us from everlasting.”4
Christians must, therefore meditate on this distinguishing, free,
unchangeable love.
For Owen communion with the Father in love required two
things: that we ‘receive’ his love and that we ‘make suitable
returns unto him’.5 The Father’s love is received by faith, through
Christ. “The soul being thus, by faith through Christ, and by him
brought into the bosom of God, into a comfortable persuasion
and spiritual perception and sense of his love, there reposes
and rests itself.”6 But there is more. “God loves, that he may be
beloved.”7 So, we are to make ‘returns’ of love to the Father.
Owen was deeply concerned that many Christians failed to grasp
the grace of the Father’s love in Christ: “How few of the saints
are experimentally acquainted with this privilege of holding
immediate communion with the Father in love! With what
anxious, doubtful thoughts do they look upon him! What fears,
what questionings are there, of his good-will and kindness! At the
best, many think there is no sweetness at all in him towards us,
but what is purchased at the high price of the blood of Jesus.”8
Owen never wearies of impressing on us that the Father’s love
“ought to be looked on as the fountain from whence all other
sweetnesses flow.”9
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that God has called us into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ
our Lord. Owen is quick to explain himself. He is well aware of
the theological axiom opera ad extra trinitatis indivisa sunt (that
the external works of the Trinity cannot be divided), so he says,
“When I assign any thing as peculiar wherein we distinctly hold
communion with any person, I do not exclude the other persons
from communion with the soul in the very same thing. Only this,
I say, principally, immediately, and by the way of eminency, we
have, in such a thing, or in such a way, communion with some
one person; and therein with the others secondarily, and by the
way of consequence on that foundation...”3

Dr. John Owen (1616-1683)

Second, communion with the Son is supremely in grace.

We have communion with Christ as Mediator10, and as Mediator
he meets us in GRACE.11 Owen highlights a number of biblical
texts to make his point: John.1:14,16,17; 1 Cor.1:9; 2 Thess. 3:17-18;
Song of Solomon 5:10. So he writes, “This, then, is that which we
are peculiarly to eye in the Lord Jesus, to receive it from him, even
grace, gospel-grace...”12
Owen considers communion with Christ to focus on his ‘personal
grace’ and his ‘purchased grace’:
a) Christ`s personal grace. For Owen, reflecting on the language
of the Song of Solomon, Christ is the believer`s husband, so
responding to this personal grace involves, “The liking of Christ
for his excellency, grace and suitableness, far above all other
beloveds whatever, preferring him in the judgment and mind
above them all,” and “accepting Christ by the will, as its only
husband, Lord and Saviour. This is called ‘receiving’ of Christ, John
1:12; and is not intended only for that solemn act whereby at first
entrance we close with him, but also for the constant frame of
the soul in abiding with him and owning him as such.”13
So Owen characteristically continues, “Let believers exercise their
hearts abundantly unto this thing. This is choice communion
with the Son Jesus Christ. Let us receive him in all his excellencies,
as he bestows himself upon us; - be frequent in thoughts of
faith, comparing him with other beloveds, sin, world, legal
righteousness; and preferring him before them, counting them
all loss and dung in comparison of him...Let us tell him that we
will be for him, and not for another: let him know it from us;
he delights to hear it, yea he says, ‘Sweet is our voice, and our
countenance is comely’; and we shall not fail in the issue of sweet
refreshment with him.”14
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b) Christ`s purchased grace.15 Owen explains what he means
by purchased grace: “By purchased grace, I understand all that
righteousness and grace which Christ hath procured, or wrought
out for us, or doth by any means make us partakers of, or bestows
on us for our benefit, by anything that he hath done or suffered,
or by anything he continueth to do as mediator.”16 How are we to
enjoy communion with our Saviour in this grace?17
First, we do so by approving and embracing the divine way of
salvation. In the gospel we see our utter depravity, spiritual
poverty and just condemnation; but we also see, by God`s grace,
that Christ is our “wisdom, righteousness, sanctification and
redemption.” So, in the gospel we find peace for our souls and
glory to Christ.
Secondly, the Christian enjoys fellowship with Christ in
holiness.18 On Christ`s part this involves interceding with his
Father “by virtue of his oblation...that he would bestow his Holy
Spirit on them.” The Spirit comes as the Spirit of holiness, who is
“the efficient cause of all holiness and sanctification, - quickening,
enlightening, purifying the souls of his saints”.19 Thus, because
of our union with Christ, we receive Christ`s own holiness. On
our part, the believer receives by faith, the gracious blessings
of Christ, who “as the great Joseph...hath the disposal of all the
granaries of the kingdom of heaven committed unto him...”20
Thirdly, we have communion with Christ in “the grace of privilege
before God”, the highest of which is adoption.21 Says Owen, “The
privileges we enjoy by Christ are great and innumerable; to insist
on them in particular were the work for a man’s whole life, not
a design to be wrapped up in a few sheets. I shall take a view of
them only in the head, the spring and fountain whence they all
arise and flow,- this is our adoption.”22

Third, communion with the Holy Spirit
is supremely in comfort.

It is the special ministry of the Spirit to bring to us the great
and gracious promises and blessings of the gospel, to shed
abroad God`s love in our hearts and to glorify Christ. Says Owen,
“The soul is never more raised with the love of God than when
by the Spirit taken into intimate communion with him in the
discharge of this duty.”23 He continues, the Spirit`s ministry as
the Comforter focuses on “his bringing the promises of Christ to
remembrance, glorifying him in our hearts, shedding abroad the
love of God in us, witnessing with us as to our spiritual estate and
condition, sealing us to the day of redemption...confirming our
adoption, and being present with us in our supplications. Here is
the wisdom of faith, - to find out and meet with the Comforter in
all these things; not to lose their sweetness, by lying in the dark
[as] to their author, nor coming short of the returns which are
required of us.”24
What should our response then be to this “communion of the
Spirit”? Owen tells us first that we must not “grieve him, in
respect to his person dwelling in us” (see Eph.4:30); secondly, we
must not “quench the Spirit” (1Thess.5:19); thirdly, we must not
be like the Jews who “resisted the Holy Ghost” in the ministry of
Stephen (Acts7:51-52); “Now, the Holy Ghost is said to be resisted
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in the contempt of the preaching of the word, because the gift of
preaching of it is from him”.25 More positively, we are to respond
to the communion of the Spirit in “faith” - “faith closeth with
him in the truth revealed...worships him, serves him, waits for
him, prayeth to him, praiseth him”.26 Owen urges every Christian
who knows the comfort of the Spirit to say, “This is from the Holy
Ghost, he is the Comforter, the God of all consolation...that he
might give me this consolation, he hath willingly condescended
to this office of a comforter...he is sent by the Father and Son for
that end and purpose...What price now, shall I set upon his love!
How shall I value the mercy that I have received!”27 Unceasing
praise to the Spirit should be the hallmark of the believer`s
communion with him.

Fourth, communion with God is experienced
in a special way in the Lord`s Supper.28

In his Sacramental Discourses, Owen wrote that there is, “in
the ordinance of the Lord`s supper, an especial and peculiar
communion with Christ, in his body and blood, to be obtained....
We have this special communion upon the account of the
special object that faith is exercised upon in this ordinance, and
the special acts that it puts forth in reference to that or those
objects...”29 The special and peculiar object of faith that Owen is
referring to is “The human nature of Christ, as the subject wherein
mediation and redemption was wrought.”30
Owen, in keeping with almost all the Puritans, and particularly
Calvin, did not see the Supper as purely commemorative. It was
commemorative, but it was also “eucharistical” and “federal,”
“in that God confirms his covenant (he has no need to renew
it) and believers renew themselves in covenant obligations.”31
What then is the communion the believer enjoys, supremely with
Christ, in the Supper? It “becomes a matter of acknowledging his
presence in the power of his reconciling sacrifice and of observing
the ordinance with reverent confidence that in it Christ comes
to pledge his saving love to each one personally, so that we sit
down at God`s table as those who are the Lord`s friends...there
being now no difference [contention] between him and us.”32
So, in our sacramental communion with Christ, we come to the
Supper in a spirit of meditation, self-examination, supplication
and expectation33, that God will surely “meet us according to the
desire of our hearts. We should look to meet God, because he hath
promised to meet us there, and we go upon his promise of grace...
He hath placed his name upon his ordinances, and there he is”34
Such, in brief, is the believer`s communion with God. It is, as it has
often been said, “better felt than telt”!

Lessons for the church today from Owen’s on the Holy Trinity
John Owen’s study of communion with the triune God is
significant and contemporary, for at least three reasons (Kevin
Vanhoozer).

1. Owen wonderfully balances God’s Oneness and Threeness.

Much has been made in recent times concerning the ‘renaissance’
of Trinitarian theology that began with Karl Barth. One of the
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2. Owen helps us connect union and communion with God.

Christianity, it has been said, is not a religion but a personal
relation. Owen agrees that theology is relational, but his account
of our relation with God bears little resemblance either to the
casual way in which it sometimes gets played out in dumbeddown theology and worship or to the reductionistic way it gets
worked out in wised-up theology that defines persons as ‘nothing
but’ relations and which views the God-humanity relation in
terms of a flattened out mutuality. Owen’s Communion with the
Triune God is indispensable reading for all those who want to go
deeper into the meaning of relationality than one typically goes
in the pop-theology boats that float only on the psychological
surface of the matter.
The gospel is the good news that in Christ there is union
and communion with God. According to Owen, communion
involves ‘mutual relations’ between God and humankind – a
giving and receiving – but it does not follow that God and
humankind are equal partners. Only God can bring about the
union that establishes and enables the subsequent communion.
Humans enjoy fellowship with God, therefore, only by actively
participating in what God has unilaterally done for them in
Christ through the Spirit. Owen may here have something to
teach contemporary theology concerning the nature of human
participation in God’s triune life, namely, that participation, like
communion itself, is neither a legal fiction nor idle piety but
rather the meat and drink of the Christian life. We appropriate
the friendship God offers through the workings of his Word and
Spirit in and through our natural human faculties.

3. Owen sees that theology is crucial for worship and living.

The third significant feature is Owen’s emphasis on theology
for right worship and faithful practice. Here too, 21st century
theology is playing catch-up with the Puritans as it seeks ways
of coordinating theory and practice, both informally, in everyday
life, and formally, in theological education. Owen’s work provides
just the right balance, tempering spiritual experience with biblical
exegesis, and argumentative rigor with pastoral application.
“I pray God with all my heart that I may be weary of everything
else but converse and communion with him” (letter to Sir John
Hartopp).
n
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most important present-day litmus tests for theologians pertains
to how far one accepts (or understands!) Rahner’s Rule: “the
economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity and vice versa.”
Read against the backdrop of the current discussion, Owen’s
approach to the doctrine of the Trinity is impressive. Owen walks a
fine line that balances the oneness and the threeness, emphasizing
our communion “with each person distinctly” while at the same
time insisting that to commune with each person is to commune
with the one God. Perhaps one advantage of Owen’s approach over
more than a few contemporary approaches is that he is able to
preserve the distinctness of the Father’s love while simultaneously
focusing on Christ as the one alone who makes it known.

… sweet refreshment with Jesus
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J. W. Maris

The Holy Spirit and the Congregation
1

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS

Introduction: Shepherds in the church of Christ

NOTE In this presentation,
held by Prof. J.W. Maris
at the EuCRC-Conference
in Cardiff, UK, all
scripture quotations
were taken from the New
International Version (NIV)
1984.

When we speak of the congregation of Christ we
do not know or mean any other kind. It is about the
church of Christ, which is God’s dwelling place. It is in
Christ ‘that the whole building is joined together and
rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in Him
you too are being built together to become a dwelling
in which God lives by his Spirit.’ Such is Paul’s
instruction to the Ephesians (Eph. 2:21-22). A clearer
description of the Trinitarian character of the church
can hardly be found. It is implied that the work of the
Holy Spirit in the church cannot be described apart
from Christ or apart from God the Father.
When dealing with the subject of piety, this has to
be kept in mind continually. Especially when the
focus is on the influences creeping into the church
in our days; and from a distinctive pneumatological
point of view, this is most important.
In saying this, I am certain that I am not contradicting
the two lectures you have already heard at this
conference. How important the practical spiritual
meaning of the confession of a Trinitarian God is!
This is not just reformed. It is biblical.
When we say ‘church’, implying the piety or the
spirituality of the congregation, our thoughts must
certainly go to the office-bearers in the church.
Ministers and elders have the great responsibility
to ‘keep watch over yourselves and all the flock
of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.’
This is what Paul says to the elders of Ephesus, and
he continues: ‘Be shepherds of the church of God,
which he bought with his own blood.’ (Acts 20:28).
He then goes on to explain most specifically what
sort of dangers will threaten the life of the church.
This is also recognizable in his letters.
What I mean by these remarks is that, as
servants of the church, God gave us a specific
responsibility to be aware of the dangers that
threaten the congregation in our days. In this
lecture I intend to point out a few of these dangers,
while making clear that the task of a shepherd
in the congregation is most of all a positive one.
I gratefully remember the mature and biblical
guidance in this respect by the former professor in
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the Free Church College in Edinburgh – and former
shepherd in the Highlands – Douglas MacMillan, in
his lectures on Psalm 23 in The Lord Our Shepherd.1
One of his beautiful remarks is: ‘What is preaching?
I don’t know, but I think it rests in what a man is
before it rests in what a man says.’2

The work of the Holy Spirit in the congregation

How important it is to realize that the Holy Spirit
is not something, but someone. Sometimes
Christians get the impression that there is a sort of
competition going on between Christ and the Spirit.
Of course, Christ as Head of the Church, his body,
is most important for individual Christians as well
as for the church as a whole. But the suggestion
is then easily adduced that, in concentrating on
Christ, we may be in danger of forgetting the Spirit
of God. Isn’t he the One from whom we may expect
the experiential ‘more’ that is so much needed in
the church? Often the Holy Spirit is presented as
the source of supernatural power and experiences:
‘God’s empowering presence’.3 Not infrequently,
this aspect in a charismatic orientation of reading
the Bible has led to a bifurcation of the Christ of
grace and the Spirit of power.4
If we see clearly what the work of the Holy Spirit
means for the church, it has to be said that his work
is not primarily about what he gives, but about
who he himself is to people: the Triune God who
commits himself in a bond of love to people. It is
most essential in the Christian faith that, between
God and us, it is not our way to God, but God’s way
to us that is decisive. By nature, we are dead in our
transgressions and sins; we are objects of wrath
(Eph. 2:1-3). That implies the fruitlessness of our
search for God. Let it be said from the start that
God’s work in men does not turn us off, but rather
turns us on. We certainly are called to seek the
things above (Col. 3:1), and follow the way of Christ
Jesus (Col. 2:6-7), and to live by the Spirit (Gal. 5:16).
Jesus spoke about remaining in him and in his word
(John 15:5-8; 8:31), but at the same time Jesus most
emphatically promised the Spirit, the Comforter,
who would come to teach us and to remind us of
everything Christ has said to them (John 14:26;
15:26; 16:13-15; cf. 1 Cor. 2:12-16). So our instruction
about what we have to do and about what is
granted to us are closely connected to each other.
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How it all began

In order to get a proper view of the work of the Spirit of God we
must remember how it all began between God and man. In the
Old Testament we encounter the Spirit, the Breath of God, as
the very condition of life for all creation (Ps. 104:30; Job 33:4).
In the New Testament the Lord Jesus speaks of the Spirit who
gives life (John 6:63; cf. Rom. 8:2). Such expressions apparently
characterize the Spirit of God, in creation as well as in recreation
and redemption. True life is from the Spirit of Christ.
This reality of renewal and new life is never without the
dark background of sin. It is about people who have become
disobedient. And even the specially chosen people of God,
Israel, appear to have broken away from God repeatedly. Yet,
miraculously, God did not bring his story with man to an end. It
certainly would be edifying to go into the details of this divine
history, and follow the language of the covenant of God, of the
renewal of hearts in the new covenant (Jer. 31, Ezek. 36 & 37). We
would find the message of an intimate relationship between
God and man, because of the renewing work of the Holy Spirit of
God.5
In 1 Corinthians 2 we find that this intimate relationship between
God and man is explicitly a mutual one. We read: ‘The Spirit
searches all things, even the deep things of God.’ And then it
says ‘For who among men knows the thoughts of God except
the man’s spirit within him? In the same way no-one knows the
thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.’ And then the link is
made between God and us: ‘We have not received the spirit of the
world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand
what God has freely given us.’ (1 Cor. 2:10-12). So a reciprocity is
given between God and man on the level of the Holy Spirit. We
may glimpse into the heart of God, and know his affectionate love
for us. An intimate relationship indeed.
Behind this wonderful relationship between God and man is the
fact that man was made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27). Even
the life of man as male and female, being complete only in this
togetherness, is a reminder of the fullness of life that God has in
himself. Man indeed was meant to live in communion with God.
God wanted man to mirror his own fullness. And God wanted
to have a creature that would respond to him, and that thus
would be responsible. Manifold ways of how this high descent
of man is perverted by sin are apparent every day in the world.
Even in our own hearts, we who are born again also bear proof
of this perversion. We are reformed enough to agree with those
expressions in which the reality of the Fall is confessed.
I elaborate on this because we, in our times, often forget that
between God and man it is the relationship that is essential.
The Triune God creates a relationship of love with sinful people,
whom he chose to be redeemed to be eternally his people! How
could we speak about the church of God, the body of Christ, the
temple of the Holy Spirit, apart from this divine intimacy! The
essence, indeed, is the relationship. The Holy Spirit is the Pontifex
Maximus, the Builder of this holy bridge between God and man.
This is most important for the theme of piety!
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Relationship and experience

In our age of course there are several spiritual dangers that
are a threat to the church. I don’t intend to present a complete
catalogue. What I do know, however, is that one chief temptation
creeping into the church is in the field of spiritual experience. Of
course, there is no faith without experience. Of course, the Bible
has quite a number of expressions that reveal emotions, sorrows,
pain, joy, and happiness. Perhaps we might say that the ultimate
expression in which all Christian experience is concentrated is
the notion of love. We know in human relationships how most
of all a loving relationship can release quite a series of emotions
and experiences. Unspeakable joy, ultimate expectations, but also
deep misery if the relation has grown dark because of guilt or
because of afflictions and temptations. This is all applicable in an
even stronger manner when the relationship with God is at stake.
At the same time, however, the experience of our relationship
with God is not just an enlargement of what we may experience
in human relationships. The most specific characteristic of our
relationship with God is to be found in the idea of faith. Even
in the triplet faith, hope and love (see 1 Cor. 13:13) it is faith that
precedes love. Yes, the heart of the relationship between God and
man – as seen from our side – lies in faith. Moreover, we have to
be aware of the fact that faith implies man in his total existence,
in which his responsibility is contained. Because, when dealing
with the question of being saved or not, all is decided in this one
thing: whether we have faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. ‘Whoever
believes in him, is not condemned, but whoever does not believe
stands condemned already because he has not believed in the
name of God’s one and only Son.’ (John 3:18)
When we ask what is meant by living through the Spirit, then
exactly the same content must be presented as by living through
faith. It is the Spirit who gives faith. Faith is a gift of God (Eph.
2:8). It is the Spirit who makes man to have life in Christ. The Spirit
indeed is the Spirit of life (Rom. 8:2). At the same time, the Spirit is
characterized by grace: the Spirit of grace (Heb. 10:29) and the Spirit
of sonship (Rom. 8:15). All the gifts that may be expected from the
Spirit of God – life, wisdom, truth, love, communion with God – are
only following faith. Faith indeed is the focus of life with God.

Knowing Jesus Christ personally

I need hardly stress that all I am saying about faith also implies
a central position for the Lord Jesus Christ. Knowing him is the
guarantee and at the same time the fullness of salvation. Spiritual
life is recognized, not in something man can attain or experience,
but in knowing Jesus Christ personally.
To believe means having a relationship. That certainly involves
experience. Nevertheless, I must add that not all kinds of religious
experience imply faith in Jesus Christ.
This is exactly where discernment is seriously needed in the
church of our time. Many emotional, religious, charismatic or
other influences of a revival kind promise higher experiences,
gladness, power, health, even success and wealth, without being
rooted in faith and in a relationship with Christ by grace. I would
suggest the reading of Tim Keller’s book on the gospel of Mark,

EuCRC Conference 2014

95

King’s Cross – The Story of the World in the Life of Jesus,6 in which
he time and again – listening to the very text of the Scriptures –
explains the difference between being religious and having faith.
One remark related to this essential character of faith for the
experience of a Christian is that a two-stage experience in
Christian life is, in my view, an impossible thing. There is nothing
higher, or more essential than having a relationship with God in
Christ in faith. Unfortunately, I cannot elaborate on that now. I
simply realize with these remarks that I cannot possibly follow
our late and beloved Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones in his posthumous
publications Joy Unspeakable and Prove all things.7

2

RECOGNIZING UNBIBLICAL INFLUENCES TODAY

Categories?

However profitable it might be to demonstrate from church
history how, in all ages, the catholic church has been
accompanied by movements from within and influences from
without, it is not possible to fit that in here. So I will not speak
of Montanism, of Gnosticism and mysticism of many kinds, of
Joachim of Fiore in the Middle Ages, of enthusiast groups of
Anabaptists and spiritualists in the Age of the Reformation. We
pass over John Wesley in the 18th Century, and the Holiness
Movement in the 19th century. When, following those spiritual
streams, we enter the 21st century, we as Reformed Christians
are met by spiritual influences from the side of Pentecostalism
and the Charismatic Movements. An interesting thing is the
different use of the word ‘evangelical’ in different languages.
In English it mostly indicates any Bible-believing movement or
church. In the German language we must distinguish between
‘Evangelisch’ – which more or less means the same as Protestant
or even Reformed8 – and ‘Evangelikal’, which indicates churches
and movements from outside the mainstream of Protestantism.
Whatever the name, we are surrounded by Pentecostal, Baptist,
Methodist or Brethren communities that often do not want
to be recognized by some confession, but rather by a spiritual
tradition, and often have a strong leadership in the hands of one,
or a few, who are strongly influential in the personal lives of their
members.
In the Dutch language it is interesting that the word ‘evangelisch’
more or less indicates the same as the German ‘evangelikal’.
Moreover, quite a few congregations that used to call themselves
Pentecostal or Full Gospel Congregations, now prefer the more
moderate term ‘evangelisch’, although this does not mean that
their convictions have changed. So we definitely have to be
careful with labels, and it is even more necessary to look rather
closely at what is going on around us or even in our midst.
Our time is, from a spiritual point of view, not one of closed
boundaries. Our congregations are being confronted, or even
penetrated, by influences of this kind. I have chosen for now to
deal with only a few phenomena that need to be distinguished
in the light of the Scriptures. Some of the principles I indicated
earlier may be helpful in discerning and judging the influences we
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encounter. My hope and my intention is that looking more closely
at only a small part of the range of spiritualities we encounter
may help us to develop an ability to distinguish other religious
phenomena also.

Songs and music

There is a genre of Christian songs and hymns from the spirituality
of revivalism and praise that may perhaps raise discussion from
the musical point of view. My thoughts are that different cultures
can produce different styles of music that may be used to the
honour of the Lord, although I am afraid that there are some types
of music that one should not attempt to Christianize. Leaving
these musical aspects aside, in the texts of many of these songs
we see an approach to the Christian identity from the angle of
experience, touching our feelings, our happiness. There is praise
music in which the word “I” can be recognized as the main issue.
And this influences us – and not only the younger generation, I
might add. Without doubt there is much praise in the Word of
God, and certainly in the Book of Psalms. And how becoming
that is! Characteristic in these expressions of praise is the word
“because”, indicating that the reason of singing and praising is
in the Lord. We praise the Lord for all he has given and done. ‘It is
good to praise the Lord, (…) for you make me glad by your deeds,
O Lord; I sing for joy at the work of your hands. How great are
your works O Lord, how profound your thoughts.’(Ps 92:1-5). Here
it is not about us, and about what we feel, and how we rejoice in
our own act of praising and endlessly repeating the praise…Here
it is about the Lord. Not our praise gives us joy, but He does, and
therefore it is good to praise his name! That is just one instance of
how it is not our own religious experience that is in the centre, but
rather our wonderful relationship with the Lord. In faith, the focus
is on him, on his grace, on his redemption. How meaningful it is
that our spiritual life is God-centred and Christ-centred, and not
man-centred!

Ministry prayer

In order to deal with unbiblical phenomena that surround us in
our time, I must make a choice, hoping that looking closer at one
specific item might be more fruitful than giving a survey of many
movements without being able to identify those properly.
A considerable influence in our reformed churches in the
Netherlands is exercised by the practice of the so-called ministryprayer. The ideas behind it are developed by the English female
teacher and writer Leanne Payne, who in 1981 founded the PCM
– Pastoral Care Ministries. The motive behind her work is to pass
God’s Healing Presence to others. In the Netherlands her ideas
are followed by the New Wine movement, that is established
in a church of reformed confession in Houten (NGK), and that
has been very active in organizing Ministry Prayer courses.
The influence is considerable, even leading groups of faithful
members in congregations to leave their church and seek
membership elsewhere. Leanne Payne’s books Listening Prayer,
and The Healing Presence continue to play a role in this ministry.9
The method of ministry-prayer is organized by following very
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Ministry prayer (photo from www.christchurch-op.org)

detailed instructions. It is important to stick closely to the model.
Very specific to the method is the fact that ‘listening to God’
revolves around the themes of prophecy, speaking in tongues,
forgiveness, and healing. The theme ‘Listening to God’ in this
method is not connected at all with the Word of God as we have
it in the Holy Scriptures. The same applies to the ‘practices’ or
‘exercises’ in listening to God. In the guidelines and instructions
of ‘New Wine’, the Bible is mentioned as the ‘ultimate standard’.10
I fear, however, that the word ‘ultimate’ in this practice serves to
keep the Scriptures at a distance from what is really going on.
The ‘passing on’ of thoughts, words and Bible texts that occur
in the minds of the team members during the ministry-prayer
brings all kinds of impulses from the heart of a human being
– the old nature, the thoughts of the flesh included – to the
special level of listening to God. The history of the Pentecostal
and Charismatic Movements has produced so many examples of
thoughts and impulses presented as prophecies from the Holy
Spirit, that have, for example, explained away a mistake or even
condoned sinful behaviour.11 Many prophecies have been recorded
in which the year and the moment of the second coming of Christ
were predicted, and they all have proved to be false prophecies.
This history should make us suspicious of this method of ‘passing
on’ thoughts and messages. Yet, in a very naive way the ministry
prayer leads children of God in ways that do not bring them to
faith and obedience to the Bible.
One of the aims of the ministry-prayer is ‘bringing someone into
the presence of God’. Here also we find a devaluation of the Word,
and of the Lord’s promise that ‘where two or three come together
in my name, there I am with them’ (Mat. 18:20; cf. John 17:20).
We see that it was not necessary for the Lord Jesus to refer to
some direct message from the Spirit when he said this. Both the
Reformation principle of sola scriptura and the confession of sola
fide are violated in such practices.

Prayer or prophecy?

What must not be neglected is that the main element and the
main purpose of the ministry-prayer is not prayer at all. In the
New Wine explanations, valuable remarks are made about
prayer. What is said about the prayer offered in faith, however,
is not applicable to the ministry-prayer, because the essence of
this prayer is not prayer but prophecy. It is about receiving direct
‘messages’ from the Holy Spirit. I quote: ‘Ministry is the prayer
model of the empty hands. God must do it. He is the One who can
touch the heart of the other person and renew his or her life.’ Any
Christian could agree with this statement if it would be about the
prayer of faith. It then would refer to the work of the Holy Spirit
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in regeneration and sanctification. We are led astray, however, if
this faith is applied to the invention of the ministry-prayer.
In the guidelines for the ministry-prayer we do find a warning to
be careful. Things that are passed on to someone with whom the
two members of the prayer team pray are presented in a moderate
way as ‘a thought’. The formula that is recommended after
praying by laying hands on someone is: ‘I was led to think of…’ or
some expression like that. The possibility exists that the thoughts
that are passed on are not at all from the Holy Spirit, but may be
pious words from the mind of man, or even thoughts from the old
nature, and therefore sinful. In the guidelines these possibilities
are recognized. What, then, is one to think of the ‘passing on’ of
the following sentence: ‘I had the compelling thought of a daisy’?
The reaction of the lady with whom this team prayed was: ‘Oh,
that is my favourite flower!’ Of course this was very striking,
and she kept the memory of a very beautiful experience, but
upon hearing such examples, we are surely reminded of biblical
warnings like Proverbs 30:5-6: ‘Every word of God is flawless; he is
a shield to those who take refuge in him. Do not add to his words,
or he will rebuke you and prove you a liar.’ Or the word of Paul in
1 Corinthians 4:6, ‘that you may learn from us the meaning of the
saying, “Do not go beyond what is written”.’
The result is precisely the thing we are warned about regarding this:
being inflated, by taking pride in one man over against the other.
The idea of being puffed up is also employed in the letter to the
Colossians, 2:18-19. Paul speaks of a person going into detail of what
he has seen – and that was about false humility and the worship
of angels – and Paul goes on to say, ‘and his unspiritual mind puffs
him up with idle notions.’ And: ‘He has lost connection with the
Head, from whom the whole body...grows as God causes it to grow.’
The interesting thing is that when someone is convinced of having
received some extra spiritual quality, the Holy Spirit, in this word of
Scripture, qualifies that as being puffed up by an unspiritual mind.
This is serious enough to take such warnings to heart. Being
puffed up: miserable indeed. It means being filled with nothing
but air. If someone should prick it, nothing is left but a miserable
feeling of guilt.
It certainly is remarkable, and at the same time deeply alarming, that
in the instructions for the ministry-prayer, listening to God is not at
all connected to the power of the living Word in the Holy Scriptures.
It is about listening to God without mentioning the Word. And so it
is the old ideal of an unspiritual climbing up the ladder of experience
without listening to what the Lord says in his holy Word.

Backgrounds

In the background of Leanne Payne’s thinking there is something
that we need to be aware of. In her book Listening Prayer she
makes use of the technique of “visualizing”. If in a prayer meeting
we seek to understand the will of God, she commends: ‘We start
by simply imagining with the eye of the heart what we have
asked from God.’12 She continues: ‘Then God will react to our

EuCRC Conference 2014

97

EuCRC conference (photo Laurens den Butter)

n Notes
1

J. Douglas MacMillan, The Lord our Shepherd, Bryntirion: Evangelical
Press of Wales (1983), repr. 1992; translation in Dutch J. Douglas
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Heerenveen: Groen 1998.

imagining thinking, correct it or expand it. To see with the eyes
of the heart the will of God being executed contains the same
principle as when Isaiah says: “Where there is no revelation, the
people cast off restraint”.’ We note that not only is this not a word
from Isaiah, but from Proverbs 29:18, but also this certainly has
no connection with a method of visualizing prayer. Leanne Payne
makes clear how she thinks this works: ‘As in every situation in
prayer also we must have a picture of what is good and of the aim
we have, otherwise we do not express the faith needed to attain
what we pray. This is the creative principle.’13
With this method she is related to American charismatic authors
like Morton Kelsey, Agnes and John Stanford, who took such
thinking from the ideas of the anti-Christian, occult psychiatrist
Carl Gustav Jung.14 The same ideas about visualizing can be found
in the teaching of the Korean Pentecostal preacher Paul Yonggi
Cho. With him the background apparently lies in his former
Buddhist practices.
This visualizing that Leanne Payne advocates is nothing more
than an occult technique. Nowhere in the Word of God are we
taught to imagine the things we pray for so that the prayer will
be more effective. The prayer ‘Thy will be done’ points in an
entirely different direction!
That this New Wine movement and the operating branches of
this influence in Britain and elsewhere are so successful, even
in reformed circles, is astonishing. And that so many Biblebelieving churches lack the discernment to stay far away from
these practices is alarming and distressing. You may notice that
in answer to warnings such I am giving now, some may argue
that they have experienced the ministry prayer as something very
positive, nevertheless. What then will be decisive to us?
The rich heritage of prayer, given and explained to us in the
Word of God, should cause us not to let ourselves be seduced and
led astray from our sincere and pure devotion to Christ (2 Cor.
11:3). Just as it was in the situation with the Corinthians in New
Testament times, so it is not imaginary that unbiblical teaching
might bring us to a Jesus other than him preached to us, or to a
different spirit from the one we received, or to a different gospel
from the one we accepted. (2 Cor. 11:4).
Let us be faithful to the Word of God, and faithful to the body of
Christ, the congregation, watching as shepherds of the church
of God, which Christ bought with his own blood. (Acts 20:28).
How necessary since the days of the apostles is a sound sense of
discernment to all of us, being pastors or elders in the church! n
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The European Conference of Reformed
Churches (EuCRC) held its 2014
conference at Dinas Powys, outside
Cardiff, Wales, from September 2nd
to 5th. Member-churches of the
photo Laurens den Butter

International Conference of Reformed
Churches (ICRC) and other related
organizations were represented.
The theme of the conference was
‘Reformed Piety’.

J.M. Batteau

 eformed Piety: The European
R
Conference of Reformed Churches
Contact and Fellowship

Central to the conference was the opportunity to
meet old friends, make new ones, and hear firsthand from each other about the work of the Lord in
Europe; that is, Christian networking in action!
Some 40 people, male and female, attended
from the following countries: Northern Ireland
(Reformed Presbyterian Church of Ireland,
Evangelical Presybterian Church of Ireland);
Scotland (Free Church of Scotland); England and
Wales (Evangelical Presbyterian Church of England
and Wales); Albania (Illyricum Movement); France
(John Calvin seminary of Aix-en-Provence); The
Netherlands (the Christian Reformed Churches
and the Reformed Churches (Liberated)); Ukraine
(Ukrainian Evangelical Reformed Church); Austria
and Switzerland (Evangelical Reformed Church,
Westminster Confession); Russia (General Assembly
of the Presbyterian Church of Russia); Italy
(Reformed Church Filadelfia, Milan); and Poland
(Evangelical Reformed Church).
We did miss brothers and sisters from Germany,
Spain and Portugal! Next time hopefully some of
them will be able to come.
It was a joy to have fellowship with each other.
Many of us come from very small churches, and all
of us face the daunting challenge of being faithful
to the Lord Jesus and His infallible Word here in a
strongly secular or theologically liberal Europe.

The start of the conference: day one

In connection with our theme, ‘Reformed Piety’, on
the first day, in the opening devotions, we listened
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to what Paul says in Romans 12:1,2: “I beseech you
therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that
you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy,
acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service.
And do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you
may prove what is that good and acceptable and
perfect will of God” (NKJV). Reformed piety touches
body and mind, and extends to corporate church
life and is consciously a living presence in the world,
as we see in the rest of Romans 12.
Our chairman for the conference was Rev. Han
Schenau, a member of the organizing committee.
Han is from The Netherlands, and English is not
his mother-language. Nevertheless, he led all the
plenary gatherings admirably in that language,
which was our medium of mutual communication
during the conference.

Stories from the attenders

It was the pattern of each day to hear from various
delegates about themselves and the situations in
their home churches. The first day we heard from
brothers from Ukraine, England and Wales, Albania,
Italy, and France.

Ukraine

Rev. Sandor Molnar, of the Ukrainian Evangelical
Reformed Church, told us about the current
political situation in Ukraine. He called it ‘extremely
complex’. We were apprehensive about how a
Ukrainian brother would interact with the Russian
brothers and sister (who were also in attendance)
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against the backdrop of the armed conflict in east Ukraine.
However, our Russian brothers and sister assured us that they
disagreed strongly with how President Putin was operating there,
and Sandor expressed his own desire to seek peace. It was good to
see these expressions of Christian harmony!

covenant, and has accepted infant baptism as Scriptural. Rev.
Ferrari believes strongly in ‘high standards’ for the theological
education of pastors. His church is now being helped by the United
Reformed Churches in North America, and receives regular visitors
from the U.S. and The Netherlands. (Andrea describes his life and
church in more detail in another article in this issue of Lux Mundi.)

France and the John Calvin seminary in Aix-en-Provence

Our host church for the conference was the Evangelical
Presbyterian Church of England and Wales. A representative
of this church told us about the historical background to
this small denomination of some 16 congregations, with one
sister-congregation in Sweden (!). Wales has a rich history of
Reformational movements, starting in the 16th century. Rev.
Howel Harris led a Calvinistic revival movement in the 1820’s.
The 1904 ‘Welsh revival’ is famous, although it was more
an emotional revival, than a fully Biblical one. The mainline
denominations have declined since then, and now only a small
minority of the Welsh attend evangelical churches. The EPCEW,
although small in numbers, seeks to be a faithfully Reformed
witness in this context.
We also heard from Rev. Joshua Riegel, an American serving the
EPCEW, who is responsible for the EuCRC’s website, which is
functioning as the public voice of the conferences (http://www.
eucrc.org). He asked for suggestions on how to improve the website.

Later on the first day, Dr. Paul Wells, the retired former President
of the John Calvin seminary (Faculté Jean Calvin) in Aix-enProvence, told us about the cultural and ecclesiological situation
in France. Paul lived in France from 1972 to 2012, and was one
of the two translators of the modern French version of Calvin’s
Institutes, which appeared in 2009 to much acclaim.
Paul told us that as a whole French is a highly secularized
country, where religion is a taboo. There is a total ignorance of
the Christian tradition among young people. The once dominant
Catholic church has lost most of its influence. There is a crisis
of ministry, with not enough priests serving. However, there is
also a revival of Scripture reading, which is a hopeful sign. With
respect to the Protestants, the mainline Reformed and Lutheran
denomination (400,000 members officially) is liberal and losing
members fast. The evangelicals now number some 700,000 and
are growing, and thus are a larger force than the liberals.
In this needy country, there are signs of the Spirit’s work.
The French Gospel Coalition is active. The seminary in Aix is
celebrating its 40th anniversary this year. This seminary serves
the evangelical churches of France, with a strong historic
connection to the National Union of Protestant Reformed
Evangelical Churches of France ( l’Union nationale des Églises
protestantes réformées évangéliques de France (UNEPREF)), a
denomination of some 50 congregations and 3,000 members,
concentrated mainly around Paris and south-eastern France.

The Illyricum Movement in Albania

First lecture

The Evangelical Presbyterian Church of
England and Wales (EPCEW)

A brother from Albania, Edi Demo (present with his wife Valbona),
gave an enthusiastic report concerning the Illyricum Movement
in that country, an evangelical church-planting ministry with a
Reformed emphasis. The Lord brought Edi to faith in Christ from a
culturally Moslem background, although he had never even heard
the word ‘God,’ growing up in a strictly atheistic Albania. He has
worked for Campus Crusade for Christ, an evangelical student
movement. Now he is committed to the doctrines of grace
expressed in the Reformed faith. Albania has complete religious
freedom, according to Edi, and there are many opportunities for
the spread of the Gospel. (In a separate article in this issue of Lux
Mundi, Edi tells more about his life and work.)

The Reformed Church in Milan

Another striking story of someone’s personal spiritual journey
was told by Rev. Andrea Ferrari, pastor of the Reformed Church
‘Filadelfia’ in Milan, Italy. He was previously an Assembly of God
(Pentecostal church) pastor in Italy, but through study, contacts,
and conferences he became committed to the Reformed faith.
His congregation in Milan now sees the importance of the Biblical
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The first lecture of the conference was to be delivered the
evening of Sept. 2nd by Prof. Arie Baars of the Christian Reformed
seminary in Apeldoorn, The Netherlands. Unfortunately, he
was ill and couldn’t be present. Instead, his lecture, though not
totally finished, was presented by David MacKay of the Reformed
Presbyterian Church of Ireland.
Prof. Baars’ lecture was on ‘Piety according to John Calvin’. He
showed how Scripture was the constant source of Calvin’s
piety, as expressed in his major work, the Institutes, and in his
sermons. Calvin was not a mere theoretician, but saw a heart-felt
commitment to Christ as essential to personal and church life.
This was a theme that continued to be emphasized at the
conference: Reformed faith involves the whole man: mind,
emotions, and will.
The first day ended with a plenary discussion and joint devotions,
making use of the Songbook which has been compiled for these
conferences.

The second day: second lecture

After breakfast and morning devotions on Wednesday, Sept.
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3rd, we listened to the second lecture, by Rev. Ian Hamilton, of
the Cambridge Presbyterian Church (EPCEW), on ‘John Owen:
Communion with the Triune God.’
Owen was a great English Puritan theologian of the 17th century,
and has since the middle of the 20th century been once again
recognized and studied for his Biblical, learned Calvinism.
In Ian’s lecture, Owen was presented as a fully Trinitarian
theologian: “Owen’s great contribution to experimental (that
is, experiential, J.M.B.) Christianity lies in his teaching on the
believer’s communion with God being with the various Persons
of the Trinity, not exclusively but distinctly.” He went on to
describe this communion. “First, Communion is with the Father
in love... Second, communion with the Son is supreme in grace...
Third, communion with the Holy Spirit is supremely in comfort.”
Ian ended his lecture as follows: “May the Lord bring us all into
a truer, deeper, more heart-engaging communion with Him, the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”
After the coffee break we separated into small groups to discuss
the lecture. In my own small group we came to the conclusion
that Owen had a good approach (Trinitarian, heart-felt piety), and
that this emphasis is needed in our churches at home to prevent
us from being mere ‘theoretical’ Christians, with a one-sidedly
intellectual faith.

Sightseeing and evening

In the afternoon on Wednesday, we got to do a little sightseeing
in the Cardiff area. We travelled to the nearby seaside at Barry
Island and had a chance to enjoy the lovely sunny weather
walking out on the rocky peninsula to a great view of the ocean.
After dinner (and by the way, all the meals were excellent, and
we thanked the cook with a hearty round of applause at the
conference center as a group after the last meal), we had our joint
devotions and time for networking.

The third day: third lecture

On Thursday, Sept. 4th, following another delicious breakfast
and refreshing morning devotions, we listened to Prof. Hans
Maris (retired professor of Systematic Theology at the seminary
in Apeldoorn), as he gave his lecture on ‘The Holy Spirit and the
congregation’.
Hans’s lecture had the following divisions: 1) Biblical foundations:
Shepherds in the church of Christ; The work of the Holy Spirit
in the congregation; Relation and experience; 2) Recognizing
unbiblical influences today: Categories? (the different meanings
of the word ‘evangelical’ in different countries and languages);
Songs and music; Ministry prayer (Leanne Payne); Backgrounds
(the non-Christian background to ‘visualizing’).
He was very critical of the charismatic movement, in particular
the New Wine movement. “That this New Wine movement, and
the British and elsewhere operating branches of this influence,
are so successful, even in Reformed circles, is astonishing. And
that so many in Bible-believing churches miss the discernment
that would make them stay far away from these practices, is
alarming and distressful.”
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In the small discussion groups that followed, and in the plenary
discussion, there was a general consensus that Hans had made a
good analysis of the weaknesses of the charismatic movement.
At the same time there was a feeling that Christians in Reformed
churches regularly miss the vibrant work of the Holy Spirit in their
lives, and that we as leaders too often neglect this need, with
the result that such brothers and sisters seek spiritual renewal
outside Reformed circles, such as the charismatic movement.

Missional cooperation

After lunch, Rev. David Miller (Free Church of Scotland
congregation in London), presented the surprising and
encouraging results of his research into Reformed church planting
in Europe, with a handy overview in booklet form. An example: The
Netherlands has some 40 church-planting projects going on!

Russia, Switzerland, Germany

We then heard from Rev. Vladimir Li from the Presbyterian Churches
of Russia. He described the movement of cooperation between
Presbyterian Churches, and his own personal journey of faith. He
is a remarkable person: a biochemist and the winner of a just-held
world weightlifting competition, as well as being a pastor!
Then Rev. Kurt Vetterli from the Evangelical Reformed Church,
Westminster Confession, of Switzerland, located near Basel, spoke
about his church. It is a small house-church. He asked for prayer.
Because Rev. Sebastian Heck was ill, and could not attend the
conference, Hans Maris told of the new Reformed Theological
Seminary in Heidelberg. A small school, but encouraging for the
future of the Reformed faith in Germany!

The last evening

After dinner, a closing devotional time was held, with Rev. Richard
Holst (EPCEW) preaching. Afterwards, there was again time for
networking.

The fourth day and departure

On Friday, Sept. 5th, after breakfast, devotions, and a business
meeting for the organizing committee, a plenary session was held
involving an evaluation of the conference, planning for the next
conference (to be held in The Netherlands), and the appointment of
a new organizing committee, with Rev. Jos Colijn of The Netherlands,
as chairman. Stay tuned via the EuCRC website for details!
Looking back at the conference, and heading back home to our
home churches, we were all appreciative of how the conference
had gone, and thankful to the Lord for having been with us for
four vital and encouraging days near Cardiff!
n
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 he United
T
Reformed Church
in Milan
by A. Ferrari

I

grew up in Italy as a nominal Roman Catholic,
not caring about my spiritual condition. I took
for granted that my destiny was in the safe
hands of the Mother Church, with its sacramental
system working ex opere operato! However, the
power of sin soon manifested itself in my life.
After a turbulent adolescence, at the age of
eighteen I came to know the gospel through
the witness of some old-fashioned Pentecostal
believers. Later, I attended the Assemblies of God
Bible College in Rome, where I met Cristina, my
future wife. During my theological training, I spent
two summers in the UK, where I was introduced
to the rich heritage of Protestant and Reformed
literature. I began to devour volume upon volume,
and I began to have questions about the person and
work of the Holy Spirit.
While I was studying the history of evangelical
revivals – especially reading J. Edwards, D. M.
Lloyd Jones and I. Murray’s writings – I came to
change my views about the ministry of the Spirit,
and I resigned after five years as a pastor in the
Assemblies of God (AoG).
I began to translate Reformed works, and I looked
for opportunities to continue to serve as a pastor.
After a few years, while laboring in a Calvinistic
Baptist church, I received the proposal from six
families of AoG background to become the pastor
of a new church holding to the 1689 London Baptist
Confession of Faith. We moved to Milan in July
2002, and I have been laboring as pastor of the
church ‘Filadelfia’ since then.
In 2007 we began to face a difficult disciplinary
case. The case was not difficult in itself, but the
troubles were due to our being a small church, and

n About the author
Rev. Andres Ferrari is minister of the United Reformed Church ‘Filadelfia’ in Milan (Italy).
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especially due to our independent ecclesiology.
As a pastor, I found myself standing alone, and as
a church we discovered ourselves vulnerable to
all sorts of abuses. So, with a few men we began
to investigate in depth Reformed ecclesiology
as it is embedded in the framework of covenant
theology. In the next couple of years, we made a
slow and careful transition, with the whole church
embracing Reformed ecclesiology. In January 2010 I
took a colloquium doctum exam, and I was ordained
as a United Reformed Church in North America
(URCNA) minister. Our church affiliated with that
federation, confessing the Three Forms of Unity as
our doctrinal standards.
In the last couple of years we have had a small
increase in our membership. We now have 33 adults
members and 12 children, who still have to make a
profession of faith. God willing, the Marino family
will shortly make a profession of faith and have
their two children baptized. In our congregation the
majority are Italians, but there are also six Chinese
members and one Nigerian man, whose wife is
Italian. Usually we have some visitors, especially
on Sunday mornings. We have some older people
struggling with physical issues and a couple of
widows.
It was our privilege to have among us Rev. L. De
Graaff and Rev. A. Feijen last Spring from the
Reformed Churches in The Netherlands, and it is
our prayer that both our churches will continue
in the faith and practice of our fathers in the faith
(Hebrews 13:7) in secular/pagan Europe.
In this regard, please pray for us as follows :
1. for God’s blessing upon the ministry of Word
and Sacraments;
2. for the growth and the peace of the church;
3. for a work of grace in our children;
4. for the raising up of laborers;
5. for secular/pagan Europe.
n
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E. Demo

The Illyricum Movement in Albania

A great opportunity in Albania. In 1991 when the walls of Communism fell,
Albania was finally free. The Gospel came once again to Albania, after 560
years of darkness. I am amazed by God’s sovereignty. I am thankful to God
for the way He used a bad thing like Communism to wipe out the strong
roots of Islam that had existed for 500 years there. It took only 50 years.

W

ith the collapse of Communism,
Albanians experienced a deep spiritual
vacuum. They had never heard about
God. He was preparing the land for the spiritual
harvest which was about to come. God had also
been uniquely preparing Albania throughout the
centuries for the profound impact it would have in
the broader Muslim world in our day.

My personal story

It was in 1991. I can vividly recall the time I was
sitting next to my grandmother, who held a
photograph of the universe in her hands as I asked
her this pointed question, “Tell me, Grandma,
where is God? Can’t you see that He doesn’t exist?”
She smiled at me while I continued my line of
thinking: “Back when you were young, photographs
didn’t even exist, and no one had seen the universe.
That’s why people believed in God. Whereas today it
is different, Grandma.” Her voice echoed in my ears
as she said, “He is there, son, He is there.”
It was during that same year that my curiosity
about Him was challenged when I saw the ‘Jesus’
film. The hardness of my mind towards the
existence of God slowly began to soften as I also
read several brochures that spoke about Him. I was
surprised to discover that man’s soul is eternal.
“How can anyone know what happens to a man
after he dies?” I often wondered to myself. But deep
in my heart I somehow knew that eternity had to
exist, otherwise, the world would be meaningless.
By that time I discovered that I came from a Muslim
background, so I started to search God via Islam.
God used many things to draw me toward Him.
Thirsty to know more, I began to read the Bible and
to attend meetings which touched on this topic.
It took me some time to become convinced of
God’s existence and the truth of Jesus Christ. But
when I did, I felt within myself that, although I was
surrounded by many people who loved me, I was so

alone and lost in this midst of the vast universe.
I became complete in myself when I began to
know personally the Creator of the universe. And
I felt so relieved when I began to comprehend His
unconditional love for me personally through Jesus
Christ. In the beginning, I thought I chose God, but
as I grew up in my faith I understood that He had
chosen me long before. I am so thankful to the Lord
that He has opened my eyes to know the truth of
what the Bible says.

Church planting

By the grace of God I started to serve as a home
missionary in 2001, and since that time, my wife
(who also comes from a Muslim background) and
I are committed to bringing the Gospel to Muslim
people, and to plant and establish local healthy
churches.
Albania has a population of 4 million people. In 1991
there were only 16 known evangelical Christians,
whereas now there are about 50,000. In 1991 there
were zero churches and zero mosques. Today we
have 220 churches and 2,854 mosques. The number
of churches may be small but we have to remember
that compared to other Muslim cultures, the
growth of the Christian church in Albania is nearly
unheard of. Our desire is for Christianity to become
firmly established there.
The Illyricum Movement focuses on planting and
establishing churches in Albania and beyond. Just
to give you an idea of the great openness that
is in Albania, it is hard to finish a week of daily
evangelism without seeing at least one person
coming to know Jesus. We start to gather the new
Christians in small Bible study groups at homes,
and in this way churches are planted.
During the initial planting and establishing phase,
we look for churches outside of Albania which
would like to ‘adopt’ newly planted churches and be
‘parent’ churches. In that way the ‘parent’ church
can help the ‘adopted’ to grow spiritually. We pray
that God will bless these plans!
n

n About the author
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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