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J.M. Batteau

Editorial

“We as churches must be more missionary!” This is a refrain heard
more and more in The Netherlands. In the recent, combined issue of
De Reformatie (“The Reformation”), biweekly journal of the Reformed
Churches and Opbouw (“(Spiritual) Building-Up”), biweekly of the
Netherlands Reformed Churches, the main theme was: “Being a church
between walls and people.” And a persistent question addressed was:
“How can the church fulfill its missionary calling better in our day?”

I

am greatly in favor of this new emphasis. Ever
since the Reformation of the 16th century,
the churches of the Reformation have sought
to be faithful to the Lord in doctrine and life. And
yet, the missionary, evangelistic calling of the
church has been significantly underappreciated.
There are reasons for this, cultural, and historical.
Nevertheless, we must be honest, with the Lord and
with ourselves, and say that this missionary calling
was sadly, yes sinfully neglected. Now we are
catching up, with help from God’s Word. I applaud
this new evangelistic impulse! How can we not
want to reach the millions in The Netherlands, and
in Europe, who know nothing of the Gospel, and
face a God-less eternity?

Missionary with Confessional Fire

What a blessing it would be if we could seek to be
compassionate, missionary churches, with a heart
for the lost around us, and at the same time seek
to be faithful to the Gospel which God’s Word
proclaims, and which we confess in our historic
confessions. As I ended my last editorial, “Lord,
revive us, and help us to be churches which confess
and serve You in Spirit and in Truth!”
As I read the various articles of the combined
issue of De Reformatie-Opbouw, it struck me that
there was not a lot of attention for what the Bible
and our confessions say concerning the message
which we are to proclaim to unbelievers. It would
be a great tragedy if we sought to be genuinely
missionary-minded in our church life, while we
wind up neglecting the content of what we want to
communicate to those around us who don’t know
the Lord.

Thank God for the Belgic Confession!

One of the fruits of the conference on the Belgic
Confession, in honor of its 450th anniversary,
which was held in November, 2011, at the
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Theological University in Kampen, is the possibility
of presenting some of the lectures in the form of
articles for Lux Mundi. In the last issue we had the
article of Prof. Patrick Nullens, about “Church and
State in the Belgic Confession,” and in this issue
we have an article by Prof. Barend Kamphuis, on
“The Christology of the Belgic Confession.” A very
important matter, certainly in our day!
In our time there is a great amount of confusion
about the Lord Jesus Christ. We can only be really
Biblically missionary if we are presenting the
Lord Jesus as the Immanuel of Scripture, God and
man who came to be with us, and to save us from
eternal hell by His substitutionary atonement on
the cross. In Article 10 of the Belgic Confession we
confess: “We believe that Jesus Christ according to
His divine nature is the only-begotten Son of God,
begotten from eternity, not made, nor created… but
of the same essence with the Father.” And in Article
18: “He not only assumed human nature as to the
body, but also a true human soul, in order that He
might be a real man. For since the soul was lost as
well as the body, it was necessary that He should
assume both to save both.” This is the Gospel which
a lost world needs to hear!

Confessional Compassion

Here we hear the Gospel about the Lord Jesus
with an emphasis on His saving power: “…it was
necessary that He assume both (body and soul) to
save both.” The Belgic Confession is an expression
of heartfelt trust in the God who alone can save us.
In the last Article of the Belgic Confession, Article 37
on “The Last Judgment,” we hear these harrowing
words: at the Second Coming of the Lord Jesus, “…all
people, men, women, and children, who ever lived,
from the beginning of the world to the end, will
appear in person before this great Judge (the Lord
Jesus). They will be summoned with the archangel’s
call and the sound of the trumpet of God (1 Thes.
4:16).” Then we will be all be judged, with only two
destinations: eternal glory or eternal condemnation.
A missionary church has the responsibility to
communicate this message of salvation to lost
sinners: trust in the Lord Jesus, before it’s too late!
Confessional compassion compels us!
n
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B. Kamphuis

In truth our Immanuel
T
 he Christology of the Belgic
Confession1.

“In this way He is in truth our Immanuel, that is, God with us.” This is the
conclusion Article 18 of the Belgic Confession (BC) draws, after a long list
of Scripture proofs. How does Guido de Brès understand Christ to be our
Immanuel, why is that so important to him that he devotes two long
articles to this confession, and what is its relevance for us today? These are
the questions I deal with in this presentation. In doing so, I will concentrate
on the doctrine of the person of Christ. Articles 18 and 19 of the Confession
stand central here. But we will see that the person of Christ and His work
are closely connected.

Article 10

Having said that, the Christology of the BC doesn’t
begin in Article 18. Already in Article 10, the doctrine
of the Trinity leads us to conclusions in relation to
Christ. Here, Christ is confessed as God. In doing
so, the Confession closely follows the footsteps of
the Council of Nicea of 325AD. Over against Arius’
denial of the essential divinity of Christ, Nicea
confessed that He is homoousios with the Father,
of one essence2. In Article 10, de Brès takes over this
expression.
Moreover, in condemning Arius’ contention that
there was a time when the Son did not exist, Nicea
gave expression to the eternity of Christ. Here, too,
article 10 explicitly draws on the Nicene Creed: He is
the Son of God, not from the time that He assumed
our nature, but from all eternity. Bringing together
the Old and New Testaments, the Confession
constructs an ingenious body of Scripture proof,
and concludes: “And so He is (the)3 true, eternal God,
the Almighty, whom we invoke, worship and serve.”
This is a robust conclusion. Christ is not just ‘truly
God’, He is the ‘true God, whom we invoke’. Here,
we confess not only the divinity of Christ, but also
the unity of God. If Christ is God, then He is none
other than the One God.
As robust as this conclusion is, it has been quickly
drawn. Article 10 does not contains an explicit
polemic, and its Scripture proof, as ingenious as
it is, is not elaborate. In that regard, Article 10 is
distinctly different from Articles 18 and 19. There
n About the author:
Dr Barend Kamphuis is Professor in Dogmatics at the Theological University of the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands at Kampen.
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was no dispute here between Roman Catholics,
Lutherans, and those who were Reformed. And even
with the Anabaptists, the real point of contention
about Christology lay elsewhere. The only polemic
Article 10 implicitly engages in is with Arius. In this
article, de Brès confronts an opponent of more than
twelve centuries earlier.
It seems to me that in our time a Reformed
confession should take a different approach. It
is especially the divinity of Christ that has been
vehemently challenged in the past few centuries.
The confession of the incarnate God has been
described as a myth4. What was a commonly
accepted understanding in the 16th century is
now a deeply disputed confession. In our time,
de Brès’ robust conclusion would require more
substantiation. At the same time, Article 10 neatly
illustrates that the Belgic Confession always
had a catholic intent. It stands in the line of the
confession of the church of all ages. Jesus Christ is
the true God, whom we invoke.

Article 17

The confession of Articles 18 and 19 also
presupposes what is contained in the wonderful
Article 17. This is where the real Christology of
the Belgic Confession begins. When we compare
the earlier Confessio Gallicana with the Belgic
Confession, we see that in this article de Brès makes
an original contribution . Much of Article 17 of the
Belgica, corresponds with Article 13 of the Gallicana,
but two significant elements are added5.
The first of these is the emphasis upon the grace of
God: God … set out to seek man when he trembling
fled from Him. He comforted him with the promise
that He would give him His Son. In doing so, God
displayed His marvellous wisdom and goodness.
This moving beginning sets the Confession’s whole
Christology in a warm light. That indeed is how we
may speak of Christ. Whatever polemic may follow
stands in the light of this confession of the grace of
God.
The tone of the Confession’s Christology is
never one of rational explication, however much
description and explanation it may contain. Its
tone is one of wonder and gratitude. As far as I am
concerned, the Belgic Confession is superior here
96

to the Heidelberg Catechism. The latter begins the
doctrine of our salvation in Lord’s Days 5 and 6, and
follows the line of Anselm in his explanation of the
incarnation. The fact that the incarnation is the
‘great mystery of godliness’, to use the words of I
Timothy 3:16, finds clearer expression in this article
than it does in the Catechism.
Polman righty points out that there is no
contradiction between Article 16, which deals with
election and reprobation, and Article 17, which
highlights the grace of God in Jesus Christ6. It is
not so that here a cold dogma stands over against
a warm dogma. Still, it is true that Article 17
follows only one of the lines of Article 16. It is the
line of the mercy of God in Jesus Christ, the line
of divine election. The other line of Article 16, that
of the justice of God, finds different expression in
Christology than it does in the doctrine of election.
In Article 16, God displays his justice in that ‘ …
He leaves the others (those who are not elect) in
the fall and perdition into which they had plunged
themselves’. In Christology, says Article 20, God
shows His justice by punishing our sins in Jesus
Christ. Article 17 sets the tone for this approach.

Reference

The second original element of Article 17, compared
to the Gallicana, is its reference to the promise of
God, specifically the ‘mother promise’ of Genesis
3:15. Of course, this is no original discovery of de
Brès’. However, he does have a specific reason to
make this connection here. That becomes clear in
Article 18, which picks up this line of the promise:
‘We confess, therefore, that God has fulfilled the
promise made to the fathers … when He sent into the
world His Son’.
Part of the polemic that Article 18 pursues with the
Anabaptists concerns the relationship between
the Old and the New Testaments, between the
promise and its fulfilment. De Brès keeps these
close together. Christology does not begin in the
New Testament. It goes back to the beginning in
Paradise, after the Fall. There is continuity in the
mercy of God, a continuity that Anabaptist thinking
breaks up.
Koopmans beautifully expresses the great
difference between the Jewish and historic-critical
approaches to the Old Testament on the one hand,
and that of Christian dogmatics on the other. The
former acknowledge that Christ has a historical
relationship with the Old Testament, but they
deny the reverse: that the Old Testament stands
in relationship to Christ. The Christian faith reads
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the whole Old Testament as a witness to Christ, in
line with John 5:39: “In Jesus Christ all the promises
of the Old Testament are yes and Amen”. That first
promise after the first sin has a very special and
particular reference to Christ7. Here, the Belgic
Confession leads the way for us in a Christological
reading of the Old Testament.

Article 18

Article 18 deals with the incarnation of Jesus
Christ. The kernel of this article is the confession
that Christ ‘truly assumed a real human nature
with all its infirmities, without sin’. The polemic
in this article explicitly directs itself against the
Anabaptists. We already referred to its conclusion,
that ‘in this way Christ is our Immanuel’. I’d like to
examine these three elements in order: the kernel,
the polemic and the conclusion.

a. The kernel

To begin with, the kernel of the article: the
real human nature of Christ. This statement
presupposes that Christ is God’s own, onlybegotten and eternal Son. In other words: the
confession of Article 10 is the starting point. At the
same time, the emphasis rests fully on the Saviour’s
true humanity. It is striking that the reference to
Philippians 2 does not include that Christ was ‘in
very nature God’, only that he took ‘the very nature
of a servant’, and was ‘made in human likeness’.
Christ has this true human nature, says the article,
because he was ‘conceived in the womb of the
blessed virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit’.
In his Le baston de la foy, de Brès explicitly refutes
the veneration of Mary8. However, here he does
not hesitate to call Mary ‘the blessed virgin’. And
in doing so, he uses the language of Scripture. At
the annunciation the angel Gabriel greets Mary by
saying ‘you who are highly favoured’, (Luke 1: 28).
Elizabeth, the mother of John says: ‘blessed are you
among women’ (vs 42). And Mary herself, in her
Magnificat, sings that ‘from now on all generations
will call me blessed’ (vs 48).
Later orthodox Protestantism has rightly upheld
the virgin birth of Christ, but it has often neglected
to acknowledge Mary as blessed. There was
such resistance to the veneration of Mary, that
frequently her person was lost from view. With the
consequence, however, that in the name of Scripture,
the truth of Scripture is set aside. It is good that in
Article 18 de Brès chooses another path. He calls Mary
‘blessed’. He also had a theological reason for doing
so – we will see that when we explore the polemic,
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…an address delivered in November 2011 at a symposium commemorating the 450th anniversary
of the Belgic Confession, held at the Theologische Universiteit, Kampen, the Netherlands… (photo
P.G.B. de Vries)

below. But we need to acknowledge that de
Brès simply does what Scripture asks him
to do. Here too, may we follow his lead!

What does it mean?

Concretely, what does this human nature
mean? De Brès points to two aspects: first,
Christ assumed a real human nature with
all its infirmities; second, a true human
nature includes both body and soul.
As to the first: Koopmans argues that the
Confession does not really go far enough.
Scripture says that the Word, in becoming
human, ‘became flesh’. ‘Flesh’ implies a
judgement. It points to the fact that man
has sinned, and is therefore subject to
death. In becoming human, Christ falls
under this judgement of death. Koopmans
wants to go somewhat further than the
Confession: to him Reformed Christology
maintains a certain reserve, with the
result that ‘the Biblical concept of ‘flesh’
has lost some of its edge’9. In this regard,
Koopmans allies himself with Karl Barth10.
Actually the Confession does point out
that Christ has borne our sins (Article 20).
And according to Article 19, one of the
infirmities of humanity is its mortality.
But the Confession is more cautious at
this point than Barth, who writes that
‘in Christ, God has become the greatest of
all sinners’11. In contrast to Koopmans, I

LuxMundi

December 2012

appreciate this caution. As much as Christ
has become sin for us (II Corinthians
5:21), and has become a curse for us
(Galatians 3:13), He still remains the holy
child of Mary (Luke 1:35) who had no sin
(II Corinthians 5:21). The holiness of Christ
is not just the glory of His divinity, it also
relates to his humanity: He goes before
us in our service to God. When we speak
about Christ, we must always use two
words: in this case ‘the guilty innocent’.
Innocent of any evil of his own; guilty on
account of our evil.
In relation to the second aspect, that
Christ became human ‘in body and soul’,
there is something remarkable about the
original text of Article 18. There we read
that the Son of God ‘not only assumed
a human nature, but also a true human
soul’. This seems to suggest that ‘a true
human nature’ refers only to the body. But
this can hardly be the intention, and the
amendment made by the Synod of Dort
(1618/1619) is quite understandable. Now,
the text reads that he ‘not only assumed
a human nature as to the body, but also a
true human soul’. The argument for this
is fully in the line of the patristic polemic
against Apollinaris, who denied that Christ
assumed a human soul or a human spirit.
Article 18 says: ‘For since the soul was lost
as well as the body, it was necessary for

Him to assume both to save both’. Gregory
of Nazianzus had said it already: ‘That
which was not assumed, was not healed’12.
This links wonderfully with the doctrine of
salvation. As I said before: the Person and
the work of Christ cannot be separated.

b. The polemic

The polemic of Article 18 explicitly opposes
the Anabaptists: ‘contrary to the heresy
of the Anabaptists, who deny that Christ
assumed the human flesh of His mother’.
An abundance of text proofs from the Old
and New Testaments demonstrates the
error of Anabaptist teaching. The thrust of
this proof is: Christ is a true descendant of
Abraham, of Judah, of the Jews, of Jesse,
of David, of Mary. This Scripture proof is
framed within two references to the book
of Hebrews: Ch 2:14: ‘Christ partook of
the flesh and blood of the children’, and a
combination of ch 2:17 and ch 4:15: ‘He had
to be made like His brothers in every respect,
yet without sin’. That is the theological
reason for de Bres’ description of Mary as
blessed: she is truly the mother of the Lord.
Menno Simons denounced the church’s
doctrine of the incarnation as ‘an
unchristian doctrine’13. Whoever joins
Christ with the human race, said Menno,
joins him to Adam, and thus to Adam’s
sin. “Whoever contends that the man
Christ Jesus should be of the flesh of the
woman, yes, the natural seed of Abraham
and of David, all of whom descended from
Adam’s unclean, sinful seed, must also
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include Adam’s unrighteousness, curse and
judgement”14. The Word became flesh.
Not of Mary’s body, but in her body, as
a heavenly fruit in an earthly field. For
Menno, John 1:4 is central: ‘The Word
became flesh’, in the sense that ‘the Word
turned into flesh’. This does not mean that
Christ assumed the human nature of Mary.
And if John 1:4 is to be taken literally, then
the texts which say that Jesus descended
from Abraham or David necessarily cannot
be taken literally. The promise of the
coming Saviour was made to them, and
this promise has been fulfilled. That is why
Jesus was called their Son, argued Menno,
because he was born according to that
promise15.

c. The conclusion

We already took note of the conclusion of
Article 18. In truth, Christ is our Immanuel,
God with us. Full justice must be done to
both elements of His name. Christ is God,
the true and eternal God whom we invoke:
that was the conclusion of Article 10. Bur
he is no less with us. He is no stranger to
our world, our human nature, our trials,
our mortality. He fully partook in them.
In Christ, God has come very near to us.
Christ has not redeemed us by intervening
in our world from ‘out there’ or ‘up there’.
Christ has redeemed us from ‘right here’, by
becoming one of us.
Again, we see how de Brès connects the
Person and work of Christ. What he has
done as our Immanuel is dealt with is
Articles 20 and 21. But He is our Immanuel
through the miracle of the incarnation.
Christology is not merely a technical
exposition of a Person and His natures.
It is a the confession that God has come
to partake in our created reality, a reality
that is subjected to death, so that we
might partake in His divine nature, and
live forever.
This Mennonite view of the incarnation
was shared by other Anabaptist leaders of
that time. It had its roots in a combination
of factors: the Anabaptists’ resistance to
the power of tradition, which led to the
rejection of the creeds of the early Church,
biblicism (appeals to texts in isolation) and
dualism (fallen human nature is identified
with evil).
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Many discussions took place between
Reformed and Anabaptist leaders, but little
progress was made.
Almost half of Guido de Brès’ De Wortel,
den Oorspronck ende het Fundament der
Wederdooperen (The Root, the Origin
and the Foundation of the Anabaptists)
is devoted to this question16. To him,
this was almost as sore a point as the
dispute about infant baptism. De Brès
strongly emphasises the promise of
God: God promised to send His Son, the
offspring of Eve, of Abraham and of David,
and God does what He has promised17.
This emphasis on the promises of God
resonates in Article 18. It assumes the unity
of the Old and New Testaments. No-one
who accepts this unity can possibly be a
dualist. God is our Redeemer as well as
our Creator. He redeems His Creation, and
mankind whom He created, by having His
Son truly share in their nature.

Article 19

What does this mystery of the incarnation
mean for our confession of Christ? That
is what Article 19 deals with. Again, I
distinguish, in order, between the kernel,
the polemic and the conclusion in this
article.
The kernel of this article is found in its
connection with the declaration of the
fourth Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon:
Christ is two natures united in one single
Person: inconfusedly, unchangeably,
indivisibly, inseparably18. The polemic,
implicit in this article, is directed against
the Lutherans. And the conclusion is that
Christ, by His death, has overcome death
for us.

a. The kernel

In relation to the kernel: While Chalcedon
is not quoted directly, it is clearly present
in the background of the terminology:
two natures united in one single Person.
Moreover, the statement that ‘each
nature retains its own distinct properties’
is a direct reference to the declaration of
Chalcedon.
Following this reference, the Calcedonian
terms ‘inconfusedly’ and ‘unchangeably’
are explained. The divine nature of Christ
shares in the divine properties of the

Godhead: always uncreated, eternal, filling
heaven and earth. His human nature
retains everything that belongs to a true
body: it is a creature, it has a beginning
and is finite. Its reality was not changed by
His resurrection. Fortunately not, for our
resurrection is dependent on the human
reality of His body. Here again, we see that
Christ’s Person and work are connected.
As technical as the language may be, what
we are talking about here is our salvation.
Next, the Confession considers the terms
‘indivisibly’ and ‘inseparably’: Because
these two natures were united in one
Person, they were not even separated by
His death, no less than when He was a
little child.
Once again, we note a striking formulation
in the original French and first Dutch
editions. They do not say that these two
natures are united in one Person, but
that these natures together make up one
Person (French: faisant une personne). The
Synod of Dort amended this expression to
the more commonly used ‘united in one
single Person’.

Discussion

During the 1930’s, a discussion raged
within the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands whether you could speak of
the impersonal human nature of Christ.
If so, the Person of the incarnate Word
would have been the eternal divine Person
of God the Son. K Schilder argued against
this notion: when we speak of the Person
of Christ, we take into account the historic
fact of the union of His two natures. In
support of his argument, he referred to
Article 19. According to Schilder, ‘Person’
here refers to the undivided Lord Jesus
Christ, consisting of two natures: not just
the divine Person of the Son19.
The expression de Brès used can be
compared with the remarkable heading
John Calvin gave to his Institution II,14:
Quomodo duae naturae Mediatoris unicam
efficiant personam: ‘How the two natures
of the Mediator make one Person’20. It is
quite possible that in his choice of words,
de Brès’ drew on this title.
In his dissertation concerning the dogma
of the Early Church, Koopmans shows
that Calvin’s focus in his Christology
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was on ‘the appearance of the GodMan, Immanuel’21. He refers to Calvin’s
statement in his Institutes, II, 14,3: ‘But the
passages that comprehend both natures
at once … set forth His true substance most
clearly of all.22’ For Calvin, the person of
the Mediator is identified with the Person
of the incarnate Son of God. For de Brès,
it is no different. Actually, it is rather a
pity that at this point Dort decided not to
retain the original text.

b. The polemic

Now, the polemic: the background
to the article is found in the ongoing
discussion with the Lutherans. In contrast
to the Anabaptists, the Lutherans are
not identified by name. And what is
being challenged is not a ‘heresy’; it is
seen as a threatening deviation from
the declaration of Chalcedon. Lutherans
hold to a communicatio idiomatum, a
communion of properties, in which the
human nature begins to share in the
majestic properties of the divine nature.
The Formula Concordiae, the definitive
Lutheran confession, states that after
His resurrection, Christ ‘as a human is
omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent
with all creatures’23. This has become
known as the ‘doctrine of ubiquity’, the
teaching that Christ in His human nature
is everywhere present, so that His body
and blood are present in, with and under
bread and wine in the Holy Supper.
Where Article 19 explicitly limits the
‘filling of heaven and earth’ to Christ’s
divine nature, and describes His human
nature as being finite, it clearly distances
itself from the Lutheran view. True,
Reformed doctrine also speaks of a
communicatio idiomatum, but then in
the sense that all the properties of both
natures are properties of the one Person.
This is analogous to saying that Mary is
the mother of God, for the Person who
according to His human nature was borne
from her is at the same time true God. But
communicatio idiomatum across the two
distinct natures is rejected.
We ought to note, however, how restrained
this article is in its language. Neither the
Lutheran view nor the ‘extra calvinisticum’
are explicitly mentioned. The Heidelberg
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Catechism does so, where it says that
Christ’s divinity is ‘beyond the human nature
it has assumed’ (Lord’s Day 18). Clearly, de
Brès had no desire to force the issue here.
At the same time, it is clear that he wished
to stand firmly upon Reformed doctrine,
and upon the ‘indivisible’ and ‘inseparable’
of Chalcedon. Nothing may be taken away
from the true humanity of Christ.

c. The conclusion

And now the conclusion of Article 19: ‘For
this reason we profess Him to be true God
and true man: true God in order to conquer
death by His power, and true man that He
might die for us according to the infirmity
of His flesh.’ Once again, we see here the
connection with the doctrine of salvation,
the connection between the Person and
the work of Christ. Article 19 does not
indulge in a philosophical discussion
whether or not the finite is capable of
encompassing the infinite. The confession
of the unchanged character of Christ’s
humanity serves the purpose of salvation,
no less than the confession of His divinity
does. God alone is able to overcome
death. That is how powerful our Saviour
is. However, He did so by, in the weakness
of His humanity, undergoing death for us.
That is how close He came to us. And that,
for us, is eternal salvation.

Summary and conclusion

It is clear that the Christology of Articles 18
and 19 is determined by its time and place.
Article 18 is unthinkable aside from the
controversy with 16th-century Anabaptists.
This discussion was needed, especially
in the Netherlands. And that is why the
Confession devotes extra attention to it.
Article 19 is rather different. This article is
not entirely defined by the discussion with
the Lutherans. Still, the accents laid in this
article (the humanity of Christ was not
changed, even after his resurrection) are
hard to explain apart from their historical
context: the ongoing discussions between
Lutheran and Reformed.
The effect of both of these discussions
is that the confession of Christ as a true
human being is strongly accented. And
in doing so, the Confession also picks up
an element from the history of the early

church. The first struggle that Christology
faced was that against Gnostic Docetism.
The dualistic character of Gnosticism
resisted the confession concerning the
incarnation of the Word. Instead, Docetism
taught that Jesus only appeared to be
human. The apostle John already had to
face this struggle. Traces of this struggle
are found in his Gospel, and it is much
more clearly visible in his first two letters.
The polemic with Anabaptist teaching
clearly resembles this controversy. This too
was a form of dualism, which made Jesus
in His humanity a stranger to believers: He
did not truly share in our humanity.

Different level

The discussion with the Lutherans takes
place on a different level, but there are
similarities: in the doctrine of Christ’s
‘ubiquity’, He is no longer like us in all
things. The Belgic Confession takes a
clear stand in support of the continuing
integrity of Christ in His human nature.
In the centuries that followed, attention
within orthodox Christology has shifted
to the confession of the divinity of Christ.
In our time, a confession would do well to
pay more attention to that than the Belgic
Confession does. At the same time, the
Confession does articulate an inheritance
that the church cannot give up: the
mystery of God revealed in the flesh. In
recent centuries, orthodox Christology
has not been free from the influence of
Docetism. And to some extent this is has
also been true of Reformed Christology24.
The effect of Docetism will always be
that Christ becomes a stranger to us.
The relevance of the Christology of the
Belgic Confession is that it brings Christ
very close to us: He really is one of us. The
beauty of this Christology is found in that
it highlights the close and inseparable
connection between the Person and the
work of Christ. This Christ, God and man,
is our Saviour. Truly, He is our Immanuel.
More than that we will never need. 
n
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P.H.R. van Houwelingen

Jerusalem, the Mother Church (3)

The previous instalments of this article1 outlined the centrality of
Jerusalem in the history of the early Christian Church, and examined
the two most important historical sources for our understanding of this
history, namely the Book of Acts in the New Testament, and Eusebius’
Ecclesiastical History. They continued with a description of the mother
church Jerusalem, and its relationship with one of its most prominent
daughter churches, the church in Antioch and the role of the brothers of
the Lord, who became leaders of the church in Jerusalem.

T

his final instalment continues with an
overview of the place and contents of
the seven Catholic Epistles in the New
Testament, and concludes with a brief examination
of the significance of Jerusalem in the letter to the
Hebrews and the book of Revelation.

Jerusalem distributes its bounty

Having recounted, in his second book, the events
that took place after the ascension of Jesus Christ,
especially those in the church at Jerusalem,
Eusebius begins the third book of his Ecclesiastical
History as follows:
Such was the condition of things among the Jews,
but the holy Apostles and disciples of our Saviour
were scattered throughout the whole world. Thomas,
as a tradition relates, obtained by lot Parthia,
Andrew Scythia, John Asia (and he stayed there and
died in Ephesus), but Peter seems to have preached to
the Jews of the Dispersion in Pontus and Galatia and
Bithynia, Cappadocia, and Asia, and at the end he
came to Rome and was crucified head downwards,
for so he had demanded to suffer. What need be
said of Paul, who fulfilled the gospel of Christ from
Jerusalem to Illyria and afterward was martyred in
Rome under Nero? This is stated exactly by Origen
in the third volume of his commentary on Genesis
(Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History III 1,1-3).2
In drawing on this tradition here, Eusebius aims to
give an insight into the worldwide spread of the
apostolic proclamation. The movement went from
Jerusalem to all points of the compass, with Rome
becoming the new centre of the world.
This tradition, according to which Thomas, Andrew

nAbout the author:
Dr Rob van Houwelingen is Professor of New Testament at the Theological University of
the Reformed Churches in Kampen, the Netherlands.
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and John were each assigned a region, ought not
to be understood as if the apostles, by mutual
agreement, parcelled out areas of labour; rather,
it points to a divine appointment of tasks from
heaven (Greek eilèchen: received by lot). Eusebius
wants to show how the emissaries and disciples
of Jesus Christ, through their missionary journeys,
gave concrete form to the world-wide spread of
the Gospel. This is how both Peter and Paul, neither
having planned their missionary itineraries, but
led by the hand of God, found their way to Rome.
The other traditions, of greatly varying quality,
and often largely beyond verification, are not
inconsistent with this general picture.3
The tradition that Eusebius draws on shows that
while Paul may be considered the best-known of
missionary apostles, he is certainly not the only one
to have made such journeys.
Geographic details of Peter’s activities among
the Jewish diaspora are no doubt based on the
address of Peter’s first letter (I Peter 1:1). The
letter itself, however, leaves the impression that
other preachers had been active in Asia Minor (I
Peter 1:12), while Peter himself stayed in Babylon
(ch 5:13). He is also known to have travelled to
Antioch, witness his confrontation with Paul there
(Galatians 2:11).
In addition there are three indications that the
apostle Peter, perhaps accompanied by his wife, is
likely to have visited the city of Corinth. In the first
place, it was Peter who had fanatical supporters
in Corinth – a true ‘Cephas party’ (I Corinthians
1;12). Second, Paul uses the example of Cephas
to demonstrate to the Corinthians that apostles
had every right to take their believing wives along
on their journeys, even though Paul himself does
not do so (I Corinthians 9:5). Third, Dionysius, the
bishop of Corinth, writes a century later that both
Peter and Paul were involved in the establishment
of the church at Corinth. Both apostles, records
Dionysius, have planted in Corinth, and have
given further instruction there as well (Eusebius,
Ecclesiastical History, II 25,8).

Seed-pod

It seems clear that the church at Jerusalem
resembled a bursting seed-pod. The seed of the
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gospel scattered across the face of the earth. Twelve
plus one sowers knew themselves called to take the
lead. And while it is true that this scattering of seed
was done first by the emissaries and disciples of
Jesus Christ, beginning in Jerusalem and spreading
throughout the world, this activity was not limited
to them. The brothers of Jesus and other passionate
preachers took an active part in this proclamation
of the gospel. The power of the Holy Spirit set an
immense missionary movement in train. In this way
the church of Jerusalem, where everything began
on the day of Pentecost, became a truly catholic
church in the full meaning of the word: universal,
a Christian community of faith that – spiritually
– extended all over the world. This global catholic
church has its roots, not in Rome, but in Jerusalem!

Seven Catholic Epistles

‘Catholic Epistles’ (or ‘General Epistles’, as they are
sometimes referred to,) is a collective term for a
group of seven letters that bear the names of their
authors only, and not those to whom they were
addressed. Traditionally, these letters are ascribed
to James, Peter, John and Jude. In some later
manuscripts, the word ‘catholic’ was sometimes
added to their superscription. Hence: the catholic
epistle of James, etc.
Many modern commentaries and handbooks do not
deal with these letters as a unified whole; instead,
after covering the gospels, the Pauline epistles and
the Johannine writings, they assume that what
remains is a random assortment of left-over letters.
At the time of the fourth-century church fathers,
however, published lists of the canon grouped
these as a collection of seven so-called Catholic
Epistles, each of them identified by name.
The manuscript tradition of the New Testament
displays a remarkable phenomenon in relation to
these letters. In the great majority of manuscripts,
they immediately follow the book of Acts, before
the Pauline letters, even. We see this in the codex
Alexandrinus, the codex Vaticanus, the codex
Ephraemi Rescriptus as well as in the Majority Text.
The book of Acts and the Catholic Epistles have
a very close connection.4 In the Greek canon we
see the same thing. It is only under the influence
of the Latin tradition (as laid down in the text of
the Vulgate) that the Pauline letters precede the
Catholic Epistles for the first time.
Bearing in mind that the attention of the Western
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European reformers was largely directed towards
Paul’s instruction concerning justification by
faith, it must be said that in the study of the New
Testament, the Catholic Epistles have often been
overshadowed by the letters of Paul. 5

Fourth Century

In the fourth century, when describing the death of
James, the brother of the Lord, Eusebius mentions
seven missionary letters. The first of these was
written by James; his brother Jude is understood
to have written one of these seven also. There
were some doubts about James. Not about its
content, apparently, for it was freely used in the
churches; but there was some uncertainty as to
its authorship. The ancient authors that Eusebius
consulted could provide no definite answer to this
question, nor about the letter of Jude. Still, after
some initial hesitation, the churches accepted the
authenticity of the seven Catholic Epistles, and
with it the recognition of James as author. Eusebius
writes as follows:
Such is the story of James, whose is said to be the first
of the Epistles called Catholic. It is to be observed that
its authenticity is denied, since few of the ancients
quote it, as is also the case with the Epistle called
Jude’s, which is itself one of the seven called Catholic;
nevertheless we know that these letters have
been used publicly with the rest in most churches
(Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History II 23,24-25).
Elsewhere, Eusebius notes that Clement of
Alexandria (ca. 150-215AD) provided a brief
commentary on all the canonical books, including
the letter of Jude and the other Catholic Epistles
(Ecclesiastical History, VI 14,5). This document itself
has been lost, but a Latin translation of Clement’s
commentary on I Peter, I and II John, and Jude has
been preserved. This ancient Bible commentary
from Egypt most probably already gave attention to
the Catholic Epistles.

Tentative conclusions

From the foregoing, three tentative conclusions may
be drawn. First, the expression ‘Catholic Epistles’ has
been the term for a specific group of seven letters,
which originated in the apostolic period. Second,
there was some debate regarding the authenticity
of at least two of them; apparently, there was some
doubt concerning their authorship. In the case of
James and Jude, as mentioned by Eusebius, this is
likely because the author does not identify himself
as an apostle. However, with regard to James, there
was also a larger problem: a number of apocryphal
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writings were in circulation, purportedly
under his name (The Infancy Gospel of
James, the Apocryphon of James, and the
First and Second Revelations of James).
Third: in spite of the margin of uncertainty
concerning their authorship, both of
these letters were freely used in the
churches, that is to say: just as all the other
authoritative writings, they were read
aloud throughout the world as accepted
parts of the church liturgy.
There is, therefore, every reason for a
re-evaluation of this collection of letters, the
more so, since it enables us – in the words
of the 20th-century New Testament scholar
J. de Zwaan of Leiden – to better distinguish
the range of voices that speak to us from
the New Testament. Schlosser believes
that we are dealing with a homogenous
corpus, while Wall has demonstrated that
the seven Catholic Epistles are not just a
random collection, but as to their content
form a coherent whole.6 Be that as it may,
the collection of seven Catholic Epistles
forms a precious possession of faith for the
world-wide church.
What exactly does the name ‘Catholic
Epistles’ signify? In what respect are they
general? This is commonly understood to
mean ‘generally recognized’ or ‘generally
distributed’. At an early date already, there
would have been the realization that these
letters were not specifically intended for
one church, but were meant for the worldwide church as a whole. This explanation,
however, is not altogether convincing.
To begin with, the development of
the canon implies that all of the New
Testament writings are of importance
for the whole of the Christian Church;
the letters of Paul, for example, were also
read in other churches. In addition, some
of these Catholic Epistles really do have
specific addressees, as is evident from their
prefaces. James is written to the twelve
tribes in the diaspora, I Peter to Christians
in a number of specifically designated
regions in Asia Minor, II John to a specific
but not explicitly identified sister-church,
and III John to the ‘beloved brother Gaius’,
the leader of a specific church.
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Catholicity

It is worth considering whether the
catholicity of the letters does not have
more to do with the catholicity of
Jerusalem. All their authors, after all,
had come from the mother church in
the holy city. As such, we could say that
these letters document the catholic
mission movement that went out from
Jerusalem. James, the leader of the church
in Jerusalem, was the brother of the Lord;
the same was true of his younger sibling
Jude; Peter and John (assuming that John
is ‘the elder’ identified as the author of
two of the Johannine letters) were close
companions, who played an important
role in the early days of the church. It is
through these ‘catholic’ men, apostles
and brothers of the Lord, fully involved
in the proclamation of the Gospel that
proceeded from Jerusalem, that the close
connection between the book of Acts and
these seven Catholic Epistles can be easily
explained as well. The chief characters in
Acts developed as authors of the church.
Something else must be taken into
account: In Galatians 2:9, in connection
with his earlier visit to Jerusalem, Paul
describes James, Cephas (Peter) and John
as ‘pillars of the church’. James comes
first. He was not an apostle, but he was
the leader of the church in Jerusalem. It
is perhaps no coincidence that Paul lists
their names in just the same order in
which six of the seven Catholic Epistles
are passed on to us in the canon. They
came from the three pillars of Jerusalem,
the three most prominent members of
the mother church, who, for just that
reason, were regarded as authority figures
throughout the Christian world. A seventh
document, a short letter from Jude,
has been added to the other six. This is
presumably because the author introduces
himself as the brother of James, and also
because he makes use of material from
Peter’s second letter.7
Thus, seven Catholic Epistles were sent into
the world: written material from the circle
of the pillars of Jerusalem; documentation
of the ecumenical movement that
proceeded from the mother church
in Jerusalem. What follows is a brief
description of each of the seven letters.

The diaspora letter of James, the brother
of the Lord. As we observed already, this
letter is addressed to refugees from the
Jewish-Christian church of Jerusalem. The
‘twelve tribes’ mentioned in the address
clearly do not refer to a Christian diaspora,
but to the tribal relationships of Israel, in
which the Christian believers had their
roots. James follows a Jerusalem tradition
of letters, full of instructions and advices,
aimed at Jews living in the diaspora. He
acts as a teacher of wisdom, in the style
of Jesus himself. It is likely that this letter
of exhortation was written before the
convent in Jerusalem, and before the
mission to the Gentiles began.
Peter’s circular letter from Babylon.
Peter, having fled Jerusalem, had gone to
‘another place’ (Acts 12:17). This place was
not Rome, as is so often thought. This idea
is based on the book of Revelation, where
Rome is compared with Babylon. However,
the Babylon referred to at the end of I
Peter denotes an actual place. To ensure
that Herod could not find him, the apostle
had to leave the territory of the Roman
Empire; hence, he went to Babylon in
Mesopotamia, where there was a Jewish
community. From there he writes to
Gentile Christians in Asia Minor, living in
all regions of the address, arranged in an
imaginary circle. Silas delivered this letter,
and provided further elucidation.
The testament of Simon Peter.
As he felt the end of his life approaching,
Peter wrote a second letter to the same
readers as the first one, a spiritual last
will and testament. He warns against
false teachers, who will try to turn back
the clock on their Christian identity. Let
no-one think that God will leave this evil
unpunished. In the same manner as the
world was once engulfed in a deluge
of water, so the Almighty will carry out
his last judgement with all-consuming
fire. Isaiah’s ancient promise will then
be fulfilled: “we are looking forward to a
new heaven and a new earth, the home of
righteousness.” (II Peter 3:13)
5 and 6. Church mail from the eldest
witness (John). The author of the second
and third letters of John calls himself ‘the
elder’. He is almost certainly the apostle
John, the longest-surviving witness to the
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resurrection (John 21:23). It is likely that
the first letter was intended to commit to
writing his apostolic witness to his own
congregation. From his second and third
letters, it is clear that John had intentions
to visit a sister church; to ensure that he is
welcome when he comes, he informs both
the congregation (II John) and its leader,
Gaius (III John), of his impending arrival.
The testament of Jude, the brother of
James. Actually, Jude’s letter is one long
and varied list of examples from Israel’s
history (from both the Old Testament and
Jewish tradition), providing documentary
evidence that the wicked will not avoid
their punishment: their sentence has long
ago been determined and written down.
Even though Jude’s letter bears strong
resemblance to II Peter 2, his readers are
probably Jewish (as opposed to Gentile)
Christians. Besides, Jude was not one
of the apostles. He points to them, and
identifies himself as James’ brother. James
was put to death in 62AD; this may be his
spiritual testament, written on his behalf
by his younger brother Jude.

The Jerusalem perspective of
Hebrews and Revelation

There are good reasons to suppose that
the letter to the Hebrews was written to
Jewish Christians, who had come from
Jerusalem. Eusebius recounts that they
were able to flee from Jerusalem just
before the Roman conquest, and went
to Pella, a Hellenic city across the Jordan,
about one hundred kilometres to the
northeast.8 The letter to the Hebrews is
intended to encourage these believers: we
have no lasting city here, so do not become
fixated on the earthly Jerusalem; instead,
fix your eyes on the Jerusalem above, the
city of the future (Hebrews 13:14). Our High
Priest has entered the heavenly sanctuary,
and he has brought about an eternal
reconciliation. Hence, the cultic sacrifices
of the present Jerusalem have come to an
end. The letter to the Hebrews is a ‘word
of encouragement’ (logos paraklèseoos;
Hebrews 4:36), that builds stylistically on
a form of preaching that was common
in the synagogues. An ancient tradition
suggests that Hebrews’ anonymous author
may have been Barnabas , and he was
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certainly no stranger in Jerusalem. The
apostles had given him the surname ‘son
of encouragement’ (huios paraklèseoos;
Acts 4;36).

from and references to Eusebius’

The significance of the book of Revelation
for the Jerusalem perspective becomes
especially clear near its end: John, exiled
to the island of Patmos, sees a new
Jerusalem coming down out of heaven.
And from the throne in heaven a voice
resounds: “I am making everything new!”
(Revelation 21:5). For God is making his
dwelling place – not just with the people
of Israel, as it was before, but ‘with men’
(meta toon anthroopoon; ch 21:3). When
the new city is measured, she is revealed
to be as wide as the whole world. Its
gates are invitingly open to all directions
of the compass, and those who would
be its inhabitants stream towards it. But
not everyone is welcome in the city (ch
21:8, 27; 22:15) only those who those who
honour and serve God. In the cityscape
of the future, the proud temple of the
past is no longer there: God himself has
become the temple of the new Jerusalem,
together with the Lamb. The paradise
curse has been lifted (ch 22:3) so that
there is now ample space for the blessing
of God. “Blessed are those who wash their
robes, that they may have the right to the
tree of life and may go through the gates
of the city” (ch 22:14). Jerusalem truly does
become a holy world metropolis!
n
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Of the apostles, Thaddeus, for instance, is
said to have found has way to Edessa, in
Syria, and Thomas to India. Bartholomew,
too, has been mentioned in connection
with India. After Peter’s death in Rome,
Mark departed for Egypt, where he,
according to the tradition, became
the bishop of Alexandria. According to
a Cypriot tradition, Lazarus, after his
resurrection, and fearful of an attempt
to murder him (Johnn 12:9-11), fled to
Cyprus and later became bishop of Citium.
Epiphanius records that Lazarus lived
in Cyprus for another thirty years after
his resurrection. Later sources tell that
Barnabas, who was a Cypriot by birth (Acts
4:36), later returned to the island and lived
there until his death.
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is placed between the Pauline letters and
the Catholic Espistles, but that does not
detract from this connection.
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P.G.B. de Vries

The Flame of the World

Recently, during a serious quiz on Belgian television, contestants were
asked which founder of the Soviet Union was lying on display in a
mausoleum in Moscow’s Red Square. After some hesitation, the answer
came: Gorbachev. History is not cool, or, in the language of the 21st century,
not sexy. And we should not expect that whatever applies to the world of
secular history will be much different for church history, as much as we
might wish it to be otherwise.

I

t is therefore a testimony to the courage of
these two Canadian authors that during the
past fifteen years they have put so much
effort into producing the series: Flame of the
Word: Church History Narratives. In the words of
its introduction: “The Flame is a series of Church
history narratives for elementary and middle
schools. The series consists of 4 Textbooks and four
Teacher’s Manuals, one for each textbook.”

The design

Each chapter begins with a story. I assume that
some of these stories are fictional, and that others
are based on real historical events, but that is not
altogether clear. The ‘real’ content of the lesson
comes after the narrative. The first chapter, for
example, explains what ‘church history’ actually
is: “Some people say church history is simply a
little piece of world history. It is true (…) but it is
much more. Church history is the story of how
God cared for his people”. After this general
introduction, the next chapter shows how being
church finds expression throughout the world. By
way of example, the origins of the church in British
Columbia, Canada, are described.

The contents of the various parts.

How does one review a series of school texts
targeted for an audience as diverse as South Africa
and Sweden, Canada and Australia? There is much
that can be said about a book, but in this case we
prefer to share as much as possible of what is in
the books. This will enable readers to know what
they are getting, and will help them decide whether
specific parts of this series might be more or less
relevant for their situation. That is why, at the risk
of becoming a little tedious, we provide an outline
of the contents of the various parts of the series.
n About the author:
Pieter G. B. de Vries (1956) has provided catechesis in various locations and is one of the
editors of Lux Mundi.
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Book 1

Following on from the chapters already described
above, Book 1 deals with the spread of the gospel
across Europe. Chapter 3 describes the persecutions
of Christians during the time of the Roman Empire,
and brings us up to around AD 325. From there,
it traces the progress of the Gospel to Ireland
(Ch. 4) and the Netherlands (Ch. 5). There follows
a chapter about churches and monasteries (6),
after which it recounts the Reformation: Luther
(Ch. 7), England (8), Calvin (9), Scotland and John
Knox (10), the Netherlands and Guido de Brès (11),
the persecutions of the 16th century (12) and the
Huguenots (13). It concludes with an example of
how the Word of God has spread in modern times,
the history of the churches in Brazil.

Book 2a

This book begins with the ‘chilling statistic’ that
in the year 2000 about 165,000 Christians were
martyred for the faith, notably in the Muslim world.
Students are asked “how this current prosecution
relates to church history” and are led “to feel that
they are part of the story of Christ’s church” a
church that began with such a small number of
believers, only 150 or so, as Acts 1:15 describes.
Chapter 1 begins by recounting the spread of the
Gospel in the years immediately following the
death of Christ. It pays attention to Africa, from
north to south, and from the earliest beginnings
up to today (Ch. 2). Then it revisits the history of
the church in the Roman Empire (3), and goes
on to cover the origin of the apostolic creeds (4),
Augustine (5), the rise of Islam (6), the development
of the Roman Catholic Church, with special
attention to Gregory the Great and Canossa (7),
the Crusades and the battles for Jerusalem (8), the
Waldensians (9), John Wycliffe (10) and the story of
Calvin’s Institutes (11)

Book 2b

This book continues where the previous one leaves
off (as the Dutch footballer Johan Cruyff would say:
that’s logical, isn’t it?). It deals with the Anabaptists
and John of Leiden (Ch. 12), the Hutterites and
Mennonites (13), the English Reformation and
the Lollards, along with the establishment of
the Church of England (14), the Puritans (15),
the appearance of the first printed Bibles and
what that led to (16), the Pilgrim Fathers and the
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of Revelation (10), wonderful material for
further instruction about the final plan of
God for this world.

Comment

Puritans in New England (17), the Synod of Dort
(18), the Enlightenment (19), Deism and the Great
Awakening of 1730 (20), the French Revolution and
the beginnings of worldwide Bible Societies (21).
The final chapter deals with the work of mission in
Indonesia, and is similar to the conclusion of Book 1.

Book 3

China is not exactly well known for its religious
freedom – and not much is known about the
Christian Church in that country. The broad
attention given to this immense nation is a very
positive feature of Book 3a. Indeed, God is at work
throughout the world. It is good to confront our
children with the circumstances in which fellow
believers must live, circumstances that are so
different to their own. Chapter 1 examines the
history of China – both secular and church history –
in considerable detail.
Rather abruptly, Chapter 2 then shifts back to
the Netherlands, and the Secession of 1834. It
then follows a logical sequence, dealing with the
emigration of persecuted Secessionists to North
America, and the establishment of various churches
there (3).
From here it goes back to Montanus in the 2nd
century AD (4), and forward again to the 18th
century, dealing with the Great Revival under
Charles Wesley (5), the challenge of Pentecostalism
(6), the Charismatic movement (7), the Evangelical
movement (8), and the history of the Reformed
Churches in the 20th century, discussing Abraham
Kuyper, the Liberation of 1944 and Canada. The
final chapter presents a visual account of the Book
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It is important to begin with the observation
that critiquing a book is a trivial activity
compared to writing one. And the opinions
of one reviewer are, if fact, not especially
important. In the world of education, a
teaching resource is just a resource. Of far greater
importance is the way the teacher (and the
students) work with the subject. Any resources that
may be used are subordinate to that.
In my judgment – and I must confess that I belong
to the old school – the relationship between
information and presentation is not always ideal.
There is a large amount of text, but the actual
content and the historical facts can be rather thinly
spread. It should be said, though, that as the series
progresses, this proportion does increase. The same
is true for the layout and the general presentation
of the material.
Fortunately, the time-lines are always well
presented, and useful geographical information is
included. In my view, that is important. Students’
strengths do not always lie in geography.
The accessibility of the material is not enhanced
by the choice of titles for the chapters. One
example: ‘I saw more’. In later books, the titles are
often accompanied by sub-titles, and this is a real
improvement. Taking into account that no index
is provided, that can make going back to find and
review previous material quite awkward.
If a second edition is contemplated – and we would
very much like to see one – we suggest that the
illustrations could be reviewed. I have nothing
against the drawings in the books – they are really
very good – but generally, there are few historical
illustrations. And to me that is a shortcoming.
Futher reading on page 113
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 xclusivists with an inclusivist
E
attitude  Basic principles with
regard to the dialogue between
Muslims and Christians

Are exclusivists capable of dialogue? Muslims and Christians who face the
fact that, despite all similarities, their religions are ultimately mutually
exclusive can indeed have the most interesting, honest and constructive
discussions.

H

ow do Islam and the Christian Faith
relate to each other? Since the Eighties,
the theologia religionum has generally
distinguished three positions: exclusivism,
inclusivism and pluralism (or relativism). Aside
from some alternative suggestions, these three are
usually applied to both the religions now under
consideration.
While the exclusivist views their own religion as the
only true belief, the inclusivist holds that the other’s
religion is true in part (insofar as it fits in with their
own conviction), and the pluralist is of the opinion
that all religions say the same thing in different ways
or that they each, in turn, possess a part of the truth.
Inclusivism sometimes presents itself in the shape
of Replacement or Fulfillment Theology, claiming
that (some of the) elements that are present in the
other religion in a veiled manner can be enjoyed to
the full in its own religion.
It is often claimed that a fruitful dialogue between
Muslims and Christians is impossible as long as
both maintain an exclusivist view. Inclusivism is
said to be far more open to dialogue, but does
it not imply an unacceptable annexation? After
all, one does not truly acknowledge the unique
characteristics of the other, and therefore does not
take them seriously. Pluralism is said to contain the
ultimate open attitude, but does the pluralist truly
take the other, and indeed himself, seriously?
Considered at a meta-level, no one taking a
certain stance is completely free from exclusivism:
the pluralist shuts out the exclusivist and the
inclusivist, etc. This is just as true for the person
n About the author:
Rev. Marten de Vries (b.1955) works for the MAR (Missionaire Arbeid Rijnmond), an
organization dedicated to bringing the gospel to people of other religions. He has
studied Arabic, Middle-East cultures and Islamic Theology.
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who believes that he, as an agnostic, is best
qualified for comparative religious research. His
self-appointed superiority also implies a certain
disdain regarding those who are convinced that
they have indeed received reliable information
through revelation.
The two religions with the most reason for
followers to enter into discussions with each
other are surely Islam and Christianity. Not only
is there an unmistakable religious-historical and
phenomenological kinship, but the worldwide
community also exists for the most part of Muslims
and Christians.
Far from shutting out dialogue, exclusivism
motivates the encounter with the other. While
the discussions may not lead to conformity,
transparency does not work as a divider but as a
peacemaker.
A condition that must be met with, however, is an
inclusivist attitude, always ready to seek the other
in a respectful exchange of thoughts. In order to
create and maintain room for that, it is advisable
that partners in the dialogue agree beforehand on a
number of basic rules regarding the manner in which
the discussion should - and should not - take place.
From an exclusivist starting point, seven basic
principles now follow with their motivations.12

1. Muslims and Christians have
something to say to each other

Muslims and Christians have a connection with
each other; their religions are mutually related.
Muslims claim that Islam is the successor of
Christianity with the Qur’an as a replacement of
the Bible. Even though this claim is unacceptable
to Christians, it cannot be denied that the same
people figure in both holy books. And even though
theological notions take on their own specific
meaning in different contexts, Muslims and
Christians share a set of concepts that is derived
from their respective religious sources.
The message they bring also reveals that
connection and the concern for each another: Islam
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calls upon Christians to follow the Islamic prophet
Mohammed, Christians call upon Muslims to
acknowledge Jesus as Lord.

2. Pain is inevitable in the encounter
between Muslims and Christians

The common ground between the Christian Faith
and Islam cannot be separated from the context of
both religions. Within the different frameworks the
similarities between Islam and Christianity differ in
their content. For example, Christians give a different
meaning to God’s unity than the central Muslim
belief in the ‘tawhied Allah’ (the unity of Allah). And
the heart of Christian Theology – Jesus Christ, the
crucified – is denied in Islam. It does injustice to
reality and is disrespectful to say that differences
between Islam and Christianity only concern different
ways of expressing the same content. The differences
cannot be denied, and it is exactly because Muslims
and Christians have a special concern for each other
that this causes pain: pain that we are not able to
share the deepest convictions.

3. A double agenda is fine; a hidden
agenda is harmful to the dialogue

A peaceful meeting demands transparency. We
need not be secretive about da’wah or missionary
motives. The longing to share one’s faith with
others does not make dialogue impossible.
Missionary drive may form the motive for wanting
to meet each other, it need not influence the way
the dialogue takes shape. When both dialogue
partners have an attitude of wishing to understand
the other and to be understood, enthusiasm
about the message they bring only makes the
communication far more interesting. In order to
safeguard mutual understanding in a dialogue, it
can be recommended that both discussion partners
agree that, after having listened, they repeat in
their own words what they think the other has said.

4. In a good discussion there should be room
to step out of one’s own frame of reference.

For a respectful dialogue it is necessary that the
discussion partners grant each other more space
than only what fits into one’s own frame of
reference. Of course, Muslims and Christians both
consider their religion to be true; for they believe
what they acknowledge as God’s revelation.
They each also have their own view of the mutual
relationship. Yet for a good conversation, both
discussion partners must be given the space to
explain their faith in their own words and within their
own frame of reference. The Qur’an is not an Islamic
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Bible; Jesus Christ is not a Christian Mohammed.

5. For a true encounter it is necessary
that one be prepared to stand
in the other person’s shoes

Christians and Muslims who wish to enter into a
discussion with each other should be prepared to
step down and stand next to each other. If they are
not prepared to do this, then they will not be aware
of how they come across to the other and, as a
result, will not be capable of interpreting the other’s
questions correctly. If one is not prepared to stand
next to the other, it could even be called unfitting
to question the other’s faith.
This willingness to attempt to truly understand
the partner in discussion is especially important
where converts take part in the dialogue. Converts
can be convinced that they have already stood in
the shoes of the other. Yet this does not do justice
to the discussion partner of that moment, because
his own experience is being applied to that person.
A convert can do justice to the discussion partner if
he is willing to learn to understand the other.

6. It is disrespectful to use another’s
religious sources for one’s own purpose

When Muslims and Christians use each other’s
religious sources to their own purpose it harms a
fruitful dialogue. The scriptures of the other party
are interpreted in such a way as to do injustice to
the religion of the discussion partners. Naturally,
reading each other’s sources, summarizing them
and questioning them is no problem.

7. We live in a globalized World: religion
must take that into account

We live together as Muslims and Christians in one
country, one world. Living separately from each other
is not only undesirable, but due to globalization it
is no longer possible. It is good for a society that her
citizens know each other. In order to form a true
society, to truly socialize, there must be mutual
understanding. From their own religious convictions,
both Muslims and Christians should be willing to
contribute building stones towards building a society
in which all feel at home and are valued equally.  n

n Note:
1

Seven theoretic basic principles now follow, with
the purpose of contributing to the organization and
formation of respectful meetings between Muslims
and Christians. The text in Dutch can be found on
http://www.hetkruis.org/in-gesprek-met-moslims/.
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 pastoral approach to the
A
trauma coping process

In every community one comes across people who are living with traumas.
Trauma means ‘wound’, and they require wound care just as external and
internal injuries do. Once these wounds are acknowledged, the sufferers
sometimes (not always, unfortunately!) start to seek psychological and
social care. Yet it is becoming apparent in the practice of trauma care that
this also touches upon the relationship with God and the religious domain.

W

hat can a spiritual counselor or pastor
specifically contribute to the trauma
healing process? I asked myself this
question when I was approached by a church
member in my pastoral practice for help. She was
severely traumatized. This initiated a search within
the field of pastoral counseling, in close cooperation
and contact with specialist mental health care and
with the counselee herself. After my counselee had
been referred and subsequently diagnosed with
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (DSM IV, TR, 2001)
in a psychiatric care unit, several consultations
took place between a Creative Arts Therapist and
myself as pastor. The close co-operation between
our varying disciplines proved to be mutually
inspirational and thus beneficial for the counselee.

Purpose and description

With this summary of my paper, which is soon to
be published in full at William Carey University
[Connecting horizons with Job, Pastoral care (in
cooperation with other professionals) in the traumacoping process, Pasadena]1 I would like to interest
people in this subject. My wish is that traumatized
persons too may benefit from adequate pastoral
care, and I would like to recommend co-operation
between pastors - from within their own
competence - and mental health caregivers.
Trauma is too general a specification. The literature
on trauma distinguishes various types. Within
PTSD a distinction is now being made, based on the
kind of trauma, between a ‘single incident’ Type I
and a chronic Type 2 PTSD. In the case with which
I was confronted, it was not about coping with a
nAbout the author:
Rev. Egbert Brink (PhD) is lecturer of Old Testament and Practical Theology at the
Theological University of Kampen and teacher at the Gereformeerde Hogeschool
(Reformed Academy) in Zwolle. He is still part-time minister of the congregation in
Waddinxveen and regular guest lecturer at Faculté de Théologie Evangélique de Bangui
and Faculté Jean Calvin in Aix-en-Provence.

LuxMundi

December 2012

single traumatic event, which can cause a stress
disorder. In this case I was dealing with a complex
post-traumatic stress disorder, designated as
Type II Trauma. This concerns repeated, prolonged
traumatic events that have posed a threat to
the physical (and mental) integrity of the person
involved. It was a matter of a sudden loss through
death and having suffered various kinds of abuse.
In order to survive, people with PTSD bury their
memories of the trauma as deeply as possible.
They often have isolated their emotions from their
cognitions resulting in an emotional numbness.
Trauma, it freezes thinking (Wright 2011, 198). All
situations that could possibly bring to mind the
traumatic event are avoided as much as possible,
because memories come with pain.
This is true of all sorts of traumas. Victims of war
could come to mind here, but people who have
been subjected to spiritual terrorization just as well,
or those who have fallen victim to abuse: abuse
of power, sexual abuse, emotional damage… Too
much to mention here. All that causes wounds or
internal damage in life.

Pastoral approach

In the following, I would like to mention certain
basic principles that can be of great importance
when approaching people with a traumatic past.
Safety
In order to help traumatized people, a pastor must
realize that the quality of his relationship with the
counselee is of the utmost importance. First and
foremost, it is a matter of providing safety (holding
environment). Of course the professional code of
confidence offers protection, but that in itself is not
enough. Safety must also become apparent within
the relationship. For example, the pastor should
never take the initiative to approach the traumatic
events. While a concerned interest from a serving
and listening attitude is beneficial, curiosity (a search
for sensation), on the other hand, is harmful and
will create an unsafe setting. Traumatized people
are especially in need of extra protection before they
themselves dare to approach the traumas. Whether
they ever reach the stage where they are able to
share those experiences is not a given fact.
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Sense of security
Safety should also be reflected by a sense of
security. Trauma literarily means: serious injury.
The intention must therefore be to treat the
wound with the utmost care, bearing in mind
the seriousness of the injury. Unfortunately,
people suffering from a traumatic experience
often find their wounds multiplied by insensitive
and unenlightened reactions to their pain and
troubles. A sense of security makes it easier to
express confused feelings and allows the counselee
to address God with the most penetrating whyquestions.
Autonomy
Apart from safety and security, it is also necessary
to give the counselee enough space so that
autonomy can take shape (with which I do not
mean autonomy in the sense of being independent
of God but in the meaning of particularity/
personality, being able to take control of
one’s own life once more and make one’s own
decisions). Because the traumatized person is
usually overwhelmed by feelings of helplessness
and powerlessness, great effort is required to
stimulate and challenge autonomy. After all, it is
characteristic of traumatic events that the person
who suffered had little or no control over the
situation whatsoever. The safe environment was
violated and because of the trauma the person
involved was out of control. As a result, trust in
others and in oneself can be seriously damaged,
while the trust in God is also challenged.
Empathic guidance
After twenty years of experience as a pastor,
it has become clearer to me how essential it is
that the spiritual counselor creates space for the
transformation to take place, never dominating
or intervening, but always in a following and
accompanying role. The image of a caterpillar,
wrestling its way out of the cocoon, before
emerging as a butterfly, often comes to mind.
Outside intervention will only frustrate the attempt
to fly, as the struggle required for the butterfly to
emerge forces fluid from the body of the butterfly
into its wings giving it the strength to be able to
fly2. Therefore, as pastor, it is important to adopt an
attitude of empathic guidance, accompanying the
counselee on his or her search and never stepping
outside of the boundaries marked out by the other.
Counselee must have full control over what it is
that he or she wishes to share.
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Non-anxious presence
Since anxieties of all sorts play such an important
role, the attitude recommended by Edwin Friedman
in the leadership field is very useful here. He speaks
of a ‘non-anxious presence’ that does not allow
itself to be led by fear and keeps well away from
a random ‘quick-fix’ in which something must be
solved, removed or ‘dealt with’. For this reason I
prefer the term ‘coping with trauma’ to ‘dealing
with trauma’ (as if it can be dealt with…). The aim
is to find a way to connect with the counselee
and offer the possibility to connect with his or her
suffering, in order to perforate the isolation and
lessen the loneliness.
Connecting in the pain
In the trauma coping process it is of the utmost
importance to integrate the memories and learn
to handle them. This becomes possible if the
counselee starts to learn to connect with his
memories, with the pain and the anxiety, which
brought unspeakable suffering from time to
time. The pastor can be of assistance in making
this connection, without himself taking over the
suffering! (Only the great Pastor, Jesus Christ, is
capable of doing that. He makes connections in a
way no one else can, and does not walk away from
any kind of suffering).

Trauma and Job

During our first pastoral talks, I suspected that the
Book of Job contained elements that might help the
counselee to find new outlets for her suffering, and
to make a connection with her wounded self. This
route might help to search for the connection with
God, other people, herself and the experience she
was still suffering from. The language of Job in the
jargon of the experience of death could prove helpful
in approaching the trauma (Mathewson 2006).
Why Job? The Book of Job deals with the trauma
of suffering. Although it is hard to say whether Job
himself was traumatized or suffered from PTSD,
the events that took place in his life were evidently
traumatic: the loss of his wealth and possessions,
the sudden death of his children, the sheer attack
on his health. His safe world has been shattered,
so that it is no longer a place of refuge – and that
is not all: traumas are also caused by reactions from
the environment.
Initially his friends reacted adequately by sitting
at his side in utter silence, because they saw how
great his suffering was (Job 2:13). This gives Job
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such a sense of security that he vents
his feverish grief by cursing his day of
birth, but not God (Job 3:1 ‘After this’!).
Regrettably, it does not stay that way.
When they speak, they aggravate the
wounds with their logical reasoning. In
fact, the friends are applying the same
logic as Mrs. Job, who deserted him. Her
reasoning is as follows: the disasters that
happened to them cannot be Job’s fault,
as she knows him to be a man of great
integrity and, therefore, it must be God’s
fault. So she takes her leave of God and
disappears from the scene of disaster
(Job 2:1-10). Job can expect no attempted
connection and no security from her. The
three friends (Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar)
apply the opposite logic: all that happened
to Job cannot be God’s fault, so the cause
must lie with Job himself. They constantly
act as God’s advocates.
In this way Job is being attacked from
all sides in his suffering. He is longing
for compassion, that his anguish and
misery should be weighed (Job 6:2). In the
beginning the Name of God is his refuge
like a fortified tower (Job 1:21, cf. Proverbs
18:10), but that becomes more and more
difficult to maintain. Job experiences God
as an Adversary (Job 6:4; 23:6), complains
and cries out his suffering to God. He is,
in fact, cornered and makes a passionate
appeal to God as Advocate ‘challenging
‘God… (Job 16:19-21)! Elihu continues along
the same lines, talking about a mediator,
one out of a thousand (Job 33:23-24).
Eventually, Job is forced to recognize God
as his superior and admit that he went
beyond his limits (Job 42:3). Yet Job is told
that, in his assertive behavior, he spoke
justly of God, as opposed to his friends
(Job 42:8). By recompensing Job with
double what he had, God indirectly admits
that Job had been robbed (cf. Ex 22:9)3.
God takes the highest responsibility and
recognizes that all that happened to Job
had no direct cause (Job 2:3): Job as the
suffering righteous.

Connecting horizons
(hermeneutic concept)

Horizon of understanding is a concept
from hermeneutic science, first introduced
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by Hans Georg Gadamer. Everyone brings
along his own background in the process
of understanding. Whenever we open
ourselves up and experience or learn
something new, our horizon expands.
The wider this horizon, the greater is our
chance of increasing our understanding.
The process of an encounter between
two people can be called successful if
there is a form of fusion of horizons.
Each person, so to speak, retains his/her
own identity and horizon of experience.
The different horizons touch each other
and subsequently start expanding. In
order to prevent the misunderstanding
of ‘merging’, I would like to coin a new
phrase: connection of horizons. I interpret
connecting of horizons as an encounter
in which the different identities shape
one another but also remain intact, in a
dynamic approach.
In all awareness of each individual horizon
of understanding, I made the suggestion
to the counselee of reading the Book of
Job together. As opposed to taking the
(hermeneutic) lead, I as pastor adopted an
attitude of cautious guidance. The goal
which we set was to allow ourselves in all
openness to be led by the Book of Job as
Word of God, and wherever possible to
make connections between Job’s reality
of suffering and her concrete life story. In
addition, she was invited to openly express
to God all her faith and life questions in a
quest for the living God.
This hermeneutic attitude demands an
unbiased and open-minded attitude
towards the other person’s views. For
this reason, it was agreed with the
counselee that she would take the lead in
the Job readings, so that the pastor and
theologian was compelled to put all initial
interpretations concerning Job on the line
and abandon every theodicy concept. It is
important to realize that the pastor’s own
hermeneutic understanding of the Book of
Job also plays a role. Furthermore, it is just as
much an encounter between the counselee
and the pastor’s horizon of understanding
from his own Christian frame of thought
and experience of suffering.

Pastoral route and result

The effect of this attitude in the trauma
coping process is described at length in
the research paper that will appear at the
William Carey University. There I describe
the process in full, aided by material made
by the counselee during creative therapy.
One passage from Job in particular plays
an important part: Job 16:19-21. The trauma
victim feels a connection of horizons with
Job when Job puts into words that he has
experienced God as his Adversary, and
subsequently calls out urgently to God to
defend him against God …!
Further along the pastoral route, more
space arose to bring the questions about
suffering into connection with Jesus Christ
by prayer (Heb. 4:14-16). And especially to
talk in detail about the evil (abuse) from
which He suffered so deeply. Jesus invites
one to identify with Himself in all the
anxieties He has been gone through, Jesus
who is more than the suffering Job (Heb.
5:7-10). The mystery of God (God above
me) taking it up against God (God with
me) has eventually become reality in the
unique suffering of Jesus Christ. He is the
Judge-Witness in the ‘God versus God’
trial (in Job’s tentative words), as between
a man and his friend (Job 16:19-21). He is,
more than Job, the Righteous One, and at
the same time, the Mediator, who suffered
the most, but triumphed. Oh, the depth
of the riches of the profound wisdom and
unsearchable knowledge of God!

Conclusion

In the traumatic context, it is the pastoral
counselor’s calling to operate alongside
other therapists, from his own field of
competence. This can benefit the trauma
coping process and add value to the
assistance offered. Contact with the other
specialists is of eminent importance for
working in harmony with each other. For a
healthy basic attitude, three elements are
required: a safe setting, guaranteeing the
counselee’s autonomy, and a ‘non-anxious
presence’ in which one does not walk
away from unspeakable suffering.
Pastoral counseling in the context of posttraumatic stress disorder demands great
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patience, caution and restraint. The pastor
can specifically help by adopting an open
attitude towards the most penetrating
questions about suffering, without taking
an apologetic stance, like the friends of Job.
The language of Job himself proves to be
very useful in formulating the experience
of suffering and asking penetrating
life questions. The book of Job helps to
understand and helps to express feelings
that are evoked in a traumatic context,
especially in the relationship with God.
The pastor’s activity should be
characterized by willingness to serve,
open-mindedness and caution. He should
not force anything, but should let the
other be himself as much as possible.
Carefully, and in the counselee’s tempo, he
looks for common ground in the traumas
and experiences of suffering. The most
important part of pastoral care in the
trauma coping process is guiding the
counselee in connecting to the memories,
the pain and the anxieties. These are
brought into relationship with (the) God (of
Job), the other person and oneself. Making
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these connections means taking the road
towards healing. It perforates the isolation
and lessens the loneliness. In the treatment
and care of the wounds, the pastor is
called upon to show love, compassion and
patience, thus following Christ.
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‘The one whom the judges declare guilty
must pay back double to his neighbor’

The Flame of the World

from page 107

One positive aspect of this series is that a number
of general topics are dealt with, interspersed
among the historical material. Among the
numerous examples are themes such as ‘slavery’
and ‘freedom of religion’. This gives the teacher
plenty of opportunity to discuss these topics with
their students. For catechesis this is not difficult,
but then we are dealing with adolescents and
young adults.
We suspect that the material might be rather
difficult at elementary school level. This seems to
be especially true for the later books. It will not be
easy to explain all the disputes and differences
between the various churches. Not to mention the
charismatics and evangelicals, adult versus infant
baptism, and so on. Especially in our days, these
are important subjects to discuss. And it would be
quite difficult for me adequately to address these
December 2012
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subjects during catechesis – even at an adult level.
The authors of this series write that they have
drawn inspiration from the Dutch series Het
Spoor van de Kerk, by Veldman and Van der Steeg.
Attempts to use it in Canada quickly led to the
realization that it was not particularly relevant
for a North American setting. This led them to
an adaptation, from which the Dutch context
was filtered out, and a much more international
perspective developed. In our opinion, with Flame of
the Word the authors have succeeded admirably.  n
n Review of:
Apko Nap and Pieter Torenvliet, The Flame of the World,
Church History Narratives. Uitg: Reformed Curriculum
Development Fund / VanderHeide Publishing Co Ltd.
Four Textbooks and four teachers Manuals. ISBN 1 –
895815-38-8 e.a. Orders can be dirtected to William of
Orange Christian School, Box 34090 @ 17790 - #10 Hwy.
Surrey, BC V3S 8C4, Canada

113

M. Brink-Blijdorp

Holiness and sanctification

‘Holy’ is a word that suits God foremost and is subsequently applied to
humans and things. Therefore, when exploring this word, we should first
look at the meaning as God uses it to describe himself.

T

o begin with, God’s holiness indicates that
he is completely without sin. He is pure
through and through, in the essence of his

Being.
His holiness is almost always mentioned in
combination with his majesty: Who among the
gods is like you, Lord? Who is like you — majestic
in holiness…? (Exodus 15:11; see also Leviticus 10:3;
Psalm 77:14; Isaiah 40:25; Luke 1:49). Those two
elements strengthen each other.
It is often different where heathen gods are
concerned: there the power is connected to
negative characteristics. They look after their
own interests, with a perverted exercise of power
if need be. As opposed to this, God in his selfrevelation often places the emphasis on his power
in combination with his holiness. It is incompatible
with his Being that impure ulterior motives could
play a part. For example, when he demands that
he be honored as the one and only, that is not a
perverted enjoyment of power, but it is truly of
benefit to the world.
God’s holiness is also connected to his omniscience.
For his perfect goodness does not mean that he
does not know how evil works. He fathoms the
depths of sin without becoming involved in it. He is
far above all that. He places a tree of knowledge of
good and evil in paradise, at the same time making
it perfectly clear on all fronts that he does not want
man to choose evil.
For the angels close to God his holiness is an
ongoing well of joy and deep reverence, of which
they do not tire of singing (Isaiah 6:1-3; Revelations
4:8). The reverent praise befits God’s holiness.
When God ‘makes holy’ the seventh day by resting
on it (Genesis 2:3), what this means to the recently
created people is that they may on this day praise
and testify to the great goodness of his works
(Psalm 92).

n About the author:
Mieke Brink-Blijdorp is a theologian and author of Bible study books and journals. She
is also known for her popular regular Scriptural meditation columns in the Christian
Newspaper Nederlands Dagblad.
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Imperfection

After sin’s entrance at the Fall this changes: then
the confrontation with God’s holiness means
a fearful and crushing realization of one’s own
imperfection (Joshua 24:19; Isaiah 6:5). Then God’s
holiness also underlines the great distance that has
come between God and man through sin. Holiness
becomes something to fear: The Lord Almighty is the
one you are to regard as holy, he is the one you are to
fear, he is the one you are to dread (Isaiah 8:13).
It is therefore to be expected that since the Fall
nothing on earth can be called ‘holy’ anymore. Yet,
wondrously enough, that is not true. God opens
a way of atonement of the guilt, and through the
strength of his Holy(!) Spirit he is again working at
the sanctification of his creation.
In the Old Testament many things are called ‘holy’
or ‘consecrated’, for example: the tabernacle
(Exodus 26:33) and the temple (Isaiah 64:11), the
things inside the tabernacle (Exodus 40:9) and the
offerings dedicated to the Lord (Leviticus 27:14; 2
Samuel 8:11; 1 Chronicles 26:27; Ezra 8:28). But also
the city of Jerusalem (Nehemiah11:1; Psalm 46:4),
the places where the ark had been (2 Chronicles
8:11), the cities of refuge (Joshua 20:7) and even
the ground under your feet when God appears
(Exodus3:5; Joshua 5:15) were all holy.
People, too, can be ‘holy’: Israel’s firstborn (Exodus
13:2), the whole people of Israel (Exodus 19:6;
Deuteronomy 7:6, Ezra 9:1), priests and Levites
(Exodus 29:1; 2 Chronicles 29:34), Israel’s soldiers
setting out to battle (1 Sam.21:6), the Nazirite
(Numbers 6:5) and especially the prophets (2 Kings
4:9; Jeremiah 1:5).

Claimed by the Lord

In all these examples, ‘holy’ does not have the
meaning of ‘without sin’, but of being claimed
by the Lord or dedicated to him by free will. God
himself pulls things or people into his sphere
of holiness. In doing that he creates a distance
between the ‘holy’ and the ‘ordinary’ things and
people. What has been consecrated should be
approached with reverence and awe. Not because
there is anything mysterious about it, or because it
has a magical power connected to it, but because
God has set his claim upon it.
So when people are called holy, that says nothing
about their progress in fighting against sin. On the
other hand, if you are sanctified by God, that does
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demand a fitting lifestyle. Whoever has been pulled
into the pure sphere of God must also let himself be
sanctified even into the farthest corners of his heart.
Therefore God warns in Leviticus, the book of Law:
Be holy because I am holy! (Leviticus11:44; 20:7; 22:3132). It is not for nothing that the first prayer Christ
teaches us is: hallowed be your name (Matthew 6:9).
Christ is called ‘the holy one of God’. That points
to his being completely without sin, and to his
dedication to his special commission (Mark 1:24;
John 6:69; 10:36; 17:19). Through his own holiness
he is able to make holy those who belong with him
(Hebrews 2:11; 10:10,14,29; 13:12).
In the New Testament, remarkably, the believers are
often referred to as ‘the saints’. That already begins
in Daniel’s visions, see 7:18,21,25,27; 8:13,24; 12:7.
But the young Christian congregations also appear
to use the term in their daily lives: Acts 9:13,32;
Romans 8:27; 12:13; 15:25; 16:2; 1 Corinthians 6:2; 16:1;
2 Cor. 1:1; Ephesians 1:1,18; 2:19, and in other passages.
Once again, here it cannot bear the meaning of
‘without sin’ but must mean ‘dedicated to God’.
First and foremost, this dedication comes God:
he claims their lives. He fills them with his Holy
Spirit, so that a purifying force pervades their lives.
Subsequently it also flows out from the believer:
they start dedicating themselves to God and
purifying their lives.

Many times

The call to holiness can be heard many times in the
epistles. Not as a condition to be able to belong
to God, but because we already belong with him:
It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus,
who has become for us wisdom from God—that
is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption.
(1 Corinthians 1:30; see also 6:11; Ephesians 1:4;
Hebrews 10:10,14). Our new self has already been
laid out for us to put on, created to be like God in
true righteousness and holiness (Ephesians 4:24).
Moreover, not only are believers sanctified, but their
children too, and even their unbelieving husband
or wife is pulled into the sphere of holiness (1
Corinthians 7:14).
With that high position also comes a higher calling.
We are called to be his holy people (Romans 1:7; 1
Corinthians 1:2), we must offer our bodies as living
sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God (Romans 12:1),
it is God’s will that we should be sanctified, that
we should avoid sexual immorality, that each of us
should learn to control his own body in a way that is
holy and honorable (1 Thessalonians 4:3-4).
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Also in the New Testament, the basis for a holy life
is a deep awe for God’s holiness and majesty. Here,
too, the warning sounds: Be holy, because I am holy!
(1 Peter 1:14-16).
At the same time it is true that, thanks to Christ,
God’s holiness does not keep us at a distance. That
makes us stand even more in awe.
After Paul has pointed out in 2 Corinthians 6 that
God has come to dwell among us and that we are
his sons and daughters, he continues in 7:1: Since
we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify
ourselves from everything that contaminates body
and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for
God. Along the same lines the author of the letter
to the Hebrews shows us in 12:18-29 how God’s
majestic holiness held the people at a shuddering
distance under the Old Covenant, while now, in
Christ, we may come so close. Not that respect is no
longer a requisition: Therefore, since we are receiving
a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful,
and so worship God acceptably with reverence and
awe, for “our God is a consuming fire” (12:28-29).

Obedience

This reverence colors and permeates the obedience.
Life sanctification is accompanied by an increasing
realization of one’s smallness and dependence,
especially because a Christian realizes that he receives
his holiness from the Holy One himself. To his own
wonder and joy, he notices that he wants more and
more to look like the Holy One. He learns to long for
purity and perfection. Sanctification puts a claim on
all thoughts and feelings, and, from within these,
changes our whole behavior, so that we are prepared
to make ourselves available without keeping anything
behind. It is because this sanctification starts so
deeply in us, that it is, in principle, total.
Yet even a ‘saint’ can stumble. But time and again
the Spirit pulls our attention towards God, so
that the respect for him bring tears of repentance
and renewed dedication. Paul’s prayer thus
characterizes the longing of a believer: May God
himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and
through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be
kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ
(1 Thessalonians 5:23).
n
This article was first published in the Dutch language as
“Heiliging” in: Studiebijbel in Perspectief, edited by H.G.L
Peels and P.H.R van Houwelingen (2009); Heerenveen,
Jongbloed, p.1586.
Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations and
references are taken from the New International Version
of the Bible (NIV), 2010.
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A precious prayer

Jabez was esteemed among his brothers. Yet his mother had named him Jabez,
because, she said, ‘I gave birth to him in pain.’ Jabez cried out to the God of Israel:
‘Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my territory! Let your hand be with me,
and keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain.’ God gave him what he
asked for.
1 Chronicles 4:9-10

Success guaranteed! ‘As long as you pray
passionately enough, God will give you what you
ask for’. The prayer of Jabez has been used in all
manner of ways to preach a prosperity gospel,
from America to Africa and also in Europe.

I

t is claimed that the problem is not God’s
willingness to answer our prayers but our lack
of praying expectantly; our lacking the courage
to ask him. God, it is then said, would love to give us
everything, had we but prayed for it with passion.

Wretched one

Imagine being called Jabez. It is not a name to cheer
you up. It most likely meaning is something like
‘misery, wretched one’. Something that brings you
pain and trouble and causes distress. Who would
give his child such a name? What drove his mother
to do this? She herself says it is because she had
such a difficult childbirth, a delivery that came with
great pain and suffering. Many women can relate
to this and have cried out ‘Never again!’ during
labor. Often this feeling subsides once they hold
the child in their arms. Already in Paradise God had
said to Eve: “I will make your pains in childbearing
very severe; with painful labor you will give birth to
children.” (Genesis 3:16)
The mother had just lived through this, but
still there seems to be more going on. She wants
the wretchedness put on record in the name Jabez.
Perhaps more went wrong during that time. Did
she die in childbirth? For she is not the only one to
give her child such a somber name. Mother Rachel
had also done this when her second son was being
born. She herself did not survive to see it and enjoy
her son. She died of misery. Bitter and inconsolable
as she was, she named her child ‘Ben-oni’, son of
misery, wretched one. Jacob overruled her and
called his child Ben-jamin, child of joy. You are
welcome, sweet child!
Yet here there is no father to be found, no
father to say: I shall not give my child such a name.
nAbout the author: See page 110
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The mother is in an extremely negative mood.
She places a stamp on her boy with her negative
impressions - as if her negative experiences at the
beginning of his life had the right to determine the
course of the rest of it. What it does express is lack
of faith and little or no faith in the future.

Comfort among the ruins

Before we judge too harshly, we must bear in mind
that her life circumstances were not the most
cheerful. She lived in the period of the Judges!
Reading about those times doesn’t make you
happy. Continuous famines, ghastly excesses and
tribal wars run rampant. ‘Everyone did as they
saw fit’. Strong individualism reigns: everybody
for himself. This becomes a disintegrating force.
There are continuous attacks from outside, the
people’s dwelling space is uncertain, expanding
their territory is out of the question as the tribes of
Israel have been too slack. They have adapted more
and more to the world around them. There is an
atmosphere of: what is to become of us? This could
well have left its mark on this mother of Israel.
The surrounding circumstances do not work in her
favour. She sees everything in dark and sombre
perspective. We see a bitter woman, who expresses
her despair in the name of her son. (cf. 1 Sam. 4:21).
The author of Chronicles did not shy away from
mentioning the name Jabez in a list of descendants.
Apparently he wished to comfort his readers who
were in the same situation. Some had returned
from exile, and their homeland lay in ruins. Who
can rebuild with such a minority? Where to start?
We can relate to that initial feeling: it will never
again be what it once was.

I am available

Jabez is not one to throw in the towel. He will not
reconcile himself with the fact that his mother gave
him this name. He is not passive, duly accepting his
fate. He starts his prayer by addressing the ‘God of
Israel’. Jacob had received the name Israel when he
had wrestled with his God. Jabez appeals to this
God who has time and again proved to be there
for his people, who has saved them in numerous
situations. How often had they not thought that
nothing was to become of them? And how often
had not others written Israel off as a lost cause?
Jabez casts off the feeling of doom by praying
passionately. Remarkably enough, Jabez uses the
formula of a vow: ‘If you do this, then I will do that,’
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in the same way that Hannah did: ‘if you give me a
son, then I will give him to the Lord for all the days
of his life.’ That is not an attempt at coercion but an
open-hearted way of insisting, a powerful appeal.
The strange thing is that Jabez does not fill in what
his plans are! He suffices with: ‘that you would
bless me and enlarge my territory! Let your hand be
with me, and keep me from harm so that I will be
free from pain ‘…and then? He does not fill in the
rest. He leaves that to God to determine. He places
himself completely at God’s disposal, completely
available for what God has planned.

Territorial expansion as a blessing?

The most foremost in this prayer is: bless me. One
could think of prosperity and affluence. Is not
Jabez praying for enlargement of what he owns?
To obtain a larger piece of land, to become richer,
to be successful? However, one must position that
territorial expansion in the period of the Judges.
God had divided the land amongst Israel. Each tribe
had been allocated a part. That piece of land was
destined for them, exactly as Joshua had divided and
allocated it. Yet many had not gone to the trouble
of claiming that land. They no longer wanted to
be involved in driving away the Canaanites. With
all the sorry consequences, for these people who
were hostile to God formed a threat on religious
and ethical grounds. God had announced that his
people were going to have a hard time of it should
the Canaanites remain. And that is what happened,
because they tempted their children to join in their
life without God! They had been slack, had thrown
in the towel, as discouraged as they were. That was
the way of it in the days of the Judges.
Compare to the period following the exile – the
times in which Chronicles was written – when the
Israelites returned to the promised land and stood
among the ruins of what once was. That can have a
paralyzing effect: can we turn the tide? Why make
the effort, if nobody is listening? If we are so few?
Jabez is not just praying for a large piece of
land and a life of luxury. He is making a strong
plea to be granted the land God had promised him.
He is keeping God to that promise. He is not in a
negative mood, discouraged or desperate. He seeks
his security in God. And he goes even further: let
your hand be with me. Keep evil from me, keep it at
a distance. Do not allow it to harm me and get the
better of me. Setbacks, opposition, being cut loose
from God, being threatened; that is his greatest
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concern. He prays for protection from this, calling
upon the high name: God of Israel.

Big-hearted answer

God answered Jabez’ prayer and simply did what
he had asked for. Apparently he can be swayed by
prayer. Jabez became the most honored among
his brothers. He has become a man held in high
esteem. Look at what he has received! That is
what now has become of that ‘wretched one’. He
received the expansion of the territory that had
been promised him. And he started doing well.
His bad luck had been warded off. Jabez received
all the room he needed, literally and figuratively.
His prayer is a jewel, which has high expectations
of God. A prayer that cuts through all the
negativism, discouragement and pessimism. Do not
underestimate the power of prayer if God wants to
involve you in his plans.
If you listen carefully to Jabez’ prayer, it is not a
prayer for success, a prayer for more and more, as
if God is dependent upon our wishes, if he wants
to answer them. It is a touching prayer, in which
somebody makes a strong appeal to God and makes
himself available to God. A mighty weapon against
such doom mongering as ‘it will never work, it is
doomed to fail’.
Jesus did not only acquire a piece of land for
us, his Christians, to inherit. A whole new world
has been set aside for his followers (Matt 5:5 and
Rom 4:13). That expansion of territory has been
promised; there is our ultimate dwelling place. The
promised land for Jabez was no more and no less
than an advance loan on this inheritance. After
Christ’s coming that promised land is the new
earth, which is why the prayer for God’s Kingdom
has priority. The power of prayer is great if you – in
view of the coming of his kingdom – place yourself
at God’s disposal and make yourself available. He
can give you more than you could ever imagine. But
you will come to see that it is never just success or
happiness, separate from God. ‘If you bless us’ is in
fact: ‘God, will you go with us? Will you deliver us
from this negative spiral?’ If he did not spare his
only son but offered him as a ‘wretched one’, would
he not grant us all things in him? All things, that
is, except that which would pull us away from him.
That is true blessing, because his grace, the fact that
he goes with us, is stronger than everything that is
against us. 
n
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Inheritance Publications sent us a large number of books for review. The publication of some of them has been announced in Lux Mundi
previously. This magazine, however, is published quarterly, and is limited to 25 pages of editorial content. It is therefore impossible for
us to provide a proper review of such a large number of books. We regret that an announcement of these publications will be all that is
possible, with apologies to the authors and the publisher. For the most part, these publications deserve more attention than can be given.
For this reason, and by way of exception, we pass on the publisher’s website. This will enable readers to obtain further information:
http://www.telusplanet.net/public/inhpubl/webip/ip.htm.

Book announcements

n Clarence Bouwman, The Overflowing Riches of My
God, Revisiting the Belgic Confession; Winnipeg
2008, 424 p. ISBN 978-0-88756-094-1, US $18.
A commentary on the 37 articles of the Belgic
Confession, with an extra chapter describing the
historical context in which the Confession saw
the light of day. In addition – and this is a real
plus – two very useful indices, by key word and by
Scripture references.
n Clarence Stam, En route, A Daily Christian
Devotional; Winnipeg 2009, 390 p. ISBN 978-088756-096-5. US $16.
Brief Scripture meditations to be read at the table
with the theme of “on our way”. Readers ought to
consider both the beginning and the end points of
this journey.
n G. Wieske, The GlorioUS Gospel of Grace, Sermons
on the Heidelberg Catechism; Neerlandia 2010, 377
p, hardcover. ISBN 978-0-921100-71-3, US $39.95.
Sermons on the 52 Lord’s Days of the Heidelberg
Catechism, together with suitable Scripture
readings and liturgy. The text of the Catechism is
included.
n C. van de Waal, And They Sing a New Song,
About Psalms and Hymns; Neerlandia 2008, 70 p.
ISBN 978-1-894666-42-8. US $ 7,95.
A small book translated from the Dutch language,
outlining the criteria that should apply to songs
sung in the gatherings of Christ’s people.
n Proceedings of the International Conference
of Reformed Churches, October 16-22, 2009,
Christchurch, New Zealand; Neerlandia 2010, 248
p. ISBN 978-0-921100-70-6, US $ ??.
A previous issue of this magazine already contained
a number of important parts of this publication.
The list of addresses of participating churches is
useful.
n R.S. Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Word and
Sacrament; Neerlandia z.j., photographic reprint
of the 1953 edition published by Oliver and Boyd;
ISBN 978-1-894666-50-3. US $16.90.
This book examines the background for the
doctrine of the Sacraments as it was set out during
the Reformation, and provides a valuable insight
into the way Calvin conducted his exegeses.
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n C.J. VanderVelde, My Rock and My Salvation,
Meditations on Forgiveness, God’s Providence and
the Christian Life; Neerlandia 2008.
ISBN 978-0-921100-80-5. US $8.95.
A series of brief meditations dealing with the themes
listed in the title. Suitable for family devotions at the
table, or for personal devotions at bedtime.
n M. Bowen, Prince and Heretic, A Novel on
William the Silent, Prince of Orange Nassau, Vol.
1. Neerlandia 2010. ISBN 978-0-921100-56-0.
US $17.95.
n M. Bowen, William, by the Grace of God, A Novel
on William the Silent, Prince of Orange Nassau,
Vol. 2. ISBN 978-0-921100-57-7. US $17.95.
Books for young people (from the age of about 13)
about the founder of the present-day Netherlands.
Contains a wealth of historical detail.

Other books for young people:

n E.H. Walshe, Under the Inquisition, A Story of the
Reformation in Italy. Neerlandia 2009. ISBN 978-1894666-30-5. US $15.90. Age 14 up.
n D. Alcock, Done and Dared in Old France.
Hugenot Inheritance series # 7. Neerlandia 2002.
ISBN 1-894666-03-8. US $ ?? Age 12 - 99
n M.S. Comrie, A Loyal Hugenot maid. Hugenot
Inheritance series # 8. Neerlandia 2008. ISBN 9780-921100-68-3. Age 12 – 99.
n S. Malplach, The Baron of Salgas / D. Alcock, The
Cross and the Crown & The Carpenter of Nîmes.
Hugenot Inheritance series # 9. Neerlandia 2010.
ISBN 978-0-921100-69-0. US $14.95. Age 13-99.
n D. Alcock, The Czar. A Tale of the Time of the First
Napoleon. Neerlandia 2009. ISBN 978-1-89466611-4. US $17.90. Age 14-99.
This book provides a good and historically
accurate picture of life in Russia during the time of
Napoleon.
n J.H. Hunter, How sleep the brave, A Novel of 17th
Century Scotland. Neerlandia 2008. ISBN 978-1894666-41-1. US $15.95. Age 12-99.
n D. Alcock, The King’s service, A Story of the
Thirty Years’ War. The Reformation Trial Series,
Neerlandia 2008. ISBN 978-1-894666-06-0.
US $11.95. Age 12-99.
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n L. Penning, The colonist of Southwest Africa. The
Louis Wessels Commando # 5. Neerlandia 2009.
ISBN 978-1-894666-95-4. US $10.90. Age 11-99.
n E.F. Polland, Roger the Ranger, A Story of Border
Life Among the Indians. Neerlandia 2008.
ISBN 978-1-894666-31-2. US $14.95. Age 12-99.
n C.M. Tucker, Life in the Eagle’s Nest, A Tale
of Afghanistan. Neerlandia 2009. ISBN 978-1894666-29-9. US $10.90. Age 11-99.
n Piet Prins, For the Heart of Holland. Struggle for
Freedom Series 4. Neerlandia 2008. ISBN 978-1894666-2-06. US $12.95. Age 10-99.
n P. van den Berg, Bobby’s Friend. Neerlandia 2010.
ISBN 978-0-921100-51-5. US $9.95. Age 9-99.
n P. de Zeeuw, J.Gzn, Augustine, The Farmer’s
Boy of Tagaste. 4th printing Neerlandia 2009.
ISBN 0-921100-05-1. US $ ??.
n P. de Zeeuw, J.Gzn, The Carpenter of Zerbst, A
Story from the Time of the Great Reformation.
Neerlandia 2009. ISBN 978-1-894666-34-3.
US $8.90. Age 8-99.
n T.B. Van Halsema, This was John Calvin.
Neerlandia 2010. ISBN 978-1-894666-9-09.
US $11.95. Age 12-99.
n T.B. Van Halsema, Three Men Came to
Heidelberg & Glorious Heretic, The Story of
Guido de Brès. Neerlandia 2010. ISBN 978-1894666-89-3. US $9.95. Age 12-99.

Your Only Comfort
Since it was first published in 1563, the Heidelberg Catechism
has been cherished by Christians around the world. Its warm,
pastoral summary of the holy gospel has guided generations
of God’s people, teaching them about their only true comfort
in life and in death.

O

n January 18-19, 2013, a conference will be

held at the Canadian Reformed Theological
Seminary celebrating the 450th anniversary of the
Catechism and exploring how this confessional
treasure can continue to serve the church for
generations to come.
The keynote speakers are Dr. Joel R. Beeke, Dr.
Lyle Bierman, Dr. Herman Selderhuis, and Dr.
Jason Van Vliet. For more information, see www.
crts.ca, and click on “2013 Conference” under news
and events. The Lord Willing, a next issue of Lux
Mundi will publish a report of this conference.

NewsUpdate

PGBdV

LuxMundi

December 2012

119

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

John 8:12
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