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The killing continues. Now the whole world knows about it. On February
6, 2012, history was made. On that day the cover article of the American
magazine, Newsweek, appeared, with the title, The War on Christians. It
was written by the famous Somali-Dutch author, Ayaan Hirsi Ali. It is an
electrifying title to a deeply distressing subject, one avoided by much
of the media in the world for too long. Christians are getting killed by
fanatical Muslims, all over the world. What is the world doing to stop it?
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s. Ali (now Mrs. Niall Ferguson, wife
of the Harvard historian), herself as
an ex-Muslim the focus of hatred and
death threats, points out that there are reasons
for this hesitancy on the part of the media. One
is a fear of provoking additional violence. The
website of Newsweek (the Daily Beast) (http://
www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2012/02/05/
ayaan-hirsi-ali-the-global-war-on-christians-inthe-muslim-world.html) has recorded responses by
Christians in countries such as Pakistan and Egypt
who claim that the article will only exacerbate the
situation. You hear their fear between the lines.
Through organizations such as Open Doors there is
convincing documentation that between 100,000
and 150,000 Christians are dying every year at the
hands of militant anti-Christians, mainly radical
Muslims. These people are getting killed for no
other reason than the fact that they are Christians.

By J.M. Batteau, p. 14

Mrs. Ferguson/Ms. Ali has been an atheist since
2002, when she read a book by the Dutch philosophy
Professor, Herman Philipse. She supports many
secular humanist and feminist causes. Although not
herself a Christian, she does see clearly, and with
real sympathy, what is happening to Christians in
the world. This is all the more reason to applaud her
article, and hope that her call to action on the part of
media and government figures will get a real hearing.
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Response

What should our response be as Christians? First,
we can thank God that He has not abandoned
His suffering children. We read testimonies
from brothers and sisters who are experiencing
God’s nearness and comfort right in the midst of
suffering. Many can echo Paul’s words, when he
writes that he and his companions “rejoice in our
sufferings,” knowing that “God has poured out his
love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom He has
given us” (Romans 5:3-5).
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Second, we can pray for our suffering brothers and
sisters in the world. Many have lost loved ones,
fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, sons, daughters.
Let us pray that our brothers and sisters in Christ
may not become bitter and vengeful, but even may
be able to show love to their enemies, in imitation
of our Savior, who was mocked, tortured, and
crucified for our sakes. He said: “Love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you, that you may
be sons of your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:45).
Third, let us pray for the fanatical Muslims who have
killed and are killing Christians. The apostle Paul was
an archenemy of the church, filled with hate. He
approved of the stoning of Stephen (Acts 8:1), and
breathed out “murderous threats against the Lord’s
disciples” (Acts 9:1). Yet God was merciful to him,
bringing him to faith and new life in the Lord Jesus.
Let us pray that God would work similarly in the
hearts of many Muslims who at this moment want
nothing other than to murder innocent Christians.

Protection

Fourth, let us make an effort to provide protection
and freedom for Christians threatened by fanatics.
Just as Paul appealed to the Roman authorities
when he was wrongly accused in the book of Acts,
so we ought to appeal to governing authorities,
there by God’s providence, to secure the protection
of Christians in countries where they are at risk.
Email or call people in important positions in the
media and in government, to help make this an
important issue. While we rejoice that we may
suffer for Christ, we are not masochists who enjoy
suffering for suffering’s sake, or people who feel
that Christians ought not to seek public justice.
Public justice is the reason God has ordained that
there be governments in this world (Romans 13).
God’s people rejoiced when Peter and John were
released from custody (Acts 4:23,24).
In short, ora et labora, pray and work. Let’s live in deep
solidarity with our suffering brothers and sisters,
thanking God for them, praying for them and their
persecutors, and seek actively to eliminate threats
against their lives. Let’s help stop the killing!
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P.H.R. van Houwelingen

Jerusalem, the Mother Church (I)

You could say that Jerusalem is the mother church of all Christians. That
was where, on the day of Pentecost, it all began. The challenge, then, is to
describe the apostolic period from the perspective of Jerusalem.1 We will
attempt to do so in this series of three articles.

T

o begin with, we will highlight the centrality
of Jerusalem during the apostolic period,
paying special attention to the written
sources. After all, Jerusalem, the holy city, is the
spiritual heart of the whole world.
Second, we will examine the development of
Jerusalem after Pentecost; with the northward
flight of many believers as a result of Stephen’s
death by stoning, the mother church gained a
daughter in Antioch.
Finally we will explore Jerusalem as the mother
church that distributes her bounty to her children
by means of a number of letters: as a collection,
the seven so-called ‘Catholic Epistles’ document
the missionary progress that moves outward
from Jerusalem. The Jerusalem perspective of two
other non-Pauline books of the New Testament –
Hebrews and Revelation – will also be considered.
In doing so, we build up a picture of Jerusalem as
the mother church.

The apostolic period

The twelve apostles, disciples of the Lord himself,
were first of all charged to lead the church in
Jerusalem, and to carry forth the gospel. They
became ‘carriers’ in two senses: they themselves
were the pillars of the gospel; they also had the task
to carry the gospel out into the world, starting from
Jerusalem. In this way, their voice re-echoed: for
what the apostles broadcast was a news-making
and much talked about gospel. Paul was a later
addition to the number of the apostles: after ‘the
Twelve’, he was the thirteenth and last: an extra
labourer, so to speak, for external duties.
It would be difficult to provide a complete collection
of biographies of the individual apostles. Of some
of them we know virtually nothing. In this article
the accent, therefore, will lie on the joint activity
About 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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From the perspective of the history of religion, the
Book of Acts is unique. Of the other world religions,
none has a comparable historical work, throwing
light on its origins, that can be dated to its own time.
Other religions may have narrative texts of a more
legendary character; for the rest, the first history of
these religions must be reconstructed by means of
later material. By contrast, the Book of Acts provides
us with a contemporaneous historical account.

of the Twelve and those in their immediate circle.
The course of their lives stood in service to their
witness of Christ, Israel’s Messiah and the Saviour
of the world. We have chosen to take Jerusalem as
the redemptive-historical focal point, enabling us to
gain a view of the gospel, as it was proclaimed and
passed on during the apostolic period.

Some scholars might attempt to weaken this
conclusion with a claim that the Book of Acts
is largely theological in character. Of course it
is true that Luke, a believing Christian, had his
own perspective on the church and the world. He
makes horizontal as well as vertical connections.
Hengel has rightly described him as a ‘theological
historian’3. Luke is writing redemptive history, but
he does so in a way that does justice to its historical
scholarship. In the preface to his gospel, Luke notes
that he has carefully investigated everything from
the beginning, so that Theophilus might know the
certainty of the things he had been taught (ch. 1:4).

The ‘apostolic period’ is commonly understood to
be the earliest phase of Christianity (in German:
Urchristentum). Beginning in Jerusalem, the gospel
creates ever-widening circles in the world, just
as a stone sends out ripples in a pond. Some date
the end of this period with the death of the last
apostle, John; others see its end with the final
separation of Judaism and Christianity, after the
Bar Kochba revolt in AD 135. This coincides, more
or less, with Eusebius’ description of the apostolic
era: starting with the period after the Ascension
(see the foreword to his Ecclesiastical History II) and
continuing till the reign of emperor Trajan. Eusebius
comments: “We have now described the facts
which have come to our knowledge concerning the
Apostles and their times” (apostolikoon chronoon;
Ecclesiastical History III 31,6; compare. II 14,3)2.

Research into the geographic and topographic
information, the personal titles, and other
details given in Acts has increasingly confirmed,
after some initial scepticism, that Luke carried
out painstakingly careful work. True, he has
stylistically edited the apostles’ discourses, but
without harming the authenticity of their content.
In doing so, Luke follows the lead of the Greek
historian Thucydides who, with his account of
the Peloponnesian War, set the standard for the
historiography of his time. Thucydides, in recording
a number of discourses throughout his works,
took great pains to represent the speakers’ lines of
thought accurately, whenever a verbatim account
was not available.
One must then, even if some questions might arise
at specific points of detail, read the Book of Acts
as a piece of serious historiography. This historical
source is invaluable for our knowledge of earliest
Christianity.

The two most important documentary sources for
the apostolic period are the Book of Acts in the Bible
and Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History. We will examine
each of them, providing a methodological account.

The first source: The Book of Acts

For the history of earliest Christianity we have
access to a historic source in the form of a Bible
book, with a more or less official title: The Acts of
the Apostles. It is commonly accepted that Luke
wrote this book, as a sequel to his gospel. Both
Luke’s gospel and this sequel dealing with the
apostles were dedicated to a certain Theophilus.
Luke, who was not of Jewish descent (it seems
likely that he belonged, just as Cornelius, to
the circle of ‘God-fearing Gentiles’, adherents
of the synagogue), had become a Christian,
and a frequent companion of the apostle Paul.
In narrative form, he recounts the spread of
Christianity within the Roman Empire. Into this
account, he integrates several discourses by the
apostles. There can be no doubt that Luke, in
writing this book, drew on a number of oral and
written sources. In this way, his book became a
coherent and well-attested whole.

The second source: Eusebius’
Ecclesiastical History

Eusebius (circa 263-339 AD), who was a student of
Pamphilius of Caesarea, and who later succeeded
him as bishop, is often considered the father
of church history. This is largely due to his
monumental ten-part Ekklèsiastikè Historia, a
marathon effort in which he “purposed to record
in writing the successions of the sacred apostles,
4
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covering the period stretching from our Saviour to
ourselves” (Ecclesiastical History I 1,1).
Eusebius painstakingly searched archives and
libraries to find material from the first three
centuries of the history of the Christian church.
In contrast to the historiographical tradition that
Thucydides and Luke followed, Eusebius includes
very few addresses or discourses in his work.
Sometimes he does insert older documents, or
excerpts from them. For example, he quotes Flavius
Josephus thirty or so times. Eusebius does not quote
or refer to Jewish authors only: he also and especially
draws on early Christian authors: Irenaeus, Tertullian,
Clement of Alexandria, Justin, Hegesippus, Origen
and Dionysius of Alexandria. In addition, he refers to
writers of the ancient classics, and the philosophical
streams that flowed from them. Eusebius’ History,
supported by source references and quotations, is a
complex whole, mentioning a dizzying (for modern
readers) array of names.
Of course, Eusebius is no modern historian. While
occasionally he takes a critical view of his sources,
to us he comes across to as being too credulous.
He passes on stories that modern readers would
find hard to believe. He comments in a fashion
that betrays his own sometimes theological
interpretation of events. He took the motif of truth
from classical historiography as being synonymous
with the truth of the gospel (Ecclesiastical History,
I 5,1).
All of this does not negate that Eusebius sets to
work as a true historian, who bases his work on
careful examination of historical sources, and
who expects his readers to take him seriously. His
Ecclesiastical History functions for us as the voice
of someone who has a worthwhile contribution to
make of his own, and who also allows earlier voices
to be heard.
A continuing thread in Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical
History is the apostolic succession throughout
various congregations and regions during the first
centuries of the Christian era. Eusebius regarded
this as evidence of the guiding hand of God, leading
eventually to the freedom Christians gained during
the rule of Constantine. Eusebius considers the
Christian church to be the special people of God in
the world, as is evident from this passage:
For when the advent of our Saviour, Jesus Christ,
recently shone forth on all men, it was confessedly a
new race which has thus appeared in such numbers,
5

in accordance with the ineffable prophecies of the
date, and is honoured by all by the name of Christ,
but it is not little nor weak, nor founded in some
obscure corner of the earth, but the most populous
of all nations, and most pious towards God, alike
innocent and invincible in that it ever finds help

gospel was carried outwards, into the world.
Not only has Jerusalem had a remarkable history: it
has also been promised a wonderful future. In the
Bible, we discover the contours of a new city, one
that will, according to the promise of God, unite
heaven and earth.

because of the spectacular events of Pentecost,
especially perplexed because they heard all kinds
of languages being spoken. Luke records them as
saying: “Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of
Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and
Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts

Mosaic

The central position of Jerusalem is beautifully
portrayed on the 6th century floor mosaic at
Madaba, in Jordan. This topographical mosaic,
with a floor area of around 30 square metres, was
intended to map out the most notable places of
the sacred history of Syria, Palestine and Egypt.4
Jerusalem, positioned in the centre, completely
surrounded by a wall and lavishly furnished with
gates, is larger than any other city. The same is true
of its inscription, in large red script: ‘the holy city
Jerusalem’. The city is in the shape of a perfect oval,
and is clearly typified as the ideal city, the centre of
the holy land, the navel of the earth (Ezekiel 38:12,
compare 5:5 and the explanation of Acts 2:9-11, left).

“The Holy City Jerusalem”,
central portion of the floor
mosaic of Madaba

from God (Ecclesiastical History I 4,2; cp. X 4,19-20:
“Who established a nation never heard of since time
began?”).

Jerusalem, a world city

Jerusalem would not be the first place to come to
mind when thinking of a great world city. It really
is no cosmopolitan metropolis, such as New York is
today, or Rome was in antiquity.
Still, religiously, Jerusalem could be counted as a
world city. It is the only place in the world that is
known as the ‘holy city’. For centuries, it has been
a place of pilgrimage for Jews, Christians and
Muslims; at the same time it has always been a
place of conflict.
Jerusalem has an extraordinary history. From of old,
it was the city of the temple, and as such, the centre
of the Holy Land.
Jerusalem was called ‘the holy city’ because that is
where the holy God of Israel chose to dwell in His
temple. It was the focal point of divine presence,
not just in the Old Testament, but also in the New:
‘the city of the great King’ (Psalm 48:3; Matthew
5:35). Jerusalem was the place where Jesus of
Nazareth was crucified, and where by the power of
His Spirit, the first Christian community came into
being. This is where the apostles proclaimed the
gospel of their living Lord. From there, the apostolic
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In what is clearly a Christian representation, not
only is the temple itself missing, but also the whole
temple mount. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
traditionally the place – originally outside the city
wall – of Jesus’ crucifixion and burial, has taken
over the place of the temple complex in the heart
of the city. Perhaps the floor mosaic of Madaba
was intended to portray the New Jerusalem, the
city of the future, in which there is no temple at all,
“because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its
temple” (Revelation 21:22)

Strabo world map

Let us examine the religious sense first: many
commentators have already observed that this list
does not represent the political situation of the
Roman empire; instead, it encompasses the Jewish
diaspora that had already taken place before this
time, and it includes places which had never been
part of the Roman empire. Luke shows his readers
that there were Jews living throughout the known
world.

It happened in Jerusalem

In Luke’s twin volumes Luke and Acts, the city of
Jerusalem takes a central role. Luke’s gospel, built
up geographically, describes the movement of
the gospel towards Jerusalem. In the Acts of the
Apostles, Luke picks up the thread of the story again,
starting in Jerusalem, and going out from there
into the world. In this way, Jerusalem forms the
geographic centre of Luke and Acts. More than that,
the central position of Jerusalem symbolizes the
theological point that salvation is from the Jews.
Jesus is the Messiah of Israel, and at the same time
the Saviour of the world.
To gain a clearer picture of the centrality of
Jerusalem, the enumeration of peoples that we
find in Acts 2 is a good place to begin. This is a
list of God-fearing Jews, staying in Jerusalem,
from every nation under heaven. These Jews from
the diaspora were filled with utter amazement
6

of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews
and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we
hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own
tongues!” (Acts 2:9-11). This list of nations is no
random tally. The eye makes, as it were, a circular
movement, centred on Jerusalem. This is true in
both religious and geographic sense.

Second, the geographic sense: one noteworthy
aspect is that Judea is included in the list of nations.
Luke is not referring to the immediate region of
‘Judea’, for in Luke and Acts this only occurs when
Judea and Galilee are mentioned together. Rather,
this is to be understood as encompassing the
Jewish homeland as a whole, with Jerusalem as its
capital; in later years, the entire Roman province
was to be known as Judaea (Luke 1:5; 4:44; 6:17; 7:17;
23:5; Acts 11:29; 15:1; 28:21). Luke, in showing that
Jews were living throughout the world, cannot
leave out the Jewish homeland itself. Stronger still,
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Jerusalem and its surroundings are unmistakably
the heart of the known world.
We may, then, conclude that in this list ‘Judea’
serves, as Bauckham has shown, as the geographic
centre of the Jewish diaspora, a diaspora that
fanned out in all directions.5
Luke points out that this entire diaspora was
represented in Jerusalem at the miracle of the
languages at Pentecost. They were “God-fearing
Jews from every nation under heaven”. From Judea,
the geographic heart of the Jewish world, the eye
turns first towards the east: Parthians, Medes,
Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia. Then it
turns northward: residents of Cappadocia, Pontus,
Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia. From there it looks to
the west: to Egypt, Libya and Cyrene; visitors from
Rome, and Crete. Finally the eye turns to the south,
to Arabia. The effect of this ordering is to show the
readers that the place where the Spirit was poured
out dominates the perspective towards all four
points of the compass.
And to his audience, Peter says that their conversion
will have worldwide effects: “The promise (he
means the Spirit, promised by God and given at
Pentecost) is for you and your children and for all
who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will
call” (Acts 2:39). Far off, far from Jerusalem, in every
direction of the diaspora throughout the world.
In other words: whether you are a Jew by birth, or
joined to Israel as a proselyte, none who in any way
belongs to the Jewish world can get around Judea,
with Jerusalem as its capital and its centre. For Luke
was only too aware, says Bauckham, that it was
from the holy city that Christianity had spread in all
directions. In this way, Jerusalem could be seen as
the centre of the whole earth. That is where, on the
day of Pentecost, it all happened!
The next instalment in this series examines the
development of the mother church Jerusalem, and
her relationship with one of her most prominent
daughter churches, the church in Antioch.

See Notes on next page
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Notes:
1.

This is the first of a series of three articles,

The Belgic Confession in the Northern Netherlands

F. van der Pol

originally written as a single as yet unpublished
article in the Dutch language, entitled Jeruzalem
als Moederkerk, derived from Apostelen. Dragers
van een spraakmakend evangelie the final
thematic volume of the series Commentaar
op het Nieuwe Testament, published in the
Dutch language in 2010 by Kok, Kampen, the
Netherlands. This translation by Aart Plug,
January 2012, by arrangement with the author.
Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture
quotations and references are taken from the

It is enlightening to see how the Belgic Confession (1561, author Guido
de Bres) historically attained its confessional status in the Netherlands.
We observe a dynamic development of the ecclesiastical and political
situation in the Netherlands after 1560. These are the years of the start
of the rebellion against Spanish rule, which resulted, in the northern
Netherlands, in the 80 Years War. Protestant church life came more and
more out in the open, obtained freedom of movement in different places,
and organized itself.

D

uring the first years of the revolt, the
Heidelberg Catechism (1563), translated
from German, was the most important
confessional document for the Dutch speaking
Reformed believers, not the Belgic Confession
(hereafter often abbreviated as the BC), originally
written in French in 1561, but quickly translated
into Dutch. When the Reformed leaders of the
Netherlands gathered together as a Synod in
Emden, Germany, in 1571, they did choose the Belgic
Confession as a binding confessional statement.
Hence the pronouncement that subscription to
the confession of the Dutch churches was highly
recommended, in order to demonstrate the unity in
doctrine between the Dutch churches (art. 2). This
pronouncement was regarded as applying to all
who served in Dutch churches both outside Emden
and after Emden.

New International Version of the Bible (NIV), 1984
edition.
2. Adelbert Davids, “The Era of the Apostles
According to Eusebius’ History of the Church.”
In The Apostolic Age in Patristic Thought, ed. A.
Hilhorst (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 194-203.
Throughout these articles, quotations from and
references to Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History
have been taken from the Loeb Classical Library
No’s 153 and 265 (Greek text with English
translation) Volume 1 (Books I – V) translated
by Kirsopp Lake (1926), Volume 2 (Books VI - X)
translated by JEL Oulton (1932).
3. Martin Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest
Christianity (London: SCM, 1979), 59.
4. Herbert Donner, The Mosaic Map of Madaba.
An Introductory Guide (Kampen: Kok Pharos,
1992); see also http://198.62.75.1/www1/ofm/
mad/Madaba_Mosaic_Map.html and Yoram

After large parts of the province of Holland (the
modern provinces of North and South Holland
together) chose the side of the revolt, the Reformed
churches held in 1574 a Provincial Synod (hereafter
often PS) in Dordrecht. The BC received there a
constitutive character. Agreement by subscription
was made mandatory for school teachers as well as
ministers.
Shortly hereafter the Classis Walcheren, an island in
Zeeland, ratified a subscription text for the BC, the
first in the northern Netherlands. This confession of
faith of the Christian churches of the Netherlands is
called “equivalent to the Word of God in all points.”
Therefore all ministers are required to promise to
hold to it, and, as far as possible, to resist everything
which is opposed to it.

Tzafrir’s article on this website: The Holy City of
Jerusalem in the Madaba Map.
5. Richard Bauckham, “James and the Jerusalem
Church.” In The Book of Acts in Its First-Century
Setting. Volume 4: Palestinian Setting, ed. Richard
Bauckham (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995),
415-480. Bauckham bases his description on a
reconstruction of a world map of the time, taken
from Strabo’s Geographica (420).

“On November 1, 2011, a
symposium was held at the
Theological University in
Kampen to commemorate
the fact that in 2011 it was
450 years ago that the Belgic
Confession was written, by
Guido de Bres, that is, in
1561. In this and the coming
issues of Lux Mundi the
editors will be placing some
of the lectures which were
held at the symposium.”
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

Four years later, in 1578, a General Synod was held
in Dordrecht. There the decision was made that
Professors of theology as well had to subscribe to
the confession, and that it would be good if elders
would do so as well.
A following General Synod met in 1581 in
Middelburg. Signing official adherence to the
confession was deemed required, not just for
ministers, but also for deacons and school teachers.
The Synod expressed the desire to have an
improved text of the confession available.
At the last General Synod of the 16th century, that
of The Hague 1586, the Synod pronounced that
ministers who refused subscription would thereby de
facto be suspended from the ministry by their church
council or classis. Those who continued to refuse
to subscribe would be dismissed from the ministry.
Further, school teachers are given the choice between
signing the BC or the Heidelberg Catechism.
Toward the end of the 16th century we see
hereby the development of a clear set of church
pronouncements regarding the status of the Belgic
Confession as the official church confession, next
to the Heidelberg Catechism. By means of making
obligatory subscription to the confession across the
board, the Reformed churches sought to ensure a
reliable corps of ministers in their midst.

About the author:
Reformed Churches in Kampen
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At the provincial and local level the situation
surrounding the reception of the Belgic Confession
was considerably more complex. In many cities,
refugees from the southern Netherlands were the
most avid supporters of the Belgic Confession, but
not everyone was so enthusiastic.
We look first at the situation in South Holland,
one of the central provinces of the revolt against
Spanish rule.
In the largest and most important city of Holland,
Dordrecht, one of the ministers, Herman Herberts,
supported by the city government, rejected the
binding character of the BC. In the end, Herberts
professed his agreement with the BC, however
without signing it. He was in the meantime
engaged in talks with the church of Gouda, and
moves there.
In Leyden the city government was of the opinion
that everyone who accepted the Bible as God’s Word
should be welcome at the Lord’s Supper, and not
just those who confessed the BC. This was a direct
challenge to the local Reformed church council, with
its confessional standpoint about the church.
In these cases we see that the Reformed churches
in South Holland maintained the synodical series
of pronouncements with regard to their ministers,
and tenaciously wish to hold on to the demand for
subscription to the BC as a sign of unity in doctrine,
but that in most of the cities of this province this
intention of the churches could not be carried out
consistently due to political interference at the local
level.
Next we look at the situation in North Holland, a
second central area of the revolt. When we look not
only at the Synods and the Classes, with respect to
the introduction of the BC in the province of North
Holland, but also at the local circumstances, then
we notice some big differences.
A city such as Amsterdam, for example, conformed
to the doctrinal policy of the Provincial Synods.
The ministers of Amsterdam who received calls
after 1600 furthered the socially acknowledged
confessional position of the church. The proReformed city government valued the Reformed
church as a harmonizing institution within society.
Just like Dordrecht in a somewhat later phase,

Dr Frank van der Pol is Professor of Church History at the Theological University of the
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the symposium was
Professor P. Nullens of the
Evangelical Theological
Faculty in Leuven,
Belgium. We hope to
publish his contribution in
the following issue of Lux
Mundi.
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

Amsterdam offered a successful integration model
of cooperation, whereby the public Reformed
church got the opportunity to fulfill its role in urban
culture.
In Haarlem, to look at another city in North Holland,
the situation is quite different from Amsterdam.
The Reformed church adhered to the signing of the
BC, but the Haarlem city government tried to act
as neutral as possible on this issue. With respect
to the schools in the city, the Haarlem magistrate
persisted in maintaining a non-confessional school
system. However, in Haarlem there occurred a
major about-face after the Synod of Dordrecht 161819. The schools were now regarded confessionally
as an extension of the Reformed church. Signing
the confession became obligatory for all teachers.
The province of Utrecht provides an interesting
case. Before the Reformation, Utrecht was, due to
it being the seat of the Bishop, ecclesiastically the
most important city in the northern Netherlands.
It lasted till the national Synod of The Hague 1586
until all the Utrecht church officers signed the BC
and and all ministers preached every Sunday from
the Catechism.
Up to the end of the 16th century, the province of
Overijssel remained an area of the front in the war
between the Dutch troops of the revolt and the
Spanish. In the countryside the Reformation went
slowly. Former priests who accepted the Reformed
doctrine could administer the Word on condition
that they sign the confession and the church order.
The BC accompanied the transition to a Reformed
church federation. The reception of the BC in
Overijssel took place gradually, and with discussion.

The confessionalizing process

The process of confessionalizing, moving within
Protestantism toward Calvinism, is clearly
illustrated by the case of the province of Overijssel.
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International recognition

Regarding international recognition of Protestant
confessions, the Reformed churches of France
submitted a request to the Dutch churches to
mutually examine each other’s confessions. In
response, the churches of North Holland consulted
the churches of South Holland. The proposal was
made to accept each other’s confessions across
national boundaries. The Belgic Confession was
seen here in the Netherlands, just as the French
confession in France, as a particular form of
expression of an identical international Reformed
Protestantism. The BC was not seen by the Dutch
churches as the only possible Reformed confession
in Europe.
In South Holland we see another, far-reaching
request, that is, that the Reformed churches
sign the Lutheran Augsburg confession, while
the supporters of the Augsburg confession sign
the BC. The request was submitted to come
to mutual church union; a request for mutual,
interconfessional recognition, based on an
ecumenical motivation. While this did not finally
take place, it indicates the way many Reformed
churches in the Netherlands valued the Lutheran
confession.

This is a summary of the article, “De vroege receptie van
de Confessio Belgica in de noordelijke Nederlanden,”
summary and translation by J.M. Batteau

Summary and conclusion

We come to the following conclusions:
Otherwise than the history of the editions of
different confessions might lead one to imagine, in
the northern Netherlands, not just the Heidelberg
Catechism, but the Belgic Confession as well plays a
central role in defining a Reformed identity.
10
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In memoriam Prof. J. Kamphuis
On December 13, 2011, Prof. J. Kamphuis went to be with the Lord. He
died, aged almost 90, in Ommen, where he lived the last years of his life
with his beloved wife. Prof. Kamphuis was for almost 30 years Professor at
the Theological Seminary (since 1987 called “Theological University”) of
the Gereformeerde Kerken (GK - Reformed Churches) in The Netherlands.
From 1959 on he was Professor of Church History and Church Law, and
from 1979 to 1987 he was Professor of Dogmatics and Symbolics (the study
of the confessions).

Photo Evert Sytsma, Ommen

One of the speakers at

As far as revision of the original Belgic Confession
is concerned, the Reformed churches in a number
of provinces were not in favor of it. There was
hesitancy in different provinces to consider
modifying and improving it. But a final revision at
the national Synod of Dordrecht, 1618-19, did make
definitive changes to establish the official text.

Research on the development of confessional
identity should pay close attention to developments
in society and the government at the level of
the cities and the countryside in the northern
Netherlands, which helped determine the character
and the tempo of the Belgic Confession’s function
in church life.
Confessional identity came to the fore visibly in
the northern Netherlands under the pressure from
social, political, and military circumstances. For
example, the voice of exiles from the southern
Netherlands contributed demonstrably to the
wholehearted acceptance of the Belgic Confession.
Church assemblies formulated a powerful
confessional concept for the public Reformed
church and its office-bearers. But because every city
and region had its own history of reformation, the
impact of the Belgic Confession on the reformation
in the northern Netherlands was varied.
Ecclesiastical and political organs negotiated with
each other about carrying out reformation at the
local and regional level. In some cities there was
a high degree of tension and friction, particularly
where the authorities protected ministers against
church disciplinary measures of a confessional
character.
The Reformed churches pursued the objective
of establishing confessional schools, with the
consequence of an obligatory signing of the Belgic
Confession for teachers. Up until the Synod of
Dordrecht 1618-19, this resulted in tension in various
localities.
In the northern Netherlands, Reformed churches
in many provinces conducted negotiations very
early on regarding objections to revisions of
the Belgic Confession. They also began early
to talk to one another across provincial lines
regarding international mutual recognition of
national confessions, in particular regarding the
Reformed churches of France, as well as regarding
interconfessional unity with Lutherans.

Jacob (Jaap) Kamphuis was born in 1921 and grew
up in Nieuw-Loosdrecht. He began his theological
study in Kampen in 1942. There he experienced the
church “Liberation,” the church split which led to
the continuation of the GK, now with the nickname
“Liberated.” From 1948 to 1958 he was successively
the minister of the churches of Ferwerd and Hallum,
Bunschoten-Spakenburg, and Rotterdam-Delfshaven.

News Update

Before 1566, the three cities on the IJssel river,
Kampen, Zwolle, and Deventer, had together asked
permission from the Governess of the country to
hold services in accordance with the Augsburg,
that is, the Lutheran confession. Only later did the
churches of Overijssel formulate their confessional
unity as one of being bound to the Belgic
Confession. From then on they regarded the BC,
with the Heidelberg Catechism, as the confessional
foundation for church life.

As editor of the weekly, “De Reformatie” (“The
Reformation”), Kamphuis was very influential
within the Reformed Churches. This influence was
expressed, in particular, by his struggle to maintain
the Reformed character of the churches at the time
of the appearance of the “Open Brief” (“Open
Letter’’). The result of this struggle was a church
split, the larger group keeping its name as GK and
the smaller group (composed of those supporting
the Open Letter) of the Nederlands Gereformeerde
(Netherlands Reformed) churches.
Later there was some discussion about the intense
manner in which he carried on polemical discussions.
But we want to remember with gratitude him as a
sincere Christian who sought not his own honor, but
God’s. Now he has been “called back by his Sender,”
as the funeral card expressed it.
PGBdV
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J. van Bruggen

Fulfilment of the Scriptures:
Commentaries and preaching (2)1

Every text has its own context. Whoever reads a part of Scripture must
keep the whole gospel in mind. There are three overarching realities that
lend essential perspectives for our reading of the Gospels. In the previous
instalment of this article, we saw the first of these givens: everything Jesus
said and did during his life on earth stood in the light of the work of John
the Baptist. Now we go on to the second: all things were already foretold
by the prophets.

I

n the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says: “Do not
think that I have come to abolish the Law or the
Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to
fulfill them’ (Matthew 5:17). What was still lacking
in the Law and the prophets is found in Jesus. But
how can we understand Him rightly if we do not
see the Law and the Prophets, of which He is the
completion, as the framework within which He
wants to be known? From time to time, the Gospels
give us quotations from the Old Testament; when
they do, their intention is always to portray Jesus
against the background of Moses and the prophets.

Israel has fallen short

In this regard, Stephen’s defence in Acts 7 is a
good lesson. Stephen talks mainly about the Old
Testament, but he does so to place Jesus in the
right perspective. Jesus needed to come, because
without Him the history of the fathers was
imperfect and incomplete. The coming of Jesus was
necessary because Israel had fallen short (see also
Paul’s address in the synagogue in Pisidian Antioch:
Acts 13:16-41).
The letter to the Hebrews, warning its readers
against letting go of the gospel, continually
portrays Jesus as the completion of Israel, of the
temple, the priestly ministry and the sacrifices.
Hebrews adds nothing; it simply places it all in
its proper light. “In the past God spoke to our
forefathers through the prophets at many times and
in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken
to us by his Son” (Hebrews 1:1,2). Jesus is God’s last
Word, but so often He is preached as though He is
God’s first Word.

About the author:
Dr Jakob van Bruggen is Professor Emeritus of New Testament of the Theological
University of the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands at Kampen.
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of good laws and rules. They have now reached
fulfilment. In part, this fulfilment brings them to an
end; in part, it gives them greater depth.
In short, we may not play off Jesus’ teaching against
the Old Testament. We must always remain actively
conscious of this background, and take it into
account. Not for nothing does the apostles’ decision
in Acts 15 observe that “…Moses has been preached
in every city from the earliest times and is read in the
synagogues on every Sabbath” (v. 21). For Christians,
too, this forms the background. It is only through
the law and the prophets that we fully learn to
understand their completion in Christ.

The Sabbath

Let me give an example: more than once, Jesus
and the Jewish leaders clashed about the Sabbath.
This might create the impression that Jesus did
not regard the precise observance of the Sabbath
as especially important. And that is what His
opponents accused him of.
In reality, however, the point at issue is not Jesus’
view of the Sabbath, but what He is doing on that
day (John 5:16). Whenever He is openly attacked
in this matter, He consistently shows that the real
question is not their view of the Sabbath, but their
view of Him as the Son of God. As the Son of God,
He partook in the institution of this day of rest. He
therefore has the right to use it for His own lifesaving purposes. Hence, on one occasion, he says:
“So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath”
(Mark 2:28). This is what Jesus says, the man whose
set custom was to honour the Sabbath by going to
the synagogue (Luke 4:16). Jesus did not abolish the
Sabbath command; He fulfilled it.
This certainly has something to teach Christians
about the respect they must pay to the day of
rest, the day set aside for the Lord of the Sabbath.
Jesus did not come to make all days the same, or
to disparage the day of rest. On the contrary: He
came to fill the day of rest with His rest, set aside
to remember Him. Our day of rest is the Lord’s Day,
a day of rest for man and beast, a day of assembly,
praise and prayer.

Through other eyes.

I now come to what is actually the most important.
Jesus’ words and miraculous works must be
understood as the self-revelation of Him who came
from above. He speaks the Word made known
to Him by the Father, and He does the works of
His Father. Whoever would follow Him must look
upwards. Jesus heals everyone, He drives out
demons, He raises the dead, He teaches perfectly.
He is God among us. The Jews’ greatest problem
was that while they flocked to Jesus, and carefully
observed all that He did, they never wanted to
see Him in the light of His origin. That brought
about tension, and in the end led them to accuse
Him of blasphemy. Even today, many Christians
read the Gospels as the accounts of a wise man, a
kind leader, a great healer. But they pay too little
attention to Jesus’ claim that he is the Son of God.
One example of how we ought to read the Gospels
can be found in John 13. Here we see Jesus washing
His disciples’ feet. Some readers consider this to
be a wonderful example of neighbourly love: just
as Jesus did, you must have the courage to get
your hands dirty. And such an example tends to
make us feel good. John, however, sees this in an
entirely different light. He considers Who it is that
kneels there with the basin, and he writes: “Jesus
knew that the Father had put all things under his
power, and that he had come from God and was
returning to God…” (ch 13:3). Of course, Jesus is
always an example of love for us, but He is much
more than that. He is also our Master, our Lord
and our God. This washing of feet is extraordinary;
breathtakingly different from anything I would ever
be able to do!

Honouring the Old Testament tradition

Jesus’ resistance to the customs and traditions
of the Pharisees ought not to be interpreted as
opposition to tradition as such. After all, Jesus
tells the crowds to “… obey them and do everything
they tell you. But do not do what they do, for
they do not practise what they preach” Matthew
23:3. In His teaching, Jesus sets aside a number
of commandments, such as the regulations
for ceremonial cleansing (Mark 7:19), the laws
concerning the sacrifices (after all, He has instituted
the new sacrifice of His body and blood) and the
law of the certificate of divorce. The fulfillment of
these commends does not, however, bring the good
law to an end. In Romans 13, Paul explicitly repeats
several of the Ten Commandments. Our Saviour
regarded the Old Testament as a source of wisdom,
12

A better fellow believer?

I give two examples of how we must always see
and listen to Jesus as the Son of the Father.
In Western Christianity, there is a stream of
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thought that views Jesus’ miracles as proof of
what believers are capable of doing. Jesus had
perfect faith; that is why he was able to perform
these miracles. We too can do such things, if only
our faith is strong enough. Jesus, then, becomes
a fellow-believer: try to attain to His faith, and try
to perfom the same acts of healing. Jesus’ faith
overcomes!
This, of course, is a very superficial manner of
reading the Gospels. To begin with, Jesus’ miracles
are extraordinary, divine signs. They witness to Him
as the Son of God. This is clear from the manner in
which He heals. He does so with words and with
commands. He speaks, and it happens. That is
divine; it is not for us as human believers.
In the second place, it is true that Jesus’ disciples
also perfomed miracles. But they always did so in
the name of Jesus, never through their own word,
and only whenever and to the extent that He had
given them authority. The disciples performed
miracles by faith, but the power to heal always lay
in the calling and the authority that Jesus had given
them.
This implies that Jesus’ miracles are not models
for believers, but demonstrations of His divine and
all-encompassing power to heal. We will share with
that at the resurrection of all things. Occasionally,
the Lord may allow us to do something remarkable,
but that is always subordinate.

Close to us

Modern theology reads the Gospels as the account
of a remarkable human being. In many Protestant
circles, a one-sided emphasis is placed on the
human element in what Jesus’ does. He sleeps, eats
and weeps. He is an ordinary human being. He is
close to us.
That is true, of course, but it is only a half-truth.
His becoming human is the incarnation of the Son
of God. God is among us: take the shoes off your
feet! His empathy and compassion for us are very
human, but these traits are of value to us only
because He experienced them as God from God.
That is why, since His ascension, He has the power
to lift us up, to sanctify and to glorify us.
Lutheran theology has given much thought to
whether Jesus, in coming into the world, set aside
His divinity (kenoosis) or simply hid it from view
(krupsis). I think we should see it differently: during
all of His time on earth, Jesus the Man acted as
God, but He only used His divine power for others,
never for Himself. He saved others, he did not save
Himself. What He gave to others, He kept from
Himself.
>>> See page 17
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J.M. Batteau

Two Reactions to Koert van
Bekkum’s dissertation

On March 18, 2010, Koert van Bekkum defended his doctoral dissertation,
From Conquest to Coexistence: Ideology and Antiquarian Intent in the
Historiography of Israel’s Settlement in Canaan (Koert van Bekkum:
2010) before the faculty of the Theological University in Kampen of the
Reformed Churches (Liberated). He received the qualification of Cum Laude
(the highest praise possible) for his work and defense.

H

owever, this work has received a mix
reception in the theological world of
the various orthodox Reformed church
federations in The Netherlands. In this article I
summarize the positive reaction of Dr. Eric Peels,
and the negative reaction of Dr. Jochem Douma, to
this dissertation.

Peels: enormous appreciation

Peels, Professor of Old Testament at the Theological
University of the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken
(CGK - Christian Reformed Churches) in Apeldoorn,
has written an extended article, “Bijbeltekst,
geschiedenis en archeology” (Bible text, history
and archeology), in connection with Van Bekkum’s
dissertation, in the journal Theologia Reformata
(September 2011, Volume 54, Nr. 3, p. 306-314).
This is a journal sponsored by the Gereformeerde
Bond (Reformed Union), a group of more orthodox
churches within the pluralistic Protestant Church in
The Netherlands.
Peels is very favorably impressed by this
dissertation. He writes: “This interdisciplinary (!)
study demonstrates an admirable command of the
material, and is methodologically and structurally
strong” (p. 306). Peels is impressed by Van Bekkum’s
wide knowledge, his good argumentation, and his
original conclusions, which give theologians and
archeologists a lot of food for thought and further
exploration. Peels says that Van Bekkum’s exegesis
and archeological analysis leads to the conclusion
that the Biblical text’s picture of the establishment
of Israel in Canaan is not merely a mythologicalideological product from a later time, but can be
seen, from a scientific and scholarly point of view,
as plausible. He says, “This is really new” (p. 307).
About the author:
Rev. J.M. (Kim) Batteau is the minister-emeritus of the Reformed Church in The HagueCenter/Scheveningen and one of the editors of this magazine.
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Peels goes on to summarize this work. Three
important hypotheses put forward in the 20th
century regarding the appearance of Israel in
Canaan are looked at, those of Alt, Albright, and
Mendenhall. Each of these approaches made use of
the text of the Old Testament in coordination with
archeological research. However, in the course of
time, after these scholars, archeological finds seem
to have consistently falsified the Old Testament
text as a source of history. There has been an
increasing “parting of the ways” of exegesis and
archeology.
The Bible text is currently being treated by most
scholars in this field as an “artistic document,”
having a social function in giving form to the
ideology of the writers. It is seen as an historicized
fiction, written long after the facts and having
little to do with them. And as far as archeology is
concerned, this field of study has uncoupled itself
from the Biblical text, and is trying on its own to
reconstrue the emergence of Israel in Canaan. We
now have a situation in which two “monologues”
are being carried out.
What Van Bekkum does in this dissertation is to
give attention to these two “monologues,” but
then finally he attempts to bring them together in
a “dialogue,” considering the possibility that the
Biblical text might still have historical value, in spite
of the current mood of skepticism.

but nevertheless truly historical story. Attention
to the Bible’s style of historical narrative and to
the developments in the area of archeology (Peels
mentions the recent discovery of the name “Israel”
on a stone block in the Egyptian Museum of Berlin),
will advance our understanding (p. 313).

Prof. dr. H.G.L. Peels
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

According to Peels, Van Bekkum’s final conclusion
is that Joshua 9-13 is a combination of ideology,
that is it is a text strongly colored by its being
written at a later time, after King David, in which
the historical circumstances directly after King
David’s day (9th century B.C.) are projected onto
the description of Joshua’s battle, and “antiquarian
interest,” that is interest in what “really happened.”
Van Bekkum’s conclusion about the archeology
of the period is that archeological finds have not
falsified the account in Joshua 9-13, and that there
are real possibilities of integrating the archeological
results with the Biblical data. The Bible text can
be taken seriously as an historical source, but
with the qualification that it is history written
with anachronistic elements and following the
“narrative conventions” of that age in the Old Near
East.

Masterly job

Peels feels that Van Bekkum does a masterly job
of carrying out this trajectory. A particularly knotty
issue is the treatment of the famous “sun standing
still” miracle described in Joshua 10. According to
the traditional, “literal” interpretation, this was
a true miracle involving the sun really stopping,
ceasing to go forward in the sky, an observable
astronomical event. Peels calls Van Bekkum’s new
approach “beautiful.” Bekkum proposes that the
writer of Joshua is making use of Old Near Eastern
narrative conventions to portray God’s power over
the forces of nature. The sun “obeys” God, and
“supports” God in overcoming His enemies. This
does not have to entail the sun literally ceasing to
move in the sky. Peels thinks that this hypothesis is
really worth considering (p. 309).
14

Historical claims

Peels appreciates Van Bekkum’s dissertation
as appearing at a time of “much confusion”
surrounding the historicity of the Old Testament,
and in particular about the origin of Israel (p. 312).
Seeking to look only within “narrativity” for the
message (the text severed from any historical
events) is not fruitful. The Bible makes historical
claims. Van Bekkum, with his mastery of the
archeological data, is very helpful here. He also
helps us see that the Bible’s “antiquarian interest”
(interest in the real events of the past) can be
positively assessed. Seen against its cultural
background, the Bible gives a selective and colored,
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Peels concludes by quoting Van Bekkum in
his epilog, in which he confesses his faith as a
Christian: “For me as a Christian and a member of a
Reformed Church in The Netherlands, the narrative
of God’s history with Israel and of the fulfillment
of this history in Jesus Christ is very important
in this respect.” Peels calls such a confession
“quite unusual” for academic works of this type.
He appreciates this, and calls Van Bekkum’s
dissertation the work of a believer who has done
academic work in a believing, Christian spirit (p.
313). According to Peels, since Prof. Arie Noordtzij’s
book on archeology and the Bible, God’s Word and
the Witness of the Ages (Gods Woord en der eeuwen
getuigenis) of 1924, no one in Reformed circles has
dealt with the big questions involving archeology
and Bible interpretation in the convincing way Van
Bekkum has done (p. 314).

Douma: severe criticism

In contrast to the enthusiastic appreciation for this
dissertation shown by Peels, Dr. Jochem Douma,
retired Professor of Ethics at the Theological
University of the Gereformeerde Kerken (GK Reformed Churches) in Kampen, is very critical. In
a review originally displayed on his website, “De
dissertatie van K. van Bekkum” (“The dissertation of
K. van Bekkum”) , Douma looks at the dissertation
in detail.
He begins with a discussion of Van Bekkum’s
proposal regarding the “sun standing still” in Josh.
10. Douma traces Van Bekkum’s method as follows.
The poetic fragment (vs. 10, 12b and 13) receives a
an “independent interpretation,” without referring
to how Josh. 10 itself describes the event. Van
Bekkum’s sees a parallel here with mythological
language of the Canaanites. The expression “stand
still” is seen by Van Bekkum as a military term, and
not an astronomical one.
Douma comments that he gets a distinctly different
impression from the language used. “Standing still”
reminds him not of military language, but of God’s
control of the creation, giving room for Joshua
and his soldiers to fight in continual daylight. The
text of Josh. 10 itself interprets this event as an
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but are essential elements of the historical writing
involved. We then must attempt to discover what
is and what is not historical, by “doing a proposal”
(p. 32). First we ascertain what the conventions are,
then we try to discover what is really historical.
After this aesthetic analysis of the text we try
to reconstrue the expectations and the faithconceptions of the text-communities (p. 32).
We can then test the claim that something is
historical (the “historical truth-claim”) (p. 32).

road as the adage, “it is true, but it didn’t truly
happen,” characteristic of liberal theology’s way of
interpreting the Bible.
In the past, according to Douma, the approach in
orthodox Reformed circles was to accept the Bible’s
historical narrative as factual, without qualifying it
as “not literally true.” He quotes Herman Bavinck:
“We too would relate the same phenomena in
the same way; the Scripture speaks of the miracle
as a fact, without saying how it came to be”
(Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, 2, p. 446).

Prof. dr. J. Douma
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

astronomical miracle, but Van Bekkum regards this
as secondary. Douma disputes this. He asks, “How
can a Reformed theologian come up with his own
exegesis, and call it primary, while the text itself
does not give any indication of such an approach?”
According to Douma, Van Bekkum says that the
the “unique phenomenon of the this day” is not so
much the prolonging of the day, but the fact that
Jahweh is “obeying a man.” Van Bekkum writes that
the event has to do with “YHWH’s unique guidance
and support in battle by obeying Joshua, while
the stopping of the sun is to be understood as a
contribution to that.” Douma comments that God
“listens” to Joshua, but that is quite different from
“obeying” him.
Douma continues by saying that Van Bekkum’s
approach tries to connect what he calls the Old
Near Eastern way of writing history, and the
Biblical narrative. Old Near Eastern historical
writing is characterized, according to Van Bekkum,
by rhetorical exaggeration. Hyperbole and poetic
images are used to portray military conquests, for
example. This kind of hyperbole and poetry are
found in the miracle of the sun in Josh. 10, in Van
Bekkum’s view. It is a metaphor, an image of God’s
victory. We don’t have to take it literally.

To far

Van Bekkum goes too far, here, in Douma’s view.
The text itself of Josh. 10 does not give us any
reason to relativize the miracle. Can we really
applaud God’s victory, if the manner of His victory
is put in doubt? We are then travelling on the same
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Douma sayst that this new way of reading the
Bible signals a break with the way the Theological
University of the Reformed Churches (Liberated) in
Kampen has done exegesis up till now, in common
with the Free University of Amsterdam before the
Second World War.

Douma says that Reformed exegetes have written
about particular texts of the Old Testament in the
light of their total vision. a) They begin by accepting
the historicity of that which is written, because the
story is part of the canonical text. b) They realize
that there are problems which the texts raise,
to themselves and to other experts in the field,
and discuss such problems. c) They maintain the
historicity of the story in the text, based on their
Reformed convictions, in spite of the (possible)
problems which remain.
This method is followed by various Old Testament
scholars. M.H. Woudstra, in his The Book of Joshua
(1994), says that his commentary on Joshua is
written out of his faith in the basic trustworthiness
of the Bible. J.H. Kroeze (1968) follows a similar path.
He accepts the text as historically trustworthy (a).
He devotes three pages to apparent inconsistencies
and problems which he finds in the text (b), taking
account of the character of historical writing in the
Near East. Finally Kroeze maintains the truth of the
revelation of God’s works of salvation in the past
(c). As far the the miracle of the sun standing still in
Josh. 10 is concerned, Kroeze agrees with Goslinga
and Holwerda that Josh. 10 speaks of an objective
miracle. This view flows forth from accepting the
Scripture as God’s reliable word.

Douma devotes quite a bit more space to a
detailed criticism of this dissertation. He concludes
by saying that he acknowledges Van Bekkum’s
intention to subscribe to Article 5 of the Belgic
Confession, where the Reformed Churches affirm

J. van Bruggen

Standing around the cross, His enemies saw this,
but misinterpreted it. They thought: He saved
others, but he could not save Himself. The gospel
has a difference of just one word: He who saved
others would not save himself. The gospel makes us
see that the Son of God came to earth with power,
healing and raising from the dead. But this same
Son allowed Hiself to be crucified for the complete
forgiveness of all our sins.
When we read the Gospels, we may not lose sight
of this reality, even for a moment. It will help us not
to think of His work in too human a manner, and to
stand amazed at His own weakness and death.

With Van Bekkum in this dissertation, another path
is followed:
he maintains that the historical writing in the Bible
must be judged as an aesthetic product. We must
then pay attention to the artistic construction of
the stories, discovering simplification, selectivity,
and suggestive detail (p. 32 f.). Rhetorical devices
such as hyperbole, exaggeration, and anachronism
are signaled. With respect to such conventions, Van
Bekkum claims that they are not mere decorations,
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Conclusion

The contrast between Peels’ and Douma’s
assessment of Van Bekkum’s dissertation could not
be greater. Peels sees a masterly dissertation which
paves the way to future fruitful research, while
Douma sees a radical departure from the orthodox
Reformed approach toward Scripture. The future
will reveal which assessment is the most convincing
to, and therefore which path is to be followed by
the Reformed community in The Netherlands.

Fulfilment of the Scriptures: Commentaries and preaching
Just one word.

Another path

that the Bible is inspired and totally trustworthy.
However, according to Douma Van Bekkum
contradicts this confession by so q ualifying
its historical reliability that one no longer can
speak of the Bible’s clear historical assertions.
So much disappears as “aesthetic construction”
and “ideological propaganda” that the Bible is no
longer is seen as communicating clearly what has
happened in history. Miracles disappear in a mist
of poetic rhetoric. This is a serious departure from
orthodox Reformed exegesis, and is unacceptable
as a contribution to Reformed theology.
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In the final instalment, Dr van Bruggen draws on the
account of one event recorded in Mark to bring these
threads together, and show how the gospel is to be
found in the Gospels.
Note:
1.

This is the second of a series of three articles
first published in the Dutch language in De
Waarheidsvriend, 7, 14 and 22 May 2009. This
translation by Aart Plug, October 2011, by
arrangement with the author. All Scripture
references and quotations are taken from the New
International Version of the Bible (NIV), 1984 Edition.
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R.C. Janssen

Planting Churches in
North America

The Canadian Reformed Churches (www.canrc.org) might in many ways
be considered daughter churches of the Gereformeerde Kerken (GK Reformed Churches) in The Netherlands. Following World War II, many
members of the GK immigrated to Canada. When joining either the
Christian Reformed Church or the Protestant Reformed Church proved
problematic, the CanRC were formed.

S

tatistics indicate that since their beginnings,
most growth was either by way of further
immigration or by births. New churches
came into existence, not because locals elsewhere
became members, but because Canadian Reformed
congregations outgrew their buildings or members
settled in new areas in Canada. This is not to say
that they did not feel the need to share the Gospel
with others. The churches became very active in
foreign mission at an early stage, first in what is
today the Indonesian province of Papua and soon
after in Brazil. Local outreach—in CanRC circles
often referred to as “evangelism”— also became
common place. However, such outreach generally
did not intend to form a new church in a new
locale..
That may be about to change. Church planting is a
matter which receives much attention in orthodox
Reformed and Presbyterian circles in North
America. Most churches affiliated with the North
American Presbyterian and Reformed Council (www.
naparc.org) see the number of churches in their
denominations grow through the planting of new
churches. Among them are the United Reformed
Churches and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church,
federations of churches with which the Canadian
Reformed Churches enjoy close ties. Moreover, the
CanRC recently began to actively participate in the
NAPARC network.

Bible study

A church plant generally begins as a Bible study
in the home of a Reformed family. Often a few
Reformed families move into a particular area
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Areas that have none

with a view to planting a new church. As the Bible
study grows, an ordained minister is called by a
neighbouring supervising church. His task is to
bring the group to the point of ‘particularizing’
as an independent local congregation. For many
church plants in the Presbyterian tradition, the
moment a minister is active in the church plant, the
church has a set period of time (usually around 5
years) to come to the point of establishment. In the
Reformed tradition, more time is allowed.
The models for doing such work may vary due
to circumstances and denominational context.
However, through experience churches have
come to understand there are also many common
factors. Moreover, there are lessons new church
plants may learn from previous ones. In the
course of time the Orthodox Presbyterian Church
produced a much lauded manual entitled Planting
an Orthodox Presbyterian Church (available for
free via: www.opc.org/chm/chplant). A number of
church planters, most operating within the United
Reformed Churches have also written a book,
Planting, Watering, Growing: Planting Confessionally
st
Reformed Churches in the 21 Century.

Rev. H. Drost
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

Not unknown

Church planting as such is not an unknown
phenomenon within Canadian Reformed Churches.
In a sense, its first churches were church plants:
immigrants from The Netherlands settling in new
places. For the longest time “church planting” in the
CanRC meant a group of people deciding to resettle
in a different region and begin a church. Though
such groups were not adverse to people from the
outside joining the newly planted church, such
“expansion” was not a priority either.
This is not to say that the Canadian Reformed
Churches chose a more insular approach out of
principle. A fervent advocate for outreach was
Rev. G. VanDooren. As a minister in Enschede, the
Netherlands, he published on the matter, and
continued to do so as minister in the Canadian
Reformed Churches. His Get Out and Get Rid
of Dilemmas is a simple yet thought provoking
booklet. The need to reach out has been keenly felt
by the CanRC.
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In more recent times church planting has become
a more prominent phenomenon in Canadian
Reformed circles.
The Streetlight Ministries project is progressing to
the establishment of an independent congregation
in downtown Hamilton, Ontario, under the
oversight of the Ancaster church.
The Chinese Urban Missions project is to see the
establishment of an independent congregation in
the south-east corner of Surrey, British Columbia,
under the oversight of the Cloverdale church.
The Mission among Natives project, under the
oversight of the Smithers church will soon see
the formation of an independent church in Prince
George, BC.
The first two will probably not be “typical” Canadian
Reformed churches. The congregation in Hamilton
is composed largely of people marginalized
in society, while the congregation in Surrey is
composed of people with a Chinese background.
The Prince George project probably will look more
like a Canadian Reformed Churches, as the people
drawn to the worship services generally do not tend
to have a Native American background.
Strictly speaking, these churches are not “church
plants” but “mission projects”. A church plant
presumes a core group of church members looking
to grow the group into a self-sufficient church.
None of these projects operate in that way. On the
other hand, as these projects grow, it has become
clear that forming a new church rather than trying
to integrate these people into an existing church is
the way forward.
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Involvement in NAPARC, the growing relationship
with the United Reformed Churches, the
unexpected turn in the Prince George project, and
the blessed results of the projects in Hamilton
and Surrey have undoubtedly contributed to
the growing awareness in Canadian Reformed
Churches for the need to plant new churches in
areas that have none. As the Canadian Reformed
have become more integrated with Canadian
society the need to reach out to co-workers and
neighbours is felt more acutely. Close involvement
with the Église Réformée du Québec has increased
awareness among the churches in Ontario.
Moreover, if the 9 or so Reformed Churches in Brazil
can adopt a national plan for evangelizing a nation
with a population of several hundred million,
should the 55 Canadian Reformed Churches not do
something to reach out to the almost 35 million
there? It has led to a group of individual members
proposing to Canadian and United Reformed
Churches in the Lower Mainland of British Columbia
to look at church planting in Burnaby, a suburb of
Vancouver.
The Canadian Reformed Theological Seminary
took it upon itself to organize a conference for the
benefit of the churches on the matter of church
planting. Not adverse to learning from others,
two men from outside the Canadian Reformed
Churches were drawn in to share their expertise
and experience.
The first was Rev. Henk Drost of the GK, in the
past a church planter in the predominantly Roman
Catholic city Venlo, The Netherlands, and currently
instructing Reformed Churches in the Ukraine in
church planting. He is the author of God’s House,
Open House, a program for Bible study to make
congregations more aware of the need to reach
out with the Gospel. Rev. Drost spoke twice, first on
Reformed Foundations for Evangelism and then on
Developing Missionary-Minded Congregations.
The second was Rev. Ross W. Graham of the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church, key author of the
already mention OPC manual on church planting.
He spoke on Reformed Church Planting in the 21st
Century and led a workshop entitled Six Things to
Remember about Planting a Reformed Church.
A third speaker was Rev. Theodore Van Raalte,
minister of the Canadian Reformed Church in
Surrey, and also one of those who stood at the
cradle of what has become Streetlight Ministries
in Hamilton. He spoke on Motivating Reformed
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Churches to Multiply: The 2011 Metro
Vancouver Church Planting Initiative and
led a workshop entitled Practical Steps for
Church Planting in Urban Centres: Lessons
from the Reformation.
Two other men led two further
workshops. Rev. Jim Witteveen,
missionary in Prince George, led a
workshop which could have had the title
Accidental Church Planting. Rev. John
VanPopta, minister of the Canadian
Reformed Church in Burlington-South,
and his wife Bonita, led a workshop
entitled Reaching Your Neighbours:
Evangelism & Video Programs.
The faculty of the CRTS, Dr. Arjan
De Visser (Ecclessiology, Practical
Theology, and Missiology), Dr. John
Smith (Old Testament), Dr. Jason Van
Vliet (Systematic Theology), and Dr.
Gerhard Visscher (New Testament),
provided responses to the speeches.
These responses led to animated q&a
sessions. At the close of the conference
it was announced that a video recording
of the speeches would become
available via the CRTS website (www.
canadianreformedseminary.ca).

M.C. Mulder

Israel in Romans 10

texts. Furthermore, the term is difficult because,
in its original meaning, it has a strong ideological
connotation. In post-structuralistic philosophy,
in which the concept ‘intertextuality’ was coined,
a text is seen as a productive process, in which
words that are read influence the reader and obtain
their meaning in a process of interaction between
the reader and the words.6 In principle this is an
open-ended process, in which new readers can
continually participate.
The term intertextuality can be employed to display
how texts from the Old Testament continually
gain a new meaning, particularly in the New
Testament. This phenomenon, however, has an
entirely different background, in which it is not the
subjectivity of the reader that is the determining
factor. Therefore, it has been advocated that this
concept of ‘intertextuality’ should be omitted from
the exegetical discussion.7
Nevertheless, the term does have a high evocative
value, directly bringing into focus what the exegete
wishes to indicate. When Paul cites a quotation
from the Old Testament, he uses the words for his
own argument, perhaps causing them to bear a
different meaning. At the same time, his argument
is partly formed by the words that he quotes,
because of the special position of the texts that
are of essential importance to his whole way of
reasoning. There is, therefore, an interaction in a
dynamic relationship between Paul’s text and the
text that he quotes.8
In order to speak of interaction, one must be able
to determine with some objectivity the relationship
between the cited and received text. This is where
we see a difference in approach to that of Hays. To
Hays, the intention of the New Testament author
cannot in principle be recovered. An objective
exegesis, however, should not overlook the intention
of Paul as author. In order to speak of an intertextual
connection, the receiving text should, within itself,
contain clues that point to the apostle’s awareness
to the broader context of the citation quoted, as was
also often the case with the rabbis.

Romans 11:25-27 usually plays a deciding role in the interpretation of the three
chapters Romans 9-11. The words about the saving of ‘all Israel ’ often place all
the preceding interpretation under tension, causing earlier statements about
Israel’s election (Rom. 9) or Israel’s guilt (Rom. 10) to be experienced as somewhat
problematic.1

A

ccording to some, Paul was unaware of this tension.
H. Räisänen speaks of three different soteriological
concepts that collide with each other. In chapter
9 the predestination is determinant, in chapter 10 it is the
human responsibility to believe or not to believe, and in
chapter 11 Paul would then be bringing the old covenant
concept to the fore, which states that, because of God’s
faithfulness to his promises, the whole of the people of Israel
will be saved.2
H. Hübner is of the opinion that Paul was most certainly
aware of this tension, but in the end could not logically
overcome the contradiction between God’s actions in the
past and his eschatological expectation.3 So can we really still
speak of just one message in these three chapters?
However, if we don’t read Romans 11:25-27 as a new
revelation, drowning out the foregoing, then we make room
for a different approach. In all three chapters Paul is making,
from the perspective of the Old Testament, a connection
between God’s actions and human responsibility. This
happens in a special manner in the central part of these
chapters, Romans 10. When we are aware of this perspective
and deliberately include the context of the citations from the
Old Testament in our exegesis, this can shed new light on the
relationship between divine and human action. In my thesis
I have therefore involved the context of all the citations in
Romans 10 in my interpretation, so that we obtain a clearer
view of the unity of Paul’s message in Romans 9-11.4

Core business

Planting churches is core business for
churches. Whether it be on foreign
shores or locally, among those with
another ethnic background or outreach
to Canadians in general, it is encouraging
to see how Canadian Reformed Churches
are rising to the challenge of getting out
with the Gospel. For while the Word has
reached all corners of the world, many
live oblivious to the rich Gospel that lies
within reach. And how can there be
preaching without people being sent by
churches?

Intertextuality

Since the studies by R. Hays, New Testament scholarship has
had more consideration for the context of citations from the
Old Testament. In Hays’ approach, he introduced the term
intertextuality, which has found its way into the world of
scholars.5 Although the word ‘intertextuality’ is interesting,
because it summons up much that is useful to the exegesis,
the term is not exactly exempt from difficulties. Firstly, it is
vague and could be used for all kind of random connections,
which are thought to be discovered between different

A formal clue

Romans 10 consists almost entirely of quotations.
My research has indicated that Paul makes known,
in various places, that he wishes to express more
with his quotations than just the words cited.
This fact can be indicated formally, if it can
be proven that a citation only makes sense
grammatically when the original context is taken
into account. This is, for example, the case with
the quotation from Leviticus 18:5, which Paul cites
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in Romans 10:5, to characterize the dikaiosu,nh
h` evk tou/ no,mou. It is remarkable that, in his
quotation, he leaves out all words concerning
laws, commandments and prescriptions, of which
Leviticus 18 speaks in a positive way. Yet, in his
quotation, he does take over the personal pronoun
referring specifically to these prescriptions: auvta,. In
Paul’s text, that auvta, is left dangling, because there
is no plural antecedent to which it refers.
This implies that Paul assumes that the person
reading the text supplies this antecedent in his
mind. The laws, commandments and prescriptions
repeatedly named in Leviticus 18 are indicated with
the word auvta, even though Paul does not include
these concepts in the quotation.

Supplementing content

An intertextual connection can greatly supplement
the content of a citation. An example of this is the
citation from Isaiah 53:1 in Romans 10:16: ku,rie(
ti,j evpi,steusen th|/ avkoh|/ h`mw/n* Here, a question
is being asked about the avkoh, and its effect.
VAkoh, here means: that which can be heard, the
heard, i.e. the message that comes to us through
hearing. This avkoh, is first heard by the prophet,
subsequently made heard, and now it is not
believed. How is that possible?
Paul started off with a long chain of verbs, depicting
the mystery of coming to faith.
That chain begins with God, who sends people
out. Then, there are preachers who proclaim
(khru,ssein). Subsequently that khru,ssein is
heard (avkou,ein). Then, through that avkou,ein the
message is believed (pisteu,ein) and, because of
that pisteu,ein , the name of the Lord is called
upon (evpikalei/sqai). That calling upon the name
of the Lord, in particular, is what leads to glory, as
Joel indicated in Joel 3:5. Why is it that Israel did
not get around to that redeeming calling upon
God? God has sent messengers, and the message
of the gospel has sounded in the prophet’s
avkoh,. Did Israel perhaps not understand it, asks
verse 19. It is remarkable that Paul arrives at this
question, from the chain of vss. 14,15. For the term
‘understanding’ or ‘knowing’ (ginw,skein) had not
yet been brought up. How does Paul, while tracing
the missing link, come to search for the presence
or absence of ginw,skein? And consequently: how
is this question to be interpreted? Does he really
mean that Israel has not understood the word of
God, or does he stress the thought that Israel did
understand, although it did not act accordingly.
Those who interpret Romans 10 as a testimony of
God’s electing action, read Paul’s question in verse
21

19 according to the first line of thought.
Indeed, Israel was not able to understand
because it had been hardened. They had
become a disobedient and rebellious
people because God had hardened their
hearts so that they could not understand.9
Others emphasise the opposite in this
chapter: Israel is being held fully responsible
by Paul for its dismissive attitude. They are
a rebellious people, and they themselves are
the ones who dismiss the message. If even
the ends of the earth have already heard
the words of God, how much more should
Israel not have understood it (Rom. 10:18,
Ps. 19:5). They could have understood it, but
they did not wish to.10
Is it true, according to the apostle, that
Israel could have known better, or is he
stressing the opposite? In order to gain
more clarity on this issue, the context of
the quotation from Isaiah 53 can be of
help to us. Firstly, we can ascertain that it
is no coincidence that Paul quotes Isaiah
53 after having first quoted from Isaiah
52:7, and, earlier on, from Isaiah 18:16.
Every one of the words from the citation
from Isaiah 53:1 has a history, either in
Paul’s reasoning, or in the direct context
of the citations he has quoted. The crucial
word avkoh, too, already appeared in Isaiah
52:7. Although Paul did not take over that
word, he must have been aware that the
whole verse partly quoted by him reads:

w`j w[ra evpi. tw/n ovre,wn( w`j po,dej
euvaggelizome,nou avkoh.n eivrh,nhj (Isa.

52:7). Aside from this verbal connection,
there are also other formal similarities
between the citations from Isaiah 53:1 and
the context of the former citations, and
with the context of Paul’s own words in
Romans 10.11
However, there is not only a formal connection with the context of the prophecy.
When we appreciate these formal
connections, we can become alert to more
substantial connections, which can help
us to clarify the question we put forward
earlier concerning Israel’s understanding.
That ‘understanding’ (ginw,skein) by
Israel is, in the broader context of the
prophecy from Isaiah 52, constantly
brought into connection with Israel’s
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hearing. The hearing and understanding
notions form a pair that plays a large role,
particularly in Deutero-Isaiah. Paul does
not put forward his question about Israel’s
understanding because he assumes a
certain logic with his readers, as is often
the interpretation of the exegete here: you
can only believe what you have heard, if
you understood what you heard (p. 288).
Pauls is not brought from the hearing to
the question about the understanding on
the basis of logical thinking, but because
the context of his quotations bring him
on this trail. Apparently the context of the
quotations he cites in this connection, is
significant to him. He strongly recognises
himself in Isaiah’s cry: ‘Who has believed
our message?’ Paul merges the avkoh,
proclaimed by the prophet into the
avkoh, which he himself and other gospel
preachers proclaimed. Subsequently, what
has been written about the avkoh, in Isaiah
can help him to see the rejection in light
of God’s all-encompassing plan, and also
to lead the reader along the road to being
able to hear this word in a new manner.

That would appear to be a logical
contradiction: hear what you cannot
hear and understand what you cannot
understand. Yet that is exactly the road
along which God is busy opening the ears
and making a new way for his people, by
Himself making the word resound in deaf
ears. God uses the word, which one cannot
understand of oneself, to lead his people
to a different quality of hearing and a true
understanding (Isa. 48:12,16,18,20).
By citing different verses from this
prophecy in Romans 10, Paul brings this
reality into remembrance. On the one
hand, he recognizes Isaiah’s difficulty and
the question: how is it possible that so
many do not believe this word, in spite
of their ears having heard the prophet’s
message so often? On the other hand,
the quoted words point to the context of
this prophecy, which shows how God will
take care that they will get there, those
who will hear, because God will lead
them to a totally different hearing and
understanding, to the glory of his own
name and honour (Isa. 48:9,11,16,17).

Hearing and knowing in Isaiah

When we take into account this dynamic
context of the verbs hearing and knowing,
a different view on the interpretation of
Romans 10:19, the question about Israel’s
ginw,skein, appears, that can rise above
and beyond the alternative which I named
earlier. Had Israel not understood what it
had heard? In a certain sense, the answer
is indeed negative, as was the case in
Isaiah’s times too. Israel had not arrived
at the right understanding of what was
heard, and had, in a certain sense, not
heard and not learnt to understand what it
had heard.
At the same time the prophetic context,
which was the background of this
question, shows that it does not have to
stay at the point of not hearing and not
understanding. The prophet shows the
way through which to arrive at a different
quality of hearing and understanding.
In the end, only God can grant that, the
prophecy explains, but God grants it along
the road of making the word heard, as
the prophet did in God’s name. And Paul
sees his own words also standing in that
dynamic, in the hope it will not stay at the

There is something special going on with
the hearing in Deutero-Isaiah. Many
paragraphs in the context of Isaiah 52/53
start with the cry: ‘Listen to me , my
people, hear me, my nation, hear, Israel,
take to heart, listen to me…’12
But what is the matter with this hearing?
On the one hand the prophet calls upon
his people to take to heart what was
heard, on the other hand he ascertains
that the hearing has not led them to true
acknowledgement: hvkou,sate pa,nta( kai.
u`mei/j ouvk e;gnwte: ‘you have heard, yet
you did not know’ (Isa. 48:6a). And then
the same prophet directly adds: ‘in fact
you did not hear, and did not come to this
acknowledgement, because God knew that
you would not handle this knowledge in
a right way’ (Is 48:7,8: ou;te e;gnwj ou;te

hvpi,stw( ou;te avpV avrch/j h;noixa, sou
ta. w=ta). The people were, in fact, deaf,

so that they truly could not understand
the message (cf. Isa. 6:9,10). God calls
upon his people to hear and acknowledge
what they cannot of themselves hear and
acknowledge.
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point of not understanding by Israel, and
in the expectation that God will lead the
people to a different quality of hearing,
and that what has been heard from him
will form a link in that chain.

Romans 10 as a key

This example shows us how more unity
comes to light in Paul’s train of thought
in Romans 9-11 once the words quoted by
Paul in the central part of these chapters
from the Old Testament are read from
within their own context. In doing so, the
relationship between divine and human
action, an essential theme in the three
chapters, is placed in a dynamic setting.
To human reasoning, even Paul’s
reasoning, this relationship cannot be
brought under one denominator. That
remains the case also in this approach.
Whoever tries to get his mind around
it will not succeed. Can man exonerate
himself because God, in the end, is the one
to grant him the hearing? How can man
be held responsible, when God’s electing
action encompasses all human action?
To the human mind, these realities rule
out each other. But whoever looks back
at how this was functioning in the Old
Testament will make some progress. Time
and again, Israel knows itself placed under
God’s word and is completely responsible
to comply with it. At the same time, it
becomes clear that only God can truly open
the ears and hearts, so that a different
quality of hearing can begin, causing Israel
to indeed take the message to heart.
In that very same way, Paul sees, we –
Israel and all who hear God’s word – are
placed under this word. We cannot place
ourselves above it and try to bring these
issues into systematic order for the sake
of our understanding. Together with
Israel, we are under God’s word, and are
ourselves responsible for our reaction to
what we hear with our ears, all the while
realizing that only God Himself can bring
us to true hearing and understanding of
the message.

Conclusion

In this way Paul’s line of thought might
not be completely logical to our mind, but
this approach certainly sheds new light on
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the unity of the three chapters of Romans
9-11. Whoever, while listening to Paul,
allows the context of his quotations to
resound, sees that Paul is pointing towards
a dynamic reality, attempting to draw
his reader along into the same dynamic
flow: from hearing by ear to a true
understanding. In this way he also tries to
lead his fellow people, to whom this word
of promise still resounds in the first place,
along the road to achieving a true hearing
and understanding of this message, in the
conviction that God will, along this very
road, open their ears and hearts to it.
My conclusion is that it is of essential
importance to let the context of the
citations quoted by Paul resound, in order
to come to a good understanding of what
he wishes to say with these citations.
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several intertextual connections.
12. Cf. Is. 40:3,21, 41:1, 42:18, 44:1,48:1,12, 49:1,
51:1,4,7,21, 52:8.
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6. Hays draws attention to J. Hollander, who
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Historical Criticism in NT studies. Is there a
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K. van Bekkum

He became humble

This article is a chapter from ‘Hete Hangijzers’, a book dealing with
controversial issues in the Christian Faith. The authors of the various
chapters formulate answers to those questions that keep coming up such
as ‘Why does God allow suffering?’ and ‘Why is there violence in the Bible?’
This article formed the final chapter, in which the author tries to define the
kernel and relevancy of the Christian Faith to all people, the crux of God’s
decisive reaching out to us in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

A

nswers to intellectual questions regarding
religion – Does God exist? What is the
meaning of suffering? – can be rationally
quite satisfying without appealing much to the
imagination. That is because they do not eliminate
the more personal objections. For if it is the case
that a certain suffering was necessary to teach
me something, could that not have been achieved
in a different way? Although there have been
people who came to faith by following a rational
path, there is usually something more to it. For
example, an extraordinary experience. The German
theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg (b.1928) had an
intense religious ‘experience of light’ when he was
sixteen, which formed the start of his search for
religious faith. And Clive Staples Lewis (1898-1963),
after his commitment to faith, was, to use his own
words, ‘overcome with joy’.
Other examples of conversions by well-known
Christian intellectuals show us that there is often
a void that craves to be filled. The North-African
philosopher and later church father Aurelius
Augustine (354-430) was a teacher of rhetoric in
Milan when he became impressed by the sermons of
Ambrose, the local bishop. At the same time he was
struggling with what we would today call a sexual
addiction. In his Confessions he writes that, when he
was walking in the garden, feeling utterly miserable,
he suddenly heard children in a neighboring garden
shouting: ‘Take up and read! Take up and read!’
He opened the book he was carrying, one of Paul’s
epistles from the Bible, and read the passage where
Paul calls upon Christians to abstain from a life
of immorality and clothe themselves with Christ1.
Augustine writes, “at the end of this sentence, by a
light as it were of serenity infused into my heart, all
the darkness of doubt vanished away.”2
About the author:
Dr. Koert van Bekkum received his doctorate in theology in 2010 from the Theological
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world, personally experiences the consequences
of the enormous Christian diversity. The mystical
atmosphere in a Roman Catholic church makes
a very different impression from that within a
Reformed or Presbyterian building, in which the
emphasis is on the Word. In Evangelical services,
the goal is to keep the barrier between the church
and the everyday world as low as possible and
create the right conditions for personal experience.
However, the cross and the Bible are never missing.
And everywhere faith comes into being within
the steadfast quadrangle of the true doctrine,
the Christian life, the liturgy, and a Christian
organization with Jesus as its Head.
While there may be great differences of opinion
between Christians, all churches who aspire to stay
close to the Biblical message share the so-called
‘common’ or ‘catholic’ faith, as it was established
in the first six centuries. A common ‘orthodoxy’
started to develop, which the church (already
diverse in those days) formulated in response to a
few logical questions that present themselves to
everyone who becomes acquainted with the faith.
This meant that the Bible - the Jewish scriptures
and the books of the New Testament – had to be,
and remain, authoritative: that Jesus’ divine and
human ‘natures’ were united and unchanged,
undivided and inseparable; and that the church
professes the belief in the one God and the three
persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

A twentieth century intellectual career change
inspired by a religious experience can be found
in the example of Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932), the
American Philosopher of Religion. In the 1950s,
Plantinga spent one or two semesters at Harvard
University. The Reformed student from Grand
Rapids found himself being deeply influenced by
the non-religious teachers, and by their objections
to the Christian faith. But one day in January,
when he was walking from the dining hall to the
dormitories in the rain, the heavens opened up to
him and he was persuaded that what he believed
was true. With this experience, all objections were
reduced to merely philosophical problems.

Searching for the core

There is a point of similarity between the faith of
Augustine, Lewis, Plantinga and so many other
Christians. In short, it comes down to the fact that,
according to these believers, God characterizes
himself in a permanent, deep involvement with
this earth. Again and again he comes into peoples’
lives, to impress upon people who He is: Creator of
heaven and earth and the source of all good. But
he also comes to show that he is always prepared
to walk the extra mile with people in order to win
them for himself. Indeed, his involvement and
vulnerability was so great that he, in the person
of Jesus, became man and, in his life, death and
resurrection, saved the world from evil, fear and
death. And strangely enough, the Bible says that
it is this vulnerability that pre-eminently displays
his divinity. God became humble. And Jesus has
showed us that it is in this action that his greatness,
goodness and love all come together.

Still the question remains: in what manner is that
well documented Christian doctrine of benefit to
man? With Augustine’s thinking through of the
faith, the Christian doctrine was, in fact, completed.
But is the church’s statement about God not too
decided and certain? What, in the end, does man
know really about God?
Strangely enough, Augustine was completely
satisfied with that. As in the whole of the early
church, the traditional dogmas were to him like
crash barriers: they mark out the space within
which men may speak about God. Yet the mystery
of faith itself is by no means defined by them.
Whoever wishes to know more about the secret of
God must read the Bible and try to formulate what
the Christian Faith is all about.

The Christian Faith presents a strange story, in
which there is room for our worldly existence,
including all the inherent positive and negative
emotions, and in which trust and faith clearly
precede actions. It is a religion that is characterized
by an enormous diversity, which does not at all
mean that it cannot be described. All believers, from
all times and all parts of the world, identify with
Abraham. All draw hope from the core moments in
Israel’s history: the deliverance out of Egypt, and the
return from exile. All embrace the first century rabbi
Jesus of Nazareth as Anointed, as Christ, because
he, in his life, made God’s promises for Israel come
true, and also for the whole world.
Whoever steps into a church, anywhere in the
24

The worldly faith

Whoever opens the first part, the Old Testament,
enters into a world of nomadic leaders, farmers,
prophets, priests and wise men, in a small country
in the east of the Mediterranean world. That the
Christian church chose to make these scriptures

LuxMundi

March 2012

their own, which were also authoritative to Jesus,
is quite something, for it makes this faith worldly
through and through. The chapters are about
YHWH, Israel’s God. This God makes himself known
in laws and visions. Yet the world in which people
live, with their emotions, wisdom, scepticism and
complaints, is never out of the picture.
Strangely enough, this does not touch only upon
that small nation that is stuck in the middle of the
raging powers of Egypt and Babylon. It touches
upon the whole world. Right through the judgment
of unfaithful Israel, YHWH makes a new beginning.
A remnant of Israel will return to Judah. And there
will be a day, say the prophets in the times of exile,
when the Anointed will come, a king who is at the
same time priest and prophet. With his coming,
YHWH will make everything right with Israel and
the whole world.

Jesus and the Kingdom of God

The core of priest-king Jesus’ message was the
coming of the Kingdom of God. His contemporaries
knew exactly what that meant. That meant God’s
deliverance, God’s judgment over good and evil, and,
via Israel, God’s salvation for the whole world! Jesus’
first presentation in the synagogue in Nazareth –
where he read Isaiah 61 – is in complete harmony
with that. When God’s promise of the Kingdom
is fulfilled, the needy will receive the good news,
prisoners will be set free, the blind will see again and
all oppression will come to an end (Luke 4).
He characterizes God’s Kingdom as a mustard seed,
which grows strongly but slowly. He states that
citizens of this Kingdom should not repay evil with
evil, should walk an extra mile with others, and
should turn the other cheek to their enemies.
At the same time, Jesus reinterprets the meaning
of the crucial symbols of the Judaism of his
days, much to the annoyance of many. When
the kingdom of God truly breaks through, it is in
some sense logical that he does miracles, grants
forgiveness to sinners, and feasts with prostitutes
and the hated tax collectors. But whoever still has
doubts finds a problem with the way he deals with
the food regulations and the Sabbath. And what he
says about the temple and the land is, to them, a
total blasphemy.
The Jewish leaders in Jerusalem realized from the
start how far reaching Jesus’ call to repent was.
Israel had failed at being the light of the world. It
had dismissed God’s goodness. Unprecedented is
the severity with which Jesus’ summarizes the Old
Testament, formulating this in the parable about
the man who sent his servants out to reap the
25

harvest of his vineyard. One by one they are jeered
at and beaten up. And when he sent his son – for
would they not leave him alone? – they did not
shrink from murdering him (Matthew 21).
What Jesus says about himself is remarkable. He,
by whom YHWH himself comes down to his people,
foresees his death. In this light, it is no wonder
that the four gospels pay the most attention to
the last week of Jesus’ life. His suffering and death,
paradoxically, form the climax of God’s history with
Israel. It is through this suffering that the Kingdom
will come. All the royal, prophetic, and priestly
images of God’s way with Israel are joined together
here.

The most promising

How is it that this story has not faded away into
history, as did the stories of other self-appointed
messiahs from those times? And a far more
existential question: could it really be true that God
in Jesus liberates and brings justice once and for all?
Does he ask of me that I acknowledge him as King
of the world?
These questions take us to one of the most
remarkable, but also the most convincing and
promising, crucial points from the New Testament:
Jesus’ resurrection. The resurrection is a mystery.
You have to believe it. At the same time, the
testimonies in the epistles and the stories in the
gospels are so deeply embedded in ordinary life,
that questions and doubts come forward of their
own accord.
It is possible to think that the ‘Easter legends’,
containing apparitions and an empty grave,
originated when Jesus’ crucifixion was being
viewed more and more as an ‘exaltation’. A
‘demythologizing’ theory like that forms a
comfortable backup when one is at a loss for
answers. But as a historic explanatory model
this view falls hopelessly short. It is exceptionally
peculiar that supporters of a multi-faceted Judaism
with numerous views on the future of Israel,
in respect of the Messiah and the resurrection,
suddenly together form one movement with rather
precisely specified views. A movement, moreover,
that incorporates heathens and spreads across the
Roman Empire with a rapid tempo. How is that
possible, while all the texts at hand make it clear
that a dead Messiah cannot be a Messiah, and
that Judaism forms a unity on one point at least:
heathens never being allowed to receive a worthy
station?
The resurrection stories do not give the impression

LuxMundi

March 2012

that they came into being gradually. The image
emerging is rather one that implies that the
gospels’ reports of the resurrection rely on very
early testimonies of utterly astonished people,
mostly women. The many small inconsistencies
between the different versions do not contradict
this image. On the contrary, they confirm it,
because they give us a sense of the confusion and
the total surprise.

laying down a rational foundation beneath the
Biblical Faith.
So God exists. But is he also good? I came up
against this question when I had to stand
powerlessly aside while a lengthy and deep
depression took hold of someone close to me. How
can God allow people to suffer so, to be brought
to a complete standstill? Nevertheless, I held onto
the conviction that God is good. Not because I
understood any of it, but because he gave strength.
And because I experienced that, time and again
he allowed me to draw hope and trust from Bible
readings, liturgy and discussions: in Jesus’ suffering
God is not distant and out of range; through his
resurrection there is hope.
No doubt many psychological processes played
a role in the aforementioned two events. It also
had a lot to do with growing up. But there was
something else too: God’s decisive, compassionate
reaching out from the Other side. The experience
that Christ, in the cloth of the Biblical story, spoke
with authority and came over to me. Therefore
I am deeply convinced that it is beneficial to
acknowledge Jesus as King, to connect all good
with God’s creation and to incorporate one’s own
life story and allow it to be changed by the story of
Jesus’ suffering, death and resurrection.

In a similar way, the actual resurrection of Jesus
Christ presents the key to the understanding of the
origin of Christianity. If Jesus is the Messiah, and
God raised him from the dead after his death on
the cross, everything comes together. An enormous
disappointment results in an unexpected joy. The
last judgment has been postponed. Because of his
endless compassion, God breaks into this world,
prior to the resurrection of all people at the end of
history. Once again, and now definitely, he reaches
out, extending his hand triumphantly, not to
Israel alone, but to all nations. After the ascension,
Jesus is working in heaven towards that moment
when he will pass judgment as King and Judge,
when the definitive renewal of this creation will
take place. But already now there is liberation and
hope because victory has been achieved. Whoever
acknowledges Jesus as Lord belongs, through the
Holy Spirit, to God’s new people, a people built on
the testimonies of Jesus’ twelve disciples.
The gospel is the astounding story of a strong and
wise God who became weak and came to us with
a foolish gospel. The crux of this story is a Person.
It is the person of the Awesome one, who does not
relinquish His creation but, in Jesus, saves not only a
nation, but all the world. He lives! Through his Spirit
He is present, speaking and renewing. And knocking
on the doors of people’s hearts in numerous ways.

Therefore, in conclusion: what are the overriding
arguments that convince me of the truth of the
Christian Faith?
The first reason is that of the unmasking. In the
estimation of late modern western culture, truth
is uncertain. And evil, which does not allow itself
to be shut out, does not convince people of their
wickedness and guilt. On the contrary, people are
primarily a victim of their genes, their upbringing
and circumstances.
The Christian faith unmasks this view of reality.
Life is dangerous. There is a battle going on
between good and evil. By actually naming evil as
sin and guilt, man is liberated from the shackles
of circumstances. Because there is now talk of
real responsibility, the essence of being human
is viewed more realistically. The possibility of
forgiveness brings the hope of a new beginning.
And where no man is able, Jesus leads the way.

Trust and joy

But why should you open the door? All the above
is written by a Christian, and thus not a neutral
observer. Not that I never doubted whether God
existed. When I studied theology in Kampen
in the early nineties, I became intrigued by
the contradiction between historically-critical
and apologetic Bible science. It became a great
existential problem. The whole domino effect
theory occurred – if one drops the creation in six
days, eventually the resurrection will follow. Until,
that is, Christ himself intervened in my doubt. I
understood that in this area also I had to learn to
trust. Limited human knowledge is incapable of
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Everyone struggles with the deep fear that he
or she is not being acknowledged. The Christian
Faith on the other hand emphasizes that everyone
as been purposefully created by God. Whoever is
overwhelmed by beauty, enjoys what the creator
has invented. He is involved in his creation. This
makes it possible to ask him to allow a seemingly
meaningless exertion to bear fruit. And where
the present-day successful ideology has trouble
speaking of the meaningful and valued existence of
the poor, handicapped and demented, Jesus shows
us that they can be an example to others in their
humility and dependence. They do not need to be
ashamed of their arrogance.
A last, overriding argument lies in the Christian
hope. God is trustworthy. If he promises to punish
evil and restore justice to the victims, then he
will. If he promises to protect his creation, then
he will. It is not for nothing that many who allow
to penetrate the wonderful story of Father, Son
and Spirit of creation, redemption and renewal,
experience wonderful joy in this Triune God. His
creation and redemption reflect his unspeakable
love. The road through self-denial and death was
not too far a road for him to take in order to prove
that. Moreover, in his resurrection the victory
stands certain. That gives us all the reason to hope
on a solid foundation.
Augustine wrote, “Why place your trust in yourself?
To find yourself untrustworthy? Throw yourself into
his arms; do not be scared. He will not pull back and
let you fall. Make the leap without anxiety; he will
catch you and heal you.”
Notes
1.

Romans 13 vss. 13-14: ‘Let us behave decently, as in
the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in
sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension
and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord
Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify
the desires of the sinful nature.’

2. The Confessions of Saint Augustine, Book VIII,
Paragraph 29

The second reason lies in the sense of existence.
The Bible leaves room for the chaotic experience
of existence, but at the same time emphasizes
the sense of it in the light of God’s promises.
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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