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J.W. Maris

Editorial

The focus in the church world is repeatedly on church unity. The editorial
in the previous issue demonstrated how an initially optimistic and
speedy process towards unity between the Canadian Reformed Churches
(CanRC) and the United Reformed Churches in North America (URCNA)
slowed considerably. With good reason, a comparison was made with the
relations between the Gereformeerde Kerken (GK) and the Christelijke
Gereformeerde Kerken (CGK) in the Netherlands.

I

am convinced that a matter of broader interest
lies behind such processes. The aforementioned
situations can serve as examples and
illustrations of this. A letter, written on behalf
of the URCNA synod to the CanRC (see www.
canrc.org ), explains why the process was halted.
Joint committee discussions about institutions
of theological education and a songbook led to
an impasse - or made minimal progress at best.
The work on the church order will continue in the
hope that it may perhaps be useful sometime in
the future. In the end, the still positive request is:
“Please be patient with us.”
When in 2007 the CGK synod decided not to accept
a “growth model towards a federation” with the
GKv, the argument was that the churches at that
stage “were not able to bear it”.
As in all such relations there is, of course, more
that lies behind. One can compare the situation to
two families who each cherish their own language
and understanding, their way of speaking and their
particular attitude to many things. Along with
truly serious issues, matters of atmosphere and
flavour play their part, and everybody knows it. Yet
exactly what they are cannot easily be analysed.
For the most part, it reduces to the impression the
members of a denomination have of the “other”
church, as seen from a distance.
In such situations, we must be conscious of the
different levels on which we view and judge the
churches - both our “own” and the other. It is not
difficult to see that serious differences on aspects
of the confession are on an altogether different
level from the singing tempo in church or the
churchgoers’ attire. Nevertheless, aspects of the
latter category, even though not discussed, do play
a background role.

Losing awareness

We are in danger of losing a biblical awareness of
the church’s identity. Of course, each denomination
has its “own” specific church history, leaders’
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influence, institutions: a theological school, mission
work, a well-developed organization of youth
or women’s groups, etc. etc. Biblically speaking,
however, the essence of the church’s identity can
be found nowhere else than in the Lord. When
the Word of God speaks of the people of God, the
Body of Christ, and the Temple of the Holy Spirit,
such expressions indicate the true identity of the
church. We all know how the identity of a person
can be recognized from his or her head. A picture
of the head, together with the passport data,
suffices as identification. No one thinks to question
why a mere fifth of the total length of a person is
sufficient to identify him. So also should it be with
the church of Christ! He, our Head, defines the
body. The identity is all in Him. In practice, however,
though we may say beautiful things about
Christ, we can be more attached to the secondary
characteristics of our denomination.

(Non)normative

In a report about church unity in 2003, the CGK
accepted a distinction between characteristics
of a normative identity and characteristics of a
non-normative identity. To be a bit more specific:
the matters that really count are those that are
related to doing justice to the Lord, to His Word
and accordingly to the confession. The church of
the “Afscheiding” (the Separation of 1834) often
used the expression “het Beginsel der Scheiding”
(the principle of the Separation). That did not by
any means imply an attitude of continual schism in
the church. It simply meant being obedient to the
Lord rather than to institutions of human wisdom.
That was the decisive principle in 1834. For that
reason they were able to speak of unity on that
very occasion! The normative identity of the church
was at stake! When we speak about certain habits
in liturgy, about language employed that is part of
our “feeling at home” in the church, and even about
our institutions of theological education, these are
things everybody can recognize. Could we, however,
maintain that issues in that category are normative
in the church because of our Head?
A practical conclusion to this editorial is something
I cannot give. That must take place in, and between,
churches that confess the existence of one true
church, as we have one true Head; and recognizing
the value of distinguishing between the different
levels of identity characteristics. 
n
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P.L. Voorberg

 ow Serious is a Second
H
Baptism? (3)

In previous articles, we noted that brothers and sisters undertake a
second baptism. We are trying to provide some clarity in the discussion by
identifying the difference between ‘covenant baptism’ and the ‘baptism
of faith’.2 This leads to the question of the relationship between the old
and the new covenant. It appears that the new covenant is a fulfilment
of the old. That does not, however, exclude the possibility that a sign of
the covenant is now superfluous. In its adult phase, the church might no
longer need such a sign. If that were true, baptism could well be associated
with public profession of faith, rather than administered in infancy.

T

hose who support infant baptism insist that
baptism belongs to the new covenant, since
it is a sign and a seal of that covenant. But is
that really so? Let us follow the development of the
‘new covenant’.

The development of the new covenant

Christ used this expression when He instituted
the Holy Supper. In doing so, He showed that the
phase of the ‘new covenant’ had begun (Luke
22:20). Concretely, what form would the fulfilment
of Jeremiah’s prophecy (Jeremiah 31) take? In His
conversations at the Last Supper, the Lord already
gives some indication (John 13-16). Here, it becomes
clear that the great gift of the new covenant
is the Holy Spirit (cf. 2 Corinthians 3). After His
resurrection, the Lord explicitly says the same (Acts
1:5), after which He is taken up to heaven (Acts 1:9;
Matthew 28:19).
At the time of His ascension, the Lord gives a
number of instructions, including one with the
word ‘baptism’. First, He tells His followers to go to
‘all nations’. In this command, there is an allusion
to God’s promise to Abraham: “all peoples on earth
will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3). While at
that time, God limited his covenant activity to one
family, to one people, He did not forget all the other
nations. In Genesis 17, God promises Abraham that
he will be ‘a father of many nations’, that He will
‘make nations’ of Abraham (Genesis 17: 4, 6). The
promise that all nations on earth will be blessed
through Abraham is repeated in Genesis 18:18 and
22:18. Clearly, at Christ’s ascension, the moment
of fulfilment for these prophecies has arrived. The
n About the author:
Dr Paul Voorberg (1954) is minister of the Reformed Church of Emmeloord.
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Gospel has to cross national borders, and go to
‘all nations’. In doing so, Christ gives his disciples
one overarching mandate: ‘Make disciples of all
nations’. And He surrounds this mandate with three
associated instructions: go, baptize and teach.3 The
central command is that all nations are to be made
colleagues of the eleven (remaining) disciples. Of
course, to make that happen, they will have to go
to them, make disciples of them, at the same time
baptizing them and giving them further instruction.

All the nations

Let’s approach this now from the point of view of
‘all the nations’. They have been discipled. Whoever
is a follower of Christ, just as the eleven disciples
are, belongs to the Master, and therefore to God
Himself. So often, Christ proclaimed His unity with
the Father. He would allow no wedge to be driven
between Himself and His Father. Followers of Christ
are children of God. It is clear then, that here the
covenant begins to extend beyond the borders of
Israel.
It isn’t enough simply to become a disciple of Christ.
More needs to happen: they need to be baptized,
and they need to be taught. It is remarkable that
something extra, additional to baptism, needs to
happen.
Up till now, baptism was all that was required.
Immersions took place: the cleansing rituals of the
Old Testament, the incorporation of proselytes into
the Jewish nation, and the confirmation of the final
cleansing before the coming of the Kingdom – and
of the King Himself – in all its glory (through the
baptism of John and of Christ’s disciples). At these
baptisms, no names were used.4
But now, all of this changes. When you are united
with Christ – and therefore with God Himself – the
Name of God is invoked. This immersion is done in
the Name of God, who by this time is known as the
Triune God. Literally, Christ commands his disciples,
‘…baptizing them to/towards/into the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit…’
Faith in Christ brings you into the covenant; after
that, through baptism, you are brought into the
revelation (the ‘Name’) of the Triune God. You are
immersed in God, you get ‘a dunking’ in God, He is
the ‘fluid’ in which the new convert is immersed.
82

There are no stronger words to express the new
bond with God.

New phenomenon

This is a completely new phenomenon. There were
all kinds of other ‘baptisms’: as a sign of ritual
purification (the Old Testament), a sign of inclusion
as a member of the God’s people (the baptism
of proselytes), a sign of new purification prior to
entering the new phase of the Kingdom of God
(John’s baptism). But this is different. This baptism
is a visible sign that you have been included in the
New Testament revelation of the Triune God. By
becoming a disciple of Christ, you have been united
with this God. Whoever is converted to Christ, will
at the first opportunity be immersed in or sprinkled
with water, in the Name of the Triune God. This
baptism follows immediately after your bond with
God in Christ has formed (as soon as you have been
included in the covenant).5 We note therefore:
• all nations must come to faith in Christ (and in
this way be included in the covenant)
• next, they must undergo an immersion in the
Name of God (an immersion that seals their
cleansing, separation and inclusion)
After that, they are to be taught further, in order
to obey everything that Christ has commanded.
We note something remarkable: upon faith and
conversion (that is: inclusion in the covenant
of Abraham), a sealing immersion must follow.
Circumcision is conspicuous by its absence. We
would have expected: “… and circumcise them in the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Spirit …” But in the New Testament, circumcision
disappears very quickly (Acts 15:5-11, there is to be no
circumcision for converted Gentiles; Galatians 5:1-6
and 6:12-15). 6

The fulfilment

Ten days later, Christ pours out the gift of the new
covenant: the Holy Spirit (Acts 2; 2 Corinthians
3). Immediately, people from all nations come to
conversion. And all of them are baptized, be it in
the Name of Jesus. As far as we know, they are not
baptized with the words of Matthew 28:19. This has
provoked a great deal of thought and discussion,
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more than is probably necessary. For we should not
forget that it would be wrong to create a contrast
here between Christ and the Triune God. Didn’t
Christ often emphasize His unity with God, even to
the point where it cost Him His life? 7 The point is
that by faith, you come to belong to the only true
God. And as a seal of that, you are baptized.

Baptism in place of circumcision

What else is there left to say? Whoever simply
follows the Bible will see that baptism, as a sign
and seal of the covenant, has come in the place
of circumcision. Since that is so, then only a very
explicit prohibition of infant baptism would justify
withholding this sign from the children of those
who have come to faith in Jesus Christ.
In truth, we find the very opposite of such a
prohibition. Peter emphasizes that the promise of
the new covenant is for Israel (parents and children)
and from now on also for those who are still far
off (Acts 2:39), that is for all peoples. Baptism goes
into the wide world. When the head of a family (a
‘household’) comes to faith, the whole household is
baptized (Acts 10:24; 11:14; 16:15ff; 16:31; 1 Corinthians
1:16). This was necessary, for in that culture, eating
with the unbaptized was simply not done. True:
children are not explicitly mentioned; but that has
to do with the fact that in those days the children
in the household rarely received separate attention.
They were, in a manner of speaking, hidden in the
bosom of the family. In the household, there was
no living together of those who were baptized
with those who weren’t. The tone of the Old
Testament is simply continued: where the head of
the household comes to faith, all those who belong
to the household are included in the covenant, and
they all receive the sign of the covenant. If children
were to be excluded, a separate statement to that
effect would have been necessary. Otherwise we,
who read the Bible from beginning to end, would
have been left on the wrong foot.
In addition, baptism has taken over circumcision’s
function as a seal of the righteousness of faith
(Matthew 28:19; Acts 2:38; 8:37; 9:18; 16:31; 18:18; 22:16; Galatians 3:37; Ephesians 5:26, compare
Romans 4:11), and as an encouragement to a godly
life (Romans 6:1-14; 1 Corinthians 6:11; Galatians 3:27,
Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 2:11; Titus 3:11; 1 Peter
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1:3ff; 2:1ff, compare Jeremiah 4:4; 9:25ff; Ezekiel 44:7,
9; Romans 2:28). Texts such as Philippians 3:3 and
Colossians 2:11 leave no doubt that baptism is seen
as the fulfilment of circumcision.8

The core of the argument

The key text in the debate between ‘covenant
baptism’ and the ‘baptism of faith’ is Matthew
28:19. This text is decisive. Whoever has discovered
the real meaning of this text will begin to
understand that the transition from circumcision
to baptism is confirmed throughout the New
Testament, and is in fact already foreshadowed
in the Old Testament. Other texts and Scripture
references may raise other possibilities, but nothing
is conclusively shown.
It is a common complaint that books about infant
baptism often do little to convince a Baptist.9
Most of them seek their strength in showing that
children are included in the covenant. The problem
is that many Baptists and ‘evangelically inclined’
brothers and sisters do not dispute that. The real
question is whether baptism actually does seal the
covenant, as circumcision did in the Old Testament.
And Matthew 28:19 demonstrates that clearly.
This will also give direction to discussions about a
second baptism. Circumcision was also not tangibly
experienced. No one remembers the events of
their ‘eighth day’. Clearly this sacrament was
not intended to be experienced by the child that
received it.
For all kinds of reasons, believers may have a
heartfelt longing for a tangible experience of
baptism. We saw that already at the beginning of
these articles. However, our Lord has given baptism
to seal, from the very beginning, the covenant He
has established, and to be administered once-andfor-all because it is an eternal covenant. If that
is so, then it is not for any man to challenge this
institution of God by means of a ‘baptism of faith’
after a ‘covenant baptism’ as an infant. 
n
In the fourth and final installment of this series,
we will look briefly at the place of baptism in
the history of the early church, and draw some
conclusions.

n Notes
1.

This is the third in a series of four articles which first
appeared in the Dutch language in De Reformatie in
December 2009 and January 2010 entitled: Hoe erg
is herdoop? (vol 85, 12 (pp 190-191), vol 85, 13 (pp 208209), vol 85, 14 (pp 223-224), vol 85, 15 (pp 239-240)).
This translation by Aart Plug, October 2010, by
arrangement with the author. Unless otherwise
indicated, all Scripture quotations and references
are taken from the New International Version of the
Bible (NIV), 1984.

2. Translator’s note: Here and elsewhere in this article
the Dutch original geloofsdoop (literally ‘faith
baptism’ as opposed to ‘covenant baptism’) is
rendered in this way.  See also previous instalments.
3. In Matthew 28:19, the verb to make disciples is the
only direct imperative. The other three verbs are in
the form of present participles (going, baptizing,
teaching) and by extension take the imperative form
from the main verb.
4. Voorberg, PL: Doop en Kerk. De erkenning, door
kerkelijke gemeenschappen, van de elders bediende
doop, Heerenveen, 2007, pp 313-322.
5. Doop en Kerk, pp312-346. The baptism mentioned
here has a prior history. It is an immersion in water,
which acts as a seal. In earlier and later antecedents
to the baptism described at the Ascension, that is
how baptism was understood: the Old Testament
ceremonial cleansing, the baptism of proselytes,
and the baptism of John (and Christ’s disciples). The
character of this baptism was seen as that of a seal:
of cleansing, of separation and of inclusion.
6. Verbree, A. Over Dopen, Barneveld, 2009, chapter 10.
7. Voorberg, Doop en Kerk, p323ff
8. In Nederlands Dagblad (29 November 2009), T Wever
argues that the proposition that baptism has taken
the place of circumcision must necessarily lead to
a practice where infants ought to be baptized. He
expresses a preference for infant baptism as an
option. We agree with his conclusion, but not with
his preference. In his view, the notion of baptism as
a fulfilment of circumcision is based on the so-called
‘substitution theory’ (the church has taken the place
of Israel and hence Israel no longer has a special
position). This need not be the case, as the previous
instalments sufficiently show.
9. It would be rather arrogant of me to suggest that I
have at last found the ultimate argument against
the ‘baptism of faith’. In my experience, however,
this argument has carried considerable weight in
debates on the subject. Of course, Matthew 28:19
does need to be read in the context of, and as a
conclusion to, what has become known about the
prior history of bathing and baptism.
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B. Luiten

The church and the internet (2)

Do the church and the internet go together? When our saviour was
born, the time that God had intended was ‘fulfilled’. We could not have
computed this ourselves but we do see that all the Old Testament
prophecies led to this moment. All the works of God were waiting for
this development.

W

hat is especially remarkable is that God
had ensured open boundaries in the
world as it was then known. The great
Roman Empire brought unforeseen possibilities
for the spreading of the gospel! Who would have
thought it? Certainly, they were very hard times:
people suffered greatly under the Roman Emperors’
lust for power. And yet, that moment was the
fulfilment of God’s time. The world was groaning,
but at the same time it lay wide open and the
apostle Paul could reach out to many with just one
language. Many Christians since have admired,
thanked and praised God for this! That was then.
Now, in the end times, we look around us again
with astonishment. In a very short space of time a
web of internet highways has come into existence,
bringing endless possibilities. The gospel can spread
across the world at the speed of light. And the good
news can branch out endlessly into websites in all
continents. It was inconceivable.
That also causes increasing problems. All opposition
against God can also make use of the same web. All
suffering, injustice, crime and abuse from across
the whole world comes to everybody’s screen,
and no man can handle all that. The information
overload makes people frightened and insecure.
In the last article we saw how the great web
causes people to live in different dimensions. It is
a threat to normal life and personal contact with
our neighbour, so we would not wish to idealize
this development. The contrasts become all the
more sharp and intense. Both cities, Babylon and
Jerusalem, are being constructed in today’s world,
and they both make use of all the tools that God
has created, including the digital possibilities.

n About the author:
Rev. Bas Luiten is minister of the Reformed Church in Zwolle-Centrum.
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The other door

As churches, we wish to be hospitable in this world,
and to display something of God in so doing. We
invite our friends and neighbours and open our
doors so that even the passerby becomes curious.
We take care that there is someone standing at
every door to welcome guests and show them the
way round, hand out a songbook and such like. We
do all we can, for together we are the eyes, ears,
mouth and feet of the Lord, to bring all sorts of
people and their vulnerable lives into contact with
the Lord. The entrance and the first impression the
visitor receives is very important. It is right that we
should pay attention to this.
But lately, every church also has another door to
attend to! Not every church may be aware of it or
feel responsible for it, but it is the case nonetheless.
We are speaking of a digital doorway. Like it or
not, the number of internet users is proliferating
enormously, and users are also doing more and
more on the internet. Shopping in a physical store is
becoming outdated. The internet user surfs across
the supplier’s website, fills his virtual shopping
basket, pays at the digital cash register and in no
time has all the articles right in his home. He does
not even have to leave the house! And he does not
see the shop interior at all. So every vendor today
has a website that caters for the customers’ needs
just as well as in the brick-and-mortar type of shop.
It is the same with the sale of books, DVDs and all
sorts of home appliances. Little by little, you can
now buy just about anything with a click of the
mouse.
Now, as churches, we can imagine that this does
not involve us. We can defend ourselves on the
principle that we are not a shop. But the fact is,
that a large part of your target group is not walking
around on the street but sitting behind a laptop
somewhere and seeking entrance through that
medium. The seekers do not come to visit your
church building, but they do want to surf onto your
website! Whether that is convenient for us or not,
we must address the people where they are to be
found (who was it that said that?).
We should pay as much attention to the church’s
digital door as we do to a friendly entrance of the
church building. There are people who measure
the church’s value by the quality of her website,
as they do with shops. You must be able to find
85

information easily, something about the content,
the organization and the activities. Preferably, the
website should be as transparent as possible, with
the option to make choices. If that does not work or
the site stalls, the surfer disappears again. One click
and he is gone. After all, there are plenty of other
websites to discover.

Other people

Not so long ago, I read somewhere that a minister
had written in the church magazine that he no
longer wished to receive any messages by email.
The reason was clear: he was drowning in them. So
he referred all who wished to speak with him to the
telephone and old-fashioned writing paper.
Although I can understand his problem, I do not
sympathize with the solution.
The amount of email that one can receive can be
a veritable plague. If every committee and person
who does something in the church sends their
reports with a Cc. to the minister, it will become
impracticable. Add to that all the email sent by
church connections and other networks and you
really have to take draconian measures to continue
to see your primary task as a pastor. I understand
that, but tackle that specific issue and not the
personal letters sent by email!
For we are dealing today with different kinds of
people who seek contact in the way that suits them.
I can give an example from my own experience.
A few years ago, I still lived in the outer suburbs
of Zwolle, in a typical manse in an expensive
neighbourhood, with a 15 m long driveway bordered
by 8 m high conifers. Not that it wasn’t beautiful,
but people only came there by appointment –
understandably, because no one wants to come all
that way for nothing.
These days I live in a normal neighbourhood with
my study on the ground floor, with windows
overlooking the street and a door that, weather
permitting, is wide open. If I am at home, people
can walk in, whoever they are, whether church
members or not. In this way I have made all sorts of
contacts, from outside the congregation as well as
from inside. To my surprise, I got to know a whole
class of people who would never have picked up
the phone to make an appointment, but who just
wished to drop by, spontaneously, a quick “in-andout”. This latter possibility is especially important:
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whoever makes an appointment must stay seated
for at least half an hour; but whoever just wanders
in can also leave when he pleases. Not that he has
to leave, but he is free to do so.
It is exactly the same with email messages.
Sometimes they can be very personal, even though
they are short and carelessly written. People who
send such emails are not letter writers. Whoever
writes letters anyway these days? Also, an email is
less direct than the telephone. There is a generation
growing up that only communicates digitally.
So if you announce that you do not wish to be
approached in that way, there is a likelihood that
you will be missing an important part of your target
group.
Paul became a Jew to the Jews and a Greek to the
Greeks. Who are we then to remain the church
leaders that we were twenty years ago? We are
dealing with different people these days, with other
ways of communicating, whether we like it or not.

Other possibilities

An elder from a neighbouring church regularly
read the sermon when the minister was absent. He
was surprisingly handy on his cell phone and had
found a way to attract the attention of the youth
sitting in the back rows. A modern cell phone is a
wonderful toy: you can do all sorts of things with
it during the sermon. Suddenly all the youngsters
on the back row received a text message with the
friendly request to pay attention. The sender was
the sermon reader: he had their attention at once
and they thought it was very cool. You see, we did
not have this sort of possibility in the past! And that
is just a minor example.
I find it very wonderful that church services on the
internet can be followed all over the world. I see
that as a great blessing of our God. Everyone is
welcome in our service, of course, but the obstacle
for outsiders to enter a church building is higher
than we think. The internet user likes to watch and
listen at home, and now he has that opportunity.
He can listen in his own environment. Our church
services are broadcasted live, which is also a
blessing for the sick and for those who cannot
leave their homes. And we also usually have church
members abroad who can follow all the services via
the internet.
Before the start of the church service the whole
liturgy can be displayed. And afterwards people
can react and ask questions through the website.
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him. We should not aim to enter into all possible
discussions on our site, the aim is that someone
receives answers to his or her own particular
questions. So, however prodigious the possibilities
are on the internet, keep it simple and personal. For
that is timeless and irreplaceable.
In the meantime, we can learn by looking at
attractive local church websites on the net, which
offer a live sermon, a daily meditation, and where
people are invited to join in activities.

Photo P.G.B. de Vries

Prepared to change

…one click away…

They can also click if they want personal contact.
It is amazing! As a minister, I am also accessible
in this way. That digital door offers unheard of
possibilities!

How flexible is the church? That is the question. A
church that only looks inward will always be against
new ‘whims’. For whoever has tasted the old wine,
does not like the new. So let everything stay as it
is. Or set up a simple website with a minimum of
information.
The point is, though, that the Kingdom of God is as
young as every age and bubbles like new wine. It
is brewing within our society. We won’t be able to
keep that in old wineskins: they will burst.
New wine requires new skins. New possibilities to
spread the gospel demand a flexible church. We
do not offer the world our forms and traditions,
but the living Word of God that is not limited
by anything. We do not control that, but give
ourselves into the service of God, who speaks and
is not impeded by any boundary. If His Spirit sets
out to search for people that are weaving around
somewhere in the raging traffic on the internet
highway, He will use us to this end. It does not get
any easier, but the simple question is still whether
we are willing to work with God. Remember, we are
in the last days.
n

It is important that someone with a good
knowledge of communication maintains the site.
We must not come over as a retail outlet. Every
shop wants to sell, and it sings its own praises. A
church does aim to promote itself, but praises her
Lord and not itself. That is an important difference,
and it requires expertise to construct a suitable
website. How does a church present itself well, how
does it speak? A church website is not a window
display of self-righteousness. No, it is about the
surfer experiencing that there is a message for
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T. Visser

I ntercultural church planting
in the Netherlands

Can you imagine a church with more than 40 nationalities from every
continent under the sun, where people find a shelter in Jesus? Can
you believe that it is possible to unite as a church family with former
Muslims, eastern orthodox Christians, atheists, Catholics, Buddhists and
Pentecostals from Africa? Can you see before you the vibrant atmosphere
in worship? Can you perceive what it means if they all from various
backgrounds are to be a part of one family? And this church is part of the
Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, rooted in solid graceoriented understanding of the Scriptures.

S

ince God allowed world migration, do you
not think that this movement can offer
great possibilities to reach those who have
not yet been reached, and for them to bring this
blessing back to their home countries? Could this
be one of the great challenges of the 21st century – a
completely new, unprecedented opportunity for
God’s glory to shine and His name to be known
around the globe?
In the Netherlands we have seen God doing the
impossible. We have learned that God truly breaks
down walls of hostility. And we believe that what
our Almighty God can do in the Netherlands, he can
do elsewhere. Because the metropolitan areas are
so similar all across the world, the same things can
happen everywhere! No doubt about it!

History

For ten years we have witnessed a remarkable
development inside the Dutch churches. During
the last decades we have been wrestling with the
question: how can we reach out to a society that is
more and more secular? Time and again we found
out that it is almost impossible to win people for
Christ on a greater scale. Our contemporary churches
are wonderful in the field of theology, but the cultural
gap between traditional churches and today’s society
increases by the day. Quite a number who attended
Alpha courses were unable for a variety of reasons to
integrate into the existing churches.

n About the author:
Theo Visser (b. 1970) has a M.Th. from the University of Utrecht. In 2000 he and his wife
Rieneke founded International Christian Fellowship Rotterdam (part of the Christelijke
Gereformeerde Kerken). Since 2000 Theo has been in in charge of ICP, International
Church Plants, a foundation supporting a growing network of church plants
throughout The Netherlands.
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Over the last ten years we have seen a new
movement of church planting. Young Christian
pioneers wondered whether it was the message or
the setup of the church that caused this difficulty,
or both. These days the ground in Europe is hard.
Generally there is not the great response to
the gospel that there is in some Asian, African
and American countries. Yet we discovered that
when the old message that was so beautifully
rediscovered by the Reformers was portrayed in a
new guise we would see an amazing response.
The churches in the Netherlands have responded
well to this new movement. For quite some time,
Christians had been wondering how the church in
the city would ever survive.

ICF Rotterdam

It was in this context that my wife and I felt
called to move to Rotterdam and live in one of the
poorer areas. God put the desire in us to start an
intercultural church. Why intercultural?
Our intercultural society provides great
opportunities for evangelism and mission. We can
reach out to people from all over the world, just
across our street, and starting with our neighbours.
Over the course of time in ICF Rotterdam, we have
seen about 80 people from all kind of backgrounds
repenting of their sin and putting their faith in
Jesus. We have seen many great examples of living
testimonies of the bountiful grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ. Some have even returned to their home
country to share the good news right now.
We found out that in an intercultural church there
are new and fresh opportunities for reaching out
to Muslims. In ICF Rotterdam, a Kurdish ministry
developed. Over the years, we have seen at least 25
Muslims coming to Jesus and being discipled.
Only with all the saints do we learn to grasp how
wide, long, high and deep is the love of Christ (Eph.
3:17). An intercultural church is very helpful in seeing
things from a higher perspective, understanding
the essentials in the midst of many differences,
understanding different legitimate ways of
expressing yourself and experiencing your faith,
sharing in the joy of reaching out to the nations
and being a part of the global church. The way
our Christian brothers and sisters from different
cultures expressed their faith and the way they read
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The logo of International
Church Plants (ICP).

their bibles has greatly refreshed us over the years.
Ethnic groups/churches sometimes tend to be weak
in terms of structure, long-term vision, theology,
finances and so on. Mixing up nations in an
intercultural church, while giving them their proper
place, provides more backbone, more structure,
more accountability and more stability.
Intercultural church planting helps people to
integrate in their new home country. When
Christians just stick in their own ethnic groups, they
remain isolated on their cultural islands.

Theological principles

Besides the practical reasons, there are also some
good theological reasons to build intercultural
churches. In Let The Nations Be Glad! The Supremacy
of God in Missions, John Piper says, “God’s great goal
in all history is to uphold and display the glory of His
name for the enjoyment of His people from all the
nations.” In line with “God’s great goal” described
by Piper, the Lord has allowed world migration
today to bring many different peoples to the major
cities. In the major metropolitan areas around the
globe, intercultural churches are microcosms that
simultaneously reflect a fulfilment of the Great
Commission and foreshadow the reality of heaven
(Rev. 5:9-10; 7:9-10; 14:6-7; 15:4; 21:3).

ICP

Because we saw changes in ethnic makeup
occurring at International Christian Fellowship (ICF),
we started an interdenominational organization
called the International Church Plants (ICP). As we
are so excited about the concept of an intercultural
church, we would like to share this vision with
others. God has given us a burning desire to spread
the name of the Lord, so that He will be praised
unceasingly, from the rising of the sun to its going
down. We believe that His name will be glorified
greatly in intercultural churches, where people of
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all different races and ethnicities can come to know
Him, to give Him praise and be transformed by His
power to go out and share the Good News. In such
a place with no racial barriers, the united body of
Christ will become visible in a fallen and broken
world. It’s our vision to see the birth of radiant
intercultural churches springing up all over the
world, where the resurrection power of Jesus Christ
is fully manifested in the destruction of racial,
national and ethnic barriers – and most of all in the
restoration of broken relationship between God and
mankind! So in our brokenness and desperation,
God has given us a glimpse of His Kingdom and a
taste of heaven.
Over the last few years we have seen an explosion
of new church planting within the sphere of the
traditional churches. Right now, more than 20
initiatives all over the Netherlands have begun. Lord
willing, in Rotterdam alone, seven new churches
will be launched this coming year!
We don’t think that traditional churches are outdated. We love them, we need them, and we depend
on them. They are the teaching hospitals that
support field hospitals like us, so that together we
can make a difference for all the wounded people on
this world’s battlefield. They are the ones that have
become expectant with a new vision, and spend
their money, time and love on sending us out.

Network church

What exactly is meant by a network church, the
model of which we are so excited about in ICP?
Many models for church planting make a plea for
choosing a specific target group (e.g. only yuppies,
or Africans) because one can then focus on them
in the most relevant way. The problem with this
is that it is a pragmatic choice, which, Biblically
speaking, has no solid basis. In the Bible we find a
church in Antioch that consists of a great diversity
of cultures, a preview of what it will one day be
before the throne of God. Even though a choice
can be made for a specifically targeted approach in
certain situations, there are solid Biblical reasons
not to differentiate needlessly between different
target groups in the church.
However, how do you avoid becoming so diverse
that you will eventually no longer appeal to
anybody? A network church seeks to do justice
to both elements. On the one hand, we advocate
starting new branches for specific target groups
on the peripheries of the church (Chinese, Arabic,
Yuppies, youth, etc.). We call this ‘bonding’. On the
other hand, all these different groups are still part
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of one church that comes together with its leaders
on Sundays to celebrate its diversity! This we call
‘bridging’.
In order to nurture unity effectively, young believers
will probably take a few years to grow from the
periphery to the centre of the circle, reaching more
and more unity!
In any great city in Europe one finds a great variety
of cultures present. Therefore, the model of an
intercultural church is applicable all over Europe,
the United States, and probably other metropolitan
cities all over the world. Until now, the nations
have often combined ethnic churches and national
churches. We greatly respect any international
church. At the same time, our perception is that
they often don’t reach out to Muslims. In general,
international churches are often of North American
origin, with an American pastor, and tend to be a
mixed community, yet paying little attention to
God-ordained ethnic diversity. The uniqueness of
the ICP concept is:
• national leadership
• ethnic groups within the church and real mixing
up in Sunday services
• focus on Muslims
• Those principles are universal and can be
applied everywhere.
The integral principle of ICP is to combine the
strengths of ethnic churches and national
churches by installing ethnic leaders as key
persons in a community, and having them enjoy
meetings praising God, studying his word and
communicating in the culture that is familiar
to them. This brings the gospel near, and in this
way the gospel will become embodied in the very
fabric of the culture. At the same time, having all
those ethnic ministries together on a Sunday for
a common celebration, uniting their strengths in
leadership, provides a strong foundation.
Also, countries that are less moderate than the
Netherlands might need intercultural churches. The
testimony of a church that unites the nations might
be even greater when the multicultural society
is seen as a threat and not as an opportunity. A
church can show a way of unification in a way no
government can ever dream of.

What can ICP offer?

We have seen the living God at work. We have
witnessed Jesus building his Kingdom among
the nations. And we have been astonished at the
transforming grace of our risen Christ. Therefore,
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we would like to share what we have learned with
others. Maybe God will open your heart at least to
think about the possibilities for you to experience
similar blessings.
In the Netherlands there is still a lot of work to do.
Since we are connected to the Redeemer network
of church planting, we are part of a European and
global network. In God’s time we would love to
help new intercultural churches to be planted in
different parts of the world.
When you begin to think about the possibilities
of planting new intercultural churches, our desire
would be to work alongside you as you move
toward your vision. Just let us know how we can
serve you: we would be glad to do all that we can in
furthering the Kingdom of God.
Any church with a vision for intercultural church
planting will need to find a church planter who is
sensitive to working in a multicultural setting. This
person can be supported, coached and encouraged
by ICP. In effect, that means that a representative
from ICP can be alongside during the start-up
phase, and if desired can support the church
planter and his team. It is also possible to visit the
Netherlands for a couple of days to watch what is
going on here, in order to be encouraged to learn
from the principles behind intercultural church
planting.

Summary

The purpose of ICP is definitely not to start a new
denomination, but to form a network – all through
the churches – with the collective task to plant,
nurture and build up international churches. ICP
desires to grow a network of international churches
that are launched out of existing churches. At the
same time, ICP can form a centre of expertise that
people can appeal to.
ICP has a vision and a burden for reaching out into
our intercultural world, with a strong conviction
that the wonderful gospel of our living Lord Jesus
can truly change people and the world we live in.
He has a vital power to unite people and bring
them home to God. We look forward to many
Christians and churches seeing the challenge of
interculturalism. Wherever we can, we would like
to work together to find out what fits into any local
context, in order to see the Kingdom expand, the
will of God done, and his Name glorified – on earth
as it is in heaven! 
n
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T.M. Hofman

The praise of God

Praise is deeply rooted in the Old Testament. The Hebrew root word
berakah is related to the verbs to bless, to praise, to exalt. We often
encounter the root of this word in the Old Testament, most notably in the
history of the patriarchs, in the book of Deuteronomy and in the Psalms.

W

hen God bestows His blessing, He
favours the one so blessed with His
saving and life-giving power. This
blessing can rest on animals (Genesis 1:22), on the
seventh day (Genesis 2:3), on a woman (Genesis
17:16), on a field (Genesis 27:27), etc.
When people bless God in their praise, they declare
that God is the Source of all life-giving power. It is
the same as praising or exalting Him (as in Genesis
24:18, Deuteronomy 8:10, and Psalm 66:8). In this
case, praise is an expression of thanksgiving and
wonder. Often, the reason for such praise is given
(as in Genesis 14:20). Blessing takes place before
the face of God (Genesis 27:7), mentioning Him
by name (Genesis 48:20) and with uplifted hands
(Leviticus 9:22). In Numbers 6:23-27 a set formula
for such a blessing is given.
Often, God is blessed because of a specific act, such
as in Genesis 24:27. The great deeds of God evoke
praises that resound in day-to-day living. This praise
is also heard as part of Old Testament worship
(cf. I Kings 8:14ff and 8:55ff). Praise is given a most
significant role in the Psalms (such as in Psalm
41:14; 72:18ff; 89:53 and 106:48).
Praise is closely woven into the Psalms. The Psalms
often express in broad terms who God is and
what He does. In doing so, they encapsulate the
fullness of God, exalting Him in His being, and in
His activity. Thanksgiving resounds in exclamations
such as ‘Praise the LORD!’ and ‘God is great!’
Praise is also offered as a direct response to a
specific act of God. In such cases, His act is explicitly
mentioned, and praise is joyfully offered. In the
psalms of prayer, the fact that God hears such
prayer is frequently mentioned, and that in turn
also leads to praise. Often, God is then exalted
because of who He is. In Qumranic and Jewish
literature also, praise takes a prominent role.

n About the author:
Teunis Martinus Hofman (b. 1952) has served as pastor in the ‘Christelijke Gereformeerde
Kerken of Ouderkerk aan de Amstel and Rijnsburg, the Netherlands. Now he teaches New
Testament at the Theological University in Apeldoorn, the Netherlands.
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Praise in the New Testament

In the New Testament, praise is most commonly
found in the synoptic gospels, in the letters of Paul,
and in Hebrews. Its use closely resembles that
of the Old Testament. At mealtimes, both praise
and thanksgiving are often heard. The expression
eulogetos is consistently used in the New
Testament to refer to the praise of God.
In Luke 1, we read about the announcement of
John’s birth to Zechariah in the temple, and in Luke
24:53 we read that the disciples stayed continually
at the temple, praising God. Luke 1:68-75 is one
long song of praise, drawing heavily on the Old
Testament. In it, we often hear the language of
the Psalms (see, among others, Psalm 41:14). Luke
1 highlights the saving work of God; His grace and
mercy are praised in song.
In Acts 2:47, the praise of God is characteristic for
the first congregation. And in Acts 10:46, the Holy
Spirit empowers the Gentiles also to give praise
to God. And in a very remarkable way, James 5:13
connects prayer and singing praise.
On the one hand, Ephesians 1:3ff; I Peter 1:3ff and II
Corinthians 1:3ff, show evidence of a strong bond
with Old Testament praise. On the other hand, they
also bring out something distinctly Christian: (…
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ…). Brief
expressions of praise are found in Romans 1:25 and
9:5, and also in II Corinthians 11:31. In each case, a set
formulation follows the name of God: God… who is
forever praised.
The doxology in Ephesians 1 is one of the most
elaborate in the New Testament. It focuses on
three aspects: God, Christ, and the church. We
should note the recurring theme in the verses 6,
12 and 14. The ground for this praise is the blessing
of God in Jesus Christ (ch 1:3), and the wealth of
this blessing is further explored in what follows.
In this way, Ephesians 1 forms a song of praise on
the redemption God has provided, a redemption in
which the author himself has a part. He invokes the
church’s traditional liturgical inheritance to praise
God for His specific acts of intervention in history.
This language of prayer and adoration permeates
the whole chapter. And it is the author’s aim to carry
his audience along with him. At the same time, the
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doxology of Ephesians 1 forms an introduction to
what is developed in the rest of the letter.
In addition to Ephesians 1, ch 2:14-18 and 3:20-21 add
significantly to this theme. And Paul’s exhortation
in ch 5:18-21also deserves our attention.
In Scripture, praise is primarily a response to God
and His work of redemption. It is the Spirit who
works this response. The source, the essence
and the aim of this praise are to be found in God
Himself.

Detail of the worldfamous
Müllerorgan in the St. Bavo
Church in Haarlem (NL)

Man’s praise of God is not just a pious wish: it
is a believing acknowledgement. And often, its
secondary aim is to urge fellow believers to join in
this praise and adoration. Christian praise directs
itself to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit
(note, for instance, Ephesians 5:19-20). Praise is
not just a ‘decoration’: it is an essential part of the
Christian life. Praise gives expression to the very
ground of our Christian existence. Our praise gives
voice to our believing response (worked by the
Spirit) to the revelation of God Himself. True praise
is the greatest goal of everyone and everything. n

•

This article was first published in the Dutch language
as “Lofprijzing” in: Studiebijbel in Perspectief, edited
by H.G.L Peels and P.H.R van Houwelingen (2009);
Heerenveen, Jongbloed, p.1586.

•

This translation by Aart Plug, October 2010, by
arrangement with the author.
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Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture references
and quotations are taken from the New International
Version of the Bible (NIV), 1984

... praise is joyfully offered... (Photo P.G.B. de Vries)
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 evelation 20: A Thousand
R
Years of Vindication

Of all of the apostle John’s visions on the Isle of Patmos, the one described
in Revelation 20 is among the most difficult to understand. Where
millenarianism (also known as ‘chiliasm’, the doctrine of the thousand-year
kingdom of peace) draws on the New Testament, it bases itself largely on
this chapter.

R

eformed exegetes, for the most part, follow
the interpretation of Augustine. In his view,
the millennium began with the resurrection
and ascension of Jesus Christ, has continued ever
since, and will end when Christ returns.

Martyrs in Revelation

In this article, I will attempt to approach Revelation
20 from another perspective, one that the book
itself holds out to us. For one blood-red thread
runs throughout the Book of Revelation: God
Himself acts on behalf of His innocent martyrs.
The Almighty takes their side, and in the end,
will publicly vindicate their cause. One of those is
the otherwise unknown Antipas, who was put to
death in Pergamum. He is described as ‘my faithful
witness’ (literally: ‘my faithful one, my witness’ - ho
martus mou, ho pistos mou) in ch 2:13.
John hears the martyred witnesses cry out for
justice, for the avenging of their blood. And a voice
from heaven assures them of divine vindication (ch
6:9-11; compare also ch 16:5-6). The woman Babylon
personifies a society that will, if necessary, go over
dead bodies. She is drunk with the blood of the
prophets and the saints, the blood of all who have
been killed on the earth (ch 17:6; 18:24).
But God will avenge the blood of his servants. He
will provide justice, once and for all, for those who
have been beheaded, or have met other violent
ends because of their testimony of Jesus and because
of the word of God (ch 19:2; 20:4). They will be
publicly vindicated!
From this perspective, Revelation can be read as a
book about Christian martyrs, full of comfort. When
John recorded his visions, the blood of relatively few
martyrs had as yet been shed, at least on a global
scale. Still, in this respect, the Book of Revelation
has a prophetic character. Throughout all of history,
it has remained extremely relevant.
n 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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The martyrs’ reign

Actually, Revelation 20 doesn’t really talk about a
kingdom as such. It focuses on a thousand-year
reign of the martyrs, together with the Messiah.
Those who share the privilege of this shared
dominion are, as verses 4 and 5 tell us, the martyrs
who had been beheaded. In his vision, John sees
them come back to life (just as Christ Himself died,
and came to life again, ch 2:8b). They had been
told to wait a little longer, until the number of their
fellow servants and brothers who were to be killed as
they had been was completed (ch 6:11).
Chiliasm fleshes out an assumed ‘millennium’
with Old Testament prophecies about a kingdom
of peace, prophecies that in reality fit much better
with the New Jerusalem of ch 21 and 22. For in
Chapter 20, there is no mention of Israel at all. A
thousand years, a symbolic expression, points to a
relatively long period. And that is in clear contrast
to the ten days of oppression we read about in
the letter to Smyrna (ch 2:10b). Unfortunately, this
vision does not allow us to construct for ourselves
some kind of calendar of the end times.

The martyrs’ vindication

This eschatological resurrection of the martyrs –
their souls are given a body – appears to mean that
they are to be vindicated (compare Daniel 7:22 in
the Septuagint). In vss 5 and 6 this is referred to as
‘the first resurrection’, some kind of resurrection-inadvance, one that precedes the general resurrection
of all the dead, which takes place on Judgment Day.
At the same time, it also denotes a judgment-inadvance, in which the resurrected martyrs are
declared holy. Later in the vision, John sees ‘the rest
of the dead’, the ones who died a natural death,
who lie buried in the sea or in the earth. Then the
books are opened – the Book of Life also! – and
everyone will be judged by God (ch 20:11-15).
The threatening prospect of ‘the second death’,
the fire of hell, follows this final judgment. For the
martyrs, however, there is no such threat (ch 20:6)!
Those who, like them, have overcome will not be
hurt at all by the second death. But the cowardly, the
unbelieving, are headed for destruction (ch 2:11b; 21:8).

Together with the Messiah

All faithful Christians may look forward to reigning
forever with the Messiah (ch 5:10b; 22:5b; compare
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also Daniel 7:21-22); however, only the martyrs may
already share in this reign during the thousand
years when Satan is bound. Their public vindication
makes them the advance guard of all the righteous.
These witnesses, whose blood was ruthlessly shed,
are the first to enjoy the victory through Jesus
Christ.
This thousand-year imprisonment of Satan also
proves to be a judgment-in-advance. After a short
time of release, he is to be thrown into the lake
of fire, and this will bring his acts of deceit to a
definitive end (ch 20:10). When Death and Hades
themselves are also thrown into the lake of fire (‘the
second death’), there will finally be room for the full
realization of the promise of God. For then, John
sees ‘a new heaven and a new earth’.
In Revelation 21 and 22, John describes the features
of a new Jerusalem, a city of peace at the centre of
the new world.
And here we have our Christian expectation for the
future, for martyrs and for every faithful believer.
With transgressors at a safe distance, and with
the Lord God Almighty together with the Lamb on
the throne, all the righteous will flourish. And the
Messianic kingdom of peace will have no end!
n
•
•

n Author’s notes:
1.

On June 16, 2006 a symposium on eschatology
was held at the Free University of Amsterdam. At
this event, Dr Henk Bakker highlighted the theme
of martyrdom in the future expectations of early
Christianity. Subsequently, at a guest lecture at
the Theological University of Kampen on March 15,
2010, he was asked to elaborate on this theme with
reference to the Book of Revelation. I thank him for
his insights.

2. For an introduction to the Book of Revelation see:
P.H.R. van Houwelingen: ‘Revelation: how, why and
when?’ in Lux Mundi 29.3 (2010): 60-62.
3. The expectation of an earthly Messianic kingdom
has parallels in the Jewish apocalyptic literature,
such as 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch. However, the Book of
Revelation is unique in that it pays special attention
to the martyrs’ resurrection.
4. For comparable interpretations, see: L. van
Hartingsveld, Openbaring. Een praktische
bijbeiverklaring (Tekst & Toelichting. Kampen: Kok,
1984), 101-102 and 122; Robert H. Mounce, The Book
of Revelation (The International Commentary on the
New Testament; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 351360; N.T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 472-476. Jochem

This translation by Aart Plug, October 2010, by
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arrangement with the author.

voor Israël? Verantwoording van een politieke keus

All Scripture quotations and references are taken
from the New International Version of the Bible
(NIV), 1984.

(Barneveld: De Vuurbaak, 2008), 116-121.
5. H.R. van de Kamp, in his commentary (Openbaring.
Profetie vanaf Patmos (CNT, Kampen: Kok, 2003)) also
rejects the millenarian point of view, albeit from a
different perspective: all believers live on after their
deaths. However, death and resurrection are to be
understood here in a bodily sense.

LuxMundi

December 2010

94

R.C. Janssen

 he Canadian Reformed
T
Theological Seminary

The largest federation of “daughter” churches of the Gereformeerde
Kerken in The Netherlands comprises the Canadian Reformed Churches
(CanRC). Like their Dutch “mother”, the CanRC oversee and operate their
own seminary to train young men to serve as ministers of the Word. The
seminary is developing into an institution that also serves the broader
Reformed community. As such, it warrants space in the pages of Lux
Mundi.

Beginnings1

The first Synod of the Canadian Reformed Churches,
held at Homewood in 1954, already saw the
necessity of a theological school for the churches
in Canada, and decided “to ask the churches to
take four collections a year for our seminary and to
appoint delegates to take charge of the money and
to be diligent concerning the whole matter of the
theological training.” Since then the training for the
ministry became a matter on the agenda of each
subsequent Synod.
Right from the beginning, two leading principles
were that the training for the ministry should be
provided by the churches of the Lord Jesus Christ
and that the future ministers of the Word should
receive a good academic training. Only those
persons were to be admitted to the ecclesiastical
examinations who held a Bachelor of Divinity
degree.
The Synod of Hamilton of 1962 decided to set up a
provisional training. A number of ministers were
appointed to teach while they continued to serve
their congregations. Synod also set the Bachelor
of Arts degree or its equivalent as an admission
requirement. It was further decided to establish a
library for the benefit of teachers and students.

Established

On Wednesday, November 20, 1968, the Synod
of Orangeville decided to establish a full-fledged
Theological College of the Canadian Reformed
Churches and to appoint three full-time professors
and two lecturers.
n About the author:
Roelf C. (Karlo) Janssen has served as a minister in the Gereformeerde Kerken from 19992009. In the summer of 2009 he received aTh.D. He is currently serving as minister in the
Canadian Reformed Church in Abbotsford and as co-editor of Lux Mundi.
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The following professors were appointed: Rev.
Jules T. Van Popta of Cloverdale, British Columbia,
(Dogmatology), Rev. Dr. Jelle Faber of Rotterdam,
The Netherlands, (Old Testament), and Rev.
Lubbertus Selles of Chatham, ON, (New Testament);
as lecturers: the Rev. Hendrik Scholten, M.Th.,
of Smithville, ON, (Church History and Church
Polity), and Rev. Gijsbertus Van Dooren, M.Th., of
Burlington, ON, (Diaconiology). However, the Lord
decided otherwise. Synod received the sorrowful
tidings that Rev. J. Van Popta had passed away
before he could be informed of his appointment.
Synod therefore decided to fill the vacancy by
changing Dr. Jelle Faber’s appointment from the
chair of Old Testament to that of Dogmatology, and
to appoint in his place Rev. François Kouwenhoven,
M.Th., of Toronto as professor of the Old Testament
disciplines.
Synod also decided that a suitable estate should be
purchased in Southern Ontario, close to a university
with appropriate library facilities. On Wednesday,
September 10, 1969, the “Theological College of
the Canadian Reformed Churches” was officially
opened at Hamilton, Ontario. During the opening
ceremony the principal, Dr. J. Faber, gave an
inaugural address entitled “The Catholicity of the
Belgic Confession.” Professors and lecturers signed
a Form of Subscription.
Shortly after the opening, the new College suffered
another heavy loss. On October 4, 1969, the Lord
took to Himself Professor F. Kouwenhoven. Synod
New Westminster 1971 appointed the Rev. Heinrich
M. Ohmann of Dokkum, The Netherlands, in
his place as professor of Old Testament. When
Professor Ohmann was appointed to teach at our
sister institution in Kampen, The Netherlands,
the Rev. Cornelis Van Dam,Th.M., of Surrey, BC,
became the professor of Old Testament. In 1980 the
Rev. William W.J. Van Oene, M.Th.,of Fergus, ON,
replaced Rev. H. Scholten as lecturer in Ecclesiology.
After he and Rev. G. Van Dooren had retired, Rev.
Dr. Karel Deddens of Groningen, The Netherlands,
was appointed Professor of Diaconiology and
Ecclesiology. Since 1984, therefore, the Faculty is
made up of four full-time professors.
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emeritus in June, 1990. His successor as Professor
of Ecclesiology and Diaconiology was the Rev. Dr.
Jacobus De Jong of Burlington, ON. In concert with
these changes, it was decided to rotate the office
of principal (as well as the other functions at the
College) every third year. Prof. J. Geertsema retired in
2001. His successor as Professor of New Testament
is Rev. Dr. Gerhard H. Visscher, of Burlington, ON.
In the spring of 2003, the College community
was saddened when it became evident that a
debilitating illness prevented Dr. De Jong from
continuing to teach. His successor is Rev. Dr. Adriaan
J. de Visser, of Pretoria, South Africa, who assumed
his teaching responsibilities in September 2004.

…a book containing articles
and essays…

Recognition and a move

In 1981 the Legislative Assembly of the Province
of Ontario adopted the Canadian Reformed
Theological College Act. It empowered the Senate
to grant, among others, the degree of Master of
Divinity (M.Div.) which replaced the former Bachelor
of Divinity (B.D.) degree. The Master of Divinity
degree is conferred to a person in possession of a
Bachelor of Arts degree who has completed four
years of study at the Theological College.
In the summer of 1985 the Theological College
left the building it had occupied since 1969 and
moved to larger premises that provided more space
for its expanding library. The present building is
located in a quiet residential area on Hamilton’s
West mountain. The purchase and renovation were
made possible by a large grant from the Women’s
Savings Action and a special fundraising drive in the
Canadian Reformed Churches.

Appointments

The year 1986 saw the beginning of a new era.
Professor L. Selles retired as Professor of New
Testament and was replaced by Rev. Jakob
Geertsema of Surrey, BC. On January 1, 1990,
Dr. J. Faber retired. His successor as Professor of
Dogmatology is Rev. Dr. Nicolaas H. Gootjes of
Pusan, Korea. Dr. K. Deddens became Professor
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Once again, the College community was
saddened when Dr. Gootjes became ill and was
unable to continue teaching or carrying out his
responsibilities as Principal. Dr. Visscher was
therefore appointed as Principal in 2008 and Rev.
Jason VanVliet of Surrey, BC, was appointed as
lecturer for the academic year 2009/2010. In 2010,
after receiving his doctorate, Dr. VanVliet was
formally appointed by synod as professor. In the
same year, due to the planned sabbatical of Dr.
VanDam and his imminent retirement, Rev. Dr.
Jannes Smith of Albany, Western Australia, was
appointed as Professor of Old Testament.
Aside from the appointment of two professors,
Synod Burlington 2010 made another decision
which signified the beginning of a new era for the
College. While the official name of the College was
not changed, the operating name was changed to
the Canadian Reformed Theological Seminary.

Dr. Gootjes

Among other avenues of service, Dr. Gootjes served
as a teaching missionary sent out by BBK deputies
to assist the Presbyterian Church in Korea (Kosin).
For some ten years Dr. Gootjes taught at the Korea
Theological Seminary in Pusan. There is deep
gratitude for what the Lord has enabled Dr. Gootjes
to accomplish, and it is with sadness that deputies
note his illness, preventing him from continuing in
teaching.
In honour of the efforts of Dr. Gootjes, the CRTS
has published a book containing articles and essays
written by him. Some of these have been translated
96

A new era again

With the departure from active teaching of Dr. Van
Dam, all the current teaching staff at the CRTS are
appointments from within the past decade. The
CRTS is thus entering what future historians will
doubtless class as a new era. Also worth of note
is that during the academic year 2010-2011, Dr. N.
Kloosterman, who previously taught at Mid America
Reformed Seminary, will be teaching church polity
at the CRTS as lecturer.
May the Lord bless the CRTS in continuing to be a
courageous and solid institution for academics and
learning, holding fast and holding forth the Word of
Life, a light to all nations.
n

Dr N.H. Gootjes

from the Dutch, and are thus being published for
the first time in the English language. The book
is fittingly entitled Teaching and Preaching the
Word: Studies in Dogmatics and Homiletics. The
essays and articles are divided into six sections,
namely Revelation, The Birth and Work of Christ,
The Holy Spirit, The Sacraments, Other Dogmatic
Studies, Reformed Confessions, and Preaching. This
publication also contains a selective bibliography
of other works of Dr. Gootjes’ pen. As Dr. Gootjes
is a meticulous scholar, this book is highly
recommended.

n Notes
1.

The sections from “Beginnings” to “Appointments”
are published with permission of the CRTS; this text
is found at www.crts.ca.

Digital version
If you prefer a digital subscription to Lux Mundi (published as pdf-file (Adobe) on www.bbk.gkv.nl), please
send an email to the BBK office: bbk@gbouw.nl . We will send you a reminder as soon as the new issue
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P. Houtman

God and our original sin (4)

Our sin proceeds along the paths of the created structures of our being,
and are accessible to us. God has allowed us to discover them ourselves
– with the purpose that we should confess our sins to Him. Together
with our non-believing fellow human beings we can examine them and
artistically portray them. We saw that in the former articles. Could it be
that God only reproaches us in retrospect? Could He do nothing to stop sin
running rampant throughout the future history of humanity?

I

t is important to delve separately into God’s
position concerning original sin. The inherited
guilt concept and federalism draw special
attention to this aspect. Emphasis is often placed
on the fact that serious manifestation of sin
through a corrupted nature, transmitted through
the generations, is God’s punishment for the
original sin. Isn’t original (inherited) sin therefore
an autonomic process in humanity? Did Adam
automatically become a sinful being when he ate
the forbidden fruit? And have parents ever since
automatically passed on their sinful nature to their
children?
It is said that, as an act of rebellion against God, the
sin itself was so serious that it brought with it the
consequences of a corrupted nature that spreads
through reproduction. But does God then have no
influence upon this process?
Starting from God’s sovereignty, His rule over all,
we will have to recognize that this whole process
does not take place beyond His influence. God was
not ‘surprised’ by the first sin. He was not forced
to look on impotently at human nature becoming
corrupted to the core. He was not forced by the
course of events to leave sin to its own dynamic
and let it spread destructively beyond all bounds,
right up to the time before the Great Flood and
the century of the two world wars. He did not just
suffer and mourn over this until the time came to
take countermeasures of uncertain effectiveness.

The deciding God

On the other hand, once Adam had sinned, God did
not need to take a separate decision to sentence
humanity to suffer the ensuing consequences.
Such a decision or sentence is not recorded in the
n About the author:
Rev. P. Houtman is a minister and teacher serving with De Verre Naasten (the mission
aid organization of the Reformed Churches in The Netherlands).
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Bible’s historic narrative. God does repeatedly pass
judgments in which He pronounces punishments
for sin – after He has first warned: you will die
– but that is clearly something different. We
already heard that the Reformed confession
attributes inheritance of sin to a ‘just judgment’
of God, followed by a ‘hidden and just judgment’.
The latter sounds like a solution arising out of
embarrassment. How can we speak meaningfully
about a hidden judgment of God? Has he revealed a
hidden judgment to us? We will have to start with
the unity of God’s decisions. The Creator, who is
also Redeemer, is also the Judge. When He created
us with all the structures and all the relations in
which we exist, it was already determined by Him
that the corruption of the best would be the worst.
He created the structures in such a way that the
original sin would lead to inherited sin. Nothing
proceeds ‘automatically’ in the world. There is
causality, there are connections between cause
and effect, but they are never outside of God, his
decision(s) and rule.

Elbowroom

The closest the Bible comes to the alleged hidden
and just judgment of God is in Romans 1, where we
read about those who have been ‘given over’ to sin.
Corruption is already present but God gives them
over to ongoing sins. His wrath is working through
the dynamics of sin. However free people feel in
their sinning, free of God and laws and bonds,
and however they might enjoy it, God’s hand is in
it, the act of His wrath. We also read repeatedly
in Revelation about that same ‘giving over’: he
who was ‘given’ to do this or that. Prophecies like
Daniel’s vision in Chapter 7 lie behind this. We
also find it in the Old Testament prophecies about
the foreign superpowers Assyria and Babylon,
who receive elbowroom to develop their power,
even against God’s people. It is also present in
Job 1 regarding Satan. God gives the evildoers
elbowroom. He is active in that sense. And at
the same time, the elbowroom is always limited.
However widely sin spreads in humanity, even into
the highest echelons of worldly power, no man and
no devil ever has free play.
In this manner we can speak of original sin in a way
that does justice to both the internal dynamic of sin
and the government and judgment of God.
98

Wrongdoer

We now come to following and final question. Why
did God permit this? Why did He allow sin to enter
and to spread and grow strong in the world? Isn’t
this the question raised by the people of our day?
Why did God allow Auschwitz? But the question
thrusts deeper. It is not limited to the outbreak of
evil that we find the most repulsive merely because
it lies the closest to us in memory and experience.
Why did God allow the Gulag archipelago? And
numerous ethnic purges in our times as well as that
of the Indians in America? The Cultural Revolution
in China, and the Thirty Days’ War and (in reverse
chronology) the scourges of the Turks, Mongolians
and Huns? And cruelties by the Babylonians and
Assyrians? And endless other acts of violence with
perhaps fewer victims, or in other parts of the
world, or in the more obscure areas of history, or
what is unknown? The enormity of human evil
(whereby we are prone to identify more with
the victims, but our present concern is with the
wrongdoers: that is, ourselves) does not allow itself
to be weighed or expressed in figures, let alone
comparatively measured. We can, for example,
add the slaughters in abortion clinics, even though
– outside certain circles – that is not done. Why,
throughout history, did God allow matters to
develop to this extent?
The standard answer is that sin is against His will
but does not take place outside of His will. That is
a respectful answer which respects the boundaries
of our knowledge. It does remain mysterious,
though. However, we saw earlier that we cannot
leave original sin a mystery. Therefore I would like
differently to demarcate the boundary that we
must respect when reflecting on this question:
We are the ones who did it! “You are the man!”
We are in the dock as the accused, the sinner, and
the one guilty of original sin. We must take that
responsibility upon ourselves. We cannot leave
the dock and walk around the accuser in order to
stand behind God and look over His shoulder at
His judgment. There is no good theology without
confession of guilt.

Calvary

If we know and recognize our place, then, knowing
our God, we can respectfully say more.
The question can then receive a different character:
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it can be turned around. We tend to start with:
how can God, who is good, allow evil? But we end
up with the question: why did God, who is holy
and just and good, in spite of so much human
wickedness, still want humanity, and want to
persist with it? Why for example did he not end it
all with the Great Flood? Or in the desert, after what
happened with the Golden Calf?
Or at the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile
– typical of all war violence right up to our time.
Humanity was almost done for! Our existence was
hanging by a thread! How on earth were we able to
survive? Why does the sun still shine on this world
day after day?
God was able to do this because His Son was
prepared to suffer as He did. Because God was
prepared to sacrifice His Son.
The charge or accusation comes from Him who
forgives. The Judge who condemns is at the same
time the one who acquits. We say the one and the
other in succession, we must leave them beside one
another – they come to us simultaneously in God’s
Word.

Longing

In the article on original sin (Art 15), the Belgic
Confession continues directly with the truth that
our original sin is forgiven! We are not always
aware of that when we ask forgiveness for our sins.
It makes the gospel of forgiveness much richer. It is
a much richer comfort at baptismal visitation than
that a baby is sinful but does not sin.
The Confession follows with a very practical
direction as to the way in which we should and
may experience this deep reality – for our times
require this; it is at the same time a biblical lesson
from Romans 6, 7 and 8. We may not resign
ourselves to original sin - we need not. Complaining
is appropriate, in the hearts and the media and
the literature of the people of the twentieth and
twenty-first century. Sighs and moans of longing
to be released from this misery: from the power
of evil in ourselves – ourselves as mankind (no less
than the whole of creation around us joins in the
moaning and sighing). Longing with expectation,
with a view and with hope that will not be put to
shame. The confession of original sin comes with
grief but does not cause depression. It is a doorway
to redemption.
n
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A. L. Th. De Bruijne

 ppreciate the wisdom
A
of the Bible!

Is the Bible any help in deciding whether or not to eat meat? Yes of course,
says one with certainty: God gave Noah permission to eat the flesh of
animals. And Paul says you can consume anything that comes from the
meat market. Not really, says the other with less certainty: in paradise,
people were vegetarians. And eating meat today is different from in times
past. The Bible isn’t really that helpful.

T

he question whether or not to eat meat
is one of the many practical choices that
Christians are faced with. In our day
particularly, it is important to reflect on how the
Bible helps us with choices such as these. How does
the Bible show us the way? For in the so-called
‘orthodox’ churches a tension is growing between
two opposing poles. To identify them, I’ll use two
terms: the ‘absolutists’ and the ‘relativists’.

Two Poles

To those who are absolutists, the Bible is clear.
Practical questions can be resolved by means of
information from Scripture. If you want answers
to questions about the use of Sunday, choice of
occupation, political alignment, homosexuality,
vegetarianism or whatever, then search the Bible
for all the texts that directly or indirectly address
the issue. The commandments must especially be
taken into account: the Law of God, the Sermon on
the Mount, and the instructions of the apostles.
Put all these on the table, like the pieces of a jigsaw
puzzle, and then fit the pieces together by rational
deduction. One single picture will appear, a definite
Biblical position.
At the other pole, the relativists no longer believe in
this approach. Does the Bible really have anything
to say about our political views? Do Bible texts
about homosexuality or eating meat still provide
answers to present-day questions? With the same
set of Bible facts one could quite easily construct
two rather different pictures. For instance, in the
discussion about Sunday, two different perspectives
can each arrive at reasonably coherent conclusions.
Apparently, the Bible gives scope to move in
different directions. The choice you make will

Spirituality

As I see it, both the absolutists and the relativists
could do something with the title of this article:
appreciate the wisdom of the Bible.
Are you a relativist, finding yourself somewhere
near the second pole? Then give thought to this
expression: appreciate the wisdom of the Bible.
Often, relativists get hung up on a problem.
They prefer to emphasize that what the Bible
says is all rather more complicated, rather less
straightforward, than we had always thought.
Their expectations of the Bible diminish. Many
Christians today no longer accept a ‘command
ethic’. Unfortunately, whatever takes its place is
not much help when it comes to making practical
choices. Working with the Bible becomes a rather
discouraging business.
The Bible itself, however, breathes a completely
different spirit. Psalm 119 tells us that in an
uncertain existence, the Bible shows the way. Your
word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.
(v. 105); Your decrees are the theme of my song
wherever I lodge (v. 54). The Psalmist seems almost
to have fallen in love with the Word of God: Open
my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law
(v. 18). He is happy to have the Bible; he appreciates
its wisdom. If all you can do is sigh despondently,
“Isn’t it difficult, applying the Bible to everyday
situations?”, you stand in your own way, and in the
way of others. The Bible will only ‘work’ if you have
a different spiritual attitude. It only opens itself to a
spirituality of keen expectation.

User’s Manual

n About the author:
Ad de Bruijne is Professor of Ethics and Spirituality at the Theological University of the
Gereformeerde Kerken in The Netherlands.
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be influenced in part by other factors: tradition,
personal preference, fear, your peer group. If, on
reflection, it really isn’t so clear after all, then
there will have to be tolerance in the church for a
diversity of opinions and practices. And that’s just
what is happening: think, for instance, of issues
concerning homosexuality.
At present, the relativists seem to have the upper
hand. This in turn leads the absolutists to harden
their position. The two extremes reinforce one
other. And so the tension grows.
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However, the absolutists, the ones who gather
around the other pole, also need to hear the same
message: appreciate the wisdom of the Bible. They
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regard the Bible as an ethical ‘user’s manual’. Do
you have a problem? Then find a specific instruction
that will tell you what to do, or what not to do.
And, in truth, such instructions can be found in
the Bible. I do not go along with the fashionable
dismissal of a ‘command ethic’, or with the mental
laziness that so easily sets aside clear inferences
drawn from what Scripture says. The apostles, too,
gave clear and specific instructions, often based on
cogent logical deductions. Perhaps our times need
rather more of that. We tend to be much too hasty
and careless in saying, “Well, that’s what I think”,
and not at all willing to be persuaded to think
otherwise.
Having said that, it’s important to realize that the
Bible actually has something else in mind. By now,
we’ve become accustomed to the view that the
Bible is no textbook or handbook on science, history
or psychology. In these fields of knowledge, you
cannot take mental shortcuts, using the Bible out
of context to draw all kinds of conclusions. Perhaps
we ought to say the same thing a little more often
about ethics and practical life choices. The Bible
isn’t just a ‘user’s manual’ or handbook. The Bible
wants to make us wise (2 Timothy 3:15).
Equipped with this wisdom, and before the face
of God, we are called to find our way and to make
practical choices. A lamp to our feet spreads light,
but it does so to enable us to see our surroundings
better. We need to do more than just light that
lamp. In the light of that lamp, we need to learn
to see the world differently. That allows us to walk
in the fields of wisdom. And wisdom is more than
simply following a manual of instructions.

Animals

The Bible, then, tells us about God and what He has
done, about His plan for the world and His purpose
for our lives. The Bible also models what happens
when we use that knowledge in practical situations.
Prophets did that in Israel, and apostles did the
same within the congregations. Working with
the Biblical model helps us to see the world more
clearly, so that we can understand what is really
happening in all kinds of practical situations. That
will lead us to recognize what fits and what does
not fit with God and His intentions.
On the matter of homosexuality, for instance, the
first thing is not to ask which specific instructions
can be found in the Bible, and then to consider
whether or not they are still ‘valid’ today. This
whole endlessly exhausting question about
‘validity’ is completely out of place. It has its origin
in a reaction, as the mirror image of a simplistic
application of the Bible. If it is wisdom you are
seeking, you will see that every word of Scripture is
valid.
Homosexuality must first be approached and
understood from a knowledge of God and His
works. The key question will be: how does this
aspect of life best fit with God and His purpose?
And then any directly normative statements in
Scripture will have to be given their full due.
Another example: you will not find specific
injunctions in Scripture for any reflection on climate
change. But it makes a very real difference whether
you operate from a closed worldview, or whether
you acknowledge that God will judge and renew all
things.

Is the Bible any help in
deciding whether or not to

Photo P.G.B. de Vries

eat meat?
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To eat or not to eat meat should not depend on
gymnastics with texts that in some way refer to the
use of meat. Rather, we will have to learn to think
Biblically about animals, about social justice, about
the global economy, and about the options for
Christians in a world that is estranged from God.
And that is why the Psalmist may continue to
meditate on God’s decrees (Ps 119:48). For in each
command a whole field of life opens to view, a
field in which we may live together with God. No
instruction manuals, then, but guides to wisdom.

Interested

This wisdom brings us back to our first position
as people in God’s creation. God didn’t give Adam
detailed instructions about everything. Adam
had the freedom to choose for himself a name
that suited each animal. God was interested in
what came out of that. Adam could make his
own observations, draw his own conclusions,
and exercise his own choices. And he was able
do those things because he knew God and His
works, because the LORD God had initiated him
into His plans and purposes for His creation.
Every evening, God and Adam shared an intimacy:
consultation between beloved friends! Besides,
Adam was ideally positioned for his task: his
attitude and his character perfectly mirrored the
glory of God.
Could God, then, give Adam direct instructions?
Of course He could, and He did, too! Since God
is our Creator, since He has all authority and all
knowledge, submitting to Him is not beneath our
dignity as adult human beings. And yet, Adam’s
relationship with the Word of God was not one of
simply following a set of instructions. In the first
place, he discovered in God’s Word the wisdom to
find for himself the best way forward in all kinds of
practical situations.

Adult

This kind of adulthood has been restored to us. But
only if we become one with Christ, the last Adam.
In 1 Corinthians 2, Christ is revealed to us as the
wisdom of God and the power of God. In His Word,
God communicates Christ to us. And when, in
dealing with everyday questions, I open my Bible,
this is what happens first of all. The Spirit of God
carries Christ into my life and into my situation. In
unity with Him I find power and wisdom.
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In this way, we once again comprehend who God
is and what He has done. We are given insight into
His plans, and develop an affinity with His purposes.
We begin to observe as Christ observes, to think as
Christ thinks. His character and attitude grow and
become part of us. We have the mind of Christ, says
Paul (1 Corinthians 2:16).
It is in this way that the Bible helps us to make
practical choices. Yes, with specific details and
direct instructions, but primarily through the ‘inner
man’. God re-creates us, in Christ, into spiritual
maturity. We receive something of what Adam
had: people after God’s heart, reflecting His glory (2
Timothy 3:15,16).
Both the absolutists and the relativists often
overlook this. Without this maturity and wisdom
in Christ the areas of tension will only continue
to grow. Either we will buttress our position with
oversimplified applications of commands and
rational deductions. Or we will relativize everything
to death, to the point where Scripture leaves us
with no answers at all.

Adolescent

This kind of maturity is different from our typical
Western autonomy. It is not something that every
individual, in principle at least, has at his disposal.
Our unity with Christ is still far from complete. In
ourselves we are not really mature yet. And that is
why we still need to take advantage of the methods
of instruction God used with his not-yet-mature
Old Testament people. At that time, God set out His
wisdom in a great number of detailed regulations
and external supports. While still growing to
maturity, and with our old self still so active, these
supports continue to be very useful.
When finding our way, starting with Scripture, it
may be helpful to find support in traditions, in the
example of fellow Christians, in parental rules and
the spiritual authority of leaders in the church.
But only as one possible approach, and not as
the only possible answer. Who knows, we might
someday find a better way to do justice to God’s
intentions. Anyone who is too hasty in trying to
work everything out for himself is usually not adult
but adolescent.
And there is one more thing. Maturity in Christ is
only possible in communion with the fellowship
of believers. It is never individual. Ephesians 4:1-16
describes this maturity in Christ as characteristic
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Brainstorm as broadly as you can whatever may
have some relevance to your issue. Gather all
the pieces of the puzzle. Do not limit yourself to
Bible texts that directly concern your problem;
do not look only for texts that may even give an
explicit instruction. Often, you will not find such
texts. Record the important Biblical principles that
may in some way be related to your problem. Pay
special attention to examples and illustrations in
Scripture, in which you may recognize aspects of
your problem. Such pieces need to be turned this
way and that to see whether they really are useful,
whether they really do fit. Where possible, put them
together into a coherent and credible solution.

…the Bible is there to be
consulted…
(Photo P.G.B. de Vries)

of the one growing body with its broad variety of
gifts. Whenever we find our way in day-to-day life,
starting with Scripture, we do so in communion
with the church, and using the gifts of fellow
Christians.

Brainstorm and concentration

Within this framework, the Bible is there to be
consulted when dealing with specific, real-life
questions.
To begin with, make sure that you are as well
informed as possible about the issue. Make sure you
get your facts right about the eating of meat, about
homosexuality, about the variety of occupations,
or about the opportunities offered by the modern
media. And this ought not just to be theoretical
or scientific knowledge: pay attention to real-life
stories and experiences. Then to this knowledge
apply the wisdom that you, together with your
congregation, have built up from the Bible. Try
to fathom this practical issue by means of your
knowledge of God and His work. Evaluate what fits
best with God’s purposes. Take the time to immerse
yourself in Scripture, in its breadth and in its depth.
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Also, practise a concentrated study of just one part
of Scripture. Think of the way a minister works.
With all kinds of practical situations in the back of
his mind, he concentrates on the one text that he
will be preaching on the following Sunday. That’s
when there will often be a surprising insight. At
first sight, the text may seem to have nothing to
do with the matter in question. Even a brainstorm
might not have caught your attention. And yet, in
the light of everyday situations, you may discover a
connection that does point in a certain direction.
By way of example, that happened to me when
my study of Matthew 7 – the passage about the
builders of the two houses – unexpectedly helped
me to see that it is possible to live realistically and
in hope when faced with climate change and rising
sea levels.
This regular concentration on one Scripture passage
will by no means always lead to practical insights.
But in its depth, the wisdom of Christ will grow in
you. And more than once, God will surprise you with
the bright glow of lamplight along a dark stretch of
life’s pathway.
Whoever thus searches out his way in everyday life
will truly appreciate the wisdom of the Bible!
n

•

This article was first published in the Dutch
language as ‘Wees wijs met de Bijbel’ in De
Reformatie, Vol 85, pp 588-591,Sept. 10, 2010.

•

This translation by Aart Plug, by arrangement with
the author.

•

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture
references and quotations are taken from the New
International Version of the Bible (NIV), 1984.
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S. van der Lugt

J esus Christ and other
religions

In 1993 Jakob Neusner, a Jewish rabbi, published a book entitled ‘A rabbi
talks with Jesus’. Having read about the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus in Matthew’s gospel he tries to imagine himself being part of that
crowd listening to Jesus. He then asks himself: how does Jesus’ message
relate to God’s Word, as spoken by the prophet Moses in the Torah? In the
end Neusner comes to the following conclusion: I do not go along with
Jesus.

D

o you know why not? The rabbi is shocked
by the fact that Jesus dares to say, ‘...but I
say to you’. Jesus, a Jewish rabbi, quoting
the words of the prophet Moses in his teaching,
but also challenging them with his own word. Jesus
does not speak as one of the rabbis or teachers of
the old scriptures, He speaks with the authority of
the God of Sinai Himself. In Neusner’s opinion this
is truly unheard of. A mere man just cannot say
this. Therefore he is convinced that to follow Jesus
means to reject God.
In my opinion, when attempting to say something
sensible about Jesus and other religions, one must
start by taking Him seriously against the historical
background of the Jewish people. For Jesus Christ’s
high claim only becomes clear once we understand
that He is the fulfilment of the words of the Jewish
prophets. Then it becomes apparent that He does
indeed speak with the authority of the God of Israel.
This God liberated His people from Egypt and in
so doing belittled the Egyptian idols. He suffers no
other gods beside him. This God claims to be the
Creator of heaven and earth, and as such, King of all
people.

n About the author:

Jesus once said ‘Salvation comes from the Jews’
(John 4:22), referring to Himself, for was He not
born of a Jewish woman? Ever since Abraham’s
calling, the Jews treasured the promise that God
would bless the world through them. History
turned out to be one of choices made by God. He
chose Isaac, and not Ishmael. Both were sons of
Abraham, yet God continued with only one of them:
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Isaac. That evoked resistance then, and we see the
same resistance returning today when people are
irritated by Jesus’ claim to follow Him. God goes
against the human grain and squashes our pride. To
the haughty God says: ‘Boast no more,’ and to proud
sinners: ‘Do not lift up your horns against heaven’
(Psalm 75:4,5).

Hinduism

An example of a religion that is proud of her origin
and content is Hinduism. That seems strange.
Aren’t Hindus religiously tolerant? Do they not
claim that all may believe in their own way since
(according to them) all religions are about the same
God? Yet a judgment of certain forms of religion
is concealed behind this impression of tolerance.
I quote from the Bhagavad Gita: ‘Those who are
devotees of other gods and who worship them with
faith actually worship only Me, O son of Kunti, but
they do so in a wrong way.’ (9.23). This is the god
Krishna speaking. He speaks about different forms
of Indian devotion in those times (some centuries
before Christ). Take note: he calls certain manners
of devotion wrong, but in the meantime he annexes
all religious routes. What is tolerant about that?
Listen also to this quotation:
“But it is I who am the ritual, I the sacrifice, the
offering to the ancestors, the healing herb, the
transcendental chant. I am the butter and the fire
and the offering. I am the father of this universe,
the mother, the support and the grandsire. I am the
object of knowledge, the purifier and the syllable OM.
I am also the Rig, the Sama and the Yajur Vedas. I
am the goal, the sustainer, the master, the witness,
the abode, the refuge, and the most dear friend. I
am the creation and the annihilation, the basis of
everything, the resting place and the eternal seed.
O Arjuna, I give heat, and I withhold and send forth
the rain. I am immortality, and I am also death
personified. Both spirit and matter are in Me.” (9.1619).
Advancing the universal claim to divinity is not
uniquely Christian. Jews give proof of this when
they stick with the God of Abraham and thereby
refuse to follow Jesus.
Hindus too. There is but one God (they say) and all
religions are ways to him. Although the one path is
104

… No one is saved because
he or she is listed in the
administration of a
particular church…
(Photo P.G.B. de Vries)

more direct and efficient than the others, they all
lead to God. The One has many names. The Hindu’s
high claim is that he knows something of the
universal way in which people should live.

The one true religion?

Against this background the essential question is
not: ‘Is Christian faith the one true religion?’ We
would thereby be appraising the others according
to our forms of religious expression. Then the
Christian himself remains out of range. If there is
one thing we should be careful of as Christians,
it is that we present our forms of Christianity
as the truth, which the other must believe. It is
inevitable that belief in Jesus Christ across the
world receives a certain historically coloured and
culturally determined pattern. That is how God’s
Spirit works; it could not be any other way. This
is how confessions and liturgies originate; this
is how communities, morals, historical opinions,
views of the future etc. are shaped. In this we
can discern much that has been inspired by God.
But human wording or design is never as real,
complete and convincing as the Lord Himself. And
never as fundamental as the Bible, the historically
trustworthy record of God’s redeeming words
and deeds. Jesus Christ also continues to confront
Christians with critical love. No one is saved
because he or she is listed in the administration of
a particular church. Nor because he or she displays
a selfless devotion to the poor in the slums of India.
‘No one from the east or the west or from the desert
can exalt a man. But it is God who judges: He brings
one down, he exalts another.’ (Psalm 75:6,7). Jesus
Christ is this God, who acts justly.
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There are devoted and exemplary Jews, Muslims,
Buddhists and Hindus. I have no problem
whatsoever in praising their good works. I believe
that God looks with approval upon deeds of justice
and love bestowed by the best of them upon their
neighbours. That does not relieve me of the longing
to bring them in touch with Jesus. For no one will
ever be saved through his deeds. The God of Sinai,
who showed us what justice is, has come down to
this earth. He, in the person of Jesus Christ, suffered
himself to be crucified like the worst criminal. In
so doing He claims to bring deliverance to people
who are deeply in debt. ‘There is no one righteous,
not even one; there is no one who understands, no
one who seeks God’ says Paul (Romans 3:10,11). Jesus
has an unprecedented and incomparable claim: He
rose again following death on the cross and sends
out the call for all to turn to Him for deliverance
from their debt. All people, of whatever religion,
including those who call themselves Christian,
must believe that. There is no distinction.
•

First published in Dutch in “Hete Hangijzers Antwoorden op 17 kritische vragen aan het christelijk
geloof” (17 critical questions asked of the Christian
Faith and relevant answers), Buijten & Schipperheijn
Motief, Amsterdam 2009, pp 243-245, titled “Kritiek
van Jezus Christus op alle religies” as one of two
parts in Chapter 13, which deals with the question “Is
the Christian Faith the only true religion?”  
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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