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P.P.H. Waterval

Editorial

The earthquake in Haiti has shocked us all deeply. Its impact has been
phenomenal. According to official figures, around 230,000 people were
killed and many more were injured. President René Preval has said that it
will take at least three years to clear all the debris, and many more years to
reconstruct the country. While the human loss is incalculable, the material
damage is also immense. The Inter-American Development Bank has
estimated that the economic damage amounts to 5 or 6 billion Euros and
that reconstruction will cost between 5.9 and 10.3 billion Euros.

A

s in 2004, when the tsunami hit the
poorest of the poorest, the ‘why’ question
was asked immediately: why did God allow
the poorest country in the Western hemisphere
to be hit by such devastation? Of course, this
question could be heard in Haiti too, but it seems
much more prevalent in affluent countries in the
West. Remarkably, in Haiti on the Sunday after
the earthquake, many people attended open-air
worship services, not only for prayer but also for
praise and thanksgiving. A Roman Catholic priest
said: “Comfort is the only thing we can give. We
thank God for being alive.” A woman in Port-auPrince, whose husband lay buried under the rubble,
said: “I still have my faith in God. I want to praise
him.” For most post-modern westerners this sounds
weird, if not outrageous.

Different answers

Apparently, different questions are asked in
different cultures. Heaven is blamed more in the
secularised and rich countries of Europe and North
America, where many people have turned their
backs on God, than in religious Haiti, where every
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help from heaven is welcome because of the daily
struggle for survival.
In an interesting article elsewhere in this issue of
Lux Mundi, Stefan Paas observes that, paradoxically,
the critical ‘why’ question presupposes a God
who is good and almighty, and is therefore more
prevalent in cultures that are fashioned by JudaeoChristian history. Paas’ latest attempt to think
through some of the philosophical and religious
arguments is very welcome.
Nevertheless, it is clear that giving answers from
philosophy or the Bible cannot be our first reaction
to people hit by earthquakes, let alone to suggest
that the Christian worldview offers a solution.
It does not. The problem of suffering is far too
complex for our simple minds and simple measures.
Every attempt at a so-called ‘solution’ is an insult
to God’s all-surpassing greatness. Rather, our first
reaction always ought to be showing compassion,
giving aid and crying out in intercession. Rational
exercises come in second or third place.

Suicide rate

The same applies in the case of other disasters,
regardless of culture. Affluent western society
has catastrophes of its own. One of them is the
rampant suicide rate among youngsters. Here
in the Netherlands, suicide is the number one
cause of death among young people. The figures
include Christians as well. I recently had a case in
my congregation. A seventeen-year-old boy threw
himself in front of a train. One week later we were
shocked by a similar case in another congregation.
Immediately, all sorts of ‘why’ questions come up,
including: Why did we not read the signs?; Why
do young Christians choose death as an escape
route? From these nearby tragedies I’ve learnt that
offering a shoulder to cry on and listening are far
more important than trying to produce answers
to ‘why’ questions. As far as I’m concerned, the
seven-day silence of Job’s friends is still exemplary
pastoral practice. More than ever, I’ve realized that
the mission of our triune God is not about giving
rational answers. It’s about the Father giving
Himself in his Son. It’s about Him being present
through his Spirit. After all, He is YHWH. In the
Netherlands, in Haiti, everywhere.
n
3

S. Paas

 hy does God permit
W
suffering? (1)

For many people – at least in the Western world – the experience of
suffering, cruelty, senseless misery and grief is enough reason not to
believe in God. That isn’t true everywhere. When, in 2004, the Boxing Day
tsunami struck south-east Asia and claimed 300,000 victims, remarkably
few Asians became atheists. If newspaper reports can be believed, rather
the opposite was true: many saw this disaster as a divine punishment or
as a call to reflection. More or less the same happened in Haiti, after the
recent earthquake.

B

ut even in our part of the world, the
experience of suffering has not always been
used as an argument against the existence
of God. For centuries, long before the invention of
aspirin to deal with a toothache, Europeans spoke
of the goodness of God. In fact, it wasn’t really until
the 18th century that suffering became an argument
for atheism.The more people are able to control
their environment and exert their influence over
nature, the less able they are, it seems, to reconcile
the existence of God with suffering.

Of course, this does not mean that people in past
centuries, or people from religious cultures in
the Third World, haven’t struggled with pain and
sorrow. It does mean, however, that experiences
in themselves never lead in a certain direction.
Experiences, even of the most intense suffering,
are interpreted experiences; they are coloured by
our own patterns of thinking, the stories of our
lives, and our culture. We even see this in our own
Western culture among individuals who have
experienced the same suffering. For some, it leads
to a definitive farewell to faith in God; others
may tell you that the experience has served to
bring them closer to God. Suffering is a problem
for everyone, but that does not mean that it is a
problem of faith for everyone.

n About the author:
Dr Stefan Paas is professor of ecclesiology at the Christian University for Applied Sciences
in Ede, lecturer in missiology at the Theological University Kampen, and the Free
University, Amsterdam, in the Netherlands.
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The question

In these two articles we are not so much concerned
with the manner in which people deal personally
with their suffering. Any number of moving and
even heart-rending stories can be found to tell
us that. Rather, we will focus on the question:
why does God permit suffering? Such a question,
naturally, presupposes some things about God:
God (if there is a God) is a being who doesn’t desire
suffering, and is able to prevent it. If God were evil,
there would be no question why He would allow
suffering. And if God were good but powerless, then
the question why He allows suffering would be just
as pointless. After all, He wouldn’t be able to do
anything about it.
It is important to be clear about this. The question
why God allows suffering presupposes that God is
good, and that He is powerful. It presupposes, in
other words, a conception of God that is coloured
by Christianity. An atheist, too, may acknowledge
that the existence of evil will not, in itself, prevent
anyone from being religious. After all, it is possible
that there are many gods – some of them evil and
some of them good – and that these are engaged
in a life-and-death struggle. It is also possible to
be a ‘monist’ (from the Greek monos: one), as are
many Hindus and Buddhists, along with some
Western adherents to New Age beliefs. Monists
take the view that both good and evil are ultimately
manifestations of the same underlying reality. In a
Judaeo-Christian-humanist cultural climate, such
views may easily be regarded as superficial, since
they appear not to take the experience of human
suffering with sufficient seriousness. The author
Saul Bellow once said to a monist: “So what you’re
actually saying is: every gas chamber has a silver
lining?” Such a view, however, can be defended; and
millions of people do defend it, often in the midst of
grinding poverty, disease and starvation.
In short, the connection between suffering and evil
on the one hand, and the existence of God on the
other, does not arise automatically or self-evidently
from the experience itself. And not every culture
or religion asks this question in the same manner.
This connection has arisen from a specific cultural
climate, one that bears a Judaeo-Christian stamp.
Suffering becomes a theological problem especially
4

for people who believe in one loving, good, and
almighty God. From of old, this problem has been
given the name ‘theodicy’: the ‘justification’ of God
in the face of so much suffering and sorrow.
I’d like to approach this question of why God
permits suffering in two stages. First, I will present
a number of philosophical arguments that attempt
to ‘reconcile’ the existence of a loving and almighty
God with the presence of harrowing oppression
and evil in the world. This will take up the greater
part of my contribution. After that, I will present a
central thought from the Bible, which is a method
seldom used in the field of apologetics since
apologetics prefers to present arguments that are
valid for everyone, whether they believe or not. An
argument from Scripture clearly is not compelling
for all, but I believe it is important nevertheless. It
is especially because the question of suffering is so
strongly stamped by the Judaeo-Christian tradition,
that I cannot avoid showing how the sources of this
tradition can provide an answer to our question.

Four arguments

In this section I will present four philosophical
answers to the question why God allows suffering.
My point of departure for each of these is that God
is good, and that He is almighty (in other words: He
is able to do anything that He wishes and that is
logically possible).

1. The unsearchability
of God
The first (and for me the most important)
argument is what I would call the argument of
God’s unsearchability. There are two steps to
this argument. First, it distinguishes between
suffering for which we can see some sense (like
the extraction of a rotten tooth or the serving of a
prison sentence) on the one hand, and suffering for
which we can discern no meaning, on the other. The
first of these does not cause a theological problem.
Performing a medical procedure or imposing a
punishment may cause some suffering, but it
serves a higher purpose: the prevention of greater
suffering, the restoration of the rule of law, or the
forming of a good character.
If all of the world’s suffering could be seen in this
light, as a means by which God prevents greater
suffering, or by which he forms our character,
then suffering would be no argument against the
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existence of God. Again I point to the response
of so many Asian Muslims and Christians to the
2004 tsunami, or the response of Haitians to the
2010 earthquake. Indeed, most religious traditions
emphasize that there may well be a divine purpose
behind the suffering that befalls us. Many people
who suffer cling to that, because they are able to
link their suffering to a divine plan for their lives, or
because they trust that there is a divine plan, even
though the sense of it may not be clear to them
at the time. There are numerous stories of people
who have experienced dreadful things, and who
afterwards were even able to be thankful.

Sense of suffering

The theological problem arises, however, when
the sense of suffering escapes us. The tears of an
abused child; deliberate mutilations in the Congo;
the murder of six million Jews – does this senseless
suffering not cry out against the existence of God?
And here we see the second step of the argument:
whoever assumes that senseless suffering
demonstrates that there is no God takes”the
insights attainable by finite, fallible human beings
as an adequate indication of what is available in the
way of reasons to an omniscient, omnipotent being”
(William Alston). Or to put it more simply: the fact
that someone cannot see the sense of what he or
she observes, does not mean that it has no sense.
It is entirely possible that the reality behind this
suffering is so complex that the reasons for it are
simply beyond our comprehension. God may have
reasons that far exceed our understanding. We can
put it more strongly: this is to be expected, if indeed
God is all knowing and all powerful.
On an existential level, such an argument is hard
for us to swallow. When I consider the death of six
million Jews, any attempt to justify it on the basis
of its being part of a greater plan only leaves a bad
taste in my mouth. But that, of course, is the core
of the argument: we always respond from within
our existence, and that is necessarily human and
limited. Existentially, our loathing of this kind of
suffering, and of attempts to ‘justify’ it, is only too
understandable. But that in itself does not refute
the argument. On a personal and human level,
we experience the same: try explaining to your
‘existentially’ inconsolable, desperate and furious
children why they have to move to Australia. To
someone with a more limited field of view, some
things simply cannot be explained: the best we can
do is promise that “some day you will understand”.
That’s the way it could be with God. Anyone who
5

asks why God allows suffering, at the same time
presupposes that He has the power to prevent
suffering in the world. When we begin to realize
the depth of even a small part of the indescribable
misery that floods the world every day, then we
must also believe that anyone who could prevent
it must be unimaginably powerful. But if that is so,
does not the question why God doesn’t prevent all
this suffering also presuppose that God is far too
great for us to understand? Of course, believers
should not attempt in all manner of ways to
‘explain’ these kinds of horrors. That would indeed
be insensitive and offensive. A far more fitting
attitude would be that of Job, the Bible’s model of
suffering par excellence: “I put my hand over my
mouth … I will say no more” (Job 40:4,5).

2. The character of the
natural world and of
our freedom
A second philosophical argument has to do with the
character of the natural world and of our freedom.
Both of them sometimes lead to unavoidable
suffering. The ground on which we walk is hard,
and that’s why we don’t sink through it. But that
also means that we will hurt ourselves when we
fall. Fire can warm us, but it can burn us also. The
one cannot exist without the other. This is true,
not only about the properties of matter; it also
counts for all kinds of natural processes. Energy
that flows from the glowing core of the earth drives
the movement of tectonic plates, and this in turn
causes earthquakes and tsunamis. But this same
movement of glowing magma also produces the
magnetic field that surrounds the earth, which
protects us from much of the sun’s harmful
radiation.
There are a number of elements to this argument.
In the first place, we recognize that what we call
‘natural evils’ (earthquakes, miscarriages, volcanic
eruptions, etc.) are the unavoidable dark side
of necessary attributes of matter and natural
processes. This implies that suffering ‘belongs’ in a
world such as ours. It may be that God could have
created a world in which these dark sides were not
present, but in all probability such a world would
be logically impossible. Perhaps God should have
chosen not to create a world – with us in it – but it
is entirely possible that He had reasons for doing
so that far surpass our understanding (see the first
argument, above). Besides, such an objection is
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more of a cry wrung from personal suffering than
a calm weighing up of all the suffering in the world
on one hand, and all of the beauty that is found in it
on the other. In any case, such a weighing up would
probably be beyond us. How could anyone make an
‘objective’ judgment whether or not it would have
been better for this world not to exist? Objections
such as these are strongly speculative. Therefore,
it seems best to me that we take our point of
departure in the world as we find it, and then ask
how we can bring it together with faith in God.

Not intervention

That brings us to the next element of this
argument: not only is suffering inextricably
bound up in the world as we know it, but God
apparently chooses not to (continually) intervene
in our suffering. God is not some kind of ‘fireman’,
someone who prevents an illness here, holds
back a rolling boulder there, and dams in a flood
somewhere else. Perhaps God, without our realizing
it, prevents a great deal of suffering that could
have taken place, while there is yet a great deal of
suffering that he does not prevent. Why doesn’t He
intervene (more often)? Why does He give creation
so much freedom?
One answer is that so much suffering that is
brought about by ‘natural’ evil has been indirectly
caused by human evil. No one need die of
starvation, if only people would share more fairly.
There would be far fewer floods if dykes and dams
were solidly built, just as they are in countries that
are not plagued by poverty and corruption. It is
only too clear that suffering in this world would be
immeasurably less if people did what they demand
of God: intervention and prevention.
Another – typically Christian – response points to
the abilities that mankind has lost by turning away
from God. Here we find the understanding that
people who live in a perfect relationship with God
will also live in a perfect relationship with creation.
They have access to the knowledge and ability that
are needed to prevent natural evil, or to keep the
harm it causes to a minimum. But because of sin,
these abilities have been lost, and consequently
mankind stumbles about in this world as a blind
man in a minefield.

Hidden forces

A third answer, also drawing on (some streams
of) the Christian faith, is that we are not the only
ones in this world. There are hidden evil forces at
work in God’s creation – demons – whose aim is to
cause harm and suffering. At the Cross, God won
6

the decisive victory over these powers (see below),
but until the final victory has been gained, they
are still hard at work. A comparison is sometimes
made with the final year of World War II, after the
Normandy landings. The days of the oppressor
were numbered, but it was especially then that he
inflicted so much suffering. To most Westerners,
a ‘mythical’ answer of this kind is not especially
convincing. But Christians share this belief in an
unseen demonic reality with most cultures around
the globe.
These responses are attempts to provide a deeper
insight into the causes of suffering and evil in the
world. They point to an interweaving of ‘natural
evil’ with human or spiritual factors that cause
these evils, or make them worse. But the question
still remains: why does God allow this to happen?
Why has he given us so much freedom that we,
apparently, are able to turn away from God and
away from our fellow human beings?

Unsearchability

This I must answer, first and foremost, by referring
again to God’s unsearchability. This is not an
evasive move, but is nothing more or less than
taking God seriously. If He really is omniscient
and omnipotent, then we must also say that we
definitely are not.
Still, if we outline an (admittedly speculative)
answer, it could be like this: freedom is the price
of love, of responsibility, of morality. At its heart,
the argument goes as follows: we can only love if
we are free to do so. A (neighbourly) love that is
coerced is no love at all: it turns us into robots. The
same is true for responsibility and morality: we can
only be moral and responsible if we are free (up to
a point) to choose to do good. But freedom can only
be real freedom if we can also choose to do wrong,
or not to love. If God were to intervene every time
we threatened to harm others or ourselves, He
would deprive us of our freedom. And our capacity
to love, to act morally and responsibly, would also
disappear. God had to give His creation a great
degree of freedom to act independently, even if this
means that dreadful things may happen.
One possible objection to such an argument
would be: isn’t this too high a price to pay? Do
love, responsibility and freedom truly justify the
horrors we inflict on ourselves and on others? One
answer might be that our great human capacity
for love and good deeds inescapably brings with
it an equally great capacity for evil. Humanity can
produce Mother Teresas, because it also, sadly,
gives birth to Hitlers. It is precisely because we are
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human beings – and not cows or rocks – that we
are able to give our lives for our neighbour, and to
build cathedrals. But we can also knowingly and
intentionally mutilate helpless children and design
atomic bombs. Again, the one is impossible without
the other; there are two sides to freedom.
In addition, there is always the question: too high
a price for what? A hundred dollars is not much to
pay for a Porsche; it’s a great deal for a ballpoint
pen. In other words: if the suffering in this world is
truly justified by what our freedom will eventually
deliver, then the ‘reward’ must necessarily be
beyond imagination. The Christian tradition holds
that God’s purpose for this world and for humanity
incorporates a complete restoration of relationships
between Himself and His creation, and mutually
between people. This purpose can only be achieved
through love and freedom on the one hand, and
through judgment and the complete removal of
evil on the other. And if the Christian faith is true,
then the attainment of this goal will ‘reconcile’ all
the suffering on earth. The sufferings of the present
age cannot be compared with the coming glory,
writes Paul (Romans 8:18). If there is to be no ‘last
judgment’ over injustice and hatred, if tears are not
wiped away, and if the future God provides is not
indescribably glorious, then the cries of tortured
children will remain unanswered.

To be continued

In the second instalment, I will present two more
philosophical arguments to explain why Christians
can believe in a good and powerful God, in the
midst of a world of suffering. I will conclude by
presenting a central thought from the Bible: the
Cross of Jesus Christ is God’s definitive answer to
human suffering.
n
n This article was originally published in the
Dutch language as: ‘U aanschouwt de moeite en het
verdriet…: Waarom laat God het lijden toe’, in: Cees
Dekker e.a., Hete Hangijzers, Amsterdam 2009
•

This translation by Aart Plug, February 2010, by
arrangement with the author

•

All Scripture quotations and references in this article
are taken from the New International Version of the
Bible (NIV), 1984.
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P.A. Bergwerff

Christians and the media
About a visiting pope and
a murdered Hindu leader

In January 1998, Pope John Paul II paid a visit to Cuba. His trip was covered
by almost every newspaper, radio and television station on earth. Not
only did his central message ‘Don’t be afraid’ inspire thousands of Cubans
spiritually and politically, but his visit to the communist republic also led
to the release of several political and religious prisoners.

I

n the same month, but ten years later, an
Afghan journalist, Sayed Perwez Kambakhsh,
was condemned to capital punishment by a
local court for alleged blasphemy. After massive
international media attention and protests, the
sentence was in March 2009 commuted by a higher
court to a twenty-year imprisonment.
Also in 2008, an important Hindu leader in the
northern Indian province of Orissa was murdered
together with some of his followers, supposedly by
Maoist extremists. The event was reported in Indian
newspapers, but internationally the murder attracted
hardly any media attention. This changed somewhat
when Christians in Orissa were accused of being
the real murderers. The result was a wave of Hindu
violence against the Christian minority in Orissa.
Some Western newspapers published news of it,
although in brief. In Christian publications, however,
the attack on the Orissa Christians was a big issue.
In spring 2008, organizers of a Christian festival –
Christival - in Bremen, Germany, were forced to call
off a workshop on how to cope with homosexuality.
Massive protests in the liberal media were behind
this. It was feared that the event would be
disrupted by protesters from the homosexual lobby.
May I ask you to consider for a moment the
similarities and the differences between the four
cases mentioned before? What can we learn with
respect to the role of the media in matters of
religion?

Some thoughts

In order to help you a little bit with forming your
opinion, I want to share with you a few basic,
n About the author:
P.A.Bergwerff is chief editor of Nederlands Dagblad, a Christian newspaper.

LuxMundi

march 2010

provisional and practical thoughts on this issue,
because I think that the ability to deal with the
media is of great importance for us as Christians,
and especially for those who are involved in
Christian organizations.

The neutrality claim

First of all, some remarks in general. ‘Neutral’ media
do not exist. The media always represent a certain
worldview, even when they claim ‘neutrality’. I
do not imagine that this comes as news to you.
Nevertheless, it is amazing how often and intensely
this neutrality claim is still promoted by many
media themselves. It grants them beforehand
a certain fancied immunity, which can hardly
be challenged. This is especially the case when
the challengers belong to a minority group like
Christians.
The media constitute a power with their own
ideological biases and interests. So they can conflict
with the ‘power’ and interests of religion, and surely
today they often do. Of course, this is the case in
authoritarian states like Belarus and Azerbaijan,
where the press is merely an extension of the
oppressive regime. But the Western media have
their ideological biases too. Most Western societies
are dominated by postmodern secularism, which
makes religion privatized and marginalized. Antireligious feelings are common, and religious people
are regarded as at least intolerant, and often also as
extremist and fundamentalist. Most Western media
– though not all – act as the mouthpiece of this
secularist approach. They tend to regard religion
as a remnant of an ancient past, and at best as a
strictly private matter like a hobby club. Intolerance
against Christians is increasing, even in countries
with a long democratic tradition, and media play a
negative role by fueling biases against them.
We may regret this actual situation, but it is wiser
and more realistic to accept it as a fact. The most
unwise thing we can do is lament the partiality of
the media and the fact that most media nowadays
ignore the issue of religion and religious freedom.
This makes no (practical) sense. The better way is
8

The building of the
Nederlands Dagblad in
Barneveld
photo P.G.B. de Vries

to listen to the advice that Jesus gave his disciples
regarding their attitude in a hostile world: “Be as
wise as serpents and as harmless as doves” (Matthew
10:16). Dealing with the media is pre-eminently a
part of the spiritual battle we have to fight. That
struggle, according to the instructions of our Lord, is
not to be waged by strength and violence. And not
by verbal strength either. There is also a pragmatic
basis for such behaviour. Screaming and yelling
have mostly proven to be counterproductive. And
they tend to incite the same manners on ‘the other
side’. Or worse.
Meanwhile, I must add that the media spectrum
is not always as dreadful for religious people as
outlined above. It is true that uninformed, biased
media are often guilty of misrepresentation of
religion, and that they do work to set back religious
freedom. But there are also religiously literate, fairminded media that can work to extend religious
freedom. It is important that actions to promote
this freedom seek alliances with these media and
their journalists first and foremost.

Trying to be relevant

At first sight, the best way to try to gain media
attention for religion and religious organizations
and their cause seems to be to work for them. In
some Western countries, young people are trained
at Christian colleges to become journalists. They
try to get a position in the secular media and
contribute to reducing ignorance about religion
by providing relevant and accurate information to
their media, obviating stereotypes and caricatured
impressions. In this way, they seek to re-establish
the legitimate position of religion in the public
domain by standing up for the fundamental right
of freedom of expression, and by unmasking
secular thinking as a life view that has no obvious
advantages above other convictions or beliefs.
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Well, that is quite a sentence! I mean: in a
journalist’s working life this idealistic situation
is hardly ever reached. First of all, because most
Christian journalists in secular media work in
departments that have little to do with religion.
But in addition, some (or many?) graduates of
Christian journalistic colleges after a while become
conformed to the requirements and culture of the
medium they are working for, and tend to forget
the relevance of their Christian convictions for their
daily job. I do not want to blame them too much for
that, because the ‘secular’ pressure in such media
companies is often extremely high. But what I do
want to stress is this: let us be realistic about the
importance of Christians working in the secular
media for the sake of religion.
Perhaps we may have higher expectations of
attempts to influence the media from outside. It
is very important to make clear how relevant it is
for journalists to have at least some knowledge of
religion, because so many situations and conflicts
in this world can only be explained from religious
roots or motives.
This lack of knowledge regarding religion is
enormous. This applies not only to the Christian
faith, but also to other religions, especially Islam.
Most media, including those known as quality
media, have a huge blind spot on this point. In
my own country, some secular media after 9 /
11 became aware of their lack of knowledge in
this field. Suddenly religion turned out not to be
as dead as they had assumed. Interestingly, the
social relevance of my own newspaper Nederlands
Dagblad has greatly increased since then. Until then
we were often ignored by the other media; now we
are regarded as a valued source of information on
religion and moral values, and we are being quoted
in other media frequently.

Persuade journalists

To persuade journalists of the relevance of religion
is a primary task for Christians who seek media
attention for religious matters. When this is
accepted, the second thing is to convince them
that religion as a model of explanation requires
knowledge, and that you can provide that.
The way in which you try to do that is important.
At this point, a Dutch proverb is applicable which
says: “Niet het vele is goed, maar het goede is veel”.
Translated into ‘Dutch’ English it sounds like, “Not
much is good, but good is much”, or perhaps better:
“Enough is as good as a feast”.
9

or American citizens, for instance. Compare the
murder of a German missionary in Eastern Turkey.
It is as cynical as that. You can complain about it,
but I think it is more realistic to take this reality into
consideration. This means that one ‘case’ is more
suitable to ‘use’ for exposing the fate of believers
in this world than the other. “Be wise in the way
you act toward those who are not believers, making
good use of every opportunity you have.” (Col. 4:5,
Good News Bible 1992).

Fighting for your own rights
and those of others

Outside the building there
is a statue with the motto
of the newspaper: “But as
for me and my household,
we will serve the LORD” (
Joshua 24:15b) photo P.G.B.
de Vries
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What I mean is that we must use the proper
opportunities to deliver news items or comments,
and that we should not bomb the media with an
endless flow of detailed information. This especially
applies to the information about persecuted
Christians that is delivered by respectable
organizations, but sometimes in such large quantities
that it is set aside by editors before it is even read.
The news that you would like to get published must
be relevant. First of all for the editor who receives
your stuff, but subsequently especially for his
readers. Why was the pope’s visit to Cuba picked
up by so much of the media? Because he, being the
head of a big international organization and an
internationally renowned public figure representing
certain values, brought himself through his visit
into confrontation with a well-known communist
regime representing quite contrary values. That is
thrilling. That’s news.
Why have the media paid so much attention to the
case of the Afghan journalist who was sentenced to
death? Because of the extremity of the judgment;
because of the Sharia background to it, which we
in the West are so afraid of; because the judgment
confirms our darkest suspicions with regard to
Islam; because ‘our’ soldiers are fighting in this
country for democratic rules; because he is a
journalist. In brief: because the case has, at least to
a certain extent, to do with ourselves.
The opposite is exactly the reason why the violence
against Christians in Orissa, India was so greatly
ignored by the average media. When two religious
‘sects’ combat each other because of apparently
religious differences, how does this affect modern
post-religious westerners? Let them fight it out. The
evaluation of the relevance of the case would have
been radically changed had it turned out that one
or more of the murdered Christians were British
march 2010

Coming to the various attacks from secularists and
adherents of other religions on Christians in the
world, it is important to expose the totalitarian
aspects of the different worldviews behind them.
I think that Christians – journalists, lawyers, and
other specialists – should endeavor to unmask the
casualness with which these worldviews claim a
factual monopoly. Why? Because it is inconsistent
with the core values of democratic society. This also
applies to Secularism, being a philosophy of life too,
a ‘belief’ if you like, and as such it has in a democracy
no more rights than other ideologies or beliefs.
Rather than crying blue murder, Christians should
first of all look at this problem soberly. In some
cases, a brief look at one’s legal rights can be
enough not to be perplexed by the claims of secular
or other fundamentalists. My impression is that
most quality media are inclined to give opportunity
for calmly argued contributions in which these
rights are explained.
But, if necessary, going to court must not be
avoided. Like Paul, who before the authorities
appealed to his Roman citizenship and its inherent
rights. This can also deliver a good prospect of
attracting media attention in favor of religious
freedom.
In particular, the freedom of expression is a basic
right worth fighting for, because other rights – like
the freedom of religion and of press – more or less
arise out of it. The focus of this fight should not
only have regard to your own interests and for your
‘own use’, but also for that of others.
When it comes to shared concerns, it is preferable
to look around for co-belligerents: non-Christians,
Muslims or even atheists. Remember the case of
British evangelicals fighting shoulder to shoulder
with artist Rowan Atkinson (‘Mr Bean’) in order
to get a proposed Bill to combat religious hatred
rejected by the British Parliament.
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In closing, I’d like to make a few remarks about
what we should not do.
First of all: when it comes to using the media,
Christians should be aware of Jesus’ wise
exhortation to treat others the same way they
wish to be treated themselves. This is especially
important for Christian newspapers and other
media; likewise for missionary and human rights
organizations, and for anyone involved in the
struggle for religious freedom in this world. In the
case of persecuted adherents of other religions,
even when it comes to odd groups like the
Unification Church or Scientologists, whenever they
are the victims of persecution, we should stand for
their right to be who they are. To cite the famous
expression of Voltaire: “Though I may consider your
opinion to be as despicable as can be, I will defend
your right to express it.’’
Secondly: fair coverage does not necessarily equate
to positive coverage of a religious group. What I
mean is this. Christians themselves can be guilty
of infringement of their religious freedom and of
persecution. Some organizations and missionaries
lack wisdom and cultural sensitivity when they
‘enter’ a new mission field, for instance by using
words like ‘crusade’ and ‘claiming territory’. This
might create panic and fear amongst the adherents
of other faiths. Fair coverage in these cases means
that this approach is not whitewashed or neglected.
A great responsibility rests upon the shoulders
of Christians who are involved in promoting
the Christian faith in public life. Remember that
persecution is only the end of a long process. It
always begins with disinformation. Therefore,
monitoring the media – in Western countries
as well as elsewhere in the world – is extremely
important. It has often been observed that the
violence against Christians in Indonesia and India
could have been forestalled if in the years and
months beforehand the media in those countries
had been closely monitored, and media in other
parts of the world had been ‘fed’ with quality
information.
Media people are only as good as the sources they
have. Christians should be such good sources. 
n

n Speech on a meeting of representatives of
Christian missionary organizations related to DVN,
October 14, 2009, ND-building Barneveld.
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John Calvin’s Ecclesiology

O

n December 4, 2009, Rev. Frederik A.V. Harms received his doctor’s
degree at the Theological University in Apeldoorn, after defending his
dissertation. His supervisor was Prof. Herman Selderhuis. The title of this
book is In God’s Custody: The Church, a History of Divine Protection. A Study
of John Calvin’s Ecclesiology based on his Commentary on the Minor Prophets.
It is published by Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen, 248pp.

In his study, Dr Harms aims to draw a picture
of Calvin’s ecclesiology, focusing on Calvin’s
commentary on the Minor Prophets. For Calvin,
the historical background of the church in the Old
Testament serves as a mirror in which he recognizes,
and with which he also identifies, the church of the
16th century. Calvin is convinced of the existence
of an organic connection between the church of
the Old Covenant and the Christian Church. The
church of both periods in history finds its unity in
the covenant of grace, which was clearly expressed
in the incarnation of Christ.

Newsupdate

What you should not do

Calvin’s presentation of the doctrine of the church,
as found in his commentaries, may be compared
to a wide-angle lens. He wants to do justice to the
Biblical (not theological!) text, which was given
shape as a result of the history of the people of God.
Because there is only one church – and that church
of all ages has only one spiritual Head, Christ –
Calvin can directly apply the old texts to the church
of his day. One may question whether this leads
to real exegesis, but because of this method a very
dynamic picture is certainly drawn of the church in
the times of the Minor Prophets. Just as this church
was reborn with the coming of Christ, so a similar
revival is seen in the church of the Reformation.
The church of God is connected to Christ as its
one Head. This does not imply that this relation
cannot be broken. Calvin’s language is practical, not
ontological, when he shows from Israel’s history
that the secession of the northern kingdom in
Jeroboam’s time was as it were the cutting off of the
Head from the Body (of Christ). Nevertheless, there
is always hope of restoration.
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C. Pronk

 valuable resource
A
for today’s elders

Dr. Cornelis Van Dam, professor of Old Testament Studies at the Canadian
Reformed Theological Seminary in Hamilton, Ontario, has rendered
Reformed and Presbyterian churches a great service by writing this
handbook on the office of elder. Of all the books I have read on this
subject this one ranks as one of the best as far as clarity, conciseness and
faithfulness to Scripture is concerned. While the work reflects the author’s
great scholarship, the material is presented in a popular and accessible
way so that also non-academically trained readers can benefit from it.

V

an Dam begins by tracing the New
Testament office of elder to its Old
Testament roots. Elders are first mentioned
in Exodus 3:16 where we read that the Lord told
Moses to meet the elders of Israel in Egypt. Later,
throughout Israel’s history elders, appointed by
God with or without involvement of the people,
continued to occupy positions of leadership over
the people as a whole or a tribe or a city. In the
New Testaments we have several references to
the apostles appointing elders in every church
(e.g., Acts 14:23) probably with participation of
the congregation (p.6) Especially Jewish converts
to Christianity being used to worshipping in
synagogues presided over by elders, would have
expected such appointments of elders in newly
instituted congregations
Over against those who view the Old Testament
nation of Israel as having little or no relevance for
the New Testament Church, Van Dam stresses the
direct continuity between the latter and the former.
For proof he turns to passages such as Exodus 19:6;
I Peter 2:9 and Galatians 6:16 which show that both
the New Testament Church and Old Testament
Israel are referred to as “a chosen people, a royal
priesthood and a holy nation.” “This fact,” Van Dam
argues, “impacts how we view the office of elder…
[and]shows that the eldership as it now functions
in the church cannot be properly understood
without the Old testament background” (p.9).

Responsibilities

Van Dam next describes the responsibilities of
the Old Testament elders. These can be reduced
n About the author:
Rev. C. Pronk is an emeritus minister in the Free Reformed Churches of North America
and resides in Brantford, Ontario, Canada.
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to one, namely that they are to serve the people
over whom they have been placed as shepherds.
The key passage here is Psalm 23:1, “The Lord is
my shepherd, I shall not want.” The Lord Himself
is the Model whom the elders, along with the
kings, prophets and priests, are to emulate. As
God’s undershepherds they must take care of the
flock, feeding, leading, protecting, retrieving, and
protecting both the sheep and the lambs “In short
the life of a shepherd was to be characterized by
a genuine love and concern for the sheep in all
respects” (p.17).
The same qualities are required for New Testament
shepherds. Following the example of the Good
Shepherd (John 10), the elders “must exemplify his
love, faithfulness and diligence for the flock” (p.24).
The risen Christ reinstates his forgiven disciple
Peter with the threefold charge: “feed my lambs,
tend my sheep, feed my sheep.”
It is to elders like Peter that Christ gives the power
of the keys of the kingdom (Matthew 16:18). Van
Dam explains the significance of this great privilege
and responsibility in terms of Peter guarding the
gates of this kingdom against which the gates of
hell or Hades will not be able to prevail.
These infernal gates in Van Dam’s view, refer to
“the leadership, power and authority of Satan”
which will be used against the church,” but in vain.
(p.123). Christ will use Peter and the other apostles
and after their death, the elders, to keep the enemy
out. This will involve a fierce spiritual battle as
the apostle Paul says in Eph. 6:12 which makes
it essential to put on the whole armour of God
(Ephesians 6:11-13).

Use of the keys

To illustrate the use of the keys of the kingdom,
Van Dam points to Isaiah’s description of the task
of the steward of the house of David Among his
many responsibilities was the charge to guard
the royal throne. Of the newly appointed steward,
Eliakim, we read that the Lord clothed him with
the garments of his office saying, “I will place on
his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he
opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one
can open” (Isaiah 22:22). It was the steward who
decided who could go see the king “to benefit from
12

…elders “must exemplify
his love, faithfulness and
diligence for the flock”…
photo P.G.B. de Vries

the justice that the king might dispense to the poor
and oppressed.” Van Dam uses this example to
illustrate the importance of the church’s use of the
keys.
It is significant that he begins by pointing the
positive benefits accruing from this ministry.
Although the employment of the kingdom keys
have to do with church discipline, we tend to focus
on the negative aspect of shutting out delinquent
members. But there is also the positive element and
Van Dam emphasizes this when he writes:
The Lord promises Peter the keys of the kingdom
of God so that he can open the doors and admit
people into the kingdom where it is safe and where
treasures are to be found, such as being right with
God and being able to live in his loving presence…
What is the key that unlocks and opens the way
to the treasures of the kingdom? Simply put, it is
the gospel which Christ had been teaching the
people. The Lord Jesus had been announcing the
coming of the kingdom and had been
dispensing its treasures, especially by proclaiming
the righteousness of God and the forgiveness of
sins. This last treasure was strongly contested
by the Jewish religious leaders. Was it not God’s
prerogative to forgive sins” Was it not blasphemous
for man to do so? Yet Christ pardoned sins, and he
gave life and righteousness to all who believed in
him (Matt.9:2; Luke 7:48-49). (p.124).
The wonderful thing is that Peter and all ministers
of the gospel have been entrusted with these
keys of the kingdom. They may open the door to
all the treasures of God’s grace. But while this is
indeed good news, there is bad news here as well.
These keys must also be used to close those same
doors to all who refuse to believe in Christ. As Van
Dam writes: “If one does not believe this message,
the door is closed, one is still bound in his or her
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unforgiven sins, and God’s judgment will come”
(John 12:47-50; Acts 3:23). This is also the message
of Lord’s Day 31 of the Heidelberg Catechism but
Van Dam does not refer to the catechism in this
connection.
How are the elders to use the keys of the kingdom?
Gently and patiently, in other words, as shepherds.
Even though in Acts 20 it is the ruling elders who
are referred to as shepherds, the teaching elders
are no less required to do their work as shepherds
“The teaching task,” Van Dam writes, “can never be
divorced from the overall concern of shepherding,
with everything this implies” (p. 25). Both types of
elders are to perform their tasks with a shepherd
heart, i.e., “with the love, devotion and caring of
Christ” (p.26).

Division of labour

This raises the question as to the division of labour
between the ruling and the teaching elder. As far
as church discipline is concerned Van Dam believes
that not only both types of elders but the whole
congregation is to be involved (p. 167). In fact the
elders are to be involved only at the end of the
process outlined in Matt. 18. In his view the entire
congregation has a role to play in the disciplinary
process. Van Dam seems to interpret the phrase
“tell it to the church,” as stated in the Form for
the Ordination of Elders and Deacons slightly
differently than the Form does. According to the
Form the term “church’ in Matthew 18:17 refers to
the council of elders as representing the church but
Van Dam believes that when Christ says, “Tell the
church,” he indicates that in one way or another
the congregation as a whole is to be mobilized for
the spiritual health of the sinner. When the efforts
of the individuals involved in the initial private
admonitions fail, all the members of the church
must become involved.” (p.170-171).
Van Dam here puts his finger on a problem that
needs to be addressed. because in many Reformed
churches only lip-service is paid to the principle of
congregational involvement and the business of
discipline is left almost entirely to the elders.

Two or three

Van Dam also deals with the thorny issue of twoor three offices in the New Testament church. He
comes out in favour of the latter view, namely
13

that there are three offices, ruling elders, teaching
elders and deacons. Although he agrees that there
is considerable overlap between the ruling and
teaching elders in that ruling elders take part in
teaching and teaching elders in ruling or oversight,
the two offices should nevertheless be kept distinct.
He bases this in part on the distinction between
the Old Testament office of the priesthood and
that of the eldership. The responsibility of teaching
was given to the priests with the assistance of the
elders, while the task of ruling was assigned to the
elders with the help of the priests, scribes and other
members of the Sanhedrin. In Van Dam’s words:
“In the normal discharge of their respective duties,
the elders did the ruling and the judging, but the
tribe of Levi, especially the priests, did the teaching”
(p.109).
This being the Old Testament practice, Van Dam
concludes that one could expect a similar pattern
to emerge in the New Testament church. He
argues that the successor to the Old Testament
priest is the New Testament minister who, like his
Old Testament counterpart, performs the priestly
office of reconciliation but based on the now
accomplished and fulfilled sacrifice for sin. (2 Cor.
4:18). Also, just as it was the prerogative of the Old
Testament priest to lay the blessing of the Lord
upon the assembled worshippers, so in the New
Testament church it is the minister of the Word and
sacraments, not the ruling elder, who is authorized
to do this. The latter may read the blessing as given
in Scripture but not with uplifted hands (p.116).
This distinction between the teaching and ruling
elders does not mean, however, that the former
are of greater importance than the latter. It should
certainly not lead to clericalism or hierarchy as it
has done in the Roman Catholic Church (and to
some degree even in Reformed churches, C.P). As
Van Dam cautions, “there is to be no domineering
of the one office over the other. The only ‘boss’ in
the church is the Lord Jesus Christ who rules the
church as head of the body” (Eph. 1:20-22). (p.117).
This brings up the issue of laying on of hands. Is
it possible that the practice in many Reformed
and Presbyterian churches to lay hands only on
ministers has contributed to giving more honour to
them than to their fellow ruling elders? Van Dam
does not ask this question per se but he does hint
at it when he writes “since the office of minister
(or teaching elder) and that of ruling elders are
both elder offices, there is a certain inconsistency
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in using the laying on of hands with the teaching
elder and not the ruling elder. It would be good if a
more consistent use of this ritual could be achieved.
(p.135).

Women elders?

The author also deals with the controversial issue
of women elders. As one might expect from this
conservative scholar, he strongly opposes this
notion born of “our present egalitarian culture”
(p.207). His arguments against female elders,
however, are based on careful exegesis of the
relevant passages, I Timothy 2:11-14; I Corinthians
11:3-16; and 14:33b-35. His main point in all these
passages is that the prohibition for women to teach
is based on the different roles God has assigned
to men and women at their creation. This creation
order is universally and permanently binding.
While he firmly rejects the idea of female elders
(and presumably female deacons as well) he does
emphasize that the Holy Spirit has given women
many gifts for the edification of the church, but he
adds that these gifts can be used without being
ordained into the office of elder “In God’s sovereign
wisdom he has given both male and female specific
roles in his church. These roles complement each
other, they are not competitive” (p.218).
Summing up, with this new book Van Dam has
made a valuable contribution to our understanding
of the Biblical office of the elder. Drawing especially
on Scripture, both Old and New Testaments, as
well as many authors both English and Dutch,
he offers much that can help especially newly
appointed as well as experienced elders become
wise, knowledgeable and yet tender-hearted undershepherds of the flock of Christ. Each chapter ends
with a helpful summary and at the back of the book
there are questions for study and references to
additional resources. Thus the book also lends itself
very well to teaching courses on eldership. Heartily
recommended.
n
n Review of: The Elder: Today’s Ministry Rooted
in All of Scripture, Cornelis Van Dam, Phillipsburg: P&R,
2009. Soft cover, 283 pages, $19.20 Can.
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P.H.R. Van Houwelingen

“ And then all Israel will be
saved” Part 1: Paul’s expectation

Sooner or later, anyone who reflects on the relationship between Israel and
the church is bound to arrive at Romans 11. Here, Paul writes that “all Israel
will be saved” (v. 26a). These words have provoked numerous questions.
In two articles, I intend to map out the most significant exegetical issues
surrounding this expression, attempting to provide a suitable answer.
We will discover that Paul’s words offer a redemptive-historical as well as
a missionary perspective. This first article deals with Paul’s expectation.
And here, the key question is: what exactly does the apostle mean by “all
Israel”?

A

theory known as ‘two-covenant theology’
holds that Israel and the church may each
follow their own way to the kingdom of
God. The Christian does not have to come to God by
way of the Jewish people; nor does the Jew by way
of Christianity. From of old, the people of Israel have
been so close to God, that Jews do not need Jesus as
the way to God. Each goes their own way; there is a
Sonderweg – a separate way – for Israel. The way of
faith in Jesus Christ is intended for those who are
not Jews.
The organization Christians for Israel International
has as its aim to make Christians throughout the
world aware of the significance of the Jewish
people in God’s dealings with this world. Its
message to churches is that there are a number of
important promises for Israel that are to be fulfilled
in the near future. One of these is Paul’s statement
in Romans, that “all Israel will be saved”. Doesn’t this
promise salvation to all Jews, whether or not they
believe, simply because they genetically belong to
the chosen people of God? The faithfulness of God
is always greater that human unbelief, especially as
regards Israel.
And yet, on the day of Pentecost, it was Jewish
people who were baptised in the name of Jesus
the Messiah. They were the ones who gave heed
to the exhortation to be saved from this corrupt
generation (Acts 2:40-41). The Saviour of the world
had come for the people of Israel as well. There is no

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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other way to the Father than the way Jesus showed,
when He said: I am the way and the truth and the
life. No one comes to the Father except through me
(John 14:6). Christ is the fulfilment of Israel. On
this basis, I’d like to explore what the apostle Paul
meant when he wrote that all Israel will be saved.1

1. About Israel, not to Israel

Paul comes to the end of Romans 9-11, the wellknown chapters dealing with the relationship
between God and His covenant people. Here,
the apostle is grappling with this question: how
does the refusal of so many of his countrymen to
acknowledge Jesus as the Messiah of Israel relate to
God’s faithfulness to the people of Abraham?
Paul is speaking to certain brothers and sisters
in the congregation of Rome. He does not want
to leave them ignorant of a certain mystery. The
believers he is speaking to are not themselves of
Jewish descent. I am talking to you Gentiles, he says
(Romans 11:13). Here, Paul is talking about Israel,
not directly to Israel. In the verses 28-32 we find the
sequence ‘they – you – all men’, and it is clear that
those who are addressed as ‘you’ are of Gentile
descent. In Paul’s words, the promise to Israel takes
a remarkable detour – so to speak – for it is the
goyim who are confronted with it. This remarkable
detail has to do with the nature of the mystery he
wants to share with the Christian congregation in
Rome.

2. Paul’s mystery

Paul has a secret to share with his audience. A
mustèrion is something that has been hidden, but
which does not remain hidden; rather, it is revealed
through God’s dealings in history. The secret can be
shared now, it does not point to the final phase of
history.
Still, there is something unfathomable in it, for
after all it is a divine mystery of salvation. It isn’t
as though Paul would have received some new
revelation, or had uncovered some new insight
from the Scriptures. The accent here is not on what
Paul has received, but on what he wants to share
with his audience in Rome, so that they may not be
conceited (v. 21).
Paul has one particular secret in mind (to mustèrion
15

touto): it relates to the mystery of salvation on
which his apostolate among the nations is based.
About this, he writes in Ephesians 3:6: “… through
the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with
Israel, members together of one body, and sharers
together in the promise in Christ Jesus.” 2 However,
the work of God does not reach its conclusion with
the Gentiles, does it? And that is why Paul warns
his readers: do not become conceited. For in this
mystery, Paul has discovered an extra dimension:
what God is doing among the nations still means
something for Israel.

3a. A
 hardening/blindness in
part has come over Israel

The notion of a partial hardening or blindness is
already found in v. 7. There, Paul sets the elect of
Israel over against ‘the others’, who were hardened.
What Israel sought so earnestly it did not obtain,
but the elect did. The others were hardened. This
too is part of the work of God, Paul shows in v. 25
(gegonen). What does ‘in part’ mean? This could be
understood as ‘partial’ in a temporal sense, or as
‘partial’ in a quantitative sense.
In other places Paul never uses apo merous in
a temporal sense, and the notion of a partial
hardening fits well with v. 7, so in this case we
ought to understand this to be a hardening of a
part of Israel. By contrast, ‘all Israel’ is mentioned
later. There is an exegetical consensus that in v.
25, all Israel refers to the people of Israel. After the
olive tree metaphor in the previous paragraph, Paul
returns to his main theme: how could there be such
unbelief in Israel, of all people God’s own chosen
nation?

3b. U
 ntil the full number of the
Gentiles has come in

In v. 12, Paul spoke of the fullness (plèrooma) of
Israel, but there is a full number of Gentiles also
(compare Luke 21:24). Here, ‘fullness’ does not have
an eschatological meaning, the full number of the
elect, as is often claimed. The Dutch exegetical
tradition especially has repeatedly pointed to
the fact that in v. 12 the term ‘fullness’ stands in
contrast to ‘loss’ (hèttèma). In other words, the
fullness of Israel will be achieved when the lost
ground has been made up. That is also the way it
goes in the world of the nations.
As Paul writes this, he has the end of his apostolic
mission in view. He can regard his mission as
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accomplished when all nations have heard the
Gospel – and in the great city of Rome all nations
are represented (Romans 15:19, 2 Timothy 4:17).
It is especially in his letter to the Romans that
Paul talks about his plans to go to Spain. For his
intended journey to Spain will take him to the ends
of the earth. At the western horizon, Paul sees the
conversion of many Gentiles. For Paul, a missionary
perspective unfolds here in its fullest extent.
The verb ‘come in’ (eiserchesthai) has no object here.
The coming in of the Gentiles is therefore not the
same as being grafted into the olive tree of Israel.
Most commentators refer here to the well-known
expression from the Gospels: ‘to enter the kingdom
/ eternal life’, expressions which otherwise do not
occur in the letters of Paul. However, the Book of
Acts shows that the heart of Paul’s missionary
preaching was that “…We must go through many
hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).
The apostle witnesses a miracle taking place: by the
grace of God the Gentiles make up ground lost to
Israel, and in great numbers they enter the kingdom
of God.

3c. And so all Israel will be saved

At the heart of this exegetical discussion we find
the Greek words kai houtoos (v. 26). It is debatable,
however, whether the weight often attached
to these words is really justified. Regardless of
how this expression is understood, it must be
acknowledged that there is something conditional
about it. The text presents a contrast between
a part of Israel and all Israel. A part of Israel is
hardened. But when the condition – the coming in
of the Gentiles – is satisfied, all Israel will be saved.
There are three possible meanings to kai houtoos:
1. Temporal (after that all Israel will be saved), 2.
Modal (in this manner all Israel will be saved) or 3.
A logical connection (in the same way, all Israel will
be saved). Currently, the temporal interpretation
is gaining favour. Rightly so, for the temporal
meaning of kai houtoos has been shown to exist
in post-classical Greek, and Paul uses it this way in
other places.3 It is clear that here, too, the apostle
is thinking in terms of a progression in time, since
‘until’ (achri hou) also indicates the passage of time
(compare also the ‘then-now’ scheme in vv. 30-31).
The majority of church fathers also followed this
line of interpretation, for they often paraphrased
with ‘then’ or ‘after that’. The point is that all Israel
will be saved, not how that will happen. The Dutch
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Nieuwe Bijbelvertaling (NBV) has therefore made
a justified choice in v. 26 where it translates “Dan
zal heel Israël worden gered” [then all Israel will
be saved]. Compare the rendering of the Revised
English Bible (REB): “once that has happened, the
whole of Israel will be saved.”
The expression ‘all Israel’ (pas Israel) occurs only
once in the New Testament, but is found in the
Septuagint as a translation of kol Israel (it is actually
a Hebraism, for it ought really to be translated as
pas ho Israel). What does this expression mean?
• The New Testament church, consisting of both
Jews and Gentiles. However, in Romans 9-11 the
name Israel is consistently used in the ethnic
sense, that is, for the Jewish people. Within
this group, a narrowing might be possible (see
Romans 9:6: Not all who are descended from
Israel are Israel); an extension to others outside
the group is not.4 And the significant use of the
name ‘Jacob’ in the quotation that immediately
follows can only be a reference to the twelve
tribes of Israel.
• The faithful remnant of Israel, representing the
entire people. This, however, would be a distinct
anticlimax in the argument, which earlier
speaks so hopefully about the full number and
acceptance of Israel (ch 9:11,15). Paul’s question
revolves around the fate of a people that had
hardened itself (ch 11:1). Does disobedient Israel
still have a future? In Paul’s chain of thought,
the chosen part of Israel (eklogè; ch 11:7) is
simply Israel in a nutshell; it serves not as a
representative, but in opposition to ‘the others’
who were hardened.
• Every single Israelite. However, pas Israel is not
the same as pantes hoi Israelitai. In chapter 9:3,
Paul says that he would be willing to be cut off
from Christ, if need be: he is willing to sacrifice
himself and take the place of his countrymen
who live without Christ. For apart from Israel’s
Messiah there is no salvation. The contrast
between faith and unbelief stands at the heart
of chapter 11. Not to be hardened in unbelief is
an indispensable condition for being received
again (ch 11:23).
• Israel as a whole. This may be compared with
‘the fullness of Israel’ and its counterpart, ‘the
full number of the Gentiles’. An often-quoted
statement from the Jewish Mishnah says: “all
Israel has a share in the world to come” 5. But
then immediately following, we find a long list
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of people who, because of their sins, have no
share in the world to come. After all, Israel is
not a sum of individual persons, but a collective
entity of twelve tribes. After his conversion, Paul
still considered himself to be a Jew, of the tribe
of Benjamin (Romans 11:1b; Philippians 3:5). In
the Revelation visions, we again encounter the
twelve tribes of Israel: first as a Messianic army
of 144,000 warriors from all the tribes of Israel
(Revelation 7:1-9), then as the names inscribed
on the gates of the new Jerusalem, the abode of
all the tribes of Israel (Revelation 21:12). Hence,
all Israel refers to the whole of Israel, its twelve
tribes together.

4. As it is written

In support of his statement concerning the
salvation of Israel in vv. 26 and 27, Paul refers to
Scripture. First of all, to Isaiah 59:20. Virtually all
commentaries identify the Deliverer from Zion
as the Messiah, referring to 1 Thessalonians 1:10.
Still, this appears to be too simple an explanation
for something that is explicitly represented as
something that ‘is written’ (kathoos gegraptai).
First, the original context is that of JHWH, who
comes to the aid of His people when there is no-one
else to help. Threateningly, He advances on His
enemies; as Deliverer, He comes to meet His people.
Second, in all other quotes throughout these
chapters, God is the subject. This is true also for the
adjacent quotation, a combination of Jeremiah 31
and Isaiah 27: it is none other than JHWH Himself
who forgives the sins of His people. Third, the whole
passage builds up to a song of praise to the mercy
of God (vv. 33-36).
Ridderbos, therefore, challenges the view that
Paul relates this quotation from Isaiah 59 to
the Messiah: “Here Zion is presented as the place
where God lives, and from where the deliverance
He sends proceeds. Even if one assumes that Paul
views Christ as ‘the Deliverer’, one need not transfer
this specifically Old Testament expression to the
appearance of Christ.”6 This is the more so, because
Paul nowhere connects the return of Christ
specifically to Zion, even though he understands
only too well that the heavenly Jerusalem is the
mother of all Christians (Galatians 4:26). Time
after time, Paul makes it clear that Jesus Christ
will appear ‘from heaven’ (Philippians 3:20; 1
Thessalonians 1:10 and 4:16; 2 Thessalonians 1:7; see
also Colossians 3:4).
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In any case, in Romans 11 Paul wishes to highlight
God’s work of salvation for His people Israel. Zion
stands at the centre of His work of salvation. That
is also why there is so much variation within the
textual tradition between the readings ‘to Zion’ (as
in the Masoretic text: letsioon) ‘because of Zion’ (as
in the Septuagint: heneken Sioon) and ‘from Zion’
(as Paul has it: ek Sioon). God has a heart for Israel.
He is oriented to Israel; He is motivated by it; Israel
remains His point of departure.
And we ought to keep in mind that in the Bible, the
name Zion refers especially to the spiritual centre
of Jerusalem. This is the place the Holy One chose
as His dwelling. Zion forms the bridge between
the earthly and the heavenly Jerusalem, the city
without a temple, the place where the Holy One
will live forever with mankind. What does the
Deliverer do, when He turns His eye to Zion? Turn
godlessness away, renew the covenant, take away
sins. See here God’s work of salvation in Jesus
Christ, through the Holy Spirit.
n

n Notes:
1

The content of these two articles was presented at
a symposium entitled “Hoe leest u ‘Israel’?” (How do
you read ‘Israel’?) jointly organized by Nederlands
Dagblad and the Centrum voor Israelstudies,
held in Ede, the Netherlands, on 29th September
2008. The final and fully annotated version of this
presentation was published in Theologia Reformata,
December 2008. This presentation dealing with
Romans 11 may be regarded as a continuation of my
‘Israel en de Kerk: het vervullingsmodel’ published in
De Reformatie, vol 83 (2008), pp 357-359.

2

See J.P. Versteeg, ‘Kerk en Israël volgens Romeinen
9-11’, Theologia Reformata 34 (1991), 151-169.

3

D. Holwerda, ‘Heel Israël behouden’, in: De Schrift
opent een vergezicht. Kampen: Voorhoeve, 1998,
160-193; P.W. van der Horst, ‘“Pas dan zal heel
Israël gered worden”’, Kerk en Theologie 51 (2000),
183-188. Van der Horst refers to 1 Corinthians 14:25
and 1 Thessalonians 4:17 (see also houtoos in Acts
20:11, immediately preceded by the temporal achri
augès!). On this point, Romans 5:12 and 1 Corinthians
11:28 are less unequivocal.

4

Some exegetes incorrectly regard Isaiah 42:25:
“But in the LORD all the descendants of Israel will
be found righteous and will exult” as prophesying
an extension of Israel. This verse stands in sharp
contrast to the preceding: “All who have raged
against Him will come to Him and be put to
shame” (for these do not come to God to receive
His salvation, but to appear before His judgment
seat: v. 20). It is therefore unlikely that this prophecy
indicates some kind of integration of non-Israelites
into God’s people. The parallel expression ‘Jacob’s
descendants’ (v. 19) also refers to Israel as God’s
people. The point of Isaiah’s prophecy here is that
Israelites may count themselves fortunate, and glory
in the Lord, for He upholds their right. And everyone,
willingly or unwillingly, must one day acknowledge
that. Compare also U. Berges, Jesaja 40-48 (Herders
Theologischer Kommentar zum Alten Testament).
Freiburg: Herder, 2008, 431.439-440.

5

Sanhedrin 10:1-4, with a reference to Isaiah 60:21.

6

H. Ridderbos, Aan de Romeinen (Commentaar op
het Nieuwe Testament, Tweede serie). Kampen: Kok,
1959, 265-266. (translation mine – AP)

nThis translation by Aart Plug, January 2010, by
arrangement with the author.
nUnless otherwise indicated, all Scripture
quotations and references are taken from the New
International Version of the Bible (NIV), 1984.
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P. Houtman

 riginal sin: a difficult
O
doctrine (1)

Can you confess original sin? The question here is not whether the doctrine
of original sin can be described in a confession, or whether you can
subscribe to the doctrine of original sin (or inherited sin) as worded in the
confessions. The question is: can you say to God: “Lord, I am a sinful being, I
was conceived and born in sin, I have the sin of Adam, of my forefathers in
me, it is my fault, forgive me!”?

T

hat is more difficult than confessing your
sins. It goes deeper. You know that you have
made mistakes. You also know that you do
wrong things repeatedly – in your thoughts at the
very least. Therefore you sincerely ask forgiveness
for that. However, having a sinful nature that you
inherited from your forefathers, beginning with
Adam and Eve – do you recognize that as your
sin, your fault? Something to ask forgiveness for?
Should you? Surely you can’t do anything about it?

Questions

The doctrine of original sin has always been a
central target for criticism of Christian teaching.
That and the doctrine of predestination, to which
it is connected. For the more we confess to being
radically contaminated, the more we will admit that
we can only be saved by God, without any input
from ourselves, and only thanks to His grace in
choosing us.
The critics say: the doctrine of original sin teaches
that we are sinful when we can do nothing about
it. At birth we are given this burden to carry that we
have not chosen. And we drag that along with us
our whole life. That is unfair!
Why? Why does God allow that? Why did He allow
Adam and Eve to sin so badly that the whole of
humanity was soiled by it? Why did he bind such
terrible consequences onto that one sin?
On top of that, the critics continue, we are even
blamed for that original sin. We are told that we
must change and at the same time we are told
that we cannot change ourselves. We are sinful
people and we will remain so, in this life at least.
That message is paradoxical. “Helpless, yet guilty”
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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was the title of a book on this subject that claimed
attention some time ago. One can only become
very despondent after such a message – depressed
even. The conviction of the Reformed life breathes a
gloomy atmosphere. The fact that so many people
in (conservative) Reformed churches suffer from
depression is due to the doctrine of original sin.
The criticism does not only come from outside
the church. There are also questions arising from
within. These questions about original sin keep
coming up in catechism classes, among involved
and reflective pupils – and even among children
before catechism age. Even theologians who
confess this doctrine admit that it is a difficult
subject.

Corruption

Yet there is not only criticism, there is also
agreement. There are many who do not concur with
Christian doctrine as a whole, who do not believe
in Christ, and yet recognize that man is corrupt
by nature. This view emerged in the twentieth
century especially. Two world wars had put an end
to the optimistic view of man that had long been
dominant in the West since the Enlightenment, and
made it terribly clear that man was in a much worse
moral state than was believed until then. And this
carries on in current times: openly in dictatorships,
corrupt regimes and terrorist groups; but also
there is much that goes on behind the scenes
that is not at all noble within democracies based
on noble principles and correct rules: the drive to
be important, the grab culture, power politics....
There are skeletons in the cupboard and there is
dirt waiting to be dug up. History seems to be one
giant lesson in man’s incorrigibility (even though
this conclusion is not always drawn and is usually
quickly forgotten).
Such reports and analyses often contain a hint of
arrogance: the researcher and writer himself is
above it all, he sees right through it, he himself is a
better person. That is not always the case, however:
novels, for example, can be very melancholy, the
theme being that no one can escape this inner
misery. Literature can even become cynical, or
indifferent: that is just the way we all are – so
what?
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Popular science feeds this thought. The evolutionist
view of man declares that man stems from the
animal realm. He has climbed up from this low
state. By nature, he is not a high standing ethical
creature. He is ruled by his primitive urge for selfpreservation, preservation of the species. What
Christianity refers to as ‘original sin’ is natural: it is
inherent in man.
The psycho-analytical view of man portrays
the human as a barrel full of low down, mainly
unconscious drives that he must learn to control:
he can be more or less successful in that. Accepting
‘original sin’ as a low element in yourself is a matter
of realism and adult self-acceptance.

Well

What does the term ‘original sin’ (or ‘inherited
sin’, which is the sense of the term in Dutch)
mean? This word has often been criticized, as if it
were not very well chosen. The term contains the
following elements, which are not always clearly
distinguished.
• The first sin, committed by Adam and Eve in
paradise.
• The sinful nature, which was the consequence
of that first sin. The sin was not an incidental
deed: it resulted in man’s nature becoming
contaminated or blemished, both spiritually and
ethically.
• The fact that this contaminated nature is passed
on from Adam and Eve to all their descendants,
to all people.
• The result thereof: that all men are conceived
and born in sin; that they carry a sinful nature
with them from their origin.
• The fact that this sinful nature always brings
forth sinful deeds, just as a well brings forth
water.
In theology the Latin term ‘pecatum originale’
is also used, which is more like the English term
‘original sin’. This term points more to the first sin
itself than to the consequences. Yet the doctrine of
original sin is mostly about the consequences.
It is important to think about the doctrine of
original sin. If we have no clarity on this, how will
we respond to the criticism? How will we even
be able to answer our children’s questions, the
questions that become more and more critical as
they grow up? And how will we then confess our
original sin before God?
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Guilty and blemished

Traditionally, two aspects are distinguished
in ‘original sin’, namely, ‘inherited guilt’ and
‘inherited blemish’. The latter usually forms the
centre of attention. This ‘blemish’ or ‘corruption’ or
‘contamination’, refers to our sinful nature, which
is passed on from parents to children. The word
‘inherited guilt’ means: sin makes us guilty in God’s
eyes; and that guilt is also passed on from the first
people to all their descendants.
The distinction between ‘inherited guilt’ and
‘inherited blemish’ played a part in the discussion
that took place around the 17th century French
theologian La Place (Placeus). His doctrine was
condemned by a synod and subsequently in a Swiss
creed. He rejected the idea that the guilt of the
parents could be transmitted to the children; that
seemed unjust to him. He was of the opinion that
only the sinful nature of the parents was passed
on to the children. Thus the children are also sinful
and therefore they are guilty. Placeus argues that
in this way he remains faithful to the doctrine of
original sin. The valid teaching is that God makes us
accountable for the first sin, that of Adam. Placeus
explains this as follows: the accountability takes
place through the ‘being conceived and born in
sin’; not directly. In theological jargon: he rejected
the “immediate accountability” and taught the
“mediate accountability”: Adam’s guilt is reckoned
to the descendants only mediated by the inherited
blemished nature, not in the way of an imputation
of Adam’s actual sin.

Two theories

Concerning the manner in which sin is transmitted
from Adam to his offspring, two theories always
circulated: the first takes its starting point in the
well-known expression from the doctrine of original
sin “in Adam all have sinned”. This description is
derived from a certain translation of Romans 5:12.
According to this opinion, we should interpret
that text as literally as possible. We were involved
in Adam’s sin. We were “in his loins.” That is an
expression derived from Hebrews 7:10. There
the Scripture states that when Abraham gave
the tenths (or tithes) to Melchizedek, Levi was,
so to speak, in his loins, in his body; so it can be
concluded that the Levite priesthood, in Abraham,
paid dues to its superior: Melchizedek. According
to this theory, we were in Adam’s loins when he
committed sin. We participated in his sin and
20

therefore participate in the guilt. This theory is
called “realism”. In order to understand that term
we had better forget the current meaning of the
word for a moment. In this connection it means: we
participated in the original sin, in all reality.
The advocates of this theory are aware of the
problems it holds, and these have been repeatedly
brought forward. For it appears to imply that
we were already there in paradise: a sort of preexistence. The expression: ‘so to speak’ is therefore
unavoidable in this context. Yet they maintain that
it must be understood in a very concrete manner. In
their opinion, this is necessary in order to maintain
that we are truly guilty of Adam’s sin. They admit
that the connection is a difficult one to understand,
but say that we must simply accept it.
Another objection brought forward against realism
is this: does it mean that we are guilty not only
of Adam’s sin but of that of his offspring also, of
all the sins of his descendants, all the sins of our
ancestors?
The other theory takes its starting point from the
fact that Adam was appointed our head in the
covenant that God made with people. Adam carried
the responsibility for us all, all mankind. So when
he committed sin, all of mankind was involved. We
share in Adam’s responsibility in God’s covenant.
This view too is based on Romans 5. The term for it
is “federalism”, meaning the covenant view.

Nature and law

These days it is customary not to defend either of
these theories expressly. It is recognized that both
are somewhat unsatisfactory. Certain weaknesses
of the one theory must be compensated by the
other, approaching the matter from another angle,
without drawing one clear and complete image. It
is also recognized that “hard” scriptural evidence
cannot be brought forward for either of these
views.
The doctrine of original sin does however stand
steadfast in the Reformed creed and theology.
Any form of Pelagianism – the doctrine that man
came into the world as an unblemished blank
page and only starts sinning under the influence
of others – is rejected. Nevertheless, the manner in
which the sin is transmitted from one generation
to the next remains an embarrassing issue for
theologians. What is the connection between our
first forefathers and ourselves? We were not there
when Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit! How
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can God hold us accountable for that sin? Is it fair
of God to allow us to be conceived and born in
sin? The Canons of Dort state that “the corruption
spread, by God’s just judgment, from Adam to all
his descendants”.1 In the Swiss creed mentioned
above this has become “God’s hidden and just
judgment”.
On first impression, both aspects discussed
here appear to function alongside each other:
realism places the emphasis on inherited blemish;
federalism on the inherited guilt. Both distinctions
do not coalesce: inherited guilt and inherited
blemish are two aspects of original sin; realism and
federalism concern the manner in which original
sin is transmitted to, and continues to work in, the
following generations. But we may let that rest.
In both distinctions we recognize the two ways
of thinking: for one, the point of emphasis lies
on man’s sinful nature; for the other, in the
relationship in which man stands to God, the legal
relationship specifically. As far as the latter aspect is
concerned, in order to avoid the term ‘judicial’, one
often prefers the word ‘forensic’. Man stands before
God’s throne, the judgment seat of the heavenly
judge, and God declares him guilty.

Baby

In the doctrine of original sin, distinction is made
between original sin as the sinful nature of man, of
which we all partake, and the sinful deeds that we
do individually (see e.g. The Heidelberg Catechism,
Lord’s Day 3). The sinful nature is something we
all have in common, but in the commission of
sin we differ. We are all guilty of a sinful nature,
yet children do not pay for the actual sins of their
parents, as Ezekiel 18 clearly teaches, but only for
the sins they themselves commit.
It is difficult to envisage that a newborn baby
is already sinful: it seems unreasonable and
insensitive to accuse an infant in such a manner.
The happy and proud parents’ feelings tend to urge
them to rise to its defence. Often it is softened in
the following way: the child is already sinful, but
it does not yet commit sin. The first is acceptable,
even though it is hard to understand, and the
addition then has a soothing effect.

Genetic

Is the term ‘inherited sin’ all that well chosen? It
directs our attention not so much on the ‘law of
21

inheritance’, which plays its part when someone
has passed away, as on heredity, which plays a
role when people conceive a child. Is original sin
comparable to this?
Skin colour and the colour of one’s eyes are
hereditary, as are certain diseases. Furthermore,
someone can display his parents’ features
remarkably well in his looks, his character, and
behaviour, even from early childhood. Often we
assume heredity, although it cannot be proven – it
could just be a matter of influence and imitation.
Sometimes we know that diseases are hereditary.
The expertise on this subject is growing continually.
That sort of knowledge can be disappointing:
there is nothing to be done; we can only soften the
consequences. Nothing practically can be done to
avoid it.
Yet detecting a hereditary defect can also be
experienced as something positive. The defect is
legitimated. The patient can do nothing about
it. It is not his fault, nor the fault of his way of
life. It is also not the fault of the parents, or
their upbringing. It is hereditary as opposed to
environmental, and also as opposed to personal
responsibility.
Is that perhaps an equivalent to the “hereditary” in
hereditary sin – not, in a Pelagian sense, a result of
the environment, and not the responsibility of the
person himself or his forefathers?

Born poor, forever poor

On the other hand, heredity can certainly have
something to do with environment. Heredity and
environment together form the baggage that
someone carries with him into his life: whether he
is of low or high origin, rich or poor parents, from
a privileged or underprivileged environment. What
it comes down to in the end is what one does with
that baggage. Is he able to improve upon it? Is he
capable of lifting himself out of the restrictions and
rising up beyond himself, as it were? As a hero? Or is
it ‘born poor, forever poor’? Literature sheds light on
both scenarios.
Is original sin perhaps something like the sum of
heredity and environment, the bad tendencies that
come with them? What a man drags behind him his
whole life, yet is not personally responsible for?
Or is original sin something completely different,
something that cannot be compared to these
aspects of life, something we can only know from
the Bible and teach in the Christian doctrine?
Something mysterious, which no scientific research
or literary imagination can access?
n
n Note
1

Canons of Dort chapter 3-4 para 2
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E.A. de Boer

 ubmersion rather
S
than aspersion

The Reformed churches in The Netherlands have become accustomed to
aspersion (i.e. the sprinkling of water on the head) as the manner in which
Holy Baptism is administered - usually to newborn infants. We are only
familiar with baptism by submersion (or immersion) through the photos
in missionary magazines. In our country we associate this type of baptism
with the baptismal practice in the various charismatic or evangelical
churches - where it is always a case of adult baptism.

W

hy has baptism by aspersion become
prevalent in the Netherlands (and
Western Europe) as opposed to
submersion? Perhaps it has something to do with
the climate. Perhaps it is linked to the development
of a decrease in the number of converts as opposed
to an increase in the number of requests for
baptism by Christian parents.
Yet the distinction is not to be found between
baptism of babies (by aspersion) and adults (by
submersion). That is what I would like to address
in this article: does baptism by submersion have a
greater value than that of aspersion? Is baptism by
submersion also possible where small infants are
concerned?

Submersion foremost

The first point of the Reformed teaching about
baptism in the Form for Baptism is: all children of
men are born and conceived in sin (Ps 51:7) and
bear God’s wrath. Our state and that of our children
is so bad that we ‘cannot enter the Kingdom of
God’. There is only one way out: ‘we must be born
again’ (John 3:3). Subsequently, baptism is brought
forward: ‘This is what the immersion in or sprinkling
with water teaches us.’
It is surprising that immersion comes foremost and
sprinkling follows. This pairing can be found even
in the early versions of the Form for Baptism. The
leading position of immersion seems to stem from
the beginning of the New Testament baptismal
practice: baptism in the river Jordan, the baptism
of our Lord Jesus being the most vivid example.

nAbout the author:
Prof. Dr Erik de Boer is a lecturer of classical languages at the Theological University
of Kampen and Professor of ‘History of the Reformation’ at the Free University (VU) in
Amsterdam.
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‘As Jesus was coming up out of the water…’ (Mark
1:10, cf. Matthew 3:16). The immersion-sprinkling
pair could therefore portray the historical order.
The origin of baptism ‘is not to be found in a stone
or silver baptismal font, but in a river, namely the
Jordan in Palestine’ (Van Bruggen, p.17).

Sprinkling of blood

In the Reformed liturgical tradition it is customary
to sprinkle the child or person to be baptized with
water (once or three times, scooping water in the
hand). In the Old Covenant, holy vessels and other
articles were sprinkled with sacrificial blood (Ex 24;
Heb 9:21). This also included the people (Ex 24:8;
Heb 9:19). Even in the New Covenant there is talk
of ‘the sprinkled blood’ as an image of the blood of
Jesus (Heb 12:24).
Can baptism also be characterized in this way?
• In Heb 10:22 it is about ‘… having our hearts
sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience’
• In 1 Pet 1:2 it says: ‘for obedience to Jesus Christ
and sprinkling by his blood’.
There is no mention of water and baptism in a
direct sense but of the true cleansing that the
Mosaic practice of sprinkling referred to. ‘Sprinkling’
is an Old Testament ritual that took place preeminently with (sacrificial) blood. A few drops of
the (red) blood were sufficient.
Does God’s promise in Ezekiel 36 put us on the track
to baptism? ‘I will sprinkle clean water on you
(Ezek 36:25). That is reminiscent of the cleansing
water in the Mosaic worship service that was
sprinkled on an unclean person so that he became
pure again – clean in God’s eyes (Num 19; Heb
9:13-14). This occurred together with or after the
sacrifice. With this word from Scripture, a prophetic
line can be seen from sprinkling to what Christian
baptism portrays and works in us. It is an indirect
line as far as the manner of administration of
baptism is concerned.

Under water

In the Old Testament the story is told of how the
Syrian general Naaman was instructed to wash
himself by dipping (immersing) himself seven times
in the river Jordan (2 Kings 5:14). Washing (e.g. with
special cleansing water) took place completely

23

But we, little fishes,
after the example of our
ICHTHUS Jesus Christ, are
born in water, nor have
we safety in any other
way than by permanently
abiding in water
(Tertullian)
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or partially (e.g. the hands). With the baptism
administered by John, it is clear that it took place by
immersion. The ceremony itself is not described but
the word ‘baptize’ points clearly enough to what
took place. The meaning of the Greek verb baptoo
or baptizoo is: immersion, with the following
variations in meaning:
• dipping in, submerging (in order to wet, to paint
or to wash)
• immersing with, submersion, covering with
• submerging (a bucket) in order to draw water
A good example is Mark 7:4 concerning ‘traditions,
such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles’.
The Greek verb for baptism is used here for
washing, which can be seen in Young’s Literal
Translation: ‘if they do not baptize themselves,
they do not eat; and many other things there
are that they received to hold, baptisms of cups,
and pots, and brazen vessels, and couches’, or, as
some translations say: ‘a ceremonial washing.’
Translating this with ‘sprinkling’ is a weak option
(and that meaning does not occur in Greek outside
of the Bible, a different verb is used for that). The
conclusion is simple: the verb baptoo/baptizoo
means ‘dipping’ in the sense of submerging (in) or
covering (with water).
The verb clearly indicates that man disappears
completely into the water: ‘if it was not a ceremony,
it would become death by drowning’ (Van
Bruggen, p.19). That corresponds with the first
point of teaching in the Form for Baptism where it
continues as follows: ‘This is what the immersion in
… teaches us’.
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Running water

A good example of the baptismal practice in the
early church can be found in the document The
Didache: Teachings of the Twelve Apostles, a source
from the end of the 1st or beginning of the 2nd
century: ‘Now about baptism, baptize this way:
after first uttering all of these things (the prior
teachings), baptize “into the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” in running
water (cf. John 7:38; Rev 22:1). But if you do not
have running water, baptize in other water. Now
if you are not able to do so in cold water, do it in
warm water. Now if you don’t have (a sufficient
amount of) either, pour water three times on the
head, “into the name of the Father, and of the
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” Now, before the ritual
cleansing, the baptizer and the one being baptized
should fast, and any others who are able’ (VII).
Out of this teaching we can discern the order of the
most desirable practice. The first is baptism in living
(= running and therefore cold) water, which would
be in a river or a stream. The second possibility is
in still water; the third is heated water; the fourth
is sufficient (cold or warm) water to pour over the
head.
It is possible that a few centuries later in church
history the pouring of water pushed back the
practice of complete submersion. The person
to be baptized probably stood in the baptistery
(baptismal basin), a jug was filled with running
water (from a higher channel, representing a
river) and the water was poured over his head.
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Early Christian
ichthys sign carved
into marble in the
ruins of Ephesus,
Turkey

The shallowness of the basin makes immersion of
adults implausible.
It is conceivable that infants were held in their
parents’ arms as they stood under the stream of
water. Meijer writes: ‘we must presume that it did
not take long before infants were being baptized
and that in those cases sprinkling took the place
of immersion’, but he provides no evidence for this
thesis (183). He himself brings forward the text of
a 9th century prescription: ‘that they (the priests)
should not pour the water over the infant’s head
but that they should always be immersed in water’.
It is apparent from historical research that the
baptismal practice was directed at adults who
have converted to faith and, after some teaching,
receive baptism. Children were baptized together
with their parents. Yet a separate procedure for
infant baptism was not developed, and no form was
written to accommodate this.

Baptism by burial

It is cutting it short to say, simply based on the
linguistic map of the New Testament, that baptism
may therefore only be administered by immersion.
Nevertheless, the meaning of ‘immersion’ also
corresponds with the further teachings of the
Apostle Paul. He wants it made clear: ‘Or don’t
you know that all of us who were baptized into
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were
therefore buried with him through baptism into
death in order that, just as Christ was raised from
the dead through the glory of the Father, we too
may live a new life’ (Rom. 6:3-4). Baptized is: being
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buried (as in a grave) and rising up (out of the
water).
The Reformed forms and creeds build on that
teaching. That reality is brought forward in the
Form for Baptism in the comparison of baptism with
the survival (by means of the ark) from the Great
Flood and the passage (on dry ground) through the
Red Sea. The whole prayer in the form is dripping
with that meaning.
Not unimportant is that the creed also speaks of
baptism as a ‘washing’ (H.C. answer 69; question
72). That follows from the image that is evoked
when speaking of ‘washing’ (Eph 5:26) and
through the reference to ‘the washing of rebirth
and renewal by the Holy Spirit’ (Titus 3:5). The
Belgic Confession, directed mainly against the
Anabaptists, does not dispute the manner of
administration of baptism, namely, baptism by
immersion. They speak positively about it: ‘as water
washes away the dirt of the body when poured on
us, and as water is seen on the body of the baptized
when sprinkled on him...’ (Article 34).
Finally we would like to point out that on the
Indonesian mission fields, explored by the Reformed
churches, baptism (of adults) is administered by
immersion in the river. Children are baptized while
the parents hold them in their arms, while standing
in the water.

Baby’s bath

We have hereby answered the first question:
baptism by submersion has a greater value, because
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infant baptism. Must we choose sprinkling in this
doctrinal dispute?
a. In my opinion we could illustrate especially that
b. immersion is a good option also in the
Netherlands and other Western countries
c. immersion could add power to the meaning of
baptism, including that of infants

Baptistère/Baptistary
Ekatontopiliani, Paros,
Grèce/Greece
Wikipedia, Muriel
Pecastaing-Boissiere

that manner of baptism has a connection with
the original meaning of baptism in the Bible, and
with the practice of the early church. In Reformed
Churches too there are examples of adult baptism
by immersion.
But why should we not also—or perhaps even
especially—baptize infants by means of immersion?
What is more naturally related to the image of a
baby being bathed? I can imagine there might be
some practical objections: a large church interior
offers less protection than a heated baby’s room.
But a baby can well bear his head being dipped
under water. In the Reformed church in Zeist,
a parental couple once requested baptism by
immersion for their child. When it became clear
that this could lead to weighty discussions, they
abandoned the idea. What they did contribute to
the baptism service, however, was very meaningful.
Their baby son was dressed in normal clothes, and
after the baptism (by generous sprinkling, three
hands full) they departed for a moment to the
consistory. When they returned into the church
with their baptized son, he was dressed in the white
baptismal robe: white as symbol of purity. It had
been their intention to undress the child so that
it could enter the water naked and be dressed in
white afterward.

Especially infants

As opposed to the Catholic and Reformed churches,
baptism by immersion is the practice among the
Anabaptists and charismatic congregations. At
the same time, immersion is (visually) exclusively
the baptism of converted adults, whereas
sprinkling seems to have become a synonym for
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It takes the wind out of the sails of those who
suggest that adult baptism (by immersion) is
more biblical than the baptism of children (only by
sprinkling).
It also underlines the necessity of baptism. That we
must be baptized is because of our sins and God’s
judgment. Think of the first point made in the Form
for baptism: “we and our children are conceived
and born in sin.” This is what we affirm together
with David. We as parents pass our sin on to our
children. What a disaster! We are unable to protect
our children from the very worst.
You would expect that this realization might
temper the carefree tone of our baptism services
somewhat. All suffering seems to have ended when
mother and child appear to be in good health.
Aren’t we then forgetting the grief that we have
not been able to shield our children from the
transmission of sin? ‘We and our children conceived
and born in sin. Therefore by nature children of
wrath…This is what immersion in … water teaches
us’. Isn’t that what we confess at every baptism?

In the water together

I am aware that they belong together: baptism
and conversion, baptism and faith. In this article I
will make no attempt to sum up those arguments
or strengthen them. A child is, in a way, baptized
‘in his parents’, together with the parents. That
is how it was in the early church. As can be read,
for example, in the so-called Traditio Apostolica
(Apostolic Tradition), an early description of church
practice: ‘When they come to the water, … then
they shall take off all their clothes. The children
shall be baptized first. All of the children who can
answer for themselves, let them answer. If there
are any children who cannot answer for themselves,
let their parents answer for them, or
someone else from their family’. In this prescription
it is noticeable how children and adults are spoken
of alternately.
Can we visualize the fact that the child is baptized
and that the faith of the parents counts? If
immersion were to become the practice, a bath
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would be needed. In such a bath the parents could
stand. With the child in their arms they would
then share in the baptism, e.g. when the minister
baptizing, after the submersion, hands the child
back to the parents and the water also drips on
them.
The motto heading this article comes from the
lawyer Tertullian, who defended the Christian faith
in North Africa. At the beginning of his work on
baptism he wrote: “But we, little fishes, after the
example of our ICHTHUS, Jesus Christ, are born in
water, nor have we safety in any other way than
by permanently abiding in water’. The Greek word
Ichthus means ‘fish’. It is an acronym, formed out
of the first letters of the names: Ièsous Christos,
Theou huios, sooter (Jesus Christ, Son of God,
Saviour). He was baptized in the river Jordan. Even
though baptism is administered only once, we as
fish must stay in the baptismal water in order to
survive. A baby leaves the amniotic water after nine
months. A child of man needs the water of baptism
his whole life long. Water in which a human has
been submerged and pulled out of brings this
thought to mind very clearly. 
n

Preparatory Course
to be discontinued

T

he Preparatory Course (vooropleiding) for the study of theology at the
Theological Universites at Kampen and Apeldoorn, the Netherlands, is to
be discontinued. Instruction in the so-called ‘classical languages’ of Latin and
Greek will be integrated into the normal programme of study.

The Theological University of the Gereformeerde
Kerken at Kampen led the way to this decision. In
this way, the university hopes to increase the entry of
new students. For many students, the requirement
to complete these preparatory courses has proved to
be a significant obstacle to further study.
Professor M. Te Velde, who developed this proposal
on behalf of the university, discounted fears that the
quality of study would be adversely affected. The
university will continue to concentrate on the study
of Scripture. And for that, knowledge of languages
is vitally important. This part of the university’s
identity has not been given up.

n See also, amongst others:
J.A. Meijer, ‘Is doop door onderdompeling een
misverstand?’, in: Almanak Fides Quadrat Intellectum
1978, 176-92;
Prof. Jakob van Bruggen, Het diepe water van de doop
(Kampen, 1997) = Het logo van het geloof. Over de doop
(2004), especially Ch. 2-3 (my citations are from the 1st
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edition).
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Once Kampen had made its decision, the
Theological University of the Christelijke
Gereformeerde Kerken at Apeldoorn was left with
little choice. After all, the preparatory course was
a joint project of both universities. In Nederlands
Dagblad, Professor H. Selderhuis of Apeldoorn
indicated that his university would have preferred to
continue with the preparatory course. In his words,
its end will have a ‘dramatic’ effect on the quality
of theological studies. Instruction in the languages
will now have to be fitted into the six years of the
full theological studies course. This will require
a considerable adjustment to the whole of the
instructional programme.
Sources:
Report ‘Dienstbaar en wendbaar’, to be found
on the website of the Theological University,
www.tukampen.nl.
Nederlands Dagblad, 19.01.2010 and 26.01.2010.
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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