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P.P.H. Waterval

Editorial

Honestly, I’m rarely jealous of what’s going on in America, but I am this
time. I refer to the revival of Calvinism, or rather New Calvinism, that is
sweeping across the United States, transforming the lives of thousands,
especially of young people.

T

his remarkable phenomenon, ranked by
TIME magazine as third in a list of “10 Ideas
Changing the World Right Now”, has been
vividly documented by Collin Hansen in his book
Young, Restless, Reformed – A Journalist’s Journey
with the New Calvinists. In his quest to research the
changing face of American evangelicalism, Hansen,
a journalist with Christianity Today, travelled the
country interviewing men such as John Piper, Albert
Mohler, Michael Horton, Mark Driscoll, J. I. Packer
and many others.
It looks as though this is not merely a revival of
Calvinism, but revival proper since 18-year olds,
queuing up for a “Passion conference”, are quoted
saying: “I’m a John Piper friend. He’s so Jesus-centred
in his preaching. He doesn’t just share anecdotal
stories. I look to guys like Piper because he looks to
Jesus.” Among these youngsters, Hansen saw real
hunger for God’s Word, passion for evangelism, and
holiness. The first Passion conference dates back to
1997. It now draws thousands of young adults for
praise and preaching. Even formerly non-Reformed
student ministries like Campus Crusade for Christ
are now slowly shifting in a distinctively Calvinist
direction. Mars Hill Church in Seattle, founded

by Mark Driscoll in 1996, is booming, with seven
locations and over 9,000 members. Reportedly,
membership grew by hundreds after one sermon on
propitiation. Sovereign Grace Ministries, a unique
movement of seventy churches, is also rapidly
growing. Its founders, C. J. Mahaney and Josh Harris,
are marrying charismatic gifts and praise worship to
Reformed doctrine.
This ability to combine contemporary worship and
charismatic theology with the old doctrines of grace
is characteristic of the New Calvinists, and might
well be their secret. Mark Driscoll sees charismatic
gifts as the main difference between the Old and
the New Calvinism. He says: “Don’t be afraid of
the power of the Spirit. Rejoice in it!” At the same
time he emphatically denies opening the door to
the latest Pentecostal trends. Driscoll coined the
term ‘charismatic with a seatbelt’: “The power of
the Spirit has nothing to do with rolling across the
floor.” Joshua Harris, 30-year old, is minister of
Covenant Life Church, a big Reformed-charismatic
congregation in Washington. Harris was at first in
a Pentecostal church, and despised Calvinism and
theology. This radically changed when he read a
book by John Piper, in which he saw God’s glory and
his breathtaking sovereignty.
Remarkably, New Calvinism is not only influencing
the new evangelicals in the secular cities but also the
old ones in cities like Dallas, right in the middle of the
read more at page 58
Bible Belt. 

The question is: will this
New Calvinism have an
impact on our young
people in The Netherlands
and wider Europe… (photo
P.G.B. de Vries)
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B. Luiten

Communion

Everybody is doing it ...
But what exactly is it that we’re doing?

There are different kinds of communions and communities. Recently,
many people refrained from voting in the European elections because the
European Community holds no appeal for them. Around 60 % said “go
ahead without me”. In the Bible, communion is something very different.
ommunion as intended by God encompasses
your whole existence. It is a characteristic
of communion with Him that you preserve
your own identity while your life is included within
the greater ‘whole’. You no longer think in the ‘I’
mode but from within the ‘we’.

death to life instantly (John 5:24).
All that God does on earth is directed at restoring
that communion. He even names himself that
way. Does He not wish to be known as the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob, to
indicate that He has an eternal covenant with them
and that they now live with Him? They no longer
exist apart from Him, and neither does He have an
independent existence. God presented himself time
and again as the ‘God of Israel’, to display to the
whole world how He is one with His people.

Learning from God

Embracing Jesus

C

An important feature is that your own identity is
not expunged. You cannot give yourself if you are
not yourself. You must therefore take care that you
do not dissolve into everything around you. At the
same time, you stop thinking as an unconnected
individual; you can even say that you no longer have
independent existence. This is noticeable by all who
interact with you.
Communion keeps you alert. It is not an attribute of
yours, anyway, independent of thinking. It is more an
activity: you choose to live that way in all that you do.
This becomes very clear when we look at how God
has communion – forms a union – within Himself.
Father, Son and Holy Spirit are three different persons
that cannot be confused. The Son suffered on the
cross, not the Father. The Spirit was poured out, not
the Son. At the same time, they are connected to one
another in a way that is distinctly God. God is one.
Whoever has the Son also has the Father and the
Spirit. They do not operate independently. Just as
they are one, they also work together in everything.
The Father created, but He did so through His Son, all
being called to life by the Spirit.
In this manner, creation was incorporated in the
divine communion from the beginning. Adam was
the son of God (Luke 3:38). A most distinctive aspect
about man is that he is created in communion with
God: his ‘I’ is created within a great ‘We’. Because
this is so essential to man, we can understand why
breaking that communion entails our death. Yet all
who in faith come to recognize God cross over from
n About the author:
Rev. Bas Luiten is minister of the Reformed Church in Zwolle-Centrum.
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Because God is, creates, acts and saves thus, we
are called upon to have communion with Him. In
that way our ‘I’ can come back within the great
‘We’. This extends further, deeper and higher than
anything we can imagine. Yet this is what the
practice of faith is, and the quality of it. How do we
do that? By ‘embracing’ our Lord Jesus Christ (Art. 22
Belgic Confession) - a profound word to describe it.
Embracing speaks of love, caring, never letting go.
You cannot do it by half, or do it in passing. Jesus says
that we must ‘eat and drink’ Him (John 6:53). How do
you do that? In the same way that you can ‘devour’ a
book: you get drawn into it, you cannot wait to read
further, and when it is finished you start anew.
Indeed, no one can do that on his own initiative. The
longing comes from God, who works it in us. Jesus
gives Himself in that way, totally. He did not merely
pass by, but became one of us, He bound Himself
to our lives, with our sinful and ailing existence,
yes, even with our guilt. He gave Himself in an allencompassing communion. Our life became His life.
His life becomes ours.
He penetrates into our spirit through His Spirit.
How much further can communion go? He is in
us and we are in Him, as He is in the Father and
the Father in Him (John 17:20-23). Every time we
celebrate the Lord’s Supper the familiar words
resound, that the bread is the communion of His
body and the cup the communion of His blood. The
bread makes us one with the body of Christ; the
cup of wine makes us one with the blood of Christ
(1 Cor 10:16). In this way we become one with Him
Himself, with the unity that comes from God. We
learn to truly embrace Him in faith.
56

…Our communion
with one another is in
Him and no other way.
Not by feelings, not by
looks, not by all sorts of
characteristics of race,
blood and country, but
only in the Lord…
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

Mystical?

It is a fact that Reformed people can be very downto-earth, and so I sometimes hear that they find this
teaching too ‘mystical’. But mysticism is something
different. It is characteristic of mysticism that the
boundaries between God and man melt away. The
Holy Spirit and the human spirit flow into each
another. The human ‘I’ is dissolved into the ‘We’.
That is not what we confess. We receive communion
in faith while the boundary between God and man
remains intact. He is God and we are His creation.
We do not know Him of ourselves, not since
paradise, but we will listen closely to His voice, His
Word,
A warning against mysticism is not out of place here
though, for it is all too easy for believers to go to
extremes. They then keep the Bible closed because
they believe they can ‘feel’ who God is and what
he wants. That attitude displays little interest in
better knowing God, and instead leads to serious
derailment and fanaticism. Having said that, it would
be pleasing if the ‘strict’ Reformed would more
evidently express their joy in the Lord. Communion
expresses itself in everything; one cannot exclusively
be formal and business-like. The primary concern
is that the Lord emerges in your life always and
everywhere, (1 Cor. 1:5-9).

Mystical after all?

The communion with the Lord binds believers into
a ‘community.’ That word means that we have
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communion with each other. If you do not have
that, then you may be a religious group, but you are
not a community in the sense of a congregation.
That is why we always read in the Scriptures that
we must bring the communion with our Lord into
our connections with each other. They are not two
separate issues since the concern is the one great
‘we’ in the Lord. (Eph. 4:1-8, Phil. 2).
Now, this can pose difficulties for us. For though
God is good, people can be so limited and behave
so strangely. Sometimes they have bizarre opinions.
Then you can feel the inclination to pull your ‘I’ back
out of that ‘we’.
In that case, it is interesting to consider whether we
are not thinking ‘mystically’ about the congregation.
For we do not merely feel what moves the others;
that is not the way to God nor to each other. Within
the community we also need to get to know each
other, taking into account that there is and always
will be a difference.
I sometimes get the impression that matters are
getting confused here. Some people treat God
with great respect and would never dream of
approaching Him based on ‘feelings,’ yet they
behave entirely differently with fellow believers.
They scrutinize and judge them based on their
own feelings (for style, music, tradition etc.) and
are quick to say disrespectful things about them.
It shouldn’t be like that, however. Within the great
‘we’ everyone keeps his own ‘I’ that God gave
him, and must not become indistinct - quite the
57

opposite! You can never use yourself as a measuring
rod for someone else. What must we do then? Get
to know one another in the Lord! Our communion
with one another is in Him and no other way.
Not by feelings, not by looks, not by all sorts of
characteristics of race, blood and country, but only
in the Lord. It is therefore important that we take
the trouble to get to know one another in such a
way that we recognize the Lord in each other. That
is exactly the way in which we as churches try to
seek unity with the Nederlands Gereformeerde
Kerken and the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken:
we wish to discover how the Lord is present there,
and they wish to discover the same in us. In His
light we find each other (1 John 1:7), and in this light
their and our many peculiarities fade away and
become completely subordinate.
John says it in a penetrating and revealing way: ‘If
anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is
a liar!’ (1John 4:20). Yes indeed, a liar! Such a person
does not love God, because he refuses to see and
accept Him as He, through His Spirit, dwells in the
heart of that brother or sister. In no other way could
all emotional obstacles and all excuses to pull out of
the community be placed under sharper scrutiny. The
Lord demands faith, including in communal relations.

Exclusive

Communion also excludes. If you get married,
you are embarking on a unique life-union with
that one person. That says something about your
attitude toward all the others. You do not have such
(comm)union with them, else something would be
fundamentally wrong.
It is this way with the Lord too. He warns us not to
seek communion with demons. Why not? Because
we have communion with Him. There can be no
combination. Imagine, by doing so we would
draw Him into communion with those that hate
Him! God will not stand for that: He is holy and
formidable (1 Cor. 10:21-22).
Because we have communion with Jesus Christ,
we may not seek communion with someone who
denies him (2 Cor. 6:14-18). This is such an important
issue when choosing a partner. You may choose
whomever you wish, on one condition: that you
choose someone with whom you are one in the
Lord (cf. 1 Cor. 7:39).
Not that this only applies to marriages. Beware of
close relations and friendships in a life in which God
has no place. That does not mean fleeing from society,
for you are the salt of the earth. Just keep your Spirit
free for the Lord alone and the Lord wholly. 
n


P.P.H. Waterval | Editorial | continued from page 55
There, young pastor Matt Chandler saw the nearly
empty Village Church grow by one thousand
members per year. Sound teaching, if preached well,
is like a cup of cold water to parched evangelicals.
The question is: will this New Calvinism have an
impact on our young people in The Netherlands and
wider Europe? I, for one, definitely hope so, because
Old Calvinism does not. Although new churches are
being planted in our big cities, most of the orthodox
Reformed churches, though still relatively stable
numerically, are too inward-looking, and grappling
with worship wars and other crises. A divisive spirit
is widespread, even causing new secessions. Many
churches are just about able to keep their young
people on board, but many others see them leaving
through the back door to free evangelical and
charismatic churches, where Arminian thinking rules.
The doctrines of grace are absent in the theology of
the big youth ministries, such as Youth for Christ,
Soul Survivor and Jong & Vrij (Young & Free).
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It is time to turn, therefore, but where are the John
Pipers and Mark Driscolls? I don’t see them over
here (saying this, of course, backfires on me as a
preacher of the gospel). Calvin and Calvinism have
received a lot of attention this year in memorial
services, conferences, exhibitions, magazines and
books, but my distinct impression is that the Calvin
Year has been a predominantly adult thing.
True, there are several features of the New Calvinism
that raise questions, such as the absence of the
covenant, (resulting in) an exclusively Baptist
outlook on baptism, and a typically American
‘entrepreneurial’ approach to the ministry of the
church. I also realize that the New Calvinism cannot
be simply imported into Europe. A ‘copy and paste’
method won’t work. The Holy Spirit works differently.
Having said that, there remains a lot to be coveted.
The whole of Europe is in desperate need of a true
and deep revival, and what a wonderful thing it
would be if it started among our young people.  n
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W. den Boer

 new perspective on
A
Arminius (3)

In the previous two articles I presented a short sketch of Arminius’ life up
to the point of his appointment as Professor of Theology at the University
of Leiden. I then made an attempt concisely to summarize the reasons for
his critical attitude towards the view of predestination held by most of his
Reformed colleagues. I concluded my second article with a few remarks on
how Arminius’ theology can be fitted into the context of the 16th century
Reformation.

I

n his theology, Arminius placed a strong
emphasis on God’s justice. So much so that
he took this as his starting point and carefully
worked out the consequences for his whole
theology. The other side to Arminius’ emphasis on
God’s justice was his continual concern to avoid the
suggestion that God could in any way be the cause
or the author of sin and evil. Since the beginning of
the Reformation, great Reformed theologians had
suffered the reproach that their theology gave rise
to such thinking. Calvin and many other Reformed
theologians defended themselves against these
accusations in various ways. How did that work
out, and what effect did it have on theologians like
Arminius who, while appreciating the intention
behind all these defensive arguments, considered
them in the final analysis to be invalid?

No longer acceptable

The view propounded by Calvin, Beza, Vermigli
and others was becoming increasingly accepted
among Reformed believers. For theologians who
still thought or were starting to think differently,
the operating space was becoming smaller; in some
cases, a difference of opinion on this matter led to
a voluntary or forced departure of the dissenters
from their posts or from the church. Arminius
himself thought that it was the very concept of
God as the author of sin (developed from the views
of Calvin and Beza) that was causing many to turn
their back on the Reformed church, and which
was also creating a stumbling block for others
who wished to join. Seen from this perspective,
it is understandable that Arminius also came up
n About the author:
Dr. William den Boer is a lecturer in Dutch Church History at the Theological University of
Apeldoorn (TUA) and a research fellow at the Institute for Reformation studies of the TUA.
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against some heavy opposition. It was not his view
of God’s justice that met with sturdy criticism, but
the consequences that this had for his comments
on the atonement – the way grace works and the
human free will to choose. This was already the
case when he was minister in Amsterdam, and it
intensified when he was appointed professor of
theology at the University of Leiden in 1603.
Although the clashes accompanying Arminius’
appointment were resolved to full satisfaction
by his colleague Franciscus Gomarus, it was the
same Gomarus who, as early as 1604, sharply
criticized Arminius for his view of predestination.
This difference of opinion caused much uneasiness
at the university, in the church, and in politics.
The States of Holland and West–Friesland tried
to mediate and bring about mutual toleration
between the contending parties. The declaration
made by Arminius before the States on 30th
October 1608, in which he explained his theological
view very explicitly (so he said), was an important
step in this process. Indeed, Arminius did
summarize his view very clearly and concisely in
this explanation, including the concept of God’s
twofold love. It is also one of his last writings
as the tuberculosis, from which he had been
suffering for years, worsened in 1609, leading to
his death on 19th October of that same year. In the
meantime, however, the discussion had resulted
in the formation of strongly opposing parties, so
that Arminius’ death did not bring about the end of
the conflict. On the contrary, the battle truly flared
up in 1610 and erupted to a full extent in the years
following.

The Remonstrants

In January 1610, around 40 ministers, led by Rev.
Wtenbogaert, summarized their views on the
theological themes under discussion, and presented
this document to the States of Holland. The five
points in which they disclosed their views became
known as the Five Articles of Remonstrance, and
completely determined the subsequent course of
the debate. Not only did the important conference
in The Hague, the ‘Schriftelicke Conferentie’ of
1611, deal with these points, but we ourselves also
59

For example, free will of choice, seen separately
from the framework of God’s justice and grace, in
which Arminius had placed it, could easily become
an end in itself. Among the early Remonstrants –
even taking into account a great mutual diversity
– one sees a tendency towards moralism and
anthropocentrism, whereas the Synod of Dordt
(1618/1619) maintained the sola gratia principle of
the Reformation: our salvation is not dependent on
our efforts but is on account of God’s grace alone!

New perspective

My first article started with the remark that the
name of Arminius stands for a theological view
that awards a decisive role to man’s free will in
the appropriation of salvation, at the expense of
God’s sovereign grace. Concluding my summarized
reproduction of Arminius’ theological views, we
now address ourselves to the question whether
that opinion is in fact correct. Did not Arminius
teach ‘free will’? What is the ‘new perspective’ on
Arminius brought forward by my research? I would
like to select a few main points.

Johannes Uytenbogaert

encounter the Remonstrance in the chapter division
of the Canons of Dordt, drawn up by the Synod of
Dordt (1618/1619).
The Remonstrance discussed five controversial
themes that were for the most part derived
directly from Arminius’ own views: predestination,
atonement, grace, the operation of grace, and
perseverance. With the early Remonstrants, one
could still recognize some of Arminius’ attention
to God’s justice, but with the later Remonstrants
not a trace of Arminius’ emphasis on this can
be found, nor the fact that God’s justice formed
the framework within which Arminius arrived at
his views on these controversial themes. Neither
did the Counter-Remonstrants enter into the
arguments from the starting point of God’s justice.
As a result, despite the somewhat literal similarity
between Arminius and the Remonstrants, a clear
distinction must be made between the two. The
controversial themes started to have a life of their
own, cut loose as they were from the framework of
God’s justice in which Arminius had placed them.
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In the first place, it is evident that Arminius’
alternative viewpoint did not arise from resistance
to God’s sovereignty, against the Reformed sola
gratia (by grace alone), or because he wished to
claim an independent position for man (autonomy)
next to God. Not man, but God and His justice
formed the starting point for Arminius’ way of
thinking; his motive was not anthropological, it was
theological.
In the second place, it is evident that Arminius
always carefully guarded against the possibility
that his view of man’s enduring free will of choice
should be at the expense of man’s dependence
on God’s grace. Without free will, man would not
be man, and God would be the author of sin; for
Arminius, both consequences were perfectly clear,
and completely unacceptable. Therefore man has
free will of choice, but it is so tainted by sin that
he is always utterly dependent on God’s grace
for any good deed such as exercising faith. He is
permanently dependent on God’s grace. Moreover,
God opposed faith to works: how then could faith
– compared by Arminius to the empty hand of a
beggar – ever become an accomplishment that man
could boast about to God?
In the third place, it is evident that Arminius’ view
of God’s justice leads to a firm emphasis on the
central and fundamental position of Christ and
his substitutionary sacrifice: no grace without
60

reconciliation and atonement! Christ has earned
our salvation, and however necessary faith may be
for receiving Christ’s righteousness to our account,
it can add nothing to it.
In the fourth place, Arminius evidently speaks
completely asymmetrically about the causes of
condemnation and redemption: due to his stubborn
resistance against God’s plentiful grace, man is the
only cause of his condemnation – he has earned
it. The other side of the coin is not that man can
also earn his salvation; on the contrary: salvation
is completely by grace, underserved, and even runs
counter to works and merits.

The Stele of YHWH in Egypt
On Friday 11th September 2009, Dr Csaba Balogh successfully defended
his doctoral thesis entitled The Stele of YHWH in Egypt. The Prophecies
of Isaiah 18-20 concerning Egypt and Kush. His supervisors were Prof.
Dr G. Kwakkel from Kampen and Prof. Dr A. van der Kooij from Leiden
University.

A

part from the prophecies directed at the people
of Israel, the Old Testament also contains
prophecies addressed to foreign peoples. This
dissertation deals with the collection of prophetic
oracles in Isaiah 13-23, and especially chapters 18-20,
which have in view Egypt and Cush, African nations
along the river Nile. Biblical prophecies about nonIsraelite people were often considered by scholars to
be a separate genre, and interpreted without adequate
regard to the context of the biblical book in which
they occur. In this study, Balogh tries to answer the
question how chapters 18-20 function within the
larger context of chapters 13-23, in terms of literary
development, rhetorical theology and history.

All questions answered?

So, are all questions about Arminius’ theology
now answered? Not in the least. For example, the
question whether the sola gratia is absolutely safe
with Arminius is of vital importance. The outcome
of my research does, however, place this question
in a different perspective. Among other things, that
perspective consists of the four points I mentioned
above, on the grounds of which we can at least
state that it was Arminius’ intention to hold fast to
the biblical and reformational ‘by grace alone’. He
was convinced that his theology also fully honoured
the ‘one hundred percent grace’ character of
salvation. At the same time, he wished to preclude
that God should be accused of injustice, of causing
or wishing sin. Arminius also recognized that it
was not Calvin’s intention, nor that of most of his
colleagues, to make God the author of sin. Yet he
was convinced that this was the consequence of
their theology. That is why he rejected their views
on those points, and attempted to obviate these
consequences in his own theological perspective.

The dissertation, Duplex amor Dei. Contextuele
karakteristiek van de theologie van Jacobus Arminius
(1559-1609)’ (Instituut voor Reformatieonderzoek:
Apeldoorn 2008), ISBN 978-90-75847-21-5, is available for
€ 25 at the TUA (e-mail: bestellen@tua.nl). An English
edition will be published later this year by VandenHoeck
& Ruprecht, Göttingen, in the series Reformed Historical
Theology (Ed. Herman J. Selderhuis).

LuxMundi

September 2009

Newsupdate

Based on the outcome of my research into
Arminius’ theological motives and convictions, I
am of the opinion that up to the present day very
few, whether friend or foe, have done Arminius full
justice. My hope is that my dissertation will bring
about some change to that. 
n

Csaba Balogh was born in Romania. From 1993
to 1998 he studied Theology at the Protestant
Theological Institute in Kolozsvár (Cluj Napoca), and
between 1999 and 2004 at the Theological University
of the Reformed Churches in The Netherlands. From
2004 he has been teaching Old Testament Studies
at the Protestant Theological Institute in Kolozsvár.
Csaba is married with two children.
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P. Wells

French protestantism (2)
Between innovation and
integration

By a strange twist of fate Catholicism seems to have benefited more
than Protestantism, relatively speaking, from the separation of Church
and State. Protestantism suffered from its isolation as a small religious
minority over against an imposing mass of Catholics1 It lost out by
becoming just another minority in society with no specific role to play in
the political process.

C

atholicism on the other hand, in spite of
the privatisation of religion, could claim
to be the major religious institution in
society, the first partner in any dialogue with
the State. Even down to the present it has not
abandoned the dream of re-christianising France,
the “eldest daughter of the church”. John Paul II
could still exhort a rally of young people in Paris
in 1980: ‘France, what have you done with your
baptism?’
Integration in this new secularised situation
led to an imperceptible but real loss of identity
for Protestantism throughout the 20th century
as it strove to affirm its Christian identity. This
symbolic deficit in identity relates to three specific
issues: ecumenism, the interpretation of what the
Reformation actually was and internal tensions.
Firstly, ecumenism developed in France largely
because of external influences and contacts. Before
the Great War it developed in the Christian social
movement and continued through the influence of
Nathan Soderblom and Life and Work. Social action
to alleviate poverty was a common platform that
could be shared by Protestants and Catholics alike
and increase the credibility of Christianity with
‘hommes de bonne volonté’ with humanitarian
concerns.2

nAbout the author
Paul Wells is Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics at the Faculté Libre
de Théologie Réformée (FLTR) in Aix-en-Provence, France. He is also Chairman of the
Association Promoting Biblical Research in France (APEB) and Editor of the magazine La
Revue Réformée.
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Karl Barth

Another major influence in ecumenism was the
impact of the theology of Karl Barth providing a
common ground for ecumenical discussion for both
confessions after the World War II. A dominant
theology belonging to a church that was an ultra
minority in France lent Protestants credibility and
made them worthy partners in dialogue.3 This
permitted them to emerge from religious isolation
and gain a certain recognition with majority
Christianity. The flagship of Protestantism, the
Église Réformée de France, became dominantly
Barthian in the 1940s and remained so until the
1970s when political theology had its day.4 It was
the major partner in dialogue with Catholics,
exemplified by the joint discussions held by the
Groupe des Dombes or the early Taizé movement.

‘Ecumenism appears to be one functional form of
religion in a secularised society where religion is
privatised.’5 In the French churches the ecumenical
movement was welcomed with enthusiasm as a
demonstration of the viability of Christian belief
and its ability to adapt to the modern world. It was
considered to have considerable apologetic value
against the argument that religion is always divisive
and intolerant. It was aimed less at reunion than
at communion and religious rearmament in the
context of a society becoming ever more irreligious.6
To be ecumenically involved became for the cultured
classes a proof of Christian authenticity. Because of
numerical factors its impact was much greater on
Protestantism than on Catholicism where it retained
marginal importance. Catholics found religious
renewal after Vatican II through Bible-reading or the
charismatic movement.
The ecumenical movement was a real danger for
the existence of French Protestantism.7 It became
fashionable to be a “Christian” rather than primarily
a member of a confession, a slippery slope for
Protestant identity in France, where “Christian”
always means “Catholic”. Moreover, the combined
factors of the increasing problem of the religious
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Abstract: The French protestant minority contributed actively to the
epoch-making 1905 law separating Church and State which became a
cornerstone of modern republicanism in France. Its interest in doing
so was to protect its status against the overwhelming Roman Catholic
majority. In the century following it has oscillated in its attitudes
between social innovation and integration with the Catholic majority.
Society caught up with the values of the minority during the 20th
century and its continuing existence is endangered by its success
both in adapting to the currents of progress and to the ecumenical
movement. In the future, it is likely that Protestantism will have a much
different character, resulting from the impact of evangelicalism and
immigrant populations.
The first part of this contribution was published in Lux Mundi 28, Vol. 2
Editor

socialisation of the younger generations after
1968 and the continual haemorrhage from the
ranks of the minority through mixed marriages
lead to a weakening of the mainline Protestant
denominations that has not abated to the present.
For these churches it was a wonderful windowdressing but tended to be counter productive in
reducing the stock in shop. Once again the result
is paradoxical, as Jean Baubérot states rather
pessimistically: ‘Ecumenism was a guarantee
for French Protestantism. At the same time, as
it proposes the hope of “one church” and as the
standing of the two confessions is very unequal, in
the long run it could mean the end of Protestantism
in France.’8 To claim to transmit the “gospel” but
not Protestantism with it may be understandable
from the point of view of Christian belief, but it is
sociologically suicidal.9
Secondly, closely related to the question of
ecumenism was the problem for Protestants of
what to make of the 16th century Reformation. The
conjunction of the spread of secularisation and
the success of the ecumenical movement made
assessing the Reformation a neuralgic point in the
crisis of modern Protestant identity. Three possible
interpretations seemed to be current in the postVatican II period.10
The liberal interpretation said that the Reformation
was the precursor of modern freedom of thought.
Freedom of the individual conscience from the
Church institution is the first step on the road
to free-thinking and the liberty of the individual.
This anti-authoritarian interpretation of the
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Reformation was highly plausible in post-1968
France. Protestant identity is defined in terms of
“gospel and liberty”.
The ecumenically oriented view, probably the
most popular in Protestant circles, was that the
Reformation was a reorientation of Christianity and
that the separation had been a necessary evil. Its
result was positive as a challenge to a monolithic
institution and as a recovery of the fundamental
nature of the gospel. Now the ball is in the court
of ecumenism to pursue the fundamental task of
the Reformation in renewing the whole Church
in a biblical way. Protestant identity is defined in
terms of “biblical renewal on the road to unity”.
The Biblical theology movement that enjoyed great
popularity in both confessions from the 1930s to
the ‘80s, later criticised by James Barr, was a great
incentive in this perspective.

Unfortunate mistake

Finally there was the view traditionally adopted by
Catholic historians that the Reformation was an
unfortunate mistake, a parenthesis in the history
of Christianity needing to be closed as soon as
possible. Right-wing Protestants tended to pick this
view up through their political associations. A small
minority adopted it because of bad conscience
at being divisive Protestants. Protestant identity
is not something to be proud of, but “a cross to
bear on the road to unity”. The final historical task
to be accomplished by Protestantism is to heal
the wounds and reunite with L’Eglise de France,
as Cardinal Lustiger called it, making a new and
renewed Church.
Uncertainty related to the meaning of the
Reformation itself might seem normal in a
pluralistic society and is typical of the confessional
errance of late modernity. However it shows that
if Protestants know what street they live on, they
have forgotten the number of their abode.
Thirdly, the ability of Protestantism to adapt to
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the new situation of an increasingly secularised
society was paradoxically a threat to its identity
throughout the 20th century, but never more so
than in the context of the hyper-individuality
of post-modernity. If ecumenism had served to
soften up convictions about the “rightness” of the
Protestant way, extreme relativism did the rest.
The reasons for former antagonisms became vague
and truth claims lost their relevance in a situation
where ‘it was henceforth possible to live without
specific goals or meanings, in sequential “flashes” –
and that is something new.’11
In this situation relativism and pluralism tended to
highlight the tension that has existed perennially
within Protestantism between orthodoxy and
liberalism. If the first theological trend held pride
of place through most of the last century because
of the impact of neo-orthodoxy, liberalism never
disappeared and it re-emerged in the last quarter
of the century as the methods of theology were
increasingly influenced by the humanities. Steve
Bruce has pointed out the fact that non-believers
in Christianity do not convert to liberalism. Its
recruits are drawn from more orthodox groups
who experience the lack of plausibility between
what they believe and the dominant ideology of
society.12 The position of liberalism is “parasitic”.
Its mediating stance between faith and modernity
and its desire to do justice to both also means it is
a halfway house between Protestant practice and
a secularised way of living. The more liberalism
reaches a synthesis in reconciling faith and
current ideologies the more it has an erosive
effect on Protestantism. The many recent and
popular “theologies of the genitive” have similar
consequences. The social effects of liberalism are
no doubt very different from what its adherents
honestly intended.
This same rule may well hold good in so far as the
numerical decline in Protestant religious practice
is concerned. The progressive and innovative
contributions of Protestantism in France led to
a new social order that seemed to be favourable
to its freedom and provide conditions in which it
could prosper. By adapting to this new situation
and seeking to renew Protestant identity in
ecumenical bonding, to make something of the
Reformation in the present and to adapt to postmodern individualism, main-line Protestantism
for all its honourable intentions, found itself in
an increasingly fragile position and in numerical
decline. ‘It is not by chance that the Protestantism
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that is declining numerically is Protestantism that
has interiorised secularism and ecumenism.’13
Protestants in France had been in the vanguard of
innovation and progress but their integration in
the resultant society threatened the existence they
had fought so hard to preserve. It is cold comfort
to interpret this as the ultimate success because of
the “protestantisation” of French society.

Conclusion

Within French Protestantism at the beginning
of the 21st century the cards seem to being
re-dealt within the minority and the results of this
movement are by no means certain.
Statistics indicate that if there were 765 Evangelical
communities in France in 1970, today there are
almost 1 900. There are almost 1 600 main-line
Lutheran and Reformed churches.14 It is obvious
which group has the social clout and which has the
capacity for evangelising a de-christianised France.
Many of the Evangelical groups in the suburbs
around the large cities are made up of a high
proportion of immigrant “people groups” which
means that Protestantism in the France of the
future will be quite different from Protestantisme à
la française. The neo-Pentecostal character of these
evangelical groups may well appear uncultivated
to sociological Protestants, but the directness
of the message, the community spirit and the
ability to communicate it in their surroundings
are stimulants to growth. If the current trend
continues, the face of Protestantism in France could
well be very different and it remains to be seen
what the result of the cross- pollenisation between
the established and new groups will be.
We have sought to show that when the Protestant
minority in France has been socially involved,
innovative and progressive it has tended to lose its
Christian heart. When it has sought integration and
ways of Christian witness with “Catholic France” it
has lost its Protestant character.
The question remaining at the end of this study is:
how can a religious minority act in such a way as
to be socially involved without losing its specific
Christian character? How can such a minority
articulate its message in a way that is universal,
without losing its religious particularity?
If in France the door has been firmly and finally shut
to the utopia of “Christian France”15 what examples
in the Christian tradition can provide a fruitful
starting point in looking for answers?
n
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anssen was born in The Netherlands and grew up
in Australia. He has studied at various universities
and seminaries in Australia, Canada, and The
Netherlands. Elsewhere in this edition of Lux Mundi
a review of the dissertation can be found, written by
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman.
The dissertation has not (yet) been published
publicly in book form. It is available via the internet:
http://hdl.handle.net/1874/34069.
As fellow-editors of Lux Mundi we cordially
congratulate Karlo on this accomplishment. At
the same time we wish him and his familly God’s
blessing on their life and work in Abbotsford,
Canada.
Sabrine Bosscha
Hans Maris
Piet de Vries
Paul Waterval
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N.D. Kloosterman

By This Our Subscription

On Friday, 19 June 2009, Rev. R. C. Janssen publicly defended this academic
dissertation en route to receiving his doctor of theology degree. Our
author was born in the Netherlands, was reared in Australia, was
educated theologically in Canada, and had pursued both graduate study
and ministerial ordination in the land of his birth. Dr. Janssen has broad
experience both in ecumenical contexts and in church polity matters. He
is currently serving the Canadian Reformed Church of Abbotsford, British
Columbia.

T

his hefty volume is comprised of two major
sections, a Historical Part (pages 15-267)
and a Systematic Part (pages 268-430). In
addition to the standard introduction outlining
the contents of the study, and the standard
conclusion summarizing its results, this dissertation
includes a number of proposals for the practical
implementation of the author’s conclusions to
the life of the church. For example, Appendix III
contains proposed formulations of a Church Order
article on “The Confessing of the Church,” an
article that would deal with the confessing of the
church, binding to the church’s confessing, and the
procedure for submitting a gravamen (an official
request for creedal change). In addition, the author
proposes a number of vows, such as a membership
admission vow, ordination vows, and a subscription
vow.
In his historical survey, the author seeks first
to identify and explain those factors which
determined various positions in the debate on
creedal subscription throughout Dutch Reformed
church history. The second part of the historical
survey offers a collation of materials relating to
confessional subscription that have been officially
adopted by various Dutch Reformed churches,
including church order articles and forms of
subscription. These two steps made possible
the third step, namely, the author’s analysis,
systematization, and reflection on the subject of
confessional subscription.
Readers will find that this survey of confessional
subscription in Dutch Reformed church history
at the same time supplies a useful overview of

n About the author:
Dr. Nelson D. Kloosterman (1950) is professor for Ethics and New Testament at the MidAmerica Reformed Seminary in Dyer (Indiana, USA).
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Dutch Reformed church history in general, with the
emergence and development of various groups or
denominations in the Netherlands. Naturally, one
of the biggest challenges is to classify and organize
a helter-skelter mix of opinions and positions on
these matters. This challenge the author has met
quite effectively.
Systematic part
The systematic part of the dissertation contains
four chapters and a conclusion. The first identifies
and analyzes premises from the fields of
systematic theology (the doctrines of revelation,
of Scripture, of man, of the church (including
the relationship between congregations and
assemblies), philosophy (including linguistics and
epistemology), anthropology/psychology, and
law. The second assesses the concepts of “faith”
and “doctrine” in terms of their function in the
church. The third chapter discusses the matters of
confessing and confessional documents, together
with the authority of confessions. Finally, the
issue of subscribing to the confessions is treated,
specifically, the propriety of binding, the subject of
binding, the extent of binding, and procedures in
binding.
An important section follows, containing a study of
biblical terms for “faith,” “doctrine,” and “church.”
In this context (pages 318-319), we find a discussion
of terms like “measures of faith,” “great faith,” and
“little faith.” As an aside, the author makes the
incidental comment that “the concepts ‘strong
faith’ and weak faith’ are based on mis-readings of
Scripture. The texts (Rom. 14:1; 15:1) speak of ‘strong
in faith’ and weak in faith’ and thus do not relate
to distinctions with respect to faith but distinctions
with respect to how one stands in faith” (page 319).
But does not the context in Romans 14 indicate
differing faith-content when in 14.2 it is said, “One
person believes he may eat anything, while the
weak person believes he may eat only vegetables”?
And later, in 14.22-23, we read: “The faith which
you have, keep between yourself and God. . . . But
whoever doubts is condemned if he eats, because
the eating is not from faith. For whatever does not
proceed from faith is sin.” All of this suggests that
“the strong” and “the weak” are being described
in terms of faith-content as well as faith-function.
66

So the author’s conclusion that these terms and
phrases relate to the faith with which one believes
(fides qua) rather than the faith which one believes
(fides quae) strikes us as inadequate. Why must we
choose?

Grow in faith

Very interesting is the discussion of the
implications for the church’s confessing of the
Bible’s injunctions to “grow in faith.” Think about
it: if Christians are called to grow in faith, is the
church also to grow in faith? Is the church today not
obligated to confess her faith in ways and with a
maturity that, while not denying the church’s past
confessing, nevertheless go beyond the church’s
past confessing? Janssen writes: “The mutability
of faith and doctrine in the church implies not only
that the church can grow in faith and doctrine, but
also that it can change, and even that something
has to be removed because the church has said
too much in the past” (pages 325-326). Many who
read these lines with think of the amending of
Belgic Confession, Article 36, as an example of the
church’s growth in faith.
Readers will want to take special note of several
significant conclusions argued in the dissertation.
In connection with the duty of the whole church
to confess, the author refuses to limit this to,
say, clergy or officebearers only. It is helpful and
usual, he continues, to distinguish between
those who have appropriated the confession
and those who have not, between “confessing
members” and “baptized members.” In addition,
there are differences among individuals in terms
of capacity to understand and appropriate the
church’s confession. Romans 12:3 speaks of differing
measures of faith. “The point thus cannot be that
every individual member of the church must hold
all of the confessing of the church. The point is that
an individual is to be within the boundaries of the
confessing of the church. The faith that lives in the
heart of the church member may not contradict
the faith that the church confesses” (page 331). This
conclusion is quite relevant to the discussion of
standards for membership in a confessional church.
Moreover, this conclusion accords with the history
of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands,
especially the 1914 synodical decision permitting
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consistories to admit into membership persons
who do not (yet) acknowledge the doctrine of infant
baptism. Three important conditions were attached
to this permission, namely, that such a member
must remain educable, may not agitate against the
church’s teaching, and may not serve in office.

Six concepts

A second conclusion worth noting involves the
object of the church’s confessing, something that
especially North American Reformed readers should
ponder. The author distinguishes six concepts
that describe what might be confessed, namely,
faith (inner conviction), doctrine (articulation
of a conviction), church doctrine (formally fixed
doctrine, also known as dogma), theologoumena
(doctrines not explicitly found in Scripture nor
indirectly drawn from Scripture, thus permitting
difference of opinion), life (the faith-reality of
the confessor), and truth. (Very noteworthy by
its omission is “theology.” This omission clearly
suggests that the church does not confess a
theology, nor the particular conclusions of any
theology or theologian.) In short, the church
confesses her “faith” (inner conviction) and the
Bible’s “doctrine” (conviction articulated with
a view to teaching it). Whether the church’s
confessions should include theologoumena is one
of the most vexing problems in connection with
determining the authority of the confessions. The
line between theologoumena and church doctrines
is not easily drawn, which has likely led some to
distinguish within the confessions between “more
fundamental doctrines” and “less fundamental
doctrines.”
Yet a third conclusion that deserves the church’s
attention involves how to read a confessional
document. Words and phrases found in confessions
may be used in ways different than in Scripture
or in theology. This means that the original
context of the confessions must be included in our
interpretation and understanding of the confession.
A final conclusion that demonstrates the practical
value of this dissertation is the author’s discussion
of employing various kinds of confessions within
the church, each kind serving a distinct function. A
doxological confession would serve in a liturgical
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Scripturae et Patrum Testimoniis
On Tuesday, June 23, 2009, Dr Jin Heung Kim succesfully defended his doctoral
dissertation entitled Scripturae et Patrum Testimoniis. The Function of the
Church Fathers and the Medievals in Peter Martyr Vermigli’s Two Eucharistic
Treatises Tractatio and Dialogus. Hailing from Korea, Dr Kim studied under
Dr F. van der Pol at the Theological University of the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands (Broederweg).

D

r Kim’s dissertation researches the
polemical use of the writings of the Church
Fathers and Medieval theologians within the
treatises Tractatio and Dialogus by the Reformer
Peter Martyr Vermigli (1500-1562). While
professor at Oxford, Vermigli refuted the
doctrine of transubstantiation in his Tractatio
(1549). His Dialogus (1561) was directed at the
typical Lutheran understanding of the Lord’s
Supper.

Newsupdate

Kim’s study outlines Vermigli’s part in the
debates on the Lord’s Supper, and contributes
to a better understanding of Vermigli’s own
position and his importance to the Reformation.
The work sheds light on the intellectual
background of Vermigli, describes what is
most characteristic about his theology, and
more clearly outlines his Reformed view of
the Lord’s Supper. In his study, Kim compares
and contrasts the Reformed Vermigli with the
Lutheran Brenz on the utility of using external
authorities. Kim’s conclusion is that while both
Vermigli and Brenz take a similar approach,
Vermigli is the more accurate and thus the more
convincing.
This dissertation thus researches one of the best
attempts at making Christian tradition effective
for the church of the Reformation.

setting; a declarative confession would be
used for kerygmatic, instructional, and pastoral
purposes; while a defining confession would serve
the purposes of apologetics, ecumenicity, and
discipline.

Accurate and fair

Space does not permit us to provide a full
evaluation of the author’s conclusions and
recommendations. Nor is that necessary. The nature
of an academic dissertation is to demonstrate
research and analytical skills required in the chosen
discipline, and to offer something of an exploratory
analysis of a topic that shows a competent grasp of
the content, sources, context, and implications of
a given issue. The author has produced a work that
is historically accurate and fair in describing and
organizing the history of confessional subscription
among Dutch Reformed churches, especially in
terms of the real and necessary authority of the
confessions, together with the real and necessary
freedoms for changing the confessions or even for
writing new confessions. What needs to happen
now is that his conclusions and recommendations
should enjoy fuller public discussion in the church,
so that the church may own for herself the realities
and challenges involved in living her confessions in
the twenty-first century.
n
n Review of:
By This Our Subscription. Confessional Subscription in
the Dutch Reformed Tradition Since 1816,
by Roelf C. Janssen. Kampen: Theologische Universiteit,
2009. Pp. 484.

J. H. Kim, Scripturae et Patrum Testimoniis. The
Function of the Church Fathers and the Medievals
in Peter Martyr Vermigli’s Two Eucharistic Treatises
Tractatio and Dialogus. Apeldoorn: Instituut voor
Reformatieonderzoek, 2009. ISBN: 978-90-7977106-6.
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H.G.L. Peels

A very special Synod

In January 2009 a very special synod was held in Potchefstroom, South
Africa. The Reformed Churches of South Africa (Die Gereformeerde Kerke
van Suid-Afrika, GKSA), who are affiliated with the ICRC, held their 50th
general synod. This synod drew considerable interest because it was the
first time that brothers of the black Midlands Synod were also represented.
The 150th anniversary of the GKSA was celebrated – a century and a half
received from the hand of God.

A first start of unity

Until recently the GKSA consisted of three national
synods: the white Potchefstroom Synod, the black
Soutpansberg Synod (the Venda churches) and the
black Midland Synod (representing the KwaNdebele
churches, among others). When the ‘new South
Africa’ emerged under the leadership of Nelson
Mandela in 1994, the hope was kindled that the
barriers between white and black would also
disappear in the Reformed Churches.
Reality, however, proved to be tough. The seed of
hatred from the era of apartheid would still make
itself felt for many years. A split even occurred in
the Soutpansberg Synod, where the mission of the
Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
(CGK) had experienced years of fruitful labour.
Some of these churches joined the white GKSA,
while others decided to remain separate. Many
conversations have taken place – and are still going
on - in which the CGK is intensively involved in
trying to mediate.
In spite of this, the Midland Synod came to the
courageous decision to enter into unity with the
white ‘Doppers’. The attention of many was fixed
on this synod: how united would this first common
synod appear when business commenced?
Neels Jackson, a well-known journalist of the large
national daily newspaper Beeld, was on hand to
give a daily report. One of his contributions, which
appeared on the front page of the newspaper (a
translation appears below), was a cause of great
thankfulness within the GKSA.

A generous gesture

The situation of being together in this synod gave
rise to strange feelings. How would the black
brothers, accustomed to their own system of
n About the author:
Prof. Eric Peels is teaching Old Testament in Apeldoorn. He visited this synod as
representative of the CGK in the Netherlands
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organizing a gathering, adjust to the dynamics
of a white GKSA synod with 250 members, and
to its digital support and its well-run methods?
In the beginning the black brothers kept very
quiet, but they gradually started contributing to
the discussions. And their contributions made an
impact!
The white brothers really did their best to meet
their black brethren in all manner of ways, and have
them integrated into the synod. Excellent means
were provided for simultaneous translation, so that
those who had no mastery of Afrikaans were able to
follow the whole proceedings in English.
One wonderful moment was the spontaneous
decision of synod to establish a retirement fund
for the poor black churches. A collection was
immediately held, resulting in starting capital
of almost 30,000 Rand. Moreover, far-reaching
decisions were made with regard to the theological
education of elders in the hundreds of black
congregations. The black brothers also made
a considerable contribution to the discussion
on singing psalms and hymns. It would prove
impossible to compel the black communities to
limit their singing to the Book of Psalms in Genevan
melodies! They also clearly contributed to rejecting
the remnants of racism in white churches. In a
rather embarrassing way, such tendencies were
evident in an appeal by one of the churches in the
Pretoria area. Altogether, there were signs of hope
for future development!

On the road to the future

A few more pivotal issues had to be dealt with.
After years of struggle, discussion of women in
office eventually appeared on the agenda. However,
this time the GKSA hope to come to a final decision
with respect to content rather than according to
church order procedures. It was decided to extend
the synod by an extra week of sessions for special
discussion of this matter. It is wise indeed to avoid
time pressure in issues like this. Foreign sister
churches will receive a report in order to elicit their
comments on the material.
Other issues on the agenda were: an excellent
report on the office of elders, the relationship with
the South African government, the situation of the
ecclesiastical Christian schools, internal tensions,
ecumenical contacts, and the calling of the church
in present-day South Africa.
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Harm Veldman on Hendrik de Cock
On Wednesday 9th September 2009, Harm Veldman successfully defended his
doctoral dissertation entitled Hendrik de Cock (1801-1842) op de breuklijnen in
theologie en kerk in Nederland (‘On the cutting edge of theology and church in
the Netherlands’). His supervisor was Prof. Dr M. te Velde.

V
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eldman’s dissertation on Hendrik de Cock (1801-1842)
offers a new and comprehensive overview of De Cock’s
life, thought and work within the Dutch Reformed Church, and
also in the federation of churches resulting from the Secession
of 1834. Apart from the literature, all available archives were
researched. Special study was made of the social status of De
Cock’s fellow-leaders, i.e. ministers, elders and deacons.
The biography starts with the villages where De Cock was born
and raised, Veendam and Wildervank. It deals with his family
and the cultural and the liberal religious atmosphere that he
grew up in, his orthodox Reformed catechism teachers, and the
theological education he received at the Academy of Groningen
from his professors E. Tinga, A. Ypey and H. Muntinghe. It
decribes De Cock’s clash with the theological movement of
‘supranaturalism’ during his first ministerial post at Ulrum,
where he experienced a religious transformation through the
influence of Second Reformation theology, Reformed Pietism,
and by reading Calvin’s Institutes and the Canons of Dort. After
this turning point, De Cock began writing pamphlets in which
he called the Dutch nation and the Dutch Reformed Church to
repentance. In 1833, De Cock was suspended because he had
baptized children outside his own church. The dissertation
shows in detail how the church authorities, as well as the
Government of King Willem I, exclusively focused on aspects
of church order without any empathy for De Cock’s religiously
orthodox motives. On 13 and 14 October 1834, De Cock and his
church in Ulrum seceded from the the Dutch Reformed Church
by declaring the Acte van Afscheiding (‘Act of Secession’).
This heralded a period of great unrest in which De Cock was
imprisoned, secession churches were planted, and a new
federation was set up.
Veldman minutely discusses the many tensions within the new
federation on theological and practical issues, and De Cock’s
policy of what can be described as unity in essentials and
freedom in non-essentials. De Cock also trained around fifty
men for the ministry, including his own son, Helenius. The
dissertation includes a CD with a description of all of De Cock’s
activities in respect of the planting of 87 churches between 1834
and 1841.
Dr Harm Veldman studied History at the University of
Groningen. He wrote several books on church history. After
early retirement as a history teacher, he concentrated on research
into the biography of Hendrik de Cock.
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Of course, the joyful celebration of the 150 years of
history of the GKSA was an important highlight. The
Dutch Christian Reformed minister Dirk Postma,
an immigrant from Friesland in the 19th century,
was the inspiring leader of the ‘Doppers’ when the
GKSA began as an independent denomination.
A reprint of his Diary was presented at synod - a
fine moment. May the Lord give many more such
moments for our sister churches in South Africa!
Life is not easy for them in a country with endless
problems and tensions. They are in need of our
support and our prayers, now and in the future.

Appendix
Article in Beeld, January 11, 2009, by Neels Jackson
During the last few years, the Reformed Churches
in South Africa (GKSA) have often been subjected to
negative criticism from both inside and outside the
church. It concerned never-ending debates about
the use of the chalice or small cups in the Lord’s
Supper; about their reluctance to accept women in
office in the church; and about their quarrels with
regard to the use of the new ‘Afrikaans’ psalmody,
which is used without any scruples in the other
South African churches.
There is one area, however, in which the Doppers
are far ahead of their sister churches – that
is in church unity. Last week, white and black
ministers and elders met together for their synod
in Potchefstroom in a relaxed atmosphere, just
as they had already done in their regional synods
and in their presbyteries. Yes, there were problems
to be solved, such as the choice between the
different languages. But the Doppers did not allow
themselves to be scared off by such matters. They
knew they were doing the right thing. So they made
great efforts to organize translation services.
Of course, the GKSA’s situation is different from
that of the other African churches. There is no
internal difference with regard to the confessional
foundation of the church. Nevertheless, the
Doppers have proved that where there’s a will,
there’s a way. This is to the great credit of the
GKSA. In South Africa, this is a strong witness
that reconciliation is possible – provided men are
prepared to make an effort towards this aim. This
is a message that all, especially the other sister
churches, may take to heart.
n
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M.J. Larson

 Reformed Perspective
A
on Home Visitation

It is important that we as the people of God have a clear understanding
concerning some of the major biblical and Reformed perspectives on
the whole matter of what we often call “home visitation.” The following
discussion presents several aspects of family visitation: its biblical
rationale, its frequency, its types, its purpose and climate, its procedure,
and its nature.

W

e begin by reflecting upon the reasons
why a session engages in the work of
home visitation. Obviously enough,
elders assume this responsibility because such duty
is rooted in the teaching of Scripture. The apostolic
example by itself would be a significant reason
for ministering in the houses of God’s people. Paul
could say this concerning his three-year ministry
in Ephesus: “I kept back nothing that was helpful,
but proclaimed it to you, and taught you publicly
and from house to house” (Acts 20:20). Clearly, in a
ministry modeled after that of the apostles, there
is a place for teaching the saints of God in their
homes. In fact, it is significant to note that James
alludes to the ministry of the church’s elders in
the homes of the people when he says, “Is anyone
among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the
church, and let them pray over him, anointing him
in the name of the Lord” (James 5:14). Surely we
can assume that the sick in many such cases will
receive the ministry of the elders of the church in
their homes. Thus, we can see that at least two
biblical texts (Acts 20:20 and James 5:14) underscore
the legitimacy of home visitation on the part of the
rulers in Christ’s church. But it is also self-evident
that such a ministry is a practical way to implement
the basic purpose for which the Lord gave elders to
his church: “to shepherd the church of God” (Acts
20:28); to “take care of the church” (l Timothy 3:5);
and to “watch out for...souls” (Hebrews 13:17).

Scriptural basis

As we have seen, there is a scriptural basis for the
well established practice of visiting Christ’s people
in their homes. Now what shall we say about
the frequency of such visits? How often shall the
session do this noble work? The Scripture, of course,
n About the author:
Before becoming pastor of the Madison church Orthodox Presbyterian Church, Rev.
Larson served the Orthodox Presbyterian congregation of Hamill, South Dakota.
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provides no explicit mandate. Accordingly, there has
been a considerable range of different practices in
the Reformed community. Most modern writers in
the field of pastoral theology advocate a minimum
of one visit each year. This, indeed, is a realistic
expectation for a session in ordinary circumstances.
Of course, it goes without saying that such visits
must be made with greater frequency in the
presence of greater need. Situations involving
serious illness, grieving widows, etc., will
necessitate more frequent visitation.
We visit because it is biblical. And we visit at
least once a year. Under most circumstances
in a well established local church, the annual
sessional visit may be accomplished in four types
of arrangements. The session may be represented
in its visit by any of the following situations: the
pastor alone, a ruling elder alone, the pastor and a
ruling elder, or two ruling elders.
Why do members of a Presbyterian session - the
pastor and/or elders - take the time and effort to
visit their people? Here we must reflect upon the
purpose and climate of the home visitation. The
objective of such a work is fundamentally twofold: (1) to learn the needs of God’s people; and (2)
to seek to provide the help which they need. The
purpose, here articulated, indicates that the visit
of the sessional representative (be it the pastor
alone, a ruling elder alone, a pastor and a ruling
elder, or two ruling elders) is not a day of gloom and
judgment. Rather, the climate of the visit ought to
be one of love, joy, and hope.
How then does such a visit proceed in its actual
practice? The key term to remember, at this point, is
flexibility. There is not one standard and orthodox
approach when it comes to the procedure of
sessional visitation. Such visits may be more formal
(with the setting up beforehand of an appointment)
or somewhat informal (with the pastor dropping
by unannounced to have a word of prayer at a time
of need). The conversation may progress quite
naturally (handling issues as they spontaneously
arise), or it may proceed by means of questions
and answers (such as, Do you believe that you are
growing spiritually?).
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Nature of visitation

In conclusion, a final word needs to be stated
concerning the nature of elder visitation. First, it
is good to keep before us what such a visit is not.
On the one hand, it is not merely a social visit,
just another opportunity to enjoy the Christian
fellowship of one another. On the other hand,
the coming of the sessional representative(s)
is not the arrival of the Inquisition, which has
the intention of uncovering every secret sin and
heresy for the purpose of measuring out harsh
ecclesiastical discipline. Thus, the elders of Christ’s
church do not come to socialize, and they do not
come bringing condemnation. But it should also be
stated that such visits are not to be construed as
an opportunity for the people of God to whine and
grumble about one to a thousand things that they
do not like. Paul warned the church in Corinth about
the sin of complaining: “Nor let us...murmur, as
some of them also murmured, and were destroyed
by the destroyer” (1 Corinthians 10:8-10).
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If home visitation is not an occasion to socialize,
to punish, or to murmur, what exactly is it, in
terms of its nature? It is clear that Paul viewed it
as an extension of his public ministry of preaching
and teaching the Word of God. The apostle states
that in Ephesus he “taught publicly and from
house to house” (Acts 20:20). It is in response to
the questions which may be raised and the needs
which may surface that the elders of Christ’s church
are able in family visitation to provide teaching,
encouragement, comfort, and exhortation. May the
Holy Spirit be pleased to bless the ministry of the
Word as it goes forth both publicly and from house
to house.
n

n Extracted from

Ordained Servant vol. 4, no. 2 (April 1995). (Ordained
Servant is the Diakonia of the OPC.)
Source: http://www.opc.org/OS/html/V4/2d.html October 19, 2009.
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E.A. de Boer

The inside or the outside?
What distinguishes
a Christian?

Prior to my appointment here, the so-called self-image of the Free
University and this Faculty of Theology came to my attention. The
University had already discarded Abraham Kuyper’s ideal of science
based on ‘Reformed principles’. Now the University calls itself ‘a Christian
institution holding a strong ecumenical position’, and it ‘still retains
its tradition of Christian standards and values’. This tradition is further
specified as ‘Protestant-Christian’. I would like to make a connection with
that self-image in my speech. Is the VU’s self-image vague and minimalist,
or is it deeply rooted and rich in opportunity?

T

he chair to which I have been appointed
aims to ‘promote the study of the history of
the Reformation and spread the knowledge
of this history’. In the Faculty of Theology it can
be found under the research group ‘Dogmatics &
Ecumenics’, and as there is a connection with the
International Reformed Theological Institute, we
may assume that the aim is to spread knowledge of
the Reformation in The Netherlands and abroad
I hope to apply myself to the historical
theological aspect of the 16th century Reformation.
The confessions and catechisms first come to mind
as a source of contemplation and expression of the
doctrine of faith. I therefore chose a passage from
the Belgic Confession that has always appealed
to me: concerning the marks that distinguish a
Christian (or ought to).
By putting it that way, I am cheating a little.
Actually, Article 29 of the Belgic Confession asks
in what way the members of the church can be
recognized. ‘As for those who can belong to the
church, we can recognize them by the distinguishing
marks of Christians’. I call that the human side to
this article. You can speak quite theoretically about
the church, but it is in her members that she takes
real shape. What are these distinguishing marks?
‘faith’ (meaning the content of the Christian faith
as well as the way it forms us).
‘ fleeing from sin and pursuing righteousness, once
we have received the one and only Saviour, Jesus

n About the author:
Erik de Boer teaches Classical languages and Patristics at the Theological University in
Kampen. He is also Professor in the History of the Reformation at the VU University
Amsterdam and Research fellow of Free State University in Bloemfontein, South-Africa.
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Christ’. (It is all about surrendering to the Saviour,
for without Him nothing changes – while, with
Him, there is a great deal to be gained)
‘loving the true God and your neighbour’. (That is
the twofold love-commandment that puts its mark
on life both religiously and ethically).
This is worked out in what follows in the rest of
the passage, with the emphasis on the struggle of
faith against our weakness, and on our fleeing to
Christ. That is how we recognize members of the
churches (bound to these confessions). For these
are the marks of a Christian!
Now, the question may arise whether this is a
presentation of general characteristics that fit all
Christians all over the world. Or is it an image of
the ‘Reformed believer’ of the 16th century? Or an
ideal that should be met by the ‘true’ Christian, not
limited to a certain historical age?
We all like to be specific and use adjectives from
church history to introduce ourselves. If someone
presents himself as ‘Catholic’ or ‘Protestant’, I will
call myself ‘Reformed’, and one will be quick to
specify further: ‘Oh, Reformed liberated’. ‘Now the
cat is out of the bag’, you are probably thinking:
‘weren’t the Reformed Churches (liberated) those
who claimed to be the only true church?’ For that
is, without any cheating, exactly what Article 29 is
about: the marks of the Christian ‘by which those
belonging to the (true) church can be recognized’.

Problem

Let me start by stating that you cannot deny that
together we have a problem with this Article
29. With the ‘one catholic or universal Church,
which is a holy congregation and assembly of true
Christian believers’ (Art. 27). The name of ‘Christian’
is tarnished by our feelings of embarrassment
concerning the true church and our ‘Reformed, ten
times over’.
What about in our day? It may be that my
introducing myself as ‘a Christian’ is not clear at all
to my neighbour in ad 2009. Perhaps we must learn
to express that differently. What image do I want
Muslims to have of me as Christian? And here, at
the Faculty of Theology?
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This contribution is a summary of the inaugural oration held by
Professor Dr E.A. de Boer when accepting the office of professor of
‘History of the Reformation’ at the Free University in Amsterdam [Vrije
Universiteit - hereafter VU] on 26th March 2009. (Subtitle: ‘The human
side to Article 29 of the Belgic Confession in the ´notae christianorum´
as ecclesiological accent between the 1st and the 21st century’)

I would like to take some giant steps back in time
with you: back to the 1st century where we were
first given the name of Christian; to the 4th century
to what is called the corpus christianum, the
Christian society in which church and state mingled
from Saturday to Sunday; to the 16th century
and the varying circumstances of the Reformed
churches; to conclude with the present times, the
21st century, where Christians and churches are
seeking their identity in a secular society.
Name-bearer and name-giver (Greeks and Romans)
Enemy-image and self-image (from Polycarp to
Gregory)
Recognition-image (Calvin)
Church-image (Heinrich Bullinger)
Modest self-image (Gallic and Belgic Confessions)
Office-image (Heidelberg Catechism, Ursinus’
Commentary, Olevanius’ explanation)
Broken image (nota electionis, The Canons of Dort)
Image of a child (Jean Taffin)
Ethics: spirituality inside-out

1. Name-bearer and name-giver

It was in Antioch, Syria, that disciples were first
called Christians (Acts 11:26). Those disciples were
the men and women who accepted Jesus as the
Kurios, their Lord. They did not present themselves
as ‘Christian’ but were called ‘Christian’ by their
fellow-citizens. Barnabas and Saul worked in
the congregation for a year ‘and taught great
numbers of people’. This group stood out among
the people of Antioch, and the members are called
‘Christianoi’. For it is there that the Jewish-Christian
community first came out into the open. Christianoi
does not have an unfriendly ring about it, it simply
refers to followers of Christ (as indeed there were
also ‘Heroodianoi’ or Herodians, cf. Mark 3:6; 12:13).
The tone of the name Christianus (the Latin
expression) in the Roman world is less positive. The
classic authors of the 1st century after the birth of
Christ use the name to identify a group of people,
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usually in the context of an accusation: ‘those who
are accused of being Christians’. Flavius Josephus
writes about Jesus, who won over many Jews and
Greeks: ‘He was the Christos’. And he adds: ‘Even
now the sect of Christians, named after him, has
not disappeared’.
Tertullian (c.150-222) is the first Christian author
to use Latin: he explains that the hated name
Christianus is derived from ‘anointing’ (de unctione).
In the centuries after Christ’s resurrection, the
Christian name is used by ‘the outside’ to label
Christ’s followers, and ultimately it is used as an
accusation. The name was honourably accepted by
Christ’s followers, however, and they did not reject
it under persecution.

2. Enemy-image and self-image

Writings after the New Testament prove
that congregations were not ashamed to be
called christianos. Peter had encouraged the
congregations to take this stand: ‘If you suffer
because you are Christian (hoos christianos) do
not be ashamed but praise God that you bear that
name’ (1 Peter 4:16). In bishop Ignatius’ letters, he
writes that he ‘wishes to be found in the company
of the Christians in Ephesus’, and that ‘it is good
that we are not only called christianous but live it
too’, i.e. following the Christian teaching.
The acts of the martyrs are also an important
source of information. Take for example the case
against Polycarp, who had been appointed bishop
of Smyrna by the Apostle John. Under interrogation
they asked him: ‘what is wrong with calling Caesar
‘Kurios’...in order to be saved?’ When the sentence
was pronounced, a herald called out in the arena
three times: ‘Polycarp himself has confessed that he
is a Christian’.
In the 2nd and 3rd century, the Christian
movement grew and spread through the Roman
Empire. Yet we find no further reflection on the
name Christian. A person becomes part of the
Christian church, the mother of all believers, by
baptism in the name of the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit. With Augustine, for example, we
more often find the name catholici than christiani.
In Augustine’s times, this much had changed:
attention had shifted to the quality of Christian
life. So, for example, he rejected the Donatists’
emphasis on sanctity, in that they would call upon
‘good people’ to ‘take care of their soul and be a
Christian’. What madness! By saying to a Christian
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‘be a Christian’, are you not denying that he is one?
On the other hand, he pointed out the necessity of
true repentance. It is the catholic - in the original
Greek: common - character of the Christian church
that focuses attention to the Christian’s state and
standing.
A century later, Gregory the Great (540-604)
says in a sermon on Luke 9 (‘whoever is ashamed
of My words’) that if the name of Christ were
not so popular, the holy church would not have
as many confessors of His Name. Such a general
confession is not sufficient to prove faith. In ‘proof
of faith’ (probation fidei) we are coming close to the
‘marks of faith’. When public confession of Christ’s
name has become the general opinion, there
may be some who are counted under the name
of Christianity that do not possess the Faith of
Christianity. In times of general social acceptance of
the Christian faith, the question becomes, What is
on the inside? The question is no longer about who
dares to come out and stand up for his faith, but
whether the Christian name comes genuinely from
within, influencing the outside.

3. Recognition-image (Calvin)

Calvin wrote about the church’s appearance and
her marks in his Institutes, in the famous notae
ecclesiae. When we look at Institutes 4.1.8 we see
that it is placed in the context of the doctrine of the
church. He is writing about the visible church. The
necessity of cleaving to the holy Catholic Church and
the Communion of Saints. He does not get stuck in
the contradiction ‘visible-invisible church’, as can
be found with Augustine. In fact, many scholars
have opined that the title above 4.1.7 should read
“The true and visible church”, as opposed to “the
invisible and visible church”. There is a side to the
true church that only God can see, but we should
concern ourselves with the visible. The concluding
sentence of 7 is: Hence, as it is necessary to believe
the invisible Church, which is manifest to the eye
of God only, so we are also enjoined to regard this
Church which is so called with reference to man,
and to cultivate its communion. 8 connects to
that by stating: Accordingly, inasmuch as it was
of importance to us to recognize it, the Lord has
distinguished it by certain marks, and as it were
symbols. The reader, expecting a description of
these marks, must wait until 9. First Calvin expands
on how immensely great God’s knowledge is and
how limited is our understanding. In this setting
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he comes to speak of the members of the church.
Whoever speaks of God’s church speaks of the
members he has met - we do not see the church as
God sees her. By the name of Church is designated
the whole body of mankind scattered throughout
the world, who profess to worship one God and
Christ, who by baptism are initiated into the faith; by
partaking of the Lord’s Supper profess unity in true
doctrine and charity, agree in holding the word of
the Lord, and observe the ministry which Christ has
appointed for the preaching of it. (Inst. 4.1.7)
So the church becomes visible in her members. In
the administering of baptism, the partaking of the
Lord’s Supper, the profession of faith and in the
worship services. Those are the ‘certain marks, and
as it were symbols’.
How then can we recognize the church in
her members? Are they not often sinful and
hypocritical? In Institutes 8, Calvin explains that
we can only recognize them in the following
manner: It is, indeed, the special prerogative of God
to know those who are his, as Paul declares in the
passage already quoted, (2 Tim. 2: 19). Therefore we
should not be too soon to judge, For even those
who seemed most abandoned, and who had been
completely despaired of, are by his goodness recalled
to life, while those who seemed most stable often
fall. The struggle of faith is taking place. Calvin
sees the church on earth as God’s work in progress.
For he knows, and has his mark on those who know
neither him nor themselves. Of those again who
openly bear his badge, his eyes alone see who of
them are unfeignedly holy, and will persevere even
to the end. The message is clear: speak with respect
and great care about the church and her members.
Yet it is possible to say something about the
members of the church. I especially draw your
attention to the following passage: On the other
hand, foreseeing that it was in some degree
expedient for us to know who are to be regarded by
us his sons, he has in this matter accommodated
himself to our capacity. But as here full certainty
was not necessary, he has in its place substituted
the judgment of charity, by which we acknowledge
all as members of the Church who by confession
of faith, regularity of conduct, and participation in
the sacraments, unite with us in acknowledging the
same God and Christ. So the famous marks from the
Institutes 4.1.7. may also be seen as marks of the
members.
What marks are named by Calvin? 1. confession
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of faith, 2. regularity of conduct and 3. participation
of the sacraments. It is an active, searching
recognition, not an objective determination. The
three marks are public, visible matters of Christian
life. Through this the church comes to light. Public
testimony should be lovingly accepted on the
assumption that the hearts of our brothers and
sisters are true because their confession and life do
not show otherwise. The marks correspond with
those of the church in that they hear the Word, use
the sacraments, and are not under church discipline.
And so we are back to Calvin’s goal: knowing and
living in the true church, with her members. God
knows the inside, the hearts of His elected children.
We may expect the outward marks of church life to
be a reflection of the inside of our fellow-believers.

4. Church image (Heinrich Bullinger)

Bullinger names the church’s marks in his first
sermon in the 5th chapter of the Decades, the
Sancta catholica ecclesia. The proclamation of
the true teaching and good supervision of the
sacraments are the so-called externae notae.
Alongside these are the internae notae. What are
the marks of the internal life of the church (and her
members)? Bullinger summarizes it as follows: the
marks of the true and living church of Christ are: the
communion with Christ’s Spirit, sincere faith and
Christian love, without which no one has part of this
spiritual body. In this way one can recognize whether
one is, or is not, a part of this church. In a study of
the Decades, Peter Opitz points out that Bullinger
also discerns between internae and externae notae
ecclesia of the church, although even outward
marks are more than objective phenomena. It is not
just about administration (of the sacraments) but
also about participation. My conclusion is therefore
that the notae internae concern the marks of the
church and have ecclesiological meaning as well
as a pneumatological and Christological aspect.
The marks of the inner life of the church and her
members come together. You know the church by
her life and by her members.

5. M
 odest self-image (Gallic Confession and
Belgic Confession)

Did Calvin and Bullinger’s train of thought find
its way into the Confessions? Art. 27 of the Gallic
Confession begins in the same way as Art. 29 of
the Belgic Confession: we ought to discern very
carefully what is the true church. Yet this confession
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differs from the Belgic in that it deals primarily with
the marks of the church. Although the term ‘marks
of a Christian’ cannot be found, the place and gist
is identical to Calvin’s arguments in Institutes
4.1.7-8. The Belgic confession does use the words
notae fildelium, marks of a believer. The context of
the whole of Art. 29 is clear: as for those who can
belong to the church, we can recognize them by the
distinguishing marks of Christians. After the marks
of the church, it is clearly about the recognition of
the church in her members. ‘Christian’ is used here
as a synonym for church members.
So once again: what are the marks? The three
that Calvin named (confession, Christian life and
partaking of the sacraments) were objectively
determinable outward matters. The Belgic
Confession – taking it a step further than the Gallic
- also names inward matters of faith.
We should take special note here of the address of
this self-image: namely the government, which in
these times supported the Catholic church, as ruled
by Rome, and saw the Protestants as a danger to
the state. How did the members of the Reformed
church wish to make themselves known in the
public domain of the late 16th century? That is the
question, and the answer is: take note of the marks
that characterize them. They are inward matters
that radiate out into the public domain.
1.	Faith, meaning the Christian faith or religion,
no more than accepting the only saviour Jesus
Christ. Faith comes unarmed.
2. 	Living according to the twofold commandment
of love, and struggling against sin, are no danger
to the state, but beneficial to the public order.
3. 	Struggling against weakness, seeking
forgiveness in Christ: we do not look down on
fellow-countrymen of different faith.
The emphasis on the inward in Art. 29 of the Belgic
Confession is directed at a distrusting government,
and against the Anabaptists, and therefore must
not be seen as being in contradiction to Calvin’s
more outward, objective marks of the church.
The Reformed still see the church, not as holy and
infallible in her members, but as a mixed body
(as Augustine did) that takes her place in society,
characterized by the struggle of faith, not by
achieved perfection. Faith and love, spirituality and
ethics are both inside and outside a Christian. You
ought to be able to recognize church members by
it. And in this manner the church is the true church.
The church speaking here is again one that has
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been scattered in a broken corpus christianum. Art.
29c should be positioned historically in the complex
reality of the corpus christianum and the religious
struggle of the16th century.

6. Office-image - Heidelberg Catechism

Lord’s Day 12 also comes to mind when reflecting
upon the marks of a Christian (Q.31: Why is He called
Christ? and Q.32: Why are you called a Christian?).
The name Christ is explained as stemming from
the anointing tradition in Israel. That is the
connecting link between the anointed servants of
God in the OT and the threefold office of Christ:
He is our chief Prophet and Teacher, our only High
Priest and eternal King. Q. 32 mirrors this in saying
that because the church confesses Christ as the
Anointed, the name Christian means that: ‘because
I am a member of Christ by faith, and thus am
partaker of his anointing...’, Christ’s appointment by
the Father and anointing with the Spirit (in baptism)
are reflected in us. And therefore the three offices
of Christ are reflected in the life of a Christian.
They will therefore 1) confess his name; 2) present
themselves as a living sacrifice of thankfulness to
him; and 3) with a free and good conscience fight
against sin and Satan in this life and afterwards
reign with him eternally, over all creatures. Some
later translations even explicitly added ‘as prophet,
priest and king,’ following Ursinus’ teaching on this
point as well as Caspar Olevianus’ explanations in
his book Vester Grundi (1567). He states that Christ
does not keep His office of teacher and prophet
to Himself but shares these gifts with the entire
‘body’. Firstly by equipping His church with teachers,
through which we learn (even if we have no special
office as prophet or teacher) to praise God through
confessing our faith, to teach our household and
build up our neighbour in the service of the Lord.
This description of the name ‘Christian’ in this
meaning of the Christian’s threefold office, is an
emphasis peculiar to the Reformed tradition. Lord’s
Day 12 makes no mention of the recognition of the
church. All emphasis lies on the connection between
Christ and the Christian, the inner life expressing
itself not merely in a Christian lifestyle, but even in
the Christian’s official duties. Following Christ takes
shape in society.

7. Broken image – notae electionis

Calvin thought partly along the lines of the doctrine
of election in his ecclesiology. He brings up the
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marks of a Christian only because the Lord knows
those who are His own. He speaks of the notae of
election. Is there not the danger of people looking
for marks (of election) within themselves?
Calvin speaks of notae electionis or testimonia with
reference to personal assurance of election. God,
who works these marks in us, proclaims in this His
electing love. In 3.21.7 Calvin writes that in regard
to the elect, we regard calling as the evidence
(testimonium) of election, and justification as
another symbol of its manifestation, until it is
fully accomplished by the attainment of glory.
These signs are gifts of God to bring us personal
security and confidence of our election by God.
Even the gifts of the Spirit can be called ‘marks
of the hidden election’. Calling, the gift of
faith, justification through Christ, and a life of
sanctification all are signs or testimonies of God
who is working in us. So the marks of election link
with the marks of a Christian. Personally, children
of God may ascertain God’s work in themselves.
That is why the characteristics mentioned in
the Canons of Dort as marks of conversion are
identical to these. The fruits of election are: true
belief in Christ, child-like adoration of God, grief
over our sins, and hunger and thirst for justice
(Canons of Dort I Art.12) The connection with the
notae ecclesiae is also clear: if Christians use the
means of grace, their faith is strengthened, as
is the comfort of the election (Canons of Dort V
Art.14).
In the Reformed confessions, the aspect of
election is separated from the ecclesiological
aspects - rightly so, in my opinion. The marks of
election concern the believer personally: how he
can be sure of his salvation. With the marks of the
Christian it was about the outward in the church
(following Calvin), about the inner side of the
church (following Bullinger), or about the image
we hope others should have of the church (Belgic
Confession).
Yet Christians very soon adopted the marks (of
election) as their self-image. This shift took place
in the changed situation of persecution. With the
notae electionis, all attention is on the inside. A
possible advantage of this could be a dedication
to the inner side of the church, which also radiates
into the outside. A possible danger, however, is
that personal salvation receives a more central
position than the neighbour, the congregation, and
Christianity.
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8. Image of a child (Jean Taffin)

Jean Taffin (1529-1602) is often named in connection
with the origin of the Belgic Confession. The
remarkable title of his first book is Des marques
des enfants de Dieu (1586) and it is about the
marks of God’s children. I see this work as the first
commentary on Art. 29 of the Belgic Confession.
Taffin’s title is very clear: it refers to the marks that
show us that we are God’s children. He discerns
inward and outward marks or testimonies. Above
all else, the inward are, according to Romans 8:16,
the operations of the Spirit who enables us to be
God’s children. The first mark is the Spirit enabling
us to cry out “Abba, Father”. The second inner mark
is that God’s Spirit is living in us and that we are
children of God. Paul terms it ‘marked in him with
a seal, the promised Holy Spirit’ (Eph 1:13). On the
grounds of Romans 8:29-30, we can say that ‘those
God foreknew’ whom ‘he also predestined to be
conformed to the likeness of his Son’ are children
of God. ‘And those he predestined, he also called;
those he called, he also justified; those he justified,
he also glorified’. Is the fourth mark then knowledge
of election? No, it is belief in the calling and
justification in Christ’s blood (that will lead to glory).
The four inward signs are therefore: the Spirit that
1) teaches us to say Father, 2) reveals God’s love for
us, 3) seals us and acts as security of the promise,
and 4) affirms that we are called and justified by
the blood of Christ. The Spirit reveals the heart of
the Father.
Consequently works, or fruits, of faith may also be
seen as inner signs, enabling us to experience that
we are God’s children.
• The first fruit is peace with God, rest of
conscience, patience and hope in persecution.
• the second fruit is love for God and our
neighbour – proof of God’s love in us: just like
stones that, warmed by the sun, are able to
radiate warmth.
• the third fruit is so-called regeneration or
rebirth. Quoting Taffin: ‘that we fear to anger
God and long to walk in obedience’.
• the fourth fruit is passionate prayer
In short, just as glowing coals prove that there is a
fire, and movement of the body displays life, so the
marks or testimonies are fruits of the Holy Spirit
and of faith and rebirth. “These are trustworthy
testimonies and inner signs that we are children of
God’. Taffin does not leave it at that. He also places
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these marks in an ecclesiological perspective with
a description of the visible and outward signs of
our being God’s children. This consists in the fact
that we are and should show ourselves to be true
members of the church of Christ.
Summarized: Taffin recognizes four inward signs of
the child of God and four fruits of inner faith, fruits
being outward (=visible) signs. Furthermore, he
shows us three characteristics of the true church,
in naming the outward marks of the true church as
well as their influence on her members. Those who
hear and receive the Word of God as members of the
church show that they partake of these goods and
are children of God. The second mark of the church
is use of the sacraments. Baptism and communion
point to our being sons of God (Gal 3:26,27). As third
mark, Taffin names only the name of Jesus Christ.
He concludes from this that it is clear how each
member of the church can and must assure himself
of being a child of God and recognize all other
members of the church also as children of God.’
The thought that it is then possible for one to
regard someone to be a child of God who later
proves to be a hypocrite, is resolutely denied by
Taffin with: such a condition is contradictory to the
love that thinks no evil, believes and hopes all things’
(1 Cor. 13). Those who are members of the church
and do not leave her we must regard as children
of God. Outward signs are therefore: 1) hearing the
proclamation of God’s Word, 2) partaking of the
sacraments, and 3) attending common prayers.
Those who do this must be seen as heirs to eternal
life. That is the eschatological perspective in
which Jean Taffin wrote his first book, aimed at
comforting the faithful in the bitter experience
of persecution. In times of persecution the marks
bring comfort and courage. In times of peace,
introspection can lead to an exclusive position. The
21st century forces Christians to rethink the sound
of the name Christian in the ears of the neighbour
who may only recognize the name of “Christ” as a
swear word.

9. Ethics: spirituality inside out

Toward the end of the 2nd millennium, Christianity
had lost its special position in the West. Although
the Christian church appears to be growing in
Asia, Africa and South America, in The Netherlands
people may be familiar with the word ‘god’, but the
names of God and Jesus Christ do not touch many
of them. In the 21st century the question again
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The tree will be judged by
its fruit, says the Lord…
(Photo P.G.B. de Vries)

arises, as it did in the 1st century post natum Christi,
how we shall be called and what image we have of
ourselves and the others, especially when we take
the many different cultures into consideration.
I would like to conclude my oration with a number
of theses that echo the argument and outline a
research program.
1.	The name ‘Christian’ is fundamentally and
historically indispensable. Possible negative
associations are our own fault or are a result of
the following of Christ. Study of the early church
patriarchs and those of the 16th century (Jean
Taffin) help us to regard persecution as a mark
of the church and possible martyrdom (de Brés)
as a mark of a Christian (Acts 14: 22). Their work
deserves further study.
2.	Even the corpus christianum that started with
emperor Constantine did not display the unity
we would wish. Nicenes and Arians both
claimed catholicity. How can the characteristics
of the church (unity, sanctity, catholicity,
apostolicity) and her marks be connected
together once again? The ecclesiology must
not give in to the divided churches. In a multireligious society, the Christian faith needs to
take shape in a visible church.
3. 	Calvin keeps his notae christianorum close to
the marks of the church. Bullinger even spoke
of internae notae of the church as “the true
image of God’s children”. Is that the same as
what we mean by a) spirituality, and b) ethics?
We have our work cut out with the twofold
commandment of love if that is the image
that Christians wish to display to their fellowcitizens. I would encourage further research
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on how John Calvin and his students became
guides in spirituality.
4. 	It is clear that the doctrine of election also
formed the background to Calvin’s ecclesiology.
I wish to strictly divide the marks of election
from those of the church members. Yet there
is a connection that leads to a more or less
experiential sort of faith and devotion. In the
preparations for the synod in Dort in 20182019 there will be enough opportunity to
discuss (renewal of) the doctrine of election
(predestination doctrine).
5. 	I would also like to study further the Spiritual
gifts, especially in the early Christian church.
Can special charismata also serve as marks
of the church and of Christians? The tree will
be judged by its fruit, says the Lord. But for
charismata the following applies: that the Spirit
‘gives them to each one, just as he determines…’
(1 Cor 12:11). I would like to know what the areas
of tension were in the various periods of culture
in which different spiritual gifts are named, and
in what manner the charismata belong to the
notae ecclesiae or to the marks of the Christian.

Conclusion

This speech could have been simpler, and some
may wish it had been. On 1st January the calendar
distributed by, among others, Open Doors, displayed
the following text:
‘The two marks of a Christian are:
to forgive and be forgiven’.
That needs no lengthy explanation, but I am afraid I
gave one - therefore I thank you for your attention.n
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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