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P.P.H. Waterval

Editorial

Some of us probably did not wink an eye at the first headlines of an
imminent Wall Street crisis. But now that the stock market disease has
infected the real economy, no-one can ignore any longer the worldwide
devastating effects of the lust for money.

T

he apostle Paul expressed a timeless truth
when he wrote: “For the love of money is a
root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for
money, have wandered from the faith and pierced
themselves with many griefs.” (1Timothy 6:10)
“And others too”, we may add, for the griefs must
be particularly hard for the millions in Africa and
elsewhere whose struggle for survival is bound to
become even more acute. The combination of skyrocketing global food prices over the last few years
and the now widely expected cuts on development
aid budgets may well prove to be a silent tsunami
leading to more starvation as well as social unrest
and – in some countries - even war.
In view of the plight of the poorest, it is an outrage
to see how speedily the U.S. and Europe have raised
billions of dollars and euros for faltering banks,
but are lagging far behind when it comes to aid
commitments to poor countries? Major economies
must not be allowed to use the global credit
crunch as an excuse to renege on aid promises to
poor countries. The U.S. Treasury Secretary, Henry
Paulson, has urged the World Bank and IMF to make
every effort to ease the impact of the financial
crisis on poorer countries, because he said: they
ultimately will be affected. We may safely assume
that these important institutions are already
working overtime in tackling this huge problem.
It is also evident that national governments have
woken up to the realization that it is high time to
guarantee a much stricter supervision of financial
institutions. The greed underlying free market
capitalism has shown to be dangerous and its
bankruptcy is simply too shameful to ignore.
Is it not sickening to see how so-called “golden
parachutes” protect business executives that
have miserably failed? I read somewhere that the
chief executive of Washington Mutual (one of
the imploded U.S. banks), received a $19 million
severance package after serving only eighteen days
before the bank collapsed on September 26! That
is the equivalent of $1.12 million for each day he led
the company!
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However, apart from rightfully feeling indignation,
the question is: what can and should we do, as
Christians and churches of the worldwide reformed
family? I strongly believe that, first of all, this is a
time for heart-searching and humbling ourselves
before our Lord, who has warned us not to serve
two masters and store up treasures in the wrong
place. This applies to rich as well as poor Christians
and churches. Greed can trip us all up, although it is
certainly true that the wealthy among us, who have
been entrusted with much, have a much greater
responsibility.
Secondly, I believe that the rich should rise to the
occasion and aid the poor in the body of Christ.
Let the rich offer help and let the poor ask for
it. There is great spiritual reward in using our
ecumenical relations to help one another in times
of need. The apostle Paul experienced great joy in
collecting money for his poor brothers and sisters in
Jerusalem. By working hard himself as a tentmaker
and helping the weak, he tasted the truth of Jesus’
words “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”
(Acts 20:35)
Finally, we should try to use our own influence
wherever we can to promote local and global
justice. Let us speak up for the poorest in the realm
of the media, business and politics. Some of us have
high positions or know people up there who can
really make a difference. May the Lord bless us as
we serve Him.
As was promised earlier, this third issue of Lux
Mundi offers, among other interesting things, some
insightful articles on decisions taken at the General
Synod of Zwolle-Zuid of the Reformed Churches in
the Netherlands, which ended on Friday 10 October.
This is my first editorial as the new editor-in-chief
of Lux Mundi. I have the honour of succeeding
Ruud ter Beek. Of course, it will be impossible to
replace his inimitable way of doing things. I will
have to do it my way. I speak on behalf of the other
editors – and I’m sure also on behalf of you, our
readers – when I thank Ruud very much indeed for
all his work as editor-in-chief and author of many
articles. We wish him God’s rich blessing for the
future.
n
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M. Chacko

Equipping for Ministry   (II)
Characteristics for Ministry
Training in the Asian Context

This article is based on a paper I presented at the Asia-Pacific Regional
Conference of the International Conference of Reformed Churches, Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia in January, 2008. In the first instalment of this article,
published in the previous Lux Mundi, we reflected on our Asian context:
what are the particularities of the context in which we minister and for
which we are called to equip leaders. We also examined the nature of
ministry in Asia given the tension between the context within which we
labour and biblical teaching.

I

n this second instalment we ask what are
or ought to be the unique characteristics of
ministry training in response to our context,
and on the basis of our identity as Reformed
Christians. The question is: how are we to equip
people for ministry? Here again, our attempt will be
to take into account both biblical priorities as well
as contextual particularities.

III. Seven characteristics
A. Equipping the Whole People of God.

If ministry belongs to the people of God (the laos
from which the term ‘laity’ is derived), as was
demonstrated earlier, then it is necessary that
training for ministry should aim at equipping all the
people of God. Of course, it should not be thought
that formal theological education is the only valid
form of training people for ministry. In fact, it may
be assumed that in every congregation some facility
exists by way of church education programmes
to train people. The quality of these will vary from
congregation to congregation.
But something less ad hoc is desirable for more
effective ministry. It is a positive thing that
theological institutions themselves have awakened

The topic assigned to me is sufficiently broad and vague enough
to allow me to explore it from various angles. I have developed this paper,
for the most part, as a practical reflection rather than as a theoretical
research paper. Some of these reflections are based on my experience as a
theological educator and administrator in India for over twenty years.
Further, I had the privilege of giving leadership to the work of the Asia
Theological Association (ATA) as the Chairman of its India chapter for
several years.

to this need. Traditionally, theological institutions,
following patterns borrowed from the West, have
concentrated on professional training rather
than lay training. However, as lay involvement
in ministry increases, this pattern has to change.
According to Derek Tan, “institutions that have
a ‘full-time calling’ tag for admission portray
themselves as elitist clubs in catering to a selected
few and not the whole.”1
It is my observation that in Asia as well as in the
West, more and more theological institutions have
begun to recognise the need for equipping the laity.
Many institutions have evening classes that seek
to equip people in ministries that are traditionally
reserved for the laity. These include children’s
educational ministries, youth ministries, etc. Often
with a minimum of biblical-theological content
free of theological jargon, these courses aim at
producing lay practitioners rather than professional
scholars. Not only the content but also the time of
instruction is adjusted to suit those whose day-today occupation lies outside the church.2
Alternative models of theological education have
emerged in response to the perceived deficiencies
of the traditional model. Ivan Satyavrta remarks
that the church in India has become “disillusioned
with traditional residential institution-based
methods” and is looking to other non-formal and
informal training programmes.3 Dissatisfaction
with traditional theological institutions is a
recurring theme in discussions on theological
education. There is a perception that seminaries are
not training effective leaders for ministry. Instead
of nurturing students for ministry, it is felt that
the heavy academic load and critical approach of
these institutions destroys the spiritual vitality and
enthusiasm brought by entering students.4

n
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The recognition that theological education need
not conform to a set pattern is one of the most
refreshing developments in the field.
Programmes that seek to equip the laity are being
actively pursued by various agencies. Extension
courses are prospering all over the world. The
54

TAFTEE (The Association for Theological Education
by Extension) programme in India is a case in
point. TAFTEE has revolutionised lay training (and
also is involved in training of professionals). Peter
Pothan defines TEE as “a movement … intended to
theologically train all the people of God for ministry
in the church and the world.”5 He asserts, “we
should believe that all God’s people are called to
minister and therefore be involved in training them
to discover their gifts and use them in ministry.
This is not training for an elite few, for a minuscule
leadership, but for all members of the church.”6 He
sees the “broadening” of the traditional concept of
ministry as “the most valuable contribution TAFTEE
can make in India.”7

B. Ministry-Oriented.

Theological education in what is called the
University Model is still the favoured one in Asia
as it is all over the world. In this model, theological
education is by and large still measured by criteria
heavily favouring academic performance and
intellectual gain. This bias is due to at least two
factors. One is the intellectual model of ministry
training inherited from the West (especially in
the Reformed tradition) where the emphasis
has been on knowing the right theology, based
on the assumption that right knowledge will
automatically produce good ministers. The second
factor contributing to this intellectual bias is the
popular understanding of education in Asia as
primarily book knowledge. Rote knowledge of
a certain amount of facts usually acquired just
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before the exam season is sufficient to consider a
person educated. Character formation, aptitude,
skills, interest in the subject, etc. were either never
measured or not given much weight. Even practical
lessons and examinations linked with subjects such
as science were often considered irrelevant to life.
Degrees, rather than the ability to apply knowledge,
were considered the mark of education, and formed
the stepping stones for “higher education.”
Theological training in Asia must intentionally
make equipping for ministry its main concern.
Academic preparation is only part of this equipping.
It cannot be denied that there is a decidedly
scholastic leaning in our programmes. In effect,
producing mini-scholars becomes the hidden
agenda of the institutions and the mark of their
success and respectability. Teachers themselves
encourage this tendency. The assignments required
promote analytical thinking rather than reflective
thinking. Cognitive knowledge is emphasised
and measured (valued) more than experiential or
practical knowledge. The results of this misguided
emphasis are obvious. Graduates of theological
institutions are often unable to handle real
ministry situations in the field. Too many – even
those who are particularly gifted for an academic
career – see more and higher degrees as the
standard of success. Sometimes engagement in
ministry is undertaken only to fulfil the admission
requirements for the next degree programme.
There must be a deliberate turning to personal and
ministerial formation in the programmes offered.
Such a shift or change of course will not come easily.
The ministry implications of each subject – not just
the practical ones – must be explored. Assignments
given must help them to become familiar with
contextual ministry issues, and in a format suitable
to ministry needs. For example, assignments for
biblical and theological subjects could include
sermon writing rather than research papers. Case
studies where theological reflection and application
have to be employed are useful in reinforcing truths
learned in a practical manner. The relevance of
theological learning to ministry must be immediately
evident to the student so that he is able to integrate
classroom learning with field realities.

C. Strong biblical-theological content.

There is often a misunderstanding that biblical or
55

theological subjects are not very relevant to ministry.
Or that the theological curriculum ought to be
watered down considerably in order to bring out the
ministry emphasis in training. Japanese theologian
Akio Hashimoto observes that the length of time for
theological training is getting shorter and shorter,
and the training itself is getting more and more
“practically” oriented. As a result, he says, “many
seminaries and theological faculties nowadays are
content with a rudimental level knowledge of the
[biblical] languages – that is, if they do not discard
them altogether.”8 What is true of languages can
equally be true of studies in systematic theology,
for instance. It is my observation that in many
institutions in India, courses in theology, especially
systematic theology, have been reduced to the very
minimum. This is a mistake. Training for ministry is
not just about imparting some skills or techniques.
Without theological foundations, ministry will
deteriorate to human opinions and ideas. Carver Yu
correctly points out the lack of theological depth in
favour of pragmatic programmes: “The church, the
modern evangelical church in particular, has become
a mere ensemble of ministries driven by strategies
for growth.”9

D. Responsive to the church

There is a strong sense among evangelical
institutions that ministry training must be churchoriented. The second of the values noted by the
ICAA Manifesto is titled “Churchward Orientation”,
and may be quoted here: “Our programs of
theological education must orient themselves
pervasively in terms of the Christian community
being served. … At every level of design and
operation our programs must be visibly determined
by a close attentiveness to the needs and
expectations of the Christian community we serve.
To this end we must establish multiple modes of
ongoing contact and interaction between program
and church, both at official and at grassroots levels,
and regularly adjust and develop the program in
light of these contacts. Our theological programs
must become manifestly of the church, through the
church, and for the church.”10
“It is generally recognised,” says Brian Wintle,
Secretary of the Asia Theological Association
(India), “that there is need for closer co-operation
between Church and Institution in the design and
implementation of theological curricula.”11
This need for church orientation in theological
education is acknowledged also by mainline

LuxMundi

September 2008

churches and theological institutions in India.12
A Consultation of mainline church leaders and
theological educators, held under the auspices of
the National Council of Churches of India (NCCI)
in August 2002, complained that “participation
of the Churches in the Serampore System [the
Senate of Serampore College] is minimal,” and
strongly recommended a greater role for churches
in the administration of theological education. It
categorically stated that “the present theological
system is not adequately catering to the needs of
the Churches.”13
There are several reasons for this call for church
orientation of theological education. For too long
churches and theological institutions have been
going their independent and separate ways. As a
result, there is a chasm between the two. Churches
complain that theological institutions are not
training candidates for ministry, while theological
educators see churches as too outdated and
traditional. Theological institutions need to listen
to the church, it is felt, because the church provides
the primary “market” for their “products.” A large
number of theological graduates find their vocation
in the context of the institutional church. Secondly,
in this call for closer co-operation between the
two entities can also be heard a desire to check
the tendency of theological graduates abandoning
church ministries for more lucrative positions in
para-church or transdenominational agencies. Many
of these agencies have no local roots or controls.
Their agenda is set from abroad, and foreign (mostly
western) personnel and financial resources control
their administration. That is to say, their theology of
ministry is far from contextual.
From a reformed point of view, this emphasis on the
church in theological education is a very welcome
one. In fact, it is worth noting that it is not only
the theological institutions that are to blame. It
has been my experience in India that churches are
only marginally involved in the recruitment, care
and development of the student. The tendency is
to leave everything in the hands of the Seminary.
The tragic fact is that sometimes it is impossible
even to get an objective evaluation of an applicant
from local pastors. This situation must change if
we are to equip people for ministry in the church.
Carver Yu very correctly observes: “…[T]he church no
longer as before covetously guards her authority to
nurture, call and prepare lay persons for ministry;
instead she expects seminaries to train leaders
for her consumption without selecting the best
56

from her congregation to be sent to seminaries
for equipment. … The church sees herself more as
an employer rather than as a gardener for whom
the seminary is her seedbed to grow leaders for
ministry.”14
Without doubt there is a great need for
co-operation between churches and theological
institutions in equipping people for ministry.

E. Missional.

It was noted earlier that the Asian context is one of
religious pluralism. Revival of traditional religions
or the growth of religious fundamentalism has
made it impossible for Christians to forget that we
minister at the cutting edge. In one sense, rise of
militancy has brought the issues in mission to sharp
focus. It has now become impossible to ignore the
confrontation between Christian faith and other
faiths.
Too much or the wrong kind of emphasis on
church-orientation (as discussed above) can be
dangerous. Church orientation may easily turn
into an unhealthy church-centredness. Many
traditional churches have no concept of mission
to speak of, and they exist only for communal
or similar interests. Following the lead of such
churches, training for ministry can simply become
maintenance-oriented rather than missionoriented; the emphasis will be on maintaining the
status quo.

F. Concern for the Kingdom of God.

I have isolated this from the concern for the church
and mission in order to highlight it. Here we want
to affirm a Reformed emphasis, and indeed a
biblical concern, that ultimately we are called to
proclaim the Kingdom of God even as the Lord
Jesus did. We strongly believe in the sovereignty
of God over all things, and this truth must be
reflected in our ministry. The danger exists that
ministry is made too church-oriented. In fact,
even our understanding of mission is truncated.
Most evangelical churches have only a narrow
understanding of mission, defined primarily in
terms of evangelism and church planting. J. Jeyaraj,
an experienced theological educator in India,
states the problem succinctly. Talking to a group of
theological educators, he says: “One major problem
with many of us is [that we think] theological
training is only to work in the churches. We have
a limited understanding of God’s mission. We are
satisfied with producing ‘pujarees’ [priests] to
conduct the worship lively, pray and counsel the
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congregations and plant churches. We need to
raise the important question – What is the mission
of the church? Should the church be satisfied with
worship services, prayer meetings, orphanages
and evangelistic campaigns? Is she not called to
establish justice, welfare, and peace?”15
Issues of justice and righteousness are not part
of a liberal agenda to subvert the church as some
evangelicals fear. These issues are at the heart
of Christ’s mission. A pastor who neglects justice
issues in his congregation, or he simply advises that
people should only and always bear injustice, is not
biblically equipped for ministry.
Yet the question remains whether this is rightfully
the place of theological education. More
theologically liberal institutions emphasise this
aspect routinely, and at times in an unbalanced
way. It is encouraging that some evangelical
institutions have gone beyond the traditional role
of theological institutions to equip especially the
laity such as businessmen, administrators and other
Christian professionals with an understanding
of Christian vocation. This innovation is to be
welcomed. However, a question may be raised
whether the already crowded theological schools
can accommodate another stream.

G. Proclaim Grace.

To proclaim the gospel, whether to a Christian
congregation or to those outside the church is to
proclaim grace. Yet, equipping people for this task
is not an easy one. This is partly because of the
particularities of our context as we discussed them
earlier. Asian cultures, with their strong emphasis
on filial duty, caste dharma, authoritarian discipline,
and a strong sense of loyalty to one’s own group
all stand in the way of experiencing, practising and
preaching grace. In our preaching, we find it easier
to lay down the law (literally) than to motivate
people to live in grace. Theological students and
communities must be encouraged to exercise
responsible freedom than to conform to a set of
rules and regulations out of fear of punishment. But
this a step that cannot be compromised.
n
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R.C. Janssen

From late April to early October this year the Gereformeerde Kerken in
Nederland (GKN) assembled in a general synod in the city of Zwolle, in the
congregation of Zwolle-Zuid to be precise. A building well-known to some
readers of Lux Mundi, since this was also the venue of the International
Conference of Reformed Churches in 1993.

A

ll sorts of issues were dealt with by this
synod. In what follows a brief overview is
given of decisions that have been taken
with respect to two issues that have drawn the
attention of churches outside The Netherlands
and received special attention during the Foreign
Delegates’ Week.

Men/Women in the Church

In 2005 the GKN appointed a study committee to
investigate which questions with respect to the role
of women in the church require study. One impetus
for this investigation is interchurch discussions
with the Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken (NGK)
and the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken (CGKN).
The former adopted a report in 2004 allowing
women to serve not only as deacons but also as
elders and ministers in the churches. The latter
had already received two study reports in 1998. The
CGKN decided not to allow women to serve in the
offices and did give guidelines as to how ministry by
women in local churches might be more structured.
A second impetus comes from twenty-first-century
Dutch society. Is the church up-to-date if it does not
allow women to serve in the offices, when women
fulfil all sorts of leadership roles in society? Would
the church be unfaithful to Scripture if women
were allowed to serve in the offices?
GS Zwolle-Zuid 2008 received a lengthy report from
the study committee. It included an overview of
representative literature on the issue, of positions
held by various other churches, and the conclusions
of a poll taken within a representative group of
people within the churches to see what lives among
the church membership.
n about the author
Rev. R. C. (Karlo) Janssen is minister of the Reformed Church in Hoek and served up until
this synod as general secretary of the Committee on Relations witch churches Abroad of
the Gereformeerde Kerken in The Netherlands.
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Other submissions to the synod were letters from
four local churches and six letters from individual
members of the GKN. A twelfth submission came
from deputies BBK, pointing out
1. that the OPC has position papers on this issue and
2. that it will be necessary to discuss this issue also
with sister churches outside The Netherlands
before decisions are taken in the future.
3. During the “foreign delegates week” it became
evident how important this issue is to Christ’s
churches elsewhere.
The general synod received the report and
expressed its thanks to the deputies for the work
they had done. In doing so it noted that certain
criticism of the poll was in error. Synod declared
deputies have sufficiently made clear that the
empirical research has proven a useful instrument in
coming to understand the issues that live; this does
not yet make the empirical research a norm that
would then form the basis for future decisions.
In line with the report general synod has
decided to follow a three-track approach to the
issue. Track 1 consists of academic study of the
issue. Track 2 consists of stimulating awareness
and study within the churches. Track 3 consists
of having a committee draft decisions of a more
practical nature for the short term.
The academic study (track 1) has been given in
hands of the Theological University in Kampen. (The
TU is an accredited academic institution run and
owned by the GKN. Its board of governors form a
committee under the oversight of general synods.)
To make sure that this academic study does not
loose touch with the grassroots a “sounding
board” of people consisting of the new deputies
Men/Women in The Church and several other
representative persons will be formed.
The stimulation of awareness and study in the
churches (track 2) and the drafting of short term
decisions of a more practical nature (track 3) have
been entrusted to newly appointed deputies Men/
Women in the Church.
With respect to track 3 synod has asked the
committee to look specifically at the following issues:
a. within which frameworks may men and women
fulfil diaconal tasks? What does this mean for
59

From late April to early
October this year the
Gereformeerde Kerken
in Nederland (GKN)
assembled in a general
synod…(photo P.G.B. de
Vries)

the activities that currently belong to the office
of deacon? What does the answer to these
questions mean for the current practice of the
office of deacon?
b. what role may women fulfil in a worship service
(liturgy, prayer, reading)
c. within which frameworks may men and women
fulfil pastoral tasks? What does this mean for
the activities that currently belong to the office
of ministers and elders?
d. is it possible in a practical way to disconnect the
issue of allowing women to serve in the office
of deacons from the issue of allowing women to
serve in the office of elders and ministers?
In seeking answers to these questions the
committee has been mandated to consider the
following:
a. is there a sound line of argument that is
sufficiently supported to be able to take

decisions with respect to these issues?
b. t o what extent do the churches need to decide
on these issue together? Is it possible to leave
each free in this? Are guidelines desirable, if so,
which?
c. what are possible implications for the practice
of church life and society: which consequences
or further effects will the results of (b) have, and
how should this be dealt with?
d. at what point is it wise or even necessary in
view of existing agreements to enter into
discussions on this with churches in and outside
The Netherlands with which we have contact?
In the grounds for this second set of four questions
the synod indicates that not only should a line
of argument be Biblical, it must also enjoy broad
support if the peace in the churches is to be served.
The synod also explicitly acknowledged that the
adopted rules for sisterchurch relationships require

The general synod received
the report and expressed
its thanks to the deputies
for the work they had
done…
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)
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The chairman of the
committee for church
unity, Rev. H. Hoksbergen,
defended the proposals
of the majority report.
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

that, on this issue, the sister churches be involved in
reflection.
In short, the Theological University has been
mandated to look at the issue from an academic
perspective, the committee Men and Women in
the Church will stimulate awareness and study
within the churches, and the same committee will
look at some more practical questions that require
attention in the short term. Stated negatively, the
GKN have not yet taken a position on the issue and
have not changed their current practice in any way.
Solid, thorough study is considered absolutely
mandatory. This is so, not only because the GKN
want to be faithful to the teachings of Scripture. It
is also because the GKN criticism of the NGK is that
the NGK has opened all offices to women on the
basis of an unconvincing hermeneutics and, it would
seem, at the expense of the exegesis of Scripture.

The GKN and NGK

During the late 1960s a breach in the GKN led
to the formation of what eventually became the
Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken (NGK). The issues
in this breach were matters such as confessional
subscription, appreciation for the Liberation, and
congregational over against presbyterial-synodal
church polity. The GKN and NGK have been involved
in discussions for some time now to see if reunion

Between the general synods of 2005 and 2008
deputies Church Unity of the GKN have held
discussions with their counterparts of the NGK.
This has resulted in a statement entitled “Where
are we now?” on various issues, especially the
issue of confessional subscription. While both the
GKN have an encoded practice on confessional
subscription, the GKN enforce their code while
the NGK does not. Thus every GKN must use a
certain form for subscription while an NGK is free
to regulate subscription as it sees fit. On this issue
deputies Church Unity submitted a majority and
minority report to the general synod. The majority
of deputies felt the statement offered sufficient
warrant to enter a new phase in the discussions:
namely of starting discussions on working
towards church unity. The minority of deputies
felt the statement painted a too rosy picture, they
suggested that discussions should remain in the
investigative phase.
One issue at the general synod was the precise
character of the statement. It had received the
characterisation of a balans, which for some
meant it was a “milestone” while others saw it as
a mere “stock take”. Cued thereto by the English
term “interim statement” used during the Foreign
Delegates week the statement is referred to in
the decisions of general synod as a tussenbalans, a
“stock take”.
General synod received the statement with thanks.
Synod founded this decision on the following
ground: deputies have executed the decisions of the
synods named to have discussion on confessional
subscription, and done so in a way that makes one
grateful, even though these discussions have not yet
come to completion. There remain questions with
the GKN regarding the NGK practice of confessional
subscription.

Rev. G. Zomer defended
the proposals of the
minority report. (photo
P.G.B. de Vries)
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is possible. Both the GKN and NGK also have
such discussions with the CGKN. The relationship
between the GKN and CGKN is one of hearty
recognition, the relationships GKN-NGK and CGKNNGK are both somewhat restrained. While the GKN
and CGKN recognize much good within the NGK,
there are grave concerns about their adherence to
Reformed doctrine and polity. To these concerns
have been added the NGK decision in 2004 that
women may serve in the office of elder and minister.
Both the CGKN and GKN are afraid that the NGK uses
hermeneutics to undermine and sideline exegesis on
the issue of the role of women in the church.
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The decision adopted by
synod was drafted by the
committee Overijssel,
chaired by Rev. J. W. van
der Jagt.
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

The National Meeting of the NGK held in 2007
called upon all local NGK churches to subscribe the
confessions by means of the adopted form. The
general synod of the GKN was grateful for this.
However, the GKN noted that it remains unclear
what the force of this call is. After all, the Accord
for Ecclesiastical Fellowship (the NGK book of
church government) serves as a guideline, not as a
law book.
The GKN also continue to be concerned about the
fact that within the NGK many distinguish between
“Christ as the foundation” and “matters in the
confessions” which do not affect this foundation.
The GKN consider the confessions in all articles and
points of doctrine to affect the foundation Christ.
The concerns of the GKN also relate to the 2004
decision of the NGK to allow women to serve in
the office of elder and minister. General synod
was convinced that there is now more clarity on
how the NGK deal with the issues of exegesis and
hermeneutics. However, the responses of the NGK
have not satisfactorily answered all the questions
that were raised at the GKN synod of 2005.

In closing

The GKN take their calling to maintain all that
Christ has taught very seriously. On the one hand it
means holding fast the faith once for all delivered
to the saints. The church may teach no more and no
less than what Scripture teaches; the church may
certainly not contradict what Scripture teaches.
On the other hand the church may not bind the
consciences. All those who are truly children of God
must find room in Christ’s church to experience and
confess their faith.
The GKN bear the scars of many struggles over
doctrine. In 1834 and 1886 the forefathers of the
GKN sought faithfulness to the reformed heritage.
In 1944 the GKN liberated themselves from unduly
binding doctrinal statements. In 1967 the GKN stuck
by their confessional and church political heritage.
In 2003 the GKN refused to fall into the trap of
confessionalism. The GKN pray that the Lord of the
church will help the GKN sail between the Scylla of
liberalism and the Charabdis of confessionalism.
The decisions with respect to Men and Women in
the Church and the talks with the NGK outline how
the GKN seek to fulfil their calling.
n

The chairman of the
committee for Contact
and Dialogue of the NGK,
Mr. A. de Boer, addressed
the synod.
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)
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Hence newly appointed deputies Church Unity have
been mandated to discuss the following issues with
their NGK counterparts:
a. the different ways int which confessional
subscription is dealt with in church practice
within the GKN and NGK;
b. the different ways in which concrete and
continual deviation from the confession is dealt
with in church practice within the GKN and NGK;
c. the issue of women in office and the fact that
sisters of the congregation have been allowed
to serve in the offices by the NGK.
d. The grounds for this mandate indicate that
there is sufficient reason to trust one another
and that discussions are indeed worthwhile,
possibly leading into future discussions
focused on organizational union. With respect
to women in office the synod noted in a
ground that it would not be wise to intensify
discussions on this point while the GKN itself is
formulating its position on this issue.
In short, general synod opted neither for the
majority nor the minority report, but took a middle
road. While there is more clarity on certain issues,
contact between the GKN and NGK continues to be
of an investigative nature.
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D. Griffioen

 hristian Mission and
C
world religions

In the fourth chapter, I turn to the missionary theology and theology of
religion of J.E. Lesslie Newbigin (1909-1998), who was active for many years
in southern India, first as a missionary and later as a bishop of the Church
of South India.

A

fter that he served as general secretary
of the International Missionary Council
(1959-1965) and was Bishop of Madras
in the Church of South India (1965-1974). After
his retirement he taught missiology, ecumenics
and Hinduism in Birmingham and served the
United Reformed Church congregation in Winson
Green, Birmingham for eight years. From 1988 to
1992 he was active in the Gospel and Our Culture
Movement and until his death he continued to
give lectures and write articles. During his time in
India, the prevailing question was ‘Why missions?’
After 1974 another problem arose: what can we
believe and why? The significance of Newbigin
lies, for the first period, in the area of missions and
Bible study. As a missiologist and ecumenicalist,
he had great significance for the promotion of
missions, especially the ‘mission to the West’.
As a historical theologian, he was influenced by
Augustine’s linear view of history. His criticism
of Western culture incorporates an original
view of the roots of (post)modern society in the
Enlightenment. From Peter Berger he borrowed
the term ‘plausibility structure’ to explain the
pluralism of religious society. Newbigin’s analysis
of the value of knowledge, including scientific
knowledge, since the Enlightenment is not
easy to follow without referring to M. Polanyi’s
‘Post-Critical Philosophy’. He concluded that all
knowledge is personal knowledge. All knowledge
functions within a framework of belief (‘fiduciary
framework’). Incidentally, the thought of Peter
Berger and Alasdair MacIntyre was important for
Newbigin’s analysis of truth in modern culture.
Newbigin’s apologetics have an epistemological
n about the author
Rev. Dirk Griffioen (1947) used to be a Religious Education teacher. He studied theology at
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and sometimes even a philosophical character,
turning on the question of what we can know and
who or what has authority.

Revelation of God

Newbigin’s missiology is based on the gospel
as the revelation of God. In his Bible studies he
explains how he reads and exposes the Word of
God. His systematic elaboration of missiological
themes in his book The Open Secret did not appear
until he was seventy years old. The obviousness of
missions is a common thread running through all
his publications. He bases missions in the Missio
Dei, which must be understood Christologically (cf.
Kraemer). His Christology can be summed up in the
expression ‘the total fact of Christ’. He was always
devoted to church missions. Missions belong to the
being, not just the well-being, of the church, and
the church is not a function of missions (versus J.C.
Hoekendijk). The missionary duty of the church can
only be fulfilled if the church is aware of the validity
of the Great Commission and is filled with the
Spirit. The commission to make the gospel known
to everyone implies the call to faith and repentance
as the purpose of missions.
Newbigin regarded a dialogical encounter with
adherents of other religions primarily as a means to
obtain knowledge and insight into the beliefs of the
other person. In 1977, he described the foundations

On 12th October 2007 rev. Dirk Griffioen
received his doctorate at the University of
Utrecht for his thesis Christelijke zending en
wereldgodsdiensten. De godsdiensttheologie
van Gustav Warneck, Hendrik Kraemer en J.E.
Lesslie Newbigin in context (Christian Mission
and world religions. The theology of religion of
Gustav Warneck, Hendrik Kraemer en J.E. Lesslie
Newbigin in context).
As the editors of Lux Mundi consider this
study of international importance, the English
summary will be published in two parts. Rev.
Griffioen is currently looking for funds to cover
the cost of translating his thesis into English. If
you think you could be of help, please contact
the author: reinadirk.47@hetnet.nl.
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and conditions for an encounter with adherents of
other religions. The four forms of dialogue which
Newbigin describes are: (a) the inter-religious
dialogue to become acquainted with the other’s
beliefs; this form has no value as a missions
method; (b) the Socratic dialogue, which is intended
explicitly to bring to light presuppositions, but is
not suitable for inter-religious dialogue; (c) the
inter-religious dialogue to promote national unity;
the truth of the gospel can become subordinate to
political and social goals; and (d) dialoguing on the
basis of one’s own beliefs: the gospel has definitive
authority and cannot be replaced by anything else.
In contrast to Kraemer, Newbigin believed that the
person of the missionary was not the sole point
of contact in the missionary encounter. Points of
contact can be found in the religious notions of the
adherents of the other religion itself for missionary
work as a call to faith and repentance. The Bible
as book of revelation is the authoritative record
of God’s actions, which was given to the church
and must be explained and applied. Newbigin’s
hermeneutic was inspired by George Lindbeck’s
‘cultural-linguistic’ manner of understanding
Scripture: the Bible is not a means by which we look
at the world, but a lens through which we look at
the world and understand it.

Finality of Christ

The focus of Newbigin’s thinking is the finality of
Christ. He used different words for this concept:
‘decisiveness’, ‘centrality’, and ‘absoluteness’,
because Christ is the decisive factor in history and
religion. The church has the duty to bear witness
to this. Like Kraemer, Newbigin rejects every claim
of absoluteness made by historical Christianity. In
conversations with Konrad Raiser, Philip Potter and
others, he firmly maintained the finality of Christ.
Newbigin understood the relationship between
the religiosity of peoples and divine revelation in
terms of continuity and discontinuity, but not in
an absolute sense as Kraemer did. ‘Fulfilment’ and
‘preparation’ assume continuity between revelation
and the non-Christian religions, but it is impossible
to identify what precisely has been revealed. He
approached the question of universality of salvation
not through soteriology, but from the perspective
of missiology.
Newbigin’s Biblical-kerygmatic perspective defines
his view on universalism, which is focused on
the entire creation and is non-mathematical.
The question of who will ultimately be saved is
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an ‘impenetrable mystery’. In his soteriology and
Christology it is clear that people can reject the
salvation offered to them in unbelief and seek
salvation outside of Christ, who is the only Saviour.
During the re-thinking of Tambaram in 1988,
Newbigin became the self-appointed guardian
of Kraemer’s legacy. On different occasions he
analysed the deep contrast between Hocking and
Kraemer. In a cross-discussion between Hocking,
Hogg and Kraemer on the one side and Jathanna
and Badrinath on the other, he carefully chose his
position in keeping with Kraemer. Newbigin briefly
entered into discussion with pluralists like John
Hick, Paul F. Knitter, W. Cantwell Smith, S. Samartha
and others. He subjected pluralism to a penetrating
analysis and developed the typology of Race into
a perfected model. He distinguished between: (1)
the exclusivist position; (2) the confirmation of
pluralism; (3) the temporal religious pluralism; (4)
‘anonymous Christianity’; (5) the ‘Christ principle’;
and (6) ‘Biblical realism’. In his further discussion
he subjects the historical-cultural approach of
G. Kaufman, Hick and L. Gilkey to investigation,
along with the ‘theological-mystical’ distinction
of Cantwell Smith, S. Samartha, R. Panikkar and
Seiichi Yagi, and the ‘ethico-practical’ approach of
R. Radford Ruether, M.Hewitt Suchochi, A. Pieris and
Paul F. Knitter. On epistemological, political and
cultural, psychological and theological grounds he
rejects this position as untenable.
Symposium
The symposium ‘After Newbigin’ in 1998 showed
that apart from followers, Newbigin also had critics
who worked from an entirely different model of
understanding the theology of religion. Newbigin’s
followers included Hunsberger and thinkers in
The Gospel in Our Culture Network. Newbigin’s
friend Lamin Sanneh criticised his view of the
gospel and Western culture, but agreed with him
in his application of the criterion of revelation.
Newbigin expressed fundamental criticism of the
postmodern West and Enlightenment thinking.
However, according to Sanneh Newbigin’s criticism
was not exclusively founded on Biblical thinking,
but based completely on the assumptions of
the Enlightenment itself. This prevented him
from penetrating to the deepest core of Western
thinking and culture.
The significance of Newbigin’s thinking lies in
his efforts to use his missiology and theology of
religion to proclaim the gospel as a public truth
64

the relationship between natural theology and
the history of religions, the presence of divine
revelation in the religions, the degree of acceptance
of mutual influence in religions, and the ‘points of
contact’.

Bishop JE Lesslie Newbigin

for everyone. Along with this goes the obviousness
of bringing the gospel to the West, because the
revelation of God in Christ is unique. The finality of
Christ presupposes that salvation in Him must be
announced to everyone. Newbigin’s position on the
theology of religion is nuanced. He is an exclusivist,
but confirms the unique truth of the revelation
of God in Christ, though not in the sense that he
denies the possibility of non-Christians being saved;
he is ‘inclusivist’ in the sense that he refuses the
possibility of limiting salvation to the members
of the Christian Church, but he denies that the
non-Christian religions are ways to salvation; he
is ‘pluralist’ in the sense that he acknowledges
the gracious work of God in all human beings, but
he rejects pluralism because that would deny the
uniqueness and absoluteness of God’s work in
Christ. Newbigin’s influence is primarily felt in the
circles of the Lausanne movement and The Gospel
and Our Culture Network. In the setting of his ‘own’
World Council of Churches, he seems to be all but
forgotten today.

The significance of Warneck’s, Kraemer’s and
Newbigin’s thought for contemporary theology of
religion can be seen in the following aspects:
1. All three are consistent in assuming that
revelation is the only criterion for evaluation
and resist replacing this norm with ‘reasonable
belief’ or human reason.
2. For Warneck, missions function as an educator
of humanity, elevating peoples and religions.
The idea that the church should have a positive
influence in the world also appears in Hocking
and the later pluralists, although based on other
motives.
3. Kraemer and Newbigin saw the relativism of
historical Christianity, but also had a view of
the significance of the church and Christianity
in connection with the coming of the kingdom
of God.
4. Warneck was the first to bring missiology to an
academic level. His work was determinative for
the development of missiology in the twentieth
century. Kraemer drafted a theology of religion
on the basis of Biblical realism in answer to the
questions of his time regarding the relationship
of the Christian faith to the other religions. He
had a great influence in mainline Protestant
theology until the end of the 1960s. Newbigin
expanded on Kraemer’s lines of thought and
made a powerful call for using dialogue as
a missionary tool under certain conditions.
However, he rejected the assumptions of the
pluralists. 
n

Fifth chapter

The fifth chapter draws conclusions about the
continuity between Warneck, Kraemer and
Newbigin with regard to the authority of revelation
and the normative character of the Christian
faith, the progress of the missionary work, the
role of science in the church and theology, and the
attitude to other religions. Discontinuity between
Warneck, Kraemer and Newbigin is seen in the
position of Christianity as a historical phenomenon,
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A.N. Hendriks

 he relevance of article 29 of
T
the Belgic Confession for today

In the GKv version of the Belgic Confession of Faith (BC) article 28 has
the title “The Calling to Join the Church.”1 We learn from K. Schilder that
looking for the true church is a matter of the obedience which the Lord
asks of us in his covenant. It is not without reason that article 28 closes
with a reference to the “ordinance of God”. Over against the subjectivism
of his time, the (young) Schilder correctly urged that one’s startingpoint
must be “the demand of obedience” and not “the factual situation” (i.e.
the many churches). God’s will is that we as believers preserve the unity of
the Spirit (Eph. 4:3), form “one body” (1 Cor. 12:12), continue in “fellowship”
(Acts 2:42).

photo Bert Gort
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hoosing the right church is an act of
deliberate obedience. In Schilder’s wake it is
important to be reminded of this. The choice
one makes is not to be determined by personal
preference: “I feel more at home in that other
congregation. There is more warmth there. The way
people experience their faith there is similar to the
way I experience it.”
This man-centred approach is wrong. We need
to take a God-centred approach and, with article
28, must take our startingpoint in the calling that
comes to us from God. God gives us a command.
The Lord calls us to look for his church, to practise
the communion of saints and to serve the
edification of the brotherhood with our gifts.
The decisive question is not: where am I most at
home? The decisive question is: what does the
Lord require of me? How can I show, in the way I
choose a church, that I want to be obedient to his
command? In our egocentric society I think we do
well to remind each other of what the confession
teaches us about obedience, also where it concerns
the church we choose.

The Guide

It is this question which article 29 responds to.
This article presumes that the church of Christ can
be found by us. It requires “precision” and “great
carefulness” on our part, but God’s Word ought to
guide us in this. When we allow ourselves to be
led by that Word, we can discover the true church
among the sects that outdo each other in their
n about the author
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claims to be the church of Christ. While much
is false (i.e. counterfeit), it is both possible and
mandatory to find the true (i.e. real) church!2
For there are marks by which that real church may
be recognized. These marks are clearly indicated by
God’s Word and thus mentioned in article 29. The
way in which the confession formulates this, makes
clear that these are not accidental matters (a good
sermon, a beautiful administration of baptism), but
structural matters. The pure preaching of the gospel
and the pure administration of the sacraments
must be “maintained,” this must be practice, while
church discipline must also be “practised” to punish
sin. For the Scripture proof I refer to the texts listed
below article 29. The three marks listed in article 29
may be considered a further specification of what
the reformers considered typical of the church of
Christ: listening to the voice of the Good Shepherd
(cf. John 10:3f.).

Anabaptists

The Anabaptists considered the piety of the
congregation central. In contrast, article 29
suggests criteria which might be considered more
‘objective’ and ‘structural’, although it is not silent
on what characterizes the members of Christ’s
church by explicitly listing “the marks of Christians.”
These more ‘objective’ and ‘structural’ marks are
more useful than the ‘subjective’ marks of the
Anabaptists. For who can measure the piety of a
congregation? Moreover, a church might not be
perfect and yet be a congregation of Christ; think,
for example, of the congregation of Laodicea (Rev.
3:14f.).
When it comes to choosing a church, article 29
- following what Scripture says about “the true
(real) church” - continues to be relevant and useful
as a guide in our time. This article may serve as a
vantage point from which to view our own church
and other church communities about us. Here we
find the criteria which a church community must
meet, if she is to bear the name ‘church of Christ’
rightfully. It is a good thing that K. Schilder taught
us to take our own confession seriously, also where
the issue of the church is concerned. It can help us
not to take man as our vantage point, as so often
happens today.
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n a publication prof. dr. M. te Velde suggested that, subsequent to the
Liberation in 1944 that led to the formation of the Gereformeerde Kerken
(vrijgemaakt) (GKv), the idea arose that, because the GKv were justified
in leaving the Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (GKN), they were ‘the
true church’. During the 1980s this view changed. Te Velde writes: “In
liberated circles a return to a broader and more valid view of the church can
be observed.” “It would seem that we have gone back to the period before
Schilder, to the ideas of denominationalism and the pluriformity of the church
with more or less pure churches.”
In a three-part article dr. A. N. Hendriks reflects upon this observation. He
expresses agreement with Te Velde’s observation as quoted above. He also
agrees with Te Velde that this ‘change’ has taken place without adequate
theological reflection. Hendriks catches the essence of the issue by asking the
question whether Belgic Confession of Faith (BC) article 29 is still relevant.
In the first two articles Hendriks looks at what A. Kuyper, K. Schilder, J.
Douma and C. Trimp have written on this issue. He chose these theologians
because their ideas are characteristic if not determinative for the view of the
church held by many in the GKN prior to 1944 and the GKv thereafter.
In ecumenical circles the GKv and closely associated churches, such as
the Canadian Reformed Churches (CanRC), the Free Reformed Churches
of Australia (FRCA), and the Vrye Gereformeerde Kerke in Suid Afrika
(VGKSA) have in the past been considered rather isolationist. Their view of
the church is often considered the reason for this. It would seem, however,
that this is changing. The GKv have become part of the Body for Contact for
the Reformed Persuasion in The Netherlands and the CanRC are seeking
admission as members to the North American Presbyterian and Reformed
Council. True, the VGKSA are yet hesitant and the FRCA still drag their
heels: the former are member of the International Conference of Reformed
Churches, while the latter once were member but no longer are.
Hence, the reflection that is taking place within the GKv on whether they have
changed and if so, how they have changed, is also of relevance to interchurch
relations, if only to make clear to outsiders what the GKv once were and where
they now stand.
What follows is the third part of the article Hendriks wrote. Explanatory
notes are mine. Hendriks’ footnotes have been removed since they refer to
Dutch publications. The original articles may be found in the May, June and
September issues of Nader Bekeken, 2008. Emphasized words and phrases in
what follows are by Hendriks himself.
R. C. Janssen, editor

(Historical) legitimacy

We saw in our first article how Schilder not only
referred to the confessional three marks to find
Christ’s church, but also gave a role to the history
of the church. Christ draws a line through that
history. Schilder argued that the church “is founded
on history and confession.” The Spirit causes
“his current” to flow “through the riverbed of
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the legitimate institute.” Schilder connected the
normative (i.e. the three marks) with the historical
(i.e. the riverbed of Christ’s church-gathering work).
I have noticed that this connection has received
little attention when Schilder’s doctrine on the
church is described. As far as I can see, this is an
essential thought on the basis of which Schilder
concluded that the “true church” is the “legitimate
church”. Thus, he spoke in an exclusive way when
considering the question: which church community
in The Netherlands is the church of Christ?
It is noteworthy that in our churches this line of
Schilder’s teaching was not consistently applied.
Soon after the Liberation in 1944 our synods
recognized the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken
(CGK) as churches which “want to stand with us on
the foundation of Scripture and confession.” In the
interchurch discussions that followed, our deputies
- I was there myself -declared that our churches see
the CGK as churches of Christ.
It was not considered necessary to make a
judgment about the past, such as the fact that the
CGK refused to participate in the Union of 1892.
“Self-willed separation” was not discussed. The CGK
met the three confessional marks, the matter of
historical legitimacy was not an issue.
In addition, it is impossible to allow history to play
the important role which it played in Schilder’s
days. Every year there are new church communities
in The Netherlands. One need only think of the
many ethnic churches in the Bijlmer3, the so-called
free congregations and the many varied evangelical
congregations! The problem is not just “ten-timesreformed,” it includes the large number of other
church associations.
A. L. Th. De Bruijne has argued that we apply the
confessional marks “without adding other directive
criteria: for example, the legitimacy of a church in
the light of history…” “Scripture makes clear that
the Spirit moves in many ways. He can continue
his work in other places unexpectedly, in a manner
which does not fit into our schemes. The continuity
of his work in history does not always coincide
with a line that we can clearly trace through that
history.”
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I think this is worth reflecting on, all the more
because Schilder himself always asked attention
for what Christ can do elsewhere. While we may
not bypass Christ’s work in the Secession, the
Union, and the Liberation, this does not imply
that his church-gathering work is limited to those
reformations and can only continue in that specific
riverbed. We must admit that we simply cannot
oversee it all in The Netherlands today and must be
more humble when speaking about the “line which
Christ draws through history.” What do we know
of other ‘lines’ which He may be drawing in, for
example, the Bijlmer? May we identify the history of
our own churches with the line of Christ as Schilder
did? What would this mean for what Schilder
referred to as the “breadth” (and “movement”) of
Christ’s church-gathering work?
With De Bruijne I would therefore plead for an
application of the marks without the issue of
(historical) legitimacy. Article 29 does not mention
this either. Our fathers in the sixteenth century
did not argue about the legitimacy of the Lutheran
churches. They did argue over certain differences
in doctrine which, according to some, could not be
bypassed in view of unity.

The False Church

We have already seen [in an earlier article] how J.
Douma and C. Trimp warned against a generous
use of the label ‘false church’. I would consider this
warning correct in view of what article 29 says of
‘the false church’. ‘False’ here means ‘counterfeit
or ’fake’, in the same way we speak of ‘false teeth’.
In the sixteenth century the reformers applied this
characterisation to the Roman church, to the Jewish
religion, to Islam, and to Anabaptist sects. Calvin
referred to the papacy as “a hellish synagoge”,
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Luther even spoke of “the whorehouse of the devil”,
even though they did not deny that there are
“remnants of the church” within Rome. While these
sounds are not heard in our confession, article 29
does teach us that the designation ‘false church’
is pregnant with meaning. It makes clear that a
deep denaturalisation has taken place of what
should be the church of Christ Church communities
which fall short with respect to the pure preaching
and administration of the sacraments need not
necessarily be considered ‘false churches’ in the
way our confession speaks of them. I point to
what article 29 also says about the ‘false church’
in closing: “It persecutes those who live holy lives
according to the Word of God and who rebuke the
false church for its sins, greed, and idolatries.”
Obnoxious errors existed in the congregation of
Pergamum (Rev. 2:12,13) and the congregation of
Thyatira did not practise church discipline properly
(Rev. 2:20). Yet neither is disqualified as a ‘false
church’. The Lord Jesus warns them, which makes
clear that these congregations were travelling
down a dangerous road. We may learn from this
that one may never acquiesce in errors. We should
also learn that patience is required and that we
should have an eye for ignorance and weakness.
J. Kamphuis is right when he says “that ‘false
church’ is an immense word, which is only justified,
when a judgment of faith is fixed … when this
has to be said on the basis of God’s Word, and
then only in His presence.” The label ‘false church’
is a judgment that may not be passed lightly, it
indicates a denaturalisation which is the end of a
persistent practice of unfaithfulness to what the
church of Christ ought to be.
This judgment of faith was passed during the
Secession and the Liberation, but not before it was
clear that there was a persistent continuation on a
sinful road! It was passed when it was necessary to
legitimize the act of “separating oneself” (cf. BC art.
28) from a changed church community.

Obedient Faithfulness

If we cannot simply refer to all church communities
outside of our own churches as ‘false churches’, the
question arises: what should we say with respect
to “ten-times reformed”? What can elders say to a
church member who wants to join another church?
Here too, I would like take my startingpoint in what
article 29 says about the church of Christ. In doing
so I wish to take note of the idea of faithfulness in
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church gathering (or ‘instituting’ together with
Christ), an idea which Schilder emphasised.
I find this idea more useful than the designations
‘more pure’ and ‘less pure’. I do admit that what
Douma wants to say with ‘pure’ and ‘less pure’
makes sense in view of reality. Trimp may be right
when he says that the Westminster Confession
used these designations for local churches within
a church federation. What I find particularly
helpful in the Westminster Confession is that
it takes note of the difference in ecclesiastical
faithfulness when it says: “And particular churches,
which are members thereof, are more or less pure,
according as the doctrine of the gospel is taught
and embraced, ordinances administered, and public
worship performed more or less purely in them.”4
Difference in faithfulness is the issue in what
is said in Revelation about “the seven
congregations.”

I think this can be of help in analyzing the
complicated situation of our day and age. Schilder
teaches us not to think ‘statically’ about the church
and her marks. Every church community is subject
to the norm of Christ. Thus, Trimp speaks of a
“serious search” and of “recognizing faithfulness
to the norm.” Article 29 makes clear that this
faithfulness to the norm is characteristic for the
true church when it says in summary: “In short, it
governs itself according to the pure Word of God,
rejecting all things contrary to it and regarding
Jesus Christ as the only Head.”

God’s Word ought to guide us
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

Personalia
Dr. A. Kuyper (1837-1920) was one of the leading figures in the
Doleantie, a church schism in the Nederlands Hervormde Kerk
(Dutch Reformed Church) in 1886 which led, after a union with
churches that had separated previously from the NHK, to the
formation of the Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (Reformed
Churches in The Netherlands). Kuyper was the founding father
of the Free University in Amsterdam. As professor, prolific
writer and public figure–at one stage he was prime minister
of The Netherlands–his ideas became widely known. Kuyper
taught the pluriformity of the church: all types of churches
represent the church of Christ in a less or more pure form.
Dr. K. Schilder (1890-1952) was one of the leading firgures in
the Liberation, a church schism in the Gereformeerde Kerken in
Nederland (Reformed Churches in The Netherlands) which led
to the formation of the Gereformeerde Kerken (vrijgemaakt) in
Nederland (Reformed Churches (liberated) in The Netherlands).
Schilder was professor of dogmatics (systematic theology) at
the Theological Seminary or College in Kampen. He took issue
with some of the teachings of Kuyper (as developed by Kuyper’s
students), among which the idea of the pluriformity of the church.
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Rev. J. Kamphuis (b. 1921) is Emeritus Professor of Church
Polity, Dogmatics and Symbolics at the Theological College,
later University, in Kampen. Kamphuis played a leading role
in a schism within the Gereformeerde Kerken (vrijgemaakt),
the so-called Open Letter Affair, which led to the formation of
the Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken (Netherlands Reformed
Churches).
Dr. J. Douma (b. 1931) is Emeritus Professor of Ethics at the
Theological College, later University, in Kampen. Douma was
one of the first to break with an ‘exclusivist’ way of speaking
about the true church.
Dr. C. Trimp (b. 1926) is Emeritus Professor of Diaconiology
(Practical Theology) at the Theological College, later University,
in Kampen. Trimp took issue with some of the views of Schilder,
but did not agree in all things with Douma.
Dr. A. L. Th. De Bruijne (b. 1959) is Professor of Ethics and
Spirituality at the Theological University in Kampen.
Rev. J. W. van der Jagt (b. 1954) is minister of the liberated
Reformed church in Dalfsen.
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In Closing

Our choice for a certain church should be
determined not by personal motives (atmosphere,
the experience of faith, etc.) but by what our
confession says about Christ’s church on the basis
of Scripture. It is a question of obedient faithfulness
to what characterizes the church of Christ: the
practice of pure preaching, the pure administration
of the sacraments and the correct administration of
church discipline. We ought to assess this obedient
faithfulness and this will have to determine our
choice!

Some historical data
1834: the Secession: churches break away from the Nederlandse Hervormde
Kerk (Dutch Reformed Church) to form what eventually became the
Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken (Christian Reformed Churches).
1886: the Doleantie: churches again break away from the NHK, initially they
formed the Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerken (Nether German Reformed
Churches).
1892: the Union: the majority of the CGK and all of the NDGK unite to
form the Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (Reformed Churches in The
Netherlands).
1944: the Liberation: when office bearers are deposed for not subscribing
Kuyperian teachings, churches break away to form what became the
Gereformeerde Kerken (vrijgemaakt) in Nederland (Reformed Churches
(liberated) in The Netherlands.
1967: the Open Letter Affair: differences of opinion about confessional
subscription and church polity lead to a breach within the GKv, those
churches finding themselves outside the federation of the GKv eventually form
the Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken (Netherlands Reformed Churches).
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J. W. van der Jagt has remarked “With the opposites
‘true’ and ‘false’ the confessions have not given us
… a scheme, in which the whole ecclesiastical world
of all ages can be classified.” It is true, this scheme
does not help us with our ten-times-reformed.
However, this does not mean that article 29 is
no longer relevant when it comes to the various
churches that exist today! It teaches us to speak
normatively (on the basis of Scripture) about our
choice for a particular church by making clear what
characterizes the church of Christ and where this
church may be found. Thus, it helps us to take our
responsibility in our divine calling to be a member
of that church (cf. art. 28).
If we speak of the church at this level, we will not
be ‘liberated-reformed’ because we have received
so much in these churches and have confessed our
faith there [as Douma says], but because these
churches, by the grace of God, have, up until today,
‘maintained’ what article 29 considers characteristic
for the true church. We recognize in these churches
the faithfulness to the norm in gathering with Christ
and thus we know that in these churches we meet
the catholic church of BC art. 27.
Trimp is right when he says that we cannot cover the
“ten-times-reformed” issue with the terms ‘true’ and
‘false’ in article 29. However, we can use the approach
which he refers to as “faithfulness to the norm.” This
allows us to use terms such as ‘faults’, ‘weaknesses’,
and ‘dangers’ without having to use the words “the
false church.” When visiting those who intend to join
another church community, elders will not need to be
stuck for words nor do they need to have a “quick and
easy phrase” (“we are the true church and the rest
are false”). Instead, they can point to the obedient
faithfulness which characterizes Christ’s church.
Decisive is not their personal preference but whether
these believers assemble according to the Word of
Christ and whether they ‘maintain’ all that Christ has
commanded with regard to preaching, sacraments,
and discipline.

Faithfulness

In discussions with the Christelijke Gereformeerde
Kerken (CGK) and the Nederlands Gereformeerde
Kerken (NGK) this faithfulness to the norm has been
the bottom issue. Our churches have acknowledged
the CGK because we have recognized that they
seek to be faithful to the norm, even if there are
differences in church practice. Our churches have
problems in coming to unity at a national level with
the NGK on account of the same issue.
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Schilder taught us that locally there can be but
one church of Christ. I think he is right if this is
understood to mean that Scripture does not allow
two separate churches of Christ to exist in one
and the same place. After all, Christ is not divided
(1 Cor. 1:13). His church is one. This is the truth of
the “ecumenical desire” so strongly emphasized by
Schilder. However, that which Scripture forbids, can
occur unfortunately. We should not beautify this
as A. Kuyper did by considering this the “wealth” of
the church or “part of her development.” We should
continue to see this as a guilty brokenness and at
the same time a mandate to persevere in seeking
each other out and eventually finding each other, in
order to be church of Christ together! 
n

P.J. Naylor

1

For the purposes of this article, quotations from
the Belgic Confession are taken from the version
adopted by the Canadian Reformed Churches as
published in their Book of Praise.

2

One of the problems in speaking of ‘true church’  
and ‘false church’, especially in Dutch, is that
these phrases carry connotations not intended by
the Confession. Thus ‘false church’  could also be
translated as ‘cheating church’ or ‘mean church’.

3

The Bijlmer is a suburb of Amsterdam where
primarily Africans live. Many ethnic churches have
sprung up there.

4

The text used here is that as adopted by the
Orthodox Presbyterian Church (in North America).

What Should We Sing?

Should we sing Psalms only? ‘Exclusive Psalmody’ is the teaching that,
in the worship of the church, we should sing all, and only, the 150 Psalms
found in the biblical Book of Psalms. We are not allowed to sing hymns.
Hymn singing is sinning against God.

T

here is no unity on this question among
the reformed churches. On one hand, for
example, the Reformed Presbyterian Church
of North America states, ‘The Book of Psalms,
consisting of inspired psalms, hymns and songs, is
the divinely authorized manual of praise. The use
of other songs in worship is not authorized in the
Scriptures’ (Constitution, A-63). On the other hand,
the Fourteenth General Assembly of the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church, in 1947, considered a report
by John Murray and William Young advocating
exclusive psalmody, and rejected it. The OPC sings
hymns and psalms. Notice that the difference is not
over whether we sing Psalms: we all do. It is over
whether we sing Psalms only.
The issue is important for at least three reasons.
First, it concerns the worship of God. What can be
more important? God has called us and saved us in
order that we might offer spiritual sacrifices and
tell out his praise (1 Peter 2:5,9). We do not want

n about the author
Rev. Dr. Peter Naylor is minister of the Immanuel Presbyterian Church in Cardiff,
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to offer that which is unacceptable in his sight.
Second, those who sing hymns stand accused of
sin. Bushell has written, ‘Entire churches, even
entire groups of churches, can and have fallen into
sinful practices.’ ‘The man who prefers a humanly
composed song to one written by the Spirit of God…
is, to say the least, lacking in spiritual discernment.
And the man who would mix together in one book
the inspired songs of God with the uninspired
songs of sinful men… is, whether he knows it or not,
guilty of sacrilege.’1 These serious charges must be
tested. Third, the issue divides believers.

The Case for Exclusive Psalmody

The starting point is the Regulative Principle of
Worship, which states that we ought to offer only
what God has commanded. We must have biblical
warrant for what we do. The Westminster Confession
of Faith says, ‘the acceptable way of worshipping the
true God is instituted by himself, and so limited by
his own revealed will, that he may not be worshipped
according to the imaginations and devices of men,
or the suggestions of Satan, under any visible
representation, or any other way not prescribed in the
holy Scripture’ (21.1). There is no disagreement over
this among the reformed churches.
Applying the Regulative Principle, what may we
sing? Exclusive Psalmody answers, Only what is (1)
inspired and (2) authorized. First, we have warrant
to sing only what is inspired. Uninspired hymns
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are devised by man’s imagination. Second, it is not
enough that a song be inspired: we must actually
have a command to sing it. There are inspired songs
outside the Psalter; for example, Deuteronomy 32;
Habakkuk 3; Luke 1:46-55, 67-79; Revelation 4:8,11;
5:9-10, 12-13. But these may not be sung because the
only portion authorized for use is the Psalter.
Consequently, we may not sing,
Holy, holy, holy,
Lord, God Almighty,
Who was and is and is to come! (Rev 4:8)
And we may not sing,
Worthy is the Lamb who was slain,
to receive power and riches and wisdom,
and strength and honour and glory and blessing!
(Rev 5:12)
Saints and angels sing these words in heaven but
we on earth have no authority to sing them – even
though heaven is the pattern for earthly worship.
We are strictly limited to the Book of Psalms.
We ought to sing of the sorrows of the exile, Psalm
137: 2
By the rivers of Babylon,
There we sat down, yea, we wept,
When we remembered Zion,
…..
O daughter of Babylon, who are to be destroyed,
Happy the one who repays you as you have served
us!
Happy the one who takes and dashes
Your little ones against the rock!
We may not sing the Song of Moses and the Lamb
in communion with those who stand upon the sea
of glass:
Great and marvellous are your works,
Lord God Almighty!
Just and true are your ways,
O King of the saints. (Rev 15:3)
John Keddie writes: ‘In principle, there can be no
objection to the use of inspired songs found in
Scripture outside the Psalter. Our concern is to use
only what has divine sanction and approval. There
is certainly sanction for the Book of Psalms. Such
sanction is not clear in connection with other songs
found in Scripture’.3 In summary, God has appointed
all and only the 150 Psalms for the church to sing.

The Crucial Question

It is one thing to assert repeatedly that God has
appointed the Psalter and that alone: it is another
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thing to demonstrate this assertion from Scripture.
Iain Murray puts the question: ‘Where is the proof
in Scripture that God appointed the one-hundredand-fifty Psalms of David for the public worship of
the Old Testament church?’4
Keddie offers four arguments: (1) the evidence of
the Psalm titles; (2) the poetic form of the Psalms;
(3) direct statements in the Psalms, and also
elsewhere in Scripture; and (4) New Testament
theology, i.e., ‘the book of Psalms is frequently cited
in the New Testament’ and ‘To a significant extent,
New Testament theology and experience are
derived from the Psalms’ (pages 22-23).

The Arguments Examined

1. Psalm titles. These contain musical directions.
‘The fact that no fewer than 55 Psalms are addressed
“to the Chief Musician” points eloquently to the
purpose of the Psalms.’
This reasoning faces three difficulties. First, not all
Psalms have titles, and not all titles are musical, so
that this does not establish that all psalms were
intended for singing. Second, some doubt whether
the titles are part of the original Hebrew text. Allan
Harman represents this caution: ‘These titles may
not have originally been part of the psalms, but
they are certainly very early’. 5Keddie admits that
the titles are simply ‘of considerable antiquity’, yet
he adds ‘and perfectly authentic’. What can this
last phrase mean? Are they part of the original text
or not? We are left in doubt. Third, if the titles are
original, and if we accept that they are equivalent
to a command to sing, then what shall we say
about the Prayer of Habakkuk which has the same
kind of instruction: ‘To the Chief Musician, With
My Stringed Instruments’ (Hab. 3:19)? Here is a
dilemma: either musical titles do not constitute
warrant to sing, in which case we must dismiss this
first argument, or we have warrant to sing material
outside the Book of Psalms and we are no longer
able to advocate exclusive psalm singing.
2. Poetic Form. The Psalms have a ‘rhythmical
structure’ which was ‘no doubt designed to be
consistent with an underlying musical form’.It is
true that the Psalms are poetry and, in Hebrew, they
have a special system of accents which are ‘musically
significant’ (Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, §15d).
However, other books are also in poetic form – Song
of Songs, Lamentations, most of the Prophets – and
two share the special system of accents (Proverbs
and Job). If this proves that we should sing the
Psalms, then we have warrant to sing much more
Scripture. But it does not prove warrant to sing.
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‘Let us of Christ, our Lord
and Saviour sing…,
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

3. Direct Commands of Scripture. We are
commanded to sing psalms.
Let us come before His presence with thanksgiving;
let us shout joyfully to Him with psalms (Psalm 95:2).
Sing to Him, sing psalms to Him;
talk of all His wondrous works! (Psalm 105:2).
But what does this mean? Which psalms? Not all
and only the 150! First of all, when these words
were penned, some Psalms had not been written
and the Book of Psalms had not been compiled.
Bushell admits this (page 14). Second, the Hebrew
word ‘psalm’, mizmôr (in 57 titles), is not the term
used here. In Psalm 95:2, we have zamîr, ‘song’
and in Psalm 105:2, the verb zimmer, ‘sing, make
music, play an instrument’. In these verses, we are
encouraged to speak about all the Lord’s wonderful
deeds in songs, with music.
Psalm 105 does exactly that, it rehearses God’s
dealings with his covenant people: his covenant
with the patriarchs, how he brought Israel into
Egypt through Joseph, and afterwards delivered
them and brought them into Canaan, their
inheritance. The plagues are rehearsed in detail in
verses 27-36. Since Israel settled in Canaan, much
history has passed. Today do we not have more
wonderful works of God to sing about? Jeremiah
looked forward to a deliverance that would eclipse
the exodus (Jeremiah 23:7,8). Indeed, we no longer
keep the Passover: Christ is our Passover.
Sing of ALL God’s wonderful works! Moses did at
the Red Sea (Exod. 15); David did when the Lord
delivered him (e.g., Psalm 18); the redeemed in
heaven extol the Lamb (Rev 5:9). Should not the
songs of the church be filled with the deliverance
accomplished by Christ Jesus at Calvary?

Psalms, Hymns…

The New Testament commands the church to
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sing ‘psalms and hymns and spiritual songs’
(Eph 5:19; Col 3:16). What did Paul mean? Keddie
acknowledges that there is ‘no general agreement
about the meaning of this threefold description’
(page 28). He suggests that ‘It seems perfectly
reasonable’ to take them ‘as referring to the Psalter’
(page 29). This is subjective and less than certain.
Since it is admittedly doubtful, Keddie’s conclusion,
that ‘these texts provide not one shred of warrant
for the adoption of non-inspired materials of praise
in worship’ (page 30) begs the question. This triad
of terms – psalms, hymns, and songs – could refer
to the Psalms, but each of these terms also denotes
sacred songs outside the Psalter. (The Corinthians
seem to have composed their own psalms, 1 Cor
14:26, which Keddie accepts.) If anyone wants to
insist that Paul here restricts us to the Psalter, he
must demonstrate it from the text.
It is claimed that the proof is in the word ‘spiritual’.
We are told that ‘spiritual’ means ‘a measure of
inspiration’ (page 30). What can such an expression
possibly mean – 50% inspired? Roland Ward is
similarly vague: ‘It appears that the term “spiritual”
points beyond mere sacred song to inspired
songs’ (Psalms in Christian Worship, page 16).
How unsatisfactory! The two terms pneumatikos
‘spiritual’ and theopneustos ‘inspired’ are not
identical. A spiritual man is indwelt and led by the
Holy Spirit but not inspired in his speech (1 Cor. 2:1415). Careful semantics will not permit us to slide
imperceptibly from one to the other.
Why did Paul not simply refer to ‘the Book of
Psalms’ as in Luke 20:42 and Acts 1:20? Why not say
‘inspired’, as in 2 Timothy 3:16? He chose general
language similar to Psalms 95:2 and 105:2.
The demand that we sing only inspired words leads
to a further difficulty. Reformed doctrine defines
inspiration as plenary and verbal. The very words
of the original Hebrew were inspired. Putting the
text into English metrical form necessitates adding
words. This is true whichever Psalter is used. Strictly
speaking, metrical psalms are not inspired but are
an approximation with some paraphrasing.
In Sing Psalms, the new version of the Psalms
produced by the Free Church of Scotland, ‘Psalm 23’
begins as follows:
The Lord is my shepherd; no want shall I know:
He makes me lie down where the green pastures grow;
He leads me to rest where the calm waters flow.
Beautiful! But the words ‘know’, ‘grow’, ‘flow’, and
‘to rest’ do not appear in the inspired text. In the
Scottish Psalter, Psalm 100’s opening line, ‘Shout to
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the Lord all the earth,’ becomes ‘All people that on
earth do dwell, sing to the Lord with cheerful voice.’
‘People’, ‘do dwell’, and ‘cheerful voice’, are added
by the uninspired composer.
4. New Testament Theology. The argument is that
New Testament revelation is fully represented
in the 150 Psalms so that we do not need to
supplement it. ‘To a significant degree, New
Testament theology and experience are derived
from the Psalms’ (Keddie, page 23). Bushell rests his
case on ‘the sufficiency of the Psalter’ (page 10). He
quotes Dr George, that ‘no book in the Bible reveals
Christ with such fullness as is done in the Book of
Psalms, not excepting the Gospel according to John
or the Epistle to the Hebrews’ (page 22).
True, the Psalms speak of Christ. Does this prove
exclusive psalmody? It encourages us to sing
Psalms but it is hardly an argument against
Christian hymns.
What about Bushell’s claim that the Psalms surpass
the New Testament revelation of Christ? How can
we reconcile that with the Bible’s testimony about
itself? The mystery of Christ ‘in other ages was
not made known, as it has now been revealed by
the Spirit to his holy apostles and prophets’ (Eph.
3:3-5; see Heb. 1:1,2; 2 Tim. 1:10). We have more
than David had. We know about Jesus, incarnate,
crucified, risen and ascended, and Pentecost. We
have the new covenant in his blood, Paul’s theology,
John’s celestial visions and so on. John Calvin
plainly declares the advantage of the community
of the New Testament: Christ, although he was
known to the Jews under the Law, was at length
clearly revealed only in the Gospel (Institutes, 2.9.1).
Robert Letham makes a similar observation about
the Trinity, quoting Gregory Nazianzen: ‘The Old
Testament proclaimed the Father openly, and the
Son more obscurely. The New manifested the Son…
it was necessary that, increasing little by little… the
full splendor of the Trinity should gradually shine
forth’.6
The OT, including Psalms, anticipates Christ in
promises, prophecy, and types, in a shadowy way.
Those shadows have been taken away: for example,
the altar is removed (Ps 51: 19; 20:6; 118:27 etc.).

Conclusion

We are indebted to such as John Keddie for the
reminder of the great value of the Psalms. If the
church grasps the Christological depth of the
Psalms, it will derive great blessing from singing
them. We are indebted to the Free Church for
producing Sing Psalms and and to the Reformed
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Presbyterians for The Psalms for Singing, A 21st
Century Edition. Let the Psalms never fall into
disuse. But the arguments presented, to prove that
we must sing all the psalms and nothing else, have
not stood the test.
We are not persuaded of the strictly exclusive
psalmody doctrine. And we fear that reformed
churches that sing hymns have been falsely accused.
Those who hold to exclusive psalmody believe
that they stand in the purest reformed tradition.
This is doubtful. The Free Church of Scotland, for
example, did not adopt exclusive Psalmody until
1910 and in recent General Assemblies questions
have been asked about the practice. Geneva’s
Psalter, 1543, contained 49 psalms, the Nunc
Dimittis, Ave Maria, musical versions of the Ten
Commandments, Apostles’ Creed and Lord’s Prayer,
and two graces. A fuller account is given by Nick
Needham in The Westminster Confession, into the
21st Century, Volume 2, Mentor, 2004, page 256.
Calvin probably composed the hymn, ‘I greet Thee
who my sure Redeemer art’. Thomas Manton, a
leading Presbyterian at the Westminster Assembly,
wrote: ‘we do not forbid other songs; if grave and
pious, after good advice, they may be received into
the church. Tertullian, in his Apology, sheweth
that in the primitive times, they used this liberty.’
(Tertullian, AD 160-225, was writing about the
beginnings of the church.)
Do we have a mandate to compose and sing
hymns? Yes, we do. It is found in Psalms 95:2, 105:2,
Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16. Thus, ‘Let the
word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom,
teaching and admonishing one another in psalms
and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace
in your hearts to the Lord’ (Col. 3:16). The Word
of Christ should richly fill our singing. If heaven
resounds to the new song, how can we deny the
church on earth the joy and privilege of praising
God and adoring the Lamb who was slain? How can
we sing without ever naming the name of Jesus?
How can we speak of the mighty victory of Christ
incarnate in shadows and not plainly, richly and
fully? If our hymns faithfully reflect the doctrine of
the New Testament, and richly express the glory of
God and the work of Christ, we believe that we are
doing what is acceptable to the Lord.
Psalm 105 praises God. Yet, as we sing it, we find
ourselves singing at length about the waters
turning to blood, and dead fish, abundant frogs,
swarms of flies, lice in all their territories, hail for
rain, stricken vines, locusts etc. (Psalm 105: 29-35).
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Shall we sing about the plagues in Egypt and not
also sing about the Good News?
‘Glory be to God the Father, glory be to God the
Son, glory be to God the Spirit.’ ‘Holy, holy, holy,
Lord God Almighty! Early in the morning our song
shall rise to thee.’ ‘Tell out, my soul, the greatness
of the Lord! Unnumbered blessings give my spirit
voice’ (Luke 1:46-55). ‘Let us of Christ, our Lord and
Saviour sing, For, though God’s equal, though
eternal King, He did not to His rightful glory cling.
Hallelujah, hallelujah!’ (Philippians 2:5-11). Blessed
be God, our God, who gave for us his well-beloved
Son….’ ‘When I survey the wondrous cross, on
which the Prince of Glory died….’ ‘Christ is risen!
Hallelujah! Risen our victorious head! Sing His
praises! Hallelujah! Christ is risen from the dead!
‘Crown Him with many crowns, the Lamb upon His
throne…’ Done is the work that saves, once and for
ever done…. Then to the Lamb once slain, be glory,
praise and power, who died and lives again, who
liveth evermore, who loved and washed us in His
blood, who makes us kings and priests to God.’ ‘A
debtor to mercy alone, of covenant mercy I sing.’

C.C. den Hertog
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A new perspective on Paul?

Justification of the sinner by faith alone is at the very centre of our
Reformed Confessions. This is the gospel that Luther rediscovered, that
Calvin thought through and that spread through our part of the world
by means of the Reformation, and from there on across the whole world.
In the three Forms of Unity, which have doctrinal authority also in our
churches, it is the recurrent theme. Man is saved by receiving God’s grace
through faith.

R

ead, for example, Sunday 23 of the
Heidelberg Catechism or article 22 of the
Belgic Confession. Or think of the Canons of
Dordt, which can be read as a warm plea for grace
as the distinguishing characteristic of the salvation
that God gives: He elects sinners to be saved. It
is the core of our confessions and the echo of
Scripture. It is clear that in its most elaborate form
this teaching is found in Paul’s epistles.
However, in recent research of Paul’s letters and
Judaism at the time of Paul, the question is being
emphatically put forward whether we have perhaps
n About the author
Rev. C.C. den Hertog is minister of the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerk at Surhuisterveen
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‘The God of Abraham praise, who reigns enthroned
above, Ancient of everlasting days, and God of love.’
This is our confession and this is our song. The Holy
Spirit has taught us these things in and through the
Scriptures. We rejoice in this. God is glorified.
n
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misunderstood the apostle. In this article I would
like to describe the views of three important
representatives of the debate. I will have to keep
it short of course. After this short description I will
draw a conclusion: what is valuable and deserves
further thought and what deserves criticism?

Judaism rediscovered

E.P. Sanders gave an important impulse to this
debate in his book Paul and Palestinian Judaism,
published in 1977. He argues with great emphasis
that research of Jewish sources from the time of
Paul make it clear that the law for the Jews was not
a way of ‘getting in’ (i.e. into a relationship with
God), but a means of ‘staying in’. Earlier on Jewish
authors had already pointed out that they couldn’t
understand Paul, from what they heard about him
in the churches. The image of Judaism that sticks
with many Christians of a rigid, cold religion of laws
and regulations, in which only external behaviour
counts and in which the believer is rigorously busy
making himself acceptable to God, has no basis
whatsoever in rabbinical writings. On the contrary,
the experience of the Jewish believer is filled with
deep joy about God’s goodness. Judaism is not
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about ‘getting in(to a relationship with God)’. The
gratefulness for being included into God’s covenant
with Abraham brings the people to obey God’s
commandment; a commandment to stay within
that covenant. Sander’s important impulse to the
debate was his conclusion that Judaism at the time
of Paul was very different from what we had always
thought. The question of how Paul could then have
possibly written the things he wrote, however,
was something he did not deal with. Apparently,
Paul had misunderstood things. Paul was fighting
against windmills.

What did Paul mean?

What did Paul mean when he spoke of justification?
This question was addressed by J.D.G. Dunn in
a lecture, published in 1983, with a title that
simultaneously coined the name for this new
approach to Paul: the new perspective on Paul. In
his lecture, Dunn accepted Sander’s findings, but
he criticized his solution. Was it true that Paul
had misunderstood it all? Or did the problem lie
elsewhere? In Dunn’s view, the problem did not
lie with Paul, but especially with Luther, who put
us on the wrong track through his reading of Paul.
Luther had fought against the Roman Catholic
Church, where good works were indeed a means
of earning justification before God. Luther himself
had got stuck on that road and had discovered
the gospel of God’s grace in Paul’s writings. From
that perspective he began to read the whole Bible
anew. In the adversaries countered by Paul in his
letters, Luther recognised his own Roman Catholic
adversaries, with their view of good works and
grace in which he had got stuck and which he
had recognized as unbiblical. In this way, Luther
made the world after him look through his glasses,
tarnishing Jews and Roman Catholics with the
same brush of rebellion against grace, because they
want to earn salvation themselves.
Dunn stresses that Paul never rejected Judaism.
His encounter with the living Christ before the
gates of Damascus made him a believing Jew who
had come to recognize Jesus of Nazareth as God’s
Messiah. He did not convert to a different religion.
An important question that immediately comes up
is: what then did Paul mean when he passionately
argued against the law and good works? What
did he mean when he wrote about justification
by faith, without works of the law? What was he
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fighting against? Dunn thinks that Paul’s words
about the law and good works were mainly directed
against those Christian Jews who in speaking with
believers from the Gentiles - after Christ’s coming
- continued to hold onto the works of the law that
had distinguished the Jewish people from other
peoples: dietary laws and circumcision. The term
‘justification by faith’ – Dunn argues – does not so
much answer the question of how man can find
peace with God. Rather, it is about an answer to
the question on what condition a believer from the
Gentiles can be accepted into the people of God;
are certain works typical of the people of Israel (e.g.
circumcision, dietary restrictions) required? No, Paul
emphasizes. In the new age, starting with Christ’s
coming, man is accepted into God’s people by faith,
through grace. Starting from this central point of
view, Dunn has proceeded to write commentaries
on the two major letters concerning justification –
Galatians and Romans. In both his Theology of Paul
and his volume of essays, The New Perspective on
Paul, all the details can be found of what has been
briefly described here.

Introspective culture

Luther had not read Paul correctly. He had read
his own questions into the New Testament. His
plagued conscience was searching for peace. And
he found peace in an incorrect explanation of Paul’s
writings, an explanation in which he supposed Paul
to have suffered from a similar attack and struggle.
How this came to be is not further explored by
Dunn; he merely observed it and explained it mainly
on the basis of Luther’s spiritual biography. A
thorough exploration of this question was offered
by the Swedish Lutheran, K. Stendahl. Already in
1960 – so before Sanders and Dunn published
their papers – he had written an article on Paul
and the introspective mindset of the West (Paul
and the introspective conscience of the West). In
Stendahl’s view, it is typical of Western culture
to be introspective; we Western people turn into
ourselves, we examine ourselves, and that road can
lead to desperation. He mentions Augustine as the
first major example. With his Confessions he wrote
a book in which he extensively examined himself.
Luther also stands in that tradition, which explains
why Luther read Paul as he did. He pre-supposed
Paul, before his conversion, to have had the same
tortured conscience as he himself, haunted by the
question: “How do I find a merciful God?” Stendhal,
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however, believes that Paul, being from the Near
Middle East, was hardly troubled by that question.
Take a look, he says, at the way Paul describes his
life before his conversion, in Philippians 3: there we
hear nothing of about getting stuck on the road of
the law. On the contrary, Paul indicates that he had
progressed greatly along that road. Through the
encounter with Christ, however, he had come to see
these things in a totally different light, so that he
now calls it ‘garbage’.

Remarks and questions

In the above I have briefly introduced three
representatives of a new way of reading Paul. Many
more names could be mentioned. In our country, for
example, J.P. van Bruggen works along these lines
in his book, Paulus. And in the English-speaking
world, someone like N.T. Wright is busy building
on this approach. There is much more to be said,
therefore, but our space is limited. Let me make
one or two evaluative remarks nevertheless. What
can be learned from The new perspective on Paul?
And what are the weaknesses in this approach? I
mention a few points.
1. I belief that much can be gained from the
approach to Judaism. The classic prejudice
against the Jewish religion as a cold and rigid
religion of legalism has had devastating effects.
In the days of the Third Reich this caricature
played a role, at the very least, in justifying
and propagating the measures against the
Jews, which eventually led to the horrors of the
Shoah. This prejudice has buried itself deeply
inside us. I am sometimes horrified to hear
what Christians say about Jews and the Jewish
religion. Has it ever occurred to us that we
use the word ‘Pharisee’ as an abusive term for
‘hypocrite’? Once and for all, the new perspective
robs us of the reasons to be overbearing about
the Jewish faith.
2. What I find peculiar in the new perspective is
that Paul is isolated almost completely from
the Biblical canon as a whole. The fact is easily
glossed over that Jesus too had one or two
things to say about Israel’s relationship to the
law. Mark 7 comes to mind, and think of what
happened in John 19. There the terrible words
are spoken: “We have a law, and according
to that law he must die....” There the law is
severed from the good God who gave his
commandment. There the law has become a
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tool in the hands of men to harass each other.
There, in a ludicrous way, men are fighting off
God, with his law in their hands. They appeal to
the law – while their hearts are strangers to the
God of the law. That is a danger for all time. And
it threatens us too.
3. This brings me to my most important point
of critique. Does one really have an eye for
the radicalism and depth of what Paul is
confronting his readers with? Does one truly see
the liberation in the gospel of the Reformation?
And does one not rely too much on the fact that
the Jewish sources at the time of Paul show
no evidence of a mindset that uses the law in
order to earn salvation? Is it unthinkable that
the apostle simply discerns human nature and
therefore penetrates to the heart of the matter,
discussing things which no one ever mentioned
in similar ways, but which were definitely
relevant – and still are? When Miskotte
discusses the essence of Jewish religion in his
dissertation in 1932, he eventually calls it a
‘titanic humanism’ – a titanic undertaking by
humans who are going to make things work. He
says this in his discussion of Jewish religion. But
let us not forget that his aim is to tackle liberal
Protestantism! That is why we must let our eyes
be opened to see who we truly are. Luther says
somewhere: “Adam prefers to be built by works”
(Adam potius per opera aedificatur). This is the
crux of the matter. In John 6:8 the Jews ask
Jesus: “What must we do to do the works God
requires?” In his answer Jesus points them to
the singular: “The work of God is this: to believe
in the one he has sent.” That is the revolution of
the gospel. It hits us where we think we are at
our best and points us radically to Christ. 
n
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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