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R. ter Beek

Editorial

On September 5th, the Dutch Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP)
in The Hague produced a report about the secularisation in The
Netherlands: Jos Becker & Joep de Hart, Godsdienstige veranderingen
in Nederland. Verschuivingen in de binding met de kerk en de christelijke
traditie (‘Religious changes in The Netherlands. Shifts in the bond
with the church and the Christian tradition’; see http://www.scp.nl/
godsdienstigeveranderingen).

T

he conclusion is: in 2020, 70% of the Dutch
population will be unchurched. Every year
88,000 Dutch people leave their church.
Since 1970 the Roman Catholic Church has lost
one fifth of her members. Estimates expect that
in 2020 only 10% of the Dutch population will be
Roman Catholic (now about 30%). In the same
period of time the churches which were merged
to form the Protestant Church (PKN) in 2004, lost
almost half of their members. The PKN now has
two million members, but some 1.3 million of these
will disappear in the next fifteen years. Then the
Protestants will constitute a very small minority of
approximately 4% of the Dutch people. Muslims
will constitute 7,7% of the population in 2020 (to
the neglect of secularisation in muslim-circles).
The Reformed Churches in The Netherlands
(liberated), Christian Reformed Churches,
several federations of Reformed Congregations,
Restored Dutch Reformed Church and the Dutch
Reformed Churches, and other orthodox reformed,
conservative, Bible believing or evangelical
denominations, all together have now 400,000
members, which means about 5% . In 2020 they
are expected to constitute between 7 and 8% of
the population. Within this section the share of
Pentecostal and charismatic groups has been
growing fast and this growth will go on.
Those who analyse trends do note however,
that in recent years, secularisation has not been
progressing (Erik Sengers in Trouw, 13th September).
Religion is not becoming less, but is changing its
character and form, she is transforming (James
Kennedy, in E. Sengers (ed), The Dutch and their
gods. Secularisation and transformation of religion
in The Netherlands since 1950, Hilversum: Verloren,
2006). The most important signal: the church is
becoming less important in the experience of the
believers. The SCP-report affirms this: 20% of the
Dutch unchurched consider themselves religious.
Alongside this, I recently read in Trouw,
according to someone writing for Christian Research
in London, that the number of Evangelicals in
Europe is decreasing, but that at the same time the
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exit of non-Evangelicals from the churches is much
larger in number. In short, on balance: the churches
are shrinking, but are also becoming more orthodox,
are developing a more evangelical bias and are
incorporating aspects of faith which used to belong
to the Pentecostal movement.
This ‘evangelicalisation’ of the churches is
also to be seen in The Netherlands. For example in
the widespread use of the Alpha Course, and the
Evangelical Songbook coming into fashion in the
Protestant Church (Tjerk de Reus reviewing The
Dutch and their gods in CV-Koers, Febr. 2006).
Confessional Reformed Christians in North
America and Europe constitute a small minority.
If no miracle happens, this will not get better.
Reflecting on the public civic commemoration
ceremonies of 11th September 2001, it struck Rev.
Paul Murphy of Messiah’s Reformed Fellowship
near Ground Zero at Manhattan Island, that
“despite all the fanfare given to the increased
interest in spiritual things after 11th September it
is a generic, ecumenical all things to all people god
that is desired. People are more disinterested than
ever in the One, True God, the God and Father of
the Lord Jesus Christ revealed in the pages of Sacred
Scripture. If anything, they are more openly hostile
to Him than ever before.”
Wars and disasters do not bring people back to
God to stay. As a current in society, the Reformed
shall become more and more unnoticed, scattered in
Diaspora. Our social context will grow to look more
like the time of the New Testament. Are churches
and believers in the West preparing themselves for
a life as Christians in the dispersion, hardly visible
at the edge of society? This asks for a new look
at Christian practice, at the way we pass the old
doctrine on to the new generation, at how we adapt
and maintain traditions and habits, at how we keep
contact with the government, and at the instruction
given to believers in order to help them to give their
faith shape at their isolated positions.
We are not facing something entirely new. We
shall have to learn anew to read the Bible books
which originate from the periods in which God’s
people lived in dispersion and persecution (both
within and outside of the Promised Land). Do we
need Ground Zero to long for Mount Zion? Yes.
But even more we need to let our faith dwell with
Christ in heaven to maintain that ‘the sceptre of
wickedness shall surely find no home in the land
■
allotted to the righteous’ (Psalm 125).
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G. Kwakkel

 enocide?
G
“...then you must destroy
Deuteronomy 7:2
them totally...”   

T

he text quoted above is for many Bible
readers almost indigestible. This is certainly
true of Bible readers in our time who know
something of the horrors of Auschwitz and of
genocide in Armenia, Irak and Srebrenica.
Various texts in the Old Testament say that the
tribes of Canaan had to be driven out (see Exodus
23:27-31; Numbers 33:50-56; Deuteronomy 7:22 for
example). By this you could think of a charge to
force the peoples across the borders, out of the land.
But ‘totally destroy them’ goes further. It implies
complete destruction indeed. Deuteronomy 20:1617 shows this clearly: ‘you must totally destroy
them’ means that nothing which has breath be
left alive. The same can be read in the continuation
in Deuteronomy 7 in words like ‘eliminate’ and
‘destroy’ (see Deut.7:22-24).
The book Joshua tells how Israel actually dealt
with the peoples. They did not destroy or annihilate
all the original inhabitants of Canaan. They did
literally end the lives of the inhabitants of a large
number of places: Jericho, Ai and many other cities,
as much as in the South (Josh.10:28-43) as in the
North (Josh.11:11-14).
But the greatest stumbling block for us is not
even that the people of Israel ever did something
like this. No matter how appalling such acts are, it
does not place Israel beneath rulers and peoples
who have ever done such things. At the most,
people realize with amazement or with irony that
the Israelites made themselves guilty of what
happened to the Jewish people in the Second World
War. The greatest stumbling block is, according to
Deuteronomy, that the Lord Himself charged them
to do this. If the extermination of thousands of
people in Canaan was genocide, then this genocide
took place at God’s command. It was His will.
This point was well understood by J.A. Montsma.
He graduated on 3 May 1985 at the Free University
nAbout the author:
Dr. G. Kwakkel is Professor of Old Testament at the Theological University of the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands in Kampen. H.J. Schilder (1916-1984) has been
teaching the same discipline there from 1953 until 1981.
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in Amsterdam with a thesis called De exterritoriale
openbaring (‘The Ex-territorial Revelation’). He
posed a problem which, according to him, cannot
be ignored in the interpretation of Deuteronomy.
That is, that the writers of Deuteronomy use the
name of God in a way which makes one think of
‘fascistic’ ideologies. In other words, Deuteronomy
is not about what Israel once did. The biggest
problem is that the name of God is joined here to
issues which make us think of fascism.

‘Because of their wickedness’

The charge to annihilate the peoples of Canaan was
far reaching and radical. But the charge also had
clear boundaries. Israel was not to destroy every
people, which stood in its way, at random. The
command to exterminate had specific relevance
to the peoples who lived in Canaan. Deuteronomy
7:1 summarises them by name: the Hittites,
Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites,
Hivites and Jebusites.
The annihilation charge was not relevant for people
who lived outside of Canaan. If there was war with
these, a peace declaration first had to be proposed.
If the enemy did not agree with this, the men were
to be killed. Women and children were spared
(Deut.20:10-18).
Why then the special treatment for the seven
nations in Canaan? Deuteronomy 9:4-5 points to
the sinful character of these nations: ‘on account of
their wickedness’. This was, by the way, no reason
for Israel to feel better than them. They did not
receive the Promised Land because of their own
righteousness and pureness of heart: ‘you are a
stiff-necked people’ (Deut.9:6).
The annihilation was thus a punishment from
the Lord for the godlessness of the peoples of
Canaan. It was not a random attack by someone
who happened to be at a certain place at a certain
time. The godlessness referred to was an attitude
of rejection towards God which had grown across
the centuries. Only when the limit was reached, did
the judgement come. The Lord took time to do this.
The descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob did
54

not receive direct permission to take over the land
with violence. First they had to stay in Egypt for
generations. Only when the unrighteousness of the
Amorites had reached its limits could they declare
war and take their place in the Promised Land (see
Gen.15:16).

Unique love

In Deuteronomy 7 the emphasis does not fall upon
the godless character of the seven nations from
Canaan. This only receives implicit attention in the
verses 4-5, 16 and 25. In Deuteronomy 7 one motive
dominates, which we would not associate with the
annihilation of nations: the motive of love.
Deuteronomy 7:6-8 uses very strong terms to
express God’s love for Israel. Familiar terms are
used in part, such as ‘choose’ (bachar), ‘love’ (ahev)
and ‘his own precious people’(‘am segulla). There
is also a word that is only used on two occasions
in the Bible to describe the relationship between
God and his people, that is: ‘set his affection on’
(chashaq, vs. 7; see further Deut.10:15, where it
refers to the love of God for the forefathers). You
could probably translate it better with ‘falling in
love with’. This is what it means when used in the
context of relationships between people. To give a
concrete example, a relationship between a young
man and a young woman, as was the case with
Shechem, who fell passionately in love with Dinah
(Gen.34:8) or of an Israelite soldier who became
enchanted by a beautiful woman whom he had
taken as prisoner of war (Deut.21:11).
Deuteronomy 7 characterises God’s love for
Israel with this word. Together with the other terms
mentioned, it indicates a unique relationship that
He wanted to enter into with the descendants of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They were a people that
He meant only for Himself: a people holy before the
Lord, their God (vs. 6). It belonged to Him, in just as
intimate a relationship as that between husband
and wife.
No third person was allowed to come between
them. As long as Israel lived in the wilderness, the
chance of that was very small (see Jer.2:1-3), but
later in Canaan that would become different. There
Baal, god of agriculture, would constantly try to win
Israel’s heart for himself. He would play the role
of the lover, the third party. He intended to have a
place in the house that the Lord would inhabit with
His bride: the Promised Land. But if you are just
married and head over heels in love, you will not
tolerate a third party in your house!
That was the motivation which Moses gives
in Deuteronomy 7 for the annihilation of the
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nations. The seven nations of Canaan had to be
completely destroyed, because, if they remained
alive, they would be a constant threat to the
marriage between God and his people. For this
reason fraternising and intermarriage between
them and the Israelites was strictly forbidden (vss.
2-4). For this reason too, the command to annihilate
is accompanied by the charge to destroy all the
apparatus they used to serve their gods (vs. 5).

Israel itself threatened

The charge to annihilate had thus to do with God’s
unique love for Israel. Now it is possible, with a bit
of bad will, still to connect this with ideas like ‘my
own people first’ or with other sounds within which
you can hear the false music of fascist ideology.
But that becomes impossible if you realise that
the charge to annihilate could turn against Israel
itself, because it had everything to do with the
unique loving relationship between the Lord and his
people.
Deuteronomy 7:4 leaves no possible room for
a misunderstanding. If Israel later plays the harlot
with other gods, exactly the same fate will await
them as awaited the seven nations. The wrath of
the Lord will burn against them and overwhelm
them. And that, not after a long time, but quickly
(vs. 10: God recognises no pardon for an Israelite
who hates God; He personally deals with such
a person). If the Israelites, contrary to God’s
command, take the gold and silver belonging to the
Canaanite idols into their own houses, then they
will be utterly destroyed, just as the seven nations
(v26).
Further on in Deuteronomy, Moses returns to
this point this repeatedly. In chapter 9:8 and 14 he
reminds them how the Lord had recently almost
destroyed his people at Mount Horeb, when they
had disobeyed God by worshiping the golden calf.
In Deuteronomy 13 detailed instructions are given
should the Israelites let themselves be distracted
by serving idols. Should individual members of
the people be involved, then they must be put to
death (vss. 5 [6] and 8-10 [9-11]). If a whole city were
concerned, it would be destroyed in a way which
would be no less dramatic than the destruction of
Jericho (vss. 15-17 [16-18]).

To the New Testament

Once in the Promised Land, Israel made a
considerable start to driving out the Canaanites, but
the work was never completed. A third remained
living in the home for God and His people in which
a unique love was to take form. Again and again
55

began the announced destruction, He sent a new
Elijah (Mal.4:5-6 [3:23-24]). Then He let His own Son
appear. He, Jesus Christ, took the destruction, God’s
judgement, upon Himself. He dedicated Himself
completely to God, his heavenly Father. He let His
earthly life be destroyed, in order to give those who
follow Him a lasting place in God’s Promised Land.

One way

Heartrending scenarios would have taken place
when Israel killed all the inhabitants of Jericho and
all the other cities. It remains difficult to digest that
this happens at God’s command. If you think about
it, you feel the urge to try and defend God’s deeds.
But this is a risky undertaking which can have
haughty characteristics about it.

they succeeded in bringing the marriage to the
brink of destruction. Israel constantly succumbed to
the temptation of giving her love to another.
And the Israelites knew it. Hundreds of them
were killed by invading enemies or other disasters.
Ultimately Israel had to leave home. She was
literally driven out as though she was one of those
seven nations, when many were carried away with
the Assyrian or Babylonian captivity.
At that time, the Lord showed his unique
character again. He let many Israelites return to
their own land. In this He demonstrated that His
holy love was so much stronger than the love of
man. It was the love of the unforgettable God (see
Hos.11:8-11). But this too was insufficient. Outright
idol worship was much less after the return from
exile. Nonetheless Israel’s undivided love and
faithfulness towards God was lacking.
Malachi spoke clear language about this. In the
last verse of his book the words ‘total destruction’
(cherem) appear again. In our translations that
is how the Old Testament is finished! The words
still ring in your ears when you turn to the New
Testament. The threat of total destruction hangs
above God’s land, as the great day of the Lord
approaches. But the threat is no longer directed at
the peoples in Canaan. It is directed at God’s own
people.
This threat of destruction would have
immediately been carried out had the Lord not
set a higher initiative of love in action. Before He
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This does not detract from our duty to make
up the balance of what we read in Deuteronomy
and elsewhere as having happened to the people
in Canaan. Then you see that this was not simply a
question of genocide at God’s command. It is not
even about ethnic preference for any one nation.
Deuteronomy is about the wonderful way in which
Gods plan for the salvation of fallen man is realised.
He wanted it to be just as good as in the beginning,
an unspoilt loving relationship between Himself
and man. The command to destroy the peoples in
Canaan took its own place along that path at a given
moment in the history of Israel. But it also reminds
us continually of where we will end up if we do not
let ourselves be taken along God’s unique path.
There is only one way to life. It is He who said so:
‘I am the way and the truth and the life’ (John 14:6).
This statement gives rise to very different feelings
than the command to utterly destroy the peoples of
Canaan. Yet there is a link between the one and the
other. Both, each in its own way, direct us to God’s
unique redemption Route. All thanks to God alone
when a human being accepts this and chooses for
■
that Route!

n The original Dutch article appeared in Theologia
Reformata 48 (2005) 265-269 (No. 4 / December 2005).
For the writing of this meditation use has been made
amongst others of Eep Talstra, ‘Identity and Loyalty,
Faith and Violence: The case of Deuteronomy’, in: Dirk
van Keulen, Martien Brinkman (eds.), Christian Faith and
Violence, Volume 1 (Studies in Reformed Theology, 10),
Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2005, pp. 69-85.
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H. ten Brinke

 ick Warren’s The Purpose
R
Driven Life II
Cross Centred Life

In the first article I looked at three aspects of the way in which Rick
Warren describes the Christian life in The Purpose Driven Life: he plays to
the gallery of the ‘needs we have’; Jesus’ teaching about cross bearing is
not represented; and there are many ‘musts’. These three aspects have a
common background: in Warren’s description of the Christian life, the cross
of Christ is not central.

I

n Warren’s book the cross of Christ is the
entrance to a Christian life. Warren is no liberal
theologian! He preaches that Christ died on the
cross for our sins and that we are saved through this.
You may and must believe that God wants to forgive
you no matter what you have done. And you must
accept this forgiveness and receive it (58). But once
you have gone through that entrance, the perspective
shifts. “You are now ready to discover and start living
God’s purpose for your life”, writes Warren (59). From
now on we move optimistically forward. The sound
of victory of Purpose Driven Life leaves insufficient
room for the struggle in the Christian life which the
New Testament presents to us. According to the New
Testament, in your life you come up against your ‘old
nature’ time and time again. You do not leave this
behind when you enter the Christian life via the cross.
On the contrary, that Christian life is characterised
for an important part by that struggle against the
old nature. Our brother Paul describes that struggle
penetratingly in Romans 7.
Fortunately there is another side: the reality of a
new life in the Spirit (Rom.8). Not only a possibility,
but a reality! But it is this combination of Romans
7 and 8 which brings so much struggle in the life
of a Christian. You are ‘crucifying yourself’, as Jesus
said. If you represent that, as Warren does, with
‘finding your true self’ (19), you give the impression
that you have not understood Jesus’ teaching. This
‘crucifying yourself’ is absent in Warren’s book. This
creates a distance between Christians who really
have discovered the reality of new life in the Spirit,
but who, at the same time, know only too well that
nAbout the author:
Rev. Henk ten Brinke is minister of the Reformed Church (liberated) at BodegravenWoerden, the Netherlands. Email address: henktenbrinke@hetnet.nl
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the new life is not without a struggle. The Christian
life knows a struggle in which victories take place
alongside setbacks.

Believing

In Purpose Driven Life, ‘believing’ is something
present especially at the beginning of the Christian
life: believing that God loves you and that He has
made you for His purpose. To put it in a bit of an
exaggerated way: ‘believing’ in Purpose Driven Life
is especially a means to something else, a means
to enter the Christian life. In the Bible, ‘believing’
is much more. It is a relationship in which I may
live with Christ. A constant relationship in which I
trust myself to him, have my all in Him and expect
everything from Him.
This is my rock in the tempest of my Christian
life, also when I suffer setbacks. I can keep going
back to Christ. He is my righteousness, not only at
the start of my Christian life, but continually. He
knows my struggle. He encourages me, and again
and again He lets me celebrate the Lord’s Supper.
He wants to start with me anew, time after time.
Having all in Him - that is forgiveness but also
renewal! Through Christ we become righteous and
holy (1 Cor. 1:30). If the cross of Christ moves to the
margins (and is only central at the entrance to the
Christian life), not only my justification becomes
something of the past but my sanctification becomes
separated from Christ. Then the Christian life becomes
a lonely adventure. The requirements are high, the
‘must’ remains, but who can possibly attain it?
This is the problem with the ‘must’ activism
in The Purpose Driven Life which many people
have noticed. Does Warren not speak of the Holy
Spirit who wants to change us so that we take on
Jesus’ image? Yes, he does. Receiving Jesus is also
receiving His Spirit “who will give you the power to
fulfil your life with purpose” (58). But in Warren’s
view, this also comes down to the right choices that
we must make. “We must cooperate with the Holy
Spirit’s work… The Holy Spirit releases His power
the moment you take a step of faith… Obedience
unlocks God’s power” (174). “We choose to do
the right thing in situations and then trust God’s
57

Management and
biblical wisdom
When I read The Purpose Driven Life, I
thought to myself: where have I read this
before? And suddenly I remembered: in a
book that has been just as much of a bestseller in the management sector as Warren’s
book on church territory: The 7 Habits of
Highly Effective People, by Stephen R Covey
(Simons & Schuster, 1999). Covey begins
with: make choices; be proactive, do not
be dependent upon your circumstances.
And the first one is: make goals. Where do you want to finish? Begin with the
end in mind. Make an image in your mind of where you want to go. That image
determines how we furnish our lives.
Warren writes: “The way in which you look at life, forms your life” (42). If
you do not keep your goal in front of you, you are not being effective. Keeping
your goal up front prevents you from coming up against unused possibilities,
unnecessary tension and an empty life (30). Four of the five ‘advantages’ of leading
a purpose driven life which Warren names (30ff), could have been lifted out of
Covey’s management book: 1 your life takes on meaning; 2 your life is simplified;
3 you have direction in your life; 4 it forms your life motivation. Only the fifth
advantage is directly Christian: 5 it prepares you for eternity (whereby the danger
arises that earthly life receives insufficient value; according to Warren you are only
here on earth to prepare for eternity).
At the end of the book Warren recommends that his readers make a Life
Declaration (321ff). In this you summarise what God’s aims are for your life, and
you indicate what you will do and not do, in order to reach these goals. You write
what your values are and what your tasks are, and how you are going to serve God
in a way which suits how He has created you. You can also read this in Covey. He
calls it a ‘personal statute’. In this you write down what you want to be and what
you want to do, and what your values and principles are.
In The Purpose Driven Church Warren writes about forming goals: in order to
make a goal effective, it must not only be Biblical but also specific, transferable and
measurable (96f). The last three requirements do not come from the Bible but from
what Warren requires of a goal.
Is it not allowed to benefit from the wisdom of management theories? Of
course it is! There you find human wisdom, which you could reach using your
common sense. And you can also connect these to the Bible! Naturally it is Biblical
to say that God has created us with an aim (see for example, the Heidelberg
catechism, q&a 6). A Purpose Driven Life could be typically Christian. Common
sense and Biblical wisdom do not oppose each other. The wisdom to be found in
the Bible book Proverbs, for example, really does not oppose common sense! In
this connection, it is also noticeable that in a personal note at the end of his book,
Covey points to God as the source of all good principles. “To the degree to which
we align ourselves with correct principles, divine endowments will be released
within our nature enabling us to fulfil the measure of our creation”(319).
In principle, there is no problem if Warren wants to describe the Christian
life using management methods and Biblical goals (for the church and for every
Christian) worked into the establishment of aims. There is only a problem if that
means that real Biblical elements are lost.
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Spirit to give us his power, love, faith and wisdom
to do it” (174). “Spiritual growth is a collaborative
effort between you and the Holy Spirit. God’s Spirit
works with us, not just in us” (180; Warren’s italics).
This last comment is an attempt to understand
Philippians 2:12-13 : “Continue to work out your
salvation.., for it is God who works in you to will
and to act…” The surprise in Paul’s words, that we
can work because God works in us, is not found in
Warren because he puts forward ‘a collaborative
effort between us and the Holy Spirit’: the Spirit
works in us and we work. A collaboration thus,
between God and man. Warren’s theology appears
to have a high Arminian calibre!

All in Christ

That tiresome ‘must’ in The Purpose Driven Life
has its origin here. When the cross of Christ no
longer stands at the centre in the Christian life,
sanctification fundamentally changes its character:
once you have entered the Christian life, you will
have to work on your goals yourself. You can use the
power of the Holy Spirit which is available to you,
but you will first have to make the right choices
yourself! This is the restlessness of activism.
In contrast, how rich and deep are those words
of Paul to which I referred: “It is because of Him
(God) that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become
for us wisdom from God - that is, our righteousness,
holiness and redemption…”(1 Cor.1:30). In Christ I have
all, and everything comes to me from Him. The Spirit
ensures that Christ dwells in me and rules my life
from inside out (Eph.3:16-17). That is believing: not
only an entrance to Christian life but the reality of
a Christian life. Life in an ongoing relationship with
Him who is my life, so that you can even say, with
Paul: “I no longer live but Christ lives in me” (Gal.2:20).
That I am actively involved in that Christian life
is beyond dispute (how else could that be possible,
if Christ lives in me through the Spirit?). But that is
the case because it is God who works the will and
the deeds in me (Phil.2:12-13).

Right desire

How is it possible that a book in which the cross
of Christ is not central, nevertheless appeals to
so many Christians? I think that it has to do with
a good desire; a desire to which we, with our
Reformed spirituality, have paid too little attention
for a long time.
True repentance, says the Heidelberg Catechism
Lord’s Day 33, consists of the old nature dying and
the new nature coming to life. The putting to death
of the old nature involves having sorrow for our
58

…I can keep going back to
Christ…
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

sin, hatred of it and running away from it. In the
Reformed faith experience, these are no unfamiliar
terms. Can the same be said of the coming to life
of the new nature? That is: heartfelt joy in God
through Christ, desire and love to live according
to the will of God in all good works? Perfection
is certainly reserved for later, but there is truly a
beginning now. Happiness, enthusiasm, dedication
to live in God’s love, with God and with each other,
to give some shape to this - could it not be desire
for this reality which leads people to turn to a book
such as Warren’s?

that for a time this has received too little attention.
Alongside this comes the realisation that there
is much which is shallow and lukewarm within the
churches. Indeed, sometimes there is regretfully
little enthusiasm for that new life in Christ. All in all
I could well imagine that people turn to a book such
as The Purpose Driven Life. How to be a concrete,
practical Christian - that is what the book is all
about, and that is what it is for. Who would not
want to go along with that?
Let’s not lose sight of the good in Warren’s book.
Let’s place it in a more Biblical framework. With
the words of Paul: “...that I may gain Christ and be
found in Him, not having a righteousness of my
own that comes from the law, but that which is
through faith in Christ - the righteousness that
comes from God and is by faith. I want to know
Christ and the power of his resurrection and the
fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming
like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to
the resurrection from the dead” (Phil.3:8-11).
‘Cross centred life’ - that is what it is all about.
Sharing in Christ’s suffering and in the power of
his resurrection. The one cannot exist without the
other, and whoever thinks that this is possible,
does not yet know Christ well enough. In practice,
that can be true both of Evangelical Christians and
Reformed Christians. Let us all as Evangelical and
Reformed Christians learn, also from each other,
■
that we have all in Christ!
n This article is the last of two. It is the
translation of a shortened version of three articles the
author wrote for De Reformatie, a weekly magazine
which appears within the Reformed Churches
(Liberated), Vol. 81, Nos. 12-14 (can be viewed via www.
dereformatie.nl).

Rick Warren

Dead with Christ in order to be raised with Him
- that is the secret of the Christian life. All in Christ!
That Christ, in the continuation of the redemption
by His blood, wants now to be continually busy
renewing us through his Spirit, so that we become
the same sort of people as He was on earth - I think
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H.J. Siegers

Until death us do part

Prof. D.J. Engelsma is professor of Dogmatics and Old Testament at the
Theological Seminary of the Protestant Reformed Church in America
(PRCA) in Grandville (MI). He recently wrote a book about marriage and
divorce. In this book eight articles appear which were originally published
in the Standard Bearer (a Reformed monthly magazine)*. The title of this
book is; Until death us do part, with, as subtitle, “The sad case of Bert
Zandstra and other Essays on Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage”.

I

must clarify this subtitle. Bert Zandstra
(hereafter BZ) is a church member made up by
dr. M. ter Velde (professor of Church History
and Church Principles at the Theological University
of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands [lib.]
in Kampen). This ‘brother Zandstra’ was introduced
into a few articles about divorce written by Te Velde
in De Reformatie (weekly Reformed magazine of the
GKv) dated 25th May and 1st June 1996(!). In these
he described how this fictitious BZ deserted his wife
and children because of an unhappy marriage and
fell in love with another woman. He left the local
Reformed Church and married this other woman.
After a while they moved to another city and began
to visit the Reformed church services there. And so
he (and his wife), a year after the official divorce,
ask to become members of the church again.
Te Velde explains that the new church council
cannot simply accept this. The least that can be
expected is that BZ shows some remorse for his sin
of divorce. This would involve, so sketches Te Velde,
that this (new) church council request BZ to repent
and confess sin to the Lord, but also to his (ex) wife
and children and also to the those immediately
involved in the case (the church and church council
of his old church). He would be expected, for
example to write a penitent letter expressing regret
to his (ex) wife. The church council would have to
test his regret and inform the church of it. And if
there were no objections from the church members
BZ would then be allowed to become a member.

The sad case

This is what Prof. Engelsma calls: “the sad case of
Bert Zandstra”, because, and I quote, “In the end, he
n About the author:
Rev Henk Siegers (1946) is minister of the Reformed Church (liberated) in OmmenWest, and was a member of the deputyship Marriage and Divorce which prepared the
synod decisions in Zuidhorn (2003) and Amersfoort-Centre (2005). At the moment he is
chairman of the Council of Advice regarding Marriage and Divorce of the GKv.
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(Prof. Te Velde) and his churches take Bert Zandstra
back, remarried” (p. 4). And, according to Prof.
Engelsma, this is not good. He names five reasons
for this. I cite a few of these: “The gospel-grace of
repentance is corrupted by Bert Zandstra and by the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (‘liberated’)”
(p. 5), because repentance is deep sorrow about
your sins and a return to God. Only asking for
forgiveness is not enough, because you must also
turn away from the sin. That means, in the case of
BZ that he must break with the sin of adultery, and
that means that that BZ must no longer live with
his second wife! This is what the church should
be telling BZ. God’s mercy is at risk: “Bert Zandstra
goes to hell, and so does his new wife” (p. 6), and
the church where BZ has become a member is
responsible for this, thinks Prof. Engelsma.
Another argument is that on such an important
point, the GKv gives in to the world. The church
becomes more like the world in this way and does
not resist the godless and adulterous world, if
they make peace with sin in this way. If BZ should
be admitted to the Lord’s Table, this would be a
scandal for the church (p. 7).
Finally Prof. Engelsma argues that something
is changing, because once it was the case that
churches forbad the guilty party (in adultery cases)
to remarry, and now churches allow the guilty party
to remarry and become a normal member of the
church once more (p. 8). He writes something like
this further on in the book, but then even more
keenly: the GKv also accept that the guilty party remarries (p. 22).
I do not recognise myself in the portrait Prof.
Engelsma paints, that in our churches people can
divorce for all sorts of reasons (pp. 8 and 24). I also
consider that his characterisation is not a correct
one (p. 14: ‘There is a deep deliberate silence about
the ethical scandal’), because we in the GKv have
made an intensive study of this issue for years,
addressing the difficult questions concerning
divorce, have listened to the Scriptures, and have
tried to give a good answer.

Standpoint

I share Prof. Engelsma’s standpoint: God does not
want divorce. That is also what the last synod of
the GKv stated (Amersfoort Centre, 2005): in de
Reformed Churches as a rule, new marriages after
divorce shall not be solemnised in the church (do
60

…what the last synod of
the GKv stated (Amersfoort
Centre, 2005)…
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

Prof. dr. D.J. Engelsma
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not forget: in the Netherlands people officially get
married before a municipal government official,
and the marriage is recorded in civil files).
As grounds for this are mentioned: the Holy
Scripture lays all emphasis on the indissolubility
of marriage (Matth.19:60). It fits the style of the
Kingdom, as the Lord Jesus taught us, to put great
emphasis on promises given. A promise given once
in marriage remains valid, even after a divorce.
In this decision the Synod lays all the emphasis
on what God says about marriage. It is for life. That
is the starting point. For this reason, married people
have to fight to maintain their marriages. The
GKv churches disapprove of divorce. And for this
reason, as a rule, people will not be able to re-marry.
But there are situations in which the brokenness
through sin is so strong that there is nothing left
of the marriage, and thus the church has to accept
a divorce as a fact. Then too, the given promise (of
the first marriage) weighs so heavily that a second
marriage cannot be taken for granted. I do not
share the standpoint of Prof. Engelsma and of the
PRCA that the Scriptures forbid all second marriages
after divorce (p. 24). He writes that it is unbiblical to
see marriage as a bond which can be undone by sin,
because it is a bond for life until death us do part (p.
26). And for this reason also the innocent party in a
divorce may not remarry after divorce!
Amongst other texts, Prof. Engelsma offers as
Scriptural evidence 1 Cor.7:10-11. Here it is clearly
stated that someone may not remarry. But we do
not know for what reason somebody was divorced
in this case. Engelsma claims that the divorce was
“evidently because of his fornication” (p. 13) and
that for this reason also the innocent party must
remain unmarried, but this reason is not mentioned
at all in these verses. I see it as a conclusion which
cannot be proved. Above all, if divorce is forbidden
september 2006

in all instances, why can Paul say that somebody
can divorce if the unbelieving partner leaves her (1
Cor.7:15)? The situation about which Paul first writes
is about two married people of which the man is
a believer and the woman is not (she remained a
heathen). He must not send his wife away because
she is an unbeliever nor because he could become
unholy as a result of this marriage (cf. v. 14). And
the converse is mentioned as well: if the woman is
a believer and her husband is not, then she must
not divorce either. The core of the matter is: if the
unbelieving partner wants to remain living together,
the believer must not take the initiative to divorce.
But then verse 15 follows about another
situation: if the unbeliever takes the initiative,
let the divorce be carried out. You must not stay
together at any cost. If the choice must be made
between God and the partner, the choice must
be made for God. If your faith is at risk you must
choose to save your faith. That strikes me as
being in line with the words of Jesus; you must
be prepared to lose your wife for the Kingdom of
God (Lk.18:29). Paul says: if the unbeliever leaves
her, “in such cases” the believer is “not bound”
– meaning not bound to the marriage or to the rule
not to remarry. Paul makes clear that you can be
placed before the choice in which two principles
are involved and threaten to collide: your calling
to remain faithful to your partner (not to break
your marriage) even if he remains an unbeliever,
and your call to follow Christ. For this concrete
situation Paul says: the faithfulness to Christ is
more important. It is an evil, a sin, if the marriage is
broken, but it is a greater sin or evil if the marriage
■
is carried on and your faith is undermined.
* This booklet appeared via the South Holland Protestant
Reformed Evangelism Committee, 2005, and costs USD 0.7.
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History of the Presbyterian
R.C. Janssen
Church in Korea	
“The history of the Presbyterian Church in Korea is largely
unknown in the Wester world.” These words were written Dr.
N.H. Gootjes, once lecturer at the Korean Theological Seminary
in Busan, in the introduction to a book that may change this.
Dr. Soon Gil Hur, emeritus president of said Seminary, took
it upon himself to outline in a simple and lucid manner the
history of the PCK and the Kosin churches in particular. The
Church Preserved Through Fires begins its story back in the
seventeenth century when Dutch sailors stranded on Korean
shores. One reads the story of how Presbyterian missionaries
came from Canada, the United States and Australia and
were instrumental in the birth of the Korean Presbyterian
Church. The fires of persecution, Japanese occupation which
brought Shintoism, humanism, liberalism, hierarchy, and false
ecumenism scorched the church but she was indeed preserved.
Dr. Hur recounts not only the story of the church, but also
of the seminaries that serve her. Designations like “Chosun”,
“Tonghap”, “Sundong”, “Hapdong”, “Kosin”, all are explained.
Thus this book is a must for all who have contact with and wish
to understand the Korean church scene.
At 175 pages the book is compact (a masterly act for anyone
writing church history) and the style of the book is popular.
While an English reader may stumble over the sentence
structure and word choice at times, the meaning is clear. An
index provides easy access to detailed information hidden
in the book. The one thing I did find irritating was the little
white space on the pages, there is little room for writing in the
margins. I discovered one (just one) glaring error: the ICRC is
not the International Council of Churches but Conference.
All up: a valuable addition for any church historical buff and
those who are ecumenically minded.
Sun-gil Ho / S. G. Hur, The Church Preserved Through Fires: A History of

News update

the Presbyterian Church in Korea, Neerlandia (Canada): Inheritance,
2006. ISBN 1-894666-78-x; paper cover; Can$17.95 / US$15.90.

Pure and Impure in the
Old Testament
On May 31, 2006, Rev. Melle H. Oosterhuis (1949) minister of
the Reformed Church (Liberated) of Ede-North, received his
doctorate from the Theological University of the Reformed
Churches (Liberated) in Kampen. His thesis is called: Een rein
hart. Rituele reinheidsterminologie in spirituele contexten van
het Oude Testament (‘A clean heart. Ritual purity terminology
in spiritual contexts of the Old Testament’; Heerenveen:
Groen, 2006; 298 pp; ISBN [10] 90-5829-625-3; with an English
summary, 249-254). Supervisor was Prof. Dr. G. Kwakkel,
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Professor of Old Testament studies; consultant was Dr. C.G. den
Hertog of the Protestant Theological University, also in Kampen.
The first two theses are: “Purity should not be seen as
characteristic of God”, and “the Hebrew word for ‘pure’,
tahor, is a word which reminds us of the qualities of God’s
unspoilt creation work”.
With God’s creation as starting point, Oosterhuis makes clear
why some sins, sicknesses, or irregularities make a man impure.
“Impure is that which is spoilt in creation. Through sin, death
came into the world; contact with death gave rise to pollution. In
Genesis 3 God places marriage and children under the curse of
sin, which is why many things in this area make you impure.”
In his thesis, Oosterhuis typifies ‘pure’ as ‘spotless, clean
before God’. The concepts ‘pure’ and ‘unclean’ have their own
meaning, according to him, distinct from the concepts ‘holy’
and ‘unholy’, and ‘righteous’ and ‘unrighteous’.
In an interview about the setting apart of lepers, he says:
“It is as though God wanted to impress upon His people
that they were never to make an agreement with death. It
remains noticeable that the Old Testament says little about
life after death. In the Egyptian culture, for example, there are
extensive discussions about death - as though death belonged
to life. Something actually very modern. But God wants to
know nothing of this. That which is wrong in this world must
be called by its name. And God’s people must keep looking
ahead to redemption from the curse.”
In the New Testament, the Old Testament rules for cleansing lose
their power. “What God wanted Israel to see, is so much clearer
and more powerfully expressed in Jesus. He touched lepers and
healed them; He conquered death; He restores things. When the
sun rises, all the cleansing rituals fade into insignificance.”
“You are clean through all that I have said unto you,” said
Jesus in John 15 to his disciples. “If you abide in me, you
can bear much fruit”. In other words purity also means
redemption from the curse of fruitlessness.
One important point against the thesis was raised by the
consultant Dr. C.G. den Hertog. He said that Oosterhuis had
unjustly disqualified the history of religions approach to the
Bible. In his response, Oosterhuis recognised the value of this
approach where this lays emphasis on what differentiates the
religion of Israel from other religions. But the thought that
religion evolved on its own, as though this is an autonomous
process, he rejected. “I cannot accept this approach in
the light of what the Reformed confession says about the
revelation of the Scriptures.” As well, according to Oosterhuis,
there are scientific shortcomings in the history of religions
approach. Later Prof. dr G. Kwakkel commented that, in this
sort of study, differences in starting points make discussion
with the modern Bible scholarship difficult. However,
according to him, Oosterhuis presents plausible conclusions
which deserve to be integrated into theology and ministry.
Source apart from the thesis: Nederlands Dagblad, Tuesday, May
30, and Thursday, June 1, 2006.
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B. Luiten

False Prophecy

Is it necessary to write about false prophecy? Is this not miles away from
our experience? A description. With this article I do not aim to offer a study
of what prophecy is today1. Given the lack of space and time, my intention
is a modest one. On a number of occasions I have recently been confronted
with the phenomenon of false prophecy. My interest was aroused by the
way in which false prophecy comes about and to be honest: it shocked me
and made me evaluate my own preaching again.

T

he question is: how does somebody become
a false prophet? What is a false prophet in
the first place? I think that few people intend
to become one.
My concern is not with people who surrender
to the power of other religions and, as a result,
proclaim a message which opposes the Gospel.
Unfortunately this happens, but it is easy to
recognise. There is no pretence in this. It is pretence
that makes the difference. Pretence exposes a
messenger of the Lord as a ‘false prophet’. Words
are spoken in the name of the Lord, which in actual
fact are not from the Lord. They are not prophecy
but deceit, meant to mislead. How does this come
about? Why does somebody do this?
Neither is my concern with preachers in the
Netherlands who have openly departed from
the Bible as the reliable Word of God, which
immediately makes their prophecy unreliable and
powerless. This too can be discerned, though not
always very easily.
But what if someone accepts the Scriptures as
God’s reliable, inspired revelation? Can he still fall
into the trap of false prophecy? You would think
this to be almost impossible. But if it is not, the
falseness of the prophecy is bound to be very subtle,
not obvious, barely recognisable. Which believer
would want to do something like that? Nobody, I
suspect. But does that mean that it does not occur?

n About the author:
Rev. Bas Luiten (1953) is minister of the Reformed Church (liberated) in Zwolle Centre and
one of the editors of the Reformed weekly De Reformatie.
1: On prophecy today read E.A. de Boer, ‘Dienst aan het levende Woord’ (‘Serving the
living Word’), in: H. ten Brinke a.o. (eds.), Geestrijk Leven, Barneveld: De Vuurbaak, 2006,
pp. 219-236.
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The trap

Let us be clear about this. The trap of false prophesy
is always present, everywhere, even if we are full of
the best intentions. After all, the cause mentioned
in Scripture is often a very simple one: preachers are
sensitive to what people want to hear.
Take the history of Michaiah, son of Imla, in
Ahab’s time (1 Kings 22). Ahab had 400 prophets
who all said that it was okay for him to go to battle
against Ramoth and Gilead. “The Lord will give the
city into your hands”, they prophecied, for that was
what Ahab wanted to hear. Only Michaiah really
spoke God’s words: “I saw all Israel scattered on the
hills like sheep without a shepherd”. He also said
that there was a lying spirit in the other prophets,
for which he was promptly hit in the face. False
prophets are anxious to save their own skin. There
was none of this with Michaiah.
Take another example, that of Jeremiah. He was
completely overruled and captured by the Word of
God. It was stronger than himself and brought him
into great trouble in an aggressive environment.
But Jeremiah had to speak God’s Words. Nothing
could stop him from doing so. God’s Word burnt
like a fire within him. In one of the commentaries I
read the statement that it is not possible to study
Jeremiah’s prophecies and doubt their genuineness.
God so clearly visited his people through the words
of this prophet.
At the same time Jeremiah had much to say
about the false prophets of his time, who kept
telling the people that they had nothing to fear
and that Jerusalem would be spared even though
the Chaldeans lay in siege around the city. Why
did these lying prophets say this? Because they
allowed themselves to be guided by the thoughts
and desires of the people. At the same time, what
they said was undoubtedly based on their own
convictions and perceptions: “Israel will never be
lost!” Had it not always been like that? Had this not
been the message of God’s Word throughout the
centuries?’ (see Jeremiah 23:16-17; 23:22).

The other side of the coin

The other side of the coin is that false prophets
leave many important things unsaid. They may call
for cosmetic change of behaviour, but they do not
call for repentance, for a real and deep change of
heart.
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“Ezekiel Prophesying”
by Gustave Doré

God once addressed this false attitude sharply
through his servant Ezekiel. If Ezekiel did not warn
the wicked for their approaching death, God would
hold him accountable for their blood. Likewise,
if a righteous man slipped into a sinful life and
Ezekiel did not warn him, the prophet would have
to answer before God (Ezekiel 3:16-21). Such is the
measure of God’s wrath, if the prophet should
remain silent when he should have spoken.
Centuries later we hear Paul speaking in the
same vein, when he says goodbye to the elders in
Ephesus. He declares that he has said everything
that had to be said and has concealed nothing. He
has proclaimed the full counsel of God. We read, “I
am innocent of the blood of all men” (Acts 20:25-31)
and he calls the elders to do the same. “Keep watch
over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy
Spirit has made you overseers”. Note the order: first
watch yourself, not out of egoism but out of awe for
God. Do not just say anything, but also: do not leave
things out, because the consequences can be eternal.

In practice

If I let this sink in, thoughts come to my mind which
I would like to share with anyone who reads this.
How is our preaching and speaking? What do we
say and what do we leave unsaid? If I am honest,
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I have to admit that I want to be tuned into my
audience. It matters to me in which pulpit I preach. I
cannot say everything everywhere, I think. Why not?
Because I know in advance that it will not go down
well. In my own congregation this bothers me the
least, because we know each other. But even there,
going against people you know well and value, is
not an easy thing. Saying exactly what needs to be
said, in the name of the Lord, do I do that?
Yes, I do admonish people freely about money
and sex and the like, even though I’m treading on
toes. But this is widely accepted. People even ask me
to say these things, for the sake of others of course.
But now for the real problem: the inwardlooking church, for example. Is it not the great sin
of the people of God in all centuries? People sang
with enthusiasm about the Philistines, Tyrians and
Mores who would all be grafted into the city of
God (Psalm 87), but at the same time they forgot to
open the gates for them. What is even worse, is that
when the apostles turned to these gentiles, they
received the most violent opposition from their own
Jewish people. Later on the gentiles were accepted,
but only on the condition that they would take
over all the (outdated) Jewish customs. This caused
enormous tension. Paul squarely opposed these
demands in the name of the Lord, without respect
of persons. In Antioch, for instance, he opposed
Peter to his face in front of all present (Galatians
2:11-14). That was clear prophecy in accordance with
God’s will, not out of man, nor according to man. It
was prophecy meant to bring people to God.
Can I speak similar words from the pulpit today?
When I see how many Christians cherish church life
as an internal business, sacrosanct from change?
When I see so many churches where precious
energy is wasted on all sorts of internal issues of
secondary importance? The Holy Spirit wants to
renew people, day by day. He wants to transform
them into the image of God. But it sometimes looks
as if we have been renewed already and do not
want be bothered. It is this attitude in people who
are unwilling to open themselves up that causes
issues to become sensitive and barely discussable.
As a minister you do not want to cause any
accidents in addressing these issues. But at the
same time, it is the essential features of the church
that are at stake here: her dedication to God in
all things and her open doors and low thresholds
to bring people in. May I say out loud that in my
opinion this dedication to God and willingness to
reach out to the lost are sometimes very far to seek?
Prophecy is, after all, without respect of persons,
straight from the Word of God.
64

Will these young people
invite their friends to
church?
(photo P.G.B. de Vries)

The necessity

This morning (Tuesday 6th June 2006) I read in
the Nederlands Dagblad the following headline:
‘Every month 400 teenagers leave the church’. Is
this not terrible? As I read on, I breathed a sigh of
relief. Fortunately, in our churches the situation is
not as bad as in the big Protestant Church of the
Netherlands (PKN), where at the age of nineteen,
only 32 out of 100 young people have stayed in
the church. In our churches it is still 52 out of 100.
What? 52? That is only just half! What a disaster!
(Can I say this from the pulpit?) Recently, during a
church meeting, I saw some people shaking their
heads in dismay at ‘those teenagers’. But shouldn’t
we really feel dismay at ‘that church’, which is not
prepared to reach out to its teenagers in a way that
makes them think “We feel at home here before
the Lord in the way we worship and serve Him”. (If I
point that out honestly, how does that go down?)
Every year in September I meet many young
people from all over the country, who come and do
their studies here. They frankly talk to me about
what they have learnt in their home churches.
Some do so with enthusiasm, as they have been
brought close to God. Others, however, are
desperate, frustrated and confused about all the
contradictions of hearing about God, but never
experiencing Him in church life, of being expected
to do all sorts of things, but not finding any love, so
that they do not have an idea of what believing in
God really means. This may sound unbelievable, but
– really - I am not exaggerating.
Will these young people invite their friends to
church? I do not think so. They do not know why.
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They feel ashamed of all the difficult language,
the ancient and rigid customs, and especially the
aloofness in it all. Do you see the domino effect of
this? It is not only that our own teenagers leave
church, but also their non-believing age peers will
not be reached. Meanwhile, synods convene in order
to decide whether singing choruses is allowed in
the service. Choruses that are understood, loved
and sung by the vast majority of our young people!
While we are discussing the legitimacy of choruses,
young people are dropping out of church. What
should a true prophet say about this? If you say
nothing at all, in order to please the traditionalists
among us, how close has false prophecy come? I
merely ask the question, for this is what bothers me.

The hearer

Not so long ago, there was a fierce discussion
in our churches about the hearer and the sermon.
The central question was: how do you successfully
reach the hearer with the Word of God? Some said:
this is only possible if you tune into the hearer and
approach him in the right way. This aroused a lot of
protest, in various ways, most of which came down to
the view that the preacher should not take the hearer
into account, as this could influence the message
of the preaching text. In my opinion, many of these
protests did not do justice to the intention of drawing
attention to the hearer in the homiletic process.
Ironically enough, in the reality which I have
been describing, the hearer is even more prominent.
That is to say, he is prominent in a disruptive way,
because his predictable response (irritation, anger,
walking out, not joining in etc.) often determines
what is said or not said from the pulpit.
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May I state that much is still left to be desired? Of
course, finding the right words is not always easy,
but we now seem to have created an atmosphere
of “If you say nothing about my sins, I’ll say
nothing about yours”, with the result that if I talk
to someone about his sins, he can reply by saying:
“Yes, but don’t they all do it?”
• “Who exactly do you mean by ‘all’?”
• “Well, plenty of them.”
• “Do you really know about this?”
• “Of course!”
• “But why then don’t you talk about it?”
• “Because we’re not used to”.

photo P.G.B. de Vries)

All in all, this leads to a remarkable situation where,
on the one hand, believers are afraid of not fully
honouring the Word of God (they are able to smell
Bible criticism miles away – for instance in our
Theological University in Kampen - and will react
immediately), while on the other hand they are
sometimes the same people who react to sermons
in an overcritical manner, who are listening for
what they want to hear and are more interested
in confirmation of their views than in repentance.
At least, this is how I see it and what I should say
aloud. How will that go down?

The atmosphere

If I want to be innocent of the blood of others, I
must speak as the Spirit of God leads me, without
holding anything back. This means I should have
the freedom to speak honestly from the Word of
God. It also means that my preaching should be
received out of awe for God and not with feelings
of irritation.
This not only applies to me, but also to the
elders and deacons. In fact, this applies to all
communication among Christians as well as
between Christians and non-believers. True
prophecy means that you do not hold your tongue
when you should have spoken, that you speak as
one speaking the very words of God (1 Peter 4:11)
and that in doing so you say what you mean. Only
in this way do you enable someone else to bear
responsibility before God and before man, as well
as make choices or readjust them.
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This happens among young and old alike. It is
unbelievable. Being able to talk about everything
while keeping silent about the most important
things, even when you see each other slip into
a life of sin without any fear of God. In such an
atmosphere, sin and temptation are given full play.
Are we not all prophets? Should we not all
prophesy in good conscience? Is this not an
essential characteristic of being a Christian?

The prophet

I want to end with the three points with which I
started. The gift of prophecy begins with insight.
What does God say and why? What is God doing,
what is the price and what is the aim?
Prophecy then leads to deeper discernment.
How do I recognise this today? How does the Holy
Spirit get me involved in this? How do I speak about
this, and what do I do? Or perhaps rather: how I do
receive these words and actions from God? Am I
open to this? What is the role of the church in this,
here and now?
Finally, prophecy should lead to a new perspective.
In which direction am I going? How does my path
intertwine with that of others? Who else is the
Spirit leading us to? How do we take each other
along?
In brief: you learn to see what is of God,
through God and unto God, in order to embrace it
and describe it unabridgedly and unsparingly, so
that anything that threatens it is unmasked and
opposed. That is prophesying. It does not always
win you friends. Every prophet knows that. But
you cannot stop it, if you receive it from God. Every
■
prophet knows that too.

n This article is from De Reformatie Vol. 81 (20052006) No. 37 [June 17, 2006].
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J.A. Scott

Paul and Israel

Paul: Pioneer for Israel’s Messiah is the English translation of a Dutch
original: Paulus: Pionier voor de Messias van Israël (2001). Studies on Paul
tend to be either a chronological survey of his life or an arrangement of his
theology. Van Bruggen’s book is mostly of the former variety but considers
some aspects of Paul’s theology in the later chapters.

T

he book is divided into two sections. Part
1: Paul the Pioneer (chs. 1-14) traces the life
of the apostle Paul. Part 2: Paul the Apostle
(chs. 15-18) considers how Paul’s theology relates
to the theology of the other apostles and how his
teaching about the New Testament church can
be seen in the context of Israel. Three appendices
provide a summarised chronology of Paul’s life, a
summary of the content of Paul’s New Testament
writings, and a discussion of the role that the Law
has in Jewish religion.

The life of Paul

In the first 14 chapters the author reconstructs the
life of Paul from Acts and Paul’s epistles. This first
part of the book presents a readable “walk” through
the life and times of the apostle. This biographical
sketch provides a good starting point on Paul for an
introductory seminary course or the general reader.
The text is relatively unencumbered by critical
comment and the evangelical reader will appreciate
the author’s commitment to the authority of the
Bible text. Van Bruggen’s stated aim is to present
Paul’s life as an integrated whole, and it is the main
strength of the book that he achieves this. The
inclusion of maps throughout the text provides
a helpful reference to keep the reader on track of
where and when events are located.
As an introductory text for the life of Paul it
is not such a problem that the author glosses
over some of the difficulties in establishing a
precise order for the sequence of events in Paul’s
life. There is a need for this simple “telling of
the story” approach because the student who is
starting out can sometimes fail to grasp the overall

n About the author:
Rev. Dr. John A. Scott is minister of Chelmsford Presbyterian Church, one of the
congregations of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church in England and Wales. In 2004
he presented a study evaluating the New Perspective on Paul at the EPCEW Theological
Conference, which appeared in print (see www.epcew.org.uk).

LuxMundi

september 2006

sequence of events if the story is overly delayed
with a discussion of every issue of controversy
- better to establish a framework and then be
informed afterwards about some of the problems
associated with that framework. That said, the
student will need to supplement his reading on
Paul by reference to other works to engage with the
debates on chronology.
However, having made the above point it
would be misleading to represent this first part of
the book as just a mere telling of the story. While
Van Bruggen allows the Bible to tell the story he
does seek to add some interpretative comment. He
seeks to correct any assertion that Paul developed
a religion that was different from that of Christ, or
the other apostles, or something contrary to the
teaching of the Old Testament. Any accusations
of individualism that detractors might attribute
to Paul’s upbringing in Tarsus or charges of latent
Hellenistic philosophy are dealt with by the author
as he shows that “Paul’s connection with God from
his mother’s womb is the most determining factor
in the rest of his life. His social circumstances are of
secondary importance.”
Van Bruggen also causes us to reflect upon
the fact that Paul’s travels may not fit so neatly
into the traditional missionary journeys as they
are frequently described. A number of the prison
epistles that are traditionally believed to have
been written from Rome, Van Bruggen states were
written from Caesarea. Some of the author’s views
are so casually stated in the text that the reader
may not always be aware that some of these views
are heavily contested in the literature.

Van Bruggen’s perspective on Paul

The second part of the book is where the author
deals with some aspects of Paul’s theology, though
Van Bruggen might well object to that description;
he says, “In the present volume, then, there is no
section on the theology of Paul. The apostle can be
portrayed without a debatable reconstruction of
a possible Pauline theology. In fact, it is very much
open to question whether it is methodologically
possible to speak of something like Paul’s theology.”
This might explain the relegation of Ridderbos
(Paul: An outline of His Theology) to a mere
mention in an endnote in chapter 15 and a listing
in the Bibliography. Dunn’s Theology of Paul the
Apostle is also passed over in virtual silence, and
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Geerhardus Vos’s work The Pauline Eschatology
is not mentioned in endnote or the bibliography.
Perhaps this is to do with the positive point that
the book makes - that the theology of Paul does not
differ to John, Peter or James, but that Paul shines
brightly as a star among the constellation of the
other apostles. Many have sought to drive a wedge
between Paul and James. To this Van Bruggen
responds, “When we take into account the very
different perspectives of Paul and James it becomes
clear that both draw from the same well” (188).
In recent years substantial analysis has been
provided on the New Perspective on Paul – a
view on how Paul should be interpreted against
the background of Second Temple Judaism. The
book supplies almost no interaction with the vast
volume of literature on the New Perspective. The
author claims that in his assessment of the main
motives behind Paul’s actions that he “continuously
interacted with modern theories about the person
and meaning of this sometimes rather mysterious
apostle” (xv). With that comment offered, a reader
would have the expectation that the author would
provide some serious interaction with E.P. Sanders,
J.D.G. Dunn and N.T. Wright. In this aspect the book
disappoints. E.P. Sanders did not initiate a new
way of thinking about Paul, but his book provided
noticeable impetus to project what Dunn called
“The New Perspective on Paul” into the mind of the
modern reader who has an interest in Paul. Books
promoting and books opposing the New Perspective
continue to appear at such a rate that any new
book on Paul, will raise the question, “Where does it
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stand regarding the New Perspective?”
It was suggested above that one of the
strengths of the biographical section is how
the story is allowed to progress, being relatively
unhindered by too much critical interaction.
Where that is a strength in the first section it now
proves to be a weakness in the second section,
especially as the author gives scant attention to
the New Perspective. The author deals too briefly
with Sanders and Dunn and misses completely to
mention N.T. Wright’s What Saint Paul Really said:
Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity?
published 1997. The author would appear to concur
in large with Sander’s thesis that Second Temple
Judaism was not legalistic. Van Bruggen states, “It
is not easy to find traces of a legalistic soteriology in
the literature from the intertestamental period.... If
Paul spoke out against a Judaism that focussed on
earning salvation through good works, we should
be able to find proofs for this view precisely in the
intertestamental literature” (320).
Van Bruggen does not develop his view on
the New Perspective clearly enough, but he says
enough to show that he differs from Calvin and
Luther on the view of what Paul was dealing with
in Romans and Galatians. His view does seem to
pursue the same lines as the New Perspective
people. When an author departs from his tradition
as Van Bruggen would appear to do, then much
closer attention ought to be given to identify
the nuances of the argument and much more
substantial engagement with those that have
challenged this line of reasoning.
While there is much in the book to commend it,
the second part of the book requires considerably
more interaction with the current literature. The
usefulness of the book is that it provides a skeleton
for the study of Paul. However it is a skeleton that
will require fleshing out by supplementary reading
to provide theological comment on the life and
teaching of Paul and guidance while reading the
more controversial assertions in the second part of
■
the book.

n Review of: Jakob van Bruggen, Paul: Pioneer for
Israel’s Messiah, translated by Ed M. van der Maas; P&R
Publishing, Phillipsburg, New Jersey, USA, 2005; xix + 411
pp; ISBN 0875526489; Can$28.99 US$19.99
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K. van Bekkum

‘The Christian Paul was not
ashamed of being a Pharisee’

In the year 57 Anno Domini, the apostle Paul stayed in the city of Corinth.
It was during his third missionary journey. He wanted to go to Rome, the
centre of the Roman Empire, but it never actually happened. Paul therefore
wrote a letter from Corinth which went down in history as the Letter to
the Romans. New Testament specialist Jakob van Bruggen (1936) was busy
with it for forty years.
You have been occupied with one letter for forty
years, that is a long time. What happened on your
journey through the Letter to the Romans?
,,It began just prior to my appointment as professor
in Kampen in 1966. I studied then in Utrecht under
Professor W.C. van Unnik and was interested in the
ancient world. I was looking for a way to study the
New Testament against its historical background.
What particularly interested me was the apostles’
decree in Acts 15. That decision settled for the
young Christian church the relationship between
Christians who were Jews and the Christians who
came from gentile origins. Many questions from the
New Testament come to a sort of crossroads there.
But it was soon evident that I had to choose for just
one of the many roads to take me there. I decided
upon the chronology of Paul’s life and in this way I
came to Romans and Galatians.
At the same time, Paul is an apostle who brings
the gospel of Jesus Christ. But that is not explained
in Romans. That is an assumption. If I wanted to
understand Romans I also had to study the gospel.
In this way I came from one side road into another. I

In this issue you can read a review of the book Paul: Pioneer for Israel’s Messiah
written by Professor Dr. Jakob van Bruggen. The Dutch original appeared in
2001. Since then Van Bruggen’s commentaries on Galatians and on Romans
were published (2004 and 2006). To mark the occasion of the publication of this
last book, he was interviewed by Koert van Bekkum for the Nederlands Dagblad.
In the selection below, we read Professor Van Bruggen especially on the subject
of his view of the Old Testament law and the Jewish people.
n About the author:
Koert van Bekkum graduated from the theological university in Kampen and works on a
dissertation about a subject from the book of Joshua. Alongside this he has been one of
the editors of the Nederlands Dagblad since 2002.
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have been busy with the gospels for years, although I
gave lectures now and then about Romans. Finally, at
the end of the nineties, I went back to Paul. I thought
then that I could first explain Galatians and Romans
and then write a book summarising Paul. But that is
not how it worked out. I got stuck trying to explain
Galatians and first had to look at the whole again.
It is for this reason that my book about Paul was
published before my commentary on Galatians.
Of course this long run up has not been
described in my book about Romans. Nevertheless,
the apostles’ decree does play a role in the
background. The apostles established that Moses’
law is still important to the Jews. While Romans
seems to be saying that the law is over. How is that
possible? Romans is a very difficult letter, but I have
come to love it and am very glad that I have had the
time to come back to it via all those side roads.’’
You write that nothing can be taken out of the letter
without damaging the whole. What do you mean by
this?
,,The Letter to the Christians in Rome is the
cathedral amongst the epistles. It is very carefully
constructed. Although you must be careful with this
statement of course. Maybe you see systems and
connections of which the author would say: I have
never thought about that. Nevertheless the letter
as a whole demonstrates a beautiful architecture.
Christians often see the inspiration of The Holy
Spirit behind it, but Paul was of course an extremely
gifted man as well. This too is a gift from the Spirit.
This at the same time makes the letter hard to
handle. Paul sometimes stumbles over his words;
he wants to say so much at the same time. And
what makes the explanation of the letter especially
difficult, is that there is a thick layer of 2000 year
theological sediment covering it. In principle there
is nothing wrong with that. The Reformer Luther,
who emphasised righteousness through faith
and not through works, uncovered fine treasures
in Romans. Still Paul is not Luther in disguise.
Personally I think that the letter opens up when
you look at it in the historical context in which it is
written. If I have really succeeded in opening the
epistle, is for others to judge. It has given me much
satisfaction to try it in any case.’’
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Gentiles converted to Christ could simply
think that they had crossed from one system
into another. Paul found it therefore necessary to
address the gentiles about ‘works’. He explained
that living as a Christian is not a matter of works at
all. Through faith in the Messiah Jesus, the gentiles
may also find rest in God.’’
Can you give an example of the letter really being
opened?
,,The much discussed chapters 9-11 about the
position of Israel fits better in the total picture. The
first part of the letter gives rise to the question about
the position of the Jewish people: if the old covenant
people rejects the Messiah, does that not make
Paul’s message very weak? Chapters 9-11 deal with
this question. The following chapters 12-15 about the
life of the Christian congregation fit in with that:
in the struggle for the Jews, as Christians we may
attract them with our spiritual offering.’’

Prof. Dr. J. van Bruggen
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You say that the letter is written to Christians who
were gentiles. But if Paul opposes the idea that a
man can come to God through ‘works’, does he not
mean through the Jewish law?
,,There were of course Jewish Christians in Rome.
But the letter directs itself to a congregation
comprising predominantly of non-Jewish gentile
Christians with an identity problem caught between
city and synagogue. Are these people still ordinary
citizens of Rome? Or have they become a sort of
Jews? The letter is written in the tension between
these two poles. That is the core of my approach.
Paul’s criticism of the ‘works’ is not anti-Jewish
by definition. Trying to win the favour of the gods
by doing something, is also thoroughly heathen.
In Romans 4 Paul discusses a way of thinking with
which a gentile Christian surely can identify. That
being a Christian is not about offering or about votive
offerings was also a striking message for gentiles.
Gentile religious practice and Judaism look alike, both
having many rules for the here and now. In this, Israel
fortunately ultimately learned to rest in Gods love. But
from the outside it looks nearly the same. A nonbeliever
today also thinks that an orthodox Reformed believer
and an orthodox Moslem, have much in common.
September 2006

New Testament scholars today speak far more
positively about Judaism than they used to – partly
as a reaction to the holocaust. Would you agree?
,,While studying the New Testament I have indeed
learned to pay more attention to the old covenant
people. At the time of the Reformation and the
Second Reformation there was also attention
for this. But that is not something I learned in
my youth. Unwittingly I got the impression that
the church had taken over the position of Israel.
Gradually I have come to understand that this
replacement idea does not provide a good model.
I do think that we have to distinguish the
attention for the Jewish people from the attention
paid to the old covenant people. A complete
separation is not possible, of course, but what would
Paul think of the way in which some Christians speak
today about the State Israel? Given his criticism of
his fellow Jews in Galatians 4, I do not think that the
Christian Embassy should invite Paul to address the
guests at her Sukkoth party in Jerusalem!
On the one side there is no need to feel morally
obliged to love all Jews, because they always
remain Jews, for ever covenant people, no matter
how far they go astray. On the other side we must
avoid falling into a replacement theology by totally
brushing aside the special position the Jewish people
holds. Both approaches are easy. And both do no
justice to the New Testament. Reading carefully is
important. And the question: how were the Jews in
Paul’s time?
I grew up with the idea that Jews were ugly
Pharisees. It has become clear to me that this image
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is not a right one. Newer studies, partly inspired by
the Holocaust, have certainly helped in this. But not
only these. The book about Judaism by George Foot
Moore that I had to read in Utrecht, was published
in the years 1927-1930, before the Second World
War thus. That book was an enormous eye opener
for me. As the Lord Jesus characterised it, Judaism
was: what the Pharisees teach is fine, but do not
follow their deeds. Judaism was not a degenerated
doctrine and Paul was not ashamed to be a
Pharisee, not even when he had become a Christian.
There is really something wrong with our image of
the Pharisees and with our image of the Jews. On
this point we need to be healed.’’
Nevertheless Christ and Paul criticise the people they
belonged to. What was wrong with them?
“There was something wrong with the way they
experienced their faith. The Pharisees really did not
think that they could reach heaven by working hard.
Just as there is no Reformed person who would say
that he could be saved by works. And yet frequently
on Sundays we hear that we should not be so
certain of ourselves. This is also true of Judaism.
Although the doctrine may be good, there can be all
sorts wrong with the attitude and spirituality.
For far too long we thought that Jesus and
Paul clashed on Judaism. That is not true. Judaism
stumbled over Christ and shut itself off for Him. But
that should not have been necessary, because He is
the very fulfilling of the law and the prophets. It is
a terrible tragedy that in the first century the very
ones who were able to understand the Messiah
first, did not understand Him. The Lord has spoken,
and the apostle Paul has written against this tragic
background.
Paul makes clear that the Jews are heading the
right way. But a veil covers their hearts. The first
have become the last. But God can take this blockade
away. Hence, the openness at the end of Romans
11. Paul did not promise there that everyone who
was born as a Jew would come off well. He is full of
expectation. Moreover he shows that the Christians
who have gentile origins should not be haughty. Paul
stretches the expectation of the congregation as it
were. The Messiah is now with them, but He is home
with the Jews.’’
Should there be more prayer for Israel in the
churches?
,,Of course I don’t know what happens everywhere
but I can say that every church should examine
itself on this point to see if enough is being done.
The times I preach, I try to make room to pray for
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them. In that prayer you can frankly say that the
non-Christian Jews have hardened their hearts and
now disown the God of Israel. But out of love for the
fathers we pray that this attitude one day may be
broken. We even may live in this expectation
This expectation also means that we should
maintain a style of living which appeals to the Jews.
Paul says after all to the whole community that she
must be a spiritual sacrifice. Moreover, in his letter
he offers enough faith topics to talk about with Jews.
Of course the situation in which you find yourself,
makes a difference. In Antwerp with its large Jewish
community you have a different task than somewhere
in the Netherlands where live no Jews at all. And that
mission work amongst Jews is a sensitive matter since
the holocaust, is understandable. Nonetheless, in
America there is missionary work carried out among
the Jewish community. At conferences there I have
met Jewish colleagues there who recognise Jesus as
Messiah. That is a special experience. It demonstrates
that it is possible to be together with a measure of
lasting diversity.
There can be a certain arrogance due to the
replacement theology: ‘they have had it, we are it
now’. But if we keep the history of God with Israel in
view, it makes us very modest. That is also exercise
for later: then we will see all Jewish names on the
gates and the foundation of the walls of the New
Jerusalem: those of the twelve tribes and the twelve
■
apostles.’’

n This is a selection taken from an interview that
appeared in the Nederlands Dagblad of 28th January
2006 ‘Kerken slaan al gauw een mantel om zich heen’).
Koert van Bekkum is the interviewer.
n Prof. Van Bruggen’s teacher, dr. Willem
Cornelis van Unnik (1910-1978) lectured New Testament
and Old Christian literature at the State University of
Utrecht from 1946 until his death.
n The exam book mentioned is: George Foot
Moore (1851-1931), Judaism in the First Centuries of the
Christian Era. The Age of the Tannaim, a three volume
work published 1927-1930.
n The full titles of Van Bruggen’s commentaries
mentioned are: Galaten. Het goed recht van gelovige
Kelten (‘Galatians: The right to live before God for
faithful Celts’; Kampen: Kok, 2004); and Romeinen.
Christenen tussen stad en synagoge (‘Romans: Christians
between city and synagogue’; 2006) and just as Paulus.
Pionier voor de Messias van Israël, appeared in the series
of CNT-3 (New Testament Commentaries 3rd Series;
Kampen: Kok), edited by Van Bruggen, of which there
are now 18 volumes.
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His Word before Yours
S. Wieringa

The book handles not only the work of the Holy Spirit but the
Trinity, the Lord’s Supper, baptism, election, sin, the position
of Israel, the church under construction, the last judgement,
total renewal, in all, 26 chapters covering the cradle to the
grave of the Christian experience.

To the printer!

W

hen the church council asked me to
go and visit Victoria with a view to
offering her some sort of catechism course,
I suddenly discovered just how difficult
it was to find suitable usable material in
English. Victoria was a refugee from the
Sudan. She had some sort of Episcopalian
church background, and was looking
for a church. Having come into contact
with a Reformed (liberated) church in the
Netherlands, she wanted to know what the
church stood for.

News update

This was a woman who had had to flee her country because
of her Christian convictions, who had suffered loss,
hardships, miles from my experience. How could I help her?
It was about this time, that I read Egbert Brink’s Het Woord
vooraf and was moved by the living truths expressed in its
pages. This was no mere representation of doctrine, which were
probably very true but packed up in a theological language
wrapping paper way above my head, this man was writing
about the tenants of his and my, living faith and managed to
bring them across in such a way that it addressed me.
For example, struggling to understand the work of the
Holy Spirit after an Alpha course had made the Spirit’s work
a hot item for me, I was extremely grateful for the clear
exposition which this book offers (chapters 15 & 16) and
quote Egbert’s “two hearts” story to this day when explaining
the Reformed faith to newcomers:
“The disappointment was evident on his face. Shattered, the
native stood before the missionary. Months before, he had been
converted. He had come to know Christ; he had been baptised.
It had been the best day of his life. He had thought: now I will
always readily serve God. It was his heart’s desire. But now he
was disappointed with himself. In the course of time it became
apparent that his old way of life still attracted him, that the
black spots in his character had not suddenly disappeared, that
he still had bad thoughts. And now, here he stood facing the
missionary who had baptised him. ‘What’s the matter?’ the
missionary asked. The native answered: ‘It is as if I have two
hearts…’ This did not shock the missionary. On the contrary,
he could identify with the complaint, and moved with
compassion he replied: ‘Yes brother, your old heart wouldn’t be
troubling you if you hadn’t received a new one!’

LuxMundi

September 2006

Apparently, I was not alone in finding this book an
inspiration. It spoke evidently to the hearts of all sorts of
people. Enthused friends in Holland had sent the Dutch
version Down Under, to the Southern hemisphere where one
Renee Mulder, together with more members of the Women’s
League Outline Committee, combined forces to convince Pro
Ecclesia Publishers to take on the project.
Years later and many, many hours of translation and
correction further, it gives me immense pleasure to be able to
recommend the finished product to you – His Word before
yours. Not because I was involved in the translation project
but simply because it is such a useful tool in preparing young
people for their confession of faith. And not just for them or
for new Christians or for Victorias everywhere, the Dutch
version now being re-printed for the sixth time, offers sturdy
material for Bible study groups (plus Bible readings and
questions), as a follow up to the Alpha or Emmaus course, as
a refresher course for office bearers or for use as a reference
book during personal Bible study.

n Sue Wierenga was a member of the translation team together
with Renee Mulder (Austr.) and Sabrine Bosscha (Neth.)
n Egbert Brink, His Word before yours, Armadale WA: Pro
Ecclesia, 2006; hardcover; 232 pages.
See www.proecclesia.com.au. For orders email: rob@proecclesia.
com.au
(from USA and Canada: Inheritance Publications; phone [tollfree]: 1-800-563-3594; email: inhpubl@telusplanet.net). For more
information over the author see http://home.tiscali.nl/ebrink/
cv.html.
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D. Macleod

 eformed Theology
R
in the Twentieth Century

The book Vicissitudes of Reformed Theology in the Twentieth Century is
a first-class book, which fully accomplishes its object and does, indeed,
provide an excellent tool for reflection on the recent history of Reformed
theology.

P

art of its usefulness lies in its sheer scope,
covering Switzerland, Germany, Holland,
Britain, Transylvania, North America, South
Africa and Korea. The most intriguing omission is
France, the homeland of John Calvin. Admittedly,
French Protestantism was ravaged by persecution,
but it did survive, and it has recently been home
to such theologians as Oscar Cullmann and Henri
Blocher. Some account of its 20th century history
would have made interesting reading.
The most disappointing chapter is the one
on Reformed Theology in Britain. The author, Dr
Alan P. F. Sell, is perfectly capable of writing a well
informed review of the situation in the United
Kingdom, but chose, for some inexplicable reason,
to limit himself to listing the publications of
theologians associated with Britain’s Reformed
churches. This is mere bibliography, and fails to
engage with the realities of the British situation.
One of those realities is that British Reformed
theology is concentrated in Scotland. English
denominations such as the United Reformed
Church are Reformed only by some vague historical
continuity with, for example, the Presbyterian
Church of England, while most of the churches
in the Puritan succession are Baptist and
Congregational, and thus more closely linked to the
Radical Reformation than to Calvin.
Scotland, by contrast, stood until recently at the
cutting edge of Reformed theology, its Presbyterian
churches rooted in the traditions of Geneva and
profoundly influencing the national culture. In
the 19th century its leading theologians were as
influential as Kuyper in the Netherlands and Hodge
in the United States; and even in the 20th century

n About the author:
Donald Macleod has been Professor of Systematic Theology at the Free Church of Scotland
College, Edinburgh, Scotland, since 1978.

LuxMundi

september 2006

her churches and theologians (such as Mackintosh,
Baillie and Torrance) were at least as Reformed
as those of Switzerland and Germany, to both of
which this book gives full-scale treatment. Here is
yet another instance of the endemic Continental
failure to treat British theology seriously.

What is Reformed?

The most important question raised by this volume
is also the most basic: What is “Reformed”? It is a
symptom of the confusion that the Introduction
describes Karl Barth as the most important
Reformed theologian of the last century. Barth
may well have been the greatest theologian of the
century. But Reformed theologian? Barth never hid
his disavowal of confessionalism and orthodoxy.
Nor did he see himself as the champion of the
positions laid down in Heppe’s Reformed Dogmatics.
Even less did he see himself as continuing in the
path of Kuyper and Bavinck. At key points, most
notably in his doctrine of election, he distanced
himself from even the most basic Reformed
distinctives. Dr. Chr. Zannge, in his article on Swiss
Reformed Theology, praises Barth’s doctrine as
having found a way out of the problems in Calvin
and Augustine, and it may indeed be true that
he managed to distance himself from the earlier
individualistic-soteriological perspective. But what
if this perspective was in fact the New Testament
perspective: rooting our individual calling in
divine foreordination, assuring us that God never
existed without loving us personally; and declaring
that nothing will stand between him and his
determination to conform us individually to the
image of his Son?
The most serious attempts to grapple with the
meaning of “Reformed” have come from South
Africa. Dries le Roux du Plooy of the Gereformeerde
Kerke in Suid-Afrika rightly insists that when it
comes to defining Reformed theology we must
start not with Reformed theologians, but with the
Reformed confessions. D. J. Smit makes special
reference to J. W. de Gruchy’s 1991 publication,
Liberating Reformed Theology, one of the most
serious attempts to define the meaning of
“Reformed”. De Gruchy highlights five key areas:
scripture, the doctrine of God, soteriology, the
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church and the prophetic role of the church in
society. But it is possible to sympathise with the
emphasis given to these in Reformed theology
and yet define them in ways which bear little
relation to the Reformed confessions. This in no
way invalidates De Gruchy’s theology. It merely
questions the sense in which it is Reformed. By his
own admission, De Gruchy belongs to the tradition
of Barth and Bonhoeffer (and in what sense are
these two theologically homogeneous?), not to
that of Kuyper and Bavinck. Besides, as Smit points
out, the title of De Gruchy’s work is deliberately
ambiguous. He not only sees Reformed theology
as liberating; he also wants to see it liberated.
To what extent is this to be a liberation from
the Reformed confessions themselves, and the
espousal of an alternative theology which is indeed
“catholic in substance, evangelical in principle
and social and prophetic in witness”, but bears
no relation to historic Calvinism? The key-word in
such realignments is contextualise, but the danger
is ever present that the context will influence the
theology far more than the theology will influence
the context.

Theology and culture: apartheid

All this is linked to what the editors call “the main
theological issue” of the 20th century, the relation
between theology and the surrounding culture.
The assumption itself is questionable. There have
been other issues of far greater moment (for
example, Christian uniqueness). Here, again, the
Scottish dimension is entirely absent, even though
the Scottish church gave more attention to the
question of church-state relations than any other
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branch of the Reformed family. The discussion
concentrates on the contribution of the Dutch
Reformed Church and its derivatives in Holland and
South Africa.
Four different models appear. In Holland itself,
the mainstream Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk
enjoyed the de facto status of a national church,
and simply made a pact with the dominant culture.
The Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland followed
the path plotted by Abraham Kuyper, sharply
distinguishing the several spheres of family, church
and state, while simultaneously emphasising the
sovereignty of Christ over every inch of life. In
South Africa, the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk,
representing the bulk of the Afrikaner population,
turned ‘our own point of view’ into a national
political programme; while the Gereformeerde
Kerk in Suid Afrika took shelter under the principle
that church assemblies should deal only with
ecclesiastical matters and refrain from all comment
on political developments.
Against this background, some of the key
chapters of the book discuss the role played by the
Reformed churches in the promotion of apartheid.
There can be no doubt that the NGK gave the
programme theological sanction; nor can there
be any doubt that the Gereformeerde Kerk was
guilty of a culpable silence; just as there can be no
doubt that Reformed churches worldwide became
complicit by lingering long before making their
condemnation plain.
Yet (and this is not to let us off the hook) John
de Gruchy was surely right to suggest that “the
problem in South Africa has not been Calvinism but
rather the absence of a truly Reformed theology.”
Here again the distinction between “Reformed”
theologians and churches on the one hand, and
the Reformed confessions on the other, is crucial.
The confessions could never be invoked in favour of
apartheid because there is not a single Reformed
doctrine from which the inference could be drawn
that “the nation permits no equality of coloreds
with whites in either the church or the state” (a
principle enshrined in the Constitution of the ZuidAfrikaansche Republiek as early as 1852).
This review has abounded in reservations and
criticisms. But that itself is a tribute to a book which
forces you to interact with it.
nReview of: George Harinck and Dirk van Keulen
(eds.), Vicissitudes of Reformed Theology in the Twentieth
Century (Studies in Reformed Theology, 9), Zoetermeer,
Netherlands: Meinema, 2004 [actually 2005]; paperback;
314 pages; Euro 35
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S. van der Lugt

An Asian Catechism

Dr. Mohan Chacko surprised us with a fine catechism, I want to know God:
171 questions and answers (q&a) in 45 pages. The subtitle directs us to the
Asian context.

H

ow does that become evident? A few
examples. In the section about God’s
providence there is an explicit part about
astrology (q&a 37). We read further on two questions
and answers about the other religions surrounding
the Christian (q&a 64, 65, see apart section). Magic,
enchantment and the calling upon saints is daily
practice in the national religion of Asia (q&a 110). So
too the worship of idols and images (q&a 119v) and
the question which comes from this as to whether
or not you can take part in such ceremonies. You
taste that the reality of the cast system surrounds
him (q&a 129, 131), as do the dowry, bribery and other
such elements of the Asian culture.
It strikes me as very appropriate that the
churches in India maintain a book of doctrine that
explicitly deals with these points. That is what truly
being a church of Christ in the place which He gives
to us, means. The surprising part for me as Western
reader is that it appears that various subjects have
become real issues here too: The Netherlands is
multi-religious, too.

Hindus

In dealing with Hindus in Rotterdam I also came
up against the questions of magic, eating of food
offered to idols and cast difficulties. We too need
to be taught how to handle followers of other
religions. As example I give the text of q&a 65 (see
block). It is relevant and important, also for us. And
no less in Africa, I suspect. I know Asia on the basis
of various journeys and study of Hinduism, but
stories about Africa show that there are comparable
cultural issues visible. It would not surprise me if
our African brothers and sisters could use this book
with pleasure.
In his Preface, the writer justifies himself on the
point of the relationship of this book to the other

well known catechisms, such as the Heidelberg
and the Westminster Catechisms. With respect
he notes: “Study of these catechisms has been
instrumental in producing theologically mature
believers around the world” (p. i). Nevertheless
he presents his own work in all modesty. He does
not want to lock up the riches of the church in
the past but express them relevantly today. “The
challenge is, rather, to make the past relevant for
the present.” His aim was to write a catechism,
“reformed and evangelical in theology, Asian in its
application, and non-technical and contemporary in
language and style” (p. ii).

Question & answer 65
What must be our attitude to those who follow other
faiths?
Though we must uphold the truth of the gospel
without compromise or apology, we must treat
people of other faiths, or no faith, with respect and
dignity.
We must never ridicule their faith or practices,
but rather share the message of Jesus Christ

n About the author:

with them in compassion, love and humility,

Rev. Simon van der Lugt (1962) is minister of the Reformed Church (liberated) in Delft,

remembering that we too walked in ignorance, and

The Netherlands. He has been working as a missionary for cultural minorities in

have been saved only by the grace of God in Christ.

Rotterdam from 1993 until 2005 and in December 2005 set up the foundation ‘Evangelie
en Hindoes’ (‘Gospel and Hindus’; www.evangelie-hindoes.nl).
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The construction of this catechism betrays
good knowledge of Reformed and Presbyterian
catechisms. The start has something of
the atmosphere of Westminster, with the
knowledge of God as central theme: ‘What
must be our chief desire in our life? To know
God (even as we are know by him) and to make
him known…’ The emphasis on the covenant
is not so explicit in the Heidelberg Catechism,
but Dr. Chacko worked more broadly with this;
and that works out positively for the teaching.
An interesting choice is also the use of the
confession of faith of Nicea as example of the
summarised faith of the Christian church (q&a
158). Dr. Chacko writes in a relaxed way about
the special gifts of the Spirit and the driving
out of devils (q&a 91; 92; 110), into which
the Biblical teaching of 1 Corinthians is fully
integrated.
As far as I am concerned, it is a successful
contribution to contextual education of the
(international) church in the 21st century. Due
to intensive use of the Heidelberg Catechism
I do see differences and have preference at
certain points for the Heidelberg Catechism.
The explicit example of the ‘covenant of works’
(q&a 44-46) is not something I find in this
terminology. But my questions about this book,
go no further than this sort of less important
points. Therefore I express my respect for Dr
Chacko’s contribution. Good books do not need
to be thick ones.

n Review of Dr. Mohan Chacko, I want
to know God. An Asian Catechism, Dehra Dun,
UA India: Truth and Grace, 2005. The book can
be ordered by Truth and Grace Publications,
51-c Rajpur Road, Dehra Dun, UA 248 001 India;
truthandgrace@ptsindia.com.
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Snuf to be a television series

News update

Construction

First Lassie and Rex and now a Dutch television
series with a dog in the leading role. The books by
Piet Prins about the dog Snuf (called Scout in the
English version) are to be filmed. Under the pen name
Piet Prins, Reformed journalist and politician Pieter
Jongeling (1909-1985) wrote about sixty books for
young people, including the nine part series about
Snuf, an Alsatian or German shepherd dog. Since they
are in print, the books are real sellers. Publisher De
Vuurbaak (Barneveld) reprints them regularly. Seven
parts of the series have been published in English
by Inheritance Publications (Neerlandia, Can). The
Dutch film director Steven de Jong intends to make
twelve episodes. In the films too he wants to bring out
the Christian atmosphere of the books. The Christian
broadcasting company EO will bring the series to the
television screens. De Jong has been very successful in
The Netherlands with the Kameleon films.
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Institute for Reformation Research

I

n January 2006 the Institute for Reformation Research (instituut
voor Reformatieonderzoek) brought out a DVD containing all the
Latin and French works of John Calvin in the Corpus Reformatorum
edition. Via a special search programme, it is now possible to search
simply and quickly through more than 21,000 pages. This DVD can
be ordered via the website of the Institute. Prices (exclusive 9,50 Euro
p&p): Euro 249,00 (for individuals); Euro 799,00 (for institutes and
libraries).

Sources

The Institute for Reformation Research is to be found in Apeldoorn,
in the buildings of the Theological University of the Christian
Reformed Churches. Prof. Dr. Herman J. Selderhuis is the Institute’s
Director. He is professor of Church History and Church Polity at the
Apeldoorn University of Theology. He is assisted by Christa Boerke
MA. The Institute was established in 2002 by the Foundation for
Reformation Research. It wants to serve churches and Christians
of today with the knowledge brought by Luther, Bucer and Calvin
which is still of importance.
With this intention, it takes part in scholarly projects, organises
congresses and lectures and publishes relevant material. One of its
aims is to discover protestant sources and to make them accessible
for research using new possibilities in communication methods. It
also intends to contribute to scholarly Reformation research as takes
place in other institutions within The Netherlands and abroad.

Projects

As a first project the Institute coordinates the publication of the
Latin works by Martin Bucer. The German works by the reformer
from Straatsburg are published in Heidelberg, while his private
communications are edited in Erlangen. The international
committee for the publication of his Latin works has chosen to
cooperate with the Institute for Reformation Research.
The institute also cooperates with the Institut für Europäische
Geschichte (Institute for European History) at Mainz in a project
about the history of 16th Century ministerial training. Its theme is
Theological training in the age of confessionalization. The first results
of this research show that this project can give a useful contribution
to the current reflection about the office of minister.

students and scholars the opportunity to do research in Apeldoorn.
Another plan is the building up of a collection. The Institute aims
at the formation of an elaborate and accessible library containing
all the important sources and secondary literature, using the
many possibilities of computers and the internet. The Theological
University in Apeldoorn supports the Institute by making rooms for
hospitality and making facilities available. For further developments
of the projects, the Institute is dependent upon donations. Donors
receive a newsletter twice per year which can be requested without
financial obligation.

Directors of the Foundation
Ds. D. Quant (chairman)
Mw. J.W. van der Zande-de Roo (secretary)
Dhr. J. van Keulen (treasurer)
Prof. Dr. T. M. Hofman
Drs. P.J. Vergunst
Council for Advice
Prof. Dr. W. van ‘t Spijker
Prof. Dr. C.P.M. Burger
Prof. Dr. W. Janse
Prof. Dr. A. de Reuver

Information

Instituut voor Reformatieonderzoek
Theologische Universiteit
Wilhelminapark 4
7316 BT Apeldoorn
055-5775703
http://www.instituutreformatieonderzoek.nl (Dutch and English)
Email address: reformatieinstituut.tua@planet.nl.

The 15 to 20 contributors to the project meet biannually. Each of
them presents his / her partial results in a lecture or workshop.
The lectures of these conferences are published in a book. The
first conference was held in Mainz, Germany, in 2003. The bound
volume of the lectures was published by Mohr Siebeck in Tübingen
in autumn 2005. A second meeting was held in Enschede, The
Netherlands, in May 2005. The theme was The rise of the elite and
migration.
Several projects have been planned in addition to the Bucer
project. One project entails the publication of other sources and the
organisation of conferences. The Institute would also like to offer
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12

September 2006
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