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In our day however, prohibiting women from
serving as deacon, elder, or minister, creates a
formidable obstacle to people in Dutch society,
who see women as being just as suitable for such
positions as men. Trying to communicate the
Gospel, while being apparently “sexists,” who
discriminate against women, is very difficult (this
according to the analysis of the report).

Cultural context

One voice of dissent

The report sees this latter cultural context, Roman
society of the 1rst century, as being key to how Paul
could write in 1 Tim. 2:11-14:
“11
Let a woman learn in silence with all submission.
12
And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have
authority over a man, but to be in silence. 13For Adam
was formed first, then Eve. 14And Adam was not
deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into
transgression.
The (majority of the) deputies see these words as
indicating that Paul was consciously adjusting to
his society, in which male superiority was accepted.

Bank account 1084.32.556
Adm. Lux Mundi
Subscriptions in The Netherlands:
€ 19,25 for one year

LuxMundi

That’s why he called christian women to avoid
“Lording it over men” in church. This would have
been shocking to people. It would have been a
formidable obstacle to communicating the Gospel
of salvation through faith in Christ.

n this issue of Lux Mundi you can read a
summary of the report from a committee
of deputies, appointed by the last GS, which
recommends the possibility of ordaining women to
all three church offices: deacon, elder, and minister.
This would be quite a step for our churches, which
have till now have only allowed men to be ordained
to these offices.
This report appears in the context of several
international sister-churches expressing deep
concern about the spiritual direction our churches.
Sister-churches in Canada, the U.S., and Australia,
have sent letters of “admonishment” to the GS.
They point to developments which, in their view,
signal a tendency to allow for non-Reformed and
unbiblical views in church life.

A key expression in the “men/women in the church”
report is “cultural context.” The majority of the
committee conclude that we must become more
aware of our cultural context, in order to apply
Biblical principles within it. We need a deeper
“hermeneutical reflection,” they claim.
They say that current Dutch society is strongly
egalitarian. Women can be professors at
universities, serve as ministers in the government,
and hold managerial posts in business. This is quite
different than the 1rst century Roman world in
which Paul preached. Then it was a cultural given
that men, in general, were seen as being superior to
women,

The Achilles’ heel of
Theistic Evolutionism

By A.N. Hendriks, p.
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The solution, according to the report, is to open
the church offices to women. This is not unbiblical,
according to the (majority of the) deputies, but the
result of “hermeneutical reflection,” and seeking to
do what Paul did, when he sought to be “a Jew to
the Jew” and “a Greek to the Greek,” and all for the
sake of the Gospel.

There is one member of the committee who
disagrees with this analysis and these conclusions:
br. D.A.C. Slump. He formulates his objections in an
appendix to the report. He feels that the committee
does not do justice to the “trans-cultural” character
of Paul’s words in 1 Tim. 2. Paul appeals to the
relationship between Adam and Eve before the
Fall into sin, as being one in which Adam was to
have a position of authority over Eve, and that this
is the basis for men having the teaching role in all
churches, in all cultures, for all time.

A tense moment

The General Synod of Ede must evaluate the
report, and br. Slump’s appendix, and make some
important decisions about the future. It is a tense
moment, for the Synod, for our churches in The
Netherlands, and for our sister-churches who will
be closely following the deliberations.

Whatever our opinions about this sensitive
subject, it is important for all of us to pray for
the General Synod, that the brothers may be
given wisdom to make decisions which are
Biblical, and which serve the edification of the
churches, and the furtherance of the Gospel in
our day.
n
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Man/woman in the church
A
 summary of the report to the
General Synod 2014
At the last General Synod of the Reformed
Churches in The Netherlands (Harderwijk 20112012), deputies were appointed and given the
following tasks:
To answer the following questions:
1. Is it permissible, on the basis of Scripture, to
appoint women (next to men) to the office of
deacon? What consequences would this have for
the tasks of deacons?
2. Is it permissible, on the basis of Scripture, to
appoint women to the offices of elder and
minister?
3. What do the answers to these questions imply for
church life?
To provide the churches with support in regard to
reflection on this subject:
• taking into account the outcomes of prior
reflection and decisions of local church councils;
• paying careful attention to statements of sisterand contact- churches within and outside of The
Netherlands;
• taking into account issues relating to church
government, and questions arising from church
planting projects;
• obtaining information and advice from the
Theological University and the various synodical
deputies, in particular BBK, Church Unity, and
other committees.
At the moment in The Netherlands women have
much more opportunity to participate in higher
educational, business, and political life than in the
past. Women exercise leadership in most areas of life.
Within the RCN, too, we see the increasing activity
of women in a range of functions in church life. They
teach catechism class, serve as secretaries for local
church councils, carry out pastoral and diaconal
activities, manage the churches’ financial affairs, and
sit on all kinds of committees, including committees
searching for new ministers and evaluating the

n About the author
Rev. J.M. (Kim) Batteau is the minister-emeritus of the Reformed Church in The HagueCenter/Scheveningen and one of the editors of this magazine.
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The past: little hermeneutical reflection

J.J. Schreuder, in his (Dutch language) Serving men
and women in marriage and the church (2010))
dismisses certain lines of argument (for opening
the church offices to women), but he does not
describe his own hermeneutically responsible
approach to the problem. H.J.C.C.J. Wilschut is
more explicit in acknowledging that hermeneutical
questions play a role in our reading of the Bible, but
he pays virtually no attention to the relationship
between the context of the Bible and that of the
present-day reader ((Dutch language) Woman and
church office. A Biblical survey (2010)).
So the question remains: “In what way do Biblical
prescriptions, given in a concrete cultural situation,
apply to our present situation?”

sermons and other work done by ministers. In
addition, since GS 1993, women are able to vote in
the election of elders, deacons and ministers.
However, increasingly, church members experience
a tension between the full opportunities available
to women in society at large, and the comparatively
restricted space for women in church life.

The present: hermeneutical
reflection called for

A survey in 2005 revealed that there is (and
probably still is) a range of views within our
churches in relation to the role of women. Some of
the findings of this survey:
• Roughly half of our members have a positive
view of women serving as deacons;
• A minority of members have a positive view of
women serving as elders or ministers.

The Bible has not come down to us from heaven
by parachute. In fact, it has been read and applied
differently within changing contexts. This fits in
with the Reformed view that no human writings
and no human tradition may stand above the
Word of God (Article 7, Belgic Confession). We
cannot a priori exclude the possibility that a
reading of the Bible, which in the past led to menonly office-bearers, and which up till now has
enjoyed the churches’ sanction, might not, in a
changing context, lead to a different conclusion.
When we read Scripture itself, carefully and with
Spirit-led self-reflection, we may trust that the
Spirit will show us the way. This is true, not only
for the choices we make regarding the content
of the position of women within the church, but
also about the manner in which we deal with our
differences in regard to those choices.

Where new congregations are instituted, choices
are made that diverge from general practice. An
example is the church plant project “Stroom” in
Amsterdam, where both men and women are active
in the leadership team.
Some Protestant churches in The Netherlands have
opened all offices to women. This has occurred
in, for instance, the large and diverse Protestant
Church in The Netherlands and the much smaller,
more orthodox Netherlands Reformed Churches
(NRC). In 2004, the NRC decided to admit women
to all three offices. However, in 1998, the Christian
Reformed Churches (CRCN) decided not to admit
women to the offices.
In our sister-churches in Canada, Australia and the
USA, developments within the RCN on this issue
are viewed with great concern. They reproach
their Dutch sister-churches for being too much
influenced by the spirit of our age. In Latin America,
this discussion receives little if any attention.
Churches in Asia, Africa and India often have
women as deacons, but do not admit them to the
ruling or teaching offices. A general survey of our
sister-churches abroad shows that none of them
have women in teaching or ruling offices, or are
presently inclined to move in that direction.
4

*

This article is a summary of the report “Men and women in service of the
Gospel,” presented by the Deputies Male/Female in the Church to the
General Synod (GS) of the Reformed Churches in The Netherlands (RCN)
of 2014. The authors were: Peter Bakker, Rob van Houwelingen, Hans van
Leeuwen, Wieke Malda-Douma, Hans Schaeffer, and Harmke Vlieg-Kempe.
Dick Slump was also a deputy, but did not concur with the report, writing
an “Explanatory statement” in an appendix (here also summarized).
This summary is the sole responsibility of the editors of Lux Mundi. The
official, full English translation of the report is to be found at: http://www.
gkv.nl/downloads/6521/MW_GS_2011_English_version.pdf
The Dutch version remains the definitive version. See: http://www.synode.
gkv.nl/beleidsrapporten
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More than anything else, there is a continuing need
for reflection on the manner in which the Bible
should be read.
Our new approach implicitly rejects the position
that anyone who submits to Scripture must simply
conclude that there is no place for a discussion
concerning women as possible office-bearers. Such a
position fails to do justice to the challenge as to how
we must read Scripture in relation to this matter.
Because of the “hermeneutical prior questions,” as
they are called, we as deputies have not given any
direct answers to the questions asked of them by
the last General Synod. Taking into account all the
sensitivities around this matter within the church,
a simple “yes-or-no” answer provides no real
solution. In our report, we do present a view, which
we believe is, in the light of Scripture, a responsible
one. We express the hope that this will lead to a
constructive discussion at home and abroad.

Adaptation to cultural patterns

In Chapter 2, we discuss a number of texts in relation
to this theme in the Old and New Testaments.
Looking at the so-called “women should be silent”
texts (1 Cor. 14:34,35, 1 Tim. 2:11-14), we conclude
that Paul saw the Graeco-Roman social structure
of his time as the context of his teaching. His
argument, enjoining women to be silent, involves
the submission or obedience of a woman to her
husband. The male head of the household was
the pater familias at that time. Paul says: inside
the house, as well as outside (for example, in a
church service), everyone is required to submit
to the ranked ordering of society. Paul speaks of
good order in the church (1 Cor. 14:40), and he has
a missionary motivation in mind, since the church
had a public character.
In the case of 1 Tim. 2, Paul requires that women,
during the instruction in doctrine in a church
service, assume an obedient attitude. They may not
themselves give instruction, for that is an exercise of
authority, which would cause unrest. Paul illustrates
this by referring to the history of Adam and Eve:
their order of creation was at the same time an
order of rank, with Adam above Eve. Eve was created
second, and was thus of a lower rank, but she was
the first to transgress God’s command in Paradise,
disturbing the God-given authority structure.
We conclude that with regard to the relation
between men and women, a clear pattern can be
discerned in the New Testament: the wife ought
to submit to her husband. This central given is
presented in Scripture as a typically Christian
response to prevailing cultural patterns, with a view
5

Further discussion of hermeneutics

Chapter 3 follows with a discussion of the
hermeneutical considerations that play a role when
we read the Bible. Hermeneutics is understood
as the manner in which we reflect upon and give
account of the process of understanding a text.
This chapter demonstrates how differences in
context between “now” and “then” influences
our interpretation and application. We show that
this realization has long been present within
the Reformed tradition. This does not mean that
contextual factors prevail over the power and
authority of the Bible as the Word of God. On the
contrary, it is precisely when we are conscious
of the differences in context that we are able to
discover what the Spirit wishes to tell us in that
Word, in the context in which we live today.
A triangular diagram, thus with three corners,
is used to show the three aspects of Biblical
interpretation: 1) the Text (in the Bible), 2) the
Readers, and 3) the Context. For example, Paul
wrote 1 Cor. (the Text) to the christians in Corinth
(the Readers) in the context of 1rst century A.D.
Graeco-Roman culture (the Context). We have the
same Text (the Bible), but we are Readers in The
Netherlands of the beginning of the 21rst century,
with a post-christian, European culture quite
different than that of the 1rst century (our Context).
Paul adapted his teaching to his context, in his case,
the hierarchical, top-down society, with man above
woman, of his day. He was flexible. He wanted to
be “all things to all men,” “a Jew to the Jew,” “a
Greek to the Greek.” This means that we should be
similarly flexible, for the sake of the Gospel and its
communication to our own culture. Whereas the
idea of women submitting to men was no hindrance
to the Gospel in Paul’s day, it is so in our day. It
evokes a negative perception among outsiders.
The apostolic prescriptions are not given in
isolation: they are directed to the context of Paul’s
time. By listening carefully to Paul’s instructions,
maintaining our communion with Christ, and in our
present situation, we seek to formulate ethical rules
for living and ecclesiastical policies.

Creation order

Being conscious of this difference in context
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between Paul’s day and ours, Chapter 4 continues,
what then do the most important texts concerning
men and women in the church have to say to us?
The Bible shows that cultural patterns in relation
to women can be fully put to use as the framework
within which the Kingdom of God finds its way. At
the same time, these cultural patterns may hinder
us from achieving what is truly good. Hence, we
need to engage with them critically. Where we can,
we must try to fit in with the prevailing culture;
where necessary, we must confront this culture
critically. Concretely, this means that, in our day,
men as well as women may be engaged equally in
spreading the Gospel.
The argument that Paul, in I Timothy 2, is pointing
to a permanent creation order, in which men
and women have not been given equal tasks, is
addressed in three ways.
First, Paul points not only to creation, but also to
the Fall and to redemption in Christ. Any appeal to
creation order must always take into account that
this order has been seriously disrupted by sin.
Second, Paul uses the account of creation as a
comparative argument. The notion of a creation
order, in which everyone has been assigned their
own place and position, connected well with
the prevailing social order of Paul’s time. Such a
conception is quite alien to our time and culture.
This argument, too, is then coloured by the context.
Third, Paul’s reference to Adam and Eve is just one
of a palette of motivations. In the fifth chapter of
the report, the concept of “office” is described, as it
has been shaped by the tradition of the church. The
core of “the office” is that it is the means, together
with Scripture and confessions, by which the church
is preserved in its communion with Christ. This
understanding does not necessarily exclude women
from exercising these offices. At the same time,
there are many more tasks within the church that
are not directly associated with these offices. It is
necessary to give more thought as to how these
tasks are shaped and carried out within the church,
by women as well as men.

photo P.G.B. de Vries

to the progress of the Gospel. In the time of the
New Testament, the progress of God’s message of
salvation and liberation is the central motif, whether
this finds its place adjusting to the social and cultural
situation of the time, or confronting it critically.

At the last GS the RCN
(Harderwijk 2011-2012),
deputies were appointed …

Dealing with diversity

Chapter 7 of the report presents the conclusions of
the deputies:
1. In the light of Scripture, women serving as
church office-bearers (deacon, elder, minister) is
a legitimate option.
2. In the present situation within the RCN, where
divergent views exist concerning men and women
in the church, this does not mean that women
should serve everywhere as office-bearers.
3. Whether or not women serve as office-bearers
ought not to form an obstacle in ecclesiastical
contacts with the NRC and the CRCN.
4. There is a continuing need to reflect on
ecclesiastical structures, as they have developed
over time, certainly in conjunction with other
churches with Reformed confessions, to do full
justice to the fact that both men and women are
called by God in the service of the Gospel.

Appendix – deputy D.A.C. Slump

Chapter 6 of the report provides suggestions as to
how the differences concerning women in office
might be addressed harmoniously. Can the Christian
church appreciate diversity in this matter, and in
others? Dealing constructively with diversity ought
to stand high on the agenda within the churches as
a whole, as well as within each congregation.
6

Conclusions

The report includes an appendix by Dick Slump,
who disagrees with the report’s analysis and
conclusions (his was the lone dissenting voice).
Br. Slump feels that the importance given to “culture”
in the report, as well as the analysis of the “cultural
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contexts” and “Paul’s strategy” are not convincing.
The report says that Paul adapted his message to
the hierarchical, man-dominating-woman society of
his day. His message about male leadership and the
exclusively male teaching role blended in with the
culture of that time, so he could explain the Gospel
without causing needless friction. In our day, to
require male leadership and specify that only men
may teach in church goes totally against the grain
of our culture, and creates a needless barrier (this
according to the majority of the deputies).
Br. Slump points to the existence of female
priestesses in the religions of Rome and Greece,
which indicates that female religious leadership
was not unthinkable in that culture. Further, in 1
Tim. 2, Paul appeals to Adam and Eve as they were
before the Fall into sin, indicating that for Paul
male leadership, and also male religious leadership,
was a given of creation, and not dependent upon
changing cultural contexts.
Further, the vast majority of historic christian
churches, in all kinds of cultures, and across two
thousand years, have maintained exclusive male
ecclesiastical leadership. Therefore, to open all
the church offices to women is not Biblical, in his
opinion.

n
7
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 he Mission of God
T
by C.J.H. Wright (3)

We continue our review of Christopher J.H. Wright’s book The Mission of
God.1 In previous articles I have summarized the book and mentioned a
number of positives and negatives. In this last article, I raise a few more
concerns.

A

key aspect of Wright’s book is the fact that
he gives the Old Testament a significant
place in building a Biblical theology
of mission. This is praiseworthy as such. It is a
welcome correction to the approach that many
authors follow (which may be summarized as:
Skim through the Old Testament and move on to
the New Testament as quickly as possible). At the
same time, the approach followed by Wright results
in the book having the feel of an Old Testament
theology of mission, rather than a Biblical theology
of mission. There are many references to the New
Testament in the book but there is no significant
discussion of mission in the Gospels, in Acts, or in
the letters of Paul.
This would perhaps be acceptable if nothing more
was at stake than that the Old Testament gets
more attention in Wright’s book than in most other
books on mission. But something more serious is
happening: Wright is so convinced of the abiding
value of Old Testament motifs such as the Exodus
and the Jubilee, that he does not take into account
that there is significant discontinuity between the
old and the new covenant. Indeed, God delivered his
people socially and economically by liberating them
politically from slavery in Egypt and bringing them
into their own land. But the situation of the new

For readers who do not have the previous article within reach, here are the
five key aspects of the book again: (1) First and foremost, mission work is God’s
work. (2) Mission work focuses on every need in this fallen world, whether
spiritual, social, economic or environmental. Thus, mission work includes
evangelism, social and political action, and care of the environment. (3) Mission
work is more than being sent out with a message. It is also simply being a
blessing to your society and the world. (4) Old Testament motifs such as the
Exodus and the Jubilee have enduring significance as paradigms for mission
today. (5) The Bible should be interpreted from a missional perspective.

n About the author:
About the author: A.J. de Visser (b. 1958) is professor of Diaconiology at the Canadian
Reformed Theological Seminary in Hamilton, Canada.
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there is a place called Hell is not even mentioned in
the book (unless I missed it; at any rate, there is no
reference to hell in the book’s Scripture Index).
The same weakness emerges when Wright describes
the results of the Fall. He does not mention our
guilt before God or our need to be reconciled with
God. Instead, he focuses on ‘the mess’ we see all
around us: “Through rebellion and disobedience
against our Creator God, we have generated the
mess that we now see around us at every level
of our lives, relationship and environment.” (55)
Similarly, when he describes salvation, he does not
mention reconciliation with God. Instead, he says:
“The solution has been initiated by God through
his choice and creation of a people, Israel, through
whom God intends eventually to bring blessing to
all nations of the earth and ultimately to renew the
whole creation.” (55)

covenant, at least in its present form, is different.
For Christian believers redemption means in the
first place forgiveness of sins, reconciliation with
God, and being gathered into the church as the
body of Christ. And although the effects of this spill
over into other aspects of the Christian life, it does
not follow that Christians are always delivered from
political bondage or economic hardship. One could
even argue that the Christian life can, to some
extent, be compared to the life of God’s people in
Egypt. Christians are “aliens and strangers in the
world” (1 Peter 2:11-12).

Eschatology

It is not just the distinction between the old and the
new covenant that is not recognized sufficiently.
The same happens to the distinction between the
present age and the future age when God will make
all things new. Biblical promises regarding the last
judgment (Rev. 20:11-15) and a new heaven and a
new earth (Rev. 21) do not get the attention they
deserve. There is not a strong sense in the book that
in this era we have only a foretaste of the fullness
of blessings which awaits us on the new earth.
Sure, Wright will admit that we do not yet see the
completion of that redemptive work in present
history. But he will also make statements such
as: “The restoration of ecological harmony does
lie within the possibilities of a redeemed human
history” (410). The suggestion is that we may
have great expectations about the possibility of
salvation and restoration in the present era. When
Wright claims that mission should focus on social,
political and environmental aspects, one almost
gets the impression that God is believed to be
gradually building and establishing the fullness of
his kingdom on earth, and that the church is called
to participate in the building process. It is a popular
notion today, especially in liberal-ecumenical
theology, but it is not Biblical.

I suspect that Wright, if we asked him, would agree
that forgiveness of sin is an important aspect of
salvation. But it does not receive emphasis in his
book. This is unfortunate. Changes in theology
usually occur incrementally. In the case of Wright,
the emphasis has shifted away from an emphasis
on reconciliation with God to an emphasis on
the restoration of creation. This is not a good
development.

Social action and evangelism

Weak view of sin and judgment

In this connection I need to add that Wright’s book
suffers from a weak view of sin and judgment. The
fact that God will bring terrible vengeance upon
the wicked (Rev. 21:8) does not play a meaningful
role in Wright’s eschatology. That people need to
be rescued from the coming wrath (1 Thess. 1:10)
is not part of his rationale for mission work. That
8

LuxMundi

years the dominant position was that evangelism
and social action are both important but that
evangelism is primary in the mission of the church.2
This was also the position defended by John Stott.3
Now Wright promotes what he calls “a different
way of thinking about mission” (317): We should
understand mission holistically, and all aspects are
equally important, whether it is social action or
evangelism or action for environment.
Reflecting on this, I’m reminded of John Stott’s
words: “Christians should feel an acute pain of
conscience and compassion when human beings
are oppressed or neglected in any way... But is
anything so destructive of human dignity as
alienation from God through ignorance or rejection
of the gospel? And how can we seriously maintain
that political and economic liberation is just as
important as eternal salvation?”4
The apostle Paul’s main concern about his
own people, the Jews, was not that they were
under political oppression but that they were
cut off from Christ (Romans 9:1-3). His main
desire for them was not that they would regain
political independence but that they might be
reconciled to God and be saved (Romans 10:1). Paul
understood his own mandate as being a “ministry
of reconciliation, that God was reconciling the
world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins
against them.” (2 Cor. 5:18-19).

This brings us to another important aspect of
Wright’s book: his view of the relationship between
social action and evangelism. His position can
be summarized in two points. First, everything is
part of mission, whether it is preaching the gospel
or helping the poor, caring for AIDS patients or
protecting the environment. Second, Wright
contends that it is wrong to say that evangelism
should have priority over social action in the church’s
mission agenda. He prefers to say that evangelism
has ultimacy. Quote: “We can enter the circle of
missional response at any point on the circle of
human need. But ultimately we must not rest
content until we have included within our own
missional response the wholeness of God’s missional
response to the human predicament.” (319) What is
Wright saying here is that it does not matter where
we start, whether it is with evangelism or with social
action, as long as ultimately we get to the point that
we tell people the good news of Christ.

It is a real weakness in Wright’s book that he does
not deal with these passages in Paul’s letters, and
that he also ignores other New Testament passages
that describe the character of the missionary
mandate, such as the Lord’s words to the apostles
(Acts 1:7-8) or Paul’s words to Timothy (2 Tim. 4:1-5).
Wright appears to be very concerned that people will
be too narrow in their understanding of the church’s
missionary mandate (as in: focusing only on the
salvation of the individual). Unfortunately, his own
understanding of the missionary mandate is too
broad and will inevitably lead to confusion regarding
the priorities. Evangelism and church planting will
be replaced by activities such as digging water wells
in Africa and helping refugees settle here in North
America. Nothing wrong with such activities! But
if they take the place of evangelism and church
planting in the church’s vision for mission work,
something is seriously amiss.

It should be noted that this represents a shift in
thinking within the Lausanne movement. For many

In conclusion, Wright’s The Mission of God is an
interesting and thought-provoking book with good
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Conclusion
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Theological University Apeldoorn
According to the decision of the General Synod of the
CGK Prof. Dr. Arie Baars, who taught practical theology
since 1996, received the status of an emeritus. His
farewell lecture, in the ‘Grote Kerk’ in Apeldoorn
on January 7, 2014, was on ‘Spiritual guidance in
preaching’. A large attendance was present.
On a later moment the General Synod
unexpectedly had to decide on another application
for retirement. Prof. Dr. Teus M. Hofman, professor
in the New Testament disciplines since 1997
was forced to this application because of his
problematic health condition.
Both decisions were taken with the qualification
‘in the most honourable fashion’ and with
acknowledgement of the comprehensive duties
that were given to perform in the service of the
church of the Lord and in the Theological University.
No information is yet available about Prof.
Hofman’s farewell meeting.

Newsupdate

Appointments

In connection with the vacancy in the department
of practical theology a minor rearrangement of
teaching responsibilities was decided upon. The
result of this is the appointment of two senior
lecturers. Dr. Maarten J. Kater was appointed for the
teaching of practical theology, of which homiletics
is the most important part. Dr. Arnold Huijgen was
given the responsibility for the teaching of the field
of dogmatics. Prof. dr. Gerard C. den Hertog, who
since a number of years taught the main part of
dogmatics, and at the same time taught theological
ethics, will in the coming years concentrate on
ethics.
We were informed that at this moment no
decisions are taken in order to fill the vacant office
of head of the department of New Testament. Plans
are in development for a larger reconstruction
of theological education in the orthodox part of
reformed theology in the Netherlands. Contacts
with other universities and faculties are part of
these plans, that, however, are not yet in a stage in
which conclusions can be drawn.
In this situation the education in the field of the
New Testament for the time being is arranged by
the way of temporarily provisions, in which Dr. T.E.
van Spanje takes an considerable part.

sections on Biblical monotheism, the uniqueness of
Christ, and other important issues. The outstanding
feature of the book is the attempt to make the
Old Testament relevant for developing a Biblical
theology of mission. Unfortunately, the book
suffers from a strong tendency to use aspects
from the Old Testament in order to promote a
holistic view of mission in which social action and
evangelism are seen as equally important. The book
itself illustrates that core aspects of mission such as
the preaching of the gospel for forgiveness of sins
are pushed aside to make room for socio-political
action, medical health care and protection of the
environment. The book also suffers from a weak
eschatology: What the Bible presents as belonging
to the future age (after the return of Christ) is
drawn into the present age.

D. Quant

A Synod beneath the cross. With this title the chairman, in his concluding
speech, characterized the tenor of the General Synod 2013 of the Christian
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (CGK). Here follows a personal
review.

A

s in all church denominations, a general
synod is greeted with lively expectation by
active members of the local churches. This
expectation is heightened by topics on the agenda
that catch the eye beforehand. Synod 2013 had such
a topic on the agenda: homosexuality. In 2010 the
study of this issue could not be concluded, and the
churches were now wondering: what will happen
this time round?
Yet there were other topics that deserve our
attention. What to think of the developments in the
mission fields, and an instruction on the baptism of
foster children, of the developments in the field of
church unity, and the necessity of keeping a close
eye on finances (particularly in times of economic
crises), and of the decisions concerning the
Theological University of Apeldoorn (TUA). I would
like to say something about some of these topics.

If this book is going to shape the understanding
of mission work of the next generation of mission
workers in the evangelical world, I’m afraid we are
going to see a lot less preaching of the gospel. It
may not be Wright’s intention, but his book opens
the door to socio- political activism receiving more
attention than the preaching of the gospel and the
planting of the church.
There is a well-known saying in mission circles that
is attributed to bishop Stephen Neill: “If everything
is mission, nothing is mission.” Wright hates that
quip and refers to it as an ‘old knock-down line.’5 If
only he had more seriously considered the danger it
points to!

Homosexuality

In order to have a good discussion of this sensitive
subject – for many brothers and sisters in the
churches struggle with this – the synod, following
a proposal by the synodal board, decided to start by
having an afternoon of heart-to-heart discussion
without any reports on the table, before dealing
with the substance of the matter. And so it
proceeded. On a Friday afternoon at the beginning
of October sensitive matters were shared, matters
whereby the cross of forgiveness and renewal was
placed in a central position. This drew the synod
members closer together, but, more importantly, it
brought them closer to Christ, the crucified. And in
the subsequent substantive discussions during the
weeks following, this could still be felt. A spiritual
floor had been prepared upon which we could
stand firmly. This, as all were convinced, was a gift
of the Lord Himself, and the synod received that
gift in grateful wonderment. In the discussions
‘modesty’ was a key word, as was ‘sympathy’. It was

n Notes
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Christopher J.H. Wright, The Mission of God:
Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative. IVP, 2006.
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and Evangelism.
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See John Stott, Christian mission in the modern
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all about an imposed cross, which, through renewal
by the Holy Spirit, can be accepted and taken up
– following the Crucified. In this way Synod was
eventually able to accept a paper that reflects a
principled Biblical view but which also reaches out
pastorally. A few lines taken from this paper are
reproduced below.
church members with homosexual tendencies have
the same standing in the congregation as other
members. They are fully and equally members of
the congregation, share in the communal care, and
are included, with all their gifts and talents, in the
building up of the congregation;
sexual relations between people of the same sex,
and relationships in which these relations take
shape, are not in accord with the Word of God
and must be called sin. In this the church must,
in her pastoral responsibility, take the road of
admonishment in accordance with Scripture, the
confessions and church order;
this Biblical manner of speaking with regard to
homosexuality and homosexual relationships is to
be applied in ministry, catechesis and the pastorate
in the spirit of Christ.
This last appeal especially will prove to be very
important: clarity of principle must be accompanied
by great pastoral patience. And it should always
resound that the Lord welcomes everybody. Synod
prayed that these lines would be adopted by the
churches. They were accepted in great unanimity
and accordance.

The Theological University

These last few years, there have been concerns
about the viability of internal theological education.
As many well know, the CGK have the Theological
University in Apeldoorn (TUA) where persons of
reformed persuasion are able to study theology
at a scientific level. The education has a good
reputation, including with the government, and
draws students from the Netherlands as well as
from distant lands. But...small universities are
experiencing stormy weather: a lot is happening
in the field of education and research, and it is
becoming increasingly clear that limits are in sight.
In 2010 the general synod had commissioned
research on the future of the university. The
outcome was now in discussion at this synod. It was
decided to follow the recommendations brought
forward in the report and to strive to join forces, as
other small reformed universities (e.g. TU Kampen)
11

Various steps were taken with regard to contacts
with other churches and groups of a reformed
confession. The report of the Committee of Unity of
Reformed Confessors in the Netherlands has slowly
grown to be one of the most voluminous reports,
and the discussion took up quite some time. But
the issue is more than worth the time spent. If
anywhere, prayer and works must here go hand in
hand. And once again: around the cross there is a
connection to be found, and finer points can then
fall by the wayside or, at least, be discussed in peace
and in spiritual unity.
The discussion surrounding the contacts with the
Reformed Churches (Liberated) (GKv) inevitably
touched on the report that had become public
just before the start of the GKv Synod 2014: the
questions concerning women in office. Deputies of
the committee were commissioned to follow the
developments closely for the time being.
For a long time there have been contacts with
the main board of the ‘Gereformeerde Bond’ (GB)
within the Protestant Churches of the Netherlands
(PKN). Before the fusion of protestant churches
in the PKN, the GB used to operate within the
Nederlands Hervormde Kerk (the main Reformed
Church). There is great spiritual concordance
between ministry in the GB and in the CGK.
Therefore it is not surprising that the synod decided
to open the pulpits to those GB ministers who wish
to maintain such preaching within the Protestant
Churches of the PKN. This decision received
extensive press coverage.

…in and around the
Oenenburgkerk of
Nunspeet…
photo P.G.B. de Vries
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also struggle with the same problem. Dealing with
the question of how the TUA can continue her
work in a broader setting, the orthodox protestant
institutes came into view; and thus we are again
faced with the power and significance of the cross:
is it not there that the universities recognize each
other? This plan will be developed further in times
to come. It evoked some troubled reactions, but it
is a conscious decision to let ourselves be led in this
broadening process by the cross and by the spiritual
connections through the cross. Then it is inevitable
that some possibilities must be eliminated, but...
it also brings a number of educational institutes
closer together. And the challenge will be to let this
crucial point stand and do its work, and not to start
erecting new fences...
March 2014

Also, some progress was made with regard to
relations with the ‘Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerk’
(NGK). In 2010 these contacts had been renewed
in the hope of new perspective. It turned out to
be more difficult than expected. At any rate, the
decision was taken that church councils may now
invite any NGK minister to lead a worship service
(i.e. now no longer dependent on whether they have
a bond with the CGK in a local church relationship).
This will, however, be restricted to male ministers, in
accordance with the conviction held by the CGK on
this matter. Synod also decided that a CGK church
council can seek contact with a NGK council when
there exists a so-called triangular relationship with
a GKv congregation: when the latter has relations
with both the local CGK and the local NGK then
connections may be made between CGK and NGK.
The question whether cooperating congregations
may send delegates to a classis assembly that is not
12

Christian Reformed (CGK) could not yet be decided
upon. On this point the difficulty was felt of the
internal church regarding questions of church unity
– and we brought these before the cross of Christ, in
the realization that more must be done: the coming
years will be applied toward, among other things,
the internal church discussion of these matters at
the church assemblies. Then, God willing, a wellfounded and hopefully broadly acceptable decision
can be taken in 2016.

Sung-Jai Cho receives
Ph.D. in Apeldoorn
On September 18, 2013, the Theological University in Apeldoorn
again welcomed a new Doctor of Theology.

T

he Korean student Sung-Jai Cho defended
successfully his dissertation with the title
Trinitarische theologie bij Guilielmus Bucanus (†
1603). (Trinitarian theology with Guilielmus Bucanus
(† 1603). Bucanus, living and teaching in Lausanne,
Switzerland, was a most respected Reformed
theologian at the end of the 16th and the beginning
of the 17th century.
In his study Dr. Cho gave an analysis of Bucanus’
principal work Institutiones Theologicae. He
defended the idea, that Bucanus, starting from
the knowledge of God, presents the entire body of
theology as a coherent presentation of God and
his works. In line with the Augustinian trinitarian
tradition Bucanus wanted to train his students
to understand the theological doctrines as one
coherent body.

Missionary activities

The CGK not only practises missionary work abroad,
but since the beginning of the 21st century we have
also seen a rise in missionary awareness within
our own surroundings. The de-christianization of
our own country pains us: fewer and fewer Dutch
people have any concern for the cross. Should that
not be a hearty concern to us? Therefore the urgent
question arises: how can the cross be brought back
to a society that believes it can do without it?
Various cities and places have founded young
churches, which we call missionary congregations.
That is a precious gift of the Lord but also poses
new questions. Often there is but small financial
capacity (as is often also the case with missionary
congregations abroad). Synod therefore decided to
initiate a support fund in order to be able to help
where necessary. At the same time, a special new
committee must develop activities to ensure that
this support fund does not run dry.
Baptism of foster children
Let me mention one other theme: that of the
baptism of foster children. In baptism, the Triune
God forms a bond with man. The cross and the
power of the cross are called down on all those
born of believing parents, and on those who have
been placed with them in a different manner
through God’s providence. Such can be said of
foster children, especially when foster care has
been given for an extensive period of time and
when there are grounds to expect a continued longterm arrangement. Synod decided that in such
situations, following the lines of God’s providence,
it is good that these children be baptized.

Summary

There was a lot going on in the autumn of 2013 in
and around the Oenenburgkerk (assembling church
for the general Synod) of Nunspeet. Yet one thing
is certain: the main line was the connection to the
cross of Christ. May the decisions taken be blessed
in the power of that same cross. 
n
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Dr. Cho makes visible how Bucanus follows the
trnitarian principles of the Triune God being in
Himself (a se), being defined by the relations
between the divine persons (secundum relativum)
and in relation to creation (ad creaturam). Theclose
relationship between these aspects makes clear
that God cannot be known without His revelation.
God and His revelation, in the Scriptures, cannot be
seen without each other.

Newsupdate

Church unity

Dr. Cho uses the word ‘synthetic’ in order to
indicate how all the works of God belong together
in a perfect unity with the Triune God Himself.
In the entire theological system of Bucanus it can
be recognized, that all chapters (loci) are oriented
toward this organic unity, by one and the same
triune God and by His Will. This means that all the
works of God – creation, government, salvation,
the last judgment etc – belong to this economics of
unity with regard to creation, directed by the Trinity
Himself.
The Augustinian rule ‘opera Trinitatis ad extra
indivisa sunt’ (‘the outgoing works of the Trinity
are undivided’) is at the very heart of this ‘synthetic’
motive in Bucanus’ theology.
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G. Kwakkel

 alvin’s evangelism camp
C
in France1

Ever since September 2012, Dr Gert Kwakkel, one of the professors of
the Reformed Theological University at Kampen, spends half his time at
a theological faculty at Aix-en-Provence, in the south of France. In this
article, he tells us something about the faculty, and what he does there.

T

he theological faculty at Aix-en-Provence,
where I have been working for several
months now, is a fully Reformed institution.
Its lecturers acknowledge the absolute authority
of Holy Scripture. They believe that the doctrine of
the Bible has been reliably expressed in the wellknown Reformed confessions of the sixteenth and
the seventeenth centuries. This also is the spirit
in which they write articles and books. It is not
for nothing that since 2010 this institution bears
Calvin’s name: Faculté Jean Calvin.
This faculty, however, is not affiliated with one
particular denomination. It aims to train ministers
for all churches. What drives this choice? The great
majority of its students comes from evangelical
churches. Why is that?
The faculty is funded through private donations,
and does not receive any government recognition.
Why is it so different at this point from the
Theological University of the Reformed Churches at
Kampen, the Netherlands? In this article, I’d like to
say something about each of these questions. Then,
I’ll explain about my own work in Aix.

For all churches

The faculty at Aix was established in 1974.
Previously, there was already a theological
college there, belonging to the EREI (Églises
Réformées Évangéliques Indépendantes ). This
small denomination is presently called the Union
Nationale des Églises Protestantes Réformées
Évangéliques de France or UNEPREF. It consists
of about forty congregations, most of which are
located in the south of France, to the west of the
River Rhône.
At the end of the Second World War, these churches
established a theological faculty at Aix, only to close
nAbout the author:
Dr Gert Kwakkel (b.1959) is Professor in Old Testament Studies at the Theologian
University of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (Liberated) in Kampen and at
the Faculté Jean Calvin in Aix-en-Provence, France.
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it again in the 1960’s. The main reasons for this
were insufficient students and internal differences.
From then on, there was no confessional Reformed
theological training to be found anywhere in
France. The larger ERF (the French Reformed church)
has training institutes in Paris and Montpellier,
but the instruction available there has a quite
different character – it is pluralistic and some of the
professors are outspokenly liberal. An initiative was
therefore undertaken to establish a new faculty in
Aix, one with a clearly Reformed identity. Some of
its supporters had strong ties with Westminster
Seminary in Philadelphia, in the USA. Other
supporters were from the Netherlands, and the late
professor Klaas Runia, from the University of the
GKN at Kampen-Oudestraat also gave his support.
The local churches of the EREI made their grounds
and buildings available. They continue to do so
to the present day, and in addition, have taken
responsibility for a small part of the annual budget.
On their own, however, they are far too small to
sustain the entire theological faculty. Hence, it has
proved impossible for this faculty to become the
official college of the EREI.

Many of them, already ministers in their own
churches, have come to the conclusion that they
need further theological grounding. Not wanting
to study liberal theology, however, they look for
training that is faithful to Scripture. There is an
evangelical theological college in Vaux-sur-Seine,
close to Paris, but for those in the south of the
country that is too far away. Hence, some of them
find their way to Aix.
In addition, a number of foreign students also
attend the college. To begin with, there are those
from other Francophone regions in Europe, such as
Switzerland and Belgium. Then there are students
from those parts of Africa where French is the
official language. They too come to Aix because
here they can find instruction that is faithful to
Scripture. For many of them, this is their first
acquaintance with the theology of Calvin. It could
be argued that what happens at Aix is mission
work par excellence. Or, as Pierre Courthal once
said to me: “This faculty is an evangelism camp for
Reformed theology”.

Evangelical students

Those who took the initiative for the faculty in Aix
were not all from the EREI. Nor did they wish to
work for the EREI exclusively. For example, Pierre
Courthial, a long-time rector, was the minister of
an ERF congregation in Paris. It was his dream that
the faculty would provide confessionally reformed
ministers for the ERF. In this way, he hoped, his
denomination would be reformed from within, and
regain its Calvinistic character.
During the first few years, a number of students
from the ERF attended studies at Aix. Still,
Courthial’s dream did not come to fruition, largely
because of the resistance that came from within
his own denomination. Currently, only a very small
number of students studying at the faculty come
from the ERF.
In addition to students from the EREI, the faculty
has also drawn students from Baptist, charismatic
or other evangelical churches. In recent years,
they have become a large majority, owing to the
relatively small number of enrolments coming from
historically Reformed churches (such as the EREI
and the ERF).
14

A comprehensive programme

Currently, about 100 students are enrolled at the
faculty in Aix. They follow one of these programmes
of study:
a three-year Bachelors programme (with or without
Biblical languages)
a two-year Masters programme. There are two
variants, one of which is a preparation for the
ministry, while the other focuses on more advanced
theological studies per se
a programme leading to a Doctorate in Theology.
Students can also follow a two-year ‘Theology
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and Mission” programme, which consists largely
of elements from the Bachelor’s course. It is
also possible to custom-design an individual
programme, drawing on various subjects, or to
attend lectures on an audit basis.
Many students are of mature age, and already
work full-time in their own congregation. Hence,
the number of full-time on-campus students is
fairly limited: most complete their courses through
distance education. The lectures presented at
the college are recorded and are available via
the Internet. In this manner, students are able to
complete in six years what would normally be a
three-year full-time Bachelor’s course. A few times
per year they travel to Aix to receive course outlines
and instructions, to interact directly with their
lecturers, and to write examinations.

Free and unfunded

In countries such as the Netherlands, only those
institutions that are recognized by the government
are permitted to award degrees. While France
largely follows the same system of higher education
as the rest of Europe, this restriction does not apply
in the same way. How is this?
For a long time, the Roman Catholic church was
de facto the only church permitted in France.
This situation came to an end with the French
Revolution in the late 18th century. The freedom of
religion that now prevails in France is accompanied
by a very rigid separation between the state and
everything that is in any way connected with
religion (in French, this is referred to as the principle
of ‘laïcité). Religion is a purely private matter. There
are, therefore, no universities in France that have
a theological faculty (with one exception: the
university of Strasbourg, because of the special
status of the region of Alsace, which was restored
to France in 1919). The state does not concern itself
in any way with theological studies, be it Roman
Catholic, Protestant or whatever.
There is no public funding in any form for
theological studies, and students are not eligible for
any kind of state support. Even official recognition
of theological qualifications is seen as going too far.
Under certain conditions, however, it is possible to
establish a so-called ‘free faculty’, and the faculty in
Aix is one of these. It has the authority to award its
own academic degrees or diplomas. Students who
15

possess such qualifications are not automatically
eligible for further study at a state university.
These institutions decide for themselves to admit
such students, to refuse them, or to set additional
prerequisites.
In short, the fact that the faculty at Aix subsists
on donations, and has no official recognition,
is the result of France’s prevailing political and
ecclesiastical situation. Its history is quite different
from that of the Netherlands.

An old calling.

When I was in my final year of secondary school,
I became acquainted with Aix for the first time.
Since then, Aix has never let me go. While studying
at the (then) Theological College in Kampen, I was
able to study in Aix for a good four months. And my
engagement has continued ever since.
I have always felt a sense of obligation to do more
to support this small and financially vulnerable
institution. As of September 2012 I have been able
to do so as part-time professor. Officially, I am
employed full-time by the Theological University in
Kampen. But for half of the year, I am seconded to
the faculty at Aix. During my stay in Aix, I lecture, as
I do in Kampen, in Old Testament Studies. I do this
together with my American colleague, Ron Bergey.
Each of us has charge of half of this part of the
Bachelors’ programme. In addition, Bergey lectures
in Biblical Hebrew, with some limited assistance
from me. Further, I support and guide Masters
students in writing their theses, and occasionally
I provide other lectures. Hopefully, we will also
supervise doctorate students in the future.
In the meantime, my first period of work in Aix is
already behind me. I have greatly enjoyed this work.

The students are open for what we have to say,
provided it is clear that what we say is based on
Scripture. This makes for a strong common ground
for working together, even if on certain points we
may differ. I hope to be able to continue this work in
Aix for several years yet.

Support needed

The continued existence of the faculty depends
on a regular flow of donations. Around 20% of the
budget comes from French sources, and around
the same amount from the Netherlands. Funds,
while important, are of no use without spiritual
fellowship. That is why I ask you, the readers, for
your prayers.
With the exception of a small college near Montreal
in Canada, the Reformed theological faculty in
Aix-en-Provence is unique across the breadth of
the French-speaking world. I see it as a wonderful
calling: to support as many prospective or already
active ministers as possible with a theological
grounding that is solidly Reformed.
Those who wish to support the College in Aix-enProvence financially can contact the college as
follows:
Postal address: Faculté Jean Calvin, 33 avenue Jules
Ferry, 13100 Aix-en-Provence, France;
e-mail: academie@facultejeancalvin.fr;
web site: www.facultejeancalvin.fr
n

J. Hultink

“But say the Word and my servant will be healed” (Luke 7:9) Jesus is not
given to exaggeration, yet what He said about the Roman centurion in
Matthew 8:5-13 and Luke 7:1-10 appears to be just that. Jesus said that his
faith was greater than that of anyone in Israel—hence even greater than
that of Peter, James, John and the believing members of the synagogue.
Such faith would bring this man into the company of Old Testament
heroes like Job and Abraham. Yet this man, who was not even an Israelite,
did not know Jesus personally, and did not consider himself worthy even to
ask Him to enter his house. So what made his faith so remarkable?

T

his man, a Gentile believer no less, had a
faith so exceptional that both Matthew and
Luke record that Jesus marveled at it. To the
crowd He said: “I tell you, not even in Israel have
I found such faith.” He met tens of thousands of
people during His ministry, but seldom did He have
occasion to admire anyone’s faith.
What was so exceptional about this man’s faith
that it made Jesus marvel? A great deal! He uses
this incident to teach His disciples, Israel and us
an important lesson. Two thousand years after
the event, He uses it to drive home what it means
when Scripture emphasizes that He Himself is the
Word. In an age where the knowledge derived from
science has been elevated to idolatrous heights, we
have become desensitized to the unique nature and
power of the Word.

n Notes
1

 he Achilles’ heel of Theistic
T
Evolutionism

This article first appeared in the Dutch language as
“Calvijn’s evangelisatiekamp in Frankrijk” in Nader
Bekeken, vol. 20 (2013), pp.81-83. This translation by Aart

The centurion employs an analogy to make his
point, drawing a comparison between himself and
Jesus with respect to authority. He says: “You and
I are both men who have been given authority. I
have soldiers under me. I say to the one, ‘Go,’ and
he goes; to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes. And to
my servant I say, ‘Do this,’ and he does it. No one
questions my authority.”

Plug, August 2013, by arrangement with the author.

The centurion believes that Jesus is also a Man who
exercises an awesome authority, infinitely greater
than his own. He believes that Jesus is able to
command all aspects of creation. All He needs to do
to exercise it is to say the Word. Just say the Word,
nAbout the author:
John Hultink is an entrepreneur (real estate developer, book distributor, and publisher
of books and newspapers). He has a keen interest in Christian education, philosophy,
theology, and the application of biblical truth to all of life.
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Jesus, and my servant will be healed. No questions,
calculations, or doubts—just tremendous faith. As
children place trust in their parents, so this Gentile
believer places absolute trust in Jesus. Just say the
Word, Lord, and disease and death will flee. He
fervently believes that all Jesus has to do is speak
the command. And he would have had no difficulty
believing the biblical record that Jesus spoke the
creation into being by the power of His Word.
Yes, the centurion believes that Jesus’ authority is
that great. And his affirmation of it, says Jesus, is an
expression of the faith that should fill the hearts of
all. But He has not found such faith even in Israel
among the myriads of the patriarchs’ descendants
(Mark 6:6).
In the magnitude of his faith, the centurion
acknowledges Jesus as Creator and Lord over
all. God enabled him to understand the “servant
character” of creation. He acknowledges that
Jesus has the power to command it to do His
will. Even as the centurion’s underlings obey his
various orders, so also creation instantly obeys its
Sovereign’s command. No questions, hesitations,
or backtalk. Just say the Word, Lord, and Your will is
accomplished.
That, says Jesus, is the faith upon which His
kingdom is built. If Christian professors and
students at universities and seminaries worldwide
believed Scripture with this unquestioning faith,
lived in uncompromising confidence and viewed
the origin and unfolding of creation with the
conviction that God in Jesus Christ is its absolute
Sovereign, pulpits would reverberate with the Word
of power and God’s people would rejoice mightily.
Even unbelievers would marvel.

Servant character

God indeed commands His creation! Its servant
character is foundational if the Christian is to
believe as the centurion did. Just think what that
means for our understanding of the creation
account. The same Jesus who commanded the
centurion’s servant to be healed was present as
God in the beginning and commanded the creation
into existence exactly as described throughout the
Bible, that is, by the power of His fiat: “Let there
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be.” This must be accepted in faith because the
act of creation surpasses our understanding. No
one can search out the mechanics of the nature
and power of Christ’s spoken Word, because the
mechanism of creation is the Word itself. The
power which commanded the creation into being
is the same power that flowed out of Jesus and
restored health to the woman with the debilitating
issue of blood (Matt. 9:18-22; Mark 5:21-34). The
power that transformed nothing into a universe
filled with objects constructed out of atoms and
elements is the same power that commanded the
stinking corpse of Lazarus to rise and walk out of
the grave. This was a recreated Lazarus identical
in appearance to his former self and with the
complete memory of a lifetime restored.
This is the spoken Word in action, and no one
can pin down the mechanics of its originating
operation. Here reverse engineering is impossible.
The finished creation, a tangible manifestation
of the Word objectified, is the proper object of
human inquiry; but the act of creation, the creative
activity of the Word itself, is not. And once we try to
understand the finished creation, i.e. the creation
order, we should also acknowledge that this order
came into being solely through the creation acts of
God, Who sovereignly determines the order of these
acts. And we must not subject these creation acts to
human analysis, for that would be a blasphemous
attempt to subject God to our finitude.
Genesis 1, with its ten repetitions of “Let there be,”
is God’s revelation of His almighty creation acts.
And as such, it is not ours to analyze any more than
we can analyze the resurrection of Lazarus. What
physician of sound mind would examine Lazarus to
determine what revived him and how? So also with
the ten fiats of Genesis I.
Christians who stumble over the authoritative “Let
there be!” of Genesis 1 will also stumble when they
again meet Christ in the New Testament, where
they constantly hear his repeated commands of
“Let there be!” If they then persist in their unbelief,
they will not rise again. The New Testament will
become a snare to them, a how-to-book of morals,
prosperity and personal conduct. The sovereignty of
God and the creative, providential power of Jesus’
fiats will remain a mystery. The Bible will then be a
closed book that cannot possibly end in a universal
resurrection when all humanity responds to Christ’s
command, first given to Lazarus: “Come forth!”
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Autonomy of science

Christ can credibly declare, were it necessary,
that the mechanism that brought the creation
into being is His spoken Word. But there are no
adequate terms, scientific or otherwise, to express
how creation came into being. God’s creation act is
beyond human analysis, and for that reason alone
the source of life will never be discovered by science,
because all life originates with God alone (John
5:24-29; Gen. 2:7).

Contemporary Christians blinded by the
so-called autonomy of science have fallen into
the destructive habit of reading Scripture as a
mishmash of metaphors. We no longer know how
to take God’s Word seriously and have lost sight
of its power. We have in important instances
needlessly metaphorized it, thereby losing sight
of who Jesus is and who Adam could have been.
When we read in Job 9:8b that God “treads on the
waves of the sea,” we interpret this as a poetic
portrayal of God’s power, which is not meant to
be taken literally, for He would never deign to walk
on water!

And it makes no difference whether Christ creates
out of nothing or out of preexisting material, for
which some commentators find evidence in Genesis
1:2. In the re-creation of Lazarus, Christ works with
maggot-ridden flesh, but the material used makes
as little difference here as the material or lack
thereof during creation. The mechanism or process
that restores Lazarus to life is the power of the
Word: “Lazarus, come forth!”

But Scripture tells another story. At the height of
a storm, the disciples, seasoned fishermen, fear
they will perish in the raging sea. Jesus, however,
rebukes the elements and commands a great calm
(Matt 8:23-27; Mark 4:35-41; Luke 8:22-25). The wind
and sea heed and obey their Master as they would
also have obeyed an unfallen Adam. On another
occasion (Matt.14:22-33, Mark 6:45-52; John 6:15-21),
when the disciples are buffeted by a storm, Jesus,
after going into the mountains to pray, approaches
them walking on the sea. Had Peter’s faith matched
the centurion’s, he also would have been able to
walk on the sea. It is his unbelief that sinks him, not
his lack of authority over the creation.

Intraspecific evolution

Intraspecific evolution presents a wolf-like animal
evolving into six hundred North American species
of dog. But the creative Word of God continues
to operate. Today the earth is inhabited by seven
billion people of different nations and ethnicities.
Few look alike, as they might if they were the
product of some mindless cookie-cutter process of
evolution. What we see is the actualization of the
dynamic potential God originally placed in creation.

On the rare occasions when metaphors apply to
God, they serve to make His acts comprehensible.
Although metaphors often engage in
overstatement, it is impossible to overstate God’s
abilities or His power over creation. Job spoke
prophetically when he declared: “God treads on
the waves of the sea,” for when Christ became
incarnate, He walked on the waves so that His
disciples would see, remember and bear witness.
Failure to comprehend the servant character of
creation skews our understanding of the Bible
and weakens our ability to glorify God. There are
no metaphors in play on the boisterous sea. Like
Abraham (Gen. 35:11), we witness the almighty
power of God.

The spoken Word healed the centurion’s servant
and raised Lazarus. And it repeatedly operates
in power throughout Scripture, as it did in the
beginning, and again when Christ became human
and lived among us. It is His exercise of this power
that reveals God’s character. And for those who can

perceive it, this power is still manifest today, for
instance, in one kernel of Iowa seed corn which, a
few months after planting, produces a cob bearing
800 kernels. Where did the power to generate all
those kernels come from?
God in Christ said “Let there be” in the beginning
and again two thousand years ago. In no other
way can Christians understand the continually
unfolding creative power of God than by accepting,
in faith like the centurion’s, that when He said, “Let
there be,” behold, it was!
God does not owe theistic evolutionists an
explanation. Their blasphemous contention makes
Him the author of a messy evolution spawned by
mysterious accidental physicochemical processes,
resulting in the mutation of existing perfect genes
and driven over eons by a natural selection of
whatever is available. God thereby becomes the
servant of so-called autonomous processes, and the
subordinate author of “design by death and failure
and chance and time.”
Lazarus and a few others who were resurrected
on command testify against this monstrous
falsehood. God is not party to a wretched neoDarwinian evolutionary process. His Word alone is
the mechanism that brought forth the universe.
Creation bears testimony against the parasite of
theistic evolutionism. For God, even today, speaks
to us through His Word and deeds, through the
seasonal renewing of nature. God did a wonder-full
thing when he spoke into being a creation ready to
bring forth living things after their kinds.
May He give us the eyes of the centurion.

n

Do not fall into Satan’s trap of reducing Jesus’
Word to a powerless literary device. Scripture may
not actually be speaking metaphorically even if
we think so. The Word of God is the Person of the
Trinity through Whom the entire creation was
spoken into being and by Whom it continues to be
providentially upheld.
18
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A.N. Hendriks

 n Egyptian in our Reformed
A
Church Service Book?

This title may surprise some readers. An Egyptian in our Reformed Church
Service Book? Who can that be and how did he get there? Not to keep you
in suspense, the man I am referring to is the Church Father Athanasius (295
– 373). He became well known as bishop of Alexandria and was later even
called the ‘father of orthodoxy’. His name is permanently connected to
one of the three ecumenical creeds found in Reformed Church Books and
known to us as the Athanasian Creed.

A

lthough little is known of Athanasius’ early
life, it is generally thought that Alexandria
in Egypt was his hometown. I would like
to tell you something about this Athanasius, while
touching on the subject of whether he is, in fact,
the author of our third ecumenical creed, and
whether it has been rightly named the Athanasian
Creed.

The prophecy fulfilled

Now that we are aware that the name of an
Egyptian features in our church book, it is
interesting to discover that this fact confronts us
with the fulfilment of an Old Testament prophecy.
On the authority of the Holy Scripture as God-given,
our Belgic Confession states in article 5: ‘and also
they contain the evidence thereof in themselves; for
even the blind are able to perceive that the things
foretold in them are being fulfilled.’ A decisive
criterion for recognizing true, divine prophecy is,
according to Deuteronomy 18:22, that the prophecy
proves to be true and that what was foretold
happens. That is why it is so striking to discover the
name of an Egyptian in our church book! It shows us
how trustworthy Scripture is, how what is foretold
in it occurs.
The prophecy demanding our attention in this
regard is to be found in Isaiah 19, where the Lord,
by the mouth of Isaiah, announces his compassion
for Egypt. Following sombre words of judgment
that will come over the proud Nile country, Isaiah
is able to foretell a surprising future for that same
whipped Egypt. God’s lashing hand will bring
repentance. Egyptians will renounce their gods and
start serving the God of Israel.

n About the author:
Rev. dr A.N. Hendriks is the minister-emeritus of the Reformed Church in AmersfoortCentrum..
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Tertullian and the moving Confessions of Augustine.
But that was about it. I have always been a little
jealous of Calvin who really knew his Church
Fathers, not to mention the present Pope. The
first Christian centuries are simply theologically
impressive and they produced some dogmatic
giants.
Athanasius was one of those giants.1 He came from
a wealthy family that had become fatherless quite
early. His mother wanted her son to have a good
position in life but the young Athanasius found
this less important. He came to faith and joined
what a certain philosopher called ‘the Galileans’.
The mother, not wanting to lose her son, took
him to Alexander, who was bishop of Alexandria
at that time. This bishop was of great importance
to Athanasius’ education. Very soon Athanasius
became Alexander’s secretary, and eventually, after
Alexander’s passing, he become the new bishop of
Alexandria at a fairly young age.

All sorts of details must be left to rest in connection
with this. What is surprising is that Isaiah says:
‘In that day five cities in Egypt will speak the
language of Canaan and swear allegiance to
the Lord Almighty’ (v. 18), and that he announces
that ‘there will be an altar to the Lord in the heart
of Egypt’ (v. 19). And to cap it all, verse 21 says: ‘So
the Lord will make himself known to the Egyptians,
and in that day they will acknowledge the Lord.
They will worship with sacrifices and grain
offerings’.
As far as the fulfilment of this prophecy goes,
there are allusions to the large number of Jews
settling in Egypt in the days of Jeremiah. It was
not so strange that Joseph and Mary were told to
flee to Egypt (Matt. 2:13f): in Egypt many fellow
countrymen, speaking the same language and
serving the God of Israel, were to be found in many
cities. The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the
Old Testament, had originated in Egypt just a little
earlier (probably completed around 150 bc). It is
this translation that is cited regularly in the New
Testament, and it carries the mark of Alexandrian
Judaism.
We also see fulfilment on the Day of Pentecost
when ‘residents’ of Egypt (Acts 2:9f), Jews and
Proselytes (converts to Judaism) heard what the
Spirit said by the mouth of the disciples.
Isaiah’s words reached fulfilment especially after
Pentecost. In Egypt in particular, many flourishing
churches were founded in the first centuries,
turning Alexandria into a centre of Christian
theology that was of great importance to the early
church, not least through the work of Athanasius,
to say nothing of Church Father Origen.
An Egyptian in our church book! Yes indeed. Let it
amaze you to see the fulfilment of the prophecies
in this fact. His presence can allow our faith in the
words of the prophets, to grow even more (cf. 2
Peter 1:19). These people ‘though human, spoke
from God as they were carried along by the Holy
Spirit’ (2 Peter 1:21)!

As bishop in such a central post, Athanasius looked
beyond his own parish. He felt responsibility for the
whole of the Christian church in Egypt and exerted
himself from the start to achieve unity. That unity
was sadly lacking, not least due to the fanatical
stance of the followers of Arius. Athanasius clashed
with them throughout his whole life and disputed
with them with great persistence.
It is there that his historical significance lies.
Whoever speaks of Athanasius must also speak of
Arius and his followers. For if there was any Church
Father who went on the offensive against these
heretics, it was Athanasius. In opposition to Arius
and his followers, he forcefully defended what the
church had confessed at the Council of Nicea (325)
concerning the divinity of Jesus Christ, and his own
theological contributions thereby led to further
definition and explanation of this confession.
His writings still excite admiration because of their
clear manner of argumentation and their deep
religious solemnity. Reading his ‘Orations against
the Arians’, one cannot help being impressed at
how well he strives to let Holy Scripture speak. In
these writings, Athanasius shows himself to be a
true shepherd who has the congregation of Christ
at heart, and wishes to warn his sheep against the
Arian danger.

Athanasius and his significance

I must admit that for a long time I knew very little
about Athanasius. The patres or Church Fathers
received little attention during my student years
the Theological University of Kampen. In our
introductory year we read the difficult Latin of
20

Along the way, our Church Father acquired more
appreciation for the monastic life in which monks
were advocates of the church, assenting to the
doctrine and convincing by their way of life.
Athanasius saw the ideal of such a dedicated life in
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Anthony, who lived an ascetic lifestyle as a hermit
in an Egyptian desert in the third century, and to
whom he dedicated a biography, which was to
become an exemplar for many subsequent ‘lives of
the saints’.
A servant is not greater than his master – this
the Church Father also experienced. No less than
five times was he exiled due to imperial and
church decrees. Fortunately, he was able to do his
ecclesiastical work in Alexandria more or less in
peace during the period leading up to his death.

Arius and his heresy

As I already pointed out, one cannot ignore Arius
when speaking of Athanasius. One can say that
Arius was the flywheel that continually drove
Athanasius theologically and pastorally. In the
conflict with the Arians, this Church Father revealed
himself continually as their fiercest opponent. Who
was Arius and why was he a danger to the early
church?
Arius was a presbyter in the church of Alexandria,
serving under bishop Alexander, Athanasius’
mentor. But instead of adopting Alexander’s
teaching on the eternal generation of God the Son,
he came to hold a totally different opinion about
the Son.2
Arius wanted to be a strict monotheist: only the
Father is the eternal God. The Son is the first and
most perfect creature, created by the Father and
made out of nothing. To Arius, the Father and
Son are of totally a different nature. He himself
says: ‘the essences of the Father and the Son and
the Holy Ghost are separate in nature, and
estranged, and disconnected, and alien, and
without participation in each other...utterly unlike
each other in essence and glory, unto infinity.’3
God is eternal and unchangeable, claimed Arius,
but that is not the case for the Son. He was nonexistent before he was created. Only then did
God become Father. And the created Son remains
subordinate to that Father. The Son acted as
mediator during the Creation, everything became
something through Him. Arius only claimed this
because he wanted to uphold the exaltedness of
God above all else. When we call the Son ‘God’, it
is, according to the Arians, only because of his high
position. The Holy Spirit, too, they said, was created
and cannot come near the majesty of God.
The trouble was that Arius was very popular in
Alexandria with the church people because of
his ascetic lifestyle, and these church people
therefore mainly took his side. Bishop Alexander,
21

however, intervened so that Arius was condemned
and removed from office at the synod in 321.
Unfortunately this led to such an upheaval in
Alexandria that Emperor Constantine the Great
took action and sent bishop Hosius to encourage
both parties to end the dispute. When that failed,
Constantine convened an ecumenical council in the
year 325 at Nicea, which rejected Arius’ doctrine and
supported bishop Alexander’s view of the matter.
Athanasius was present at this council as a deacon
and took every opportunity to try to convince the
council fathers that Arius was wrong. The council
condemned Arius and sent him into exile. It also
judged that all his writings must be burned.
When the Nicene Creed (also to be found in the
Reformed church books4) so clearly confesses
the divinity of our Redeemer and calls Him ‘of
one substance with the Father’, that is directed
completely against the heresy of Arius and reminds
us of the struggle the Early Church was forced to
fight against the Arians!

‘Father of Orthodoxy’

Athanasius’ merit was that he revealed himself to
be the most ardent defender of Nicea in his time.
Throughout his whole life he did what he could
towards helping the church maintain the Nicene
Creed. An important aspect of his work was that
his defence had such strong soteriological (= of
salvation) bearing. According to Nicea, God’s Son
had become flesh ‘for us men and our salvation.’
That same focus can be found with our Church
Father Athanasius. A famous expression of his was
‘the Son of God became man so that we might
become God.’ The Son of Man, then, must be God,
because only God Himself can deliver us from sin
and death. Athanasius wrote: ‘He alone, being
the Word of the Father and above all, was able to
recreate everything, and worthy to suffer on behalf
of all and to be ambassador for all to the Father.’5
Athanasius really fathomed the depths. If Arius was
right, we remain in our sin and our redemption is an
impossibility. God must take part in our salvation,
and therefore the whole gospel is at stake if the
creed of Nicea is not maintained that Jesus Christ is
truly God, ‘of one substance with the Father’.
Athanasius has rightly been labelled the ‘father
of orthodoxy.’ It was he who overcame the deep
crisis within the State church by acting decisively
in speech and writing. By his actions he made a
decisive contribution to the establishment of a
Nicene orthodoxy, for which he cleared the way,
and we can thank him still!
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The Athanasian Creed

Conclusion

After this account, I hope the reader will now
be curious to hear something about that third
ecumenical creed present in our church books:
the Athanasian Creed. Is it true that we have this
Egyptian’s creed in our Reformed Church Service
Book?
On this point I must disappoint the readers. While
this creed is surrounded by many questions,
scholars agree on one thing: this creed was not
written by Athanasius.6
For it is the case that not a trace of this document
can be found in the writings of our Church Father.
It was originally written in Latin, while Athanasius
wrote in Greek, and the formulation of the doctrine
of the Trinity, and the manner in which Christ and
the Holy Spirit are referred to, clearly originate from
a later phase in the development of theology.
As with the Letter to the Hebrews, God alone
knows who the author is, and so it is also with the
Athanasian Creed. It bears marks of Spanish creeds,
starting with that of Gregory of Elvira (d.392) and
extending to definitions of various church councils
of Toledo in the 7th century. Beginning and end
match in form and content, as does the structure.
Everything points in the direction that it was not
formulated by a church council but by someone
(possibly a bishop) wishing to provide further
theological education. The influence of Athanasius
is, however, noticeable, particularly in the confession
that the Holy Spirit ‘is from the Father and the Son’.

Our conclusion can be that we – surprisingly
enough! – find the name of an Egyptian in our
Church books, but that it is not a confession
actually written by him. The name itself reminds
us of the importance of Christian Egypt, and
Alexandria in particular as its centre, in the history
of the church. We see herein the fulfilment of Isaiah
19, and how Biblical prophecy comes true.
That our third ecumenical creed bears the name of
the Egyptian Athanasius, we may see as a tribute to
a Church Father who, in his persistent fight against
Arianism, took to heart Paul’s call to watch out for
‘savage wolves’ that will try to enter Christ’s flock
(Acts 20:29f) and who did not shun suffering born
of confession!

2 For the doctrine of Arius see Alco Meesters, God in
drie woorden, Zoetermeer ( 2006), p.87f.
3 Athanaius in his Four discourses against the Arians:
quote taken from Discourse 1.
4 The Nicene Creed in our Reformed Church Books
is not that of the Council of Nicea 325, but that of
the council of Constantinople 381 and is technically
known as the Niceno- Constantinopolitan creed,
which was early regarded as an elaboration of the
older Nicene Creed.
5 Athanaisus in The Incarnation of the Word of God.
6 See the documentation in Theologische
Realenzyklopädie, IV, p. 328f. Cf. also L. Doekes,
Credo. Handboek voor de gereformeerde symboliek,
Amsterdam 1979, p. 28f.
7 For Nestorius see A. van de Beek, Jezus Kurios. De
Christologie als hart van de theologie, Kampen ( 1998),
p. 17f.
This article first appeared in the Dutch language as

n Notes

“Een Egyptenaar in ons kerkboek” in Nader Bekeken,

1

See Theologische Realenzyklopädie, IV, Berlin-

vol. 19 (2012), pp.213-216. This translation is by Sabrine

New York 1979, p. 333f and Hans Freiherr von

Bosscha-Timmermans. All Scripture quotations and

Campenhausen, Griechische Kirchenväter, Stuttgart

references are taken from the New International

(1967), p. 72f for an extensive life description.

Version of the Bible, (NIV), 1984 edition.

This expression – the famous Filioque – is
remarkable and points in the direction of Spain,
where it received a prominent position in the
declaration of God’s trinity and was included in the
Spanish confessions by the council of Toledo. The
home of Athanasianism, therefore, appears to be
Spain. The date of origin would be the 6th century.
The creed was accepted with great authority in the
West, less so in the East. The Eastern Church didn’t
care much for the Filioque – being a ground of
discord until this very day.
I have not been able to discover at what time this
creed started being called the Athanasian Creed. It
has been the custom for a very long time at any rate.
Only since the 16th century did this long tradition
start to be doubted.
Athanasiasm is directed against Arian heresy, while
scholars also point out that it refutes the heresy of
Nestorius, who, by dividing the two natures of Christ,
could not believe that God could be born, in this way
rejecting the miracle: ‘the Word became flesh.’7
22
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P.G. Azuana

 he Nongo u Kristu u I Ser u sha
T
Tar in Nigeria

The Nongo u Kristu u I Ser u sha Tar (Universal Reformed Christian Church)
in Nigeria is a federation of Reformed churches largely centred among the
Tiv people in eastern Nigeria. It has approximately 1.3 million baptised and
communicant members in about 350 congregations, distributed across 53
classes. In 1964 a translation of the entire Bible in the Tiv language was
completed.

T

he NKST has its roots in missionary activity
of the South African Dutch Reformed Church
since 1911, and has been an independent selfgoverning, self-supporting and self-propagating
church since 1957. From that time on, it has had 675
pastors, of whom 118 have passed on, and 557 are
presently serving. The church’s headquarters is at
Mkar, in Benue state.
The doctrinal standard of the NKST is the God’s
Word, the Bible, summarized in the Three Forms
of Unity. NKST’s mission is “to glorify God through
worship and proclamation of the Good News
of Salvation to all humanity, and observation
of the sacraments as instituted by Jesus Christ,
to strengthen the communion of the Saints, to
responsibly teach believers and instill self-discipline”.
The NKST envisions “by the grace of God, to be a
multiethnic Christian community drawn from all
nations and cultures of the world and united in the
doctrine of Jesus Christ and purpose so as to offer
holistic service with available resources to reach the
unreached”.
In addition to maintaining Reformed congregations
and church life at a local level, the NKST has a
national women’s fellowship, and is active in
missionary work (having a large number of mission
posts across Nigeria, and a few across the border
in neighbouring Cameroon), and in education.
The NKST operates a modern Christian university
in Mkar, including a seminary and Bible college,
and faculties in Natural, Social and Food Sciences.
Further, the NKST actively supports numerous
Christian secondary and primary schools, and
a number of hospitals, medical centres, local
midwifery clinics and orphanages.

Specific challenges facing the NKST:

• The new NKST university has started well but
is finding it financially difficult to compete
with the remuneration in the government
institutions. Most of the qualified staff are
moving to the government universities for
greener pasture
• Though the Church is supplementing the
government by providing education and health
services to reach the poor masses, especially
in the utmost remote areas, the church is
sometimes looked upon as a competitor.
• There is a lack of Christians to volunteer in their
areas of specialization, and generally a weakness
in commitment and self-sacrifice.
• The pursuit of temporal gains as opposed to the
eternal reward.

P.H.R. van Houwelingen

For Christ …(was)… put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit,
in
which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison, because they
formerly did not obey, when God’s patience waited in the days of Noah,
while the ark was being prepared…
Baptism … (is) an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right
hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected
to him. (I Peter 3:18b-20a; 21b-22)

C

hrist, writes Peter, went to the spirits
in prison, to proclaim to them a certain
message. Does this have something to do
with the article of faith ‘he descended into hell’, that
we find in the Apostles’ Creed? As readers of a later
era, we do not possess the background information
that Peter apparently assumed his readers were
familiar with. Who are those spirits? What was the
substance of this proclamation by Christ? When did
it take place?

Prayer points:

• The attacks by Boko Haram Muslim extremists
on Christians and other Nigerians, especially in
the Northern part of Nigeria.
• The incessant attacks of farmers by the Fulanis
that graze with their cattle around in Nigeria
• Finances for our new university, the University
of Mkar.
• ICT education to help the NKST ministries meet
today’s standard

*

 escended into hell,
D
or ascended to heaven

To begin with the last point: some have thought
of the days of Noah. After all, doesn’t Peter, in his
other letter, call Noah a ‘herald of righteousness’
(II Peter 2:5)? In building the ark, Noah called
his contemporaries to repentance; and behind
Noah, you could say, stood the Spirit of Christ.
Hence, it was really Christ who, by way of Noah,
was preaching then. The first one to advance this
interpretation was Augustine. He understood
the expression ‘spirits in prison’ figuratively, as
a reference to unbelievers, who were trapped in
sin. Still, v. 20 does not describe Noah as a builder
of the ark, the head of a family, or a preacher of
judgement. His name serves only to indicate a
particular time. And the notion that Christ preached
‘via Noah’ seems to us, modern readers of the Bible,
rather far-fetched.

D
 uring the International Conference of
Reformed Churches held in 2013, Rev.
Peter. G. Azuana gave an introduction to
The Universal Reformed Christian Church
in Nigeria. Here we give a summary of
his presentation, written by Aart Plug.
In the coming issues of Lux Mundi we
hope to present some other similar
short contributions from the new church
members of the ICRC, where possible.”

‘Spirits in prison’

Another explanation looks for the ‘spirits in prison’
among those who have died. After all, was Christ
himself not ‘dead and buried’? Isn’t it possible
that he then descended in a spiritual form into the
realm of the dead? Often, reference is made in this
interpretation to what we read a little further on:

n About the author:
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‘the gospel was preached even to those who are
dead’ (ch 4:6). However, the Greek uses a different
terminology there, and Christ is not presented as
the one who is doing the preaching. In that text,
Peter has in mind the brothers and sisters who have
already died: when they were living on earth, they
did not hear the Gospel in vain. The expression ‘he
descended into hell’ from the Apostles’ Creed is not
relevant here.
There are also several differing views about
the proclamation itself. Who was the intended
audience, and what was Christ’s purpose in
preaching? Many Roman Catholic commentators
assert that Jesus went to proclaim his victory
everywhere. At the same time, this proclamation
allowed him to set free from the temporary
imprisonment of purgatory the penitent among
the generation of the flood, those who had turned
to God at the last moment, but had been unable to
escape death in the deluge. Others take the view
that Christ went into Hades (the realm of the dead)
to personally proclaim the gospel to unbelievers.
As yet, they were still given opportunity to repent.
But if Christ had a message for all the dead, why
does the text limit itself to only one category, the
generation of Noah? And isn’t it true that in this life
people are confronted with a decisive choice in this
life (Luke 16:19-31).
The idea that Christ preached to the dead is based
especially on a particular interpretation of the
preceding verse, where Peter said that ‘Christ was
put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit’
(v.19). Presumably, Christ in a spiritual form would
have addressed the dead. This interpretation,
however, is not correct. For in this passage Peter
had presented two powers in opposition to each
other: people had put Jesus to death, but God,
through his Spirit, had raised him to life. This is a
reference to Christ’s resurrection. And through this
same Spirit, says Peter, Christ had also preached to
the spirits in prison. (in the Greek, the conjunction
en hooi is grammatically linked to kèrussein).

Departure

This proclamation, the text tells us, took place at
Christ’s departure. What exactly does that mean?
Where did Christ go? Did he descend to the realm
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of the dead? But Peter’s focus is on the rising line
of Christ as the ascended Lord. The fact that these
spirits are in prison does not yet imply that Christ
went to visit them personally. It is only the message
that he came to bring that somehow penetrated
even to them.
This upward movement of Christ, set in motion at
his resurrection, drove Jesus ever higher, right into
heaven itself. The ‘he went’ in v. 19 corresponds to
the ‘he has gone’ in v.22, where it becomes even more
specific: he has ‘gone into heaven’. In other words,
Peter is not referring to a descent into hell, but to
an ascent into heaven: while he went (into heaven),
Christ preached (in Greek: poreutheis ekèruxen).
This was no preaching of the Gospel in the usual
sense of the word (for that, Peter uses the verb
euangelizein: 1:12; 4:6). Rather, we should think of a
herald who publicly proclaims a certain message.
Such a message might be tidings of disaster; it
might also be news of victory. And indeed, the
ascension of Christ meant disaster for the enemies
of God, for Christ was now, once and for all, clothed
with majesty; it also meant grace for everyone who
trusts in him.
It was especially those ‘prisoners’ who would have
been deeply impressed by the news of Christ’s
victory. We hear nothing, however, about how they
reacted. Apparently, they could not but silently
acknowledge the superiority of the risen Lord.

People or Angels?

Now: what about the identity of the spirits in
prison: were they people or angels? This question
cannot simply be answered by pointing to v.20,
referring to the days of Noah; this might lead
us, at first glance, to conclude that these spirits
are people. For Genesis never makes any explicit
reference to the disobedience of the generation
of the Flood. That is Peter’s own characterisation.
While Peter in his letter repeatedly points to
human disobedience, specifically to the Word or
to the Gospel (ch 2:8; 3:1; 4:17), in this place such a
further specification is absent. The days of Noah
were marked by a ‘pure’ disobedience, a conflict
of authority, as it were, with the Creator, a conflict
which could have played out both on earth, on the
plane of human existence, and on a higher plane,
in the world of the angels. The question therefore
remains: Is Peter talking about human beings or
about angels?
Generally in the Bible, ‘spirits’ (pneumata) are
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angelic powers; either demonic or ministering
spirits (Matthew 8:16; Luke 10:20; Ephesians 2:2;
Hebrews 1:14). Whenever Peter refers to people who
have died, he uses the expression ‘the dead’ (see
ch 4:6: nekroi). There is only one place in Scripture
where we read about ‘the spirits of the righteous
made perfect’ (Hebrews 12:23). There, it is clear
from the further elaboration that this text is about
people. Therefore, there is no reason at all to think
that the usual meaning of ‘spirits’ as angels should
not apply. On the contrary, where Peter in ch 3:22
makes reference to the Ascension, he says that
Christ entered heaven, ‘with angels, authorities, and
powers having been subjected to him’
The word ‘prison’, too, points to angels rather
than to people. Nowhere in the Bible is the world
of people who have died called a ‘prison’, but we
do read about angels who have been remanded
in custody. We read about that in II Peter and in
Jude, as historical examples to show that sin never
remains unpunished. Peter uses a Greek expression
(‘in Tartarus’, ch 2:4), while Jude uses Hebrew
terminology (‘under gloomy darkness’, sheol, v.6).
But they point to the same thing: disobedient
angels are kept in prison until the time of final
judgement:
“For … God did not spare angels when they sinned,
but cast them into hell and committed them to
chains of gloomy darkness to be kept until the
judgment…” (II Peter 2:4)
“And the angels who did not stay within their own
position of authority, but left their proper dwelling,
he has kept in eternal chains under gloomy darkness
until the judgment of the great day” (Jude :6)
In times past, these texts have been brought
forward as evidence for a fall into sin in the world
of the angels, which is not described in Genesis 3.
However, the most common contemporary view
is that both texts point to the instigators of evil in
Genesis 6:1-4. Prior to the Flood there was a revolt
within the world of the angels. Then, some of the
angels (called ‘sons of God’, see NIV and ESV) left
their heavenly home to intermarry with mankind
and to cause much trouble. There is a widespread
Jewish tradition about Enoch, the man who ‘walked
with God’ and was taken up into heaven. According
to this tradition, Enoch had to convey God’s
judgement to about two hundred rebellious angels,
who had intermarried with mankind, to seduce
them to sin. At their request, Enoch attempts to
mediate, but God upholds his judgement. When
the Deluge covers the earth, the rebellious angels,
instigators of evil, are imprisoned until the final
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judgement; thus they disappear once and for all
from the world stage.
Apparently, this account was remarkably popular,
also among Christians. A short quotation from
Enoch is found in the letter of Jude (v.14). Peter
uses a few key words to point to this tradition;
it seems likely that ‘the spirits in prison’ refer to
the angels from the time of the Flood. Because of
their pernicious influence on the inhabitants of
the ancient world, the ‘days of Noah’ serve as an
outstanding example of disobedience (Matthew
24:37-38; Luke 17:26).
What Peter wishes to communicate is this:
disobedient sinners, angels as well as humans, will
not escape their punishment, but the righteous
will be saved from the coming judgement. After
all, Christ, through his ascension, has proclaimed
his victory; he has silenced, once and for all, the
rebellious angels, and now all believers may share
in his victory.

Peter wrote his letter to Christians who, because
of their faith and baptism, were discriminated
against. Whoever follows in the footsteps of Christ
will indeed embark on a road of suffering. To some
of them, this might even have appeared a deadend road. Still, Easter did take place, and after that,
Christ entered heaven. What may have seemed to
be a dead-end road, was in fact the way to victory.
Christ now sits at the right hand of God. From
the outset, therefore, Christians – those who are
baptised in his name – are on the winning side! n

n Notes
Originally published in the Dutch language as
‘Hemelvaart of hellevaart?’ In: PHR van Houwelingen
and R Sonneveld: Ongemakkelijke Teksten van de
apostelen. Amsterdam, Buijten en Schipperheijn Motief,
2013, pp 163-168. This translation by Aart Plug, February
2014, by arrangement with the author. All Scripture
quotations and references are taken from The Holy
Bible, English Standard Version (ESV), © 2001, Crossway
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European Conference of Reformed
Churches 2014
Lord willing, the next European Conference of Reformed Churches will be held from Tuesday, Sept.
2, (starting at 3 P.M.) to Friday morning, Sept. 5, 2014, in Cardiff, Wales (United Kingdom). Location:
Hebron Hall, Dinas Powys, Vale of Glamorgan (www.hebronhall.org).
The theme of the conference is Reformed Piety.
Lectures will be given by Dr. Arie Baars (CGKN),
Rev. Ian Hamilton (EPCEW) and Dr. Hans Maris
(CGKN). The titles of the lectures are:
1. Piety according to John Calvin (Dr Arie Baars)
2. Communion with God (Rev. Ian Hamilton)
3. The Holy Spirit and the congregation (Dr Hans Maris)
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There will also be presentations and workshops on
different subjects. Further, we are even planning an
afternoon of sightseeing in Cardiff!
You can register for the conference from March 15
to June 15, 2014, via de website of the EuCRC:
www.eucrc.org
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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