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P.P.H. Waterval

Editorial

Yes, I admit it, it was not effortlessly successful, that first holiday in France
with the kids. “Daddy, I don’t understand a word of French!” my boys
exclaimed. My wife sighed. “Can’t we just do something on our own?” (Too
many Dutch Christians refrain from attending church in a country whose
language they don’t speak, and have a private devotion instead). I stood
firm. “Come on, let’s go.”

F

ive minutes later our old Vauxhall Astra
Estate rolled down the campsite, and twenty
minutes later it stopped behind the rickety
building of the Église Réformée. A few days earlier –
during our stroll around the market – I had spotted
the church out of the corner of my eye. We were
the first visitors that morning. An old, wrinkled,
friendly man welcomed us. “Bonjour! Bienvenue!”
An even older lady handed out Bibles and hymnals.
She smiled. “Vous êtes Néerlandais?” “Oui, oui”, I
nodded. Was she able to tell by the way we dressed?
It wasn’t long before the church was flooded with
compatriots from the Low Countries, at least sixty
of them. The ratio of French to Dutch was 1 : 4. Now
I understood how the old lady knew where we were
from. During the high season, nearly all the guests
in their Sunday services are Dutch.

…holiday in France…
(photo: P.G.B. de Vries)
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The order of the worship service was similar to
what we were used to at home: call to worship,
votum and salutation, prayer, singing, the Ten
Commandments, Scripture reading, sermon,
singing, prayer, collection, singing, and benediction.
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With the French that I remembered from secondary
school, I was able to follow the gist of the sermon.
I passed on some translated snatches to my wife,
who passed them on to my eldest son, who in turn
etc., etc. They looked puzzled. I realized this wasn’t
going to work. Doubts came to my mind. Had I
really made the right decision to stand firm on
this? Wouldn’t it have been better to have our own
devotions by the tent after all...? Suddenly, a skinny
ginger cat trotted into the church. All the children
jumped to their feet. The feline elegantly walked
to and fro and lay down against the pedestal of
the baptismal font. None of our French hosts did
anything. Was this her home? Ten minutes later
a pigeon flew in through an open window. She
flapped about for quite a while and finally sat down
on one of the crossbeams high above our heads. In
spite of parental correction, none of the children
could take their eyes off the bird. Many fingers
pointed upwards. Many whispers: “Look mummy!”
The minister and the elders remained unperturbed.
After the service, the children got a glass of
lemonade from the old lady and thronged to stroke
the French cat. Now I knew for sure: I had done
exactly the right thing to suppress all resistance
that morning. Not because my children had been
fed with a good sermon (on this occasion they
hadn’t), but because they had seen a man of God
preaching, sweaty and all. They had seen his huge
hands stretched out for the benediction. They
had heard God’s songs being sung to familiar
(Genevan) tunes. It suddenly dawned on me: a
worship service is much more than what enters
the mind. My children saw it with their own eyes:
that Jesus loves French people too, and that French
believers are happy if you join them in worship
and have a chat with them. But what’s more, they
experienced something exceptionally beautiful
during this service: both of God’s books were
opened – Scripture as well as Nature. A pussycat
nestling against the baptismal font, a pigeon
resting on a crossbeam. Could this have happened
in our home church? No way! On the car ride back
to the campsite, I heard somebody behind me say,
“Daddy, that was a cool church! Are we going back
next Sunday?” “Yes!!!!!!” 
n
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J.W. Maris

The mission of a mother (2)

The second century writings of the church fathers include a number of
references to the church which assign motherly connotations to her.
Tertullian (circa 160 – 220 refers to the church as ‘mother’ especially in
opposition to the Marcionite church. The Catholic Church alone is the true
mother.

C

yprian of Carthage (d. 258) was also engaged
in apologetics. His battle was with the
Novatians. Cyprian coined the well-known
line “He who does not have the church as mother,
cannot have God as Father.” Cyprian’s position
not only conveys a pastoral motif. It also made a
powerful contribution to expanding the authority
and hierarchical structure of the episcopate in the
Catholic Church.
Augustine continues and develops this line of
thought when, in his struggles with the Donatists,
he has to deal with an attack on the unity and
exclusivity of the Catholic Church. When he refers
to the church as mother, this is in connection with
her infallibility and indispensability. As for other
church fathers, the ‘Mother Church’ (ecclesia mater)
is a fairly fixed concept for Augustine. In his view
the relationship with the Chair of Peter, held by the
bishop of Rome, is essential.
Throughout the centuries the term ‘mother church’
has been maintained as self-evident in the Roman
Catholic tradition. The dogmatic constitution on the
church of the Second Vatican Council (1963-1965,
Lumen Christi) uses it to emphasize the connection
between Rome and “non-catholic Christians”. The
mother church prays, hopes and labours, so that all
may be united “peacefully into one flock under one
Shepherd.”
Texts from the Roman Catholic tradition emphasize
in various places - today probably more than
previously - that the church and her members
n

On January 25, 2008, Dr. J. W. Maris, retired as professor of Dogmatics at

the Theological University serving the Christian Reformed Churches in The Netherlands.
Maris has been involved in inter-church relations, both within The Netherlands and
internationally, for much of his life. His farewell lecture testifies to his experience and
expertise in the field of ecclesiology.
In this second instalment of his lecture, Maris looks at the concept of the church as
mother from a historical perspective and applies this notion to the missionary mandate
of the church in today’s secularized society.
The farewell lecture has been published in a somewhat expanded version in Dutch in the
series Apeldoornse Studies.
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have their own responsibility in this respect.
Nevertheless, the claim of the Roman church to the
title “mater fidelium”, mother of the faithful, has
remained unchanged, even though, in comparison
with previous centuries, it has a different ring in
this age of ecumenicity.

The Reformation

The Reformers also referred to the church as
‘mother’. In Calvin’s work it can be found in various
places. In his Commentary on Psalm 87 we read:
“The condition upon which Christ espouses the
faithful to himself is, that they should forget their
own people and their father’s house, (Psalm 45:11)
and that, being formed into new creatures, and
born again of incorruptible seed, they should begin
to be the children of God as well as of the Church,
(Galatians 4:19). And the ministry of the Church, and
it alone, is undoubtedly the means by which we are
born again to a heavenly life.” Of importance is the
reference to Galatians 4:19, where Paul describes his
office as ‘giving birth to children’.
In his Commentary on Galatians 4:26 we read: “The
heavenly Jerusalem, which derives its origin from
heaven, and dwells above by faith, is the mother of
believers. To the Church, under God, we owe it that
we are born again, not of corruptible seed, but of
incorruptible, and from her we obtain the milk and
the food by which we are afterwards nourished.
Such are the reasons why the Church is called the
mother of believers. And certainly he who refuses to
be a son of the Church in vain desires to have God
as his Father.”
In his sermons on this chapter we find the
same emphases, together with rejections of the
unfaithful mother which is found in Rome. This
argument focuses on the confession that God, our
spiritual Father, points us to the church, because
that is where His Word dwells. The church is only
mother through the Word. The essence here is
Christ. It makes perfect sense for Calvin to write
also that doctrine is our mother, consisting in law
and gospel. It is here that the Reformation differs
from Rome. With Rome it is the church that defines
doctrine, whereas with the Reformers it is doctrine
that defines the church.
The fourth book of Calvin’s Institutes begins with
28

photo: P.G.B. de Vries

the functions and tasks of the church, as he does in
Book IV of the Institutes. The ministry of the Word
and sacraments, the offices of the church (including
church discipline), should be considered in the light
of this concept of motherhood.
Characteristic of Calvin’s view is that ecclesiastical
authority finds its origin not in any official body,
but in the authority of the Word of God. He
convincingly proves that the use of ‘mother’ as a
designation of the church can invariably be traced
back to the heavenly Jerusalem, which is our
mother. He continually argues against the church of
Rome, where men endowed with office are placed
above the authority of the Word.

Luther
a chapter on the true church, entitled “The true
church with which as mother of all the godly
we must keep unity.” Calvin holds that God has
intended the church to nourish His children by
means of her help and ministry as long as they are
infants and children, but also that they may be
guided by her motherly care until they mature and
at last reach the goal of faith (Institutes IV.i.1).
The visible church is truly the mother of believers.
There is no access to Life unless the church receives
us in her bosom, causes us to be born to life,
nourishes us at her breasts and watches over us by
her protection and guidance, until we have put off
our mortal flesh and become as the angels. “We are
her pupils all our lives” (Institutes IV.i.4).
Calvin’s eschatological focus in speaking about the
church is quite remarkable. Her motherhood has a
specific goal. At the end of time the church’s task
as mother will have been accomplished. Then the
children will have become adults.
This implies that the emphasis lies on the calling
of the church. The motherhood of which we speak
is not so much a status as it is a task. It is in this
connection that Calvin acknowledges the principle
that there is no salvation outside the church,
and that leaving the church will always lead to
destruction.
By means of these notions Calvin lays the
foundation for his comprehensive treatment of
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On this score, what we hear Calvin say with respect
to these fundamental matters is no different
from what Luther says. We can suffice with the
following. In his Larger Catechism Luther refers
to the church as the mother of believers. This is
completely in keeping with Luther’s reference to
the church as creatura verbi: the church exists only
through the gospel.
In theology of a later date the terminology remains
present. G. Voetius1 used it and the term is also
used frequently by others. I would argue that the
term does not play a prominent role in protestant
dogmatics. Many dogmatic works do not discuss it,
some only briefly mention it.
The substance of what we find, in line with Calvin,
is the idea that the church gives birth to children
through the Word which has been entrusted to her.
Her care through the offices plays an important
role, and usually the terminology has the tone of
implying the necessity of the organized church. One
might say that the church is referred to as ‘mother’
in primarily a defensive way.

“Mother of us all”

This may be said to some extent of K. Schilder’s
pamphlet, “Mother of us all” anno Domini 1935.
The commemoration of the Secession of 18342
was the direct cause for this publication. It deals
with the issue of unity and division in the body
of Christ. Schilder is very conscious of the fact
that in the new covenant we have “to honour the
Jerusalem-that-is-above as our mother.” That is
29

why an institute imposed on us from above cannot
act as our ‘mother church’. “The Old Testament
idea of church continually presupposes the fact of
a certain institute, whereas the New Testament
idea of church implies the tension of serving God
unceasingly in freely and independently instituting
the church through the office of believers.” It is
worthwhile to hear Schilder defend the use of the
term “mother church”, whereby this honourable
title is not used for one’s ‘own’ institute, i.e. for ‘our’
church, but as a criterion for whether the church
can give birth to children “through her most proper
activity (the ministry of the Word and sacraments).”
A maid or a midwife can take care of the coffee, but
only a mother can give birth to children…
At any rate, it can be said that Schilder managed
to interpret the term ‘mother church’ in its truly
biblical tension. I will leave aside various aspects
of his view of the church, and of the unity of the
church, found in the same pamphlet. The timeliness
of this piece of writing, published between the
commemorations of the Secession and the
Doleantie,3 gives it a prophetic and yet open end.
As for the appreciation which there should be for
Schilder’s view of the church, one must agree with
a remark by Berkouwer, who pointed out that many
detected in Schilder’s view (which was formed by
resistance against the doctrine of the pluriformity
of the church) a kind of ‘churchism’, which only
pays attention to one’s ‘own’ church and not to
other churches. However, Schilder did not view
the church in such a static way, but in a dynamic
way. He saw the church not as standing still but
as moving, which has to do with the “miraculous
moving covenantal tension between God’s work
and man’s work” and with “the free movement of
the Spirit.”

The church as mother in today’s
secularized society
The ‘missio Dei’ and the church

What can we harvest from listening to Scripture
and to some of the theological reflection in the
church throughout the ages with a view to the
situation of the church in our time?
I will not further underpin here the conviction
that the church is as an (important) factor in the
coming of God’s Kingdom in this world. More
than in previous centuries, the reality of the missio
Dei is an issue today. It seems to me an honest
question whether the church has always payed
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proper attention to the relationship between her
own position and calling and the coming of the
kingdom. There are reasons to doubt the views
which churches evidence.
Furthermore, when considering the concept of
missio Dei, there is a good reason to reflect not only
on the task of the church towards those outside,
but also on her task towards those inside.
The ‘missio Dei’ as mandate for the church is often
acknowledged in many ways, but the agenda of
church assemblies is often dominated by issues
that assume the existence and well-being of the
church as goals in and of themselves.
It is important to see these two aspects not in
opposition to each other, but to reflect on their
interconnectedness.
The idea of the church as mother can be a useful
catalyst in this (ongoing) reflection.

One mother – the Jerusalem that is above

The church derives her name as mother from
the Jerusalem that is above. But how can the
congregation’s role on earth as a mother be
legitimized in practice as well? This is only possible
in total dependence on the heavenly Jerusalem,
the mystery (mysterion) of which lies in the exalted
Christ who accomplished his atoning work on earth
and is connected to the church as the Head of his
body. The church will have to realize continually
that her identity lies in her Head.
An expression found in Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s work
as it developed throughout the years is “Christus
als Gemeinde existierend” (Christ existing as
congregation). There are good reasons for this.
“Because the church holds the mystery of the living
union with Christ, she breaks into the world and
pulls its children out of it.” The conviction that
‘Christ Himself exists in and as his congregation’
can help us understand the close connection
between the church and her Head, and thus
between her motherhood and that of the heavenly
Jerusalem.
There are not two mothers. There is only one.
However, let the church be emphatically convinced
that she can lay no claim to a motherhood that is
bound to an earthly identity.

Indirect motherhood

When we reflect on the church as mother, we do
well to speak of an ‘indirect motherhood’. It helps
us do justice to this attribute of the church which
is bound up in a heavenly reality. For this and other
reasons it is important that the church does not lay
claim to power and greatness in earthly relations.
30

What is the church, what does she have, which
is not given her by God’s promises and has been
accomplished by her Head? The larger and more
imposing a church is, the more she runs the danger
of obscuring her essence of referring to her Head.
It is this indirect, referring quality of the church
which brings her essence into view. She is not her
own. As people of God, as body of Christ, and as
temple of the Holy Spirit she, by definition, belongs
to Another. This is impressively illustrated by the
celebration of the deepest mystery of the church,
the Lord’s Supper. The whole church is invited as
guest by a heavenly host. The one who is entitled
to deal out the bread and wine is no different
from the one who receives. In this way the church
understands her motherhood best. This will help
her in a most wholesome manner to resist every
temptation to focus on status or dignity.

Goal of motherhood

From the perspective of her heavenly mystery the
church can keep her motherly function in focus:
giving birth to children. This is the motif which we
find in Paul’s words in Galatians 4 (verses 19, 24,
26, 27-29). Thus, all activity in the church, especially
that of the offices, in preaching and instruction
and pastoral care will focus on the one thing that
is necessary (Luke 10:42), on “the only name given
unto salvation” (Acts 4:12), on “Jesus Christ and
Him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). From this centre and this
heavenly mystery flow both the ongoing care for
the existing congregation as well as missionary
concern for people outside the church in a world
without God.
Focusing on this centre, we will keep each other
sharp when in preaching, teaching, pastoral care
and activities for those outside, horizontalism
creeps in or an idea of automatism which equates
church membership with sharing in salvation. Or
when a message is brought, focused on human
wisdom, and not on our union with our Head,
Christ.
In her theological reflection the church must pay
attention to the purity of the food that is being
dished out in the congregation. Theology will have
to speak clear language with respect to the doctrine
that the congregation is fed with, and with which
we seek those outside. Errors and surrogate food
will have to be exposed in the light of Reformed,
Biblical norms.
A mother cannot fulfil her duties to one child at the
expense of another. This is a healthy starting-point
in any family. In this respect, things often go wrong
in our earthly relationships. The church receives
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her motherhood from an authority with whom this
does not go wrong, but being a mother in practice
will rightly take her some effort.
Being a mother without any tensions is impossible.
There is tension between those inside and those
outside, between those above and those below.
However, in the middle of experiencing these
tensions she will understand her calling. And in her
own union with the mystery of the church, in which
all believers share, they will sharpen each other and
the community.
The church is our mother… Yes, provided her mature
children share in her calling.
n
n Notes
1

T
 ranslator: Gijsbert Voetius was a member of the
Synod of Dordrecht 1618-19. He served as Professor
of Theology at Utrecht and is to the Dutch Reformed
tradition what Samuel Rutherford is to the
Presbyterian tradition.

2

T
 ranslator. Between 1834 and 1836 a substantial
number of churches and groups of people broke
with the Dutch Reformed Church, primarily on
account of allegations of false doctrine. Those who
seceded never managed to form a single bond of
churches. Thus the Secession is part of the history of,
among others, the Reformed Churches (liberated),
the Christian Reformed Churches, and various bonds
of Reformed Congregations, all in The Netherlands.

3

I n 1886 and 1887 again many churches and groups
of people left the Dutch Reformed Church. These
churches and groups of people formed a new
fellowship of churches, which in 1892 united with
the largest group of churches that had come forth
from the Secession.
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W. den Boer

 new perspective on
A
Arminius (2)

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

I

n his theology, Arminius placed a strong
emphasis on God’s justice. So much so that
he took this as his starting point and carefully
worked out the consequences for his whole
theology.

Freedom

Justice presupposes freedom. Arminius endorsed
this ancient concept. Justice, laws and prohibitions
cannot function where there is no freedom. How
can one be held responsible for an action if he has
no possibility whatsoever to act differently? In
principle, everyone agreed on this in Arminius’ day.
However, views differed somewhat on the nature
and degree of freedom necessary to hold someone
responsible for his deeds. Following in the line of
the teaching of Peter Martyr Vermigli, an important
Reformed theologian of the 16th century, the
predominant opinion in Arminius’ day was that the
absence of coercion would be sufficient to establish
responsibility. If you do something spontaneously
and without coercion, that makes you responsible,
even if you don’t have the possibility to act
differently, and you therefore act from necessity.
Arminius did not share this opinion, however. He
believed that man - after the Fall - still possessed
the essential free will of choice given to him
by God at his creation. Man could not lose that
free will of choice as it is an essential element
of humanity. Arminius was also convinced (as
were his colleagues) that the Fall had very serious
consequences, even to the extent that it was
certain that man, despite his free will of choice,
n About the author:
Dr. William den Boer is a lecturer in Dutch Church History at the Theological University
of Apeldoorn (TUA) and a research fellow at the Institute for Reformation studies of the
TUA.
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could never choose what is good if God – through
grace – did not free the will from the bonds of sin,
and continuously guide the human will.
Thus, in Arminius’ view on the relation between
free will and grace, two things are very important:
firstly, that our will to believe in Christ is always
entirely and continually dependent on God’s grace;
and secondly, that this grace of God does not
influence the will irresistibly.

Duplex amor Dei

Arminius summarized his theology in a concept
that is unique, so far as I have been able to trace.
He described the foundation of Christian religion
as God’s twofold love, in Latin Duplex amor Dei.
God’s first love concerns justice, and God’s second
love, subordinate to the first, concerns man and his
salvation. We have already seen the consequences
of Arminius’ concept of justification with regard to
God and His actions: it results in a strong emphasis
on the fundamental place and function of Christ’s
work of atonement, because God’s justice must be
satisfied before He can be merciful to sinners. God
wants all men to be saved (his second love), but not
at the expense of his justice (his first love).
Another consequence of Arminius’ concept is that
salvation within the covenant of grace applies to
all men, and therefore everyone receives sufficient
grace to be able to believe. This faith is important
because it is the only God-given means through
which a sinner can, by union with Christ, be
declared justified by God. God gives faith, but not
in an irresistible manner. If that were the case, it
would not only damage the essence of freedom of
the will, but, above all, also imply that those who
are not saved did not receive sufficient grace to be
able to believe, which would make God the cause of
their sin and unbelief.
Arminius’ main objection to the doctrine of
unconditional predestination, held by men such as
Calvin, Beza and Gomarus, was that this view does
not do justice to God’s twofold love, or reverses the
priority of the two aspects. Arminius averred that
a doctrine of unconditional predestination asserts
32

of their theology was that God was the cause of sin,
and accordingly was unjust. Calvin, for example,
was charged with this both from within and from
without the Reformed movement. Calvin’s most
important defense was always his reference to
the limitations of sinful, human understanding:
who are we, insignificant and sinful people, to
measure the justice of God’s actions? God is just. He
determines what is just, and if people feel Him to
be unjust, that merely highlights the limitations of
their own understanding.

Jacobus Arminius
(± 1559 – 1609)

that God loves man and man’s salvation before
God’s justice has been satisfied by the sacrifice of
Christ, accounted to the sinner through belief in
Him. A doctrine of unconditional reprobation does
not even do justice to God’s love of justice, nor to
His love of man and his salvation.
God’s relationship to sin
Concomitant with Arminius’ emphasis on God’s
justice was his continual concern to prevent anyone
thinking that God could in any way be the cause or
the author of sin and evil. To him, such a thought
was the greatest blasphemy imaginable, and above
all disastrous for any kind of religion. Man can only
begin to serve God if he is convinced that God is
just; God’s justice is therefore his most important
attribute, including in bringing man to serve and
praise God. For who would obey God if he could
not depend on God’s doing what He promises and
threatens? That is why revelation and theology
purpose to show that God is just. There is no
positive relation between God and sin whatsoever.
God hates sin and does everything to counter it.
At the same time, He always takes into account
the essential freedom which He granted man as
creature. God will therefore not prevent sin in an
irresistible manner. He permits it.
Arminius’ focus on God’s justice in relation to sin
did not come out of the blue: since the beginning of
the Reformation, important Reformed theologians
suffered from the accusation that the consequence
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After Calvin, the orthodox Reformed theologians
were no longer satisfied with this defence. They
seriously challenged the accusations, and tried to
refute them with all sorts of rational explanations.
For example, Vermigli (already referred to
previously) was influential with his conviction that
in addition to full freedom (which sinful man does
not possess), a lack of coercion is also a sufficient
condition to hold someone responsible for his
deeds. Additionally, many (in our view, very subtle)
distinctions were put forward to prove that God,
in spite of appearances to the contrary, is not the
author of sin.
Arminius himself referred to Beza, his teacher,
as an example of one who admitted that if man
had fallen into sin through the necessity of God’s
determination, it could not be explained how God
can be innocent and man guilty. According to Beza,
however, we have to trust that there is no problem
whatsoever with God’s justice. Moreover, like
Calvin, he referred to our clouded reason, and the
fact that God is unfathomable. Arminius believed
that all is lost if we think in that direction. For him,
God’s justice is not a confession of faith that must
be adhered to against all apparent injustice by God,
but a revelation from God that forms the grounds
for faith and for our trust in Him and His honour. n
The dissertation, Duplex amor Dei. Contextuele
karakteristiek van de theologie van Jacobus Arminius
(1559-1609)’ (Instituut voor Reformatieonderzoek:
Apeldoorn 2008), ISBN 978-90-75847-21-5, is available for
€ 25 at the TUA (e-mail: bestellen@tua.nl). An English
edition will be published later this year by VandenHoeck
& Ruprecht, Göttingen, in the series Reformed Historical
Theology (Ed. Herman J. Selderhuis).
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Lawrence W. Bilkes

Concise Reformed Dogmatics

The translation of this Dogmatics by two esteemed Apeldoorn theologians
into the English language is a milestone for those who seek to reach an
English-speaking world with confessional orthodoxy. North-America is
awash with a superficial Christianity and ill-equipped to deal with the
challenges of increasing secularism and postmodernism. The importance
of this newly translated book is that it brings within the reach of Englishspeaking theologians and lay people an up-to-date presentation of
Reformed dogmatics based squarely based on Holy Scripture. It includes
fair and clear evaluations of competing theologies of recent vintage that
depart from the teachings of the Bible. Especially younger and future
generations will benefit from the publication of this work.

T

he authors state that dogmatics must be
ecclesiastical, confessional, systematic,
critical, timely, and practical. Dogmatics
deals with the church and its confession. Van
Genderen and Velema go beyond the Reformed
confession to Scripture itself in order to ‘bring forth’
out of that ‘treasure things new and old’ (Matthew
13:52). Dogmatics must be systematic, for ‘every
thought’ must be brought ‘into captivity to the
obedience of Christ’ (2 Corinthians 10:5). It must
be critical in ascertaining whether the teaching of
the church is in all respects in harmony with the
Word of God. It must be timely in reevaluating old
answers in the face of current issues. It must also
be practical in the sense of never losing sight of the
connection between doctrine and life.

Concise

The conciseness of this book does not prevent
it from providing a comprehensive survey of
dogmatics, i.e. the doctrine of faith. The authors
define dogmatics as the theological discipline
that speaks in a systemic manner about what God
has revealed in his Word, and that must test the
teachings of the church against Holy Scripture.
The topics covered in this book are revelation, Holy

nAbout the author:
Dr Lawrence W. Bilkes (1943) is pastor of the Free Reformed Church of Grand Rapids,
Michigan, USA. In the eighties he also served the church of Ermelo in the Christian
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands. His doctor’s degree was earned in Apeldoorn in
1997 with a dissertation Theological ethics and Holy Scripture: the use of scripture in the
works of James M. Gustafson, R. Paul Ramsey, and Allan D. Verhey
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Scripture, God, his counsel, creation, providence,
*man as the image of God, *sin, Christ the Mediator,
the covenant of grace, *salvation, the church, the
means of grace, and eschatology. W.H. Velema
wrote the chapters marked with an asterisk,
and J. van Genderen the remaining chapters. At
the publication of the original work the authors
were professors at the Theological University of
Apeldoorn, in the Netherlands.
This book is squarely based on the Scriptures and
is in agreement with the Reformed confession
statements. It does not merely review doctrinal
positions taken throughout the history of the
church, but reviews them in the light of the
Scriptures, emphasizing insights developed in
the Reformed tradition and applying the latest
advances in exegesis. In being entirely up-to-date, it
is a worthy successor to Louis Berkhof’s Systematic
Theology. Dogmatics focuses on the teaching of the
church. What should be believed and confessed in
the church of Christ? What is the doctrine that the
church holds to be normative under appeal to the
Word of God? Dogmas succinctly express what the
church views as central and essential in the biblical
message. Dogmatics must continually hold up the
dogmas of church to the light of Scripture.

Reformed

The designation ‘Reformed dogmatics’ does not
merely indicate that it is not Roman Catholic or
Lutheran dogmatics, but that it is a confessionally
Reformed dogmatics, in which the Reformed
confession is allowed to speak for itself. In many
cases this book agrees with classic representations
of the Reformed tradition such as those of J.
Calvin and H. Bavinck. But the current situation
calls for a broad presentation of information and
argumentation. Although opposing views are
rejected as being unbiblical, they are presented
fairly, and what is good in them is appreciated. All
this is done with great clarity, so as to bring out the
implications for preaching, instruction, and pastoral
work.
The authors view Holy Scripture as the sole binding
standard in understanding what is believed by the
34
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church on the basis of the Bible. Dogmatics focuses
on the knowledge and the service of God. Its
highest purpose in articulating Christian doctrine is
the glorification of the name of the God and Father
of our Lord Jesus Christ. The foundational principle
of Reformed theology has always been that the
canonical books of Scripture constitute the sole
rule of faith (Belgic Confession of Faith, Articles 5
and 7). As the foundation of the Christian faith and
its norm nothing may be put on a par with Holy
Scripture. Only the Bible has credibility in itself.
The church in general has followed a different
approach by taking today’s context as its point of
departure. The question then becomes: how much
of Scripture and the confession remain relevant? The
authors do not deny that there are important and
difficult questions in this respect today, but have
consciously chosen to let the Word of God prevail.
The church does not have the final say. Dogma is
completely contingent on revelation, and therefore
only has derivative authority. In its dogmatic
pronouncements the church of Christ states what
should be believed on the basis of the Word of God.
What the church teaches in accordance with the
Word of God demands acceptance, for it is a matter
of the heart. In the church of the Reformation,
dogmas and confessions function only in
conjunction with the authority of the Word of God.
Every human document and every ecclesiastical
decision may be appealed to Holy Scripture, which is
the final arbiter in cases of disagreement.
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The original book was criticized in the Netherlands
for presenting no prolegomena in terms of a
systematic methodology and its relationship to
philosophy. However, Calvin does not present
such prolegomena either, and goes straight into a
twofold knowledge of God and man. In the section
that focuses on election he positively appraises the
Canons of Dort, and speaks clearly and convincingly
in line with the Scriptures.

Impact

The English translation of Van Genderen and
Velema’s book is expected to have a great impact
on the English-speaking churches of the Reformed
persuasion. Seminary students, professors of theology,
and ministers of the Gospel will find an up-to-date
guide to current theology. The book has been written
in such a way that ordinary Christians can also readily
read, study, and benefit from it. It will aid the present
and future generations of the Reformed persuasion
in understanding the roots of their theology. It is
true that we and our children must be the church in
North America and elsewhere in the English-speaking
world. But it is important to know where we and our
ancestors have come from. Only then can we move
from understanding to meaningful communication
with the world around us.
The need for biblical theology as the Reformation
understood it has been expressed by many,
especially the generation that is presently growing
up within our churches. They deeply desire to
understand their roots, which up until now have
largely lain buried in Dutch writings, unintelligible
to most second and third generation people. The
translation of Concise Reformed Dogmatics by
professors Van Genderen and Velema makes a vital
contribution to this process.
n

Review of: J. van Genderen and, W. H. Velema, Concise
Reformed Dogmatics (Phillipsburg, P&R Publishing 2008;
translated from the Dutch original entitled Beknopte
Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, published by J.H. Kok, Kampen,
the Netherlands 1992)
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E. Brink

L iving space
God’s predestination and
our room to move

What remains of our freedom if all is predestined? What remains, when
everything has been determined beforehand, and even our (eternal)
destiny has been fixed? What is our input? If God predestines our share
and lot, is not our freedom breached? Are not people then at His arbitrary
disposal?

I

t should not surprise us that these kinds of
questions are asked by people who are used
to hearing: “that is your own choice, you
decide, you are your own boss.” When God comes
into the picture, it’s a different story. He is the
God who commands, who elects and rejects, who
follows His own plan. On the one hand there is
human responsibility, on the other there is divine
sovereignty.
How do human freedom and divine freedom
relate to each other? If man’s freedom to choose
is emphasized, what remains of divine election? If
God’s freedom to choose is accentuated, what room
is there for human input?
Quite early on, Calvin busied himself with
such questions, especially as he was very soon
reproached that his doctrine of election and
reprobation left no room for human responsibility.1
Has Calvin not saddled us with a system of
predestination that continues to oppress us? Is our
freedom not being seriously curtailed?
Since these sort of questions are constantly being
raised in churches, I decided to read for myself what
Calvin wrote on this subject.2 In this article, I pass
on a reading-experience of what Calvin wrote in,
among others, the Institutes.3

An intense relationship

n about the author

Life in God is as lively as it can be. The more you
get to know God, the more impressed you are how
personal God is in His dealings with individual
persons. Predestination is an intensive form of
God´s providence. It evidences particular care and

Since 1997, Rev. Egbert Brink has been minister of the Reformed Church (liberated) in
Waddinxveen. He studied at the Theological University in Kampen and at the Faculté de
Theologie Libre in Aix-en-Provence.
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attention. It reveals how intense God’s relationship
is with people. See, God had already set His
sights on people before the creation of this world
(Ephesians 1:4)! Before the foundation of the world,
He was already involved with His people. That
displays the Creator’s close involvement. He cannot
be separated from His creatures, nor does He desire
to be. This is even true for those who in the end
prove to be reprobates. God did not desert them,
nor did He carelessly pass them by. He was closely
involved with them, even and especially when they
rejected Him. That is a vehement and dynamic
event (Hebrews 12:14-17).
So predestination is not about a static and
unbending entirety and a silent eternity, but about
a dynamic dealing, a divine interest in tangible,
actual life. Human choices certainly do matter. They
are included in God’s immense decision-making
process (Philippians 2: 12-13). Every suggestion of
divine arbitrariness is a lack of appreciation of His
divine intention.

Boundaries and living space

Here we clearly reach the boundary of our
understanding. No one can aspire to the height
of the Creator. It is impossible for us to see
everything from a heavenly perspective, knowing
the present, overseeing the past. We are incapable
not least because our thoughts move so very slowly
compared to the speed with which God’s thoughts
are racing (Isaiah 55: 8-9)! How could we ever
keep up with Him and follow Him in His eternal
thought processes? Save yourself the trouble, and
do not attempt to enter the throne-room of God’s
decision-making.
By respecting these boundaries, you receive space.
Humanly speaking, you receive all the room you
need, because you may see things from a human
perspective. So do not make things difficult for
yourself with speculations about God’s eternal plan.
You will get lost in a labyrinth. Just be concerned
with your own territory, which is that of human
responsibility: considering, deliberating, reflecting,
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deciding. That all matters, and is of real importance.
It creates space to leave what is concealed to the
Lord (Deuteronomy 29: 29).
In this way we can unreservedly pray, “Our Father”,
by which we include all people. He is the Father of
all creatures. What God has decided about all those
people is not our business, and is out of our reach.
Yet we must wish the best for all.

Two poles

The way Calvin continually moves between two
poles is striking. He always keeps God’s honour
in mind. Yet he also wishes to take full account of
man’s wellbeing. That tension keeps it exciting.
On the one hand he wishes to prevent God being
deprived of His glory. Be aware that you are
standing before God! Acknowledge His freedom,
greatness, goodness and His rights. God is God!
Whoever knows God is also connected to His
divine glory. Imagine if God depended on what
people think and do and wish…Fortunately God
is not bound to human opinions and judgments.
Moreover, humans are incapable of commanding
God’s love through their dignity or behaviour. God
is completely free in His loving choices. It is God’s
glory to keep certain things concealed (Proverbs 25:
1-2).
Yet at the same time, justice must also be done
to His creatures. Not every initiative is taken
away from them. Calvin has no time for human
indifference, laziness, apathy or resignation. The
eternal God respects human dignity. You can even
say that it relates to His glory as their Creator. It is
definitely not the case that man must give up his
dignity. A certain amount of curiosity is allowed, as
long as it stays within the boundaries. Man must
know his place as creature, but may question God
(Job 42: 7ff). Pride is crushed, but our human input
is not ignored. Man must not pretend to be more
than he is, but not less either.
Man is not deprived of his choices, and his will is
not switched off. Why then should one not speak of
a free will? (It is tempting to do that. Be aware that
freedom of choice is one of man’s favourite idols).
Calvin however thought that speaking of free will
is risky because it can give the impression that man
is autonomic, that he is able to function without
God, as though a human being could stake out an
area to which God has no access. Then we again do
injustice to God’s glory. Nevertheless, this does not
erode the reality that God leaves people living space
and room to move.
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Starting point

Where one person embraces the message of the
gospel, another heartily rejects it. How is that
possible, two such completely opposite reactions?
Is it all predestined? Are God’s choices so fixed that
it is no longer of any consequence what people
do or think? Calvin did not wish to have such a
system forced on him, let alone have us believe
it. His reasoning does not originate from within a
system of election and rejection. Nor does he take
his starting point from God’s eternal decree. What
foolishness that would be! How could one ever
begin there? God does not direct his Word at people
in the capacity of elected and rejected, but in the
quality of created and sinner (John 6:41-66). Here
too Jesus has very real and living people in mind:
people who exercise their wills, who decide, act,
rejoice or reject etc. From within a living reality He
concludes what man is: how often I have longed to
gather your children together, as a hen gathers her
chicks under her wings, but you were not willing
(Matthew 23:37). The conclusion of reprobation, in
the meaning of being destined to be rejected, is
therefore always made with hindsight.
From Calvin’s pastoral letters, it becomes apparent
that he was dealing with people’s insecurity (which
could even become an obsession) whether they
could call themselves God’s children. He therefore
does not tire of explaining that one must never
start looking for certainty in an eternal decision, but
that one’s security is in God’s calling in His Word,
which reaches the sinner in time, no more and no
less. That calling is at the same time a summons
to surrender oneself to His promising words (Rom.
8:28-30). Human responsibility is fully included. Our
starting point is never God’s eternal choice, nor the
human choice. The starting point is the promising
Word of Christ, which calls on us to receive
salvation through faith. That keeps it exciting, and
it stays exciting. We start from a personal and living
relationship, not from a philosophical or dogmatic
speculation.

Christ-centred

God’s election is as lively as it can be – one is
brought into contact with divine love. God’s free
and loving choice can never be conceived outside of
Christ as a Person and the relationship with Him (1
Peter 1:18-21). Whoever discusses the eternal decree
of predestination apart from Him is talking into
empty space. Election in Christ can therefore never
be fatalistic. It is not an abstraction, and is not
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available apart from Christ.
To stay with the image of the heavenly throneroom in which God’s decisions are made: Christ is
not simply a messenger confirming that a decision
has been made in the divine throne-room, as if
that decision could be taken without reference to
Him, and He merely makes the announcement. No,
the divine choices are revealed and made public in
Christ Himself as a Person. Calvin calls up another
image, originating from Augustine, in which Christ
is the mirror of predestination. All our reflections
bring us no closer; only in a living encounter with
Christ can we say anything meaningful about
predestination. That electing love can only be
experienced and responded to in connection with
Him.
It is touching to see how Calvin writes about the
actual encounter between God and man in Christ.
In Christ, the heart of God and the heart of man
find their rest. God’s glory and the wellbeing of
human dignity are joined in Him. Christ Himself
lived constantly in the field of tension between
both these poles, and in the tension of the loving
choices that His father makes (John 6:36-37).

Awesome decision

But what about divine reprobation? Calvin does
not stop repeating that he wishes to be led by
God’s Word, and that it is not his own invention
(Romans 9-11; 1 Peter 2:8). One cannot get around
the fact that God’s choice also has a negative
aspect. In this one again encounters the freedom
of God’s sovereignty. He is completely free in His
choices. Calvin himself speaks of an awful decision
(decretum horribile), a decision that makes you
shudder. Not in the meaning of revolting, but
of awesome. This experience takes place in the
relationship with God.
Does God then leave no room for human decisions?
Is His will so forceful that He curtails men in their
freedom? Is their fate decided, with no regard for
their human will and dignity? In this case also, the
human will is not ignored. On the contrary, God
continues to hold men responsible, and addresses
them concerning their choices (e.g. Gen. 4: 6).
The tension now rises. One sometimes gets the
impression that God does it all here, and man has
no freedom left. God withholds the influence of
His Spirit from men, so that they are left to their
own unwillingness (Rom. 1: 25-32). And that so as to
give his grace all the more worth. Even with regard
to the reprobate, God brings glory to Himself in
relationship with the human being.
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But if God decides to reject someone, the reason for
his rejection lies not with God but in man himself.
The rejection is God’s choice, but the reason lies
in the refusal of man himself. The deepest reason
is his own unwillingness, which is sealed and
confirmed by God (Matt. 22:1-14). In all of this it is
noticeable that Calvin tries to do justice both to
God’s sovereignty and to human responsibility.
Reprobation too is unthinkable without a living
and concrete relationship with man, who makes
his own choices, has convictions, makes decisions
and expresses feelings. Following other Reformers,
Calvin distinguishes between necessity and
coercion. As with the pharaoh of Egypt: seen from
God’s perspective, his rejection was necessary (Ex.
7:3ff). But He never forces man to do evil, and never
imposes this on him. Even when the human will is
attracted to evil, robbing man of his own freedom,
man is never forced.
Calvin takes a modest stand. He is under no
illusion that he understands and sees through it
all. He cannot discern how divine will and human
responsibility correspond. He believes that justice is
done to both, but exactly how he does not fathom.
He would rather profess a believing ignorance than
an unbelieving denial.

Fencing

What struck me most was Calvin’s illustration of a
fencing match. Where do the borders lie between
divine freedom and human freedom? The Creator
challenges His children to cross swords. They are
given room to move in the playing field, and move
constantly. Suddenly: parade - riposte, a thrust
is guarded off, parry, and withdraw or return
the thrust.4 God pushes man back onto his own
territory, so that he does not traverse his borders,
the limits set for him. He always remains in the
playing field of his own opinions and limited
judgments. By challenging him to a lively fencing
match, God makes sure that man stays within the
boundaries of his own territory.
We are invited to challenge that great space
of divine compassion that Christ has unveiled
– as long as we respect His divine freedom by
having regard for His eternal dignity, and by
acknowledging Him as the Creator who, in a divine
way, also has regard for man’s dignity.

Summary

• Eternal predestination is a special form of
providence. God’s eternal counsel does not
curtail all human initiative. God’s plan does not
oppose concrete reality, but includes it.
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• Two poles create tension. At one extent lies the
glory due to God in his sovereignty, and at the
other human dignity as creature, seeking man’s
wellbeing.
• People are not victims deprived of their wills.
Nor do they have a ‘free will’ with which they
can exclude God, as if He was dependent on
what is determined by men.
• Man always inhabits a territory where he can
exercise his own will, although he can never

convert to faith by his own strength. That is only
possible through the loving choice of God.
• In Christ, all lines converge. Speaking of
predestination apart from Him is an impossible
abstraction. In Christ, God and man truly meet.
• Divine sovereignty goes together with human
responsibility. Even if we cannot fathom how
this cooperation works (believing ignorance),
this is not without reason, though is beyond our
greatest understanding. 	
n
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P. Wells

French protestantism (1)
Between innovation and
integration

A century after the separation of Church and State in France is a good time
to assess the successes and failures of the Protestant minority. If there are
aspects of this question that pertain to the specific nature of the French
situation, there are also issues that apply to religious minorities in general.

I

t is dangerous to generalise about a religious movement as multi-facetted
as Protestantism in France. However, it can be said that the attitudes of this
minority have been characterised at some times by optimistic innovation
and progressive social action in which Protestantism collaborated with those
who had no goals other than humanitarian ones. When it did so, its Protestant
identity stood out. At other times and more recently, Protestantism manifested
a desire for integration and collaboration with other Christians, particularly the
Roman Catholic majority. When this was the case, it tended to lose its specific
Protestant identity and also its social relevance.
These contrasting attitudes seem to have been
triggered by the need for self-preservation. As a
minority conscious of its vulnerability, it sought
ways to protect itself from threats to its core
values. For this reason it is not possible to describe
the attitudes developing in French Protestantism
toward the social context in a regular linear way.
It is rather characterised by an oscillation between
two opposing poles: the struggle for justice, social
innovation and strong identity over against the
desire for integration with the Christian majority
and the danger of a loss of identity.
At different times the future of the Protestant
minority in France has been considered
optimistically or pessimistically. In terms of
historical development it can be said that
Protestants contributed in an important way to
the separation of Church and State in 1905 and
gained a good deal from it in terms of recognition
and freedom. However, during the 20th century
the values of society in general caught up with
the Protestant values of liberty of conscience and
nAbout the author
Paul Wells is Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics at the Faculté Libre
de Théologie Réformée (FLTR) in Aix-en-Provence, France. He is also Chairman of the
Association Promoting Biblical Research in France (APEB) and Editor of the magazine La
Revue Réformée.
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freedom of thought and led, at the end of the
century, to an identity crisis. Protestantism found
it difficult to maintain its specific character, or
to react in a coherent or an innovative way to a
globally secularised society. The ecumenical venture
was an alluring proposition, but it proved to be a
dangerous course of action for a religious minority
in a thoroughly secularised society.

A Protestant Identity

The Protestant minority has had a twofold problem
to contend with, both religious and social, related
to the rejection of the Reformation and the
development of modernity in France.
As a religious minority in a predominantly Roman
Catholic society Protestantism has suffered from
being considered as deviant religion. Religion and
Catholic were synonymous in the first instance
in France; Protestantism was labelled la religion
prétendument réformée. Later with the broadening
of knowledge of religions, Christian and Catholic
became synonymous. Protestantism suffered from
the ambiguity of being a part of Christianity but not
recognised by the Catholic Church, Christianity’s
official representative. Protestantism was
considered sectarian.
A similar ambiguity arose with regard to the
development of secularism in France. Protestantism
supported the separation of Church and State and
played an important part in the growth of laicité, 1
supporting the freedom and the autonomy of the
State. However the allies of Protestantism in the
combat against Church power, republican freethinkers, were enemies on the ideological level.
The more Protestantism became permeable to
free-thinking the more it risked losing its religious
identity.2
This position between the devil and the deep
blue sea has never been an easy one. Ultimately
Protestantism could neither look to the Church nor
to progressive movements in society for its security.
‘Protestantism is the only group in France to be a
40

Abstract: The French protestant minority contributed actively to the
epoch-making 1905 law separating Church and State which became a
cornerstone of modern republicanism in France. Its interest in doing
so was to protect its status against the overwhelming Roman Catholic
majority. In the century following it has oscillated in its attitudes
between social innovation and integration with the Catholic majority.
Society caught up with the values of the minority during the 20th
century and its continuing existence is endangered by its success
both in adapting to the currents of progress and to the ecumenical
movement. In the future, it is likely that Protestantism will have a much
different character, resulting from the impact of evangelicalism and
immigrant populations.
The second part of this contribution will be published in the next issue.
Editor

religious minority, a de-sacralised religion and a
Christian confession… Over against the two Frances,
Protestantism alone has affinities pointing in both
directions.’3 Christian and laïque has been the Jekyll
and Hyde identity of this minority in its search for
survival.
When Protestants found their allies in the
proponents of secularisation they retained social
relevance and influence out of proportion with their
numerical strength. Having gained the victory and
been assured of a space of liberty in the separation
of Church and State, they lost their strategic
position and became another religious party, and a
small one at that. When they turned to the Catholic
Church with a desire for ecumenical overtures in
the second half of the century, they ran the risk of
being smothered by the Catholic majority.
Too close an association with either the forces
of social progress or with those of the official
representative of Christianity in France has always
weakened the Protestant minority. In the first
instance, the distinctive Protestant stance has
faded into a well-meaning humanism, and in
the second place Protestantism as such has been
threatened by common belief.
The problem of French Protestantism therefore
is specifically defined with regard to a dominant,
pervasive and often hostile religious majority. Over
against Roman Catholicism, Protestantism has also
been weakened by its own structures, characterised
by a deficit in terms of institutionality, sacrality
and universality.4 The positive relationships it has
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generally sustained with regard to the development
of modernity, in contrast with Catholicism, have
tended to weaken it rather than reaping dividends.5
Nor does this tendency show any sign of abating.
Protestants tend to define spirituality in relation
to Christ first of all, and their relation to the
Church in terms of it, whereas Catholics do the
opposite, with the relation to the Church being
primary and mediatorial.6 In the present crisis
of religion in the West that erodes institutional
religion and authorities, individual spiritualities
of all kinds flourish, the perennial nature of the
Roman institution cannot be doubted. It retains
its symbolical attraction as a factor in structuring
religious aspirations, as was dramatically illustrated
by the fervour surrounding the death of John
Paul II.7 Religious practice continues to decline
more rapidly in established Protestant churches
than in the Roman communion.8 Protestantism
suffers from its lack of institutional visibility and
its divisiveness and has recently been overtaken
by Islam, which has become the second major
religious force in France: this is, for obvious reasons,
something that retains everyone’s attention.

Historical considerations

Some historical illustrations can be given about this
minority that is both French and Protestant.
The first synod of the French Reformed churches
in 1559 adopted the La Rochelle Confession, penned
largely by Calvin, in remarkable circumstances. The
Synod lasted four days, even though there were
gallows and pyres in every part of the town. But
the secret of the meeting was so closely guarded
that it was not discovered. Seventy congregations
had been summoned to send delegates, but less
than thirty were represented. The Gallic Confession
was born in a situation that was prophetic of the
tribulations that the Reformed faith would know in
France, in one form or another, over the centuries,
down to the present.
Forty years later, the Arminian crisis having risen in
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the Reformed churches, an assembly of European
Reformed churches was summoned to Dordrecht
in Holland in 1618-1619 to deal with the problem.
The French were invited, but their delegates were
forbidden to attend by Louis XIII. Engravings from
the period show the empty French seats in the
synod. When their next synod met at Alès in the
Cévennes in October 1620, the five articles or
Canons of Dordrecht were added to the La Rochelle
Confession as the secondary norm of the French
Reformed Churches.
Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the
Protestant faith suffered a two-pronged assault.
Between 1630 and 1792 only three monarchs
reigned in France, fostering royal absolutism,
exemplified by Louis XIV, who abolished the civil
liberties of Protestants. The French monarchy would
not accept that France could be unified with a nonCatholic minority within its boundaries. That the
result was persecution, deportation or voluntary
exile for many French Protestants is well known. At
the time of the Revolution there were only around
100 000 Protestants in France and 80 pastors,
whereas at the start of the 17th century there had
been 700 pastors.9
During the century preceding the Revolution the
cardinal points of the faith were eroded by the
rise of enlightenment philosophy in France. Even
though Protestants were granted freedom of
conscience and worship at the time of Revolution
and their pastors were paid as civil servants from
the time of Napoleon’s Concordat, the churches had
become mere husks and the faith of the fathers’ had
become, in many cases, a modified form of deism.
During the 19th century, Protestants in France,
contrary to all expectations, knew a period of
great expansion. Their new-found liberty was
the occasion for growth in the establishment
of new churches, in some cases even whole
villages being converted.10 Missions developed
in both the evangelistic and social sense. There
was an upward movement of Protestants in the
economic and academic fields. By the end of the
century Protestantism had become a vigorous
minority, able to use its influence with other
groups in social development and political policy.
Sometimes this led to opposition, such as in the
“white terror” in 1814 or later in the century in “antiProtestant” propaganda, which sometimes accused
Protestantism, along with Jews and Free masons, of
being an éminence grise in French society.11
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To sum up the result of over two centuries of
intensive persecution: Protestantism survived
the assaults of Catholicism and was even able to
be a magnetic attraction in the 19th century, but
it had lost its theology in the process. Since the
time of Calvin and down to the present, no major
systematic theology has come from the pen of a
French theologian!

Protestantism, innovation and progress

• Over against reactionary Catholicism,
Protestantism gave the impression of being
open to progress and renewal in society:
‘religion that corresponded to the Revolution.’12
Contrary to elsewhere in Europe, where the
Revolution was often considered to be an antiChristian phenomenon, as is generally also the
case among French Roman Catholic historians,
Protestant historians in France have considered
it as anti-Catholic.
• The idea of an “anti-revolutionary” theory or
party as advocated by Groen van Prinsterer
and his successors in Holland is quite
incomprehensible to someone from the French
Protestant minority. 1789 can only be seen
in one light for most French Protestants: as
a providential opportunity for freedom from
bondage, social recognition and liberty of
worship and action in society. The Revolution
was seen as a new exodus for the persecuted
people of God. It is not surprising that the
Protestant minority took sides and made
alliances with the cause of freedom and pursued
policies to safeguard and increase the scope of
their liberty.13
• Catholic intolerance had pushed French
Protestantism into the camp of the freethinkers: throughout the 19th century
Protestants embraced with enthusiasm the
possibilities opened up by this turn of events.
Toward the end of the century the climax of this
development was reached in the early years of
the Third Republic by the presence of a majority
of Protestant ministers in the cabinet formed
by W.H. Waddington (1879). The utopian vision
of the minority throughout this period was to
protestantise France, a dream that only faded in
the early years of the 20th century.
• The ambiguity of this situation was twofold.
On the one hand, Protestants had to show
themselves to be French patriots while at the
same time being different from the population
in general. This was a delicate operation, since
the vigour and development of Protestantism in
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missions and social work depended very often
on outside help in terms of finance or personnel
from Anglo-Saxon Europe or from Switzerland.
The shadow of “perfidious Albion” or Prussia
seemed to lurk behind its good intentions.
• On the other hand, in the French context,
to show themselves bona fide, Protestants
embraced the global ideas of French
republicanism. ‘The more Protestants desired
to bring the gospel to their countrymen and
act with religious enthusiasm, the more they
were led to make alliance with those who
ideologically were not Christians or who
showed it but little.’ 14 This was a paradoxical
situation indeed requiring all the skill of a
tightrope walker. The joys of being a religious
minority!
• The answer to this double conundrum was
to kill two birds with one stone. It was an
ingenious policy that was the guideline for
French Protestantism, even if it was one born
of necessity and, as subsequent history shows,
a dangerous one. ‘For militant Protestants,
Protestantism was at the same time the
solution to the religious problems of France and
an active factor for social change.’15
• So in the course of a century from being
stigmatised and excluded, Protestants
became an active force in French society and
in the advent of modernity crystallised in
the separation of Church and State in 1905.
Protestantism acquired social legitimacy.
This was symbolised by the reintegration of a
minority faith into the history of France. On the
one hand Protestants considered the historical
June 2009

developments in a positive way; they saw their
role in it as being that of a religion adapted to
the “modern world”, contributing to political
freedom and democracy. On the other hand the
minority was often seen as being, in the words
of Jules Ferry, one of the founders of the Third
Republic in 1872, ‘a powerful friend, a necessary
ally’ for the anti-Catholic forces of progress.16
• Protestantism was therefore closely allied
with the forces of progress and republicanism.
The values of Protestantism were even
thought to be necessary to the maintenance
of republicanism. Atheism carries with it the
danger of a moral vacuum and with it the
temptation of a return to Catholic clericalism.
As the religion corresponding to the spirit of
1789, Protestantism is a convenient halfway
house between the radically opposed forces of
atheism and clericalism. Religion was necessary
for the social good. Victor Hugo claimed that
the disappearance of religion would lead to an
absence of morals, a lack of a sense of human
dignity and would even take away the purpose
of life itself. But the excesses of clericalism had
to be avoided at all cost.17
• So it came to be considered that atheism
and clericalism feed each other mutually. If
society needs a religion, Protestantism is the
one best suited to progress and a viable third
way between the extremes of moral nihilism
and intolerance. The minority ‘secularised in
order to protestantise’.18 From 1870 onwards,
fuelled by the dream of a Protestant France the
Protestant party was, at least in its leadership,
fully engaged in the process of the secularising
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of the institutions of the country, and played a
vital role in the creation of modern France, not
only in the sphere of the separation of Church
and State, but also in the fields of education, one
of the battleships of the Republic, medicine and
the struggle against poverty.
Jean Baubérot, a leading French Protestant
historian and sociologist, has described this
process as a two-tiered development in the
secularisation of French institutions at the turn
of the last century, which describes theoretically
a progressive marginalisation of religion in
public life. Protestants were actors in this overall
development that ended in a social truce (le
pacte laïque) between the State and religious
groups and between the Catholic majority and
minority groups. It was generally considered
a satisfactory outcome that would guarantee
freedom and tolerance of personal faiths in
society as a whole, without deciding on the
question of their legitimacy.19
The first stage of secularisation took place
throughout the period of the Concordat,
during the 19th century. Religion was no
longer coextensive with society as a whole but
was generally recognised as being one of the
institutional features that contributed to it.
It was one of the basic human needs and the
State secured the means whereby citizens could
find that need satisfied. The State guaranteed
freedom of worship without giving recognition
to any one religious option.
The second tier of secularisation corresponds
to the developments of the Third Republic
during the last thirty years of the century.
It took the privatisation of religion further
and found expression in the law concerning
the separation of Church and State. Religion
was no longer considered as having a public
function or as contributing to the social fabric
at all. It is socially marginalised and became a
private affair regulated by public law. The state
occupied a position of neutrality with regard to
religious factors and guarantees freedom for
various forms of religious practice as long as
they remain within the law. The position of the
State was one of neutrality and religion is not
to enter the public arena or function in public
institutions such as schools or hospitals.
Protestantism became socially viable as one of
the contributing factors to the development
and victory of modernity in France. However,
in terms of its implications for Protestantism
as a religious belief, its results are more

June 2009

•

•

•

•

debatable. Its values were no longer thought
of in terms of the Reformed faith, or even of
the Christian gospel, the transcendence of God
and the incarnation. Republican values and
Protestant values tended to coalesce. Protestant
Christianity was rationalised and the Revolution
was spiritualised; like ebony and ivory the two
lived together in perfect harmony.20
In spite of evangelical revivals during the 19th
century and re-editions of Calvin by the Société
de Toulouse that led up to the magnificent work
of Émile Doumergue on the Genevan reformer,
the tenor of Protestantism was generally
ethical, particularly among the cultured
elite. Protestantism was identified with the
primacy of the individual conscience and the
freedom of examination. The material principle
of the Reformed faith was not considered
in conjunction with its formal principle.
Protestants did not hesitate to point out the
proximity of liberty, equality and fraternity to
the Pauline triad of faith, hope and charity.
This paved the way for a further humanisation
of Protestant belief and the reception of the
ethical religion of the old liberalism, introduced
in France in the last quarter of the century by
Auguste Sabatier and others.
At the end of the 19th century, French
Protestantism had an evangelical heart but a
humanistic head in terms of its belief system
and its constituency. The minority had shared
its ethos with the majority in the process of
secularisation but was to pay the price for its
success in the years to come.
After the separation of Church and State in 1905,
the republican ideals of the rights of man and
the citizen, freedom of conscience and tolerance
became the new values surrounded by an aura
of sanctity. The State became a new guardian
of things sacred in place of the Church, and
proposed ethical standards (la morale laïque)
for all its citizens. The State was the sovereign
of the new secular covenant and the public
school was the place of catechism for the young.
Protestantism had lost its cutting edge, as its
social values were indistinguishable from those
that regulated public life in general.
How could the specific character of
Protestantism be restored, maintained
and promoted in this situation? French
Protestantism, as is the case of other
Protestantisms active in the development of the
modern ethos, seems to have become the victim
of its own success story.
n
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E. Brink

Christ in his unique suffering

The Reformed Theological Faculty of Aix-en-Provence invited me to give
some lectures on catechetics and the pastorate in March 2009. While I
was there, I took advantage of the opportunity of speaking to Prof. Dr
Paul Wells, Professor of Dogmatics and church planter in France, about his
book, Cross Words. The following article is a summary of this interview. The
Dutch translation of the aforementioned book came out recently, but the
original was published in 2006 by Christian Focus Publications Ltd. ISBN
9781845501181.

P

aul Wells had been meaning to write a
book on this theme for quite some time.
He noticed that the classic doctrine of the
atonement was in danger of being moved more and
more into the background. His purpose in writing
this book was threefold.
In the first place, simply to explain the words that
describe what Christ accomplished on the Cross:
what it means to pacify justice, to offer a sacrifice,
to bear God’s wrath, to effect reconciliation, etc.
The meaning of these words is often unfamiliar
and can therefore have an estranging effect on our
society today.
In the second place, he wishes to show his readers
that Jesus’ suffering on the Cross is much more
than an example of a suffering messiah-figure.
Christ is the only Mediator between God and man.
Yet this notion is ignored and rejected by most of
modern Christianity. As a result, Christians fall prey
to pluralism (different truths existing alongside
each other) and syncretism (mixing religions
together). When Jesus says that He is the way and
the truth and that no one can come to the Father
except through Him, this cannot even be considered
apart from His atoning work on the Cross.
In the third place, he tries to bring forward new
perspectives for today’s times, bearing in mind
modern man’s specific problems and questions.
In particular, he thinks of today’s ever-increasing
aggression and violence. God shows us that He
n about the author
Since 1997, Rev. Egbert Brink has been minister of the Reformed Church in Waddinxveen.
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takes human violence and injustice very seriously.
Yet He does not respond with aggression, but
breaks the spiral of violence by taking our injustice
and violence upon Himself. He steps into the
victim’s place. God does not take victims but
becomes victim in our place, showing His unique
love. It is a case of the strong God being willing to
become weak. This is very topical because history
and politics have shown us that answering violence
with violence is a never-ending spiral. God does
not, in the first place, demand sacrifices; He gives
Himself totally in the Sacrifice.

Doctrine of the atonement

Paul Wells is aware of the discussion in The
Netherlands regarding Ton de Ruiter (a former
minister in the Reformed Chruches) who distanced
himself from the doctrine of the atonement as the
satisfaction of God’s justice. In De Ruiter’s opinion,
God forgives even without atonement. This view
reminded Paul Wells of Steve Chalke, who also
claimed that God’s grace requires no payment,
referring, among other things, to the parable of the
prodigal son. Of course, it is true that God’s grace
is free. But what is given freely has been paid for
by someone else! It is free because Christ has paid
in our stead! Animal blood flows throughout the
entire Old Testament because atonement is not
possible without the shedding of blood. Grace that
involves no payment cheapens God’s grace. Even
in inter-human relations we find it completely
normal that evil is recompensed, and that in a case
of injustice, justice must be done. That is a moral
principle in every relationship. So, God’s removal of
our guilt can only be done by substitution – Isaiah
53 is perfectly clear on that. In addition, the notion
that ‘He was in our stead’ is a clear line throughout
the New Testament. You only have to think of
Christ’s words of institution at the Last Supper.
On top of this, mere forgiveness gives no security
whatsoever. We need a concrete manifestation in
the form of the Cross, which shows us God’s love
in an awesome but concrete way. The atonement
cannot be proclaimed and explained enough. He
died for us when we were still sinners. That is much
more than a mere example of one who sacrificed
himself on a road of suffering. Christ actually takes
our place as our representative.
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How to explain

How does Paul Wells explain the difficulty people
have with the doctrine of reconciliation through
atonement and penal substitution? The difficulty
could be related to the unattractive idea of blood
shedding and the offensiveness of the crucifixion.
That will always be a shocking and terrible event. In
addition, romantic thoughts about love seem to be
gaining ground, as does the notion of perfectionism
in love. Romantic love is usually superficial, has
no depth, and demands little or no sacrifice. The
commitment on the Cross does not seem very
plausible to this romantic and sentimental idea
of love, which keeps out of evil’s way. The Cross of
Christ, however, shows how deep His love goes by
descending into the very depths of evil.
Moreover, we are inclined to see the Cross in the
light of our own suffering: as we suffer, so Christ
also suffered. Yet it is the other way around:
we must learn to see our suffering – especially
suffering without a discernible cause – in the
light of Christ’s suffering. What He went through
elicits sympathy with and compassion towards our
suffering. He suffered in patience and obedience,
but also with the prospect that there will be an
end to suffering. Against all hope, He held on to
the deliverance, looking ahead to the resurrection.
Unity with Christ enables us to share in the hope
that finds its fulfilment in a new world where all
suffering comes to an end once and for all.

this, there has always been a reaction in the form
of recurrent revivals throughout the centuries.
Although a revival is something positive, it often
races on into subjectivism and a new legalism.
It is of great importance never to disconnect
sanctification from justification. Calvin spoke of
the two graces that are not attainable separately.
Only through unity with Christ (living connection
with Him) do both justification and sanctification
receive their place. There are no justified Christians
who are not sanctified, and there are no sanctified
Christians who are not justified. Such is not the
destination of the Christian life, but its foundation.
Here too, perfectionism on the moral ground plays a
substantial role (cf. Pelagius contra Augustine). But
one should not forget that the certainty of salvation
is at stake here. How can you ever attain certainty
if you do not have the promise of perfection in
Christ? The justification looks upon Christ and
longs for acquittal by Him. The sanctification makes
itself dependent on His Spirit and His plea for us as
Mediator, and longs for renewal in connection with
Christ.
Concern for these matters is vital! The discussion
and turmoil surrounding atonement teach us to
familiarize ourselves anew with the greatest of all
values. Recognition of Christ’s work as Mediator is,
and remains, crucial. 
n

Sanctification

As a final point, it is only right that sanctification
is brought more to the fore these days. It cannot
be denied that sanctification has received too
little attention in Reformed sermons. Because of
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G. Kwakkel

‘I’ in Psalms and Hymns

In many church songs and hymns the theme is all about the individual
believer’s personal feelings. This is often put forward as an objection to
these hymns. But is it not also the case in the psalms?
I recently received a request for advice from a joint committee
of two foreign churches. This committee had the task of making
recommendations for the compilation of a common songbook of psalms
and hymns for use in both churches. The instructions given to the
committee were that a song of praise had to be free of individualism to
be considered for inclusion. The committee had to face the fact that many
psalms in the Bible are written in the ‘I’ form, the first person singular. So
are these psalms also individualistic? If not, what is the difference between
these psalms and individualistic hymns? What can be learnt from the
psalms concerning what is, and what is not, a suitable hymn?

T

he questions posed by the foreign
committee presented me with a good
basis to write an article on the subject in
De Reformatie. It also gave me the opportunity of
commenting on the book Gods lof op de lippen by Dr
Jan Smelik, a co-writer in De Reformatie. This book,
published in 2005, had not yet been reviewed in the
aforementioned church magazine. It was time to
make up for that.

Who is ‘I’?

It cannot be denied that there are more psalms
in the ‘I’ form (first person singular) than in the
‘we’ form (first person plural). One has only to
leaf through the Book of Psalms to see that. But
how should that ‘I’ be interpreted? Whom does it
portray?
In the titles of many psalms we find the heading ‘of
David’. Whether that must always be read as ‘David
has written this psalm’ is questionable, yet it is the
most obvious conclusion. See, for example, Psalm 18:
“Of David the servant of the LORD. He sang to
the LORD the words of this song when the LORD
delivered him from the hand of all his enemies and
from the hand of Saul”. The Psalm title continues
with “I love you, O LORD, my strength”. It is logical to
think of David as that ‘I’.
For centuries it had been common practice to read
the psalms in this manner. That changed during the
course of the nineteenth century, when scholars
n About the author:
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started to exegete the psalms without reference to
their titles. The ‘I’ was no longer attributed to David,
so a different interpretation had to be found.
Around 1900, the idea was popular that the ‘I’ was
a personification of the Jewish community after the
exile. So the ‘I’ was not an individual, but a collective:
the pious Jews, who collectively suffered enmity and
oppression. This opinion could not be maintained
for long. The view that the ‘I’ was definitely an
individual rightly gained prominence again.
Some discussion did develop concerning the
question of whether this individual was a common
Israelite. Some psalm interpreters were convinced
that in many psalms the ‘I’ was the people’s king.
A king is an individual, but at the same time he
is more than that. He often speaks not only for
himself but also as the leader and representative
of his people. One who was partial to this approach
was Prof. Dr Nic. H. Ridderbos. In his explanation
of the psalms in De Korte Verklaring, he regularly
favoured this view.
The idea that the psalmist is a king is not so
extraordinary. The titles connect many psalms to
David, who for a long time was king of Israel. So it
should come as no surprise that royal features are
found in the psalms. Yet it is taking it too far to say
that the ‘I’ in the psalms always refers to a king.
Many psalms can easily be read as songs or prayers
expressed by common Israelites. That is also the
case with the psalms written by David. He may have
written those psalms from his special position as a
(future) king. Yet he could also have written them
as a common believer, or for the use of his brothers
and sisters in the faith1.

Individual but not individualistic

Many psalms are expressed in the ‘I’ form, and one
can often read them as an individual believer’s
songs or prayers. But that does not make them
individualistic. Characteristic of individualism
is where a person speaks or acts exclusively
for himself with no reference to others. Such a
disposition is not applicable to the believers in the
psalms.
In many places in the psalms it is apparent that the
‘I’ knows himself to be connected to the whole of
God’s people of Israel, or to the righteous among his
fellow people (cf. Ps. 5:11-12; 92:12-15; 140:12-13). Psalm
25, for instance, can easily be read as an individual
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believer’s prayer. Yet the psalm also speaks in a
more general sense of the prosperity that will come
to those who fear the Lord (vv. 12-13). The psalm also
ends with a prayer for the whole of Israel: “Redeem
Israel, O God, from all his troubles!” (cf. Ps. 28:9;
51:19; 69:35-36; 130:7-8; 131:3). In other psalms, the
individual psalmist promises to praise and thank
God for His salvation among his fellows (cf. Ps. 22:22,
25; 26:12; 35:18; 116:13-14, 17-19). In this way he desires
to include others in his praise of God.
Psalm 66 is perhaps the most remarkable example
in this connection. Up to verse 12 the psalm is
composed in the ‘we’ form. The Israelites who are
speaking here proclaim God’s great historic acts
during the exodus from Egypt and the conquest
of Canaan (cf. vv. 6 and 12). They feel so involved in
God’s acts that they speak as if they experienced
them themselves. Yet the psalm could well be from
a far later date. But to the Israelites of later times
the past is not forgotten. They feel totally at one
with their forefathers of past generations.
From verse 13 onward, the psalm continues in the
first person singular. An Israelite takes the stand
and declares how God answered his prayers and
saved him. His personal deliverance is not isolated
from the deliverance of the whole of the people.
The bond between the two is so close that he can
express his gratitude in connection with what
his people sang in verses 1-12. Verses 13-18 may
therefore sound individual, but they are certainly
not individualistic.
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However, there are psalms in which such references
to God’s people or other members are missing
altogether—psalms in the first person singular
where the ‘I’ does not explicitly express his
connection to others. The clearest examples of
these are Psalms 6, 13, 38, 54, 56, 88, 120, 139 and
143. Evidently, the psalmists did not always find
it necessary to indicate in words their connection
with other Israelites. One may desire to read these
psalms as ‘individualistic’ texts. But then one must
isolate them from their context in the Book of
psalms, where they are flanked by many truly nonindividualistic songs.

For various occasions

We have seen that some psalms do indeed exhibit
an individual tone. At the same time, it can be
difficult to discern the exact circumstances in which
the first-person narrator found himself. Description
of the situation is usually left a little vague. Though
this might seem a drawback, since we would
often like to know more about what was actually
occurring, yet such a drawback can be seen as an
advantage. A psalm in which the circumstances of
the narrator are not described in detail can more
easily be used by others in different situations at a
later date. The psalms are not so individualistically
formulated that only individuals can identify with
them. Others can also ‘experience’ the same
sentiments. They can adopt these prayers and
songs in their own situations.
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That does not mean that every psalm is suitable
for use in every circumstance. The prophet
Nathan revealed how David had sinned through
his adultery with Bathsheba and the subsequent
murder of Uriah. At that moment, Psalm 51 was for
David a fitting psalm to confess his guilt. Psalm 26,
with the words“for I have led a blameless life”, could
not be sung by him on that occasion. Thankfully,
there were other moments in his life when he could
sing those words.

Augustine

The psalms teach us how to praise God in songs
and prayers. Not only was this the conviction
of Calvin, who gave the singing of psalms a
meaningful position in the Reformed worship
service, but it was also the conviction of the Church
Father Augustine. Augustine stated in a sermon
that we should try to find out from the Scriptures
how to praise God. We may not deviate to the left
or the right from the path the Scriptures teach us.
In the Scriptures, God praises Himself in order to be
rightfully praised by man. Because God considers
it worthwhile to praise Himself, man can discover
how to praise Him2.
Here Augustine is referring to the teaching of
the Scriptures in general. He does not specifically
mention the Book of Psalms. But taking account
of the fact that he makes these comments in the
introduction to a sermon on Psalm 145, we infer
that he most certainly had the psalms in mind.

The ‘I’ song is acceptable

What do the psalms teach us about how we should
praise God? For the present purpose the question
can be limited to: what do the Psalms teach us
about the acceptability of ‘I’ songs in the Christian
congregation’s worship services?
In the Book of Psalms we find various texts that
are not of an individual nature. God’s people as
a whole are speaking in these psalms. The people
sing and pray in the ‘we’ form (cf. Ps 46; 67; 79). If
a songbook wishes to follow the example of the
Book of Psalms, then it should not consist only of ‘I’
songs.
At the same time, we have seen above that among
the biblical psalms we can also find texts in the ‘I’
form that do not contain a single reference to other
members of God’s people.
If that is possible and permitted in the psalms, it is
also acceptable in a church hymnbook. One cannot
invoke the psalms in order to reject a hymn simply
because it is written in the first person singular and
gives vent to personal feelings.
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Smelik

Such an insight accords with the view of Dr Jan
Smelik in his book Gods lof op de lippen. Smelik
opposes the idea that use of the first person
singular renders a song unsuitable for use as a
church hymn “because it would be too subjective
and too individualistic” (p. 59). He rightly calls upon
the psalms to demonstrate it.
In his opinion, it is permissible to formulate
individual feelings and thoughts in church songs
and hymns. Does not the same occur in the psalms?
The only condition is that these feelings should
be recognizable to the congregation as a whole.
In other words, whatever is formulated in a hymn
should not be so personal that nobody but the poet
can identify with it.
According to Smelik, this condition is met where a
song is about the remembrance of God, and when
the Scriptures are expounded in it. The teaching
of the Scriptures, particularly concerning God’s
salvation in Christ, must be recognizable in a church
hymn. This view must not be obscured through an
excess of personal details (p. 60).
This seems a convincing and down-to-earth answer
to the question whether hymns written in the first
person singular can find a place in the hymnbook of
a Christian congregation. If we follow the example
of the psalms, we must say that there can be no
meaningful objection, provided the congregation
can identify with the expressions in such hymns.

Broad attention

Naturally, a good church hymn must satisfy many
more requirements than just that the whole
congregation can identify with it. It needs to be
stressed that this present article is dealing with
only one aspect of whether individual songs can be
included in church songbooks. Of course, this says
nothing about other requirements that need to be
met, such as faithfulness to Scripture, how easily it
can be sung, etc.
What more can be learnt from the psalms about
the demands that a song must meet to be judged
suitable for a Reformed hymnbook? We cannot here
attempt a complete overview, but will touch on a
few issues connected to the question of expression
of individual feelings in psalms and hymns.
The psalms are about personal spiritual life with
God and deliverance from sin, but other subjects
are also addressed. Psalms 19 and 104 sing about
nature, and praise God for His great acts in creation.
Various psalms describe God’s mighty deeds in the
history of Israel, such as the exodus from Egypt, the
journey through the wilderness, the conquest of
50

Canaan, the deliverance of Israel from oppression
by their enemies, etc. (cf. Ps. 44; 78; 80; 105; 106).
The psalms are certainly not just about individual
experiences or about ‘God and my soul’. The whole
of life—past, present and future—is in the picture.
In a very different manner, the psalmist in Psalm
139 reveals that his view is much broader than
just his own personal spiritual life. Psalm 139 is a
personal psalm, with no explicit reference to other
believers. Yet the person praying also says that he
will hate those who hate the Lord and abhor those
who rise up against Him (v. 21). Those are much
discussed and weighty words. Nevertheless, they do
show us that the individual psalm petitioner makes
God’s business his business. He gives a moving
description of how God created him as a living
being (vv. 13-16). At the same time, he places his life
in a broader perspective: connected to God’s cause,
His name and His honour.
A final observation: the psalms pay a great deal
of attention to the enemies that threaten God’s
faithful followers. There is room for the expression
of complaints and not only for conveying the
highlights of personal life. The psalms are very
realistic. The expressions devoted to the troubles of
life are at least as many as those dedicated to the
joyful moments.

Variation

Must all these elements then be formulated in every
hymn? It goes without saying that not every hymn
has to include all elements. Each separate Psalm
does not meet this requirement either. Just as some
psalms are suitable in certain situations, but less
so or not at all suitable in others, so it can also be
with hymns. They do not have to be suitable at every
moment, and do not have to do justice to everything.
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It also depends on what sort of hymnal a church
wishes to have. Does the church simply require a
number of hymns to be available that express the
fulfillment of God’s promises in Christ more clearly
than in the psalms? In that case, the hymnal need
not be nearly as broadly orientated as the Book of
Psalms.
Or does a church aim for an extensive broad volume
of hymns for the New Testament congregation, to
be used alongside the Psalms? These past years,
the Reformed Churches in The Netherlands have
chosen this option, and some valid arguments can
be adduced in support of that choice. In such a
case, the teaching of the Psalms about the broad
orientation of the songbook of God’s people should
be put into practice.
Hymns cannot be rejected merely because they
are in the first person singular, or because they
verbalize personal feelings. Things only go awry
when a songbook consists of such hymns alone. The
psalms show us that our hymnbook should contain
much more than that. 
n

n Notes
1.	For a more extensive commentary on the royal
interpretation of the psalms, see: G. Kwakkel, ‘Een
koning aan het woord?’, in: Een sprekend begin.
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Kampen: Van den Berg, 1993, 94-106.
2.	Aurelius Augustinus, Enarrationes in psalmos, CCSL
50, 2088.
Also in reference to Jan Smelik, Gods lof op de lippen.
Aspecten van liturgie en kerkmuziek, Zoetermeer:
Boekencentrum, 2005; 205 pages.; € 17,90.
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12

June 2009

LuxMundi

