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| Editorial

Church unity: why and where?

A

cross the world, the church is splintered. We think of

perfect in one, and that the world may know that You have sent

the lines in the famous hymn by Samuel Wesley, “The

Me, and have loved them as You have loved Me.’ (John 17:20-23

Church’s one foundation” (1864): “...Men see her sore

NKJV)

oppressed, by schisms rent asunder, by heresies distressed...”
Many people look ‘with a scornful wonder’ at this sight, but,

Listening to this impassioned prayer, we can not remain

surprisingly, we as believers can often be indifferent about it.

indifferent. We sense the strong missionary import of these

We think: “That’s just the way it is...”

words of our Savior: ‘...that they all may be one... that the world
may believe that You sent me.’ A needlessly divided church is a

■■

Mixed feelings

severe obstacle for unbelievers to take the church seriously.

We may have mixed feelings about the divisions of the church.

False tracks

Some of the divisions have arisen as a legitimate response to

■■

the ‘distress of heresies’ we sing about. Think about the great

Many evangelicals do not take the calling to church unity very

Reformation of the 16th century. At that time the Western

seriously, because they believe that the church is already

medieval church was in need of a severe Spring cleaning,

spiritually one. This is the ‘we-are-already-one-in-Jesus-so-

and Luther and Calvin were used to bring the church back

church-walls-don’t-make-any-difference’ theology. We notice

to salvation in Christ ‘by Scripture Alone, by Grace Alone, by

that the younger generation is affected by this way of thinking.

Faith Alone’, the three great ‘sola’s’ of the Reformation: Sola

They tend to think: if I move to a new city, I’ll look around and

Scriptura, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide. As orthodox Protestants, we

find a church where I feel the most at home. Feeling at home

still feel a stirring loyalty to these themes, which divided the

in a church is a great good. But the unity of the church is not

church then, and still divide it.

really served when we all start looking for a maximum feeling
of ‘at homeness.’

On the other hand, when we look at our own national and

*

local situations, we see churches which have the same foun-

Another false track is to insist that all aspects of one’s own

dation, Scripture, and which preach the Christ of Scripture in

church federation are essential to church unity. The great

a consistent way, and yet we can’t seem to work together. In

Synod of Dordt (1618-19), though a National Synod of the

The Netherlands, these differences sometimes have to do with

Dutch churches, was at the same time a truly international

different emphases about preaching and conversion. ‘Experi-

Synod, with representatives from almost all the European

ential Christians’ (bevindelijke christenen) put an emphasis on

Reformed federations, including the Church of England, with its

adult conversion, while churches of a more ‘covenant orienta-

Bishops! We as Reformed believers have a heritage of seeking

tion’ accent the promises which God give to us at baptism. We

our unity not in secondary issues, but in the primary ones. For

wonder: do such differences make our divisions legitimate?

we remain churches committed to Sola Scriptura, Sola Gratia,

Do such differences make
our divisions legitimate?

Sola Fide.
■■

Ora et labora!

‘Pray and work.’ The famous Latin adage applies to seeking
church unity in our own day, across the world. “Lord, help us

A longing for unity

to find each other, come together, and put into practice the

It is part of the ongoing dynamic of the church that we ought

unity You give us, in Jesus’ name!”

n

to be grateful for what God has done for us in church history,
Kim Batteau | Editor

and at the same time deeply unsatisfied with merely preserving our own church institutions intact for the future. Jesus’
prayer for the unity of the church in John 17 echoes in our
minds: ‘I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will
believe in Me through their word; that they all may be one, as
You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; that they also may be one in
Us, that the world may believe that You sent Me. And the glory
which You gave Me I have given them, that they may be one just
as We are one: I in them, and You in Me; that they may be made
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‘ You looked for much, and behold, it came to little. And when you brought it home, I blew it away. Why?
declares the Lord of hosts. Because of my house that lies in ruins, while each of you busies himself with
his own house.’ (Haggai 1:9). God will not accept that people do nothing for his house, while going
to great lengths for their own. Is he perhaps jealous, like a child hard done by? Why is his house, the
temple, so important to him? Does he want us to build a splendid church building for him, before we
invest in houses of our own?

A wondrous house
■■

Inverted priorities

Why was it actually so important to the Lord that the

With the permission of the Persian king, a number of

returning Israelites should rebuild his temple, in spite

Israelites had returned to Jerusalem from exile in Baby-

of their difficult economic circumstances? That can

lon. They had rebuilt an altar on the site of the ruined

only be understood when we have a clear eye for the

temple. Next, they had begun to lay foundations for the

significance of the temple. And for that, we need to

temple complex as a whole (Ezra 3). But that’s as far

know the history of the temple in Jerusalem.

as they got. They let themselves be intimidated by the

A Name as foundation

opposition of the other inhabitants of Canaan. Up until

■■

the second year of the reign of Darius, the temple was

The temple in Jerusalem was the continuation of the

left lying in ruins (Ezra 4:1-5, 24).

tabernacle, the tent that God had instructed the Is-

They didn’t have the heart to take up the rebuilding

raelites to build for him in the Sinai wilderness. Before

Dr Gert Kwakkel (b.1959) is

of the temple again. And if anyone mentioned it, he

Israel was to enter the promised land of Canaan, God

Professor in Old Testament

was told that the time was not yet ripe for it (Haggai

wanted to give his people a splendid gift. That gift was

Studies at the Theological

1:2). The miserable state of the local economy simply

the tabernacle, the spot on earth where God was to

University of the Reformed

left them with no room for such costly projects. The

make his home.

Churches in the Netherlands

land yielded precious little. Time after time, drought

(Liberated) in Kampen and at

dashed the hopes of a good harvest. What little money

Ever since Adam and his wife had refused to obey God,

the Faculté Jean Calvin in Aix-

they had just slipped through their fingers (Haggai 1:6,

heaven and earth had been torn apart. Once in a while,

en-Provence, France.

10-11; 2:15-17).

God still came down, but he no longer just walked in
the garden where mankind lived (Genesis 3:8). The

The temple could not be rebuilt, because the economy

tabernacle was intended to bring back something of

was in such bad shape. That was how the returned

the way it had been in Paradise: the Lord God in the

exiles saw it. But the Lord turned things completely

midst of his people.

around: your economy is in such poor shape because
you have neglected the rebuilding of the temple! Why

But before that marvellous plan could be carried out,

are your expectations of a decent harvest continually

things had already gone wrong. So soon after God had

disappointed? Why is there so little left of what you

proclaimed his will to his people, Israel had its own fall

brought home? Because the Lord Himself has placed

into sin. The people of God no longer relied on him for

the land under a curse. He has blown it all away. He has

his help. Flying in the face of God’s command, Israel

closed the heavens, keeping the dew from falling onto

improvised its own manner of having his presence at

parched ground. He did this because of the choices the

their disposal: they fashioned a golden bull calf. And

people had made: they all worked hard to build and

they bowed down before it as if that was their God!

adorn their own houses, but indifferently passed by the
ruins of the house of God.

*

This would have spelled the end of God’s plan with
Israel, had Moses not interceded. In response to Moses’

why was it actually so important
to the Lord?

plea, the Lord had relented, and did not destroy Israel.
At the urging of Moses, he had even agreed to continue
travelling with them, in person, to the Promised Land.
After that, God’s original plan could as yet be carried

Was God not being a little childish? Is that really what

out: the tabernacle was built. At its dedication, the

he is like? Does he keep a close eye on you, to see

Lord showed that he really did want to live among his

whether you do just as much for him as you do for your-

people. The glory of the Lord had filled the tabernacle.

self? And when he thinks that you aren’t doing enough,

Now it was clear to everyone: this is where God Himself

does he retaliate by striking you with adversity?

lives, in his royal glory (Exodus 40:34)1.
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Source: christinesbiblestudy.wordpress.com

| Wondrous House

Full size replica of the

Already at Mount Sinai, the presence of the tabernacle was an

the symbol of his throne, was taken out of the sanctuary at

wilderness tabernacle

astonishing miracle. God himself revealed to Moses the secret

Shiloh, as though never to return. It seemed as if God’s plan to

constructed at Eliat,

that made this possible. This secret lay in God’s own Name.

live in the midst of his people was at the point of failure.

Israel

This name – the Lord – meant that he has mercy on whom

But again, God took action, in a most unexpected way. The

he will have mercy, and compassion on whom he will have

judges and priests had been unable to keep Israel on the right

compassion (Exodus 33:19). This name also meant that he is

path, or to safeguard the wonder of his presence. So God took

a compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abound-

action Himself, in two ways: he gave David to his people as

ing in love and faithfulness, one who maintains his love to a

their king. Later, he caused David’s son Solomon to build a

thousand generations, one who forgives wickedness, rebellion

temple in Jerusalem, on Mount Zion, to take the place of the

and sin (Exodus 34:6,7a). The tabernacle was built on the

tabernacle.

*

foundation of the endlessly forgiving love of God.

The tabernacle was built on
the foundation of the endlessly
forgiving love of God.

These two actions were closely connected. There could be no
sanctuary without a king, who kept watch over the service of
the priest. There could be no king without a sanctuary, where
his own sins could be atoned for. The interdependence of
David’s royal house and of the house of God on Mount Zion was
clearly shown in the words of Solomon at the dedication of
the temple. The first thing for which Solomon praised the Lord

■■

Two houses

was that he had fulfilled his promise to David (I Kings 8:15). The

At the same time, the Lord was and always would be a God

first thing for which he asked in his prayer was that God would

who most certainly does not condone sin (Exodus 34:7b).

continue to uphold his promise to David: that he would always

That is why a safety cordon of priests and Levites was placed

have a son to sit on his throne after him (I Kings 8:25-26).

around the tabernacle, between the sanctuary and the other

A house for a family

tribes of Israel (Numbers 2 and 3). Sin and guilt offerings, and

■■

the yearly great Day of Atonement helped ensure that the

King Solomon understood only too well, of course, that God

wonder could continue: Holy God, living in the midst of his

could not live in a house made of wood and stone. “Heaven

people. People who, while called to be holy, often behaved in

and the highest heaven cannot contain you” (I Kings 8:27). Still,

most unholy ways.

God showed again that he himself wanted to be present in
this building, the temple. Just as with the dedication of the

Sadly, this safeguard proved to be inadequate: once in

tabernacle, so here too the glory of the Lord filled the whole

Canaan, the tabernacle was turned into a mockery by the

temple (I Kings 8:11). Here too, everything had to do with the

shocking misbehaviour of the priests Hophni and Phinehas.

Name of God: the temple on Mount Zion was the place where

Things even came to the point that the ark of God’s Covenant,

God caused his Name to dwell (I Kings 8:19,29; 9:3).
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The fellowship of all those who belong
to Christ is now the temple of God

It was because of the presence of God’s Name in the temple

The king was carried off into captivity. Israel had to leave the

that contact between heaven and earth was possible. In what

Promised Land. The prophet Ezekiel witnessed how God’s

follows in his prayer of dedication, Solomon repeatedly refers

glorious majesty departed from the temple (Ezekiel 11:22-23).

to the temple as the place where people can call on God in

The temple itself was razed to the ground. The wonder of God’s

prayer. It is also the place to which they can direct their pray-

presence among his people appeared to have gone for good.

ers when they are far from Jerusalem. Those prayers revolve

And then, permission was granted to return to Jerusalem. The

around two things: forgiveness of sins and deliverance from

king of the Persian Empire even lent his own support to the

specific troubles (I Kings 8:33-50)

rebuilding of the temple. But for God’s own people, such an
undertaking was too much to ask.

That, then, was the temple in Solomon’s prayer: the place
where God would listen to prayers for forgiveness and deliv-

Why was this so offensive to God? Because in this way the

erance. The flourishing of life in Israel had its starting point in

returning exiles showed that they had no eye for the wonder. A

the temple. That was where God gave the good things of his

wonder that was even greater than it had once been at Mount

house: justice, security, food and drink (Psalms 65 and 132).

Sinai. A wonder that was greater than it had been in the days

The temple was proof that Israel was allowed to be a holy

of Solomon. The wonder that God wanted to be in the midst of

people, a kingdom of priests, people who were children at

his people again, in person, in spite of all their unfaithfulness,

home with their heavenly Father (Exodus 19:6).

all their idolatry, all those other sins of past centuries.
God provided the means to restore the place where everyone

■■

No eye for the wonder

could see that he had chosen Israel for himself. The house, the

During Solomon’s reign, the two actions that God took (estab-

place where he was pleased to listen to the prayers of his chil-

lishing the royal house of David, and the temple) appeared to

dren, the place from where he wanted to grant forgiveness,

be effective. It was a time of unprecedented peace and pros-

deliverance and prosperity, could be rebuilt. But the returning

perity. That, however, did not last long. These two safeguards

exiles said that this would have to wait for a while. First, they

also proved to be inadequate. It all ended in failure and ruin.

had to get their own houses completely in order.
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| Schoulder to shoulder
| News Update

Theological Institutions on
the way to one Reformed
Theological University

Congregation in the mission field of Karbi Anglong, North
East India [Photo: Ria Nederveen]

The financial pressure on independent theological
institutions, as well as the fruitful cooperation between
the TUA (Theological University Apeldoorn, of the Christian
Reformed Churches - CGK) and the TUK (Theological
University Kampen of the Reformed Churches liberated -GKv)
and the Netherlands Reformed Institute for Theological
Training ( NGP - affiliated with the TUA) so far, has initiated
some interesting brainstorming on the idea of joining forces.

The temple in Jerusalem has no function any more. It

S

attained its purpose in the Man who was both king on the

lands (PKN) and of the Restored Reformed Church (Hersteld Her-

throne of David, and the temple of God in person: Jesus

vormde Kerk – HHK). The idea that has come up in these past years is

Christ. In him, God has come closer than ever. Thanks to

that these five reformed bodies have more than enough in common

him, God remains close, even though Jesus has returned

to make a combined theological university a fertile undertaking.

ince a few years, intensive consultations have been taking
place between representatives of both universities and the

■■

Christian house

NGP, together with representatives of the ‘Reformed Alliance’

(Gereformeerde Bond (GB) in the Protestant Church in the Nether-

to heaven. The fellowship of all those who belong to
Christ is now the temple of God. That is where he wants

As ecclesiastical institutions, TUA, NGP and TUK were the first to be

to be present, with his forgiving love, his deliverance, his

engaged in consultations in this direction, naturally, not without the

blessing.

consent of the respective general synods. This consent was initially
given and the original idea was to work towards a merger in which all

What God will absolutely not accept is that we begin to

participants would take part. In the process of the last year, however,

take his desire to be with us, to live among us, for grant-

the advice was given, and followed, to strive for a concept of greater

ed. Such an attitude could be expressed in so many ways.

collaboration instead of a merger, in order to safeguard the clear

It could be expressed by keeping an anxious hand on

responsibility of each denomination for the education of its own

your wallet when money is needed for a meeting place

ministers.

for the church of Christ. It could be expressed in your lack
of involvement in the preaching of the gospel. It could be

In the spring of 2015, the general synod of the CGK approved the con-

expressed in a lack of love for others who, just as you do,

tinuation of this process. Some conditions were, however, added: if

may share in the wonder of God’s presence.

participation of the GB and of the HHK to at least some considerable
extent prove to be unrealistic, the collaboration might be assessed

If that should happen now, in New Testament times, God

as having too narrow a basis to be fruitful. Obviously, the GB, as part

will not always intervene by bringing on crop failures or

of the PKN, cannot easily restrict its cooperation in the PKN’s theo-

economic crises. But the lesson from Haggai’s time still

logical university, although there appear to be possibilities up to a

stands: the wonder of God’s presence among us asks for

certain level. While the HHK does have its own theological seminary,

a sense of wonder in us. Where that is so, we set to work,

this seminary is, however, incorporated in the theological faculty of

freely and generously. And the promise still stands that

the Free University and has obligations there.

the LORD will receive such effort with joy. He will let us
see that his presence, in all its splendour, is pleased to
dwell among us (Haggai 1:8).

Moving forward would, therefore, appear to be a delicate process.
n

All parties involved will be following the developments with great
interest. Next year, the general synods of the respective denominations will be expecting new reports on the progress. Seen from an

■■

1

Note

international perspective, the existence of a united, yet genuinely



In this connection please see the fascinating study of

reformed, theological university in the Netherlands would be of

the late Professor C Trimp: ‘De heerlijkheid van God’,

great value.

n

in: Bevindingen. Verzamelde opstellen, Franeker: Van
J.W. Maris

Wijnen, 1991, 16-20.
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Bias in the Discussion about
Men and Women in the Church

D

uring the last few years there has been intense

rarely heard a good answer to that question. We must

discussion in the Reformed Churches (Lib-

simply come to the conclusion that – whether we like

erated) about the position of women in the

it or not – many participants in this whole discussion

church. In all of this it is evident that it is not easy to

have a limited knowledge of the Bible, and that, never-

have such a discussion with an open mind.

theless, they are convinced of their own opinion.

Some believe that the heart of this matter involves the
authority of Scripture, and that allowing women to be

3. The Good Question

ordained to church offices is equivalent to giving in to

A following difficulty is involved in the question: what

the spirit of the age. Others believe that the gifts which

is actually a good question? I suggest several possibil-

God has given women may and ought to be used wide-

ities of formulating questions: (a) May a woman serve

ly in the congregation, including church office.

in a church office? Or (b) What is the place of women

How is it possible that we find it so difficult to have an

in the congregation? If you formulate the question in

Dr. Maarten Verkerk (1953) is

open mind in discussing the position of women in the

this way, then you run into the following problem: ap-

a member of the Reformed

church? Why the discussion is so strained? Why is it so

parently women are the problem, and there’s nothing

Churches (Liberated), and

hard to maintain our unity?

wrong with the position of men. You can also formulate

since 2004 special professor

I would like to suggest four reasons:

the question differently, as follows: (c) Why are only

of Reformed Philosophy at

1. A sensitive subject

men to be given church offices? Or (d) What is the place

the Technical University of

The question as to the position of women in the church

of men in the congregation? With these formulations

Eindhoven. He has written

is a sensitive subject. It has to do with our identity.

you get the feeling that men are the problem. It is only

several books about the

Some are deeply convinced that God has called women

being honest when we say that the discussion often

position of women in the man-

to a servant role in the family and the church, and that

is carried on via questions (a) or (b). However, no one

woman relationship, among

God has called men to a leadership role in the family

knows whether they are good questions or not. And ac-

which Sex as answer (Sekse

and the church. The discussion about women in church

tually there is no one who can “objectively” determine

als antwoord (1997)) and

office is for them thus a discussion about one’s identity.

what are the best questions to ask.

Man/Woman: being human

Others are deeply convinced that God has called men

and relationships in the 21rst

and women to both a servant and a leadership role in

century (M/V: Mens en relaties

the family and the church. From this perspective, men

4. Theological reflection does not lead to an
unambiguous answer.

in de eenentwintigste eeuw

and women ought to use their gifts, and there is no

A fourth difficulty is involved in the experience that

(1999)), the last book together

separate territory for each sex. For those holding this

theological reflection does not lead us to an unambigu-

with his wife Nienke.

view, this issue is so important that it is part of their

ous answer. There are Biblically orthodox theologians

own vision of themselves. It doesn’t matter, in this

who are completely convinced that women ought not

case, whether you are for or against women in church

to bear church offices, and there are Biblically orthodox

office: if you question the essence of someone’s iden-

theologians who are completely convinced that women

tity, or feeling of self-worth, then the reactions can be

may bear church offices. By the way, this is also true for

heated and emotional. And that is so in this case.

experts who are not theologically trained. Apparently,
people read the Bible in different ways, weigh the

2. Lack of knowledge

arguments in different ways, and have other reasons

A second difficulty concerns a lack of knowledge about

to support their positions. And that doesn’t have to

the subject at hand. I have regularly asked supporters

be wrong. It can certainly be legitimate to look anew

of women in church office why they are for it, and how

at the Biblical arguments, as long as we don’t cherish

we can explain the so-called “women-ought-to-be-si-

the illusion that a new committee will come up with an

lent” texts. I have seldom heard a convincing answer. I

unambiguous conclusion which everyone will accept

have also asked opponents of women in church office

as balanced and authoritative.

if they are aware of the exegetical problems of the
“be-silent” texts, and how we ought to deal with the

If we think about the results of such arguments as men-

“women-have-the-right-to-speak” texts. Similarly, I’ve

tioned above, we can become despondent. How can

8 | LuxMundi | June 2015

| Men and woman

■■

Identity in Christ

Humanly speaking, there is no third way. We cannot at the
same time have women in church office and not in church
office. But spiritually speaking there is a third way: we find
our identity in Christ. I hope and pray that broader official
gatherings will give a good example of this for congregations
to follow. I hope and pray that the generation which “gives
leadership to the churches” will show us the way forward.
And if the broader gatherings fail in this, and if the generation
experiences its own limitations, then there is only one attitude

Photo Flickr.com

possible: that of humility. In this way we must follow Daniel’s
example by saying: “we have sinned” (Daniel 9:5).
■■

Room for other arguments

The acknowledgement that theological reflection will not
lead us to an unambiguous standpoint may give us room to
allow other arguments to be used or even to reach definitive
conclusions—without us landing in the waters of relativism.
We may pose questions such as: What does the next gener-

we as a church reach a consensus? Is a joint path still reach-

ation think about this issue? How can the church blossom?

able? Or can we expect serious division? Can we expect a clear

What helps to provide a good witness to this postmodern

decision from the broader official gatherings of the church

generation? A church which realizes that God works in the

(classis and finally General Synod)? Or should we be satisfied

line of the generations, which knows that the Spirit gives

with what we can achieve in the local congregation?

gifts, and which confesses that every congregation can be a
missionary congregation, takes these kinds of questions ser-

■■

God is leading the congregation

iously. It could be very fruitful to go into an intensive dialogue

In my opinion, there is no alternative than to acknowledge

with the younger generation concerning being a congrega-

that the discussion can not be carried on with totally open

tion, and with missionary churches about witnessing in our

minds. We must acknowledge that people inhabit their own

age. This in order to discover what it means to be in Christ

identities (and will continue to inhabit them), that there

in our age, with an eye to the gifts which God has given men

is a substantial problem of a lack of knowledge about the

and women. For the generation which is represented in the

subject (and that problem will remain), that we don’t have an

various church bodies and which bear a special responsibility

unambiguous question to answer (and that no one can formu-

for these kinds of discussions – and I am one of such people

late such a question), and that theological reflection will not

– this will not be easy. It demands a listening ear and the

lead to a definitive answer (and will not do so in the future).

willingness to ask deep questions. It demands that we try to

This acknowledgement receives, for me, a deeper signifi-

discard prejudices and to have an open dialogue about being

cance in the confession that God leads the congregation in

a Christian in our age.

n

Christ. If you try to understand what that means, even to a
small degree, then, automatically, you begin to talk slower,
or you start stuttering, or even shut up completely. Then
you realize that the brother or sister with whom you are
“fundamentally at odds,” has been given to you as a brother

This article is a translation of the Dutch article, published on

or sister. Then you have difficulty with the mandate to regard

the website of the Reformed Churches in The Netherlands

your brother or sister who has an opinion with which you

(Liberated): http://www.gkv.nl/kerkplein/opiniereportages/

“have true difficulty,” as “more significant than yourself”

discussie-mv-in-de-kerk-vaak-niet-onbevangen/, and aims to

(Philippians 2:3).

be a contribution to the ongoing discussion.
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Revelation
■■

An authority surpassing all human qualities

In what follows, I would like to give some examples of

For the Christian Church, the Bible has, across the

this variety. I do not aim to be complete; rather, I would

centuries, been the point of departure for all faith and

like the readers of the Bible to recognize this common

thought. It has always been realized that the books

characteristic in the variety of ways that the Bible

of the Bible ‘are not the compositions of men, but as a

expresses itself.

result of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit by the will of the

God Himself speaks

Father of the universe through Jesus Christ, these were

■■

written and have come down to us’ (Origen, c.185-254).1

In the revelation about creation in Genesis 1 and 2,

It was understood, already at an early stage, that this

God’s work is described in language that does not rest

realization is completely consistent with the conviction

on human observation. The same is true of those Bible

that the Bible is also the product of human authors.

passages that – in poetic or prophetic language – speak

Dr. Hans Maris is Professor

For the Reformation, this dual conviction was a matter

about the greatness of God’s work of creation (Job

Emeritus of the Theological

of faith. Hence, the Belgic Confession affirms that ‘men

38:4ff; Psalms 8, 104 and 148; Isaiah 45; Colossians

University in Apeldoorn, the

spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy

1:15ff; Hebrews 11:2). It is self-evident that the authors

Netherlands. He is also one of

Spirit’ (Article 3). Theological reflection concerning the

of these passages were aware that they were not of

the editors of Lux Mundi.

character of Holy Scripture has always rested especially

themselves able to speak or write as they did. They

on the foundation of the faith. Wherever theology takes

were not even there when it happened! (see Job 38:4ff)

a critical position regarding the authority of the Bible, a

Here, then, we are given to understand that the Bible is

switch is thrown: “Scripture does not judge human beings,

what God himself is telling us. He was there! Similarly,

but they judge Scripture; (…) the authority of Scripture is

we read about what the Lord thought at a certain mo-

then dependent on human discretion” (H. Bavinck).

ment, or what grieved Him (Genesis 6:5-7; 18:17-19).

This question of priority has its consequences: is Holy

In many places in Scripture, God makes himself directly

Scripture the revelation of God, before which people

and personally known as the God of compassion, faith-

must submit? Or do human thought and action come

fulness, and forgiveness, the One who does not acquit

first in our use of Scripture?

the guilty, and who punishes unrighteousness (Exodus

When the authors of Biblical writings themselves assert

34:6; Psalm 103:8-9 and 145:8-9; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2;

that it is not they who speak, but that the Spirit of God

Nehemiah 9:17). Where Scripture emphasizes that God

comes to us through them, then this ‘claim’ must be

is not like man, it implies that God reveals himself as

taken seriously.

such. “I am God, and not a man, the Holy One in your

2

midst”, says the Lord (Hosea 11:9). These are no human
■■

A great variety

thoughts. In them, God makes himself known to us.

Within the broad variety of writings in Scripture, we do

People called to speak

not find any stereotyped indications that their authors

■■

were somehow aware that they were divinely inspired.

As for the prophets, evangelists, apostles, and other

We do not even know, in some cases, who the authors

authors, the Bible tells us that they were called to

of the books of the Bible were. Sometimes we will find

be messengers of God. At the burning bush, Moses

some of the authors’ (who may be unknown) motives

received an important revelation about his Sender and

or activities described in what they wrote (see, for ex-

his calling: “I am has sent me to you” (Exodus 3:14).

ample, Numbers 33:2; Deuteronomy 31:9; I Kings 11:41;

We see the same with Isaiah (ch 6) and Jeremiah (ch

Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1; Revelation 1:1). In a number of the

1:4-19). Holy God gave them words to speak, words of

New Testament epistles, written to Christian churches,

judgment and of salvation.

the person of the author is usually explicitly present.

If their claim to being sent by God had rested on human

However, it is evidently more important that in their

imagination, they would have shown themselves to be

writing the God of Israel, the Father of Jesus Christ,

liars. By the same token, the sometimes unbearable

is present. This becomes clear in a variety of ways, in

burden of their message excludes the possibility that they

the New Testament as well as the Old. The fact that

had taken this calling upon themselves. Jeremiah even

the words of the Bible books have another origin

reaches the point where he curses the day of his birth

than just a human author has been acknowledged

(ch 20:7-18). Even in places where the prophets’ words

throughout the centuries by the communion of Chris-

alternate with the words of God – usually preceded, in

tian believers.

almost every case, by “this is what the Lord God says” or
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similar – both form a divine revelation in which the

Apostle Paul in Prison

Spirit of God used a human being.

[painting Rembrandt

At the beginning of most Old Testament proph-

Harmenszoon van Rijn

ecies – those of Micah, Jonah, Zephaniah and

(1627), Web Gallery

others – we read that the Lord directed the words

of Art]

that followed to the prophet.
A separate form of revelation is that of the poetic
books. In the Psalms, and in for example Lamentations, there is room for the most profound
complaints, in which a believing poet calls out to
God. At the same time, we hear God’s answer of
deliverance (see for example Psalm 73 and 42) and
we see a marvellous turn to trust in him, which in
itself is already a sign of God’s saving intervention
(such as Psalm 73; 116; Lamentations 3:22ff).
Such profound ‘conversations’ – in which other

(Acts 1:8). They themselves have seen the risen

faith, we recognize what Paul writes to Timothy:

themes also occur – form a wonderful expression

Lord; they have heard him speak. Whenever they

“All Scripture is breathed out by God and profit-

of the intimate communion between God and

witness of him, and when this witness bears the

able for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and

man, a communion that the Spirit of God wants

‘quality’ of Holy Scripture, then the whole of their

for training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). In

all of God’s people to share. If there was no revela-

apostolic testimony is charged with divine truth.

that same light, we understand that Scripture is

tion ‘behind’ that, then all of this speaking by and

In this context, it is also important to note that

the supreme rule of faith and life. Nothing may

to God would lose its meaning. This awareness

the New Testament continues to affirm the last-

be added to it, and nothing may be taken from it

that people speak, praise, complain, give thanks,

ing significance of the Old Testament. Jesus says

(Proverbs 30:5-6; Revelation 22:18-19).

and instruct because they are driven to do so from

that the Scriptures testify about him (John 5:39),

Our awareness of the character of Scripture as

above, permeates the whole book of Psalms.

and Peter points out that the Spirit of Christ,

divine revelation will lead us, together with its au-

In the New Testament, the apostles, in the

who was at work in the Old Testament prophets,

thors, to the humble confession that we must hold

introductions to their letters, consistently assert

already bore witness that Christ would suffer and

fast to that. Otherwise, the danger of becoming

that God has called them to preach. This call is

afterwards share in the glory of God (I Peter 1:11).

‘puffed up’ lies in wait (1 Corinthians 4:6). 

the deepest ground of their efforts in the service

This shows how the Old Testament relates to the

of the gospel of God (Romans 1:1). The fact that

New, and vice versa. This is so because it is one

Paul himself attests to his whole-hearted service

and the same Spirit who speaks throughout the

to God (ch 1:9), and his refusal to be ashamed of

Scriptures. And Scripture explicitly tells us that

■■

the gospel (v.16), shows clearly that the apostles

the Spirit is the Spirit of the Father (John 5:36-42).

1 Origen, On First Principles, 4.2.2. Tr. G

knew themselves as human beings not to be

The testimony of the Bible, as recorded by the

bystanders to, but participants in, the process of

apostle John, is not just a human account of the

making God’s revelation known. When the apos-

mystery of revelation. It is a revelation that has

tles introduce themselves as apostles (that is:

its source in God himself, the Father who sent his

Dogmatics, Vol 1 Ch 14. Grand Rapids, Baker

those who are sent), it shows they know they are

Son, and of whom the Spirit bears witness.

Academic, 2003 (p.461)

n

Hans Maris | Editor

Notes
Butterworth, Gloucester, MA, Peter Smith,
1973.

2 Bavinck, H, tr. J Vriend: Reformed

serving the One who sent them (see 1 Corinthians
1:1; 2 Timothy 1:1; James 1:1; 2 Peter 1:1). They

Conclusion

This article was first published in the Dutch

are not imaginers of, but witnesses to the gospel.

The observations made above do not diminish

language in: H.G.L. Peels and P.H.R. Van Houwel-

the many human features that we can recognize

ingen, eds: Studiebijbel in Perspectief. Heeren-

in what is written in the Bible. Nevertheless, it is

veen: Jongbloed 2009, p1714f. This translation

The concept of t estimony or witness has an

inherent in the character of Holy Scripture that

by Aart Plug, February 2015, by arrangement

important role in the New Testament. It was

its testimony is to be taken seriously as having an

with the author. All Scripture references and

– just as it is with us – a judicial term. A mat-

origin that transcends the persons of the proph-

quotations are taken from the English Standard

ter is established when there are two or three

ets and apostles. It always remains, as the con-

Version of the Bible (ESV). The quotation from

witnesses who confirm that certain facts are true

fessions quoted above affirm, a matter of faith or

the Belgic Confession is taken from the Book of

(see Deuteronomy 19:15; Hebrews 10:28). The

unbelief. Yet such unbelief flies in the face of the

Praise of the Canadian Reformed Churches, Winni-

apostles are called witnesses of the resurrection

clear witness of Scripture itself. Enlightened by

peg, Premier, 2008.

■■

A true witness
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N. T. Wright on Justification

If the New Testament Scriptures are seeing some renewed interest today - as I
believe they are - it is probably to a large extent because of the writings of such
men as Tom Wright. Along with James Dunn and E. P. Sanders, Nicholas Thomas
“Tom” Wright has been a leading figure on the New Perspective on Paul and has
written on much of the NT from a new and fresh perspective that captures the
interest of many readers today. He has served as an Anglican Bishop for many
years, and is now Research Professor of New Testament and Early Christianity
at the University of Saint Andrews in Scotland. Today it is not uncommon to
notice also members of Reformed churches reading Tom Wright’s books and that
is understandable for indeed there are some things about the writings of N. T.
Wright that also resonate with me as a Reformed New Testament scholar.

and more of this will be seen in the grand narrative of
history as God ‘puts the world to rights,’ as Wright often
says.
The twist to this attractive picture comes in on a number of points, however.
First, within this context of God’s righteousness, the
obedience of Christ does not function in the usual,
classically reformed way. Says Wright,
It makes no sense whatever to say that the judge
imputes, imparts, bequeaths, conveys or otherwise
transfers his righteousness to either the plaintiff or the
defendant. Righteousness is not an object, a substance
or a gas which can be passed across the courtroom. . . .

Some of the things that I really appreciate about

To imagine the defendant somehow receiving the judge’s

Wright are:

righteousness is simply a category mistake.1

■■

the degree to which he understands our present
culture and engages it from out of the light of the

Second, Wright and others suggest that if we stop

Gospel;

reading Paul through the lens of the Reformation and

the manner in which he has challenged those who

just read Paul on his own, we will realize that Paul’s

take a more liberal view in the historical Jesus

concern with respect to Israel’s righteousness was not

debates;

that it was a righteousness based on works they had

the manner in which he understands the first

performed but that it was a righteousness that Israel

century in which biblical events happened, and the

kept to her own as her national possession and as it

analysis he presents of that culture;

failed to be the light to the nations that it was always

his understanding of the Lordship of Jesus Christ in

meant to be. Paul’s concern then was not Israel’s legal-

a Pauline and Kuyperian fashion

ism but her exclusivism. As Wright says at one point,

his suggestion that Paul is often pitting the Lordship

If we ask how it is that Israel has missed her vocation,

of Jesus Christ over against the lordship of Roman

Paul’s answer is that she is guilty not of ‘legalism’

rulers;

or ‘works-righteousness’ but of what I call ‘national

his writings also about the resurrection and the new

righteousness’, the belief that fleshly Jewish descent

scholar, Stephen Westerholm, with

earth, where the Lordship of Jesus Christ continues

guarantees membership of God’s true covenant people.

a dissertation called Romans 4 and

forever.

This charge is worked out in Romans 2:17-29, 9:30-10:13,

■■

■■

■■

Dr. Gerhard H. Visscher is the New
Testament Professor and Principal of

■■

the Canadian Reformed Theological
Seminary in Hamilton, Canada. He
promoted under the noted Pauline

■■

the New Perspective on Paul: Faith

Galatians, and Philippians 3….Within this ‘national

Embraces the Promise. New York:

On these points and more, Reformed people should

righteousness’, the law functions not as a legalist’s

Peter Lang, 2008.

see Wright as someone who stands side by side with

ladder but as a charter of national privilege, so that, for

us, fighting the same battle for our one Lord.

the Jew, possession of the law is three parts of salvation:
and circumcision functions not as a ritualist’s outward

■■

Wright on being right with God

show but as a badge of national privilege. Over against

At the same time, however, there is especially one area

this abuse of Israel’s undoubted privileged status, Paul

in which I think he is misdirected, namely, with respect

establishes, in his theology and his missionary work, the

to his view of justification by faith. On the one hand,

true children of Abraham, the world-wide community of

it sounds attractive to us as Wright refers to the ‘right-

faith. Faith, unlike the Torah, is available to all.2

eousness of God’ as a reference to God’s faithfulness
to his covenant promises with respect to all the evil

Third, along these lines, whenever Paul talks about

that Israel experiences in this world. As a judge, God’s

‘works’ in a negative manner, he is not speaking about

righteousness has to do especially with his impartiality

meritorious works and the like but he is speaking about

and how he will right all the wrongs in the end. God

‘works of the law’ as boundary markers. They are

has already provided the solution and revealed his

references not to a supposed personal righteousness

righteousness through his faithfulness to this covenant

but to a national righteousness. Paul is not fighting a

purpose in the revelation of Jesus as Israel’s Messiah,

legalism in which people attempt to pull themselves
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| Wright on justification

N.T. Wright
[photo Bishops Secretary]
up by the bootstraps of their own works but exclusivism -- the

Paul and should matter to us.

exclusivism which boasts in circumcision, Sabbath laws, food

Justification has to do with community, with the church.

laws as ‘boundary markers’.

Paul’s Gospel created a community; his doctrine of justification
sustained it.6 More than that, justification is “the great ecu-

Fourth, according to Wright then, justification actually needs

menical doctrine” because it, after all, is what tells you who

to be relocated in our dogmatics textbooks and our minds as

is in; it is “the doctrine that rebukes all our petty and often cul-

having to do with ecclesiology rather than soteriology. It’s not

ture-bound church groups and which declares that all who be-

about ‘how do we get saved?’ but about who’s in and who’s

lieve in Jesus Christ belong together in one family….at the same

out with respect to belonging to the people of God. As Wright

table.”7 Whereas Paul’s opponents want to raise boundaries

says: Justification…then, is not a matter of how someone en-

like circumcision, sabbath, and food laws, Paul, according to

ters the community of the true people of God, but of how you

Wright, takes the position that the only ‘boundary marker’ or

tell who belongs to that community.3 Justification in the first

‘badge of membership’ that matters is faith.8

century was not about how someone might establish a relation-

To conclude our review, then, it should be noted that whereas

ship with God. It was about God’s eschatological definition, both

the casual reader may read parts of Wright’s enormous corpus

future and present, of who was, in fact, a member of his people.4

and think it agrees with a Reformed approach to Scripture, the

He offers us this definition of justification: ‘justification’ is the

reformed person who reads more broadly and carefully will

declaration which God at once makes, that all who share this

detect that what Wright presents us with an understanding of

faith belong to Christ, to his sin-forgiven family, the one family

Paul, has extensive consequences both in our understanding

of believing Jews and believing Gentiles together, and are

of soteriology and ecclesiology.

assured of final glorification.5 As a result, justification actually

Is Wright right?

becomes a great ecumenical doctrine because in this way

■■

faith becomes the single ‘boundary marker’ in the Christian

The degree to which Wright should be considered correct

church and the only ‘badge of membership’ that mattered to

on the above reconstruction of Paul’s writing, depends on
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| Wright on Justification

whether or not one accepts at least two of his

from the New Perspective discussions in that we

Scripture, and confusing to those who would

premises.

are reminded in NT studies that the Jew-Gentile

read Paul. When the person in the pew needs to

The first is the premise that Paul was not dealing

question was probably the number one problem

read Wright in order to understand Paul, some-

with the question of merit in the face of Jewish

that the early Christian church was preoccupied

thing is amiss. And whenever so many of God’s

opposition in the same way as Martin Luther

with in its early stages. But that does not need

people remind a scholar that he is quite alone in

was confronting erroneous approaches to merit

to deny that in that same period, Paul needed to

his interpretation, we need to listen carefully for

from Roman Catholic opposition. Wright and

defend and promote the principle of salvation by

we do all our work - also exegetically – ‘with all

others in the New Perspective have suggested

grace and by grace alone.

the saints’ (Eph. 3:18).

quite well and were in that respect very close to

If one wishes to have one clear text that proves

It is my conviction that Lord’s Day 23 of the

being Reformed in their approach on this point.

that the New Perspective’s approach to Paul is

Heidelberg Catechism is still a better and more

Especially, E. P. Sanders argued along those lines.

not the clear teaching of Paul, the reader is invit-

wonderful reflection of the truth of Scripture

In the last decade or so, many have disagreed. In

ed to consider Romans 4 and ask the question

and the principles of grace needed by all. Sadly,

the two volume work, Justification and Variegat-

‘what does this passage possibly mean if one

the view of N. T. Wright on this point is in conflict

ed Nomism, one will find many essays disputing

follows this approach?’ In my Romans 4 and the

with this Lord’s Day and the historic Reformed

this premise. Stephen Westerholm9 has moreover

New Perspective on Paul,10 I survey both readings,

view.

shown very conclusively that the Judaism of

the scholarly discussion on this, and draw the

Paul’s day was really quite similar to the semi-Pe-

conclusion that while our traditional Reformed

lagianism that brought about the Reformation,

reading can use some ‘tweaking’, it is certainly

as remarks about grace and merit were often

more faithful to the Scriptures.

that Judaism understood the doctrine of grace

placed side by side without being considered

■■

n

Notes

1 What Saint Paul Really Said, 98.

opposed to each other. Certainly, in Judaism one

I believe that the majority of scholars in the Re-

does not have any notion that any and all human

formed and evangelical world have been telling

contributions are excluded as a basis for election

Wright in the last decade that his doctrine of jus-

or salvation - something on which both Paul

tification is quite misdirected. Has he listened?

Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity?

and the Reformers agreed! In other words, the

Sometimes one thinks so. In his most recent and

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997) 119.

backgrounds of both Paul and the Reformers was

most extensive work Paul and the Faithfulness of

4 Ibid.

quite alike after all. Where the New Perspective

God, he writes at one point:

5 “The Shape of Justification (2001)”, Pauline

has been a healthy corrective, perhaps, is in

The justification of the ungodly, by the fresh act

Perspectives: Essays on Paul. 1978-2013

reminding us that the question ‘how do I get to

of divine grace, is not only the divine means of

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013) 221.

heaven?’ was not necessarily the question every

forgiving sinners. It is also, for the same reason

6 What Saint Paul Really Said, 158.

Jew was asking in the New Testament and the

and as part of the same act, the divine means of

7 Ibid, 158-9.

answer was not always found in legalism.

creating the single Abraham-family. Indeed, it is

8 Ibid, 132.

because of the forensic verdict that the covenantal

9 Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The

The other premise that undergirds Wright’s work

declaration can take place: the one God ‘justifies

has also come under attack. Many scholars have

the ungodly’, bringing them into the one family.11

argued that Paul’s use of the term ‘works’ and

2 “The Paul of History and the Apostle of Faith”
Tyndale Bulletin 29 (1978) 65, cf. 71.
3 What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of

‘Lutheran’ Paul and his Critics, (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2004) 341-51.
10 See note 1.

’works of the law’ does not always have to do

Here at least Wright appears to recognize both

with ‘boundary markers’ such as circumcision,

positions, but unfortunately, these kind of com-

sabbath, and food laws. Rather these terms are

ments are few and far between and really do not

references to the broader requirements of the

go far enough with respect to the retraction that

law and the holy and moral actions they call for;

is really needed. He remains quite insistent that

within that broader reference they may some-

his reading of Paul is the correct one.

In the next issue of Lux Mundi we hope to

times have in mind the things that separate Jews

To be sure, justification is related to the doctrine

place an article by Dr. Hans Burger, Lecturer

from Gentiles, but most of the time they simply

of the covenant, to the doctrine of adoption

in Systematic Theology at the Theological

do refer to the fact what is a natural (and not

into God’s family, as it is to eschatology. In my

University in Kampen of the Reformed

just Jewish!) inclination, namely, the inclination

judgment, however, Wright’s view on this point

Churches in The Netherlands (Liberated), in

to think one can merit the favor of God through

is both confused and confusing. Confused with

which he gives his reaction to this article.

our own efforts. Here too, there has been a gain

respect to the writings to Paul and the truth of
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11 Paul and the Faithfulness of God,
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013) 961.
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‘Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered,
so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.’
									(Revelation 5:5)

The vital importance of the scroll
■■

Silent sorrow in heaven?!

An oppressive silence descends upon heaven, where-

book (biblion) of life of the Lamb who was slain’;
■■

In Revelations 20 a special scroll is opened, namely,

upon John bursts into tears. The rest of the Book of

the Book of Life: Then I saw a great white throne and

Revelation shows no further tears from John, however

him who was seated on it. … I saw the dead, great

much he hears about and sees all that is going to take

and small, standing before the throne and the books

place. What, then, is upsetting him so now? Something

were opened. Then another book was opened, which

that not only grieves him, but actually causes him to

is the book (biblion) of life. … If anyone’s name was

burst into tears, a display of poignant sorrow, express-

not found written in the book (biblion) of life, he was

ing a feeling of great powerlessness.

thrown into the lake of fire (20:11-15).
■■

■■

Important and rich in content

And in Chapter 21, ‘only those who are written in the
Lamb’s book (biblion) of life’ (21:27) will enter the

Rev. Egbert Brink (PhD) is

John sees an immense scroll in God’s right hand, the

lecturer of Old Testament

hand with which he acts and intervenes with power. In

New Jerusalem.

and Practical Theology at

that hand, he holds the scroll. It has the appearance of

There is absolutely no reason why Chapter 5 should

the Theological University

an important document, because it has been officially

refer to another book (scroll) than that in all those

of Kampen and teacher at

sealed. That means that it is closed: nothing can be

other places. The document has more the appear-

the Reformed Academy in

added or erased, comparable to a will or testament

ance of a will or testament than of the end scenario of

Zwolle. He is still part-time

whose contents are tied up. Speaking of the content,

history. A Roman testament had to be signed by seven

minister of the congregation

how rich is the content of that scroll! The scroll is

witnesses and sealed with seven seals. Could this not

in Waddinxveen and regular

overflowing with writing on every available surface. It

be that ‘other book’ made by God: overflowing with

guest lecturer at Faculté de

can contain not one word more. Remarkably enough, it

names? Countless names of people who have been

Théologie Evangélique de

has writing on both sides, whereas, normally, a papyrus

written on the scroll upon which God has ‘registered

Bangui and Faculté Jean Calvin

scroll only has writing on one side.

the peoples’ (Ps. 87). No space has been left unused.

in Aix-en-Provence.

It has often been said that this scroll contains all God’s

The scroll appears to contain God’s plan with all his

plans for the end time. It would then contain all meas-

chosen children from all the nations.

ures to be taken: a scenario of history, God’s plan for his
world. For does this secret not lie in God’s hand?

*

■■

Who is worthy and who is able?

There are human lives at stake here. If nothing happens

The scroll appears to contain God’s
plan with all his chosen children

to prevent it, they will all go down in obscurity, every
one of them. Then a voice sounds: ‘Who is worthy to
open the scroll and break its seals?’ Who has the right
to do so? Who will answer for them all? While the scroll
is waiting, it becomes clear that there is truly nobody

■■

The Book of Life, overflowing with...

who can take this upon himself. No creature from above

The scroll, or simply the book (biblion), demands all the

or below. Nobody in the heavens: not a celestial being,

attention and is depicted as large as life: ‘And no one in

be it an angel or an elder from around the throne.

heaven or on earth or under the earth was able to open

Nobody steps forward. Nobody on earth, from within or

the scroll (biblion) or to look into it’ (Rev. 5:3). At first

outside the congregation...

sight, this scroll appears to be a new star on the hori-

Why not? Because no person can answer for all these

zon. But this is certainly not the case, for biblos/biblion

people. No man can ransom another, or give to God the

is mentioned quite often in Revelation:

price of his life (Ps. 49:8). No man is able to take over

■■

■■

‘The one who conquers ... I will never blot his name

all from another: debts and shortages, deficiencies and

out of the book (biblios) of life. I will confess his name

shortcomings. Not least because they themselves are

before my Father and before his angels’ (3:5);

people who are not worthy before God. All come up

In 13:8 (and 17:8): ‘And all who dwell on earth will

against their powerlessness and unworthiness before

worship it (the beast), everyone whose name has not

God. Who can appear before God’s throne without

been written before the foundation of the world in the

being destroyed by the fire of his holiness?
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| The Scroll

Adoration of the Lamb [detail; painting Jan van
Eyck, Cathedral of St. Bavo, Ghent 1425-29]

and nations. Bought at great expense, one by
one, with the ransom price of his blood. All these
people now stand on his Name.
Further on, in another vision, it is all these
ransomed people who have been sealed with
the seal of the living God (Rev. 7:4). This crowd
of ransomed people wear his name and his
Father’s name on their foreheads (Rev. 14:1-2).
The scroll of the Lamb contains Christ’s list with
all the names of those whom he has taken into

Testament of the ransomed

Must then the scroll, overflowing with all those

■■

names, remain closed? Will the testament

At excavations in Jericho, archaeologists have

never be opened? Nobody volunteers. The

found a scroll that had been sealed with seven

■■

silence becomes unbearable. John has been

seals. This scroll came from the fourth century

At the supreme moment, when the Lamb, Christ,

caught completely unawares. He is clearly

before Christ and contained the text of an act of

takes the scroll into his hands, an enormous

overcome with grief and bursts into tears.

ransom for a slave. It often happened in those

cheering breaks out. John’s fit of crying makes

What if the Book of Life is not opened!?? Then

times that slaves who had been taken to another

way for delirious joy. Deafening silence is re-

creation and the created will never reach their

country were bought back, or ransomed, free to

placed by thunderous noise. John cannot even

goal! John is shown the perspective of what

return to their own country and home.

see where it is all coming from, so enormous

would happen if God’s Son had not taken this

This is a fitting image for this vision, because

is the crowd of worshippers – it has gigantic

role upon himself!

it is for this that the Lamb receives praise, that

proportions. All celestial dwellers join in the

he ransomed people for God from every tribe

cheering. Ten thousands of angels exalt the work

and language and people and nation (5:9)!

of God’s Son. A new song resounds that is fitting

One of the 24 elders surrounding the throne,

Ransomed or freed from what? Sin is not much

to the new Name that God’s Son has been given

a veteran from the old administration, then

different from addiction... so you could say: freed

(3:12). Admiration rings through, each time it is

speaks. As is fitting for an elder, he opens God’s

from the devil’s grip, who, as prince of this world,

sung.

Word and brings to mind the ancient promises.

holds people hostage. All kinds of addictions has

■■

Remember the proclamation of the Lion! He is

he let loose upon us, the people.

■■

The Lion and the Lamb

strong. He will come into action: the Lion of the
tribe of Judah..!! ‘Judah …stooped down; he
crouched as a lion ...; who dares rouse him? The
scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until tribute comes
to him; and to him shall be the obedience of the

*

his protection.

Delirious with joy

He was slaughtered; he sacrificed himself out
of love.

■■

He has bought his people for God at great
expense, with the ransom of his life.

the people whom
you gave me out
of the world

■■

He forges them into a unity from all nations.

This connects seamlessly to Jesus’ invitation: ‘rejoice that your names are written in heaven’ (Luke

peoples (Gen 49:9-10). David’s offspring, the Root

10:20). That certainty cannot be found in your

of David. Before David was, was He.

God’s Son takes the scroll from the hand of his

achievements. Not through righteous deeds,

You can just see John’s eyes searching ... for a

own Father. It is comparable to a testamentary

but through the blood of the Lamb. Convincing

Lion. But no trace of a lion to be seen, wher-

disposition. The seals can now be broken. He has

proof: the scroll is no less than the Book of the

ever he looks. Instead of a lion, he sees a Lamb

the right to inspect the names and read them out

Lamb. Listen to him reading the names from the

standing up straight. John witnesses the coming

loud, because he has ransomed them, every one

scroll on which God writes the peoples. 

of the Lamb. He sees the Son of God, the King

of them. It is the implementation of his Father’s

and Servant, he who laid down his life. Through

testamentary disposition that is taking place

his sacrificed life, the sealed testament will be

here. Exactly along the lines of that poignant

■■

opened. It has been authenticated by his death.

prayer by the Son before his death: ‘the people

This article first appeared in the Dutch language

He has deserved the right to open the Book of

whom you gave me out of the world. Yours they

as ‘Het levensbelang van de boekrol’, in Nader

Life. From here on, the Book of Life is called the

were, and you gave them to me’ (John 17:6).

Bekeken, Vol 21(3), March 2014. This translation

Book of the Lamb.

Uncountable people, from all peoples and tribes

by Sabrine Bosscha, May 2015.
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Theological
University
Kampen
■■

Erik de Boer
appointed professor
of Church History

Dual appointment

Dr Dolf te Velde was appointed as lecturer of Historical Theology at ETF
Leuven (Belgium), starting 1 September. This is a dual appointment with
the Theological University of Kampen within the framework of the Center
for Excellence in Reformed and Evangelical Theology (CERET), a collaboration between the two academic institutions. CERET aims to build on
research and education in the field of classical Reformed Theology, which

EDE –General Synod of the Reformed Churches of the
Netherlands appointed Dr Erik de Boer as professor
of Church History at the Theological University in
Kampen. His appointment fills the position that
became vacant due to the retirement of prof. Mees te
Velde and prof. Frank van der Pol.

plays a large part in the education at TU Kampen and at ETF Leuven
through the Institute of Post-Reformation Studies.

Dr Erik de Boer (1957) studied Theology in Kampen

Dr Dolf te Velde (1974) studied Theology in Kampen and Grand Rapids

and Tübingen and was minister of the Reformed

(USA) and has been a minister of the Reformed Church (GKv) of Pijnack-

Church (Liberated) of Amsterdam (1985-1990), the Vrije

er-Nootdorp since 2007. In 2010 he obtained his doctorate under the

Gereformeerde Kerk of Pretoria, South Africa (1990-1993), and

supervision of Prof. Barend Kamphuis on Paths beyond tracing out: the

of the Reformed churches (Lib.) of Krimpen a/d IJssel (1993-

Connection of Method and Content in the Doctrine of God, Examined in

2000) and Zeist (2000-2008). In 1999 he obtained his doctorate

Reformed Orthodoxy, Karl Barth, and the Utrecht School. Furthermore, he is

at the University of Geneva on an analysis and publication of

co-editor of the recently published first volume of the academic edition of

John Calvins sermons on the visions of the prophet Ezekiel.

the Synopsis Purioris Theologiae, the seventeenth century handbook from
Leiden for Reformed Theology.

In 2008 he was appointed lecturer of classical languages at the
Theological University in Kampen. In 2011 he became lecturer

■■

Dissertation

of Church History at this same university. Since 2008, De Boer

On 3 June, Bart van Egmond was awarded his doctorate cum laude after

has been professor by special appointment of the History of

defending his dissertation entitled Merciful severity. An investigation into

the Reformation at the Free University in Amsterdam, since

Augustine of Hippo’s early thought on the redemptive function of divine

2009 honorary professor at the reformed theological Academy

judgment. For many modern Christians, God’s mercy and God’s judgment

at Sárospatak, Hungary, and since 2010 guest professor of

seem to contradict each other. Questions such as ‘How does his love

Patristics at the University of the Free State, Bloemfontein,

relate to the command to exterminate complete tribes?’, ‘What does his

South Africa.

love have to do with the death of his Son on the cross?’, ‘How does God
relate to people in their suffering?’ are not new. In his dissertation, Bart

Erik de Boer has published fifteen books and numerous

van Egmond shows how Augustine wrestled with these questions in the

articles. His research focusses, among others, on Calvin, the

fourth century after Christ. Bart van Egmond studied at the Theological

Genevan Reformation, the person and work of Guido de Brès

University of Kampen, the VU in Amsterdam, and the Catholic University

and the history and content of the Heidelberg Catechism and

in Leuven, and is research assistant at the TUK. His supervisors were Prof.

Belgic Confession.

Barend Kamphuis (TU Kampen) and Prof. Mathijs Lamberigts (KU Leuven).
■■

Symposium

The aforementioned dissertation gave rise to the organization of a symposium the following day on suffering, punishment, and sin in historical,
biblical, systematic, and pastoral perspective. Augustine’s answer to
the question of evil was that there is evil, that we do (sin) and evil that
happens to us (punishment). Many critics have wondered whether this
statement leaves enough room for unexplained evil and for pouring out
one’s complaint to God. This symposium therefore received the title
(translated): ‘Is Augustine among the friends of Job?’ Speakers were Drs
John Arblaster, Prof. Erik de Boer, Egbert Brink ThD, Dr Anthony Dupont,
Dr Bart van Egmond, Prof. Barend Kamphuis and Léon van Ommen PhD.
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| News Update

Inauguration prof. Theo Boer as professor to
the chair of Ethics in Medical and Social Care
KAMPEN – On June 8, prof. Theo Boer accepted his office of professor by special
appointment to the chair for Ethics in Medical and Social Care at the Theological
University of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands and delivered his inaugural
speech called [translated title] ‘He who increases knowledge… Ethical notes on early
diagnostics and predictive medicine’.

Prof. dr. G.A. Lindeboom Instituut

In the past years Boer has contributed to the
public debate in many media appearances. As a

Photo: ND | Dick Vos

professor he will participate in the research programme regarding Public Theology at the Theo-

For years Boer has been working together with

logical University in Kampen. Besides research,

the Prof. dr. G.A. Lindeboom Institute; since 2008

Boer will be focussing on teaching students of

as editor-in-chief of the Lindeboom Series, a

theology and medicine, and in equipping care

series of books on medical ethics. Among other

workers in general. At the same time, the chair

things, he is advisory member of the section

aims to help churches and Christians to arrive at

Ethics & Practical theology as well as chair of

a well thought-through vision on medical-ethical

the Study group Theological Ethics at the Dutch

questions. Concrete issues which Boer will be

school of Philosophy [OZSW], and chair of the sec-

addressing are, among others, overtreatment,

tion Evangelical Ethics of the American Society of

questions regarding life’s beginning and life’s

Christian Ethics. In the recent past he was chair of

end, affordability and solidarity in health care,

Working Group Bioethics and Biotechnology of

palliative care, predictive diagnostics and ethical

the European Council of Churches and member of

aspects concerning health insurance and health

a Regional Euthanasia Review Committee. Boer is

claims.

a confessing member of the Protestant church in
the Netherlands.

■■

Personal data
The Lindeboom Institute

Dr Theo A. Boer (1960) previously studied

■■

Theology and Ethics in Utrecht (Netherlands)

This special chair was established by mutual

and Uppsala (Sweden) and served as a trainee

initiative of the Prof. dr. G.A. Lindeboom Institute

On 1 September 2014, Dr Theo Boer was appoint-

vicariate in a Lutheran congregation in the GDR

Foundation, established in Amersfoort, and the

ed professor to the Lindeboom special chair ‘Eth-

[former East Germany]. From 1987-2001 he was

Theological University Kampen, with support

ics in Medical and Social Care’ at the Theological

employed at the Centre for Bioethics and Medical

from Reliëf, Christian Association of Health care

University in Kampen. He accepted this office on

Law of the University of Utrecht and as study

providers; the NPV, Dutch patient Association;

8 June 2015 at his inauguration in the Bovenkerk

secretary of the Christian Association of Health

ForumC, forum for faith, science and society;

church in Kampen.

Care Providers (now called Reliëf). He obtained

Pro Life Health Insurance, and the Foundation of

His inaugural address is an example of the issues

his doctorate in 1995 in Uppsala and in 1997 in

Christian Philosophy. The Lindeboom Chair has

Boer will be concerning himself with, namely the

Utrecht on the work of the American ethicist

previously been held by prof. Jochem Douma en

ethical and theological reflection on moral issues

James M. Gustafson. He has been lecturing ethics

prof. Henk Jochemsen.

in health care. Boer sees it as a challenge to build

at the Protestant Theological University (PThU)

bridges between the Bible and the Christian

since 2001. Besides lecturing on medical ethics

tradition on the one hand, and scientific and

in Groningen (PThU and the State University of

philosophical insights on the other hand. The

Groningen) he also gives a course on epistem-

intention is to find a consensus, although there

ology for honours students from the PThU of

will be moments when differences are unearthed

Amsterdam and Groningen. Boer is Research

and the Lindeboom chair could act as a thorn in

associate at the Institute of Ethics at the Utrecht

the flesh, says professor Boer.

University.
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Jesus said,
“I am the light of the world.”

John 8:12

June 2015
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