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Happy art thou, O Israel: who is like unto thee,  
O people saved by the Lord, the shield of thy help,  

and who is the sword of thy excellency!  
and thine enemies shall be found liars unto thee;  

and thou shalt tread upon their high places.
Deuteronomy 33:29
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MEDITATION

THE CRUCIFIED FLESH

They that are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with the affections and lusts.  
If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit.—Galatians 5:24–25

The scriptures are a constant source of encourage-
ment to believers in their lives. Scripture comforts 
them with the truth of their gracious salvation. So 

in the epistle to the Galatians, the apostle Paul is teaching 
the doctrine of justification by faith alone, a justification 
that is without works. That justification is our salvation. 
Being justified by faith, we have peace with God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ. Because God freely and fully for-
gives our sins, we are brought into fellowship with the liv-
ing God in our consciences.

It is true that elect infants have the same salvation that 
elect adults have, and adults have salvation in the same 
way as infants do. As children grow up and their minis-
ters, teachers, and parents teach the children about their 
gracious salvation, they mature and grow in grace and in 
the knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ and enter into 
the experience of that gracious salvation. That experience 
is nothing less than that we are saved as little children 
who do nothing for our salvation and who as sinners have 
peace with the living God. Nothing more glorious and 
lovely can be said to sinners than, “You as sinners have 
peace with God.” By that truth we have hope in God and 
in eternal life.

Note well that the gospel does not say that to good 
people. If you have your own righteousness and good 
works, you do not need the gospel. You do not need 
Jesus Christ or his righteousness. You do not need sal-
vation. It is also true then that Jesus Christ does not call 
you because he did not come to call the righteous, but 
sinners, to repentance. But to sinners who have no righ-
teousness of themselves and who have no good works or 
obedience with which to stand before God, the gospel is 
glorious news, for it declares to sinners that Jesus Christ 
is their righteousness.

That truth the apostle was commissioned by the Lord 
Jesus Christ to carry into all the world and to defend 
against all who would corrupt that truth. Among the 
Galatian churches the apostle had to teach that truth over 
against the false apostles who were corrupting that truth 
by the false gospel of works. Since they were corrupting 

the church in more ways than in doctrine, the apostle 
probably had these men in view in the last verse of chap-
ter 5 when he wrote, “Let us not be desirous of vain glory, 
provoking one another, envying one another.” When 
wrong doctrine is brought into the church, then all the 
thinking, behavior, and life of the church are wrong, for 
life follows doctrine. The false apostles were bringing into 
the churches a proud doctrine that men are righteous 
before God by their works. Yes, that is in essence what 
they were teaching. The works of the law were essential to 
the false apostles’ teaching of salvation.

That gospel of the false apostles is very common today, 
and many who come as Christian teachers are no different 
than the false apostles of Paul’s day. Their doctrine was no 
different than the doctrine that we left in the Protestant 
Reformed Churches. If Paul were alive today, he would 
write the book of Galatians against that doctrine. We are 
all very familiar with the sound of that doctrine, which 
says that we are saved by grace, through faith, and in the 
way of our obedience and that good works are necessary 
for salvation in the last day.

The false apostles of Paul’s day could never stop talking 
about the law as the way to blessings and as a safe refuge 
for the church in times of trouble. Thus they never freed 
the church from bondage to the law, but they exposed 
the law as a cruel taskmaster that brings the knowledge 
of sin and wrath. Their false theology was that the church 
is saved in the way of obedience to the law. They could 
never say to the people, “By grace are ye saved, through 
faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 
not of works, lest any man should boast!” The false apos-
tles always added obedience. They added obedience to 
faith; they added obedience to Christ; and they added 
obedience to the way of salvation. So they were teaching 
men to appear before God trusting in all kinds of things 
instead of in the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ. 
The false apostles were teaching men to trust in their own 
acts of obedience, their acts of repentance, and even their 
acts of faith. Thereby the false apostles were robbing the 
church of all hope and comfort.
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That doctrine is also a proud doctrine, and it feeds the 
worst impulses and desires of men. And so the Galatian 
churches had become full of ambition and vainglory. The 
false apostles had turned the whole Christian life into a 
damning drudgery to obtain favor and forgiveness from 
God. It was a terrible task. Those who engaged in it filled 
themselves with pride, heaped wrath to themselves, and 
seared their own consciences. The Galatian churches that 
the apostle had to address were a disgusting mess, and 
they were as such because they had forsaken the gospel.

So the apostle labored among the Galatian churches 
and called the members to repentance from their wicked 
folly of turning away from the truth and giving ear to 
those crafty and ambitious false teachers. He brought 
again to the churches the gospel of the full and free 
pardon of sins for Jesus Christ’s sake as the only hope, 
joy, and comfort of believers. The apostle comforted the 
church with Christ, the cross of Christ, and the gift of 
righteousness by faith only.

The false apostles of Paul’s day, as the false teachers of 
our day, were also attacking the gospel of justification by 
faith alone with slander. “Such a gospel will make careless 
and profane members of the church who will not have 
any interest in good works.” The false apostles were trying 
to make the apostle’s doctrine appear to be a wicked doc-
trine that would lead the church members to live care-
lessly and to continue in sin. So the apostle comforted 
the church with Christ in Galatians 5:24–25 and taught 
that a careless and profane Christian is impossible. The 
apostle’s doctrine is the only doctrine that leads to a truly 
Christian life.

In verse 25 the apostle exhorts us to walk in the Spirit. 
We have the Spirit, so, of course, we must walk in the 
Spirit. In the previous verses the apostle laid out for us the 
violent conflict between the Spirit and the flesh and enu-
merated the evil works of the flesh and the lovely fruits of 
the Spirit. The apostle comforts us with the Spirit him-
self. The gift of the crucified and risen Christ is his Spirit. 
The Spirit wars against the flesh, and the Spirit himself 
bears all kinds of fruit in us. We live in the Spirit, are led 
of the Spirit, and walk in the Spirit.

Now the apostle turns to tell us something else about 
the flesh of those who have the Spirit. The apostle’s doc-
trine is a comforting truth about the flesh that explains 
why the sin-life, walking in sin and continuing in sin, is 
impossible for justified Christians. By contrast his doc-
trine also explains why they walk in the Spirit. Their flesh 
is crucified. Those who are Christ’s have crucified the 
flesh!

A crucified flesh!
That is the lovely gospel of verse 24.
We could understand the apostle’s word as pointing 

out that justified and Spirit-indwelt believers have cruci-
fied their flesh, for such is the power of the Spirit in them. 
Those who are Christ’s have the Spirit, and by the power 
of the Spirit they crucify their flesh with the affections and 
the lusts of the flesh. With that understanding the apostle 
would be pointing out that Christians are not hypocrites, 
but they really hate sin and love righteousness.

However, I am not at all convinced that this is the 
meaning of the verse. Rather, the apostle states a fact, 
a truth, about believers who are justified and have the 
Spirit. This is true only of those who are justified by faith 
alone. This is true of them because through the righ-
teousness of Christ they have received the Spirit of life 
in Christ. What is true of them is that in Christ their 
flesh is crucified. They have flesh. Their flesh is crucified. 
That is a fact. That is an accomplished reality. That is not 
of them. That is because they belong to Christ. That is a 
great comfort to them. In their lives their flesh surrounds 
them and torments them. Their flesh leads them astray 
into terrible sins. They sin; they sin every day; they sin 
terrible sins; and they sin the same sins. That is all out of 
their flesh.

That flesh is crucified.
Glorious news!
The flesh in man is his original nature as fallen in 

Adam, what in Romans 6:6 is called “the body of sin.” 
The flesh is called “the body of sin” because the body is 
the means or instrument by which sin becomes manifest 
in us. There are very deep and old ruts of sin in our flesh 
that extend all the way back to our first father, Adam. The 
human race has long traveled in these well-worn paths of 
sin, and these paths extend into us too. We sin with our 
bodies, and our bodies are the instruments to carry out 
the lusts of the flesh.

Flesh is a dirty word. It is a pornography studio, a 
marriage bed defiled with another woman, a gory murder 
scene, a rebellious teenager’s forsaking the truth for the 
world, the destruction of a defenseless child by his class-
mates, a man who destroys himself and his family with 
his drinking, and many other disgusting scenes. The very 
word reeks of the insatiable desires of man sold under 
sin. The flesh is totally depraved. This means that man 
is corrupt in all his parts and that in all his parts he is 
totally corrupt. He is prone by nature to hate God and the 
neighbor. He is dead in trespasses and sins. He is a slave 
of unrighteousness and the servant of sin.

The total depravity of his nature is the essence of man’s 
misery. The essence of his misery is not that he has no 
access to education or to economic opportunity. This is 
all that the world can say about the misery of man. Even 
the vast majority of the church world says not much more 
about man’s misery. Missions have become world relief. 
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For the carnal churches that send these missionaries of 
capitalism, blessing is success in the world. When men 
succeed in this life, then they immediately begin to crow 
about the blessings of God, and they teach others the 
same carnal Christianity. But the church’s treasure is not 
silver and gold; the church’s treasure is the gospel of Jesus 
Christ.

That gospel addresses the misery of man at its root. 
The misery of man at its root is his nature. Because the 
misery of man is his nature, even though a man never 
would commit one sin in this life, to speak foolishly, he 
would be a wretched and damnable person. The fact is 
that out of his miserable nature, he also fills his life with 
more misery by his actual sins.

Man’s nature is wholly contrary to God. Man’s nature 
is totally depraved; there is no good thing in it; it is 
inclined to all wickedness; and that nature has no incli-
nation to God, goodness, or virtue at all. And so man is 
damnworthy and without hope.

The flesh is full of affections and lusts. These words 
can have a good meaning. Affections are passions. Lusts are 
desires. A man without passions and desires is no man. 
With the heart man is deeply moved in the whole of his 
being with his passions and desires. The Spirit has desires. 
The Spirit loves the glory of God; salvation; searching the 
deep things of God; and all that is righteous, good, and 
lovely. The flesh has its affections and lusts. They may be 
affections and lusts of the more sophisticated kind of the 
man of refined taste, or they may be the crasser variety of 
the man of the street. But the condemnation of the affec-
tions and lusts is the same. They are lusts—the lusts of the 
flesh, the lusts of the eyes, and the pride of life. The flesh 
loves evil. The flesh pants after wickedness, plans iniquity, 
and seeks out transgression. Lust and evil affections are 
the roots of sin in man. Out of them come all the deeds of 
the flesh. What man lusts after, he carries out if he is able.

And you have to understand what man’s relationship 
with the flesh is. The flesh is not like a backpack that man 
can throw off at his will. He is his flesh, and he is ruled 
and dominated by the flesh. The flesh takes man to hell. 
In the language of the apostle in Galatians 5:16, the nat-
ural man fulfills the lusts of the flesh. All man can do is 
fulfill the lusts of the flesh. To fulfill the lusts of the flesh 
means that man must sin and sin and sin until he fills 
up his cup of iniquity and God kills him and he enters 
eternal damnation.

Man’s legal relationship with the flesh is one in which 
the flesh—that is, who he is—controls and dominates 
him. He is controlled by sin. That is what happened to 
the natural man in Adam. He became a slave to sin as that 
sin is in his nature. He sinned against the most high maj-
esty of God and became liable to temporal and eternal 

woe. Man is not free; he is a slave. He is a slave to all his 
passions and lusts.

And man likes that. He is not troubled by that rela-
tionship with the flesh. His personal relationship with the 
flesh and all its affections and lusts is love for them. He 
sees sin in himself, and he rejoices in iniquity and does 
not rejoice in the truth and righteousness. He does not 
hate sin. The natural man loves sin.

They who are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with its 
affections and lusts!

Salvation!
“Crucified the flesh” means that the flesh has been 

tried, found guilty, nailed to the cross as accursed of God, 
and sent to hell. If you understand that the flesh is you, 
then you have been crucified. You have been tried and 
condemned and nailed to the cross as accursed of God.

The flesh is not dead. The flesh is crucified. It is like the 
malefactors who were hung with Christ and who in their 
own condemnation blasphemed and railed on Christ and 
joined the mob in its mockery of the dying Christ. That 
is the flesh. The flesh hangs nailed to the cross, judged, 
condemned, and dying; and the flesh is terrible in its sin.

We died in Christ, and we live as those who have been 
raised from the dead.

The flesh has been crucified.
That is a statement of doctrine, a fact, and a reality.
The flesh is crucified!
This means, first, that our legal relationship with the 

flesh has been broken. The flesh does not and may not 
have dominion over believers. Oh, to be sure, we sin. But 
we do not fulfill sin. The natural man must sin and sin 
until he has filled his cup of iniquity. We are free from sin. 
We died to sin. Sin did not die. Though the flesh has been 
crucified, sin is yet alive, blaspheming from its cross. We 
died. Because we died, the legal right of sin to rule and 
dominate us is broken.

Second, that the flesh is crucified means that we have 
a new relationship with sin. We hate sin. We sin. We sin 
the same sins every day. We sin in all that we do. We 
can sin terrible sins. David did. Peter did. Peter denied 
Christ. David committed adultery and murder. But we 
hate our sins. If someone were to point out the believer’s 
sin to him, he would say, “I do not want sin. I hate sin. I 
loathe my sin. I loathe even myself! I loathe my flesh and 
all that comes from it, and I long to be delivered from 
my flesh.”

The good that we would, we do not; the evil that we 
would not, that we do.

If someone were to ask the believer, “Shall we con-
tinue in sin?” he would respond with horror, “God for-
bid! No, I cannot.” That is because his flesh is crucified.

The flesh, with its affections and lusts, is crucified!
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The lovely gospel of the text!
The flesh cannot rule us. The flesh cannot bring us to 

hell. We have a new view of sin. We hate sin and do not 
fulfill the lusts of the flesh.

The flesh has been crucified!
Because we are Christ’s!
That is the reason the flesh is crucified.
We are Christ’s first by election. In election a legal 

relationship was established between us and Christ, such 
that he is the head, and we are his body and one corpo-
ration with Christ. Christ is responsible for that entire 
corporation. We are Christ’s in such a way that Christ 
may stand in our place, and Christ may represent us. The 
election of God created that corporation.

When Christ went to the cross, he nailed our flesh 
to his tree. He suffered the penalty and punishment that 
we deserved. He underwent death there on the tree. He 
made himself the object of the curse of God. He paid our 
sin-debt, so that we are no longer liable to punishment. 
And we died with him. We went down into God’s wrath, 
his curse, and the agonies of hell. We died to the flesh, so 
that the flesh cannot have dominion over us.

We also were raised with Christ. He lives, and we must 
live with him. Thus our attitude toward sin is hatred. We 
crucify the flesh. We do that because we are Christ’s.

I said that Christians sin; they sin every day; they sin 
repeatedly; and they sin terribly. But there is one thing 
that you can say about Christians: They cannot continue 
in sin. They do not love sin. They hate their sins. That is 
because they are Christ’s, and they died at the cross with 
Christ and were raised to newness of life. When their 
flesh rises against them, they crucify that flesh. They con-
demn their flesh, damn it, and testify against it. They do 
not fulfill the lusts of the flesh.

Because they live by the Spirit!
It is the Spirit in them who hates sin and loves righ-

teousness. Those are the Spirit’s affections and desires! 
Those who are Christ’s have the Spirit. They are made 
one organic body with Christ. They are bone of his bone 
and flesh of his flesh. He is their head, and they are ruled 
by his Spirit.

Led of the Spirit, we are not under the law. We have 
that Spirit for no other reason than that we are not under 
the law. We have been freed from the law because we are 
Christ’s. Apart from Christ, we would be in bondage 
to the law. The law could bring us into court. The law 
could condemn us to misery and to death because we 

did not keep the law. But in Christ it is all different. The 
law cannot say to us, “You must do this, or you cannot 
have God’s favor and blessing.” The law cannot say that 
because Christ did all that the law demanded, and so we 
are free. The word of the law to us can never again be that 
we must keep the law to live. Whoever is not under the 
law is also free from the law’s condemnation and thus is 
free from the sentence of death that is in the law. Because 
we are not under the law, we are led of the Spirit. Led by 
the Spirit, we hate sin and love righteousness because that 
is the desire of the Spirit within us.

Walking in the Spirit, we will not fulfill the lusts of 
the flesh. Do not say that this means that you will not sin, 
that you will be perfect, or even that mainly you will not 
sin in your lives. That is not true. Fulfilling the lust of the 
flesh is to bring lust to its conclusion. According to other 
parts of scripture, this means living in sin, continuing in 
sin, and doing that to condemnation. Not fulfilling the 
lusts of the flesh means that sin cannot dominate and 
control believers who are alive in the Spirit, who walk in 
the Spirit, and who are led of the Spirit. They cannot sin 
unto death.

So when the apostle says “if we live in the Spirit,” he 
is not calling our lives in the Spirit into question—that 
is, if we are Christ’s by faith, then we live in the Spirit. 
Rather, the apostle is giving the secret power of our new 
life in Christ.

First, “we live in the Spirit.” We could understand this 
as to live by the Spirit. That would mean that the Spirit 
is the power of our lives. But the word “in” is the Spirit’s 
word, and by using it here the Spirit means to teach us 
that Christ does not give us our new life as you might give 
someone a package. Rather, we have this new life because 
the Spirit himself is in us, and he is our mysterious bond 
and union with Jesus Christ. We live in the Spirit. That 
must surely and certainly be because we are Christ’s.

Then let us walk in the Spirit!
Here the apostle says that there is no other life that can 

result from the crucifixion of the flesh than a walk in the 
Spirit. It is impossible for Christians not to bring forth 
fruits of thankfulness in their whole lives—chief among 
which is that they crucify the flesh with its affections and 
lusts. They hate their sins and are sorry for them daily. 
That is the walk in the Spirit. That is because the flesh has 
been crucified.

—NJL
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FROM THE EDITOR

FROM THE EDITOR

The sixth volume year of Sword and Shield has 
begun. The Lord has been good to Sword and 
Shield and to Reformed Believers Publishing. We 

believe that we have a place yet given to us by the Lord at 
this time in history to witness to the pure Reformed truth 
of the sovereignty of God in salvation and the uncondi-
tional covenant of God with his elect people. Our witness 
is not only for the positive advancement of the truth, but 
our witness is also against the corruption of the Reformed 
truth in the Reformed church world today. In particu-
lar this antithetical witness is carried on over against the 
specific corruptions of that truth as they are found in the 
Protestant Reformed Churches and among those who 
have abandoned the righteous cause of the truth in the 
Reformed Protestant Churches. It is a source of some won-
derment to this editor how many strange ideas came out 
of the Protestant Reformed Churches when the Reformed 
Protestant Churches were formed. A large mixed multi-
tude went up out of the Protestant Reformed Churches in 
our day as also went up out of Egypt in the days of Moses. 
And the fallout continues.

Sword and Shield is not a church paper. Sword and 
Shield is a paper owned by believers, and Sword and Shield 
is their witness for the truth and against the lie. However, 
Sword and Shield and those believers have a lively interest 
in what is happening in Reformed churches here in Amer-
ica and around the world. And because the truth always 
has the right to be heard, Sword and Shield as a magazine 
that is committed to publishing the truth has a witness 
about those events. We pray that the Lord will continue to 
grant us the means to publish the truth and to comment 
on events as they bear on our confession of the truth.

If you are edified by the content of Sword and Shield, 
consider donating to Reformed Believers Publishing 
to support the publication of its magazine. And if you 
are one with us in the confession of the truth, consider 
joining Reformed Believers Publishing as a member. All 
donations and inquiries about membership should be 
directed to the business office, whose contact information 
is listed in the masthead of the magazine.

With the coming of the new volume year and with the 
articles in this issue, we believe that you will see that the 

content of the magazine is the same as it has been from 
the beginning and that Sword and Shield has not devi-
ated from its purpose to publish the pure Reformed truth 
especially as that is maintained in the Reformed Prot-
estant Churches. We remind you that Sword and Shield 
will publish submissions from readers, whether they are 
friends or foes, as long as those who are foes realize that 
they will be responded to by the editors. We also welcome 
letters either positive or negative regarding the content of 
the magazine.

In the summer months the editor tries to slim down 
the magazine a bit. You will notice in the issues of June 
through September that some of our regular writers are 
missing. This is for the purpose of giving our very busy 
writers a regular break. This month we have the editor’s 
regular contributions of the meditation and editorial. 
Reverend Ophoff continues his series on the important 
and controverted doctrine of the antithesis. This well- 
established doctrine has been under attack in the 
Reformed Protestant Churches, and many have left 
over the issue because of their own false and dearly held 
notions about the antithesis. Mr. James Jansma from 
Faith Reformed Protestant Church fills the Running 
Footmen rubric with an article about the unconditional 
covenant. And there is from Reverend Pascual, minister 
of First Orthodox Reformed Protestant Church in the 
Philippines, an article that was originally a speech that he 
delivered for that church’s Family Day in April. Of note 
in that regard is that the Reformed Protestant Churches 
sent a delegation to visit with the members of First 
Orthodox Reformed Protestant Church this past April, 
and the delegation took part in the Family Day and also 
had discussions with the council of that church. The visit 
was a great encouragement for all involved, so that each 
one can say with Paul, “That I may be comforted together 
with you by the mutual faith both of you and me” (Rom. 
1:12). The Reformed Protestant Churches appear to be 
working toward the establishment of a full sister-church 
relationship with that congregation.

May the Lord bless the contents of the issue to your 
hearts and refresh you in your souls.

—NJL
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EDITORIAL

UNION WITH CHRIST (9):  
JUSTIFICATION CONTINUED

A Review

This series of articles consists of an examination of 
the riches of salvation that become the possession 
of elect believers by their union with Christ. Those 

treasures are faith itself as union with Christ, regeneration, 
calling, faith, justification, sanctification, preservation, 
and glorification. Salvation is of the Lord, who has mercy 
upon whom he will have mercy and grace upon whom 
he will have grace. The essence of salvation is union with 
Jesus Christ, both in election and in the bond of faith by 
which the elect become one plant with Christ and one 
body with Christ.

The worker of salvation and the giver of all the riches 
of salvation that are in Jesus Christ is the Holy Spirit as 
the Spirit of Christ. The Spirit himself is the gift of sal-
vation, so that to have the Spirit is to have salvation, life, 
and the promise of eternal life. And the Spirit is the giver 
of every perfect gift of salvation that comes to the elect 
from the Father of lights. The Spirit is the one who per-
vades the innermost recesses of the heart, implants the 
seed of regeneration, makes all things in the heart new, 
and raises those who were dead in trespasses and sins to 
everlasting life in Christ. The Spirit makes effectual the 
calling of the triune God in Christ, irresistibly drawing 
sinners to the Father, causing the light of the glorious 
gospel of Christ to shine in their hearts, and summoning 
them from the kingdom of Satan into the kingdom of 
God’s dear Son and from darkness into God’s marvelous 
light. The Spirit causes the bond of faith to spring up 
as a living plant in the hearts of believers, filling them 
with the knowledge that all that God has revealed in his 
word is true and with the assurance that the promise of 
God is true for them and that everlasting righteousness 
and eternal life are theirs merely of grace for the sake of 
Christ’s death and obedience for them and in their place. 
The Spirit seals in the hearts of believers that their faith 
is counted for righteousness, so that they are righteous in 
Christ before God and have peace with the living God. 
And the Spirit causes hope to arise in the hearts of believ-
ers, like the sun rises in the morning, to fill them with 
expectation and longing for their heavenly and eternal  

home and floods their hearts with the outpouring of the 
love of God for them in Jesus Christ.

The last article was a beginning explanation regarding 
the truth of gracious justification in Christ by faith alone. 
Justification is that gracious act of God in the hearts of 
elect sinners to forgive their sins and to impute to them 
the righteousness of Christ, declaring them righteous 
before God and heirs of eternal life. This gracious act of 
God is that in which their salvation consists. This does 
not mean that there are no other benefits of salvation 
that can be distinguished among the riches of Christ that 
become theirs in him. From the viewpoint of salvation’s 
riches, salvation is like a brilliant diamond of many fac-
ets. Rather, that salvation consists in the justification of 
ungodly, elect sinners means that the benefit of justifica-
tion is the explanation of all the other benefits that come 
to those sinners. Justification is the explanation of their 
righteousness before God. It is only the righteous who 
live; it is only the righteous whom God loves; and it is 
only the righteous whom God blesses with his favor and 
wonderful grace. Sinners must be righteous before God.

Yet how can sinners be righteous before God? In 
themselves by nature they are sinners. Whether they are 
Jews or Gentiles, the sentence of the law over them is that 
they are guilty before God and that they have no right 
to eternal life. They are conceived and born dead in tres-
passes and sins, so that their very natures are polluted and 
defiled. There is in their flesh no good thing, and they 
break all God’s commandments.

God must justify sinners freely by his grace for the 
sake of the righteousness of Christ, who is the head, rep-
resentative, and substitute of elect sinners. God made 
Christ responsible for the sins of his people. God poured 
out on Christ, who stood in the place of his people, their 
punishment. Christ obeyed the law of God for them, and 
God imputed all Christ’s righteousness, atonement, and 
all his holy works to his people, forgiving their sins and 
declaring them righteous. For the sake of the righteous-
ness of their head, they are declared righteous. His righ-
teousness is so much theirs in Christ that it is as if they 
themselves had suffered and obeyed.

This righteousness and forgiveness belong to the elect 
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by faith alone and not at all by their works. By faith only 
means that by faith God’s people are included in the righ-
teous corporation of Christ, are under the umbrella of 
the righteousness of that corporation, and are declared 
righteous. The knowledge and assurance of this fact con-
sciously come to them by faith. By faith they know this 
is true, and by faith they have the confidence and convic-
tion that this is true for themselves. They have this by faith 
over against every testimony of their consciences, of the 
devil, and of the whole world that they are not righteous 
but sinners. The verdict of the cross of Christ sounds in 
their consciences and overcomes all other testimonies.

This confidence and conviction of God’s people can-
not come by their works. The consideration of their works 
leads only to fear and trembling before God; and in that 
consideration there is no joy, hope, peace, or comfort. 
There is no confidence in the fact of repentance. There 
is no assurance in good works. This is true because the 
righteousness that God approves must be in all respects 
perfect, and whatever comes out of God’s people is pol-
luted and defiled by sin. God does not dishonor Christ 
and all his suffering and death by speaking righteousness 
and peace to the hearts of his people by their works. God 
approves of and speaks righteousness and peace into their 
hearts only through the righteousness that he himself 
worked out in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Justification at the Cross
So far I have explained the truth that believers are justified 
in their consciences. The conscience is God’s courtroom 
in which the testimony of the law that condemns sinners 
is overcome by the testimony of the cross of Christ that 
justifies sinners and causes them to stand in the grace of 
peace with God.

Yet that is not the full explanation of the justification 
of elect children of God. The justification of the elect in 
their consciences is the knowledge that comes to them 
of a justification that they had before they were born. In 
the case of saints in the old dispensation, it was knowl-
edge of a justification that was sure in the counsel of God 
and that God would in due time make manifest in the 
world, revealing a righteousness that was the possession 
of the elect from all eternity. And so also for saints in the 
new dispensation. The righteousness that they possessed 
from eternity has been made manifest in the cross of Jesus 
Christ. So the apostle Paul says in Romans 3:21–26:

21.	But now the righteousness of God without the 
law is manifested, being witnessed by the law 
and the prophets;

22.	Even the righteousness of God which is by 
faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them 
that believe: for there is no difference:

23.	For all have sinned, and come short of the glo-
ry of God;

24.	Being justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus:

25.	Whom God hath set forth to be a propitia-
tion through faith in his blood, to declare his 
righteousness for the remission of sins that are 
past, through the forbearance of God;

26.	To declare, I say, at this time his righteousness: 
that he might be just, and the justifier of him 
which believeth in Jesus.

By the manifestation of “the righteousness of God,” 
the apostle means the righteousness that God decreed in 
Christ and gave to his people in eternity and that God 
revealed at the cross of Christ. God’s revelation is no mere 
disclosure but is God’s act in the world. When God acts 
in the world, revealing the righteousness of God, then 
that is his act to make his people partakers of that saving 
act that he accomplished in Christ.

That the righteousness of God is manifested or revealed 
means, first, that the righteousness of God always was. 
God’s people, who were always in God’s mind and heart, 
are righteous from eternity to eternity. At the heart of 
God’s saving act stands the cross of Jesus Christ. This is 
why the apostle John says in Revelation 13:8 that Christ 
is “the Lamb slain from [before] the foundation of the 
world.” That saving act of God in Christ was already in 
the counsel of God. It was already whole and complete 
in the counsel of God. And God disclosed that act, or 
revealed it, at the cross. In every event, every word, and 
every action at the cross, we see what God had decreed. 
There was a disclosure of what God had decreed, and yet 
it was such a disclosure that God was working and oper-
ating in that disclosure to save his people.

Second, that the righteousness of God is revealed 
means that though it was testified and witnessed to, 
it had not yet come into the world. There was a testi-
mony to this righteousness that had been given in the 
law and the prophets, but this righteousness had not yet 
been revealed. On the basis of that testimony, the peo-
ple of God in the old dispensation were also justified. 
Yet the righteousness had not yet appeared. That righ-
teousness was promised, but it had not yet been revealed. 
Understand that the entire Old Testament cannot be 
understood apart from understanding the righteousness 
of God. The purpose of the Old Testament is to reveal 
what man is and in that revelation to reveal the wrath of 
God against the sin of man. Over against that, the pur-
pose of the Old Testament also is to reveal Christ as the 
righteousness of God, which was manifested when Christ 
came. The gospel is the event that took place between 
the incarnation and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. And 
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that was the revelation of God’s righteousness. Then we 
see and behold what God had planned from all eternity. 
Then that righteousness came into the world, and it also 
transformed the world. It brought about a new age.

The righteousness of God still is manifested or 
revealed. The words “but now” in Romans 3:21 mean 
that over against the revelation of the wrath of God from 
heaven, there is always the revelation of the righteousness 
of God too. The righteousness of God is revealed to us. It 
is revealed in the gospel. And that gospel is God’s power 
to salvation. In the gospel God himself actively and pur-
posefully lays hold on his people, and he saves them by 
the righteousness of God. The gospel works faith. And 
the gospel reveals the righteousness that is out of faith 
and not out of human exertion, efforts, or will. And so 
those who are righteous by faith shall live. God frees them 
in their own minds from guilt, and he assures them that 
they are at peace with God, and he blesses them with 
eternal life. Such is the conception in the context of 
Romans 3. And that saving act of God accomplished in 
Jesus Christ at his cross comes to us and lays hold on us 
and justifies us. It is not at all inaccurate to describe the 
justification of believers in their consciences as the com-
ing to know, being confirmed in, and being assured of a 
righteousness that they had at the cross and from eternity.

Then we must first speak of a justification of the 
whole elect church and every elect child of God at the 
cross. That this is the case is the teaching of the apostle in 
Romans 4:24–25:

24.	But for us also, to whom it shall be imputed, 
if we believe on him that raised up Jesus our 
Lord from the dead;

25.	Who was delivered for our offences, and was 
raised again for our justification.

When the apostle says “but for us also,” he refers to 
the testimony of the Old Testament scripture in Genesis 
15:6 that Abraham believed God, and it was imputed to 
him for righteousness. Abraham’s faith was counted for 
righteousness. His faith, not his works or circumcision or 
the law, set Abraham apart as the father of all believers. 
That faith was counted for righteousness not because faith 
itself is righteousness, but because by faith Abraham was 
united to the righteous corporation of Jesus Christ. This 
was written not only for Abraham’s sake but also for our 
sakes if we believe in God who raised our Lord Jesus Christ 
from the dead. Our faith in God who raised our Lord 
Jesus Christ is counted for righteousness, just as Abra-
ham’s faith was counted for righteousness (Rom. 4:22). 
The words in verse 25 translated as “for our offences” and 
“for our justification” are properly understood as because 
of our offenses and because of our justification. The verse 

is saying that God did something to Christ. Not men but 
God delivered up Christ to death because of our offenses. 
This means that God judged Jesus Christ guilty in the 
place of us and for our sins and sinfulness and delivered 
him over to the bitter, shameful, and accursed death of 
the cross. And God raised Christ from the dead. God 
raised Christ as a legal act, as an act of perfect and com-
plete justice. God did not say to Christ, “You have suf-
fered enough, and now I take pity on you,” like a parent 
might say when his heart breaks at the sight of his weep-
ing child. God did not say, “Although you are still guilty 
and I delivered you over to death, nevertheless, now I will 
overlook that guilt.” God raised Christ in an act of perfect 
and strictest justice. On Friday morning God had found 
Christ guilty in the judgment. On Sunday morning God 
found Jesus Christ righteous in the judgment, and God 
raised Christ because of that righteousness. God raised 
Christ because of our justification.

Justification is God’s act of declaring elect sinners righ-
teous, that their sins are forgiven, that their whole debt 
has been paid, that they have fulfilled all righteousness. 
Justification is a legal declaration of God the judge that 
the sinners are not guilty but righteous before him and 
worthy of all blessings. The ground of Christ’s release, 
his resurrection, is our justification. The debt for which 
he had been delivered over to the cross was paid, and 
righteousness was earned. Because we are justified at the 
cross, Christ was raised. Justification is therefore not only 
the declaration of God in the consciences of elect sinners 
by the preaching of the gospel but also a declaration made 
at the cross by the God who delivered Jesus Christ over 
to death. That declaration is that all those for whom Jesus 
Christ was judged guilty are justified.

Because of our justification, Christ was raised. If we 
were not justified, he could not have been raised. If the 
whole elect church and every member of that church, 
every elect individual, were not justified on Friday eve-
ning at the cross, then Jesus would have had to remain in 
the ground. If we were not perfectly righteous before God 
at the cross, then he could not have raised Jesus Christ. 
Justification, which is the declaration of God that for-
gives all our sins and imputes to us Christ’s righteous-
ness by faith, is also a reality, an accomplished fact at the 
cross, before we were engrafted into Christ by true faith, 
before we were regenerated, before we were called, and 
before we were justified in our own consciences. Justifi-
cation—complete, perfect justification, the forgiving of 
elect sinners all their sins, and imputing to them the righ-
teousness of Jesus Christ—was a reality on Good Friday. 
Is that not what Jesus Christ himself said? “It is finished.” 
Everything pertaining to the accomplishment of salva-
tion was finished. It was perfectly finished. All the work 
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that the Father gave Christ to do to save his people from 
sin, death, and hell was finished. And at the heart of that 
finished work of Christ at the cross was the perfection of 
our justification.

Justification in Eternity
Romans 4:25 also implies that there was a legal connec-
tion between Jesus Christ and his people before the cross. 
They were legally one corporation. Jesus Christ is the 
head of that corporation and also its legal representative. 
And that legal corporation had been established before 
Jesus Christ was delivered over and died for our offenses, 
so that his being delivered over for our offenses was a legal 
act in itself. How is it just to impute to an innocent man 
the offenses of others and to deliver him over to death, 
unless that man is the legally appointed representative of 
the others? The legal union of the elect with Jesus Christ 
is not established when they believe; the legal union was 
not established at the cross, but it had been established 
in eternity in God’s act of election. God gave a people to 
Jesus Christ. God chose a people in Jesus Christ, whom 
Christ would represent and for whose sins he would pay; 
and because of that payment, Christ would be raised to 
eternal life and immortality. In election we were chosen 
in Christ. He is first, the head and representative. We are 
chosen as his body and members.

But scripture says more. It teaches that the cross was 
an eternally completed fact in the counsel of God. Scrip-
ture does not say merely that in a certain sense the cross 
was eternal, but Revelation 13:8 says that the cross was 
an eternally completed fact and reality: “All that dwell 
upon the earth shall worship him, whose names are not 
written in the book of life of the Lamb slain from the 
foundation of the world.” Inasmuch as at the cross there 
was a declaration of God that all the members of Jesus 
Christ’s corporation are justified, and inasmuch as that 
cross was eternally in the counsel of God, there is also an 
eternal justification.

That eternal justification must be clearly understood. 
Eternal justification is not simply that God decreed that 
he would justify his people eventually, either at the cross 
or in their consciences. But eternal justification is the 
decree of God in which he actually forgave his people 
all their sins, imputed to them all the righteousness of 
Christ, and declared that they are righteous and worthy of 
eternal life. In that legal act establishing this corporation, 
God imputed our sins to Jesus Christ as our head and 
representative. And Christ imputed his righteousness to 
us. God always beheld his people as righteous in Christ.

That eternal decree of justification was revealed in 
the cross, and that justification of the cross—that ver-
dict of God at the cross—lays hold on our consciences 

and justifies us. If we look at ourselves, it is impossible to 
believe that we are righteous. If you should stand before 
God in the judgment by yourself, you would say as Job 
said, “How should I answer him one of the thousands of 
charges that he might justly level against me? How shall 
a man be righteous with God?” Romans 4:24 answers: 
If you believe in God who raised up Jesus Christ from 
the dead. By faith in the God of the resurrection, faith 
has the sure testimony that the judgment is past because 
Christ was raised for our justification. Faith is the bond 
that unites us to Jesus Christ and receives his imputed 
righteousness and therefore receives the conviction that 
on the ground of that work of Jesus Christ alone we are 
acceptable before God, that we have peace with God, 
that God is our God, and that Jesus Christ is our Lord. 
And over against all the things that by sight testify against 
righteousness, believers hope against hope, give glory to 
God, and are fully persuaded that they are righteous in 
Christ.

Justification Preached
This truth of justification must be preached in all the 
world. Justification by faith alone is not a dead letter in 
the church’s books of theology, but justification is the 
content of the church’s preaching. Through the preach-
ing of justification by faith alone, faith is worked and 
strengthened. When scripture teaches that the gospel 
is the power of God unto salvation to everyone who 
believes, then scripture speaks of the preaching of the 
righteousness of God that he worked out in the cross 
and by which righteousness alone ungodly sinners are 
justified. The preaching is rightly called the power of 
God to salvation only when that preaching is the preach-
ing of the gospel of God’s righteousness in Christ. The 
preaching of the law, the preaching of the demands of 
the law, or even the preaching of the calling of the gospel 
to repent and believe is no power of God unto salva-
tion. The power of God unto salvation is the preaching 
of Christ as the righteousness of everyone who believes 
in God because in Christ God justified the ungodly. 
The power of God unto salvation is the preaching of 
the truth of Christ as very God and very man and the 
preaching that reveals the righteousness of God that he 
worked out for his people in the cross and resurrection 
of Christ. This gospel is the power of God unto salvation 
as that gospel is preached in all the world. Along with 
that preaching of the gospel comes the calling to repent 
and believe, not as that which man must do to be saved 
but as the powerful word of God with the gospel that 
actually works that repentance and belief in his people, 
so that they believe the gospel and are manifested in the 
world as God’s people by the mark of repentance. In that 
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preaching of the saving act of God in Christ, God’s sav-
ing word of salvation and justification that he spoke at 
the cross comes to God’s elect people in the world, saves 
them, justifies them, and bestows every benefit and grace 
of God upon them. When the gospel of the righteous-
ness of God comes to them, then they live. He who is 
righteous by faith shall live.

This is especially true over against the preaching of the 
law. There is no power in law-preaching to save anyone, 
to make anyone keep the law, or to make those who hear 
the law preached more obedient people. The office of the 
law is not to administer grace to the hearers. When we 
say that there is no power in the law to save or to make 
the hearers of the law better and more obedient people, 
then we do not mean that there is no power in the law 
at all. The law too is a good work of God. But the power 
of the law is completely the opposite of the power of the 
gospel. The power of the gospel is to save because the gos-
pel justifies. The power of the law is to kill and to curse 
because the law condemns. The power of the law is to 
bring the knowledge of sin, to make sin exceedingly sin-
ful, to cause iniquity to abound, to bring condemnation, 
and to curse and to damn all who hear the law, in order 
that all who hear its proclamation become guilty before 
God and worthy of eternal damnation. Even when the 
law comes as the guide of the thankful life, the law never 
comes without condemnation. Believers cannot listen to 
the law preached without being driven by the law’s con-
demnation to seek all their righteousness, hope, and joy 
in Christ and to cast off all their works as filthy rags in the 
judgment of God.

Whoever preaches the law and the obedience of the 
Christian to the law as a means to assurance, as the way 
to assurance, or who points believers for the confirmation 
of their justification to their works is nothing but a cruel 
preacher and a minister of spiritual torment and death. 
Such a preacher puts Christ back into the grave as though 
he is no living Lord, as though he did not accomplish jus-
tification by his death alone, and as though he as a living 
Lord is unable to assure his people through his Spirit that 
they are justified for Christ’s sake alone. Such preaching 
also reveals about the preacher that he does not possess 
faith and the blessed assurance of justification that comes 
by faith and that he seeks his assurance elsewhere than in 
Christ, points the people in the same direction, and robs 
them of all joy in God, peace of conscience, and hope of 
eternal life.

But the one who preaches Christ crucified declares 
the gospel of God with Christ and his righteousness at 
the center of it. Such a preacher is an instrument of life, 
comfort, joy, peace, and hope. By that preaching, souls 
are delivered from death and begin to live.

Justification and the Christian Life
That the preaching of justification by faith alone delivers 
souls from death and causes them to live is true because 
justification by faith alone is the source of every Christian 
virtue and blessedness. The theme of Romans the apostle 
Paul took from the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk: 
The one who is righteous by faith shall live.

I have treated the truth of justification, and now I 
turn to the life that justification by faith alone gives. 
Those who are justified by faith live. They live and shall 
never die. Though they must pass through death, they 
do so as the living. Immediately they are taken up to 
Christ their head. Their communion with Christ is never 
interrupted for a single moment. They begin to live that 
eternal life already on this side of the grave. That life 
very simply stated is freedom. They are free from wrath. 
They are free from the law. They are free from sin and 
death, and thus they are free to be servants of God and 
of righteousness.

Life is to live with God and to live unto God. In an 
opposite way this is true of death. Death is to live apart 
from God and to live unto oneself. This life with God and 
living unto God is characterized by freedom. Freedom is 
to be able to do what one wants to do. Another way to 
put that is that freedom is the ability to be who you are 
in your heart. Many do not like that idea of freedom and 
view it as dangerous, but that is freedom. And so justified 
believers have freedom. What does that mean for them? 
They are righteous. They live, and they live unto God by 
virtue of their justification. The love of God for them is 
shed abroad in their hearts. They are adopted children 
of God and belong to his covenant and household. And 
thus their freedom is to be no longer slaves to the law, 
slaves to sin and death, and slaves to fear and condemna-
tion but to live with God and to live unto God. That is 
the deepest and inmost desire of their hearts according to 
the Spirit of life in Christ that they have received. They 
long to do the will of God, and they begin to will that will 
of God as their own. That is who they want to be in their 
hearts. They want to live with God and to live unto God 
and to do the will of God.

They are freed from wrath. The wrath of God is 
against sinners as God works the damnation of sinners 
for their sins in all their lives and through death brings 
them down into hell. If we describe the work of wrath 
in the minds of men, then it is the sense of impending 
doom because God is angry with them. Wrath came into 
the world in Adam. He brought an age of wrath. That 
came to Israel in the law. The law destroyed the Israelites 
because they never kept the law, and that wrath came to 
its ultimate expression in the carrying away of the ten 
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tribes and finally in the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
captivity in Babylon.

But the children of God are saved from wrath through 
Jesus Christ. This does not mean that God was angry with 
his people, and then his attitude toward them changed 
through the cross of Christ. God always loved his people; 
he always viewed them in Christ as righteous, and so his 
attitude toward them was always in Christ. The proof of 
this love of God for his people is the cross of Christ.

The meaning of the freedom of God’s people from 
wrath is that they have freedom from a sense of impend-
ing doom and of the anger of God that comes on those 
who are guilty. God’s people are freed from the condem-
nation that came on the whole world in Adam and that 
will in the end consume with fire this world and all who 
are a part of it. God’s people are freed from the wrath 
of God that is revealed from heaven against all ungodli-
ness and unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in 
unrighteousness, which wrath delivers men over to the 
bondage of sin, punishes sin with more sin, and brings 
sinners down into the eternal wasting and desolation of 
hell. God’s people are righteous in Christ. They are not 
guilty, and thus there is no wrath for them. They live in 
the sense of God’s favor and that he is at peace with them, 
and they hope in eternal life.

God’s people are freed from wrath because they are 
freed from the law. To be free from the law is a great good. 
It means that justified Christians do not need to keep 
the law in order to be right with God and to have God’s 
blessings and favor. Justified Christians do not need to 
keep the law to live. They live by faith. Those who are 
righteous by faith shall live. The law cannot say to jus-
tified Christians that they must keep the law to live, for 
their life comes to them not through the law but through 
the righteousness of Christ. They are exalted in Christ 
above the demands and the condemnation of the law 
that they must keep it in order to live. The law then also 
cannot curse them and demand death for their disobedi-
ence because Christ already died for them and suffered 
all the curses of the law. They cannot lose their life in 
Christ or forfeit their state of justification, for their life 
in Christ does not stand or fall by their obedience but is 
secure in Christ himself through Christ’s own righteous-
ness. Christians can no more lose their life in Christ or 
threaten their salvation than Christ could be torn out of 
heaven and return to the grave. Believers do not live by 
means of the law at all. Their obedience to the law does 
not bring their blessedness, and their disobedience to the 
law cannot curse them. They are free in Christ from the 
law. They are not under law, but they are under grace. 

Life reigns in them not by their obedience but by grace 
through the righteousness of Christ.

And because God’s people are freed from the law, they 
are freed from the bondage of sin and death. The law 
brings all who are under it into condemnation. The law 
makes all who are under the law guilty. Because the law 
brings into condemnation and the law makes all who are 
under it guilty, the law sentences them to the bondage of 
sin and death. So little can the law make anyone good, 
free, and holy, for the law brings wrath, bondage, and 
death. But being free from the condemnation of the law, 
God’s people are free also from the bondage of sin and 
the sentence of death. They are in Christ made servants 
of righteousness. They are under grace, and being under 
grace they are free to live with God and to live unto God.

The source of all this life is the Spirit of life in Christ. 
The promise of God is the promise of the Spirit of Christ, 
who comes to us and takes his abode in us. The charge 
against the doctrine of justification by faith alone with-
out works and apart from repentance is that the doctrine 
makes men careless in their lives and that they then will 
never repent. Such a thing is impossible. It is impossible 
that those who are engrafted into Christ and receive his 
righteousness freely by God’s grace and without their 
works should for that reason live carelessly and impeni-
tently. It is impossible, first, because the righteousness that 
is imputed to God’s people is the righteousness of Christ, 
and that righteousness demands that those who are righ-
teous be raised to newness of life. It is impossible, sec-
ond, because the gift of righteousness causes life to reign 
through the Spirit of Christ, who is given to God’s people. 
The only ones who can live and the only ones who do live 
are those who are righteous in Christ by faith alone.

And the power of the Spirit in them explains their joy, 
comfort, peace, hope, assurance of the love of God, and 
their lives of obedience to God. Justified believers can no 
more live carelessly, and their freedom in Christ could 
not be more construed as licentiousness than the Spirit 
could be a minister of sin. The Spirit is the minister to 
justified believers of all the goodness that they have in 
Christ on account of his righteousness. By the Spirit they 
have peace with God. By the Spirit they joy in Christ. By 
the Spirit they have hope that they will inherit eternal life 
and share in the glory of God. By the Spirit they have the 
love of God spread abroad in their hearts, so that over 
against every other testimony and every tribulation and 
anguish, they have the testimony that God loves them. 
Such are the blessed lives of the righteous. Those who are 
righteous by faith shall live.

—NJL
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UNDERSTANDING THE TIMES

Men that had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do.—1 Chronicles 12:32

THE ANTITHESIS (2):  
GOD’S HOLINESS

1	 David J. Engelsma, “On Behalf of the Church,” Standard Bearer 101, no. 3 (November 15, 2024): 81.
2	 Martyn McGeown, “The Communion of Saints (2): Practicing It,” RFPA Blog News, December 16, 2024, https://rfpa.org/blogs/news 

/the-communion-of-saints-2-practicing-it.

Introduction

In the November 2024 issue of The Standard Bearer, 
Prof. David Engelsma called the writers of the maga-
zine to devote themselves to antithetical writing.

To our calling with regard to the antithesis, edi-
tors and writers of the SB, as well as the RFPA 
itself, must devote themselves in AD 2024—on 
the SB’s hundredth anniversary.1

Professor Engelsma has completely lost touch with 
reality in the Protestant Reformed Churches (PRC). Does 
he truly think that anyone in the PRC is going to take up 
this task, that anyone is going to fight for and uphold the 
doctrine of the antithesis, and not only fight for it on the 
pages of their paper and in their sermons but actually live 
it? There will be no antithetical writing; neither will there 
be any antithetical preaching and living by ministers and 
members of the PRC. The proof of the pudding is in the 
eating. The professor needs to pick up the spoon and taste 
for himself the current state of the PRC. After a few bites 
he will quickly realize that it has gone rancid.

One example of this rot is found in Rev. M. McGeown’s 
post on the Reformed Free Publishing Association’s blog, 
written only one month after the professor’s article was 
published. McGeown wrote:

The communion of the saints includes many oth-
ers apart from you. It includes the congregation 
where you are a member. It includes members 
of other denominations…And it includes Chris-
tians outside our circles, not only Christians in 
our sister churches abroad; it includes Christians 
in other Christian denominations; it includes 
Christians in other Christian schools.

You have Christ in common; never say, “That 

Baptist on the opposing basketball team does not 
have Christ; I can have no fellowship with him.” 
You have faith in common; never say, “That 
member of the URC or OPC has some doctrinal 
differences; he does not have Christ; I can have 
no fellowship with him.” Baptists and members 
of the URC and OPC have Christ. You have the 
riches and gifts of Christ in common; never say, 
“That student in the Christian school has no 
friends; I can have no fellowship with her.” You 
and she have the same Father, the same Savior, 
the same Lord, the same salvation, the same Holy 
Spirit, you bear the same fruit of the Spirit—she 
perhaps more than you do.2

Another instance of rot in the PRC is what amounts 
to an admonishment from Dr. Brendan Looyenga in The 
Beacon Lights to the Protestant Reformed young people 
to not be so narrow-minded when it comes to friend-
ships with other Christian young people. He first fee-
bly attempted to warn the Protestant Reformed young 
people about the danger of “softening…the antithesis 
to exclude several of the doctrines of Scripture that are 
defended by the Reformed confessions,” which he imme-
diately reneged when he wrote:

But an equal and opposite error also happens among 
Reformed churches with regard to the antithesis. 
Rather than softening the doctrinal stance, this 
error expands the scope of antithesis to make a 
principal distinction between Christian denomina-
tions. In this view the differences between denomi-
nations become a matter of separation that is equal 
to that of the church and the world.

While we must grant that false churches, who 
have rejected outright the authority of Scripture 



SWORD AND SHIELD    |    15

and central truths of Christianity, certainly exist, 
it is wrong to make the distinctions between 
orthodox churches a matter of antithesis. I 
may disagree firmly (but humbly) with Baptist 
and Lutheran Christians regarding the nature 
of the covenant and sacraments, or with Angli-
cans regarding the right form of church govern-
ment. But so long as we can agree that Scripture 
is the ultimate authority and are committed to 
defending the doctrines of salvation by grace 
alone through faith alone in Christ alone, what 
separates us is not the antithesis. We may—and 
should—fellowship with other Christians in 
order to learn, to serve, and to grow in greater 
appreciation for the body of Christ. Shunning 
these interactions in the name of the antithesis is 
simply wrong.3

What Dr. Looyenga wrote makes no sense. He wrote 
that he disagrees firmly with Baptist and Lutheran Chris-
tians regarding the nature of the covenant and the sac-
raments. These are cardinal doctrines and truths of the 
sacred scriptures and the Reformed confessions. Then in 
the next sentence, he said that as long he and the Baptist 
and Lutheran Christians agree on the ultimate authority 
of scripture and the doctrines of salvation, what separates 
him and these Christians is not the antithesis. But these 
churches and therefore their members do not confess sal-
vation by grace alone. They might claim the authority of 
scripture, but in fact they do not believe the scriptures 
at all! Dr. Looyenga does not believe that the nature of 
the covenant, which is unconditional, which is the gospel 
and the truth of our salvation and therefore a mark of a 
true church, is a central truth of Christianity. He does not 
believe that the proper view and administration of the 
sacraments is a mark of a true church and a central truth 
of Christianity. Churches and members that hold to such 
doctrines do not fall into the category of false churches 
for him. But the antithesis absolutely is the separation 
between the truth and the lie and between Reformed and 
Baptist churches.

The general mood and attitude of the ministers and 
members of the PRC are not that of promoting, defend-
ing, and living the antithesis but of attempting to destroy 
the sharp divide that God has placed between light and 
darkness, Christ and Belial, and holiness and profanity 
in order to make their place larger in the world, culti-
vate friendships, and make nice with other churches. As 
a whole the PRC is actively obliterating any semblance of 

3	 Brendan Looyenga, “Tracing the Antithesis,” Beacon Lights 83, no. 7 (July 2024): 7–8.
4	 Martyn McGeown, “The Communion of Saints (1): How Precious!,” RFPA Blog News, December 9, 2024, https://rfpa.org/blogs/news 

/the-communion-of-saints-1-how-precious.

the antithesis. Where will the PRC draw the line? Where 
will the denomination ever take a stand? The answer is 
that she will not. Her entire existence will be one of con-
stant retreat and capitulation on cardinal truths of the 
gospel.

According to both Reverend McGeown and Dr. 
Looyenga, the Protestant Reformed members should be 
seeking fellowship with those outside the PRC in the 
nominal church world. Protestant Reformed young peo-
ple should befriend and date Baptist and Lutheran young 
people. There should be a general amalgamation of the 
members of these churches. And the only reason for dif-
ferent denominations is that there are some differences 
in non-essentials, such as common grace, divorce and 
remarriage, the well-meant gospel offer, and infant bap-
tism, among other small, pesky doctrines of the sacred 
scriptures. For McGeown the basis for fellowship is 
being a believer. In the previous article in his blog series, 
wherein he laid his foundation for what communion and 
fellowship is, he had defined believers as those who hold 
for truth all that God has revealed in his word, citing Hei-
delberg Catechism Lord’s Day 21.4 But when he wrote 
about the practice of the communion of the saints in his 
next article, he refused to apply the words of the Cate-
chism to anyone. He simply swept away the foundation 
he had laid and left the basis for fellowship to be simply 
that someone says that he or she is a believer. And Dr. 
Looyenga’s basis for fellowship is just as broad: As long 
as you can agree with someone that you both believe in 
the ultimate authority of scripture and salvation by faith 
alone, you should fellowship with and even learn from 
that one.

There is nothing to learn from Lutheran churches 
today. The Lutheran churches are the bastard children 
of Philip Melanchthon and his false doctrine of syner-
gism—God and man working together. There is nothing 
to learn from Baptist churches. They deny the truth that 
infants are to be baptized, and their theology of salva-
tion shows through their baptizing only adult believers. 
One in a Baptist church does not enter into the king-
dom of heaven as a helpless baby, but he enters in by 
his choice to believe. There is nothing to learn from the 
Christian Reformed Church and her theory of common 
grace, rejection of the authority of scripture, denial of the 
headship of the male, universal atonement, and the well-
meant gospel offer. There is nothing to learn from the 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church and her well-meant gos-
pel offer and approval of divorce and remarriage, which 
are both nothing less than denials of the gospel and the 
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covenant. There is nothing to learn from the Protestant 
Reformed Churches and her denial of the unconditional 
covenant and justification by faith alone and her false 
doctrines of forgiveness by prerequisite repentance and 
blessings in the way of obedience. There is nothing that 
can be learned from these churches because they teach 
the lie. Therefore, Christ does not speak in these churches 
because Christ does not speak a lie.

The safety of the church of Jesus Christ is her alone-
ness. Her safety is that she is hidden by God like a little 
bird in the cleft of the rock while the storm rages outside. 
What is happening in history right now is exactly what 
happened in the prediluvian world. The sons of God—
not true sons by election, but those who outwardly con-
fessed that they were of the church—saw the daughters 
of men that they were fair. I can imagine a scroll being 
written or maybe a nice speech being given by a prom-
inent man in the line of Seth proclaiming, “Our sons 
should marry these daughters of men. We ought to have 
fellowship with them. They have so much culture. They 
live outwardly good, decent lives. They believe basically 
the same as we do.” And hearing that, those sons of the 
church went off with heathen women from the wicked 
nations. There were great wedding feasts, and the families 
were getting together, drinking wine, eating, and making 
merriment. And soon enough, more and more men and 
women from the line of Seth were living among the hea-
then of the world. So great was the amalgamation with 
the world and apostasy from the line of Seth that by the 
time of the flood, there were only eight souls left that 
belonged to the church.

37.	As the days of Noe were, so shall also the com-
ing of the Son of man be.

38.	For as in the days that were before the flood 
they were eating and drinking, marrying and 
giving in marriage, until the day that Noe en-
tered into the ark,

39.	And knew not until the flood came, and took 
them all away; so shall also the coming of the 
Son of man be. (Matt. 24:37–39)

When I was a member of the PRC, the doctrine of 
the antithesis was never taught. Already the denial of the 
antithesis had taken place in a practical way by the lack 
of instruction about it. I never heard the antithesis in 
the preaching. I never heard it for chapel, in prayer, or 
in classroom instruction. The truth of the covenant and 
also the antithesis should have been taught and brought 
to bear on all the teaching and instruction, but the 
antithesis was a covenantal truth relegated to the closet. 
I knew the history of 1924 and common grace and of 
1953 and the conditional covenant. But never was the 

teaching of the covenant related with the truths of the 
antithesis and God’s holiness. I learned that long after I 
left the PRC.

God gave the divine reason for the antithesis. God’s 
name is holy; and because he is holy, he has separated his 
people out of the world into his own fellowship. Because 
God is holy and righteous, he cannot countenance iniq-
uity and thus has placed a separation between his people 
and the world, including the world of apostate Christi-
anity. Therefore, we are called to have no fellowship with 
the unfruitful works of darkness. We are called to be holy. 
When God so reveals himself savingly in Jesus Christ to 
an elect sinner, then that one, tasting that God is his God, 
cannot countenance anything that is an offense to and 
that besmirches the holiness of the name of his God.

6.	 Thou art an holy people unto the Lord thy 
God: the Lord thy God hath chosen thee to 
be a special people unto himself, above all peo-
ple that are upon the face of the earth.

7.	 The Lord did not set his love upon you, nor 
choose you, because ye were more in number 
than any people; for ye were the fewest of all 
people:

8.	 But because the Lord loved you, and because 
he would keep the oath which he had sworn 
unto your fathers, hath the Lord brought you 
out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you 
out of the house of bondmen, from the hand 
of Pharaoh king of Egypt. (Deut. 7:6–8)

The PRC’s rejection of the antithesis and desire for syn-
thesis with other denominations are rooted ultimately in 
a rejection of God himself. The PRC has denied who God 
is in his covenant life and how God saves his people. In 
doing so the PRC has also corrupted every other attribute 
of God, for God is one. God dwells in an unapproachable 
light. His eyes are purer than to behold iniquity. He is a 
consuming fire, and he stands against all who would fash-
ion an idol like unto himself. But man knows not the holi-
ness of God and fashions for himself an idol to worship.

Who God Is
Antithesis is not a term used in scripture, but it is a theo-
logical term. Although the term antithesis itself is not 
used in scripture, the doctrine is found everywhere in 
scripture and the Reformed confessions. Standing behind 
the reality of the antithesis is the truth that God is holy. 
God’s holiness is

that wonder of the divine nature according to 
which God is absolute, infinite, eternal, and 
ultimate ethical perfection, himself being the 
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standard, motive, and purpose of all the activity 
of his personal nature so that he is eternally con-
secrated to himself alone as the only good.5

God in his triune being eternally wills and seeks him-
self and is completely consecrated to himself as the only 
good. God is wholly dedicated unto himself in his own 
triune life. He is absolutely separated above all creatures 
in his glory and dignity. God seeks himself out because 
he loves himself. He is perfectly and infinitely devoted to 
and delights in himself.

When scripture says that God’s name is holy, it means 
that he is the perfectly exalted one. God seeks only his glory 
in all that he does. That God’s name is holy means that in 
all that God speaks and in everything he reveals and does 
in the world, he alone will be glorified. In all the works of 
his hands, in creation and the salvation of the elect and the 
damnation of the reprobate, God seeks his glory alone.

The main idea of the perfection of God’s holiness is 
that of separation. God is set apart from all that is pro-
fane and corrupt. In his being God is incomparable in 
character and distinct from all creatures. In the Old Tes-
tament God is oft referred to as the “Holy One.” We 
read in Hosea 11:9: “I will not execute the fierceness of 
mine anger, I will not return to destroy Ephraim: for I 
am God, and not man; the Holy One in the midst of 
thee: and I will not enter into the city.” Notice the con-
trast in the text. I am God, the Holy One, and not man. 
In the original Hebrew the emphasis is laid on the word 
“I” in distinction from “man.” God stands distinct and 
separate. God cannot be classified. No comparison can 
be made between God and the creature. That God is holy 
also stands behind the idea that he is “a consuming fire” 
(Deut. 4:24; Heb. 12:29). God burns in zeal for the glory 
of his name. And God burns in fury against all ungod-
liness, unrighteousness, and deceit. All iniquity he must 
consume out of the earth.

God in his holiness is not only separated from all that 
is profane, but he is also consecrated to himself because 
he is absolutely pure. Holiness is God’s absolute purity. 
This is what the apostle means in 1 John 1:5 when he 
says, “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.” 
The scriptures are very clear on the complete antithesis 
between light and darkness.

6.	 If we say that we have fellowship with him, 
and walk in darkness, we lie, and do not the 
truth:

7.	 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, 
we have fellowship one with another, and the 
blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from 
all sin. (1 John 1:6–7)

5	 Herman Hoeksema, Reformed Dogmatics, 2nd ed. (Grandville, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2004), 1:144.

19.	This is the condemnation, that light is come 
into the world, and men loved darkness rather 
than light, because their deeds were evil.

20.	For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, 
neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds 
should be reproved.

21.	But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, 
that his deeds may be made manifest, that they 
are wrought in God. (John 3:19–21)

God is free from all defilement of sin. He cannot be 
tempted with sin. He stands above sin; yea, in his sover-
eignty he uses all wickedness for his own purpose, though 
he hates all corruption and iniquity. God as absolute light 
stands opposed to all darkness. Light is truth. Light is 
righteousness, goodness, love, and holiness. Darkness is 
all that is evil and corrupt. Darkness is the lie. Darkness 
is iniquity and corruption, hatred and envy, adultery and 
uncleanness.

God is light. God is holy.

Revealed in Jesus Christ
The holiness of God is revealed in Jesus Christ. As the 
mediator, Jesus Christ was completely consecrated to 
God and God’s glory. Jesus Christ was dedicated to fulfill 
God’s will in perfect service and love to God. Christ came 
to destroy the kingdom of darkness. The Father sancti-
fied Christ, separated him out from the common, sinful 
world. The very incarnation of Jesus Christ teaches the 
truth that God separated Christ out of the sinful world 
and unto himself. God took the holy child Jesus out of 
the corrupt, dead womb of Mary with the power of the 
Highest overshadowing her. Not even the corruption 
of Mary’s womb could defile the holy child. Christ was 
separated from sinners and unto God. Christ is spotless, 
pure, and sinless. And in our flesh God came and warred 
against sin, Satan, and the world. Christ came as a war-
ring Christ. He waged war against all that stood against 
God. Christ stood in the service of God to put all things 
in subjection unto God.

Christ, as the servant of Jehovah, is the “Holy One of 
God.” In Mark 1:23 we read the narrative of the man who 
had an unclean devil, who cried out, “Let us alone; what 
have we to do with thee, thou Jesus of Nazareth?...I know 
thee who thou art, the Holy One of God.” There was noth-
ing in common between that unclean spirit and Jesus. In 
fact there was an infinite gulf of separation between the 
Holy One of God and that profane spirit. The unclean 
spirit apprehended the antithesis between himself as pro-
fane and corrupt and Christ as the Holy One.
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Jesus Christ demonstrated the awesomeness and exal-
tation of God in his holiness. In Luke 5, Peter, upon see-
ing the catch of many fishes, fell down at Jesus’ knees. 
Being impressed upon by the holiness of God in Jesus 
Christ, Peter was also struck by his own sinfulness and 
wretchedness. And Peter cried out, “Depart from me; for 
I am a sinful man, O Lord” (v. 8). Fear, awe, and rever-
ence are the only proper responses of the believer to God’s 
holiness.

Jesus Christ made known God’s hatred of evil and sin 
at the cross where Christ suffered the wrath of the holy 
God for the sins of his people. Jesus’ name is the name 
of salvation. He is Jehovah-salvation. Jesus is God come 
down to man in the form necessary to save his people. 
God burned in his hatred against sin and burned in his 
love and mercy for his people. And God crucified his 
Christ because God is holy. God cannot abrogate his 
holiness, and he punished all his people’s sins in his dearly 
beloved Son, who satisfied God’s justice. Therefore, we 
are justified before God for Christ’s sake and are brought 
nigh unto him in fellowship and friendship.

Jesus Christ makes the people of God holy (Heb. 
10:14). There are perfections that God shares with us. 
God communicates his holiness with us in Jesus Christ 
through his Spirit. God does not share any of his per-
fections apart from Christ and his Spirit. Neither does 
God share all his perfections. Some are incommunica-
ble, such as his eternality and immutability. Jesus Christ 
possesses the Holy Spirit, and Christ pours out the Holy 
Spirit on us and makes us holy. As the consecrating Spirit, 
the Spirit separates us from darkness and brings us into 
the light of God. That is sanctification. Sanctification is 
the work of the triune God to consecrate his elect people 
unto himself, the fruit of which is that they serve him in 
love. God separates us out of the world and consecrates 
us to himself. He breaks the ruling power of sin over us; 
he delivers us from the dominion and pollution of sin; 
and he renews us according to the image of Christ in true 
righteousness, knowledge, and holiness.

Significance for the Believer
The very word church in the New Testament means those 
who are called out. The word church indicates her separate, 
antithetical existence from the world of sin and darkness 
and her consecration unto the Holy One of Israel. Saints 
are called “holy ones,” that is, those who are dedicated 
and devoted unto God, living by faith unto him in every 
sphere of life.

The first petition of our Lord’s prayer is “hallowed 
be thy name” (Luke 11:2). To utter this petition means 
to pray that God so set his holy name apart in our lives 
that his name stands out in all its holiness. At its heart 

this petition is a prayer for the antithesis. In this peti-
tion for the hallowing of God’s name, we pray that God 
so reveals the holiness of his name unto us, so that we 
sanctify, glorify, and praise him in all his works. We pray 
that God’s holy name consumes us and that we hate all 
that is profane and ugly, including our own sinful flesh, 
sin within the church, and the world and false church. A 
man cannot pray this prayer for the hallowing of God’s 
name in his life with a lie in his heart. Those who deny 
the antithesis deny God’s holiness. Those who deny the 
antithesis can never utter this petition.

In praying this petition you also are praying that God 
so consume you with his holiness that you cannot coun-
tenance the lie, false doctrine, the false church, and even 
family and friends who hold to that lie. There is the pos-
itive calling—not only to be separate but also to be holy 
because God is holy. As the apostle says, “If we say that 
we have fellowship with [God], and walk in darkness, we 
lie, and do not the truth” (1 John 1:6). The manifestation 
that we are washed in the blood of Christ and sanctified 
by him through his Spirit is that we walk in the light.

In the recent controversy in the Reformed Protestant 
Churches over the antithesis, men were not honest one bit 
about their relationships with friends and family who sit 
in darkness in the false church. Men wanted and desired 
those relationships. Now that they have left, they will 
rekindle old relationships, they will get their friends and 
families back, and they will send their children back to the 
Protestant Reformed schools. Men charged sermons with 
legalism and so-called exclusive rebukeism. While no one 
seemed to have a problem with the sermon at the time, a 
sermon on Philippians 3:1–2, where the apostle called the 
teachers of the concision dogs, especially drew much ire 
from those who have left. In the sermon members of the 
congregation were admonished to bring this word of God 
to their friends and families in the PRC: Tell them next 
time you get together that their ministers are dogs and are 
of the concision. Tell them that their ministers have cor-
rupted justification by faith alone and the unconditional 
covenant. Tell them that they are in a false church with 
false prophets. The word must stand at the center of all 
our relationships. The word must stand at the center of 
the school, the church, the family, and our lives. Do not 
just bring a generic word of the gospel but bring the word 
of God specifically to bear against the lie. That word will 
offend because the word is offensive to the natural man.

False doctrine blasphemes the holiness of God’s name. 
Those who hold to the lie—yes, friends and family mem-
bers too—blaspheme God’s name. Nothing less than 
God’s holy name is being assaulted! The holiness of the 
name of God never gripped those members who have 
left. They would allow God’s name to be blasphemed. 
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While ministers who teach the lie and members who hold 
to the lie assault God’s holiness, those who have left were 
willing to sit mute on the crucial issues and to hold back 
the sword. Men were not offended by the lie; rather, they 
were offended by the preaching that stood in defense of 
God’s holy name. They have shown that they are darkness 
and of the world.

The apostle Peter admonished the members of the 
church,

15.	As he which hath called you is holy, so be ye 
holy in all manner of conversation.

16.	Because it is written, Be ye holy; for I am holy. 
(1 Pet. 1:15–16)

God has called the elect sinner. That call is the saving 
call of God, who takes his people into his own covenant 
life and bestows upon them all the blessings of salvation 
in Christ. He who has called you is holy and separate 
from sin and sinners. The word translated as “so” in verse 
15 is the Greek word for and. Implied then are both the 
calling and the inevitable fruit of God’s work. Those who 
stand in God’s covenant as his friend-servants are called 
to be holy in conversation. “Conversation” refers to all 
manner of your life: your walk and deportment, not 
merely in speech but also with the feet. With whom you 
visit, what you say, what you see, and where you go are all 
included in your conversation. That conversation is the 
expression of the faith of the child of God in God’s holy 
name as the Holy One of Israel.

The child of God is made holy and separate from sin 
in the wonders of regeneration and sanctification. While 
justification is a legal act of God, regeneration and sanc-
tification belong to the renewing acts of God by grace on 
an elect sinner. In principle God makes the believer holy 
in the believer’s heart. That principle is perfect, but it is 
never more than a principle. Even the holiest of men in 
this life have only a small beginning of the new obedi-
ence. The principle never grows; the believer never gets 
more holy. Yet that principle comes to expression in that 
the believer lives holily in all his life. He shares in God’s 
aversion to sin. The believer hates sin and flees from sin. 
Though in his flesh he loves sin, in his heart he hates sin. 
He loves God, and the fruit of that is that he loves the 
things of God, Christ, the truth, the church, and mem-
bers of the church.

The antithesis stands in 1 Peter 1:15–16. To “be holy 
in all manner of conversation” is to live the antithesis. 
This does not mean that we make ourselves holy. Nor 
does it mean that by living antithetically we are made 
holy. But to be holy is to carry out the warfare that God 
himself set against sin, profanity, and corruption when he 
separated us unto himself. Standing behind the carrying 

out of the antithesis is God himself, who prosecutes that 
warfare in and through his people against all iniquity. You 
have to say then that the man who fellowships with dark-
ness has no light in him. He is not holy in all manner of 
conversation because God has not called him and made 
him holy in Jesus Christ.

14.	Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbe-
lievers: for what fellowship hath righteousness 
with unrighteousness? and what communion 
hath light with darkness?

15.	And what concord hath Christ with Belial? 
or what part hath he that believeth with an 
infidel?

16.	And what agreement hath the temple of God 
with idols? for ye are the temple of the living 
God; as God hath said, I will dwell in them, 
and walk in them; and I will be their God, and 
they shall be my people.

17.	Wherefore come out from among them, and 
be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not 
the unclean thing; and I will receive you.

18.	And will be a Father unto you, and ye shall 
be my sons and daughters, saith the Lord 
Almighty. (2 Cor. 6:14–18)

To be holy or to be separate means that we may not be 
members in an unholy church where the truth is corrupted. 
It means that we may not have fellowship with family and 
friends who do not believe the gospel. The anthem of the 
Old Testament regarding the antithesis was that Israel shall 
dwell in safety alone. And still today the church that has 
been separated out of the world unto God dwells safely in 
him. The true church has no fellowship with the apostate 
church. The members of the true church have no fellowship 
with the members of the apostate church. To do so would 
be utter folly. It would be like a married man climbing into 
bed with a diseased whore. What does that man expect 
will happen, except that he will catch her sexual diseases? 
“Know ye not that your bodies are the members of Christ? 
shall I then take the members of Christ, and make them the 
members of an harlot? God forbid” (1 Cor. 6:15). To refuse 
to dwell alone is a wicked denial of the holiness of God.

If the truth of God’s all-consuming holiness lives in the 
heart of a man, then that man will understand the antithesis. 
He will not rail against it. He will not charge the doctrine 
of the antithesis with legalism. He will not leave or forsake 
where the note of the antithesis sounds forth in the earth. 
He will love the doctrine of the antithesis with his whole 
heart, because he will see in it the holiness of his God.

Next time, we will consider the covenant and the 
antithesis, the Lord willing.

—TDO
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Better is a dry morsel, and quietness therewith, than an house full of sacrifices with strife.—Proverbs 17:1

THE DEATH OF JESUS CHRIST,  
THE ELECT OF GOD

This article is the script of the author’s speech at the Family Day of First 
Orthodox Reformed Protestant Church, Bulacan, Philippines, on April 18, 2025.  

The speech has been edited for publication.

The Definitely Ordained Savior

In the mind of God, there are no contrasting thoughts. 
God is pure thesis. He knows how to operate accord-
ing to whatever his good pleasure establishes. He 

knows exactly what to do. In him there is no plan B. There 
is only one plan because there is only one mediator, Jesus 
Christ. This mediator is central in God’s mind, central in 
every thought of God concerning his decrees and works 
in eternity and time. The mediator is the wisdom with 
whom God fellowships in eternity. That the mediator is 
the wisdom of God means that “he is before all things, 
and by him all things consist” (Col. 1:17) and that “all 
things were made by him; and without him was not any 
thing made that was made” (John 1:3).

As the mediator Jesus Christ was ordained as a prophet, 
priest, and king. Christ was ordained in principle in eter-
nity, and when he assumed human flesh and received the 
Spirit, Christ’s ordination as the mediator was vindicated. 
The anointing of the Spirit was upon Christ as the medi-
ator in the flesh. He never functions as mediator without 
the Spirit because the Spirit is the power by whom Christ 
performs all his mediatorial works. The blessedness of 
Christ as the mediator is the Spirit, who gives to Christ all 
the spiritual gifts without measure. Therefore, the Spirit 
gave to Christ all authority and power to consummate all 
things for the glory of Jehovah.

The goal of all things is always the glory of God. 
Christ was ordained in eternity to serve the glory of the 
most high God. In the blessed economy of the Trinity, 
Jesus Christ was ordained as the exact image of God by 
whom the blessed life of God would be revealed to the 
creatures. God’s establishment of his covenant with Jesus 
Christ as the mediator in eternity is called in theology 

the covenant of peace. This covenant is the mother of all 
God’s decrees. Jesus Christ was always first in the mind 
of God. Jesus Christ always had the preeminence as the 
mediator because he was ordained to reveal the one true 
God. This means that Jesus Christ is the one who speaks 
concerning who God is, what God is, what God does, 
and what God ordains.

We creatures cannot approach God or even know him 
in any sense except through revelation. Except God, as 
the incomprehensible one, makes himself known to us, 
we could never have any knowledge of him. His speech, 
or revelation, outside himself was not necessary—that is, 
God was not obligated to reveal himself to his creatures 
because he has the absolute freedom to conceal himself 
and leave his creatures in darkness. Even before sin God 
had the absolute freedom to make himself known or not 
to make himself known. He had the absolute freedom 
to leave Adam and Eve in darkness, in a vacuum of not 
knowing anything about him. Thus regardless of darkness 
and sin, which is now in the world, God had the freedom 
to establish the antithesis between light and darkness. He 
had that freedom before sin, and it is not surprising that 
he has that freedom from eternity to eternity. At his will 
God could have left his creatures in darkness, so that they 
never would have seen even a glimpse of God’s light. God 
does not need anyone to tell him what to do. He just needs 
himself; he is sufficient in himself. However, out of his 
sovereign will God chose to reveal himself to his creatures.

Therefore, God ordained Jesus Christ as the only pos-
sible way for the creature to know God. God created all 
things by Jesus Christ, the Word, and all creation reveals 
that God is the creator of heaven and earth, that he alone 
is God. Therefore, in a sense no one has the right to be 
an unbeliever. Everyone has the responsibility to worship 
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God according to his revelation in creation. God will 
have all men be without excuse. Whenever God speaks 
outside himself to others, the only purpose is that those 
recipients of his revelation must worship him as God.

Because of sin the speech of God in creation became 
so destructive and painful. That speech is now of wrath 
and destruction. In his power and judgment, Jesus Christ 
speaks in creation against all sinners, revealing to them 
the invisible reality of God’s wrath. His revelation is not 
of mercy, so no one should go to creation and expect to 
find salvation. Though Christ is the mediator who reveals 
God to moral and rational creatures, Christ is not the 
mediator who reconciles all sinners to God. Even if it 
were true that Christ has a gracious speech to all sinners 
in his revelation in creation, that revelation in creation 
would not be enough to bring sinners to the true knowl-
edge of God, who saves souls, because the revelation in 
creation does not reveal Jesus Christ as the object and 
substance of faith. Creation is not the end.

Now, coming from this argument, Jesus Christ as the 
only begotten Son of God is not a creature, for “no mere 
creature can sustain the burden of God’s eternal wrath 
against sin, so as to deliver others from it” (Heidelberg 
Catechism A 14, in Confessions and Church Order, 88). 
Though Jesus was born of a woman and took to himself a 
real human nature, Jehovah is not created, therefore, we 
have salvation in him. We are, as believers, created anew 
in his image, and that should end every conception that 
we have salvation in any sense in ourselves.

Every aspect of our lives as believers is created in Christ, 
and it goes without saying that we cannot find salvation 
in ourselves. Good works are creations of God. Faith is 
a creation of God to engraft us into Christ. Repentance 
is created in us, so that we are brought daily before God 
in humility. A new heart is a creation; the new man is a 
creation after the resurrection life of Jesus Christ. The law 
is a creation by the perfect penmanship of God. The point 
is this: If something is created, do not put your trust in it. 
It will surely fail. Only Jesus Christ has the preeminence 
over all creation, and he is not a mere creature; he is God 
the Son in the flesh, ordained by the triune God to be the 
mediator.

That moral and rational creatures can know God 
through creation does not mean their salvation. Actually, 
their knowledge of God is very much for their condem-
nation. There is absolutely no salvation in general revela-
tion. There is only one way of salvation, Jesus Christ, the 
elect of God. Nevertheless, the point is this: Any pinch of 
the knowledge of God (whether by creation or by grace) 
should be communicated to us through Jesus Christ, for 
he is the mediator. Therefore, Jesus Christ, as the mediator, 
is the servant of Jehovah who reveals God, so that he can 

be known by his creatures but not fully comprehended by 
them regarding all the mysteries of the Godhead.

The prophecy of Isaiah concerning Jesus Christ as 
the mediator is fundamental in the understanding of 
Christ’s death. His death was not in any sense a mediato-
rial repair work of a damaged and corrupted heaven and 
earth through rebellion in the spiritual realm and the fall 
of Adam. The fall was not something that God reacted 
upon by giving the remedy through the promise of the 
seed of the woman. Rather, Christ’s death was a work of 
the servant of Jehovah, whom God had ordained to be 
his elect. The prophecy says, “Behold my servant, whom 
I uphold; mine elect, in whom my soul delighteth; I have 
put my spirit upon him: he shall bring forth judgment to 
the Gentiles” (Isa. 42:1). In other words the fall of Adam 
happened in light of Christ’s election as the servant of 
Jehovah. The fall happened to serve the coming death of 
the servant of Jehovah.

The idea of being a servant of Jehovah is that Christ 
functioned as a prophet, priest, and king. He functioned 
as God’s ordained servant in the sphere of the covenant. 
This means that Christ’s relationship to God in the cov-
enant was more than a king-servant relationship, but 
Christ’s relationship was also one of intimate fellowship 
with God. As a result, Christ’s life in all his being sought 
to glorify his Father. To be God’s servant is always to con-
sider and perform God’s will and purpose in all your life.

Scripture sometimes refers to the physical nation of 
Israel as God’s servant. In a higher sense, in comparison to 
the physical nation, scripture refers to the spiritual Israel 
of God as the servant of Jehovah. Nevertheless, spiritual 
Israel was not the servant of Jehovah in the highest sense 
in comparison to the physical nation of Israel. This means 
that the physical nation as it existed in history had to point 
to the higher reality of God’s church. Israel as a physical 
nation established by God with laws and regulations, men 
who governed the nation, and many covenant promises 
was really a mere manifestation in history of God’s spiri-
tual Israel that is composed of all the saints. These saints 
may be called the servants of Jehovah in scripture because 
they were elected in eternity as members of Jesus’ body. 
They are vessels of glory, that is, they were ordained to 
glorify God and to be face to face with God in the glory 
of his Son in the new heaven and the new earth. They are, 
in principle, the new Jerusalem, upon which the Spirit of 
Christ is bestowed without measure. They are united to 
Christ, and Jesus Christ is united to them by faith.

But in Isaiah 42:1, we, God’s people, his servants in 
the sphere of his covenant with us, are not the ones men-
tioned collectively as the servant of Jehovah because we 
cannot “open the blind eyes, to bring out the prisoners 
from the prison, and them that sit in darkness out of the 
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prison house” (v. 7). Also, Jehovah makes it clear that his 
glory exclusively belongs to him, and he will not give his 
glory to another (v. 8), not even to us his servants. We 
cannot save others nor save ourselves. We cannot simply 
open our eyes to see the kingdom of God. Only God can 
open our eyes through regeneration. We cannot make sat-
isfaction for sins and free ourselves from death and hell; 
only God by his outstretched arm can rescue us from the 
curse and divine wrath.

We should not err in our understanding regarding 
who Isaiah 42:1 refers to as the servant of Jehovah, espe-
cially since the verse begins with “behold my servant.” 
This is God, directing our faith to its object, whom he 
calls “my servant.” It is Jesus Christ; he alone is God’s 
servant par excellence. He is the servant of Jehovah. He 
is the ordained savior, who can “open the blind eyes, to 
bring out the prisoners from the prison, and them that sit 
in darkness out of the prison house.”

When Jesus Christ is called the servant of Jehovah, 
this should be viewed in light of God’s foreordination 
because Christ is also the elect of God. The eternal coun-
sel of God should never be slighted, but Jesus Christ 
personally, as the Son of God and the second person of 
the Trinity, was not a product of God’s eternal counsel. 
Christ was not begotten out of the bosom of God’s mind, 
but Jesus Christ, according to his person, is eternally gen-
erated by the Father as the eternal and natural Son of 
God. But as established in eternity according to God’s 
inscrutable wisdom, Christ as the servant of Jehovah was 
elected as having the preeminence in all things. Neverthe-
less, Christ’s election should not be viewed as an election 
unto life. That character of divine election should never 
be applied to him as the Son of God because he is life in 
himself personally, and the full, eternal manifestation of 
life dwells in him bodily.

Rather, Christ’s election was the result of God’s love 
for himself. God simply beheld himself as the only good, 
and he delighted in himself. His essence or being is 
adored in Isaiah 42:1 as the only good and praiseworthy 
God. Because the servant of Jehovah is not only the medi-
ator of God’s covenant with his people, the revelator of 
God’s blessed life in himself, but also the express image 
of God’s being, Jehovah beholds himself in the face of 
Jesus Christ. He is Jehovah himself ordained to become 
the Son of man for the purpose of dying for the sins of 
God’s people.

The triune God elected Jesus Christ, and he became the 
elect of God in whom all the elect are chosen to partake of 
the life of Jehovah. Now comes the antithesis. The antith-
esis is the direct opposite of something being presented. 
Remember that divine election always has a dark side. In 
the one decree of eternal predestination, reprobation is the 

dark side of election. If God loves, then God hates. Nev-
ertheless, hatred is not an essential virtue of God. Rather, 
hatred is an implication of God’s love. Considering repro-
bation, we can say that even before the fall God hated part 
of humanity. If election is unconditional, we can safely 
conclude that reprobation is also unconditional. “For 
the children being not yet born, neither having done any 
good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election 
might stand, not of works, but of him that calleth” (Rom. 
9:11). Yes, even before the entrance of sin into the world, 
God eternally hated the reprobate wicked according to his 
decree of reprobation. I cannot answer all the questions 
concerning this, but one thing I know: God is absolutely 
free to do whatever he pleases to do. No one and nothing 
can hinder him from doing his good pleasure. If God is 
love itself, then he is absolutely free to reprobate out of his 
fierce anger and wrath.

Regarding the dark side of Christ’s election, I am not 
talking about the eternal destiny of a soul, whether one 
is saved or not. Like I said, Christ himself is life. He was 
not elected unto life, unlike our election, whereby we 
were elected unto life. Rather, his election implied that 
he stood against all creaturely possibilities of salvation. 
We can say that in the election of Jesus Christ, God hated 
any kind of salvation other than by Jesus Christ, God’s 
elect. God the Father in eternity was determined that the 
only way of salvation was through his own Son. God’s 
whole being is in Jesus Christ, so that God cannot deny 
himself. He alone has the power to save. Therefore, any 
other means of salvation should be reprobated. God hates 
other ways of salvation than that of his beloved Son.

Upon the election of Jesus Christ as savior, all creatures 
were rejected eternally but not necessarily unto eternal 
death and damnation in hell. Rather, their rejection was 
simply as if God were saying, “Christ, of whom I am well 
pleased, is the only way of salvation. If there were another 
way, that would be eternally rejected as long as I live.” All 
creaturely possibilities of salvation were divinely rejected.

You must understand that at stake in the election of 
Jesus Christ is God himself. When Christ was chosen, it 
was the activity of God by which he proved his aseity, his 
sufficiency. God cannot in any way, both in eternity and 
in time, depend on something created or conceived. That 
would make him dependent, which is utterly impossible. 
Rather, in the election of Jesus Christ, he was revealed 
as the most (and the only) definite savior. Besides him 
there is no savior to be conceived of or imagined. If God 
said “behold my servant, whom I uphold; mine elect, in 
whom my soul delighteth,” we are not in the position 
to oppose that declaration either explicitly or implicitly. 
This is very clear, so that even a child can be certain that 
there is salvation only in Jesus Christ. Christ antithetically 
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stands before all conceivable ways of salvation, and he tri-
umphs over them because he alone is the elect of God, 
while other ways of salvation are altogether reprobated or 
rejected. Jehovah only accepts his Son, who was ordained 
to die for the sins of God’s people as the manifestation of 
his love for them.

The Definite Means of Death
The idea of death is that it is the opposite of God’s essen-
tial life in himself. God is pure being, and in him there is 
no antithesis or warfare. He is pure light. He exists in the 
harmonious fellowship of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
The three have life, and they live out that life in their 
respective properties as divine persons who subsist in the 
Godhead. Life permeates their fellowship. It is their per-
fect way of living. God in himself is life; therefore, he is 
the living God. There is no possibility of death in him, 
for he essentially is life. The source of life is God, and in 
that life he is pure energy. He always acts in love as Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit.

All God’s decrees concerning his creation were estab-
lished outside himself. This means that even without those 
decrees, God could have lived sufficiently in himself. Within 
God there is no lack. Thus the decrees concerning creation 
were the exercise of God’s sovereign will and power.

Thus no one in creation should exalt himself with-
out suffering the penalty of death because any rebellion 
against God’s majesty must receive the penalty of death. 
Whatever death we are talking about, death is always 
the opposite of life, which is in God. Therefore, death is 
exactly God’s legal sentence against those who violate his 
covenant life. According to the prophecy of Isaiah, this 
death is the prison in which a soul is locked as a penalty 
for sin. You deserve that prison; I deserve that prison. If 
you are a sinner by nature, that prison legally holds you. 
You will remain there until someone redeems you and 
pays all your debts.

According to God’s inscrutable wisdom, death is inev-
itable. Death had to happen, but it had to happen in rela-
tionship to Jesus Christ as the mediator. God’s aim was 
always Jesus Christ, so that everything would come to 
pass to serve what God had established in eternity in Jesus 
Christ. And death had to happen as a penalty because 
sin entered paradise through the instigation of the devil. 
Adam would fall into misery with all his posterity, and 
the penalty was death. Death was the penalty for sin 
because God is just and righteous. He must punish sin 
with the maximum penalty of death in all its implica-
tions, whether physical, spiritual, temporal, or eternal. All 
sinners must be held legally guilty due to their transgres-
sions, and death is their inescapable prison. Even babies 
are born into this life surrounded by death, and they also 

are found guilty and legally sentenced to death because 
they are sinners according to the transgression of Adam.

Fair enough, right? A just and holy God punishes 
sinners with death. He cannot but do that, so that his 
holiness will never be tainted with unrighteousness and 
ungodliness. It would be unjust to let sin and unrigh-
teousness pass without punishment, especially since he 
has spoken his will to all creatures. He spoke to them with 
the law, and that law came with a threat that whoever dis-
obeys the law will die. There you see how God separated 
light from darkness. He separated light and darkness in 
such a way that the recipients of revelation stand before 
him without excuse. In the light of day, the law comes 
with intelligible words regarding what God prescribes for 
the worship of God and thanksgiving. The law also comes 
with great burdens and responsibilities to keep the law 
and pronounces death as a sure penalty for transgressions. 
God’s holiness and majesty demand righteousness; his 
righteousness demands justice; and his justice demands 
death because the law consistently states, “Do this, do it 
perfectly, or you will die.”

The election of Jesus Christ and his ordination as the 
mediator have the aim of bringing forth judgment to the 
Gentiles. “Behold my servant, whom I uphold; mine elect, 
in whom my soul delighteth; I have put my spirit upon 
him: he shall bring forth judgment to the Gentiles.” To be 
a Gentile is to be a sinner (Gal. 2:15). Not that the Jews are 
not sinners, but the Gentiles represent all those who deny 
God and his promises and those who are outside God’s 
covenant. They have no regard for the law of God and 
essentially are unclean. Their hearts are not circumcised. 
The work of the law is in their hearts, testifying against 
them, so that they stand before God without excuse.

By nature we are not Jews who have the law and the 
promises of God. According to man’s nature, which is 
sinful, there are no Jews or Greeks. All are Gentiles. All 
are sinners. Jesus Christ came to bring judgment to the 
Gentiles, to the sinners like you and me. What a terri-
ble prophecy! We have now reason to dread because 
Jesus Christ was ordained to bring judgment. By nature 
we come before the tribunal of God with heavy hearts 
because we know that we will die almost instantly because 
of our sins.

Judgment is God’s righteousness. Jesus Christ came 
to reveal that God is perfectly righteous; that whatever 
God does, he remains the righteous one who speaks and 
acts according to his own nature and being; and that in 
God’s free and sovereign will, whatever he speaks and does 
becomes the standard of truth. All people will be meted 
out judgment according to that truth and standard of 
God. And by the law God’s will is revealed. The judgment 
of Jesus Christ also means that he imposes a penalty on 
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every law-transgressor against their wills. Jesus Christ will 
judge all sinners according to the righteousness of God.

All sinners will be judged according to their works. 
As you and I stand before the just and holy God in our 
natures, we should never expect positive judgments. 
According to our natures, we expect the judgment of 
condemnation. We are guilty sinners, and we deserve 
hell because of that. From the womb to the grave, we are 
guilty sinners who are destitute of righteousness and holi-
ness. Therefore, the penalty of death is a just execution of 
God upon everyone. There is no escape whatsoever.

When Jesus Christ brought judgment to the Gentiles, 
that only meant death to satisfy God’s justice. Bringing 
judgment means paying all the penalty of sin and suf-
fering death to satisfy the justice of God, and bringing 
salvation by no other means than by the death of Christ. 
That is what God demands in order to satisfy his justice. 
Death is what God’s law demands as a consequence of 
transgressions.

But the text does not take away our hope. When the 
text speaks of Jesus Christ, who will bring judgment to 
the Gentiles, his death should never be slighted. Bring-
ing judgment also means to be condemned by God. Jesus 
Christ was condemned to death because your and my sins 
were imputed to him. Because of that imputation of sins, 
Jesus had to die. But he could not die in any other way 
than on the cross because the cross was cursed. “Cursed 
is every one that hangeth on a tree” (Gal. 3:13). Not only 
the cross but also “the death of the cross was accursed 
of God (Heidelberg Catechism A 39, in Confessions and 
Church Order, 99). A curse is the opposite of a blessing. 
To curse means to speak death instead of life, to speak war 
instead of peace. The curse is dreadful especially when it 
comes from a holy and just God. When God spoke the 
curse against Christ, Christ was silent. “He shall not cry, 
nor lift up, nor cause his voice to be heard in the street” 
(Isa. 42:2). He willingly received the curse of God on 
account of our sins, so that we will never receive such a 
curse but only blessing. Jesus Christ had to experience 
the bitter and shameful death of the cross as the only way 
of justification. God would be satisfied only when Christ 
died in the way that God had determined Christ to die. 
God could not have forgiven our sins if Christ had died 
any other way than the accursed way of the cross. We 
would not have been justified before God and in our con-
sciences if Christ had not died on the cross.

The cross stands antithetically against all other means 
of death. Jesus would not die under the fierce anger of 
Herod because of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem. Christ would 
not be killed by stoning as the Jews wanted to do after 
Jesus had preached (John 8:5). Only the way of the cross 
could pay all the debts of God’s people and propitiate the 

angry God who had cursed sinners because of their sins. 
Only the cross for you and me.

By that cross Jesus Christ fulfilled all righteousness. 
On that cross he declared “it is finished” because he had 
satisfied God’s justice and righteousness by dying on the 
cross, not for his sins, for he is eternally and personally 
perfect, and he is a perfectly righteous man, but for our 
sins. Christ became a curse for us because God judged 
Christ to death. Because he is Jehovah himself in the 
flesh, he was personally preserved under the fierce wrath 
of God against him. And the grave could not hold Christ 
in death, but he arose triumphantly over death and sealed 
our justification before God.

The Definite People Christ Saved
The word “bring” in Isaiah 42:1 means to apply. Subjec-
tively, Christ applies the judgment of God in our con-
sciences. Peace! Peace to our souls. Therefore, our hope 
is in that bringing of God’s judgment to the Gentiles. 
Objectively, this means that we, unworthy sinners, are 
saved by what Christ accomplished for our justification. 
There on the cross, Christ died for our justification. His 
death is the basis of our righteousness. Though we are sin-
ners and no different from the Gentiles, the righteousness 
of Christ clothed us to cover our nakedness before God. 
That is a wonder of grace that will forever be the basis for 
everlasting praise in the new heaven and earth.

That Jesus Christ came to bring judgment to the Gen-
tiles does not mean that he was against the Gentile sin-
ners. Did you notice that? Isaiah 42:1 is not in any sense 
against Gentile sinners but is for them because the Gen-
tile sinners referred to in verse 1 will be freed from prison 
and have their eyes opened. Those acts are gracious. Who 
can deny that? But those gracious acts are never meant to 
be experienced by all sinners. Here we are to apply the 
other sense of election, that is, election unto life. Jesus 
Christ, as the elect of God, stands before God as the rep-
resentative of all the elect, for they were elected in Christ 
before the foundation of the world. Christ’s election is 
the basis of their election. Because he was elected, the 
elect were also elected, not to be saviors themselves, but 
they were elected unto life—eternal life. Even before time 
the elect were in Christ, and he was in them. His mystical 
union with the elect is inseparable by time and history.

Therefore, the cross stands in history as a manifesta-
tion of God’s love for us, the elect. God did not begin 
to love us when Christ died; rather, Christ died because 
God loved us. That is election. That is the meaning of 
being foreknown by God even before the foundation of 
the world. God loved us already in Christ, and that is why 
Christ died for us. We sinners are loved by God, so that 
his Son had to die in our stead. That is substitutionary 
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atonement, the atonement that is well-known in Calvin-
istic communities as particular redemption or limited 
atonement. But limited atonement is widely profaned 
by Presbyterian and Reformed churches because of their 
false doctrine of the well-meant offer of the gospel.

Substitutionary, limited atonement is the only atone-
ment God knows. He does not know a Christ who died 
for all; God does know a Christ who died for the elect but 
desires to save the reprobate; God does not know a Christ 
who died on the cross but remained dead in the grave 
because there is something man must do yet for justifi-
cation. No. The death of Christ is definite. Christ’s death 
was so well-ordained by God that every drop of Christ’s 
blood secured salvation for all those for whom his blood 
was intended. In Isaiah 42:24 God calls them Jacob and 
Israel. Christ died for Jacob, for elect sinners. And Christ 
died exclusively for them. But he also died for Israel, that 
is, his elect church. As one body, Christ always has his 
church in his mind.

Christ did not die for the reprobate wicked, and he 
did not desire their salvation. His death was for a definite 

1	 David J. Engelsma, A Defense of the Church Institute: Response to the Critics of Bound to Join (Jenison, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Associ-
ation, 2012), 116.

people of Jehovah, for the elect. There is no Christ for 
those who are not in him, for the cross was the only thing 
that separated the elect from the reprobate. That surely 
will be revealed at the coming of Jesus Christ. The cross 
not only secured salvation and justification for the elect, 
but the cross also shut the door of heaven to the reprobate 
wicked because the cross was not meant for their salvation 
and justification. God will judge them according to their 
works. But the elect God will judge according to the per-
son and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. Yes, our works will 
come up on the day of judgment, but they will not be the 
basis of God’s judgment of us. Because of Christ’s death, 
we are righteous before God. We are perfect before him 
because of Christ’s righteousness. “Behold my servant, 
whom I uphold; mine elect, in whom my soul delighteth; 
I have put my spirit upon him: he shall bring forth judg-
ment to the Gentiles.” We surely are saved because the 
elect of God brought judgment to us elect sinners by suf-
fering and dying on our behalf.

Thank you.
—JP

RUNNING FOOTMEN

And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword.—Leviticus 26:7

THE UNCONDITIONAL COVENANT:  
“A MERE DISTINCTIVE”

If the Protestant Reformed Churches begin now to 
view their knowledge and confession of the uncon-
ditional covenant as a mere distinctive, it will go 
hard with them both in time and in eternity in the 
judgement of God.1

Ominous, yet predictive, words from the once-leading 
theologian of the Protestant Reformed Churches (PRC). 
He wrote these words in defense of the church institute as 

faithfully expressed in the Belgic Confession, a confession 
to which many Reformed churches once subscribed. The 
Belgic Confession, as part of the three forms of unity, and 
the Westminster Confession and Second Helvetic Confes-
sion teach that outside a true church there is no salvation.

Nowadays, churches pop up here, there, and every-
where with different letters behind their names for one 
reason or another. Many times, these churches are inde-
pendent churches that over the years have broken off from 
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denominations for various reasons. While some churches 
have split due to poor relationships between leadership 
or the direction someone wanted to take the church, very 
rarely does a church reform over the doctrine of sovereign 
grace as expressed in the unconditional covenant. Divi-
sion over doctrine is rare. Divisions are due almost exclu-
sively to man’s desire to make a church according to his 
own personal ideas regarding what he wants God to say 
about man and salvation, trying to make God indifferent 
to his own covenant.

In 1953 Rev. Herman Hoeksema wrote about what 
Reverend van Dooren, a Liberated Reformed preacher 
from the Netherlands, and his fellow brethren ran into 
when they came to the United States and wanted to join 
a Reformed church. Reverend van Dooren complained 
that the PRC taught everything from the viewpoint of 
election, thus doing injustice to the covenant and God’s 
promise. Van Dooren went on to relate how the PRC’s 
teaching and preaching created a little door into the 
church—a little door for the Liberated’s conditional cov-
enant teaching regarding infant baptism.

About this contention Hoeksema wrote,

I am, however, absolutely positive that if it is true 
what the Rev. van Dooren writes, that particular 
person never discussed that particular sermon he 
heard of me with me personally. I can, however, 
assure the Rev. van Dooren that I am quite sure 
that my preaching will find no grace in the eyes 
of the Liberated. The Prot. Ref. Church never 
believed in the Heynsian conception of the cov-
enant and of the promise, as do the Liberated. 
According to our conviction, this conception is 
not Reformed, but principally Arminian. The 
truth as it is expressed in the Declaration of Prin-
ciples is, and always was, the doctrine expressed 
in the Three Forms of Unity, and therefore the 
doctrine of the Prot. Ref. Churches. That doc-
trine the Prot. Ref. Churches zealously maintains 
and defends. And it certainly closes the door to 
anyone who does not subscribe to that doctrine. 
And I am very glad that the Rev. van Dooren, 
and others with him, at last have discovered that 
this is the truth, and that it certainly is not true, 
what the late Prof. Holwerda reported as the con-
victions of the Revs, de Jong and Kok, that there 
was much sympathy and plenty of room in the 
Prot. Ref. Churches for the Liberated doctrine. 
And why, pray, should we not close the door to 
the Liberated? Do they not close the door to us? 

2	 Herman Hoeksema, “The Off-Scouring of All Things/Choosing the Right Church,” Standard Bearer 29, no. 8 (January 15, 1953): 191.
3	 Hoeksema, “The Off-Scouring of All Things/Choosing the Right Church,” 192.

Do they not pretend to be the only true church, 
while all the rest are false churches? They cer-
tainly must have nothing of our Prot. Ref. truth,  
which they call worse than synodical. It stands 
to reason, therefore, that even if we did not offi-
cially close our church doors to the Liberated and 
their doctrine, they would never join our church 
communion.2

Hoeksema went on to write about a certain Rev. 
Lawrence R. Eyres, a pastor in a Reformed Presbyterian 
Church, who had some advice for one who is looking for 
a true church:

The Rev. Lawrence R. Eyres has a rather interesting 
article in the Presbyterian Guardian. He has sev-
eral don’ts and several do’s by which one must be 
guided to choose the true church. One must not 
choose the church of his own choice. Nor must 
one simply go by the label, such as “evangelical” 
or “conservative.” One must rather look beneath 
the name for a church’s doctrine and practice. So, 
one must not choose a church which claims to 
have some rite or practice which is necessary to 
salvation. Nor must one choose a church which 
sets aside the law of God, or a church which does 
not proclaim the whole counsel of God. It is from 
one of these don’ts that we quote the following:

Don’t choose a church which teaches that 
you have some part in your salvation. We 
hear of “faith and evangelical obedience” 
as the ground, or necessary condition, to 
salvation. These people believe that the 
faith that saves is the work of man, not the 
“gift of God” (Eph. 2:8, 9), and that works 
(that’s what evangelical obedience is) are 
necessary to salvation. Of course, this rule 
excludes all modernistic or liberal churches 
as well as many which are commonly 
known as “evangelical” or “fundamental.”

With this, of course, we can entirely agree. No 
works whatsoever, not even the works of faith, 
not even evangelical obedience, can possibly be a 
condition or prerequisite unto salvation. To teach 
this is certainly Arminian, and not according to 
the Holy Scriptures.3

Today the doctrine of the unconditional covenant has 
fallen into the mere-distinction category for many, if not 
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most, in the Reformed church world and especially in the 
Protestant Reformed Churches. Proof that the uncondi-
tional covenant is viewed as a mere distinction between 
one church and another church is how the Protestant 
Reformed ministers cross the aisle with those who are 
against the so-called distinctives of the PRC. Recently in 
the PRC, ministers have left the denomination, and they 
received a mere sideways look or even a pat on the back, 
to the extent of being encouraged to join a church where 
they feel most comfortable. The ministers who have left 
now either fill pulpits in the United Reformed Churches 
or sit in other churches where they finally feel the liberty 
to speak and teach what they really believe.

The unconditional covenant, “a mere distinctive.”
I suppose that many in the PRC, and most likely the 

young people, are sick and tired of the words unconditional 
covenant. “Is the unconditional covenant all you can ever 
talk about? Is that all we are known for? Unconditional, 
like how God made us partners in his covenant according 
to the baptism form? Unconditional, like when we keep 
some of God’s commandments, then he is happy with 
us. But when we sin openly against one of his command-
ments, he is angry with us? Unconditional, like when I 
sin, then he withholds his salvation from my knowledge 
until I repent? Ugh! We all know that the teaching ‘if a 
man would be saved, there is that which he must do’ is just 
referring to believing; of course I believe!”

The phrase in the way of is a favorite, if not a founda-
tional, Protestant Reformed catchphrase, which is taught 
to the masses to confer all manner of thoughts and infer-
ences. I think that in the way of is really being taught 
from the idea that man “by his free will consents to the 
terms of salvation and actually believes in Christ” (Can-
ons 3–4.14, in Confessions and Church Order). You can-
not—no, you may not—have fellowship with God until 
you understand the terms of having this experience, that 
is, you have fellowship with God by faith alone and in the 
way of your obedience. Masterful wordsmithing.

Why the mastering of terms? Why the twisting of 
words and ideas into pretzels to get the point across?

Protestant Reformed ministers claim that all the 
emphasis of their preaching and of God’s word is that 
Christ is the basis of salvation, but they are quick to 
remind the people that a godly life matters for the expe-
rience of salvation! The ministers in the PRC preach that 
Christ is the basis and the author of faith, but to experi-
ence salvation and to really give credence to that gift, the 
people must work, and without that obedience they will 
not taste fellowship with God!

4	 Brian Huizinga, “Of God, Through God, and To God: Our Covenant Doctrine,” speech given at Loveland Protestant Reformed Church on 
November 13, 2020, https://www.sermonaudio.com/sermons/111420340505212.

What about the experience of salvation? As if salvation 
and the experience of salvation were two totally different 
things! What good is knowing about the basis of our sal-
vation if we do not get to experience salvation until we 
do something? I believe that the preachers in the PRC are 
asking the people in the pew: “What good is the basis of 
your salvation if you cannot experience salvation? Do you 
not want to experience God’s goodness? Then start living 
more holy; it is only in the way of living a holier life that 
you can experience your salvation for which Christ pro-
vided the basis.”

I refer back to the beginning words of Hoeksema, 
which apply not only to salvation but also to the experi-
ence of salvation:

No works whatsoever, not even the works of faith, 
not even evangelical obedience, can possibly be a 
condition or prerequisite unto salvation. To teach 
this is certainly Arminian, and not according to 
the Holy Scriptures.

The unconditional covenant, “a mere distinctive.”
The problem with preaching that uses phraseol-

ogy that confers multiple interpretations and leaves the 
understanding to the whims of men is that it muddles the 
truth that God’s people enter into the kingdom of heaven 
by faith in Christ alone. By using phraseology that has 
many meanings, you could say that since good works 
must mark the Christian life, the Christian enters into 
the kingdom by faith in Christ and in the way of his obe-
dience. Oh wait, Protestant Reformed ministers already 
do say this when they say that you enter into the expe-
rience of your salvation by faith and in the way of your 
obedience. The beauty of in the way of is that it can be 
defined however one wants: It does not mean because of, 
but it can sometimes mean when or by; it definitely does 
not mean that good works are the instrument by which 
one receives a blessing, but it is this incredibly graceful 
way of saying that good works are necessary in order to 
have what you need from God.

Prof. Brian Huizinga explained the meaning of the 
phrase in the way of in a lecture that he gave in Love-
land Protestant Reformed Church.4 He taught his listen-
ers that Christ is the door into the church building; but 
inside of Christ (or inside the church building), there 
are many pathways. Some pathways lead here, others 
lead there, and some pathways lead to God. I remember 
that many people left the lecture that night somewhat 
confused as to where they were in the pathway anal-
ogy. Some thought that maybe they were lost in some 
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hallway; others thought that maybe they were stuck in a 
classroom or a bathroom. Certainly the best pathway to 
be on was the straight and narrow one. To be in Christ 
was not enough, one also had to be on the pathway that 
led to a better position to meet God, the Father. Who in 
the world would want to be stuck out back in some hall 
closet or in the bathroom? Only on the pathway of obe-
dience could one truly abide with the Father because to 
be in Christ and to live in disobedience would mean that 
one does not have fellowship with God. Do you not want 
to experience your salvation? Professor Huizinga did not 
teach God’s law as a rule for the life of gratitude that 
flows out of being in Christ, but Huizinga taught the law 
as the means by which fellowship, the covenant of God, 
is established and maintained.

The good news for many in the PRC is that they do 
not actually have to believe in the unconditional cove-
nant as God’s great purpose in order to be a member in 
the PRC, to hold office, or even to preach. Rev. Arend 
Haveman, the current minister of Loveland Protestant 
Reformed Church, proved this when he preached this:

When one generation is faithful to instruct and 
raise up the next generation, that generation will 
be faithful to do the same, and God will establish 
his covenant through that means...When we are 
faithful to this [the calling to train our children], 
God will use that means so that the next genera-
tion also remains faithful.5

Reverend Haveman went on to say, “When fathers 
instruct their children, the blessing of God is that that next 
generation will often remain faithful.” So now God estab-
lishes his unconditional covenant through the means of 
the faithfulness of one generation to the next? This means 
that God’s covenant could and would fail if one genera-
tion did not train faithfully enough the next generation.

Reverend Haveman’s sermon conflicted with the 
teaching of Professor Engelsma in his pamphlet on the 
unconditional covenant, in which he wrote, “There is no 
work of the sinner that is a condition he must fulfill in 
order to have the covenant, or to enjoy its blessings.”6

Haveman’s conditional preaching also fulfilled Engels-
ma’s warning:

If the covenant of grace is conditional, all of salva-
tion is conditional, beginning with justification; 
and if God’s will—election—does not govern the 

5	 Arend Haveman, “Teaching the Generation to Come,” sermon preached in Loveland Protestant Reformed Church on March 30, 2025, 
https://www.sermonaudio.com/sermons/330251523381289.

6	 David J. Engelsma, The Unconditional Covenant in Contemporary Debate, (Hudsonville, MI: Trinity Protestant Reformed Church Evange-
lism Committee, 2003), 4.

7	 David J. Engelsma, Covenant and Election in the Reformed Tradition, (Jenison, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2011), 30.

covenant, the only alternative is that the will of 
the sinner governs the covenant, specifically the 
will of the sinful child.7

What work the members in Loveland church have 
before them! What law-preaching in place of the gospel! It 
is not law-preaching that serves the gospel but law-preach-
ing that claims to be the gospel! The parents and grandpar-
ents have not only a calling to teach the next generation 
the fear of the Lord, but they now also establish the cove-
nant of God by their faithfulness to that calling! Election 
theology is the farthest thing from Reverend Haveman’s 
mind. He will make sure that man’s faithfulness is the 
means by which God establishes, maintains, and governs 
his covenant with his people.

This is the good news preached in Loveland church 
from Sunday to Sunday? Your faithfulness is the means 
by which God establishes his covenant with you; if you 
are not faithful, you can expect the generations that you 
raised to be unfaithful also. The frazzled mom who is at 
her wits’ end with continuous instruction of God’s ways 
to her children and who sees no outward improvement 
should not roll her burdens upon Christ, but she should 
bear the burden that the establishing of God’s covenant 
with the next generation depends on her and her hus-
band’s faithfulness! At the end of their lives, the parents 
who see that all their children have departed from the 
truth look down and wonder, “Why were we not more 
faithful in our instruction?” The grandparents who look 
back on their children and grandchildren and see that 
many have left the church and few have stayed think, 
“Where did we go wrong? If only we…”

30.	What shall we say then? That the Gentiles, 
which followed not after righteousness, have 
attained to righteousness, even the righteous-
ness which is of faith.

31.	But Israel, which followed after the law of 
righteousness, hath not attained to the law of 
righteousness.

32.	Wherefore? Because they sought it not by 
faith, but as it were by the works of the law. 
For they stumbled at that stumblingstone. 
(Rom. 9:30–32)

I do not deny that God uses means to carry out his 
will for his people, but God does not depend on their 
faithfulness to carry out his will. God can reprobate in 
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spite of many years of godly instruction, and he can save 
in spite of many years of neglect. God has promised to 
save his people in the line of generations, not based upon 
their faithfulness but upon his promise alone through his 
election of them.

If only Reverend Haveman would have inserted the 
treasured words in the way of, his preaching would have 
sounded less Arminian and would have carried all the 
false doctrine away from the ears of those listening in the 
pew.

Let us hear the same warning about a conditional cov-
enant from Prof. Herman Hanko:

If the fundamental doctrine of the covenant as 
the great and glorious salvation of the elect is 
made conditional, then all salvation is condi-
tional. If all salvation is conditional, then justi-
fication, too, is conditional. Then justification is 
not by faith alone but is conditioned on works, 
particularly the works of obedience. Then, too, 
the whole heritage of the Protestant Reformation 
is lost. Thus the way is paved to return to Rome’s 
Pelagianism and idolatry.8

Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8–9, “For by grace are ye 
saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the 
gift of God. Not of works, lest any man should boast.” 
The apostle then explains that the Gentiles had been 
without Christ and were aliens from the covenant and 
promise. Then Paul continues,

13.	But now in Christ Jesus ye who sometimes 
were far off are made nigh by the blood of 
Christ.

14.	For he is our peace [assurance], who hath made 
both one, and hath broken down the middle 
wall of partition between us;

15.	Having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even 
the law of the commandments contained in 
ordinances; for to make in himself of twain 
one new man, so making peace;

16.	And that he might reconcile both unto God in 
one body by the cross, having slain the enmity 
thereby:

17.	And came and preached peace to you which 
were afar off, and to them that were nigh.

18.	For through him we both have access by one 
Spirit unto the Father.

19.	Now therefore ye are no more strangers and 
foreigners, but fellowcitizens with the saints, 
and of the household of God. (Eph. 2:13–19)

8	 Herman Hanko, Contending for the Faith: The Rise of Heresy and the Development of the Truth (Jenison, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Asso-
ciation, 2010), 329.

What we see in these verses is Christ establishing fel-
lowship with his saints, giving and making peace with his 
people. The unconditional covenant jumps off the pages 
of the book of Ephesians, and men find only what man 
must do to experience peace with God. Men will not 
stop working for their salvation and simply live a life of 
thankfulness as that which God has foreordained. It is no 
wonder that men and women in the church world today 
are prescribed antidepressants left and right to help them 
combat the ever-constant worry whether they have done 
enough! No, you have not, so stop trying! Stop working to 
experience your part in the covenant and let God be God.

The theology of Reverend Haveman is no different 
than the Liberated’s theology of the conditional covenant. 
The Liberated—really Klaas Schilder and those who fol-
lowed him—taught that God in the covenant of grace 
promised to save all the children of believing parents, 
conditioned on the children’s believing and accepting 
God’s promise. The PRC and Reverend Haveman teach 
that God has a covenant of grace from one generation to 
the next that is fulfilled and blessed on the condition of 
the obedience of the parents: “When we are faithful to 
this [instructing the children], God will use that means so 
that the next generation also remains faithful.”

Of course, we have a duty before God to present our 
lives as living sacrifices unto him. This includes the rais-
ing and training of our children. Yet the burden is not on 
any part of our faithfulness for the establishment, main-
tenance, or experience of God’s promise. What does one 
tell parents in the PRC when most of their children, if 
not all their children, depart from the truth? The parents 
in Haveman’s sermon were told in no uncertain terms, 
“If you would have been more faithful, God would have 
used those means to give to you a faithful generation!” 
The PRC teaches that God will see and bless man’s righ-
teous and noble desire to help God, but it all is an affront 
to God! It is to bring an offering of man’s own works, 
which is a pungent smell to God. All God ever wants and 
desires is the sweet-smelling savor of the shed blood of 
his beloved Son. And God has that eternally. What Rev-
erend Haveman missed in his sermon was the doctrine of 
election. The doctrine of election governs the covenant, 
so that covenant preaching and teaching must be from 
the viewpoint that God’s promise is made effectual apart 
from man’s faithfulness, and the covenant doctrine can-
not and may not be taught differently.

Romans 9:11–13 is a beautiful passage of scripture 
regarding God’s decree of election and God’s faithfulness 
to his promise as it pertained to Abraham and Isaac.
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11.	(For the children [Jacob and Esau] being not 
yet born, neither having done any good or evil, 
that the purpose of God according to election 
might stand, not of works, but of him that 
calleth;)

12.	It was said unto her, The elder shall serve the 
younger.

13.	As it is written, Jacob have I loved, but Esau 
have I hated.

The teaching of Reverend Haveman’s sermon, which 
he undoubtedly was taught in the Protestant Reformed 
seminary, is the exact teaching of Reverend Overway that 
was supposedly condemned by the Protestant Reformed 
Synod of 2018. That poor man just could not connect the 
dots correctly and therefore was released from the minis-
try in the PRC. On December 20, 2015, Reverend Over-
way preached a sermon titled “Good Works Required,” in 
which he gave the following reason for performing good 
works:

We do good works so that we can receive God’s 
grace and Holy Spirit in our consciousness. So 
that we can consciously and with awareness 
receive the grace and Holy Spirit of God.9

Overway went on to explain the negative side of doing 
good works.

We do good works also negatively, so that we are 
not destroyed in our generations. What a motive 
that is. What a serious motive that is to us to 
do good works. Those who walk unrepentantly 
in sin, those who do not strive for sanctification, 
God says those are cut off in their generations. 
That’s the Word of God, the unyielding Word of 
God. Walk in good works then, that your genera-
tions may thrive and flourish in God’s land.

The devil loves to see men and women working not 
only for their part in the experience of salvation but also 
for their children’s part. The devil knows that if he can 
twist scripture so that people turn their obedience from 
thankfulness for salvation to obtaining their experience of 
salvation, then he has taken something away from Christ. 
Christ then is taken down a notch, and in reality he is 
taken off his throne. The devil wants nothing more than 
to take Christ off his throne and supplant Christ as the 
king of this world.

Makes sense, the unconditional covenant, “a mere 
distinctive.”

The truth of the unconditional covenant is that God 
is pleased to save his people through the merits of Jesus 

9	 Quoted in, Acts of Synod and Yearbook of the Protestant Reformed Churches 2018, 62.

Christ alone, merely of grace, according to his gracious 
promise in election, completely apart from their works.

The lie of the conditional covenant is that God is 
pleased to establish his covenant by the power of his 
grace, through the promise that his salvation (or the expe-
rience of salvation) is upon the basis of the cross of Christ 
and through the means of your faithfulness. By exercising 
your faith and in the way of your obedience, God will 
give you that joy in your conscience.

Yet in scripture the cross is taught simply. “God, who 
is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved 
us, even when we were dead in sins, hath quickened 
us together with Christ, (by grace ye are saved;)” (Eph. 
2:4–5).

I will teach my children the Reformed view of the 
scriptures that God accomplishes every aspect of sal-
vation and that man is not a party with God in sal-
vation but is incorporated unconditionally into God’s 
fellowship completely apart from man’s works. Not in 
the way of man’s works but because of God’s promise. I 
will teach my children that their believing and repent-
ing does not open and shut the kingdom of heaven, but 
the grace of God alone does. Why then will I teach my 
children to repent? Well, from the understanding that 
they should get on their knees every day in thankfulness 
to God for sending his dear Son to come into human 
flesh and to die for sinners such as them! I will teach 
them that election is the fountain of all blessings, from 
which flows God’s unwavering promise to his people. I 
will teach them relentlessly the so-called twisted under-
standing that the cross is enough for salvation, that they 
can know this through faith alone (which is God’s act, 
not man’s), and that they do not also need to come to 
Christ to experience this. I will teach them that there 
is no truth like the Reformed truth, which extols the 
life of the covenant as it is beautifully expressed in the 
Christian school and which promotes the seriousness 
of joining oneself to a true church where these truths 
are preached. I will teach them that the only preach-
ing to sinners that should include “unto” is preaching 
that teaches a life of thankfulness for the salvation freely 
given to us, that we are “created in Christ Jesus unto 
good works” (Eph. 2:10), and that life flows inevitably 
from the gift of faith.

The basis of the covenant, the life of the covenant, and 
the experience of the covenant are all governed by elec-
tion. The Canons of Dordt perfectly and properly teaches 
the establishment of God’s covenant:

For this was the sovereign counsel and most gra-
cious will and purpose of God the Father, that 
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the quickening and saving efficacy of the most 
precious death of His Son should extend to all 
the elect, for bestowing upon them alone the gift 
of justifying faith, thereby to bring them infal-
libly to salvation; that is, it was the will of God 
that Christ by the blood of the cross, whereby 
He confirmed the new covenant, should effec-
tually redeem out of every people, tribe, nation, 
and language all those, and those only, who were 
from eternity chosen to salvation. (Canons of 
Dordt 2.8, in Confessions and Church Order, 163)

I really feel sorry for many in the PRC, for this type of 
balance-beam walking of doing good works for salvation 
is impossible, especially for the young people. Today’s 
churchgoers have to defend what people a hundred years 
ago believed to be life and death, while the meanings and 
understanding of words have changed. Condition did not 
mean condition, until it did. In the way of did not mean in 
the way of, until it did.

That is why I do not blame so many fleeing the PRC 
to other Reformed churches that in reality teach the cross 
of Christ more simply than the PRC does. Members flee 
from the PRC because they feel betrayed by those who 
are supposed to clearly and simply bring them knowledge 
of God. They run to churches who have open arms to 
accept this, that, and the other thing, making a melting 
pot of human reason and acumen. The danger of these 
churches to which many flee is that they teach a grace 
that is wider than election; they teach a resistible cove-
nant of God; they believe in divorce and remarriage; and 
their confessions unapologetically teach a covenant of 
works and the well-meant offer of the gospel. But at least 
these false doctrines are taught in a concrete form with 
which the people can wrestle.

It is going to be almost impossible for the PRC to 
maintain her distinctions in this day and age. Really, the 
only differences the members can hold onto is divorce 
and remarriage and possibly that they attend church 
twice each Sunday. But if divorce and remarriage is what 
they are going to hang their hat on until Christ returns, 
it will be a trojan horse. They will hold onto the idea of 
marriage as that which separates them from the world 
around them. In the end they will be just where they 
want to be and separate for only that position. Why? 
Because they do not truly believe or care anymore about 
the unconditional covenant, God’s one great truth on 
this earth, which he has given his people to understand 

only by his grace. The preachers and members of the 
PRC denigrate the truth that God graciously made his 
people his friend-servants and brought them into cove-
nant fellowship and that by the Holy Spirit’s continued 
work here on this earth, they know, believe, and expe-
rience that grace through faith in Christ alone, com-
pletely apart from their works.

Professor Engelsma wrote that it would go hard for 
the PRC in time and in eternity in the judgment of God 
if the unconditional covenant were ever considered to be 
“a mere distinctive.” By his good pleasure God gave to the 
PRC leaders who would stand by and watch in the day of 
battle and turn around. God gave to the PRC leaders who 
would show that they had no love for this distinctive and 
beautiful understanding of God’s covenant of grace. God 
gave to the PRC leaders and men who would trade the 
truth of the unconditional covenant for anything good 
that came around. Many would jump at the chance to get 
this defining distinction turned into “a mere distinctive” 
by giving man his due.

God’s covenant is not thwarted, and his grace is not 
frustrated at the hands of men. God’s love and jealousy 
for his covenant continue unabated in spite of the whims 
of men. God continues to gather his people unto himself 
and incorporates into Jesus Christ those who are his and 
those with whom he shares his mystery, his secret. What a 
wonderful truth this is! How amazing is God’s grace, that 
he would dwell with sinners such as us!

Is that enough, people of God? Is it enough that 
Christ offered himself upon the cross for you and me? 
Is it enough that God elected us and made us partakers 
of his covenant? Is it enough that your part in God’s 
covenant of fellowship and friendship is thankfulness? 
Is it enough that you have peace with God by his one 
perfect sacrifice on the cross? Is it enough too, then, that 
you wearily yet joyfully bear the burdens of this life’s tri-
als every day? That you see friend and lover forsake the 
truth of God’s wonderful covenant for a mess of por-
ridge? Though the whole world be against us, by God’s 
grace it is more than enough that he not only establishes 
but also maintains his unconditional covenant with us 
by his word and power and that we know, believe, and 
experience this truth through faith alone. This one great 
truth of God’s unconditional covenant that is for God’s 
elect people is not just “a mere distinctive,” but it is life 
itself.

—James Jansma
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FINALLY, BRETHREN, FAREWELL

Alexander the coppersmith did me much evil: the Lord reward him according to his works:  
Of whom be thou ware also; for he hath greatly withstood our words.—2 Timothy 4:14–15

A lexander the coppersmith. In this man was exhibited a shocking instance of apostasy. He had made profession of 
some zeal in advancing the reign of Christ, against which he afterwards carried on open war. No class of enemies 
is more dangerous or more envenomed than this. But from the beginning, the Lord determined that his Church 

should not be exempted from this evil, lest our courage should fail when we are tried by any of the same kind.
Hath done me many evil things. It is proper to observe, what are the “many evils” which Paul complains that Alexander 

brought upon him. They consisted in this, that he opposed his doctrine. Alexander was an artificer, not prepared by the 
learning of the schools for being a great disputer; but domestic enemies have always been abundantly able to do injury. 
And the wickedness of such men always obtains credit in the world, so that malicious and impudent ignorance some-
times creates trouble and difficulty greater than the highest abilities accompanied by learning. Besides, when the Lord 
brings his servants into contest with persons of this low and base class, he purposely withdraws them from the view of 
the world, that they may not indulge in ostentatious display.

From Paul’s words…for he vehemently opposed our discourses, we may infer that he had committed no greater offence 
than an attack on sound doctrine; for if Alexander had wounded his person, or committed an assault on him, he would 
have endured it patiently; but when the truth of God is assailed, his holy breast burns with indignation, because, in all 
the members of Christ that saying must hold good, “The zeal of thy house hath eaten me up.” (Ps. 69:9.) And this is 
also the reason of the stern imprecation into which he breaks out, that the Lord may reward him according to his works. 
A little afterwards, when he complains that all had forsaken him, (ver. 16,) still he does not call down the vengeance of 
God on them, but, on the contrary, appears as their intercessor, pleading that they may obtain pardon. So mild and so 
merciful to all others, how comes it that he shows himself so harsh and inexorable towards this individual? The reason is 
this. Because some had fallen through fear and weakness, he desires that the Lord would forgive them; for in this man-
ner we ought to have compassion on the weakness of brethren. But because this man rose against God with malice and 
sacrilegious hardihood, and openly attacked known truth, such impiety had no claim to compassion.

We must not imagine, therefore, that Paul was moved by excessive warmth of temper, when he broke out into this 
imprecation; for it was from the Spirit of God, and through a well regulated zeal, that he wished eternal perdition to 
Alexander, and mercy to the others. Seeing that it is by the guidance of the Spirit that Paul pronounces a heavenly 
judgment from on high, we may infer from this passage, how dear to God is his truth, for attacking which he punishes 
so severely. Especially it ought to be observed how detestable a crime it is, to fight with deliberate malice against the 
true religion (John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, trans. William Pringle [Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1999], 267–69).

How true we have found these words to be!
—NJL


