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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

BLESSED OF  
THE BLESSED GOD

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us with all spiritual blessings  
in heavenly places in Christ: According as he hath chosen us in him before the foundation of the world,  

that we should be holy and without blame before him in love:—Ephesians 1:3–4

B lessed church!
Blessed people!
Blessed by the blessed God!

Verses 3 through 14 are one sentence. The King James 
Version has a period after verse 6, but that could be a 
comma. The Spirit, who inspired Paul, as it were takes 
a breath after verse 2. Then in verses 3 through 14, with 
one breath and without pause, the Spirit enumerates all 
the blessings that come to the church in Christ Jesus, her 
Lord. From the triune God, in Jesus Christ, his Son, and 
through the Spirit of Christ, one continual, unbroken 
stream of grace flows to the church. There are blessing 
upon blessing, grace upon grace, gift upon gift that flow 
and overflow from the eternal being of God in Christ 
through the Spirit to his church.

All that can be summarized as the gift of the Spirit. 
What does the apostle write in verse 13? He writes, “In 
whom also after that ye believed, ye were sealed with that 
holy Spirit of promise.” Understand that the apostle is 
not making an argument about what comes first and 
what comes second. He is not arguing that first the Ephe-
sians believed, and then they were sealed by the Spirit. 
But the apostle is emphasizing that their faith was the 
work of the Holy Spirit, that the work of the Holy Spirit 
by that faith was to assure them of their membership in 
Christ, and that all that is Christ’s is truly theirs, so that 
they are heirs of the promise of God and of eternal life. 
That is who the church is. She is the Spirit-filled society 
of those who are the blessed heirs of the promise. The 
church is the only society in the earth that is blessed, and 
she is always and in all things blessed of God, her Father. 
The church gathered into an institute in a certain place 
with her minister and her officebearers is the only blessed 
society in the world. From eternity in election to ever-
lasting life in heaven, there is nothing but blessing that 
comes on the church.

The stream that begins in God returns to God through 

the Spirit who is in the church in the form of the church’s 
praise of God. Of God, through God, and to God are all 
things. This whole section in Ephesians 1 is a doxology. 
It is both a statement of doctrine and a doxology to the 
triune God. Doxology is ascription of praise to the triune 
God. The apostle blesses God. Blessed be the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who blesses us with all 
spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ Jesus! The 
glory of God is the end of all things and the end of our 
salvation: “That we should be to the praise of his glory” 
(v. 12).

The apostle through the Spirit speaks for the church of 
all ages, who in each age has lent her voice to the apostle’s 
voice to give glory to God for his grace. Not to add to 
God’s glory—he is perfect in praise—but as her highest 
privilege and honor and as the purpose of her salvation. 
The purpose of all things and the purpose of the church’s 
blessing is not to get the church saved but that the saved 
church blesses God.

We do not bless God as he blesses us. He blesses us, 
who are empty, by filling us with his goodness and grace. 
We bless him by ascribing praise to God out of the fullness 
that he has given to us. We add nothing to him and give 
nothing to him that he does not already have, including 
all praise. We merit nothing with him, and we do nothing 
for him. We take of his fullness even when we praise him.

If we recognize that we are blessed of God and that 
alone in the earth the church stands as a blessed organiza-
tion while the rest of world perishes in darkness, then we 
will give glory to God and bless his name. Blessed be the 
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed 
us with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ!

The word blessing means a good word. When God 
blesses his church, he speaks a good word to his church. 
God does all things by his word. And his word toward his 
church is a word of grace and blessing.

We must connect that with the gospel. In verse 13 
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the apostle writes that all this blessing of God came on 
the Ephesians after they had heard the word of truth, the 
gospel of their salvation. Do not think that they were not 
blessed from eternity. They were a blessed people from all 
eternity. Yet the word of truth came to them to announce 
these blessings that were theirs in Christ and to cause 
them to know and to believe in Christ.

We often speak about preaching the truth, but that 
never may be understood as preaching some true things. 
It is true that we must love the Lord our God with all 
our hearts, minds, souls, and strength; it is true that we 
may not have any other gods before Jehovah, our God; 
it is true that we may not commit adultery, murder, and 
steal; but that is not the word of truth. The word of truth 
is the gospel. The gospel of our salvation is the preach-
ing of Christ as very God and very man, who was cruci-
fied because of our transgressions and raised because of 
our justification. The word of truth is the preaching of 
the truth of our unconditional salvation by grace alone 
through Christ alone by faith alone. The truth of God is 
that God in his faithfulness to his covenant promise to 
save his people from their sins and to bring them to heav-
enly glory fulfilled that promise in Christ. When God 
speaks Christ to us, when God sends the gospel to us and 
speaks in that gospel to us, and when God assures us by 
the Holy Spirit that everlasting righteousness and eternal 
life are ours, then he blesses us. The coming of the gospel, 
the preaching of the gospel, and the effectual working of 
the gospel in us is the good word that God speaks.

Never may we separate our blessedness from the gos-
pel of Christ. Where Christ Jesus is preached, there and 
there alone is the blessing of God. I do not mean that 
just because the gospel comes that there is a blessing of 
God to all who hear it. The gospel itself is the good word 
of God and the word of truth. The gospel itself is good. 
Yet the coming of the gospel is no mark of God’s favor 
toward all to whom the gospel comes because it also hard-
ens and cuts off those whom God eternally appointed to 
that end. Rather, when God blesses us with all spiritual 
blessings in heavenly places in Christ, those blessings 
come by the gospel, the word of truth, the gospel of our 
salvation. That gospel is the word of God by which God 
speaks for the blessedness, grace, and glory of his church.

Because that word of God in the gospel is the word 
of God, it is effectual to bestow what God speaks. God’s 
blessing is never an ineffectual wish. God’s blessing is 
never that God desires to bestow a gift if a man is willing 
to receive it. But God’s blessing is a powerful and divine 
word. As he spoke in the beginning and it was done, and 
as he commanded in the beginning and it stood fast, so 
God commands a blessing to his church. Being the pow-
erful word of God, God’s blessing is an effectual word. 

Never does the word of God come and then return to 
him void. Always that word of God comes, and that word 
of God creates the blessedness of the church.

That is why the apostle says that God “hath blessed.” 
This surely points to the fact that the blessedness of the 
church is an eternal word of God and thus an eternal 
reality for the church. She is always blessed. Never was 
she cursed. And too “hath blessed” emphasizes the effec-
tualness of God’s good word to his church. That blessed-
ness is an accomplished fact. It had been accomplished in 
eternity. It was manifested at the cross and resurrection of 
Christ. It is a reality in the hearts of God’s people because 
of his powerful word that never waits on man. God is 
constantly blessing his church. He constantly speaks that 
good word of grace, and that word of grace constantly 
accomplishes God’s will and creates God’s blessedness in 
the church.

The apostle says that God blesses us with all “spiritual” 
blessings in heavenly places in Christ. The word “spiri-
tual” defines the character of the blessings of the church. 
They are spiritual. 

The apostle calls the blessings spiritual, first, because 
they consist in the gift of the Spirit of Christ and heav-
enly life in him. He is the earnest of our inheritance; thus 
with the gift of the Spirit comes also all our inheritance 
that God promised to us.

The apostle calls the blessings spiritual, second, 
because he would have us acknowledge that our blessed-
ness consists in being chosen heirs of God’s kingdom and 
possessing heavenly and everlasting life. 

By the word “spiritual” the apostle also means all the 
goodness of God’s grace toward us. Nothing comes to 
us except in the grace of God because he is favorably 
inclined toward us and loves us. It is true that we cannot 
eat a scrap of bread or take a sip of water in the creation 
without being robbers and thieves of God except that the 
bread and water come to us in the grace of God.

Wherein, then, does our blessedness from God con-
sist? Is the blessedness of God in the abundance of earthly 
things, in the abundance of houses, cars, clothes, and the 
luxuries of this life? When you eat and drink and enjoy 
the good things of the earth, are those things the bless-
edness of God? Is the blessing of God in building wealth 
and even generational wealth? Does the kingdom of 
heaven come in the increase of earthly things?

If that is so, then there are many more blessed people 
in the world than in the church, and the world possesses 
far more of God’s blessings than does the church. For the 
world eats and drinks and is merry with far greater abun-
dance than the church. But that is no blessing to them. 
What does the psalmist say concerning the abundance 
of the wicked? “Surely thou didst set them in slippery 
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places: thou castedst them down into destruction” (Ps. 
73:18). The increase of the wicked is nothing but a perch 
on the slippery ledge of a steep cliff from which God casts 
the wicked down into destruction.

So even when we eat and drink, the blessing of God is 
his grace. He gives us everything in his favor. The bless-
ing of God is spiritual. It consists in our salvation, the 
forgiveness of our sins, the cleansing of our hearts from 
the power of sin, our inheritance in heaven, the promise 
of eternal life, the assurance of our salvation, being par-
takers of the riches of Christ Jesus, and being the objects 
of the favor and wonderful grace of God. That is our 
blessedness.

The apostle emphasizes that our blessedness is spiri-
tual, third, to teach us that our blessedness consists in our 
new life in Christ, the life in heaven for which we hope. 
Our earthly life is nothing but a continual death, a vale 
of tears, and the valley of the shadow of death. Our life 
is hid with Christ in heaven. We live and move in this 
world, but we learn to walk as pilgrims and strangers here 
below. That is why the apostle adds the words “in heav-
enly places.” Our blessedness consists in our permanent 
rest in heaven, in that heavenly life promised in Christ 
when all tears will be dried away. We have the earnest of 
the heavenly life in the Spirit; to the perfection of that life 
in heaven, God draws us irresistibly.

But still more the apostle would have us understand 
that our blessedness from God consists in the spiritual 
gifts of his grace in heavenly places so that when we suffer 
in the world, we do not view ourselves as not a blessed 
people. When the world and false church despise us, 
cast us out, mock and ridicule us, take away our places 
in the earth, and make our lives in the earth oppressive 
and hard, we content ourselves with the spiritual riches 
of God’s grace: these things that are so grand, so incom-
prehensibly glorious, and so high that we endure every 
suffering for their sake.

Can we count all God’s goodness to us? Daily he loads 
us with his benefits. Daily he forgives our innumerable 
sins and our sinful natures that are as God-hating today 
as when we were born. Daily he washes us with his word 
from guilt and pollution. Daily he assures us of our salva-
tion. Daily he comforts us with his Spirit. Daily he leads 
us, guides us, protects us, and preserves us from all evil. 
Daily he corrects us, rebukes us, and exhorts us.

All spiritual blessings!
The eternal love of the Father for all his children dear!
Election and predestination!
Redemption from sin!
The forgiveness of sins!
The adoption of children!
Peace with God!

The knowledge of the mystery of God’s will!
Holiness and blamelessness!
An inheritance in heaven, a place reserved for us!
Our faith!
God spared not his own Son for us!
Christ abides in us by his Spirit!
God’s benefits are more than we can count!
Grace for grace!
God blesses us with all spiritual blessings “in Christ.” 

All our blessings come from God, the overflowing foun-
tain of all good, and they are mediated to us in Christ 
Jesus. He is the channel by means of which all God’s 
blessings come to us. He is the head, and we are the body 
that draws out of him. He is the vine, and we are the 
branches engrafted into him, and his life courses through 
us. We only know God as the God of all blessing and 
grace through Jesus Christ. God has revealed himself as 
the God and Father of Jesus Christ. In Christ God has 
given us his image and revelation. Through Christ God 
has revealed himself to be our God and Father for Christ’s 
sake.

In Christ God has accomplished all our blessedness. 
Christ Jesus our Lord came down from heaven and 
became man. He bore all our curse because he took all 
our sins upon himself. He took all the sins because of 
which we deserve only to be cast off from God. The sins 
on account of which we deserve not blessing but cursing 
were imputed to Christ, and he became responsible for 
them. Because of our union with Christ—he is the head, 
and we are the body—he could and he did take our sins 
and cursing on himself. By his death on the cross, he took 
away our curse because he made satisfaction to God. By 
Christ’s death on the cross, he merited with God every 
blessing of salvation.

Christ also arose from the dead and ascended into 
heaven. In the heavenly places Christ dwells. All our 
blessedness, every grace, and all goodness are stored up in 
Christ. From heaven God bestows that upon us through 
the gospel, and by the effectual working of the Spirit of 
Christ is all our blessedness.

According as he has chosen us in him before the foun-
dation of the world!

Blessed in Christ!
Because we were chosen in Christ!
At the heart of the doctrine of the church and of the 

blessedness of the church stands the truth of election. 
The apostle throughout this whole section of Ephesians 1 
piles word upon word to describe election: predestina-
tion, the good pleasure of God’s will, the mystery of his 
will, his good pleasure, his purpose, and the counsel of 
his own will.

We cannot understand our blessedness, the church’s 
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blessedness, or the blessedness of the blessed God and 
Father of Jesus Christ apart from the truth of election.

Many do not want to hear about election. Election is 
an offensive doctrine to them. If they do not teach the 
lie that election is God’s choice of those who are willing 
to believe, they try to bury election so that it is never 
mentioned. They hate it because election takes away 
man’s willing and working as the explanation for man’s 
blessedness.

No small part of the offense at the truth of election is 
because election cannot be preached apart from reproba-
tion. Those two are twins. Together and never separated, 
they explain the blessing and cursing of God, the course 
of the gospel, and the effect of the gospel—whether that 
gospel comes and saves and blesses or whether that gospel 
comes and hardens and condemns. Why did the Lord 
confine his word to one small family for hundreds of 
years? When the gospel came to Israel, why did many not 
believe, so that even in Israel many perished, unblessed 
by the Lord? Why does the gospel go here and not there, 
come to this people and not to that people? Why did the 
gospel come to us in order to bestow on us and our chil-
dren all the blessing of God?

Election and reprobation explain all that.
Election and reprobation together constitute the one 

decree of predestination. In eternity before the creation 
of the world, God determined the eternal destinies, the 
blessing and the cursing, of all his rational and moral 
creatures. In eternity God had mercy on whom he will 
have mercy, and the rest he determined to harden. When 
men complain against that, they summon God into judg-
ment and would measure God by their own standard. 
But God is the only standard of what is right and wrong. 
God cannot be brought into judgment by men.

20.	 Nay but, O man, who art thou that repliest 
against God? Shall the thing formed say to him 
that formed it, Why hast thou made me thus?

21.	 Hath not the potter power over the clay, of the 
same lump to make one vessel unto honour, 
and another unto dishonour? (Rom. 9:20–21)

Yes, God is God!
Let God be God!
But those who prefer that God would show mercy 

upon all do not even grant to God the freedom that they 
grant to men. For what rich man is there who out of his 
own goodness may not decide to give a gift to some poor 
man? And if a rich man decides to give a gift to a poor 
man, may the other poor men complain and say that the 
rich man is obligated to treat them in the same way? The 
rich man may do what he wants with his own things. 
Even more so may the Lord of the universe, who is abso-
lutely and sovereignly free, who does not respect persons 

but has respect only to the goodness of his own being, 
and who has mercy on whom he will have mercy.

The opposite of election is reprobation. There is no 
election without reprobation. In election God appointed 
men to eternal life. In reprobation God appointed men 
to condemnation. We must understand that God did 
not reprobate men because men were sinners. Then no 
men would be saved, but all would be reprobate. Rather, 
as with election, God reprobated because that is what 
pleased him and that is the way in which he chose to 
reveal his righteous severity. God did not will, desire, or 
purpose the salvation of all men. Just as in election, the 
love of God moved him to elect his people, so in repro-
bation the divine hatred of God moved him to reprobate.

Where is that taught today? No one talks about God’s 
hatred. But that belongs to the revelation of God. God 
says with regard to Esau that he hated Esau, and so 
implied in scripture is that God also hated Pharaoh. That 
is why God reprobated them. But the god of the church 
world today is a god whose only virtue is love. But therein 
also that church world misses the unique character of the 
church of God as the only society in the world that is 
blessed. The church is the only society in the world that 
is blessed because it is the company of the predestinated 
whom God willed to bless from all eternity.

In election God chose that blessed people for himself. 
The Greek word for election means to choose out for oneself, 
a choice motivated by love for the one chosen. God chose 
for himself. That he chose for himself teaches that this 
act of God was motivated purely by God’s good pleasure 
and love. Election is an act of love. Because God set his 
affection on some, because they were precious to him, 
and because he willed their blessedness, he chose them.

When the apostle says that God blesses us according 
as he has chosen us, then the apostle ascribes to election 
the obtaining of all the blessedness that we receive. What-
ever good there is in us, whatever faith, righteousness, 
holiness, obedience, repentance, hope, joy, love, and all 
the rest of the blessings of God, election obtained that for 
us. If we regard ourselves as the authors of anything that 
is good in us, we make ourselves robbers of God and his 
glory, and we turn that good into the worst kind of evil. 
Oh, do not say to me, “But we are rational and moral crea-
tures!” I know that is true. God always operates according 
to the rational and moral nature of his creatures. So we 
can rightly be said to believe and repent and obey. Yet 
that is all God’s work in us. If it is true of all men that in 
God they live and move and have their being, that is so 
much truer in the matter of the blessedness of his church. 
Without God we can do nothing. Such is the relation-
ship between election and our blessedness that election 
is not only the eternal appointment of God’s elect to the 
blessings, but election itself also brings those things to the 
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elect and ensures that the elect receive all the good that 
God determined from eternity to give to them.

Thus we may not forget that when the apostle says 
“according as he hath chosen us,” he is interested not 
only in describing the source and origin of the church’s 
blessedness but also the manner in which God bestows 
that blessedness on the church. Just as she is chosen 
unconditionally and without her willing and working, so 
also her blessedness comes on her unconditionally and 
without her willing and working. The blessedness of the 
church comes on her in the same way that God chose 
and appointed the church to salvation. It was without 
her aid! It is not that God is willing to bless the church if 
the church is obedient, repentant, prayerful, and indus-
trious, but the blessedness of the church comes on the 
church as sovereignly and efficaciously as God chose the 
church. Or, to put that another way, if the church must 
do something, anything, to receive the blessedness of 
God—if she must repent first, believe first, obey first—
then it must also be true that her election is because she 
repented first, believed first, or obeyed first. But because 
her election is without conditions, so her blessedness is 
without conditions.

The cause of God’s election is not to be found in our-
selves. The text emphasizes this fact when it says that God 
chose us “before the foundation of the world.” In the 
language of Romans 9:13, before the children had done 
good or evil, God said, “Jacob have I loved, but Esau have 
I hated.” Nothing in us moved God to choose us. It was 
an entirely free choice on his part. He did not choose 
some because of anything in those who were chosen. He 
was moved only by his own love and good pleasure. He 
is the independent God. He does not depend on man for 
anything that he chooses or does. Those who would have 
God choose man because man accepted God’s offer of 
salvation have an idol god who is dependent upon man. 
But God is independent in all that he does.

We are elected in Christ. For God to look at us in 
eternity, he had to look at us in Christ; he had to look 
at us as we are saved, justified, sanctified, and glorified 
in Christ. Christ was first in the counsel of God. Christ 
is the elect one. If all our blessedness is in Christ, and 
all that blessedness comes on us because of election, that 
is because we were elected in Christ. If we can imagine 
election as a book—and we can do that because the Bible 
calls election the book of life—then our names are writ-
ten in that book. But the book is Christ. First, God loved 
Christ and chose Christ. He is the book. And we are writ-
ten in Christ in that book. Or, if you prefer, Christ is the 
head. God loved Christ and chose him before all. And 
we are chosen as his body, the church, the fullness of him 
who fills all things.

Because we were chosen in Christ, election forms the 

church. That is the very essence of the church. The church 
is visible in her membership, doctrine, confession, offices, 
sacraments, and discipline. The church manifests herself 
as an institute in the world. But what is the church at her 
essence, and what explains the existence of an institute? 
Not every member of the church as she is manifested 
in the institute is church, for mingled in the church are 
always the devil’s tares, the dead branches, and a company 
of hypocrites who are not church at all. The church as 
to her essence—always and in every way that we speak 
about the church—is the elect of God. The church is the 
whole company of the elect whom God willed to bless 
with all spiritual blessings in Christ Jesus and whom God 
does bless according to that decree of election.

The church is chosen for the purpose that she be holy 
and without blame before God in love.

What glory God willed for us!
That we would be holy and without blame!
That is perfection. God willed perfection for us. That 

is hard to imagine when we look at ourselves and all our 
sins, and we see how much in us is unholy and blame-
worthy. We can hardly imagine that God willed that we 
be holy and without blame before him. Understand what 
that means. It means that we stand before the holy and 
righteous God, that the holy and righteous God—whose 
eyes search and know all things and before whom all are 
as an open book and before whom there is nothing hid—
finds nothing in us to blame, but all is good.

How are we to understand that, if there is yet so much 
in us that is blameworthy? First, we have to understand 
that we are in Christ. God looked at us in eternity in 
Christ, and God always looks at us in Christ. We were in 
Christ in election, and we are in Christ by the Spirit of 
grace and through faith. We are in Christ and never can 
be viewed outside him. So we are absolutely blameless in 
Christ. His righteousness is become ours. God’s approval 
of Christ, in which he said, “This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased,” is our approval (Matt. 3:17).

Also true of us is that we are holy and without blame 
before God in principle according to the work of regen-
eration. This is what God gives to us. He operates in our 
hearts, takes out our old, stony hearts and places in us 
hearts of flesh; he softens the hard, opens the closed, 
quickens the will, and changes us in the very depths of 
our beings. What God wills, he actually works in us. This 
is the glory of the church and the believer: They are holy. 
They are holy now. They are holy and blameless before 
God now. The work of regeneration in us is small as yet. 
That is why there is so much that is still blameworthy in 
us; but according to the work of regeneration, we are holy 
in God’s sight. We are that by faith alone, on account of 
God’s blessing alone, according to God’s election alone. 
What God wills, he actually performs in us. He spoke 
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in eternity, “I will that these be holy and without blame 
before me,” and that he actually accomplishes, cleansing 
our hearts by the sprinkling of the blood of Christ by the 
Holy Spirit of promise.

The outworking of that wonder of grace is the wonder 
that we walk in love.

I believe the words “in love” apply to the church and 
the believer, to you and to me. I suppose that I would 
have no problem with the words being applied to what 
follows, so that we understand the words to say “in love 
having predestinated us,” meaning that love motivated 
God to choose his people.

But I believe the Spirit’s true sense is different. The 
words “in love” apply to us. What is holy and blameless 
except love? Against love there is no law. True holiness 
and blamelessness consist in the life of love—love for 
God and love for the neighbor. The believer is blameless 
in that for two reasons. First, he walks in love as justified 
in Christ and thus is utterly blameless. He is not justified 
by his walk of love. He is justified in Christ by faith alone 
wholly apart from a walk of love. And as the justified 
he walks in love. Second, the walk of love is blameless 
because against love there is no law. Who but the igno-
rant and unbelieving would blame that? I understand 
many criticize and blame walking in the way of true love. 
They call it harsh and unloving and hateful, for the way of 
love is heavenly and spiritual and totally foreign to these 
carnal critics! The way of love surely is antithetical to the 
way of the world’s wisdom. Love does things that the 
world with its carnal love would never do. That criticism 
of the heavenly and spiritual way of love by those car-
nal Christians only shows the malice that is in their own 
hearts toward the good. God does not blame love and the 
way of love, which is so foreign to this world and which 
elicits such harsh criticism from the world. Love and the 
way of love are good in his sight, for love and the way of 
love are of God.

And when the apostle says that the end of our blessing 
and of God’s election is our walk in love, he warns hyp-
ocrites in the church what is pleasing to God. The hyp-
ocrite always is satisfied with a few outward ceremonies. 
He puts on a few religious airs, says a few spiritual things, 
talks the right talk, makes a shallow outward show of 
holiness, and he does that in front of the church because 
he seeks the praise of men and not of God. But away 
from the church and comfortable among those who are 
likeminded, the hypocrite becomes himself. He lives full 
of envy, malice, and hatred toward the truth, the church, 

and the servants of the Lord. Such hypocrites are given to 
cruelty, treachery, lying, deceit, malignity, and loose liv-
ing, and they give free reign to their evil lusts. They sup-
pose that all is papered over with a suit, the right church 
membership, and some holy-sounding words. Oh, how 
such men can talk about predestination, probably better 
than you and I can. But Paul cuts off all that wickedness 
and says that God’s will is our holiness and blamelessness, 
which do not consist in outward things but in the Spirit- 
motivated life of love out of faith unfeigned!

Election cannot lead to carelessness in the believer, for 
it is simply not God’s will. It is God’s will from all eternity 
that we be holy and without blame before him in love. 
And what he wills, he actually works in us.

And you have to say that the apostle looks all the way 
to the end of our salvation and what we will be in heaven. 
Now we are holy and without blame in principle. There is 
so much that is unclean, unholy, and blameworthy in our 
flesh. But such will not be true in heaven. There we will 
be perfect. The old man of sin will be dead and buried, 
and we will be transformed into the very image of God 
in Jesus Christ.

This is chief among love’s things: That we bless God! 
The chief sacrifice that God requires is that we acknowl-
edge him and all his benefits to us. Why are we found in 
the earth; why does God cherish and nourish us with an 
inexhaustible stream of goodness; why does he astound 
us with so many benefits? That we thank and praise him. 
We do not profit him at all. Always this is the truth of our 
lives before God: When we have done all that is our duty 
to do, we are unprofitable servants! We do not render to 
God again what he gave to us, and we render no benefit 
to him. He does not give to us of his grace so that we can 
become mercenaries, merchants, and traders with God, 
bargaining with him or working for a reward from him.

He gives us all so that we thank him. Does not the 
psalm say that? 

12.	 What shall I render unto the Lord for all his 
benefits toward me?

13.	 I will take the cup of salvation, and call upon 
the name of the Lord. (Ps. 116:12–13)

That is all we are called to do. Our entire duty and call-
ing is to thank God, to acknowledge that all that we are 
and all that we have we owe to him and that we are bound 
to his overflowing goodness for everything. And even in 
this we must thank God that we might thank him!

—NJL



FROM THE EDITOR

The reader should make sure to see at the end of 
this issue the news from the board of Reformed 
Believers Publishing. The board announces the 

time and venue for the annual meeting of the association 
of Reformed Believers Publishing. That meeting will be 
a celebration of the truth and the reformation that the 
truth has worked through the means of Sword and Shield. 
The board also announces that it has completed the work 
of making all the issues of Sword and Shield available in 
audio format for those who perhaps have a lot of wind-
shield time or have a set of earbuds and are cleaning the 
house and want to listen to Sword and Shield while they 
drive or work.

The reason for the reformation that was in part birthed 
by Sword and Shield is made clear by the article written 
in the Running Footmen rubric this month. If there was 
any doubt that the Protestant Reformed denomination 
has thoroughly corrupted the truth of justification by 
faith alone and that she is completely hardened in her 
corruption of the truth, then that must be laid to rest at 
this point. The only question now is, will anyone actually 
leave? The Protestant Reformed Churches are a dumpster 
fire, and yet the people stay. The words of the Lord could 
not be more fitting:

14.	 In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Esaias, 
which saith, By hearing ye shall hear, and shall 
not understand; and seeing ye shall see, and 
shall not perceive:

15.	 For this people’s heart is waxed gross, and their 
ears are dull of hearing, and their eyes they have 
closed; lest at any time they should see with their 
eyes, and hear with their ears, and should under-
stand with their heart, and should be converted, 
and I should heal them. (Matt. 13:14–15)

The Lord has laid before the members of those 
churches the truth through the mouths and pens of many 

witnesses. Some of the witnesses they beat, some they 
killed, and some they laughed to scorn. The members of 
the Protestant Reformed Churches have seen and heard 
the truth, and Christ has been evidently set forth and 
crucified among them, and they do not believe. If the 
words that have been spoken by these witnesses had been 
spoken in Sodom and Gomorrah, those cities would 
have repented in dust and ashes. The hardness of this 
once-noble denomination of the Lord is astounding. We 
rest in God’s sovereignty and marvel at his judgments. 
We say with the apostle Paul,

33.	 O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom 
and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are 
his judgments, and his ways past finding out!

34.	 For who hath known the mind of the Lord? or 
who hath been his counseller?

35.	 Or who hath first given to him, and it shall be 
recompensed unto him again?

36.	 For of him, and through him, and to him, are 
all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen. 
(Rom. 11:33–36)

As a companion piece to the Running Footmen article 
is a submission by Mr. Andy Birkett. He was told that in 
one Protestant Reformed church the members are hear-
ing good gospel preaching. So he decided to listen to the 
preaching, and the sermon that he heard was the same 
old works-righteousness that characterizes the official 
doctrine of the denomination.

Reformation was necessary lest we all perished!
In his Understanding the Times rubric, Reverend 

Ophoff makes a timely application of the truth of that 
reformation to the daily life of the believer and his deal-
ings with his neighbor.

For the rest, we pray the Lord will speed the issue into 
your hands and the content to your hearts.

—NJL
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EDITORIAL

UNION WITH CHRIST (11): 
GLORIFICATION

Introduction

Whom he did foreknow, he also did predesti-
nate to be conformed to the image of his Son, 
that he might be the firstborn among many 

brethren. Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he 
also called: and whom he called, them he also justified: 
and whom he justified, them he also glorified (Rom. 
8:29–30).

God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith 
he loved us, even when we were dead in sins, hath quick-
ened us together with Christ, (by grace ye are saved;) and 
hath raised us up together, and made us sit together in 
heavenly places in Christ Jesus (Eph. 2:4–6).

Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed 
upon us, that we should be called the sons of God: there-
fore the world knoweth us not, because it knew him not. 
Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet 
appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall 
appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is 
(1 John 3:1–2).

Ye are come unto mount Sion, and unto the city of 
the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to an innu-
merable company of angels, to the general assembly and 
church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven, and 
to God the Judge of all, and to the spirits of just men 
made perfect, and to Jesus the mediator of the new cove-
nant, and to the blood of sprinkling, that speaketh better 
things than that of Abel (Heb. 12:22–24).

I saw thrones, and they sat upon them, and judgment 
was given unto them: and I saw the souls of them that 
were beheaded for the witness of Jesus, and for the word 
of God, and which had not worshipped the beast, neither 
his image, neither had received his mark upon their fore-
heads, or in their hands; and they lived and reigned with 
Christ a thousand years (Rev. 20:4).

I saw heaven opened, and behold a white horse; and 
he that sat upon him was called Faithful and True, and in 
righteousness he doth judge and make war. His eyes were 
as a flame of fire, and on his head were many crowns; and 
he had a name written, that no man knew, but he him-
self. And he was clothed with a vesture dipped in blood: 

and his name is called The Word of God. And the armies 
which were in heaven followed him upon white horses, 
clothed in fine linen, white and clean. And out of his 
mouth goeth a sharp sword, that with it he should smite 
the nations: and he shall rule them with a rod of iron: 
and he treadeth the winepress of the fierceness and wrath 
of Almighty God. And he hath on his vesture and on 
his thigh a name written, King of Kings, and Lord of 
Lords (Rev. 19:11–16).

He shewed me a pure river of water of life, clear as 
crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of the 
Lamb. In the midst of the street of it, and on either side 
of the river, was there the tree of life, which bare twelve 
manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit every month: and 
the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. 
And there shall be no more curse: but the throne of God 
and of the Lamb shall be in it; and his servants shall serve 
him: And they shall see his face; and his name shall be in 
their foreheads. And there shall be no night there; and 
they need no candle, neither light of the sun; for the Lord 
God giveth them light: and they shall reign for ever and 
ever (Rev. 22:1–5).

I beheld, and, lo, a great multitude, which no man 
could number, of all nations, and kindreds, and peo-
ple, and tongues, stood before the throne, and before 
the Lamb, clothed with white robes, and palms in their 
hands; and cried with a loud voice, saying, Salvation to 
our God which sitteth upon the throne, and unto the 
Lamb. And all the angels stood round about the throne, 
and about the elders and the four beasts, and fell before 
the throne on their faces, and worshipped God, saying, 
Amen: Blessing, and glory, and wisdom, and thanksgiv-
ing, and honour, and power, and might, be unto our God 
for ever and ever. Amen (Rev. 7:9–12).

Union the Essence
I have been examining the truth of the union of the elect 
people of God with Jesus Christ. That union with Jesus 
Christ is the essence of the covenant and of their salva-
tion. When we say that we have covenant fellowship with 
God, we mean that we have union with Jesus Christ. 
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Though in the course of explaining the truth of salvation 
we enumerate many benefits, nevertheless the essence of 
salvation is union with Jesus Christ.

That this is the very heart of salvation is the testimony 
of the Reformed creeds. The Heidelberg Catechism sums 
up the entire comfort and thus the assurance of his salva-
tion for the child of God with these words: “I with body 
and soul…am not my own, but belong unto my faithful 
Savior Jesus Christ.” That the Catechism has in view not 
only Christ’s ownership and lordship of the elect but also 
and especially union with Christ, it makes clear when it 
says, “Therefore, by His Holy Spirit, He also assures me 
of eternal life, and makes me sincerely willing and ready, 
henceforth, to live unto Him” (A 1, in Confessions and 
Church Order, 83–84).

If the essence of our salvation and covenant fellow-
ship with God is our union with Christ, then the essence 
of our union with Christ is the Spirit of Christ, who is 
given to the elect, brings Christ into their hearts, abides 
with them, seals them, teaches them all things, and makes 
them partakers of Christ and all his riches and gifts. The 
Spirit unites the elect to Christ; the Spirit regenerates 
them, calls them, works faith in their hearts, justifies 
them, assures them of eternal life, sanctifies them, and 
glorifies them.

That union with Christ is the essence of salvation is 
also the meaning of baptism, according to the Form for 
the Administration of Baptism. Speaking of the sign of 
sprinkling with water, the form says that God the Son 
witnesses and seals to us “that He doth wash us in His 
blood from all our sins, incorporating us into the fel-
lowship of His death and resurrection.” Later the form 
explains that the Holy Spirit assures by baptism that “He 
will dwell in us and sanctify us to be members of Christ” 
(Confessions and Church Order, 258). The form teaches 
this because according to the apostle Paul, the essence of 
salvation consists in a baptism into Christ: “Know ye not, 
that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were 
baptized into his death?” (Rom. 6:3). The apostle means 
by “baptized into Jesus Christ” not the sacrament of bap-
tism but the spiritual reality to which baptism points, 
which is union with Christ and thus saving fellowship 
with his death and resurrection.

According to the Heidelberg Catechism, union with 
Christ is also the essence of the Lord’s supper and the 
reality that we eat and drink Jesus Christ.

Q. 76. What is it then to eat the crucified body and 
drink the shed blood of Christ?

A. It is...to become more and more united to 
His sacred body by the Holy Ghost, who dwells 
both in Christ and in us; so that we, though Christ 
is in heaven and we on earth, are notwithstanding 

flesh of his flesh, and bone of his bone; and that we 
live and are governed forever by one Spirit, as mem-
bers of the same body are by one soul. (Confessions 
and Church Order, 112–13)

Eating and drinking Christ is to be more and more 
united to Christ by his Spirit. We thus have union with 
Christ and are more and more united when we eat and 
drink his crucified body and shed blood.

Being united with Christ, we also then have fellow-
ship with the triune God in Christ. In Christ God is 
become our Father; he adopts us as his children and heirs, 
preserves us through this life, and finally presents us in 
heaven “without spot or wrinkle among the assembly of 
the elect in life eternal” (Form for the Administration of 
Baptism, in Confessions and Church Order, 258).

Riches of Christ
In my examination of the truth of our union with Christ, 
I rejected the idea of an order of salvation and spoke rather 
about the riches of salvation that are in Christ Jesus. His-
torically in Reformed theology some have spoken about 
an order of salvation, but this seemingly innocuous idea 
has been corrupted, and it is time that we reject that idea.

For the Protestant Reformed Churches, the order of 
salvation means a temporal order of salvation’s appropri-
ation. She makes the temporal order of salvation’s appro-
priation the main thing in salvation. This is because she 
is interested in giving to man—man regenerated and 
empowered by grace—a vital place in his salvation. God 
does his part, and man must do his part too. By a mutual 
interaction between the grace of God and the activities of 
man, the believer receives more and more of his salvation 
and progressively becomes a holier person until he finally 
obtains perfection in heaven. Man by his believing, obe-
dience, and repentance brings himself (by God’s enabling 
grace, of course) into the possession of the experience and 
assurance of his salvation. Man is in a certain sense first 
for the Protestant Reformed Churches, and this means 
that man’s responsibility to believe, repent, and obey are 
the hinge on which the reception of salvation turns.

Scripture is uninterested in a temporal order in which 
the gifts of salvation are supposedly bestowed. Scripture’s 
viewpoint is not only different than a temporal order, but 
also scripture never teaches that there is something that 
man must do to be saved, to experience his salvation, to 
be assured of that salvation, or to advance from one ben-
efit of salvation to another. For instance, scripture never 
teaches that man must first repent, and then God will 
forgive him. The salvation of the elect—their possession, 
experience, and assurance of salvation—is a pure gift of 
grace. Scripture’s viewpoint of salvation in its application 
to the elect is of principles and eternal realities.
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By principles I mean that scripture emphasizes in the 
truth of salvation certain fundamental truths. Scripture 
teaches on every page that all salvation is of the Lord; that 
in every aspect of salvation, God is first; that strictly as the 
result of God’s work, there is fruit in man; that salvation is 
all of grace; that salvation has its origin in eternal, uncon-
ditional predestination; that salvation is unconditional in 
its origin, reception, and perfection; that salvation is not 
by the working or the willing of man; that all salvation 
was accomplished by and stored up in Jesus Christ; that 
the Spirit of Christ is the worker of salvation who brings 
that salvation and its experience into the hearts of the 
elect; and that the purpose of salvation is not so much 
the salvation of men but the revelation and glory of God 
as the covenant God in that mighty and wonderful work 
of salvation in which he has mercy on whom he will have 
mercy, and whom he wills he hardens. These and oth-
ers are the principles that scripture teaches whenever it 
teaches the truth of salvation and with regard to whatever 
benefit of salvation that is in view.

The issue never is what God has done and then what 
man must do. Salvation is not doled out in a temporal 
series of steps. Salvation is one whole. It is like a diamond. 
Salvation can be viewed from many angles, but always 
salvation is one diamond that is in view, and this dia-
mond of salvation always sparkles with the glory of God 
and his grace. The issue always is what God has done for 
the salvation of his people and what he produces in man 
for his glory and the revelation of his wonderful grace.

That scripture is uninterested in a temporal order of 
salvation—as many speak of it—is also clear because 
scripture frequently summarizes the whole of our salva-
tion by a single benefit. So for instance, Paul describes 
our whole salvation as a translation from one kingdom 
to another (Col. 1:13); Jesus speaks of our salvation as a 
regeneration (John 3:5); and Peter calls salvation a calling 
(1 Pet. 2:9). The Reformed creeds do the same thing, so 
that Belgic Confession article 23 says, “Our salvation con-
sists in the remission of sins for Jesus Christ’s sake” (Con-
fessions and Church Order, 51). With the description of 
each aspect of salvation, the point of scripture is not that 
there are no other aspects of salvation, but when scripture 
considers each aspect of salvation, scripture views the sin-
ner as completely saved. There is not something that the 
sinner has to do to get another benefit. Scripture reveals 
the salvation of the elect as an accomplished fact and not 
as a process whereby God gives salvation in installments 
in response to the activities and works of man who has 
been enabled and empowered by grace to do his part.

Besides, as far as scripture is concerned, the elect church 
of God was saved in eternity and at the cross. So Paul 
says in Colossians 1:20 that God “made peace through 

the blood of the cross.” In 2 Corinthians 5:18, Paul says 
that God “hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ.” 
And in Revelation 13:8 where John speaks of “the Lamb 
slain from the foundation of the world,” he teaches that 
the cross of Christ is an eternal reality. The cross was an 
accomplished fact in the counsel of God, and that fact 
was made manifest in the world at Calvary. The riches 
of the salvation accomplished by God in Christ then are 
applied to the elect in their union with Christ as one 
whole, complete gift, as a diamond of many facets that 
shines from whatever angle it is viewed with the glory of 
our gracious God.

In this examination of the riches of salvation that are 
in Jesus Christ, I have come now to glorification. The 
goal of salvation is the glorification of the elect people of 
God. This is not the final and ultimate goal. That final 
and ultimate goal is always the glory of God and the 
praise of his wonderful grace whereby he has saved us 
in Jesus Christ. The glorification of the people of God 
serves this purpose. God takes his elect people fallen in 
Adam and brings them to the heights of heavenly glory. 
What was degraded and shameful in Adam is redeemed 
and made glorious in Christ.

The Glory of God
What is glory? And what is the glory of which the elect 
are partakers in Jesus Christ, so that we speak of their 
glorification? From what were they glorified, and to what 
are they glorified?

We must begin with God. God is the God of all glory. 
This glory is the radiance of his absolutely perfect being. 
He is goodness, righteousness, holiness, and truth. He is 
perfect and the implication of all perfection. As such he 
is incomparable and incomprehensible. He stands alone. 
He cannot be classified. He is of himself, and he stands 
by himself. The “Holy One” asks in Isaiah 40:25, “To 
whom then will ye liken me, or shall I be equal?” This 
glory of God is especially revealed in his holiness. In his 
absolute perfection he is also absolutely distinct from all 
other beings. There is none like him, and to him none can 
be compared.

In 1 Timothy 6:14–16 Paul speaks of this glory:
14.	 Keep this commandment without spot, unre-

bukeable, until the appearing of our Lord Jesus 
Christ:

15.	 Which in his times he shall shew, who is the 
blessed and only Potentate, the King of kings, 
and Lord of lords;

16.	 Who only hath immortality, dwelling in the 
light which no man can approach unto; whom 
no man hath seen, nor can see: to whom be 
honour and power everlasting.
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No man can see the glory of God, and neither can 
anyone approach unto it. God exists in himself as the 
triune God, radiating his own glory. He beholds his glory 
and glories in himself.

The glory of God must be revealed. Here, too, there is 
one revelation of the glory of God to which no man can 
approach and before which no man can stand. This was 
the glory of God revealed at Mount Sinai in the law, so 
that we read in Hebrews 12:18–21:

18.	 Ye are not come unto the mount that might be 
touched, and that burned with fire, nor unto 
blackness, and darkness, and tempest,

19.	 And the sound of a trumpet, and the voice of 
words; which voice they that heard intreated 
that the word should not be spoken to them 
any more:

20.	 (For they could not endure that which was 
commanded, And if so much as a beast touch 
the mountain, it shall be stoned, or thrust 
through with a dart:

21.	 And so terrible was the sight, that Moses said, I 
exceedingly fear and quake:)

And it is this glory that the writer to the Hebrews 
describes: “Our God is a consuming fire” (12:29). God 
reveals his glory in his awesome holiness and perfect righ-
teousness and infinite goodness as he speaks blessing to the 
righteous and cursing to the wicked and shows himself to 
be the just avenger of his own glory as the only true God.

This glory is the eternal power and Godhead that God 
also displays by means of the created things that all men 
see and hold under in unrighteousness. So Paul says in 
Romans 1:18–23,

18.	 The wrath of God is revealed from heaven 
against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of 
men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness;

19.	 Because that which may be known of God is 
manifest in them; for God hath shewed it unto 
them.

20.	 For the invisible things of him from the cre-
ation of the world are clearly seen, being 
understood by the things that are made, even 
his eternal power and Godhead; so that they 
are without excuse:

21.	 Because that, when they knew God, they glo-
rified him not as God, neither were thankful; 
but became vain in their imaginations, and 
their foolish heart was darkened.

22.	 Professing themselves to be wise, they became 
fools,

23.	 And changed the glory of the uncorruptible 
God into an image made like to corruptible 
man, and to birds, and fourfooted beasts, and 
creeping things.

There is no salvation in that revelation of the glory of 
God, but there is only wrath against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men.

This is also the revelation of the glory of God that 
Isaiah saw:

1.	 In the year that king Uzziah died I saw also the 
Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up, 
and his train filled the temple.

2.	 Above it stood the seraphims: each one had six 
wings; with twain he covered his face, and with 
twain he covered his feet, and with twain he 
did fly.

3.	 And one cried unto another, and said, Holy, 
holy, holy, is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth 
is full of his glory.

4.	 And the posts of the door moved at the voice 
of him that cried, and the house was filled with 
smoke.

5.	 Then said I, Woe is me! for I am undone; 
because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell 
in the midst of a people of unclean lips: for 
mine eyes have seen the King, the Lord of 
hosts. (Isa. 6:1–5)

Peter saw this glory of God with Jesus in the boat:
8.	 When Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ 

knees, saying, Depart from me; for I am a sin-
ful man, O Lord.

9.	 For he was astonished, and all that were with 
him, at the draught of the fishes which they 
had taken:

10.	 And so was also James, and John, the sons of 
Zebedee, which were partners with Simon. 
(Luke 5:8–10)

That revelation of the glory of God is the revelation 
that says to all men that they must love God with all their 
hearts, minds, souls, and strength because God is God 
and must be served and worshiped as God, and if man 
does not do that perfectly then this glory consumes him. 
Before this revelation of the glory of God all men become 
nothing, all the nations combined are in comparison but 
the drop of a bucket and the small dust of the balance, 
and the sinner is consumed for his hatred of God and 
failure to worship God as God.

Glory Revealed in Christ
There must be another revelation of the glory of God, 
and that is the revelation of God in his glorious grace 
as the covenant God, who wills and establishes a cove-
nant of grace with his elect people in Christ. This is the 
glory of God revealed in Jesus Christ. For Christ is the 
revelation of the glory of God as God became flesh. So 
John says,
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14.	 The Word was made flesh, and dwelt among 
us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the 
only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and 
truth.

15.	 John bare witness of him, and cried, saying, 
This was he of whom I spake, He that cometh 
after me is preferred before me: for he was be-
fore me.

16.	 And of his fulness have all we received, and 
grace for grace.

17.	 For the law was given by Moses, but grace and 
truth came by Jesus Christ.

18.	 No man hath seen God at any time; the only 
begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the 
Father, he hath declared him. (John 1:14–18)

Through Moses God gave the law, which is a revela-
tion of the glory of God as the righteous and holy one 
and includes but a figure of the revelation of God in 
Jesus Christ as the savior. But the reality, the truth and 
substance of what was shown in the law, came by Jesus 
Christ, who by grace revealed God as the savior of the 
unworthy and damnworthy sinner who has assaulted the 
glory of God and held it down in unrighteousness, but 
whom God had chosen and appointed to salvation in 
eternity.

In Jesus Christ is also the revelation of the glory of 
God at the cross as the God who in love for his people, 
whereby he appointed them to salvation, shed his own 
blood to deliver his people from wrath by satisfying his 
own justice. The revelation of the glory of God’s grace 
is not at the expense of the glory of God’s justice and 
holiness. Rather, that revelation of his grace maintains 
God’s perfect goodness, holiness, and righteousness. He 
is both just and the gracious justifier of those who believe 
in Christ because God made atonement in Christ for sin 
and established in Christ a perfect righteousness for his 
people. So Paul says in Romans 3:23–26,

23.	 For all have sinned, and come short of the glory 
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 propitiation 
through faith in his blood, to declare his righ-
teousness 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.

In the salvation of his people, God is just because 
he satisfied for sin, and he is the gracious justifier of the 
ungodly sinner who has no right to salvation.

Hope in Glory
Because the elect are justified freely by God’s grace as 
ungodly sinners and have peace with God through Jesus 
Christ, they also then “rejoice in hope of the glory of 
God” (Rom. 5:2). The elect shall see God and share in 
the glory of God and be transformed by that vision from 
glory to glory!

To see God was the hope of all the saints. It was the 
hope of Job, who said that he would see God. Abraham 
saw Christ’s day and was glad. Solomon complained for 
the church about when they would see God. David sang 
of seeing God. The book of Revelation shows us the saints 
in heaven who see God.

To see God is the great hope of the church. We will 
not see God in his naked deity. That is impossible. No 
man has seen nor can see God. We will see God as his 
glory is revealed in Jesus Christ, his Son, in whom dwells 
all the fullness of the Godhead bodily. So the glory spo-
ken of in Romans 5:2 is God’s own glory. And it is God’s 
own glory as he reveals it in Christ and shares it with his 
people. To see the glory of God in Jesus Christ is to have 
that glory transform you. You will be like him because 
you will see him as he is. You will be lifted up into that 
glory and participate in it and be a sharer in that glory.

And the apostle Paul says that this glory is our “hope.” 
Hope is the expectation of great good. And so Paul is 
saying that we expect to see the glory of God in his Son, 
Jesus Christ, to be with him and to be like him in that 
glory, transformed from glory to glory! It is our hope only 
as we stand in the grace of the ungodly sinner whom God 
has justified and who has peace with God.

If you are a good person and an obedient person who 
stands before God in that goodness and obedience, then, 
of course, you can have no hope. Then you must labor 
and labor and labor, and you can never have any hope. In 
the end all your labors will bring you to hell. No, there is 
no hope in that way of obedience.

There is only hope—that is, the expectation of great 
good—as we stand as ungodly sinners whom God has 
justified by faith in Jesus Christ and who have peace with 
God. Then there is hope. That hope is the expectation 
that we shall receive from God a share in the glory of God 
in Jesus Christ, whom we shall see with our eyes and not 
another and by whose power we shall be translated from 
glory to glory.

And in this we boast. That is the word. Boast! The King 
James Version says “rejoice,” but it is stronger. We boast 
in this. Let he who boasts boast in the Lord. That means 
that the glory of God, in which you will certainly share, is 
your joy, treasure, and most precious possession. That you 
boast in it means that you boast not in yourself—in your 
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obedience, goodness, repentance, or good works—but 
you boast in the grace of God by which and in which you 
stand at peace with him now and forever as the ungodly 
sinner whom God justified in Christ.

To know the glory of God is our glory and salvation. 
The sinner who was damningly ignorant of God, who 
was degraded in his hatred of God, and who was sim-
ply described as darkness—the very antithesis of light 
and thus the very antithesis of God—is glorified in the 
knowledge of the glory of God in Jesus Christ. So the 
apostle says, “For God, who commanded the light to 
shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give 
the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face 
of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).

The Glory of the Head
This glorification of God’s people is simply the extension 
of and their participation in the glory of their Lord and 
head, Jesus Christ. Christ was glorified in that he sat at 
the right hand of God, and he received from God the 
promise of the Spirit. The elect are lifted up with Christ 
because they are members of Christ. So the apostle says 
in Ephesians 2:4–7,

4.	 God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love 
wherewith he loved us,

5.	 Even when we were dead in sins, hath quick-
ened us together with Christ, (by grace ye are 
saved;)

6.	 And hath raised us up together, and made us sit 
together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus:

7.	 That in the ages to come he might shew the 
exceeding riches of his grace in his kindness 
toward us through Christ Jesus.

Whomever God quickens, he raises up and sets in 
heavenly places. To be raised up and set in heavenly places 
refers to the glory and dominion of the church over all 
things. God by his exceeding great power raised Christ 
from the dead and set Christ at his own right hand and 
gave him dominion and power and glory and honor. God 
made Christ head over all, the victorious Lord of all who 
has all power in heaven and on earth. He is exalted to 
God’s right hand. In his hand Christ holds the book of 
God’s counsel, and Christ does all God’s pleasure. Christ 
controls every creature and moves each one infallibly to 
its appointed end.

We partake with Christ of his glory, dominion, and 
honor. As the head is glorious, so must the body partake 
of that glory and dominion. The elect church and the 
individual believer are lifted to the heights of dominion 
and power and sit already in heavenly places. All those 
elect children of God who were dead, he quickens, raises 
to an immortal glory, and exalts to victorious dominion 

over sin, death, the world, the kingdom of darkness, hell, 
and the grave.

All this is done to us with Christ. Without him we 
are nothing. Without him we are dead. Without him we 
walk according to the course of this world. Without him 
we are only slaves of Satan. Without him we fulfill the 
desires of the flesh and of the mind. Without him we are 
only worthy of condemnation.

I want to impress this on you. You are alive, but you 
do not ever possess that life of yourself. You possess 
the life of Christ as you are with him and in him. It is 
not we who live, but Christ in us! As the head, he was 
raised to immortal life; as the head, he went to heaven 
to appear in the presence of God for us; as the head, he 
was exalted and became a quickening Spirit by whom 
the whole body lives. We are nothing in ourselves. All 
our life is hid with Christ in heaven. We live now, yet 
not us, but Christ in us; and the life that we live, we live 
by the Spirit of the Son of God who loved us and gave 
himself for us.

By faith! Is that not what the apostle means by “in 
Christ”? We are in him by the bond of faith. We are 
engrafted into Christ by a true and living faith. We are 
made partakers by that faith of all that Christ possesses. 
We are joined with him, made bone of his bone, flesh of 
his flesh, his holy bride. Whatever is possessed by Christ, 
the head, is enjoyed by the church, his body.

By faith, then, surely also means that this life with 
Christ is an article of faith. We believe this truth that we 
are alive and exalted with Christ. We lay hold by faith on 
this reality and say, “Being dead in trespasses and sins, we 
have been quickened together with Christ. Now there is 
no condemnation, and there never was condemnation to 
us in Christ. Sin in us is put to death; the dominion of 
Satan has been broken.”

This life in Christ belongs to the things unseen. It 
does not yet appear what we shall be. We know that when 
Christ appears, we shall be like him. Yet how far away 
that seems. We are in body and soul yet on the earth. It 
does not appear that we reign gloriously with Christ over 
all, but we are often the subjects of the oppression of the 
ungodly, the assaults of the world, and the temptations of 
Satan. It does not appear that we exalt triumphantly over 
all our foes, but we appear to go down to defeat time and 
again. We have these heavenly treasures, this immortal 
life, in earthen vessels. We lie in the midst of death; we 
live in the body of this death, mortal, corruptible, weak, 
and shameful.

Nor does it appear fully that we have been delivered 
from sin’s power. For this is the case with us according 
to the apostle Paul in Romans 7:22–24: While we have 
a delight in the law of God after the inner man, we find 
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in our members another law, warring against the law of 
our mind, to bring us into captivity to the law of sin. The 
flesh wars against the Spirit, so that we cannot do the 
things that we would. The good that we would, we do 
not, and the evil that we would not, that we do. And we 
cry out, “Wretched men that we are! Who shall deliver us 
from the body of this death?”

Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evi-
dence of those things not seen, and the certainty of our 
future glory. We rise above and out of our deep misery 
and shame by faith. By faith we lay hold on Christ and 
look upon our crucified Lord, who shed his blood for 
us and for whose sake God has forgiven us all our sins. 
By faith we stand before God reconciled to him through 
the death of his Son. By faith we believe that God raised 
Christ from the dead and set him at God’s right hand 
and that we are quickened with Christ and raised with 
him. By faith we know that we are in Christ, that he is 
our head and that we are his members who are insepa-
rably united to Christ, so that he is responsible for us; 
his work is imputed to us; what he does we do; what is 
done to him is done to us; that when he died, we died 
with him; and that when he was raised, we were raised 
with him and ascended far above all heavens. That is an 
accomplished fact in Christ, and by faith, faith alone, 
that is all ours.

Glory in This Life
By faith this resurrection, exaltation, and glorification of 
the church is also our present experience. Now! We live! 
We are raised and sit in heavenly places with Christ Jesus! 
Alive in the midst of death, that is true, but alive. Alive to 
God. Alive to the truth. Alive to heaven and to spiritual 
things. Alive to the things of the Spirit that we thought 
were foolish in our sinful ignorance. Given power to 
become the sons and daughters of God.

This life and glory for the church is not merely what 
will be realized in the future. This life and glory is the 
present reality for the church. Christ comes to us in this 
life as we lie in the midst of death. He takes up his abode 
with us. He engrafts us into himself by faith and indwells 
us by his quickening Spirit. This is first. Christ implants 
within us the seed of regeneration, the beginning and 
principle of his resurrection life. We die to sin, and we are 
made alive to righteousness. He makes us new creatures. 
Quickened with him, all things have become new.

And alive and not able to die, we advance ever more 
toward the perfect day. We are alive, yet the perfect man-
ifestation and realization of this glorious life, body and 
soul with our whole being, without the possibility of sin 
or death any longer, is still to come. Raised with him 
now, we shall be raised in perfection. Our sitting with 

Christ shall be made perfect when we will live and reign 
with him in heaven, sitting on thrones and ruling in the 
whole perfect creation after sin, death, and the grave all 
go down to everlasting defeat.

The glorification of the people of God consists in 
essence in receiving the gift of the Spirit. By that Spirit 
and through his work, the people of God are made heav-
enly creatures. They are separated from the old, dead, 
sin-filled, cursed body and age of Adam. And they are 
engrafted into the new, living, righteous body and age of 
Jesus Christ. By the Spirit’s presence and work in their 
hearts, this glory is already perfect, so that they are not 
able to sin. Though they sin in the flesh, they are not able 
to sin in their hearts. So John says, “Whosoever is born of 
God doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him: 
and he cannot sin, because he is born of God” (1 John 
3:9). John cannot mean that they never commit a sin, for 
the whole scripture testifies that the people of God yet 
sin. Rather, John is speaking of the reality of regeneration 
in the hearts of the children of God. In their hearts by the 
grace of God and the work of the Holy Spirit, the children 
of God enjoy the perfect freedom of not being able to sin, 
loving God, and hating that which is evil, although at 
the same time their flesh and the body of death is totally 
depraved. This is the beginning of eternal life in him that 
will be perfected in the day of Jesus Christ.

Implied in the truth of the glorification of the church is 
the church’s preservation in salvation and grace. The pres-
ervation of the church is that act of God’s grace whereby 
he preserves the church and every elect member of the 
church in union with Jesus Christ by the Spirit of Christ 
in faith and the assurance of faith unto the very end that 
God appointed for her in glory, so that the church fights 
the good fight of faith and can never fall away from the 
grace that she has received. The confession of the preser-
vation of the church in faith and salvation is the burden 
of the fifth head of the Canons of Dordrecht. The heart of 
the doctrine of the Canons in the fifth head regarding the 
preservation of saints is summarized well in articles 6–9:

Article 6. God, who is rich in mercy, according to 
His unchangeable purpose of election, does not 
wholly withdraw the Holy Spirit from His own 
people, even in their melancholy falls; nor suffers 
them to proceed so far as to lose the grace of adop-
tion and forfeit the state of justification, or to com-
mit the sin unto death; nor does He permit them to 
be totally deserted, and to plunge themselves into 
everlasting destruction.

Article 7. For, in the first place, in these falls 
He preserves in them the incorruptible seed of 
regeneration from perishing, or being totally lost; 
and again, by His Word and Spirit, certainly and 
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effectually renews them to repentance, to a sincere 
and godly sorrow for their sins, that they may seek 
and obtain remission in the blood of the Mediator, 
may again experience the favor of a reconciled God, 
through faith adore His mercies, and henceforward 
more diligently work out their own salvation with 
fear and trembling.

Article 8. Thus, it is not in consequence of their 
own merits or strength, but of God’s free mercy, 
that they do not totally fall from faith and grace, 
nor continue and perish finally in their backslid-
ings; which with respect to themselves is not only 
possible, but would undoubtedly happen; but with 
respect to God, it is utterly impossible, since His 
counsel cannot be changed, nor His promise fail, 
neither can the call according to His purpose be 
revoked, nor the merit, intercession, and preserva-
tion of Christ be rendered ineffectual, nor the seal-
ing of the Holy Spirit be frustrated or obliterated.

Article 9. Of this preservation of the elect to 
salvation, and of their perseverance in the faith, 
true believers for themselves may and do obtain 
assurance according to the measure of their faith, 
whereby they arrive at the certain persuasion that 
they ever will continue true and living members of 
the church, and that they experience forgiveness of 
sins, and will at last inherit eternal life. (Confessions 
and Church Order, 174–75)

Preserved and Persevering
Implied by the truth of the preservation of the church is 
the church’s perseverance in grace. The Word of God over 
his elect church from eternity in election to everlasting life 
in heaven is “sin shall not have dominion over you.” The 
fruit and effect of that powerful word is that the church is 
moved to work out her own salvation with fear and trem-
bling, to crucify the flesh, to put on the new man, and to 
run with patience the race that is set before her.

The divine word of God over his church in Jesus 
Christ is summarized by the apostle Paul in Romans 
6:14: “Sin shall not have dominion over you: for ye are 
not under the law, but under grace.” This is not an exhor-
tation to the church but a statement of the word of the 

gospel over the justified church in Jesus Christ. She is not 
under law, and so she cannot be condemned for her sins. 
She is under grace, and so enthroned in her heart is Jesus 
Christ. Christ proclaims his lordship in her heart and will 
not let sin have dominion over her. And the word to the 
church therefore is,

11.	 Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead 
indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through 
Jesus Christ our Lord.

12.	 Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, 
that ye should obey it in the lusts thereof.

13.	 Neither yield ye your members as instruments 
of unrighteousness unto sin: but yield your-
selves unto God, as those that are alive from 
the dead, and your members as instruments of 
righteousness unto God. (Rom. 6:11–13)

Being justified freely by his grace, the law does not 
reign in the church, and so sin does not reign in the 
church. And the battle of faith all her life long is the vic-
torious advance of the church against sin, Satan, and the 
whole world until she receives complete and total victory 
in the new heaven and new earth, where righteousness 
dwells, when all things are made new, and she rejoices 
world without end in the presence of God, where there 
are joys and pleasures forevermore.

Thus the apostle summarizes the whole wonderful 
work of God to save the sinner from eternity to eternity:

29.	 Whom he did foreknow, he also did predesti-
nate to be conformed to the image of his Son, 
that he might be the firstborn among many 
brethren.

30.	 Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he 
also called: and whom he called, them he also 
justified: and whom he justified, them he also 
glorified. (Rom. 8:29–30)

The apostle says this not to teach some temporal order 
of salvation. But he says this to teach that as all things are 
of God, through God, and to God, so also is the salvation 
of elect sinners.

—NJL
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CONCERNING FORGIVENESS  
OF THE NEIGHBOR

In my meditation titled “Remember Lot’s Wife” in 
the August 2025 issue of Sword and Shield, I asked 
this question: “Do we forgive our neighbor before he 

repents?” My answer to that question was no. This answer 
I sought to ground in Luke 17:3: “Take heed to your-
selves: If thy brother trespass against thee, rebuke him; 
and if he repent, forgive him.”

The statement that we do not forgive the neighbor 
until he repents is itself false and wicked. For this state-
ment I apologize. This is false and wicked because of the 
term that I used, namely, forgiveness. By using this term, 
what I wrote is itself false. This is because of God’s for-
giveness of us. What is true is this: What we say of our 
forgiveness of the neighbor is what we say about God’s 
forgiveness of us. That is what Christ taught us to pray: 
“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors” (Matt. 
6:12). Then, by the very words that I wrote, I taught that 
God does not forgive us before we repent. While this is 
not what I believe nor what I intended to teach, it is nev-
ertheless what I taught. And for this I apologize to the 
reader, for I taught a lie in my words. Now, I wish to set 
forth both the truth and what I intended to write.

The answer to the question “Do we forgive our neigh-
bor before he repents?” is an unqualified and resounding 
yes! This is the fruit of God’s free forgiveness of believers. 
God forgives his people without repentance. Before they 
have one thought of repentance, God already forgave 
them. This is likewise what God works in his people by 
his grace. The people whom God freely forgave, without 
repentance, likewise freely forgive their neighbors, their 
debtors, without repentance. This is what God works in 
his people.

When the believer has a debtor, that is, someone who 
sins against him, the believer, before his debtor ever repents, 
forgives the man. As God forgave him, so likewise does the 
believer forgive his indebted neighbor. The believer holds 
no malice, no ill-will, and no desire for revenge against 
his debtor. The believer simply says, “I forgive you. I do 
not hold you as my debtor.” No matter what the believer’s 
debtor did to him, the believer simply forgives his debtor. 
Positively, the believer loves his neighbor, that is, the one 

who is indebted to him. The believer loves that neighbor as 
himself. He desires that neighbor’s salvation.

It is then out of the believer’s free forgiveness of 
his debtor that in love for his neighbor, he rebukes his 
neighbor. He does not overlook that neighbor’s sin. He 
may have sinned against the believer, but he also sinned 
against God. This is the believer’s rebuke to him. “Neigh-
bor, you need to repent. Neighbor, you do not offend 
me, but you offend God. Neighbor, what you did is sin 
against God.” If the believer never forgave his debtor, the 
believer would never go to his neighbor; he would never 
rebuke him; and he would never tell him to repent. He 
would not tell him, “Brother, you stand in peril.” What 
he would say is, “My debtor can go to hell. He never 
paid me what he owed me. He struck me, or he stole 
from me, or whatever.” Such an attitude is wicked and 
ungodly, and the one who so deals with his neighbor has 
never tasted the gospel. Rather, forgiving the neighbor 
before the neighbor ever repents, the believer goes to his 
neighbor in love, and desiring the neighbor’s salvation, 
he rebukes his neighbor.

Such is what I believe and what I intended to teach 
and defend. When I asked that question “Do we forgive 
the neighbor before he repents?,” and I answered no, 
what I was striving at was that the believer deals with 
the sin of the one who sins against him, and the believer 
rebukes him. The believer rebukes his neighbor because 
that man may have sinned against the believer, but that 
man also sinned against God. When I answered no, that 
is what I was trying to teach. I was trying to say that the 
believer deals with sin. He does not wink at sin; neither 
does he turn a blind eye to it. That is what I meant when 
I said that the believer does not forgive until his neigh-
bor repents. But that is not what the word forgive means. 
Before the neighbor ever repents, the believer forgives 
him. Period. And then, in love for his neighbor whom 
he forgave, the believer addresses his neighbor’s sin, as it 
is offensive to God; the believer does not ignore that sin. 
That is what I meant by my words, but that is not what I 
taught, and for this I sincerely apologize.

—Earl David Kamps
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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

A MIRROR OF  
GOD’S FORGIVENESS

1	 David J. Engelsma, “Latter [sic] to My Family Concerning Repentance in Relation to Forgiveness,” June 6, 2022, 2.
2	 Barrett Gritters, “The Confusion about Forgiveness,” lecture given on November 3, 2022, at Grace Protestant Reformed Church, https://

www.sermonaudio.com/sermons/11522113504354.
3	 Ronald Cammenga, “Antinomian? Without a Doubt,” Standard Bearer 98, no. 18 (July 2022): 421.

A Muddied Reflection

The question “Can we forgive the neighbor if he 
does not repent?” is of lively interest in the church 
today. Can we forgive the neighbor freely when he 

sins against us? Or must we not forgive the neighbor until 
he repents? The answer of scripture and the confessions is 
that we forgive our neighbor unconditionally, without his 
repentance. And while we ought to learn the truth about 
forgiving the neighbor and seeking out the repentance 
of an impenitent sinner, note that this question reeks of 
the quagmire of the Protestant Reformed Churches. The 
question attempts to merge two issues into one question: 
First, how do we forgive the neighbor, and second, what if 
my neighbor does not repent?

At least three Protestant Reformed professors teach 
that we cannot forgive the neighbor until he repents. 
These professors recognize the connection between God’s 
forgiveness of us and our forgiveness of the neighbor. It 
is clear that the professors understand that the way we 
treat others is the way that God treats us, and vice versa. 
It is also clear that these professors have corrupted the 
doctrine of justification by faith alone. This issue then 
touches on the heart of the gospel. Corrupt the truth of 
the forgiveness of God toward us, and you corrupt the 
truth of our forgiveness of the neighbor. Corrupt the doc-
trine of the forgiveness of the neighbor, and necessarily 
implied is a rejection of the gospel itself.

In a public letter in which he taught his doctrine of the 
relationship of the sinner’s repentance and God’s forgive-
ness—which is that the repentance of the sinner precedes 
God’s forgiveness of the sinner—Prof. David Engelsma 
also taught his view of the forgiveness of the neighbor:

I call on AL [Rev. Andy Lanning] to acknowledge 
his fault of accusing me of not knowing what I 

am talking about when I propose that repentance 
precedes remission, that is, of being a theological 
ignoramus.

More seriously, I call on him to repent of his sin 
of charging me with the heresy of conditional sal-
vation. If he repents, I will gladly forgive him. Not 
until. “If thy brother trespass against thee, rebuke 
him: and if he repent, forgive him” (Luke 17:3). Such 
is my Lord’s order of repentance and forgiveness.1

Prof. Barry Gritters taught the same in his confusing 
lecture about forgiveness:

God’s forgiveness of us: declaration, after repen-
tance, aims at reconciliation, and maybe with left-
over consequences. Our forgiveness is declaration 
that comes after confession and not before. That 
is very easy now to understand. The child of God 
declares forgiveness only to those who are sorry and 
confess their sins. It’s wrong to forgive someone 
who isn’t sorry. Just as with God’s ways, so with 
ours: repentance precedes forgiveness. That’s what 
Jesus said in Luke 17:3: “If your brother trespass 
against thee, rebuke him: and if he repent, forgive 
him.” There it’s clear the connection between God’s 
and ours.2

Also with respect to Luke 17:3, Prof. Ron Cammenga 
asked the question, “Why are we called to forgive our 
repentant brother?” His answer: “Because this is God’s 
way with us: when we repent, He forgives us.”3

Contending against Cammenga, Rev. Nathan Langerak 
explained,

Cammenga’s application is that God tells us to for-
give the brother if he repents. So that must mean 
that God forgives us if we repent. Then the oppo-
site also holds: if the brother does not repent, he 
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remains unforgiven; and if we do not repent, we 
remain unforgiven of God.

Insightfully, Reverend Langerak added,
I find in this the excuse for the conditional love of 
the members of the Protestant Reformed Churches. 
Their practice follows their doctrine. And they treat 
each other with brutality, because after all, the 
brother did not repent.4

The Protestant Reformed doctrine of God’s condi-
tional forgiveness follows all the way through to the 
denomination’s doctrine of the forgiveness of the neigh-
bor. God forgives your sins in the way of repentance. You 
forgive your neighbor when he repents. In the mean-
time if you do not confess your sins, then God will not 
forgive you. So likewise, if a man does not repent, you 
do not forgive him. The Protestant Reformed Churches 
have soiled the beautiful picture of forgiveness that God 
has given us in his word. The doctrine of the Protestant 
Reformed Churches remains unforgiven. The doctrine of 
forgiveness in the Protestant Reformed Churches is take-
the-neighbor-by-the-throat theology.

Matthew 18:21–22 is a parallel account of Luke 17:3–
4. After Jesus answered Peter’s question of how often to 
forgive a brother who sinned against him—seventy times 
seven, or endlessly—Jesus immediately set forth the well-
known parable of the unmerciful servant. In the parable 
a certain king took account of his servants, and one who 
had an immense debt was brought before the king. This 
servant’s debt was unpayable, thus the servant along with 
his wife, children, and all his belongings were to be sold 
in order to make payment for the debt. When the servant 
fell down in worship of the king and begged for time to 
pay his debt, the king had compassion on the servant and 
forgave the debt. Immediately the servant went out to his 
fellow servant who owed him a small debt—a pittance 
in comparison to what the first servant had owed to the 
king—and laid hands on his fellow servant and took him 
by the throat, demanding payment. The fellow servant 
also begged for patience, but the unmerciful servant took 
no heed and threw his fellow into prison. When the king 
heard about what had happened, he was very angry and 
said, “O thou wicked servant, I forgave thee all that debt, 
because thou desiredst me: Shouldest not thou also have 
had compassion on thy fellowservant, even as I had pity 
on thee?” (Matt. 18:32–33). That is the theology of the 
Protestant Reformed Churches. Grab your neighbor by the 
throat and extract from him repentance in order that you 
may forgive him. And until he repents, he is unforgiven.

Standing at the root of the Protestant Reformed doc-
trine of forgiveness is damning pride. There is no evidence 

4	 Nathan J. Langerak, “Reformed? Not At All! (2): Mangling Scripture,” Sword and Shield 4, no. 6 (November 2023): 16.

of the grace of God in the hearts of those who hold to this 
doctrine that God has forgiven them in the cross of Jesus 
Christ while they were yet sinners! The man who will not 
forgive the neighbor unless or until the neighbor repents 
is a mercenary, and all his relationships will be condi-
tional. Does that man not know the words of Jesus that 
we forgive seventy times seven? Does the man think that 
means you forgive the neighbor seventy times seven only 
if he repents? That man does not know that he is the chief 
of sinners, and he is something in his own eyes, like the 
Pharisees of Jesus’ day.

The Reformed Protestant doctrine of the forgiveness 
of the neighbor must be fitting to the majesty, glory, and 
grace of God in the salvation of sinners. Whatever our 
life together in the body is, it must be a clear reflection 
and mirror of our God. The position of the undersigned 
is the petition of the Lord’s prayer: “Forgive us our debts, 
as we forgive our debtors” (Matt. 6:12, emphasis added). 
God freely forgives our sins, and we freely forgive our 
neighbor who sins against us. Forgiveness of the neighbor 
is love for the neighbor, and because we love him and 
forgive him, we seek out his eternal good and desire his 
repentance. At the end of it, the question “Can we forgive 
our neighbor if he does not repent?” falls entirely out of 
view. The neighbor’s sin and his repentance do not have 
anything to do with my puny, insignificant forgiveness 
but have everything to do with God and his glory. And if 
there is a sinner who will not confess that he is a sinner, 
the word to him is “repent,” not because I need to be able 
to forgive him, but because his sin is an affront to the 
most high majesty of God.

God’s Forgiveness of Us
All our theology must be decretal, God-first theology. All 
things are of God, through God, and to God. The truth 
of the forgiveness of the neighbor cannot be sought by 
beginning in man. And so we must begin with the truth 
about God.

The fifth petition of the Lord’s prayer implores, “For-
give us our debts.” This is a petition for justification. Jus-
tification is the act of the triune God to impute to the 
ungodly sinner the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ, 
acquitting the sinner of all guilt and punishment on the 
ground of Christ’s merits and giving the sinner the right 
to eternal life. God justifies the ungodly sinner (Rom. 
4:5). God does not forgive the repentant sinner. God 
does not forgive the good or obedient person. God justi-
fies the ungodly. To be forgiven means that God does not 
hold our sins against us. To be forgiven means that God 
does not impute to us poor sinners our transgressions. 
God forgives our sins because he loves us.



SWORD AND SHIELD    |    21

7.	 Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of 
God; and every one that loveth is born of God, 
and knoweth God.

8.	 He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God 
is love.

9.	 In this was manifested the love of God toward 
us, because that God sent his only begotten 
Son into the world, that we might live through 
him.

10.	 Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that 
he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propiti-
ation for our sins.

11.	 Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to 
love one another. (1 John 4:7–11)

God’s attitude toward us eternally has been one of 
undeserved favor and love. God forgave our sins in eter-
nity in the Lamb slain before the foundation of the world 
(1 Pet. 1:19–20; Rev. 13:8). God forgave our sins at the 
cross of Jesus Christ (Heb. 10:12). Forgiveness of sins 
is by faith alone (Lord’s Day 7, Belgic Confession 23). 
Remission of sins becomes ours “when we believe in him,” 
that is, when the Holy Spirit works in us true faith by the 
preaching of the gospel (Belgic Confession 23, in Confes-
sions and Church Order, 51). The preaching of the gospel is 
God’s coming to tell his elect child what is real in his eter-
nal decree: “I really forgave you at the cross of Jesus Christ. 
I really see no sin in you because you are in Christ.”

We must have the knowledge and confidence of faith 
in our hearts and lives that our sins are forgiven if we are 
ever to approach God in prayer or to live boldly by faith. 
Faith is not partially assured but fully assured of the for-
giveness of sins. For the forgiveness of sins, there are no 
prerequisites or conditions. There is no repentance nec-
essary in order to obtain God’s forgiveness subjectively in 
our experience. This does not deny the truth that when 
we confess our sins, God “is faithful and just to forgive 
us our sins” (1 John 1:9). The elect sinner, walking in 
God’s light, confesses that he is a sinner. With God there 
is always forgiveness when we ask in true faith (Lord’s 
Day 45). There always has been forgiveness, and there 
always will be forgiveness.

An outstanding passage on the free forgiveness of sins 
is the parable of the prodigal son, found in Luke 15:11–
32. The son took his portion of his father’s wealth and 
pilfered it in riotous living. After the son had spent all his 
father’s money, a famine came, and the son found himself 
in the gutter, where the pigs had better food than him. 
We read in verses 18 and 19 that he said in his heart, 
“I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, 
Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee.” 
And as he went to see his father, his father saw his son 
afar off. The believer could almost weep at the beauty of 
this stirring scene. “But when he was yet a great way off, 

his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and 
fell on his neck, and kissed him” (v. 20). The father had 
already forgiven his son before his son uttered one sylla-
ble of repentance. The father never held that sin against 
his son. The father did not impute that sin to his son. He 
loved his son and desired his salvation.

As elect children of God, we are the prodigal son. We 
have spent all our Father’s wealth. We did that in Adam 
and by all our actual sins. And God forgave them. Before 
we ever uttered one syllable of repentance to him, God 
forgave our sins. The glorious gospel of the parable is the 
free forgiveness of sins without repentance. To be sure, 
in the following verses, the son confessed his sins to his 
father. The son confessed his nothingness and emptiness. 
“I am not worthy to be called your son; make me as one 
of your hired servants.” But instead the father set his son 
up high. The father gave the best robe to his son, put a 
ring on his finger and shoes on his feet. The father killed 
the fatted calf, and there was music and gladness and 
merriment. Such is the grand picture of our salvation in a 
parable of the kingdom.

A Reflection of God’s Forgiveness
Since we are dealing with forgiving the neighbor, we 
ought to establish what scripture and the Heidelberg 
Catechism mean when they say “neighbor.” Who is the 
neighbor? The neighbor is not the man or woman living 
in a third world country. The neighbor is not the home-
less man on the streets of the city. The neighbor is one 
with whom I come into contact and who takes of my 
time and energy. She is the woman in the grocery aisle 
who is rude and inconsiderate. He is the man driving on 
the road who cuts me off. My neighbor is the Protestant 
Reformed man or woman who ridicules and persecutes 
me. My neighbor might be one who despitefully uses 
me and speaks ill of me and wishes my destruction. My 
neighbor might be my worst enemy for the gospel’s sake. 
My neighbor includes my children, my spouse, and all of 
my earthly relationships. Certainly then too my neighbor 
is the brother with whom I live in the church.

The calling of the child of God toward the neighbor is 
to love the neighbor for God’s sake. This is the summary 
of the law that Jesus gave in Matthew 22:37–39: “Thou 
shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with 
all thy soul, and with all thy mind…Thou shalt love thy 
neighbor as thyself.” We must love our neighbor. And the 
tenth commandment, always putting its finger on our 
hearts, shows us how much murder and hatred is in our 
hearts toward the neighbor. We do not love the neigh-
bor as ourselves. The problem is our murderous, pride-
filled, God-hating, and neighbor-hating flesh. We desire 
to kill our neighbor, curse his name, steal his goods, lie, 
defile our bodies with him or her, and covet his earthly 
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estate. Thus we have the need for a savior who loved God 
and the neighbor in our stead and kept the law perfectly, 
whose obedience is counted as ours. Christ’s righteous-
ness is imputed to us by faith alone without repentance, 
and as a spontaneous twin benefit, God gives us a new 
life of repentance and love toward God and the neighbor. 
We have the delight of the law written on our hearts. Out 
of our new hearts, we love the neighbor for God’s sake. 
We love God and the neighbor as the manifestation and 
evidence of the forgiveness of our sins.

The main point of the account of Simon and the adul-
teress woman in Luke 7:36–50 is to demonstrate that the 
forgiveness of our sins by God manifests itself in our love 
for him and for the neighbor. What Jesus Christ estab-
lished in this passage is that forgiveness and love are inti-
mately connected.

There was Simon, a Pharisee, who had invited Jesus to 
his banquet only to expose to his friends that Jesus was 
a fraud. Simon treated Jesus with disdain as his guest: 
Simon did not give water to Jesus for his feet; Simon did 
not greet Jesus with a kiss; Simon did not anoint Jesus’ 
head with oil.

Simon is contrasted with an adulteress woman who 
appeared on the scene, who, weeping at Jesus’ feet in 
sorrow for her sins, washed Jesus’ feet with her tears, 
wiped his feet with her hair, and anointed his feet with 
ointment. Watching this, Simon thought in contempt 
that if Jesus were a prophet, he would have known what 
kind of sinful and disgusting woman was touching him. 
So Jesus told Simon a parable about a creditor who had 
two debtors: One owed five hundred pence, the other 
fifty. When neither could pay, the creditor simply for-
gave them both. 

In his own eyes Simon had only a little debt. He kept 
the law, and his sins were minor and insignificant. He 
loved little, and that was seen by his treatment of Jesus.

Contrasted with this was the adulteress woman whose 
debt was massive. She was troubled by all her sins and saw 
them as they really were before the sight of God. She had 
fallen down and began to weep uncontrollably and wash 
and kiss Jesus’ feet. And Jesus made the point that to whom 
much is forgiven, the same loves much, and to whom little 
is forgiven, the same loves little. That we have been for-
given is manifested in love for God and love for the neigh-
bor. Someone who will not forgive has little love.5

Belonging to the love of the neighbor is forgiving him 
as he sins against you. You must love him, and loving him 
means forgiving his sins freely without his prerequisite 
repentance. To forgive the neighbor who sins against you 

5	 Herman Hanko, The Mysteries of the Kingdom: An Exposition of Jesus’ Parables, 2nd ed. (Grandville, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Associa-
tion, 2004), 146, 152–53.

6	 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), 600.

means that you do not impute that sin to him. It means 
that you do not hold that sin against him.

In the next part of the petition we pray to be for-
given, “as we forgive our debtors”; that is, as we 
spare and pardon all by whom we are in any way 
offended, either in deed by unjust, or in word by 
contumelious treatment. Not that we can forgive 
the guilt of a fault or offense; this belongs to God 
only; but we can forgive to this extent: we can vol-
untarily divest our minds of wrath, hatred, and 
revenge, and efface the remembrance of injuries by 
a voluntary oblivion.6

You do not account or reckon that sin to the neigh-
bor. You do not bear a grudge against him. You do not 
desire revenge, which is accounted by the law as murder. 
If you do not forgive the neighbor, that means that you 
impute the neighbor’s sin to him. You hold his sin against 
him. You take what belongs only to God and take matters 
into your own hands. “Dearly beloved, avenge not your-
selves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, 
Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord” (Rom. 
12:19). Ultimately, to not forgive the neighbor—the 
neighbor whom you are called to love and whose salva-
tion you desire—means that you hate him and desire his 
damnation. You are going to take vengeance upon him 
in wrath. That is what it means not to forgive someone. 
The struggle for us as Christians is that it is our nature to 
take vengeance. One’s nature is to hate that the neighbor 
sinned against me.

In our dealings with the neighbor, our forgiveness of 
the neighbor ought to be a mirror and reflection of God’s 
forgiveness of us. Such is the importance of the word “as” 
in the fifth petition. We do not forgive our neighbor in 
order to be forgiven of God or in order to experience 
God’s forgiveness of sins. God does not forgive our sins in 
the way of our forgiving the neighbor. But the “as” points 
us to God. When we pray the fifth petition, we are very 
really asking God to deal with us in the same way that we 
deal with the neighbor. Calvin wrote,

Wherefore, we are not to ask the forgiveness of our 
sins from God, unless we forgive the offenses of all 
who are or have been injurious to us. If we retain 
any hatred in our minds, if we meditate revenge, 
and devise the means of hurting; no, if we do not 
return to a good understanding with our enemies, 
perform every kind of friendly office, and endeavor 
to effect a reconciliation with them, we by this peti-
tion beseech God not to grant us forgiveness. For 
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we ask him to do to us as we do to others. This is 
the same as asking him not to do unless we do also.7

Since God has forgiven our debts freely, so we, having 
this evidence of God’s grace in our hearts, have a “firm 
resolution from the heart to forgive our neighbor” (Lord’s 
Day 51, in Confessions and Church Order, 139). Do not 
take that “firm resolution” as “ready to” forgive my neigh-
bor when he repents. Then forgiveness is made to be just 
a possibility and not a reality.

In the Protestant Reformed Churches, the appeal is 
made to Psalm 86:5, that God is “ready to forgive,” but 
you must repent first. But Psalm 86:5 teaches the truth that 
God is good and forgiving. That is who he is as the only 
good God and the overflowing fountain of all good.

The firm resolution that Lord’s Day 51 speaks of is 
an ongoing reality in the life of the child of God. I have 
in my heart the attitude and conviction that whenever 
the neighbor inevitably sins against me, I will forgive 
him. The attitude of the child of God is not that when a 
man sins against me, I am going to hold that sin against 
him until he repents. My attitude is that I am willing 
and ready with a firm resolution to forgive my neighbor 
anytime he sins against me. And any sins that have been 
committed against me, I have already forgiven. The firm 
resolution is always there. The firm resolution is constant. 
I live every day as a forgiven sinner. I live every day as the 
chief of sinners. I live every day as a sinner who has had 
his massive debt forgiven by God. Shall I then go and 
shake down my neighbor for his sin against me?

So, can you forgive the neighbor if he does not repent? 
If we answer in the negative and rephrase the question as 
a statement, it becomes this: I am not going to forgive 
my neighbor if he does not repent. I am not going to for-
give my neighbor until he repents. Then my relationship 
with my neighbor—yes, even my closest neighbors, my 
spouse and my children—becomes conditional, brutal, 
and mercenary-like. In essence you impute to your neigh-
bor his sin and call God’s damnation upon him. You hold 
his sin against him and hold a grudge against him. With 
this theology the neighbor is unforgiven in your eyes, and 
only when he confesses is he forgiven.

Practically, there are many faults and sins between 
members of the body of Christ that go unconfessed. If 
the child of God is honest, how many times does a neigh-
bor actually come and repent of his sin that he has com-
mitted? We may not make a distinction here between big 
sins and little sins, between grievous sins and so-called 
routine sins. Many of them are not repented of to one 

7	 Calvin, Institutes, 600.
8	 John Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, trans. William Pringle (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1949), 2:364–5.

another. Repentance and forgiveness are not a one-for-
one exchange. It is not one repentance for one forgive-
ness. It cannot be because that is not forgiveness in God! 
When God converts me, my whole life is characterized 
by repentance. Daily I turn from my sins. But how many 
of my sins go unconfessed with God? When is my repen-
tance good enough to have forgiveness? If I deal with my 
neighbor on a one-repentance-for-one-forgiveness basis, 
I am saying that is how God deals with me. The force of 
the “as” in the Lord’s prayer is nothing less than that. You 
had better not pray that petition if you do not forgive the 
neighbor until he repents.

The Christian’s forgiving the neighbor is otherworldly 
in the sense that the Christian does not hold those sins 
against the neighbor, regardless of whether he repents or 
not. When the unbelieving man’s name, reputation, and 
honor are sullied, he does not forget what his neighbor 
did to him. He does not forgive, and he cannot forgive 
because he himself does not know the grace of God’s free 
forgiveness. When an unbelieving man is harmed by the 
neighbor, he holds that sin against the neighbor and bears 
a grudge against him. He never lets him forget it. Even if 
the neighbor says sorry, the man always is ready to bring 
that sin back up again. The world’s forgiveness is always 
selfish and self-serving. The world and the false church 
are transactional in their forgiveness and do not see the 
reflection of the gospel in the forgiving of the neighbor. 
But the man who has tasted the grace of God’s forgive-
ness has a firm resolution from the heart to forgive the 
neighbor.

Calvin succinctly commented,

If a man shall do me an injury, and I, laying aside 
the desire of revenge, do not cease to love him, 
but even repay kindness in place of injury, though 
I entertain an unfavourable opinion of him, as he 
deserves, still I am said to forgive him. For when 
God commands us to wish well to our enemies, 
He does not therefore demand that we approve in 
them what He condemns, but only desires that our 
minds shall be purified from all hatred. In this kind 
of pardon, so far are we from having any right to 
wait till he who has offended shall return of his own 
accord to be reconciled to us, that we ought to love 
those who deliberately provoke us, who spurn rec-
onciliation, and add to the load of former offences.8

Freely forgive the neighbor of his sins against you. That 
is how God deals with his people. This should not even 
be a question. It is tiring to tromp through the Protestant 
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Reformed mud and weeds of man. My forgiveness of the 
neighbor is puny and insignificant. My forgiveness of the 
neighbor does not really have anything to do with the 
neighbor himself. My forgiveness of the neighbor has to 
do with my thankful obedience to God for his forgiving 
me of all my sins. What matters is God and God’s glory. 
And if my neighbor continues in sin, out of love for God 
and his glory and out of love for the neighbor, as I have 
opportunity and certainly if he is a brother, I seek out the 
neighbor that he might repent and not continue in his sin.

Seeking Out the Neighbor
The very fact that we have already forgiven the neigh-
bor demands that we seek out the neighbor’s repentance. 
Is that not how God saves us? God’s eternal will is that 
his people be declared righteous. When he took you and 
joined you to the Lamb slain before the foundation of 
the world, you were declared righteous. God wills that 
our sins are forgiven, and God wills that we do not con-
tinue in our sins. For God to even seek us out, our sins 
must already be forgiven. That he forgave our sins in 
love is the foundation and ground of his seeking us out. 
God seeks us out and converts us and gives us a hatred 
for sin and love for himself. That conversion is the daily 
life of repentance. The lives of believers are characterized 
by repentance. As such, they do not remain impenitent 
in their sins. Yet God’s forgiveness of us does not wait 
until we have repented. He seeks us out by the gospel. 
He does that by the very living voice of Jesus Christ. We 
must know that we are ungodly sinners who have sinned 
against the most high majesty of God. And God comes to 
us in the gospel to tell us that we are sinners and that we 
are sinners saved wholly by grace.

If a brother sins against us, we do not sit back with a 
spirit of pride, but in the spirit of humility and love out 
of the regenerated heart, we go and seek him out to bring 
him to repentance. Only out of the regenerated heart, 
the principle of the new life of Christ, can we truly seek 
the brother’s repentance, eternal good, and salvation. We 
have already forgiven the brother in our hearts before we 
go to him. As God forgives us freely and God seeks us 
out, so we mirror that with the sinning brother.

And when you go to seek out the brother’s repentance, it 
is not to extract a confession in order that you may forgive 
him. The whole idea of first this and then that is a distinctly 
Protestant Reformed idea. This idea has already been suffi-
ciently beaten back on the pages of Sword and Shield.

Now, in that way you forgive too [freely, without 
repentance, as God forgives]. You seek the sinner’s 
repentance not so that you can forgive him. It is not 

9	 Langerak, “Reformed? Not At All! (2): Mangling Scripture,” 16.

about you. Seeking a sinner’s repentance is about 
the sinner. He will not admit that he is a sinner, and 
in that he shows that he is deceived and under the 
power of the lie. You seek to show him that he is a 
sinner. In a sense you have already forgiven him. 
When you seek his repentance, it is because you 
know that God already has forgiven all his people’s 
sins and that he justified the ungodly. If this man is 
a child of God, his sin has been blotted out. But he 
will not admit that he is a sinner. And as a sinner 
yourself, you seek to show him that he is a sinner.

And it is precisely this gospel that you bring to the 
sinner when you forgive him. It is not your forgive-
ness that matters. It is God’s forgiveness that matters.9

That is how the believer deals with his brother who 
has sinned. As far as I am concerned, I have forgiven that 
sin as it is against me. But who cares about me, what I 
think, my feelings, my reputation, and my honor? Who 
cares about me! I am going to tell you about God. It is 
not about my hurt but God’s honor and glory. There is a 
sinner who will not confess that he is a sinner. He is in a 
bad way, and because I love him and have not imputed 
his sin to him but desire his salvation, I go and seek him 
out. The goal and purpose of confronting an impenitent 
sinner is not to extract a confession from the sinner so 
that you can forgive him. The goal and purpose is that 
a sinner needs to confess before God that he is a sinner, 
which he presently will not do.

Having said that, when a neighbor is walking in sin, 
we do not wink at that sin. We are not going to pretend 
that he did not commit that sin. We must not ignore that 
sin or connive at that sin.

17.	 Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thine heart: 
thou shalt in any wise rebuke thy neighbor, and 
not suffer sin upon him.

18.	 Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge 
against the children of thy people, but thou 
shalt love thy neighbor as thyself: I am the 
Lord. (Lev. 19:17–18)

We rebuke that neighbor. We do not suffer his sin. If a 
brute husband is beating his wife, he may not tell his wife 
that because she ought to forgive him seventy times seven, 
that he may beat her and then say sorry and then beat her 
again. Neither may a consistory demand that a wife return 
to a husband who continues to murder her because she 
is supposed to forgive him. The church may not tell that 
wife that because she is called to love and forgive her hus-
band as her neighbor that the sin does not need to be dealt 
with. Free forgiveness may not be wielded as a cudgel in 
order to silence that abused wife. The problem is not with 
the doctrine of free forgiveness, but the problem is with 



SWORD AND SHIELD    |    25

the profane man who abuses the doctrine, much like the 
antinomian who trumpets grace and lives like the devil.

Fruit of Faith
While I do not hold my brother’s sin against him, I desire 
to see the fruit and manifestation of God’s forgiveness 
in him. Repentance is necessary to that end. Repentance 
must stay in its proper place as a fruit of true faith. The 
evidence of God’s forgiveness of a sinner would be that 
he confesses his sin. I desire to see that in my brother, 
but now I only see him hardened in his sin and unbe-
lief. I forgive him, but I cannot and may not pronounce 
upon him the forgiveness of God. The believer is a judge 
and judges all things. He judges that this man is sinning 
according to the law of God. The sinner is walking after 
the flesh and not after the Spirit. There is no evidence of 
the grace of forgiveness in his heart.

When that brother repents and you see that evidence 
of God’s grace, you bring him the comfort of the gospel. 
In 2 Corinthians 2:7, evidently the man in Corinth who 
had been having sex with his father’s wife did repent. The 
man was absolutely broken by his sin. It was clear that he 
knew that he had sinned against God; God by his grace 
had worked repentance in that man’s heart. A sinner con-
fessing that he is a sinner before the face of God is so glo-
rious a sight that the angels rejoice in heaven! And Paul’s 
charge to the congregation at Corinth was this: “Don’t let 

the man be swallowed up in his sorrow. Comfort him!” 
Seeing the evidence of God’s grace in his heart, comfort 
the sinner with the only comfort there is, the glorious 
gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ. Tell him of God’s work 
of grace and the cross. Not “Brother, I forgive you,” but 
“God forgives you. God already forgave you. He forgave 
you in eternity. He forgave you in the cross of his only 
begotten Son.” The issue is with God, not with me. I 
want the sinner to know that God forgives him.

This doctrine of forgiveness is absolutely liberating. It 
flows directly out of the reformation that God has worked 
in the Reformed Protestant Churches. God forgives my 
sins freely and unconditionally and without prerequisite 
repentance, and I reflect that forgiveness in my forgive-
ness of the neighbor. Because I love and forgive the neigh-
bor, if he continues in sin, I seek out his repentance as 
God gives me opportunity. I desire to see the evidence of 
God’s grace in his life. Understanding all this, the ques-
tion “Can I forgive my neighbor if he does not repent?” 
really falls away. It is a bad question. It is a question that 
carries with it one hundred years of Protestant Reformed 
baggage. In the end forgiveness and repentance are not 
about me at all; they are about God and his glory.

Due to space and time constraints, I conclude here for 
now. I intend to write more on this topic next time, the 
Lord willing.

—TDO

RUNNING FOOTMEN

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

A TALE OF TWO PROTESTS

Introduction

I t was the best of times; it was the worst of times. It 
was an age of reformation; it was an age of a great 
falling away. It was a time of the truth; it was a time 

of the lie.
Hear now a sad tale of two protests.
In the year of our Lord 2025, set before Classis East 

and the Synod of the Protestant Reformed Churches 
(PRC) were two weighty protests: One in the form of an 

appeal to classis and the other a formal protest to synod. 
Both were concerned with the fundamental doctrine of 
justification by faith alone. In both the appeal and the 
protest, the main themes presented were that teachings 
in the PRC depart from scripture and the Reformed con-
fessions, undermine the gospel of grace, lead to a teach-
ing of justification by repentance, and compromise the 
heart of the gospel, which is the truth of justification by 
faith alone—the doctrine upon which the church stands 
or falls.
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For ten years, serious doctrinal issues have been laid 
before the PRC at her ecclesiastical assemblies. There has 
been continual doctrinal unrest. Even after the so-called 
schismatics—those who now make up the Reformed 
Protestant Churches—left, the PRC’s Acts of Synod has 
only grown in size.

Seven years ago, the now-infamous Synod 2018 con-
vened. The judgment of the synod was that

the doctrinal error of the sermons then compro-
mises the gospel of Jesus Christ, for when our good 
works are given a place and function they do not 
have, the perfect work of Christ is displaced. Nec-
essarily then, the doctrines of the unconditional 
covenant (fellowship with God) and justification 
by faith alone are compromised by this error.1

The doctrine of justification by faith alone had been 
compromised. The perfect work of Christ had been dis-
placed. This was the PRC’s own judgment of herself back 
in 2018.

Since that supposedly monumental synod in 2018, 
the people of the PRC have been told many times that 
the synod judged rightly, that errors were condemned, 
and that the truth prevails in the PRC.

In the March 15, 2021, issue of The Standard Bearer, 
Prof. Barry Gritters wrote that

there have been errors—doctrinal errors—among 
us. The errors were serious. We sincerely wish it 
had not taken so long to correct the errors. We 
are grieved by how long it took. But in the end, 
Christ’s Spirit of Truth enabled the churches to 
identify and condemn them.2

Then followed another editorial by Professor Gritters, 
in which he wrote,

In 2018 the PRC identified this thief [the supposed 
thief on the left who takes credit for his works] in 
the teaching that a believer’s fellowship with God 
was dependent on his good works, and that more 
good works brought about better fellowship. The 
error was also found in the teaching that a believer’s 
assurance of justification was dependent partly on 
his good works.

Having put out the error, the churches now must 
guard tenaciously the truth that our enjoyment of 

1	 Acts of Synod and Yearbook of the Protestant Reformed Churches in America 2018, 70.
2	 Barrett Gritters, “Schism: A Great Grief…and a Serious Threat,” Standard Bearer 97, no. 12 (March 15, 2021): 271.
3	 Barrett Gritters, “Schism: Doctrinal Issues,” Standard Bearer 97, no. 13 (April 1, 2021): 294.
4	 Richard Smit, “Our Doctrinal Heritage,” Standard Bearer 101, no. 10 (May 15, 2025): 302.
5	 Daniel Holstege, “How God’s Chastening Affects Our Celebration,” Standard Bearer 101, no. 10 (May 15, 2025): 315.
6	 David J. Engelsma, “Heartfelt Thanks to Mother (The Protestant Reformed Churches—PRC) on Her Hundredth Anniversary,” Standard 

Bearer 101, no. 10 (May 15, 2025): 320.
7	 Barrett Gritters, “Planting Apple Trees,” Standard Bearer 101, no. 10 (May 15, 2025): 322–23.

fellowship with God is never because of our obedi-
ence, but always and only because of Christ’s.3

Fast forward several years, and especially in The Stan-
dard Bearer’s centennial issue, all the sentiments have been 
similar. Rev. Richard Smit wrote, “Regarding justifica-
tion, the PRCA continue to maintain that justification 
is by faith alone.”4 Rev. Daniel Holstege attempted to 
cajole members of the PRC into celebrating the denom-
ination’s centennial in light of God’s chastisement upon 
the denomination. He wrote,

In the last ten years, the PRC has passed through 
the greatest upheaval of my lifetime thus far. First, 
there was the doctrinal controversy that began 
around the year 2016, intensified in the years 
2018-2020, and climaxed in the split of 2021. 
When a highly esteemed pastor resorted to unruly 
means and abrasive language to wage war against 
what he and others considered an invasion of the 
heresy of works-righteousness, he was deposed for 
public schism.5

For Reverend Holstege the real problem in the PRC was 
not an actual invasion of the heresy of works-righteousness 
but bad behavior by a minister and others.

What smooth words. Words as hollow as a drum.
And the delusion continued.
Prof. David Engelsma wrote concerning the PRC’s 

confession,
For one hundred years, yours has been a clear and 
splendid confession of the gospel as expressed in the 
Catechism, the Belgic Confession, and the Canons.6

And Prof. Barry Gritters concluded the centennial 
issue by writing,

How thankful we may be that the Lord has pre-
served us as true churches. Under His blessing we 
have served Him, even though with much weak-
ness, for 100 years. Under His chastisement we 
have grown in the last decade—in virtue.7

But the two protests tell another tale. It is not a tale 
of virtuous growth and preservation “as true churches” 
and maintenance “that justification is by faith alone” but 
of doctrinal decay. It is not a tale of “a clear and splen-
did confession of the gospel” but of perennial corruption 
of the gospel of grace. The doctrinal controversy did not 
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climax in 2021 as Reverend Holstege alleged. In fact false 
doctrine has continued unabated.

This opinion does not belong only to me. In the mate-
rial of the appeal that I will consider, the appellant wrote, 
“Sadly, the teachings [of Professor Engelsma]...and other 
teachings like it are spreading through our churches.” 8 
The appellant included a section on resulting errors to 
clearly demonstrate that the false doctrine taught in Pro-
fessor Engelsma’s missive is far-reaching and has led to 
many other errors in the PRC. What is very interesting 
is that this section was declared to be not legal by the 
consistory of Faith Protestant Reformed Church and was 
elided from the material sent to Classis East. But if one 
reads through the appeal material carefully, one can find 
these resulting errors. The errors are as follows:

1.	 Repentance is made a condition and prerequi-
site unto forgiveness.

2.	 Repentance is made an element of faith.
3.	 Preaching “repentance AND forgiveness” 

morphs into “repentance UNTO forgiveness”.
4.	 Unconditionally forgiving others is called sin-

ful because God’s forgiveness is conditional.
5.	 Unforgiven people enter heaven and repent of 

their sins to be forgiven (and now infants are 
forgiven in a different way than adults).

6.	 The beautiful “SOMETIMES” of Canons 5:5 
is elided.

7.	 Unforfeitable justification as taught in Canons 
5:6 is minimized.

8.	 Man is made to precede God.
9.	 The reality of eternal forgiveness is denied or 

minimized.
10.	 The reality of forgiveness at the cross is denied 

or minimized. (50)

I include the errors here so that the reader may see what 
is inevitable with this false doctrine, and I point out that all 
these errors have been taught in various ways in sermons, 
speeches, and writings in the PRC by the likes of Professor 
Huizinga, Professor Gritters, Professor Cammenga, Rever-
end McGeown, and Reverend Koole, to name a few.

The leaven that is false doctrine did just what leaven 
does.

This tale of two protests is worth considering, for it 
is substantive that after years and years of doctrinal con-
troversy in the PRC, protests such as these have been laid 
before the Protestant Reformed ecclesiastical assemblies. 
These protests reveal that after much conflict men have 

8	 Agenda of Classis East of the Protestant Reformed Churches, May 14, 2025, 16. Unless otherwise noted, page numbers for subsequent 
quotations from the classical agenda will be given in text.

9	 Agenda for Synod 2025 of the Protestant Reformed Churches in America, June 10, 2025, 302.
10	 Sword and Shield has gone to battle many times against the false doctrine of Professor Engelsma. For a more in-depth treatment of this 

specific missive, I refer the interested reader to Sword and Shield 2, no. 8 (October 15, 2021).

arrived at different beliefs on vital doctrines and demon-
strate that there is no comfort for a believer in the false 
doctrines taught in the Protestant Reformed denomina-
tion, for “if our imperfect and incomplete repentance is 
the means unto our forgiveness then all happiness, peace 
and comfort is ruined” (41). That one wrote in his protest 
that “he seek[s] the…comfort of the sheep, in the way of 
clear and sound doctrine over against error especially in 
the realm of justification” implies that he recognizes that 
the sheep’s comfort has been snatched away.9

Protest One: Appeal of Mr. Kent Deemter  
to Classis East
Four years ago, Rev. Clayton Spronk, pastor of Faith 
Protestant Reformed Church, “positively endorsed and 
distributed via email” (9) to his congregation a missive 
written by Prof. David Engelsma titled “‘Post Hoc, Ergo 
Propter Hoc?’ Non!, or, ‘Kill the Rooster!’”10 In his mis-
sive Professor Engelsma taught, among other things, that 
“coming to Christ by faith and repentance is the (preced-
ing) means to the (following) end that consists of life and 
peace” (13). Professor Engelsma also wrote that

such is the necessary relation in these two-fold 
works of God that without preceding repentance 
there is no remission, and without preceding faith 
there is no justification. Remission is by means of 
(preceding) repentance; justification is by means of 
(preceding) faith. (14)

Justification by faith and works.
Over two years later, Mr. Kent Deemter submitted 

a formal protest to his consistory at Faith Protestant 
Reformed Church against two teachings in the missive: 
First, that repentance is the means unto forgiveness, and 
second, that without preceding repentance, there is no 
forgiveness. He submitted the protest to his own consis-
tory because the missive had been read, endorsed, and 
then shared via a church email with the congregation for 
valuable instruction. Mr. Deemter argued that the teach-
ings in the missive “undermine justification by grace 
through faith, promote conditional forgiveness, and lead 
to additional doctrinal errors” (9).

Thus began a time-consuming and very lengthy pro-
cess of protest and appeal for Mr. Deemter. Even those in 
the PRC would have to admit that Mr. Deemter went the 
church orderly way.

But as far as Faith church’s consistory was concerned, the 
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consistory “acknowledged the missive could have used more 
consistent language (e.g., ‘in the way of ’ vs. ‘means unto’) 
but concluded that it did not teach false doctrine” (9).

Mr. Deemter was at pains to elucidate the many pas-
sages of scripture that “clearly reveal that repentance is 
NOT a prerequisite unto forgiveness, knowing forgive-
ness, or covenant fellowship with God” (28). He demon-
strated that the scriptural and confessional proofs that 
Faith church’s consistory provided do not teach that 
repentance necessarily precedes remission but that those 
texts are teaching that repentance is necessary. Mr. Deem-
ter also proved that the Reformed confessions teach that 
faith in Jesus Christ is the only means unto forgiveness.

The amount of material that Mr. Deemter wrote in 
defense of God’s full and free forgiveness is substantial. 
His protest is a thorough and complete defense of the 
truth. It is obvious that Mr. Deemter has layers of doctri-
nal understanding, and I have benefited from reading and 
studying his appeal. What is apparent is that Mr. Deemter 
defended and promoted Reformed Protestant doctrine to 
the Protestant Reformed Churches. I share some points 
that were especially striking.

Mr. Deemter stood in agreement with Rev. Herman 
Hoeksema, who has written that

the promise of God certainly includes all the bless-
ings of salvation, objective and subjective, all that we 
objectively have in Christ: reconciliation, the for-
giveness of sins, the adoption unto children, eternal 
life; but also: the Holy Spirit, regeneration, calling, 
faith, justification in the subjective sense, sanctifica-
tion, and preservation or perseverance. (24; Deem-
ter’s emphasis)

Mr. Deemter admonished the consistory:
If we maintain statement #3 [that repentance pre-
cedes assured confidence of forgiveness]…we must 
necessarily compromise statement #1 [that faith 
is assured confidence of forgiveness] or #2 [that 
repentance is born of faith] to our own peril. (25, 
emphasis added)

Mr. Deemter also recognized that there is no practi-
cal difference between Rev. Hubert De Wolf ’s heretical 
statement that “our act of conversion is a prerequisite to 
enter into the kingdom of God” and Professor Engels-
ma’s teaching that repentance precedes forgiveness. Mr. 
Deemter wrote,

In 1953, our churches rejected the teaching that ‘our 
act of conversion is a prerequisite to enter into the king-
dom of God’. Are we now to accept the teaching that 
‘repentance precedes forgiveness’? In 2018, our churches 
rejected the teaching ‘the way unto the Father includes 
our obedience’. Are we now to accept the teaching 
that ‘repentance is the way unto forgiveness’? These 

teachings must be rejected because they displace the 
perfect work of Christ and compromise the doctrine 
of justification by faith alone. (31)

Mr. Deemter demonstrated and defended that faith is 
the only way to forgiveness because “it is by faith that we 
are united to Christ and His righteousness. Repentance 
does not unite us to Christ and is therefore not the way 
unto forgiveness” (42).

When Faith’s consistory went to work in its attempt 
to show how God uses means in the salvation of his peo-
ple, the consistory’s fifth example was that “God uses the 
means of prayer so that ‘God will give his grace…’” (34).

Mr. Deemter succinctly responded,
You say that God uses the means of prayer “so that 
God will give his grace”. LD45 doesn’t say that we 
pray “so that God will give his grace”. LD45 teaches 
that prayer is a necessary part of thankfulness and 
that asking for grace and giving thanks for the Holy 
Spirit are necessary marks and characteristics of 
Christians. God certainly uses means. God bestows 
his blessing of forgiveness by faith in Christ alone. 
The means He uses to work faith is the preaching 
of the gospel. He uses the means of the sacraments 
to strengthen our faith. This is God’s ordained way. 
These are God’s ordained means unto consciously 
knowing our forgiveness. (43)

Mr. Deemter also wrote that his consistory
added “in the way of repentance and confession” to the 
credal definition of forgiveness. Lord’s Day 21 gives a 
clear explanation of what is meant by the forgiveness 
of sins. This Lord’s Day makes no mention of forgive-
ness in the way of repentance and confession. (44)

Interestingly, when the consistory described justifica-
tion, Mr. Deemter responded,

Your description fails to set forth the beautiful truth 
that we are objectively justified at the cross. You state 
“the cross is the ground of our justification and occurs 
in time as we are justified by faith”. You entirely miss 
our objective justification at the cross. Gospel preach-
ing is the declaration of our objective justification at 
the cross. If we lose this we lose the gospel. (44)

Mr. Deemter went further and wrote, “I believe we 
are turning the gospel on its head and must repent. If our 
consistory sustains my protest, I ask that our consistory 
exert itself to help eradicate these false teachings from our 
churches to the glory of God” (31).

He also pointed out that “failing to include objective jus-
tification at the cross in our explanation of justification in 
this context is an omission that leads to conditional teachings 
and compromises the gospel of gracious free salvation” (45).

Mr. Deemter stated, “I reject the teaching that 
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repentance is an element of faith and therefore the means 
unto forgiveness. As I demonstrated in my protest, this is 
the teaching of Federal Visionists” (47).

Mr. Deemter even circled back to Synod 2018 to 
show that by its defense of Professor Engelsma’s missive, 
his consistory has contradicted Synod 2018. Faith’s con-
sistory in its response taught that repentance (which is a 
fruit of faith) is the means unto forgiveness, which teach-
ing cannot be reconciled with the principles of Synod 
2018. According to Mr. Deemter the principles of Synod 
2018 prohibit the PRC from teaching repentance as the 
means unto forgiveness, and demand that the PRC teach 
that the means unto or way unto blessings is faith alone.

One can feel Mr. Deemter’s frustration when he wrote,
Another important part of Synod 2018 involved 
refuting the false teaching that a sanctifying or obedi-
ent faith is necessary in order to experience fellowship 
with the Father. Fruits of faith were wrongly smug-
gled into the essence of faith itself…Synod declared 
that we have fellowship with God only through 
faith in Christ. The missive essentially taught that 
a repentant faith is the way unto forgiveness. This 
once again makes a fruit of faith (repentance) into 
the way unto a covenant blessing (forgiveness). How 
long halt we between two opinions? Are fruits of 
faith the means unto covenant blessings or are they 
lovely benefits in the covenant? (47)

Mr. Deemter noted that “eternal forgiveness is being 
declared antinomian and forgiveness at the cross is being 
minimized. Objective realities are being given a back seat 
to subjective feelings” (49).

Faith’s consistory asked Mr. Deemter, “How do you 
understand the Holy Spirit’s connection of repentance 
and the remission of sins in the following passages [Mark 
1:4; Luke 3:3; Luke 24:47; Acts 2:38; Acts 10:43]?”

In response Mr. Deemter quoted from a document 
that he had written and given to Reverend Spronk and 
Elder Pete VanDer Schaaf on March 21, 2023. Mr. 
Deemter had written,

This text [Luke 24:47] calls us to preach “repen-
tance AND remission” not “repentance UNTO 
remission” as was taught in the missive. I do not 
believe that repentance is the way UNTO divine 
forgiveness. I believe that God freely confers both 
repentance AND forgiveness. The ‘UNTO’ view 
that is being promoted in our churches has no bib-
lical or creedal basis. The ‘AND’ view is in keeping 
with the ‘double grace’ referred to by Calvin. (58)

Mr. Deemter then proceeded to quote from Calvin:
Now, both repentance and forgiveness of sins—
that is, newness of life and free reconciliation—are 
conferred on us by Christ, and both are attained by 

us through faith…There are some, however, who 
suppose that repentance precedes faith, rather than 
flows from it, or is produced by it as fruit from a 
tree. Such persons have never known the power of 
repentance, and are moved to feel this way by an 
unduly slight argument. (58)

For Mr. Deemter, “Through faith we have both repen-
tance (renewal) AND forgiveness of sins (free reconcil-
iation).” Further, he stated that Canons 5.7 “speaks of 
God renewing us to repentance (newness of life) AND 
faith (assurance of forgiveness)” (58). He also showed 
that repentance unto forgiveness is the teaching of Rome 
and the Judaizers.

Faith’s consistory then asked Mr. Deemter if he 
believed that Professor Engelsma was teaching something 
different than Ursinus and Calvin.

Mr. Deemter unequivocally wrote that yes, Professor 
Engelsma was teaching something different. Mr. Deem-
ter stated that Professor Engelsma “is teaching that we are 
justified by repentance…that repentance is an aspect of 
faith against Calvin’s clear warning to the contrary. Calvin: 
‘although they [faith and repentance] cannot be separated, 
they ought to be distinguished’ (Institutes 3.3.5)” (63).

Obstinately, Faith’s consistory responded, “We do not 
see Prof. Engelsma teaching false doctrine, nor anything 
that can be equated with the doctrine of Rome (your 
assessment voiced at our meeting on August 21)” (65).

Although Mr. Deemter’s protest was thorough, detailed, 
and comprehensive, Faith’s consistory stubbornly refused 
to agree with what he had laid before them. The consistory 
contended that “these phrases are not false doctrine, but, 
rather, expressions of the way in which God is pleased to 
bestow his blessing of forgiveness” (33).

Then, in a letter dated March 11, 2025, Faith’s consis-
tory wrote to Mr. Deemter that they had made it clear to 
him on two occasions that they were at an impasse with 
his protest. They reiterated that they did not agree with 
his interpretation of Professor Engelsma’s missive and 
were not sustaining his protest.

So, after years of working with his consistory, Mr. 
Deemter appealed to Classis East.

And what did Classis East do?
After reading the damning material that proved that 

justification by faith and works was being taught and sup-
ported within the Protestant Reformed denomination, did 
Classis East sustain Mr. Deemter’s appeal? Did the dele-
gates humble themselves and repent for their toleration 
of the heresy of Rome? Did they commit themselves to 
eradicating the false doctrine that was being taught in the 
PRC? Did Classis East impose a Formula of Subscription 
examination on Professor Engelsma, Reverend Spronk, 
and the elders of Faith Protestant Reformed Church?

No.
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Classis East declared the appeal to be not legally before it.
Classis East said that Mr. Deemter needed to work 

with Professor Engelsma and the consistory that holds 
the professor’s credentials, which is Crete Protestant 
Reformed Church.11 

Classis East judged that Faith church should never 
have entered into the matter.

As if Faith church had not endorsed wholesale Profes-
sor Engelsma’s missive by sending it to the congregation for 
positive instruction and subsequently defending the missive.

As if Professor Engelsma had not been sought out 
already by Faith’s consistory.12

As if more conversations with Professor Engelsma 
were going to produce anything different four years after 
he had written his missive.13

By its judgment—or lack thereof—Classis East 
upheld the doctrine of justification by faith and works. 
Classis East showed the PRC’s continued tolerance for 
false doctrine and the denomination’s refusal to condemn 
false doctrine and those who teach it. The PRC is not 
offended by false doctrine. In fact she loves to have it so.

Protest Two: Protest of Rev. Jonathan 
Mahtani to Synod 2025
Five years ago, Rev. Ken Koole wrote a series of edito-
rials in The Standard Bearer that would become known 
colloquially as the “Witsius articles.” In those articles 
Reverend Koole either favorably quoted or left the reader 
to discern the orthodoxy of the following statements of 
Herman Witsius: “Scripture teaches that something must 
be done that we may be saved.”14 “We must accurately 
distinguish between a right to life and the possession of 
life[!]. The former must so be assigned to the obedience of 
Christ, that all the value of our holiness may be entirely 
excluded. But certainly our works, or rather these, which 
the Spirit of Christ worketh in us, and by us, contribute 
something to the latter.”15 “Hence, I conclude, that sanc-
tification and its effects, are by no means to be slighted, 
when we treat of assuring the soul as to its justification.”16

11	 When Crete Protestant Reformed Church suspended Rev. Nathan Langerak in 2021, she cast out Christ. Now, despite many of her mem-
bers’ cries that false doctrine is “not in my church,” false doctrine has been laid squarely at her feet.

12	 The consistory’s response to Mr. Deemter on November 12, 2024, made clear that the consistory had discussed the missive with Professor 
Engelsma. (67)

13	 It is worth noting that Mr. Deemter emailed Professor Engelsma asking for help to understand how repentance necessarily precedes forgive-
ness. The professor’s corrupt response was that “repentance is an aspect of true faith, all the passages of Scripture that teach that justification 
is by means of faith are also teaching that justification is by repentance, clearly indicating that justification is by means of true repentance. 
Repentance precedes justification, or the forgiveness of sins. Just as true faith precedes the imputation of righteousness to the sinner, so also 
repentance precedes the imputation of righteousness and forgiveness” (50; Deemter’s emphasis).

14	 Kenneth Koole, “Herman Witsius: Still Relevant (3),” Standard Bearer 97, no. 6 (December 15, 2020): 127.
15	 Koole, “Herman Witsius: Still Relevant (3),” 127.
16	 Kenneth Koole, “Herman Witsius: Still Relevant (4),” Standard Bearer 97, no. 7 (January 1, 2021): 151.
17	 There are too many articles written by various authors that deal with Reverend Koole and the Witsius statements to list here. The interested 

reader can visit www.reformedbelieverspub.org and use the search function to find the pertinent articles.
18	 Agenda for Synod 2025, 302. Page numbers for subsequent quotations from the synodical agenda will be given in text.

Protests regarding these statements have been flying 
around the PRC for years, culminating in the judgment 
of Synod 2024 that the first two statements were indeed 
erroneous. Masters of compromise that the Protestant 
Reformed assemblies are, the synod wickedly judged that 
the third statement, although not a clear statement of 
orthodoxy, was not erroneous and that Reverend Koole’s 
explanation and use of the statement were not in con-
flict with scripture, the Reformed confessions, and Synod 
2018. Everyone got a little something.

Sword and Shield has done battle with all three of these 
statements and the false doctrine contained therein.17 But 
my focus in this article is on the third statement, for that 
was where the eyes of Reverend Mahtani were trained 
with his protest.

Reverend Mahtani protested the decision of Synod 
2024 regarding the third statement, expressing that

by this judgment of Synod, I am aggrieved…for I 
believe that this decision compromises the heart of 
the gospel, namely the truth of justification by faith 
alone—a doctrine upon which the church stands 
or falls.18

Reverend Mahtani wrote,
The statement is not merely unclear and mislead-
ing; it is false. In fact, it is dangerously false. The 
most dangerous errors are the ones that include 
some element of truth. The subtle insertion of false-
hood along with what sounds like it could be true is 
what makes this statement dangerous. It is exactly 
because Synod has fixated on the true elements in 
this statement, that it has failed to recognize that 
this statement as a whole is false doctrine. (302)

Reverend Mahtani understood that by teaching that 
good works “are by no means to be slighted,” one could 
similarly say that good works “are by no means to be 
treated as unimportant or with disdain.” He added,

If there was a period after the word slighted so that 
the statement ends, I would agree…Good works 
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wrought by the Spirit of God are necessary, import-
ant, and part of the thankful life of the Christian. 
They ought not be slighted.

The problem, however, is that the statement 
continues, and it narrows the application of its 
claim to justification. Good works “are by no means 
to be slighted, when we treat of assuring the soul 
as to its justification.” The focus of this statement 
on the doctrine of justification is its fatal flaw. The 
effect is that this statement forbids the slighting of 
good works, not just generally, but in the realm of 
justification!...In so doing, this statement opposes 
God’s Word, the confessions, and sound doctrine. (303)

Reverend Mahtani then demonstrated his charge from 
scripture and the Reformed confessions. In this section of 
his protest, he wrote,

One may argue that this statement is not talking 
about justification but the assurance of justification. 
That distinction is part of the deception of this 
statement…When Scripture and the confessions 
speak of justification by faith, they mean by it the 
same thing as “assurance of justification.” In other 
words “assuring the soul as to its justification” is jus-
tification. (304)

Only in the paradox that is the PRC can one use a 
publication of Professor Engelsma to show that the dis-
tinction between justification and the assurance of justi-
fication is false doctrine. Professor Engelsma wrote that

the truth is that justification is, essentially is, the 
assurance of justification by faith alone.

It is false doctrine, a denial of justification by 
faith alone, to teach that, whereas justification is by 
faith alone, assurance of justification, really justifi-
cation’s assurance, is by faith and by good works or 
by faith and by a mystical experience.19

Reverend Mahtani expressed this:
My concern is the true humility and comfort 
of God’s people for God’s glory. If works are not 
slighted, but rather become part of the assurance 
of one’s soul as to its justification, then man may 
proudly look to his good works for assurance of 
forgiveness after he sins. He may look to his work 
for the calming of his conscience before he goes to 
sleep at night. This leads not only to pride but also 
despair, as the Belgic Confession says: “we would 
always be in doubt, tossed to and fro without any 
certainty, and our poor consciences continually 
vexed” (Article 24). (305–6)

19	 David J. Engelsma, Gospel Truth of Justification: Proclaimed, Defended, Developed (Jenison: MI, Reformed Free Publishing Association, 
2017), 210–11.

20	 Agenda of Classis East, 40.

As I near the end of this tale of two protests, it is clear 
that the recurring theme in the protests is the cardinal 
doctrine of justification by faith alone. And for the sec-
ond time in the same year, a Protestant Reformed ecclesi-
astical assembly was asked to judge.

And what did the synod do?
After reading the damning material that proved that 

justification by faith and works was being taught and sup-
ported within the denomination, did the synod sustain 
Reverend Mahtani’s protest? Did the professors, ministers, 
and elders humble themselves and repent for their tolera-
tion of the heresy of Rome? Did they commit themselves to 
eradicating the false doctrine? Did they impose a Formula 
of Subscription examination on Reverend Koole? Did they 
impose a Formula of Subscription examination on elders 
Pete VanDer Schaaf and Ed Hoekstra, who also protested 
to the synod but in defense of Koole’s first two statements—
which previously had been declared erroneous—and who 
believe that Koole’s use, explanation, and promotion of 
those two heretical statements were right and good?

No.
Synod 2025 did not sustain any of the protests regard-

ing Revered Koole’s “Witsius articles” and thus continued 
in the judgments meted out at Synod 2024, which were 
disgusting compromises.

I ask, “Can two walk together, except they be agreed?” 
(Amos 3:3). No, of course not. Absolutely not. But the 
putrefaction of the PRC is manifested in the fact that 
ministers, elders, lay people, and consistories have “dif-
ferent beliefs on vital doctrines.”20

A Warning
Do you recall the previously quoted words of Professor 
Gritters?

In 2018 the PRC identified this thief [the supposed 
thief on the left who takes credit for his works] in the 
teaching that a believer’s fellowship with God was 
dependent on his good works, and that more good 
works brought about better fellowship. The error 
was also found in the teaching that a believer’s assur-
ance of justification was dependent partly on his 
good works. Having put out this error, the churches 
must guard tenaciously the truth that our enjoyment 
of fellowship with God is never because of our obedi-
ence, but always and only because of Christ’s.

Ironically, Professor Gritters continued and wrote that
the thief on the left must be kept out. He may not be 
allowed any entrance into our pulpits or catechism 



32    |    SWORD AND SHIELD

room, Bible Studies or singspirations, magazines or 
radio broadcasts, homes or Christian schools. And 
if he does appear, he and any who allow him access 
must be dealt with by discipline, for this thief ’s 
words will “eat like a canker” (that is, ‘spread like 
gangrene’, as the Greek has it). They will “overthrow 
the faith” of our children (II Tim 2:16, 17).21

False doctrine will “eat like a canker.” False doctrine 
will “overthrow the faith” of children. With that analysis 
I completely agree. And because there has not been dis-
cipline of those who have propagated the false doctrine, 
it is grievously apparent that false doctrine has not been 
put out of the PRC. It is also grievously apparent that 
those churches did not “guard tenaciously the truth.” The 
denomination does not discipline those who teach false 
doctrine. In fact the assemblies scarcely can muster any 
interest in the protestants’ materials, which is demon-
strated by their decisions that the two protests were “not 
legally before classis” and “not sustained.”

For so many years, the PRC has repeatedly displaced 
the perfect work of Christ. And by her response to these 
protests through her assemblies, it is once again apparent 
that Christ very truly has left the Protestant Reformed 
Churches.

That same Jesus Christ who reached up to heaven and 
pulled hell down upon himself for the sins of his people. 
Jesus Christ who held the Father’s hand along with the 
Spirit and plunged the knife into his own heart at Cal-
vary. Neither you nor I ever could have suffered hell. So 
how could we add to what the Son of God did? How 
could we add to God’s glory?

How dare the PRC teach repentance as a condition 
and prerequisite unto forgiveness! How dare the PRC 
teach that good works play a part in assuring one’s soul 
as to one’s justification! How dare the PRC teach justifi-
cation by faith and works! That is not faith speaking, for 
faith glories in the cross of Christ.22

Out of love I warn those men whose work was chron-
icled in this article. I also warn those who agree with the 
doctrines defended in the two protests. I have heard of 
Protestant Reformed members who say that they “lean 
toward Reverend Mahtani.” I have heard of Protestant 
Reformed members who agree with Mr. Deemter’s appeal.

To such members, if the truth lives in your hearts, 
you must flee from the Protestant Reformed Churches. 
It gives no glory to God that you tarry in the PRC. You 

21	 Gritters, “Schism: Doctrinal Issues,” 294–95.
22	 This is a summary of a portion of a sermon by Rev. Tyler Ophoff titled “Words of the Cross (4): Eli, Eli, Lama Sabachthani?” and preached 

at First Reformed Protestant Church on July 20, 2025, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFDVfUzoci0&t=4536s.
23	 Nathan J. Langerak, “Reformation, Not Schism,” speech given on October 21, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AdtWxK7Ipq 

A&t=4790s.

must admit that the PRC has rejected the truth. The PRC 
has trampled on Christ over and over again. The PRC 
smites God in the face at every turn. The truth is no lon-
ger at stake in the PRC.

Therefore, for your souls and the souls of your loved 
ones, flee from those churches. It will only cost you your 
lives. But what a privilege to lose your lives for Christ’s 
sake! A privilege indeed.

Conclusion
Now the tale of two protests comes to an end. Brought 
to mind is a speech given almost four years ago, at the 
second annual meeting of Reformed Believers Publish-
ing. Defending the formation of the Reformed Protestant 
Churches over against the false doctrine of the Protestant 
Reformed Churches, Rev. Nathan Langerak remarked,

Was the truth at stake? Was it?
No one can doubt that now. There was a life 

and death struggle of eternal consequence over the 
truth…And now the truth—truth—is at stake. It 
always has been. And when the truth is at stake, 
that’s reformation, not schism. And the truths that 
are at stake could not be of greater importance. We 
are now arguing [with the PRC] about justification. 
We have gone all the way back to the Reformation. 
The PRC is overthrowing 1517. Not 1924. Not 
1953. Not 1834. Not 1618–19. 1517! That’s what 
we’re arguing about: Justification.

That’s not my analysis. That was the Protestant 
Reformed Churches’ own analysis about the ven-
omous snake that it holds now in its own bosom! It 
said, “The doctrine of justification is at stake.” 1517 
is being overthrown. And the doctrine—and I have 
proof for this—the doctrine in the pew of Joe Blue 
Collar in the Protestant Reformed Churches is this: 
We are justified in the way of obedience. It’s being 
taught by the theologian [Professor Engelsma], who 
could run circles around me, theologically speak-
ing. It’s being taught that in a certain sense man 
is first and that justification is by faith and repen-
tance. Unto. Unto. This is a complete overthrow of 
the truth of salvation by grace alone on which basis 
the Protestant Reformed Churches were formed.23

The tale of two protests has demonstrated the same. 
No one can doubt that now.

—Alisa Snippe
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INSIGHTS

Ye have an unction from the Holy One, and ye know all things.—1 John 2:20

WHY IS THE DOG SILENT?

1	 Richard Smit, “A Place of Refuge,” sermon preached in Randolph Protestant Reformed Church on August 18, 2024, https://www.sermon 
audio.com/sermons/8232412993570.

A t the close of a conversation with a couple who are 
members in the Protestant Reformed Churches 
(PRC), I was assured that in their congregation 

they hear the preaching of the pure gospel of salvation by 
faith alone without man’s works.

Loving the gospel and wanting to hear it again, I went 
to their church’s website to hear the preaching that they 
had claimed was nourishing them and their children. 
I chose a sermon by Rev. Richard Smit titled “A Place 
of Refuge” because our refuge is fellowship with God 
through Christ, and I thought that the sermon title pen-
etrated to the root of what I contend is the false doctrine 
that has overtaken the PRC, which is that in addition to 
Christ’s work and obedience, our obedience is necessary 
for salvation and fellowship with God.

The text for the sermon was Proverbs 14:26–27:
26.	 In the fear of the Lord is strong confidence: 

and his children shall have a place of refuge.
27.	 The fear of the Lord is a fountain of life, to 

depart from the snares of death.

The three points regarding that place of refuge were its 
location, its basis, and its comfort.1

The sermon began with a nice description of the refuge 
as a very wonderful place in which to abide in this life. In 
that refuge there is happiness and glorious sunshine; safety 
from threats, persecution, and hurt; and the enjoyment of 
peace with God and rest in him in Jesus Christ. There was 
much more, but the message was that a refuge is a spiritual 
place within the church and body of Christ.

After describing the place of refuge for a Christian, 
Reverend Smit got to the point by posing the question, 
“Where is this place [of refuge]? Do you know?”

He then offered an exhaustive list of possible places 
where natural man might look for refuge, and he warned 
the congregation, “You will not find it in the world’s 
entertainment, in its movies, its rock or country music. 
It’s not to be found in the gods of sports or the worldly 
pleasures.”

In his list of possible places where people might look 
for a place of refuge, Reverend Smit included “legalism.” 
Legalism is the false teaching that salvation is to be found 
in man’s keeping of the law. When Reverend Smit men-
tioned legalism, he immediately gave his own definition, 
saying that legalism is the teaching that the law “protects 
us and gives us a refuge.” This redefinition of legalism was 
necessary because Reverend Smit was about to deliver a 
legalistic sermon, and he did not want the members of 
the congregation to know and understand that what they 
were hearing was not the gospel of free salvation but the 
bondage of legalism.

Later Reverend Smit gave instructions regarding 
where to look for and how to identify the place of refuge.

A place of refuge is defined in the text as a place in the 
sphere of which one fears Jehovah…a fear of Jehovah 
that has boundaries to it. It has fences to it, and it has 
exactly ten fences to it—the ten commandments. The 
boundaries of that fear of Jehovah are not determined 
by men, not relative to whatever year the church may 
be living in…They’re the ten commandments. And 
thus the boundaries of this fear [are] defined, marked 
out by Jehovah himself with his finger, who wrote 
those commandments upon the tables of stone. And 
within those boundaries, within those command-
ments, there is the fear of Jehovah.

After listening to the entire sermon, which explained 
that the congregation’s place of refuge is found inside 
the marked-out boundaries of the ten command-
ments—“fences”—the reason for the minister’s warning 
against looking for a refuge in legalism became apparent. 
The purpose of the warning was to redefine legalism so 
that the preaching of the law for salvation is legalism only 
when the law has power as a fence that “protects us and 
gives us a refuge.” By implication then the preaching of 
the law for salvation is not legalism when the law has no 
power that “protects us and gives us a refuge” but serves 
only as a guide unto the place of refuge.
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Antithetical to the doctrine of the sermon, scripture 
teaches that the gift of salvation with all its benefits, 
which is our refuge of being joined to Christ, is not found 
inside the ten marker-fences of the law.

12.	 The law is not of faith: but, The man that doeth 
them shall live in them.

13.	 Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the 
law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, 
Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree:

14.	 That the blessing of Abraham might come 
on the Gentiles through Jesus Christ; that we 
might receive the promise of the Spirit through 
faith. (Gal. 3:12–14)

The unbiblical use of the law of God in the sermon leads 
to bondage: “The man that doeth them shall live in them.”

Scripture teaches that we receive the promised refuge 
in the same way that Abraham received it four hundred 
years before the law was even given, which promised ref-
uge is the gift in our hearts of the Spirit, who joins us 
to Christ by the unbreakable bond of faith. “For if the 
inheritance be of the law, then is it no more of promise: 
but God gave it to Abraham by promise” (Gal. 3:18).

Since Galatians 3:14 says that we receive “the promise 
of the Spirit through faith,” and the church already had 
the gospel when God gave the promise in Genesis 3:15, 
why was the law given? Was the law in the old dispensa-
tion more like a powerful electric fence that would kill 
the person who violated the law, but Christ came and 
unplugged the fence, so that in the new dispensation the 
law is (as the sermon taught) a powerless marker-fence to 
guide us unto the place of refuge?

Galatians 3:19 explains the place and purpose of 
the law: “Wherefore then serveth the law? It was added 
because of transgression, till the seed should come to 
whom the promise was made.” The law was added 
because of transgression. “Transgression” in this text is 
man. Just as by nature a rose is a flower, by nature man, 
whether regenerate or unregenerate, is totally depraved. 
Man is transgression. Adding the law did not make man 
something other than transgression. But our heavenly 
Father, in love for his children, sent the law to make “the 
offence…abound.” The law makes men bigger sinners 
than they were before.

20.	 The law entered, that the offence might 
abound. But where sin abounded, grace did 
much more abound:

21.	 That as sin hath reigned unto death, even so 
might grace reign through righteousness unto 
eternal life by Jesus Christ our Lord. (Rom. 
5:20–21)

The effect of God’s sending the law is not that the 
law makes man’s obedience to abound much more. The 

law never makes nor has made any man less sinful. God 
causes the law to have a twofold effect.

One effect of the law in the outwardly religious man 
void of faith is that he works for his salvation with the false 
confidence that in the way of his obedience (way of con-
duct or manner of living) to the ten fences of the law he 
will find a place of refuge, which is fellowship with God.

The opposite effect of the law in a man of faith, labor-
ing under the heavy toil of sin, is to multiply his debt 
and burden and make him such a big sinner that he is 
stripped of the least thought of ever realizing any blessing 
or fellowship in the way of his obedience. God gave the 
law to turn his elect child to the gospel of Christ for deliv-
erance from his wretched condition unto the full and free 
salvation of perfect righteousness, fellowship, and the 
experience of all the blessings of being united to Christ in 
faith. “O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me 
from the body of this death” (Rom. 7:24)?

For the apostle Paul and the other elect children of 
God, the unconditional love and sovereign grace of God 
did abound more. More than what? Unconditional, sover-
eign grace abounded in the elect more than total depravity 
abounded in the entire fallen human race, which is the gos-
pel of gracious salvation without man’s works of obedience.

The perversion of the law in Reverend Smit’s ser-
mon did not make sin abound in the believer. Rather, 
the unbiblical purpose and benefit he taught for the law 
mitigated how great man’s sin and misery really are and 
thereby denied the believer the first thing he needs to 
know in order to live and die happily.

Q. 2. How many things are necessary for thee to 
know, that thou, enjoying this comfort [of belong-
ing to Jesus], mayest live and die happily?

A. Three: the first, how great my sins and miser-
ies are; the second, how I may be delivered from all 
my sins and miseries; the third, how I shall express 
my gratitude to God for such deliverance. (Lord’s 
Day 1, in Confessions and Church Order, 84)

Legalism makes sin manageable with guidance from 
the law and assisting grace.

The legalism preached by Reverend Smit did not teach 
the members of his congregation that they are sinners 
who deserve eternal damnation and who daily increase 
their debt. Rather, he lulled the members to sleep with 
the impression that they are generally inside the ten law-
fences and encouraged them to keep up the good work of 
obedience on their way to find and to stay in the refuge. 
Grace is available so that they can repent and get back 
inside the fences once in a while, but there is really no 
need for anyone to look for deliverance in the gospel. The 
members just need some faith to see the refuge and the ten 
fences around it and some enabling grace to do a better 
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job of staying inside the ten marker-fences. This legalistic 
preaching of man’s misery makes men very small sinners.

The world’s purpose is to lure us into the pleasures 
of sin, convince us, and to make it look very nice 
that you and I may take off some time, take a vaca-
tion, from striving to walk that straight and narrow 
way. “You can take it easy now for just a few hours 
here or there in your life. You don’t need to be that 
strict about doctrine and life as God’s people at the 
end of the ages. You may be a little selfish once in 
a while and self-serving and take that which is easy 
and self-gratifying. Why hike up that steep and 
rocky path that the Lord has called you to do when 
there’s this easy way? Take a little vacation.”

In 1521 Martin Luther warned Philip Melanchthon 
against exactly this preaching:

If you are a preacher of mercy, do not preach an 
imaginary but the true mercy. If the mercy is true, 
you must therefore bear the true, not an imag-
inary sin. God does not save those who are only 
imaginary sinners. Be a sinner, and let your sins 
be strong [big sinners], but let your trust in Christ 
be stronger, and rejoice in Christ who is the vic-
tor over sin, death, and the world. We will commit 
sins while we are here, for this life is not a place 
where justice resides. We, however, says Peter (2 
Peter 3:13) are looking forward to a new heaven 
and a new earth where justice will reign. It suffices 
that through God’s glory we have recognized the 
Lamb who takes away the sin of the world. No sin 
can separate us from Him, even if we were to kill 
or commit adultery thousands of times each day. 
Do you think such an exalted Lamb paid merely a 
small price with a meager sacrifice for our sins? Pray 
hard for you are quite a sinner.2

Then Reverend Smit had timely warnings for his con-
gregation regarding the devil, discord, division, and being 
lured away from sound doctrine according to godliness:

As the apostle Peter mentions, the devil goes about 
as a roaring lion, seeking to destroy us and the 
lambs of Christ in order to overthrow his kingdom. 
He [the devil] does that by sowing in the church 
discord, confusion, division to scatter the sheep, if 

2	 “Let Your Sins Be Strong: A Letter from Luther to Melanchthon,” letter no. 99, August 1, 1521, from the Wartburg, trans. Erika Bullmann 
Flores from Dr. Martin Luther’s Saemmtliche Schriften, ed. Dr. Johannes Georg Walch (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, n.d.), 15: 
cols. 2585–90, https://www.projectwittenberg.org/pub/resources/text/wittenberg/luther/letsinsbe.txt.

3	 Barry Gritters, “The Confusion about Forgiveness,” lecture given in Grace Protestant Reformed Church on November 3, 2022, https://
www.sermonaudio.com/sermons/11522113504354.

		  During the question-and-answer period of the speech, a person asked Professor Gritters, “Really? You’re saying that for a whole year 
David wasn’t forgiven?”

		  The professor’s answer was a very simple yes. “Yes. Because forgiveness is the declaration of God to him about that sin, ‘I don’t hold that 
against you.’ And for a year he did not hear that. For those who don’t repent, God stands silent.”

possible, to destroy them. He lures the saints away 
from sound doctrine according to godliness, and 
he does that with his six thousand years of expe-
rience. He knows your weaknesses, and he knows 
how to come at you and tempt you into unbelief 
and doubt and sin.

As for faith, Reverend Smit taught that faith is a nec-
essary and helpful “instrument” to see the refuge and the 
ten marker-fences of the fear of Jehovah surrounding the 
refuge. Faith will even stand with one when he is inside 
the law-fences.

Unbelief cannot see it. Unbelief is blind to the bless-
edness of that place of refuge, the fear of Jehovah. 
But faith sees it…Faith has the eyes to see it and to 
discover the reality: There is life and peace in a place 
in the midst of all the problems of life…Faith stands 
within that place by the work of the Spirit.

Hearing this sermon, a troubled layman might ask, 
“Since faith cannot deliver me inside the law-fences with-
out my obedience to the law, and once inside the ref-
uge faith cannot keep me from violating the ten border 
fences, and people with faith are sometimes unjustified, 
unforgiven, and outside the refuge (since Professor Grit-
ters taught that King David was unforgiven for over a 
year3), what is the key factor that determines whether or 
not I am really saved?”

And to the troubled layman’s question, Reverend 
Smit’s nonchalant response: “It’s very simple as the text 
teaches: ‘In the fear of Jehovah.’ When one stands there 
by faith, the text teaches, he enjoys strong confidence.”

The sermon clearly taught that the factor that deter-
mines whether anyone with faith is inside or outside the 
place of refuge is this: Is that one inside the ten fear-of-
the-Lord law-fences?

Antithetically, scripture teaches that when Christ 
adopted us and gave us the Spirit in our hearts, he nailed 
the law, along with everything that tends to bind con-
sciences, to his cross.

13.	 You, being dead in your sins and the uncircum-
cision of your flesh, hath he quickened together 
with him, having forgiven you all trespasses;

14.	 Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances 
that was against us, which was contrary to us, 
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and took it out of the way, nailing it to his 
cross. (Col. 2:13–14)

Calvin’s explanation of this text is the following:
This is full liberty—that Christ has by his blood not 
only blotted out our sins, but every handwriting 
which might declare us to be exposed to the judg-
ment of God.

He shews the manner in which Christ has 
effaced the hand-writing; for as he fastened to the 
cross our curse, our sins, and also the punishment 
that was due to us, so he has also fastened to it that 
bondage of the law, and everything that tends to 
bind consciences. For, on his being fastened to the 
cross, he took all things to himself, and even bound 
them upon him, that they might have no more 
power over us.4

Salvation and fellowship with God by faith in the way 
of Christ’s righteousness and Christ’s obedience is full 
liberty.

Following the ten marker-fences for salvation and 
fellowship with God in the way of man’s righteousness 
and man’s obedience is bondage that leads to condem-
nation. Reverend Smit’s seemingly pious corruption of 
the law as a powerless guide to lead one unto the refuge 
binds consciences, and the law’s lack of power to protect 
is irrelevant for determining whether it is work for man 
to follow the law. The teaching in this sermon of the ten 
commandments disguised as ten harmless marker-fences 
that guide one unto the place of refuge has no basis in 
scripture or the three forms of unity. The law is bondage, 
and if we attempt to follow the law in the way of our 
obedience unto the place of refuge, we can only do that 
by working. Christ did not come to save those who work 
for their salvation.

The gospel is found in Romans 4:5: “To him that wor-
keth not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, 
his faith is counted for righteousness.”

Antithetical to the teaching of Reverend Smit’s sermon, 
God tells us that he brings only the ungodly elect into the 
refuge of friendship and fellowship with himself in the way 
of receiving a gift. “When we were yet without strength, in 
due time Christ died for the ungodly” (Rom. 5:6). Being 
spiritually joined to Christ by the unbreakable bond of 
faith, the body of elect, ungodly, totally depraved, big sin-
ners is delivered unto the place of refuge, which is fellow-
ship with the triune God. Through the bond of faith flow 
all spiritual blessings to them, including love for the truth 
and a small beginning of the perfect obedience of faith.

4	 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to the Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, trans. and ed. John Pringle (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1948), 190.

5	 Cornelius Hanko, “Justified Solely in Christ,” Standard Bearer 59, no. 15 (May 1, 1983): 339.

During the lifetime of many of us, there was a gener-
ation of ministers who brought this true gospel of salva-
tion in the Protestant Reformed Churches:

God justifies the ungodly.
That is the keynote that resounds throughout 

Lord’s Day 23 and which we hear again in this 
Lord’s Day as we are once more placed before the 
judgment seat of the living God.

We hear His verdict pronounced over us: Not 
guilty! He finds no reason to condemn or to punish 
us, for He sees no transgression and, therefore, no 
guilt whatsoever.

Before we have fully recovered from our amaze-
ment we hear the divine declaration that we are 
righteous in God’s sight, perfectly obedient and 
in all respects conformable to the divine law. God 
calls us His beloved saints, chosen and precious in 
His sight. He assures us of His divine approval and 
favor, His covenant fellowship now and eternally. 
In the great Day of days He will greet us with the 
hearty welcome, “Come, thou blessed, and inherit 
the kingdom that is laid away for thee.”

For us that can only mean one thing, God justi-
fies the ungodly.5

Believers whom God has delivered from the apostate 
church through reformation will find comfort in the 
words of John Calvin on behalf of faithful believers of the 
sixteenth-century Reformation church against the slan-
der of the apostate church through Albertus Pighius, a 
prominent theologian of Calvin’s day. It is of encourage-
ment to know that what we experience is nothing new 
and that the slander we receive today is fundamentally 
the same as that hurled against the saints who went before 
us in the Reformation!

We never intended to divide over matters of per-
sonal conduct alone. We understand that church 
unity is essential, and moral failures, even serious 
ones, do not justify a split. But when doctrine itself 
is corrupted and leaders refuse correction, divi-
sion becomes unavoidable. Pighius would have 
a case if we had left over mere moral grievances. 
However, the split happened because the Roman 
church would not tolerate any reform of its teach-
ings. Rather than tolerate faithful critique, they 
demanded submission to ungodly teachings, leav-
ing us no choice but to stand apart.

Our goal has always been unity in true doctrine, 
not separation for minor disagreements or per-
sonal grievances. Yet when the church’s leadership 
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suppresses truth and rejects reform, faithful believ-
ers must choose faithfulness to Christ above alle-
giance to corrupt authority…

Pighius argues that we should have maintained 
“peace” by keeping silent to preserve unity. But what 
kind of peace is built on ignoring the truth of God? 
True unity, as the Holy Spirit teaches, is rooted in 
sound doctrine. Rome’s so-called unity is built on 
idolatry, superstition, and corrupted doctrine. Christ’s 
power is obscured, His grace nearly forgotten, and 
His sacraments disfigured by human inventions.

Pighius advises us to maintain peace by toler-
ating these evils. But to remain silent in the face 
of such distortions would be to betray God’s glory, 
Christ’s gospel, and the souls Christ redeemed. Just 
as a guard dog barks at the approach of a thief, we 
cannot stand by and say nothing while the church 
is plundered, God’s majesty trampled, and Christ’s 
kingdom robbed.6

Not only does the devil have a vast storehouse of 
slander throughout history from which to pull, but he is 
also a quick study, and it did not take him six thousand 
years to author the doctrine of Reverend Smit’s sermon. 
Shortly after Christ had nailed the law to his cross and 
was raised from the dead for our justification, the devil 
devised this wicked purpose and benefit for the law, and 
his demons presented it to the church through a student 
of Pelagius. This doctrine of the law as a guide unto the 
place of refuge was one of the six charges brought against 
Celestius at the Synod of Carthage in AD 412.

The following six charges made against Celestius 
give us an idea of the very heart of Pelagian heresy…

5.	 The law as well as the gospel is able to 
guide into the kingdom of heaven…

Celestius argued that the differences between him 
and his accusers were minor and unimportant to the 
faith, had not been settled in the church, and thus were 
open for discussion. Hence he thought he ought not 
to be condemned for his views. His defense was inef-
fective. The synod, without hesitation, condemned as 
contrary to scripture every one of his propositions and 
ordered Celestius to recant. When he refused, he was 
excommunicated from the church.7

In the year 412 a man came into the house of God 
and blasphemed the Holy Spirit by attributing the Holy 

6	 John Calvin, The Bondage and Liberation of the Will: Abridged and Made Easy to Read, https://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/sdg/calvin 
/The%20Bondage%20and%20Liberation%20of%20t%20-%20John%20Calvin.pdf.

7	 Herman Hanko, Contending for the Faith: The Rise of Heresy and the Development of the Truth (Jenison, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Asso-
ciation, 2010), 97.

8	 Herman Hoeksema, Reformed Dogmatics, 2 vols. (Grandville, MI: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2005), 2:3.
9	 Henry Danhof and Herman Hoeksema, Sin and Grace, trans. Cornelius Hanko, ed. Herman Hanko (Grandville, MI: Reformed Free Pub-

lishing Association, 2003), 171–72.

Spirit’s work to the law. In zealous love for God, the office-
bearers and members rose up together in a robust defense 
of the truth. When the false teacher refused to recant, the 
officebearers delivered the false teacher to the devil.

In the year 2024 a man came into the house of man 
and blasphemed the Holy Spirit by attributing the Holy 
Spirit’s work to the law. With no zealous love for God, 
the congregation sang a song, the officebearers lined up to 
shake the man’s hand, and the people went home.

And the dog is silent because his master is safe.
The apostate church still talks about grace—sometimes 

she claims that grace is irresistible, sometimes she says that 
grace is available, and many times she may wax nostalgic 
and call grace unconditional and sovereign. But grace as it 
is preached in the PRC is an enabling power that is given 
to man in order for him to live in the way of obedience 
to the law, which way of conduct or manner of living is 
necessary for man to experience the benefits of salvation, 
including fellowship with God. The proof of that from 
Reverend Smit’s legalistic preaching is that grace is not 
determinative to deliver one into refuge with Christ.

The Protestant Reformed doctrine of fellowship with 
God (man’s refuge) in the way of man’s obedience as 
clearly preached in Reverend Smit’s sermon removes any 
doubt or uncertainty concerning the PRC’s doctrine of 
salvation. The Protestant Reformed doctrine of salvation 
as preached in the churches is undeniably Pelagian. For 
the Pelagian, grace is enabling, faith is necessary, but obe-
dience is decisive: “As far as Pelagius speaks of grace, it is 
merely to facilitate man’s obeying the law.”8

Therefore, it must not surprise us at all that 
throughout the ages it is precisely the doctrine of 
grace that has been contradicted. If we have learned 
from experience to taste that eternal election is 
meant for us, that we are God’s children, and that 
God wills to be our Friend: if we have learned that 
the bonds of God’s covenantal mercy have drawn 
us out of estrangement and the bondage of sin and 
out of all the power of the enemy; then we have dis-
covered indeed that the mystery of election is great. 
Then the humble heart praises God’s mercies, and 
the mouth rejoices: “I am once again the possession 
of the Lord.” Then the Pelagian in us dies, and we, 
as far as we are concerned, desire to be saved only 
by grace.9
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Being elected of pure grace, we are and must be deliv-
ered to our place of refuge by pure grace without the 
assistance of the law, guidance from the law, or our obe-
dience to the law.

God has given over the PRC to be so enamored with 
her own obedience that when she reads the gospel in 
Proverbs 14:26–27, which speaks of the lovely filial fear 
of faith, she is blind to the gospel of salvation by faith 
alone and can see only the servile fear of the law to guide 
her unto the refuge in the way of her own obedience.

The true gospel in this passage is that the place of refuge, 
which is “in the fear of the Lord,” is “in” a true and living 
faith—faith that clings to Christ and rests in the completed 
work of Christ alone for all the benefits of salvation.

The passage itself teaches what the fear of the Lord 
is. “In the fear of the Lord is strong confidence” (Prov. 
14:26). The “fear of the Lord” must be faith because in 
whom or in what can we find “strong confidence” except 
in the object of our faith, which is Christ?

Question and answer 21 of the Heidelberg Catechism 
set forth this truth concerning faith as confidence:

Q. 21. What is true faith?
A. True faith is not only a certain knowledge, 

whereby I hold for truth all that God has revealed to 
us in His Word, but also an assured confidence, which 
the Holy Ghost works by the gospel in my heart, that 
not only to others, but to me also, remission of sin, 
everlasting righteousness, and salvation are, freely 
given by God, merely of grace, only for the sake of 
Christ’s merits. (Confessions and Church Order, 90–91)

Out of love for his children, in Proverbs 14:27 the 
Holy Spirit set forth the truth over against this preaching 
of the lie that lures the saints away from sound doctrine 
according to godliness. Verse 27 tells us that “the fear of 
the Lord is a fountain of life.” The testimony of Jesus 
Christ is that the fear of the Lord is not bounded by the 
ten fences of the law, but the fear of the Lord is the foun-
tain of life that Jesus promised to all his elect children. “In 
the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus stood and 
cried, saying, If any man thirst, let him come unto me, 
and drink” (John 7:37).

The fear of the Lord is faith, which is the bond that 
unites us to Christ by which we are brought into perfect 
fellowship with the Father and drink from the fountain 
of Christ that springs up in our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit. Our cup of blessing is full. God always blesses and 
only blesses those who are righteous by faith alone.

“Whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give 
him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him 
shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlast-
ing life” (John 4:14).

God brings us into the refuge of salvation without our 

works and in the way of unconditional, sovereign grace for 
his glory because God does not will that we work for our 
salvation but that we give thanks. By the gift of faith, we 
already possess the refuge and the assurance of eternal life 
and fellowship with God and Jesus Christ in our hearts, 
minds, and souls; and with all our strength and in all our 
lives, we glorify the Lord for all his benefits to us. He has 
forgiven us all our sins, healed us of all our diseases, and 
gives to us eternal life now and in the world to come.

“He that sat upon the throne…said unto me, It is 
done. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the 
end. I will give unto him that is athirst of the fountain of 
the water of life freely…I will be his God, and he shall be 
my son” (Rev. 21:5–7).

Christ promises that he will give his elect child the 
water of life freely in the way of adoption, so that by 
grace through faith the ungodly, elect believer is united 
to Christ through the Holy Spirit, who realizes all the 
blessings of Christ, which are the fruits of faith, including 
love of the truth, hatred of the lie, and the righteousness 
and obedience of faith.

“Ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to 
fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby 
we cry, Abba, Father” (Rom. 8:15). Our refuge is being 
adopted into Christ and having fellowship with our 
Father without the help of the law to guide us or our 
obedience to provide the parameters or conditions (way 
of life) wherein the Spirit may work fellowship. Being 
delivered into that refuge, Christ joins all his children 
into the physical manifestation of his body, which is the 
true church. In the true church is fellowship with Christ 
and fellow believers, and it is where Christ instructs his 
children in the truth without the lie.

The testimony of the word of God is that the elect 
experience fellowship with God the Father by faith, 
through the finished work of God the Son, and in the 
way of God the Holy Spirit.

When this true confession of faith is maintained 
against the Protestant Reformed lie of Pelagius, in love 
for his children, God infallibly and graciously brings the 
promised division and enmity between the closest earthly 
bonds of family and friends.

34.	 Think not that I am come to send peace on 
earth: I came not to send peace, but a sword.

35.	 For I am come to set a man at variance against his 
father, and the daughter against her mother, and 
the daughter in law against her mother in law.

36.	 And a man’s foes shall be they of his own house-
hold. (Matt. 10:34–36)

In his church God has restored the truths of Calvinism 
and unconditional, sovereign grace in the pure preaching 
of the gospel of our salvation.
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19.	 For I through the law am dead to the law, that 
I might live unto God.

20.	 I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; 
yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life 
which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith 
of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave 
himself for me.

21.	 I do not frustrate the grace of God: for if righ-
teousness come by the law, then Christ is dead 
in vain. (Gal. 2:19–21)

Because we are dead to the law, we live unto Christ in 
the full liberty that Christ has purchased for us with his 
blood, which blotted out not only our sins but also frees 
us from every man-made devilish doctrine that attempts 
to bind our consciences. We are totally depraved in our 
sinful natures, yet God still loves us. He accomplishes 
the purpose of his love. He saves his people from their 
misery and causes them to know their salvation. God’s 

love graciously saves every last one of his elect to the 
uttermost. God’s immutable love does not change, no 
matter the sins into which we fall. God’s love does not 
react to our sins or to our works. In his love God always 
blesses us and only blesses us. He does not love some of 
his elect children more or less than others. God gives 
his complete love to all his children. We find comfort 
in knowing that we are loved. We are loved in eternity. 
We are loved when we sin. We are loved when we love 
God. We do not need to worry about losing that love by 
falling short in our good works or our repentance. We 
experience that love entirely by unconditional, sovereign 
grace alone.

“Of his fulness have all we received, and grace for 
grace. For the law was given by Moses, but grace and 
truth came by Jesus Christ” (John 1:16–17).

—Andy Birkett

News from the Board of Reformed Believers Publishing

The board members of Reformed Believers Publish-
ing are excited to announce the addition of audio 
files of every issue of Sword and Shield to our web-

site (www.reformedbelieverspub.org). After much prepa-
ration audio files of every article in each issue of Sword 
and Shield from the first issue published in June 2020 to 
the current issue as it becomes available can be listened to 
at our website. To listen to the articles, proceed as usual 
to your desired volume using the website navigation bar. 
Under each issue within a volume, the articles are listed 
with both an option to read and an option to listen to 
each article. By clicking the audio icon, you can listen to 
the audio or download the audio to your device. Upon 
opening each article to read it, there is also an option 
within the article to listen as you read. It is our hope that 
these audio files will help our readers and serve as a conve-
nience for you to hear the content of the magazine while 
you are on the move, to listen rather than read, or to listen 
as you read.

We are thankful to God that we can continue to publish 
a faithful and polemical witness of the Reformed truth in a 
world where so many call themselves Reformed but are not.

We take this opportunity to thank those who have 
donated to this cause in the past, and we ask that you and 
others consider Reformed Believers Publishing in your 
giving to help us cover the costs involved with maintain-
ing our website as well as publishing Sword and Shield each 
month. We hope that you continue to reap the spiritual 

benefits of Sword and Shield both on the printed page and 
through our website. 

The board has scheduled the annual association meet-
ing to be held this year in Indiana at Dyer Presbyterian 
Church on Friday, October 24 at 7:00 p.m. (CST). The 
address of the church is 2501 Hart Street, Dyer, Indiana.

The board has asked our editor in chief, Rev. Nathan 
Langerak, to deliver the keynote speech for the meeting. 
The topic that Reverend Langerak intends to speak on 
is “The Battle of Reformed Believers Publishing.” This 
speech will clearly define the enemy that Reformed 
Believers Publishing is called to fight against as that 
enemy takes form in the corrupt theology of the Protes-
tant Reformed Churches and is witnessed in her preach-
ing, writing, and current cozy relationships with the 
broader corrupt Reformed church world. The speech will 
also serve to remind us of the cause for the formation of 
our association and its magazine Sword and Shield.

Rev. Luke Bomers and Rev. Tyler Ophoff also plan to 
attend the meeting and give remarks.

It should be noted that the board has decided to 
conduct all voting in person at this meeting, including 
the election of two new board members. Soon the sec-
retary of the board will email the agenda to the associa-
tion members. The agenda will include the names of the 
board-member nominees as well as other items of business 
that we plan to take up at the annual association meeting.

—Lee Wiltjer, secretary
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FINALLY, BRETHREN, FAREWELL

I saw thrones, and they sat upon them, and judgment was given unto them: and I saw the souls of them  
that were beheaded for the witness of Jesus, and for the word of God, and which had not worshipped  
the beast, neither his image, neither had received his mark upon their foreheads, or in their hands;  

and they lived and reigned with Christ a thousand years.—Revelation 20:4

John sees in a vision the glorification of the saints during the new dispensation. The thousand years that John 
mentions is the period of time from the ascension of Christ into heaven until the loosing of Satan shortly before 
the rise of the final antichrist. The antichrist is the beast that John mentions. And yet John says in his first epistle, 

“Little children, it is the last time: and as ye have heard that antichrist shall come, even now are there many antichrists; 
whereby we know that it is the last time” (2:18). The spirit of antichrist was already present in the world of the apostle, 
and so John also says, “Every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and this is that 
spirit of antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now already is it in the world” (4:3).

This spirit of antichrist is responsible for all the opposition against the church throughout the new testament age. 
This spirit is responsible also for all the apostasy of the new testament age. This spirit takes form in the many false teach-
ers and false gospels that arise during the new dispensation. This spirit also will bring in his time the final form of the 
beast, who will unite the nations and make war against the camp of the saints in the last days.

Always the beast has his image—the doctrine of man. Always the beast demands to be worshiped as God. And always the 
beast demands that his worshipers take his mark. That reality of bearing the mark of the beast also will have its final form.

However, the spirit of antichrist always demands of his worshipers that they distinguish themselves as belonging 
to the world. They must go out of the church and join themselves in fellowship with the ungodly world and the false 
church. They must have a good word for the world and for the false church. They must oppose the true church and her 
testimony. For in that antichristian world, the church stands as loyal to Christ by her witness. That witness is of Jesus 
and of the word of God. And that witness comes in the power of the Spirit of truth who “will reprove the world of sin, 
and of righteousness, and of judgment” (John 16:8).

On account of that testimony of the church to the truth and against the world, Satan stirs up a furious persecution. 
For the souls that John sees glorified in heaven have been beheaded. They have been executed by the world and the 
false church after the world and the false church tried them for their testimony and condemned them to death for that 
testimony. That does not mean simply that they all lose their physical lives. They are persecuted in all sorts of ways and 
thus lose their lives in the world. They are cast out of the church; they are maligned as enemies of God and man; they 
lose their names and standings and are rejected of friends and family. As servants of the exalted Lord Jesus Christ and as 
pilgrims and strangers in the ungodly world, they suffer at the hands of the world just as their Lord did.

And belonging to their Lord they are—after they have suffered awhile—exalted with him to the height of heavenly 
glory in their souls, and with him they judge over all things and share in the glory of their Lord.

—NJL


