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thanking him for his work in the last volume, and 
hoping he will soon be able to return to writing for the 
SB.

Joining  
We welcome two new writers to the staff. Rev. Dan 
Holstege, missionary in the Philippines, will be writing 
in “Go Ye into All the World.”  And Rev. Ryan Barnhill 
will begin composing for “Strength of Youth.”

Farewell
We bid farewell to a long-time contributor to the SB.  
Rev. Rodney Miersma has decided to end his writing 
service to this magazine after 46 years.  His first 
contribution appeared in August of 1971 when he was 
but a candidate for the ministry.  In those years, one 
of the graduates of the Protestant Reformed Seminary 
gave a speech at graduation.  Being the only graduate, 

the task fell to him. He addressed the audience gathered 
in Edgerton PRC (his home congregation) on the topic 

“The Minister and the Church Order,” which was soon 
printed in the SB.  Rev. Miersma concluded in January 
of 2017 with the meditation “Running into the Strong 
Tower.”  We thank the brother for his many articles 
through the years, as well as continuing to contribute to 
the SB long after his emeritation.

Finally, to all the staff, thank you for your dedication 
to the work.  The great majority of the staff will contin-
ue to fill the pages with meaningful, Reformed teaching.  
To all our readers, thank you for your support in this ef-
fort.  We are amazed at God’s goodness for allowing us 
to continue the publication of this Reformed magazine, 
and humbled that God uses us as weak means to pro-
mote and defend His truth.  May God keep us faithful.

Editorial
Rev. Kenneth Koole, minister emeritus in the Protestant Reformed Churches

What must I do...?

With this issue of the SB we begin a new volume year.
For the Reformed church world, what looms large 

this year, spilling into the first part of 2019, is the 400th 
anniversary of the Great Synod of Dordt and its magis-
terial document, the Canons of Dordrecht.  

Although our good brother, Prof. Douglas Kuiper, 
has been ‘commissioned’ to contribute on a regular ba-
sis over the next year brief articles dealing with the his-
tory and main activities of the Great Synod, we would 
be remiss if, in this opening editorial of the new volume 
year, we did not deal with some issue relating to the 
Canons and the controversy that led to Dordt.   

Hence, the article that follows.  
The November 1 issue of the SB will be devoted to 

articles examining the content of the Canons them-
selves, examining each of the five heads of doctrine that 
have come to be known as the “Five Points of Calvin-
ism” (TULIP), articles focusing on the central truth(s) 
set forth by each head.  I have been assigned the fourth 
head of doctrine, the section that deals with the doc-
trine of “irresistible grace” (and its fruits).

In this editorial we want to touch on a few things 
that are related to the doctrine of irresistible grace.  I 
fear that we tend to underestimate that truth and its 
implications, which really is to say, what He, the Holy 
Spirit, is able to make of a man.  We give you exhib-
it A, Simon Peter—the boastful, self-confident disciple 
pre-cross, in contrast to the humble, courageous apostle 
post-Pentecost.  When it comes to a believer, the differ-
ence could not be more remarkable. 

We must not underestimate what by virtue of the 
operations of the Spirit a man becomes, and what the 
Spirit of grace enables a man to do! 

Because there are so many truths and issues that 
stand related to Head IV of the Canons, we do not fear 
leaving ourselves with little to deal with in the special 
issue.  

What we touch on in this editorial are issues that 
are not only relevant to a proper understanding of the 
Canons and of the historically defined Reformed faith, 
but to issues being discussed in the PRC of late, name-
ly, grace and godliness—the life of good works—in the 
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life of the child of God; in particular, how the life of 
godliness relates to grace, and to faith, and then to the 
preaching of the gospel itself with its call to faith and 
godliness.  

And note that last phrase—the call to faith and god-
liness.  Such is important when it comes to defining 
the call of the gospel—a being called not simply to “a” 
faith, to “a” believing, but to that faith that tendeth to 
godliness.  For this reason Christ warned those who ex-
pressed a desire to follow Him that, if that was their 
desire, they must be ready to count the cost—starting 
with a willingness to part ways with this present world.   

This is no small matter when it comes to true faith.  
Ask Demas, that young zealot who made an original 
profession of faith, evidently even aspiring to the gospel 
ministry, but who, in the end, parted ways with Paul 
and the Christian faith.  

Why?  Having loved this present world! (II Tim. 4:10). 
The way of godliness did not appeal to Demas in the 

end.  He was numbered with those who in the parable 
of the sower had a ‘faith’ and made a confession that in 
time was choked with the cares of this life.  (Cf. Canons, 
III/IV.9.)

The Canons have something to say to the vital issues 
mentioned above.

When reading the Canons, it must be kept in mind 
that they were written in response to the Arminians, 
not only over against their heretical doctrines that ‘de-
graced’ salvation all of grace, but also with an eye to 
the accusations that the Arminians lodged against the 
Reformed and their Calvinistic doctrines of grace.  

One of the chief accusations, if not the very chief, 
was the allegation that Calvinism with its ‘hyper-em-
phasis’ on “salvation is all of God and all of grace” sim-
ply turns mankind into ‘senseless stocks and blocks.’  
(Cf. Heads III/IV, Art. 16.)  

An allegation still heard today.  
The Canons’ figurative reference is to a tree stump 

or a block of wood.  An appropriate figure would be 
the ancient printing presses in which the printer put all 
the wooden block letters in place and then turned the 
handle of the press, pressing the ink-covered letters onto 
a page and leaving words behind, a process in which 
the passive paper played no active role at all.  It simply 
displayed the ink of the letters pressed into it by the 
printer’s will and determination.  

So, charged the Arminians, it is with the Calvinistic 
doctrine of salvation and man, the human being sim-
ply turned into a passive, receptive page, in whom the 
sovereign grace these high Calvinists keep prating about 
does it all.  The saved human beings of such theology 
are simply receptacles who have no active involvement in 

responding favorably to gospel preaching, really not even 
needing to respond willingly.  God, the great (Im)printer, 
does it all.  

A figure more up-to-date would be that of a com-
puter screen with its keyboard.  The Arminians alleg-
ing “You hyper-Reformed have turned believing man 
into nothing but a computer screen on which a man’s 
spiritual words and actions appear as God pushes the 
keys and types the commands.  Thoughts and desires 
that one can call his own have nothing to do with it be-
cause that would mean man has contributed something.  
Rather, the spiritual activities expressed by one are sim-
ply things that God and the Spirit have imprinted, typed 
into us for others to see.”

Nothing but “stocks and blocks”!
Is this indeed what salvation by sovereign, irresistible 

grace teaches or implies?
It is true that, when it comes to things spiritual, there 

is that which one is called to do, indeed, is required to 
do.  But is it altogether improper for preachers so much 
as to suggest that there is that which one can do (is able 
to do)?  And then, in the end, to go so far as to declare 
that if a man would be saved, there is that which he 
must do?  Surely, that is altogether unbiblical and unre-
formed, it is sometimes argued.

Such, the Arminians alleged, was the logical conclu-
sion of the “hyper-Reformed.”  

This allegation the Canons reject and condemn.
No, not when those of whom you are speaking are 

the ungodly and unregenerate.  Then, it is true there is 
that to which every fallen sinner is called to do, namely, 
to repent and believe, but which he cannot do.    

But when those of whom one is speaking are the 
born-again, that is, regenerated, living children of God, 
that is another matter entirely.  Then there is not only 
that which one is called to do, but also that which one 
can do as well.  

The Canons make this plain when they speak of a 
marvelous, incomprehensible grace by which the elect 
“…are enabled to believe with the heart, and love their 
Savior” (III/IV, Art. 13).1

Enabled!  
By whom?  
By whom but the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of irresistible 

grace!  This Holy Spirit breaths into a man a life-giving 

1 The word “enabled” is not found in the original.  The phrase 
could better be translated “…by this grace of God they believe 
with the heart and love their Savior.”  Nonetheless, the truth of 
the statement is set forth in the immediately preceding article 
(12) which concludes with the words “Wherefore also, man is 
himself rightly said to believe and repent by virtue of that grace 
received.”
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power that transforms, a power called ‘grace’ because 
it is so completely contrary to what any sinful man 
or woman deserves.  There is a newness that results, 
called newness of life, spiritual life, a life out of which 
there will proceed spiritual activities of faith and obe-
dience.   

In Article 11 of this 4th Head, the Canons describe 
what this wonder-work of the Spirit accomplishes.  
Having spoken of the “efficacy of the same regenerat-
ing Spirit” acting upon the heart of man, the Canons 
declare that the Spirit “…infuses new qualities into the 
will, which, though heretofore dead, He quickens; from 
being evil, disobedient, and refractory, He renders it 
good, obedient, and pliable; actuates and strengthens 
it, that like a good tree it may bring forth the fruits of 
good actions.”

Good actions!  Namely, faith (actively believing) and 
godliness (the life of good works).  

The question is, what does the Spirit use to bring 
forth these spiritual actions or activities?

What the Canons wanted no part of was the notion 
that these spiritual actions are automatically present and 
produced where grace has worked, provided by God in 
such a way that the child of God has nothing to do with 
actually believing or walking in godliness.  The Spirit of 
Christ who has begun this work in him is really the One 
who now does this work through him, simply providing 
for one what he cannot do himself.  And this is to be 
insisted on because only then 
does all the glory go to God.  
Anything else would be giv-
ing credit to man.  

This was exactly what the 
Arminians claimed consis-
tent Calvinism really comes 
down to.  

And this was exactly what 
the Calvinists of Dordt were 
adamant in refuting.  This 
was a wicked caricature, not 
true Calvinism.  

Not that there have not been Calvinists of a certain 
stripe that have taught such a view.  But this is not the 
Calvinism of the Canons, God be thanked!

It is exactly to refute this allegation that the Canons 
in Head IV emphasize the centrality of the preaching 
of the gospel with its call to repent and to believe, the 
gospel set forth as a means of grace.

That the writers of the Canons insisted that the gos-
pel preached was a necessary means of grace (cf. the 
opening sentence of Art. 17) means they confessed and 
taught that if a man with his household was to be saved 

and consciously enter into the kingdom, placing himself 
with his family under the rule of Christ as his Lord and 
Savior, he was called, he was required, to respond obe-
diently to the call and command of the gospel—“Re-
pent and believe, that thou mightiest be saved with thy 
house.”  

Covenantal salvation is to be found in no other way.  
Yielding to the gospel call, a man becomes active in 

believing what the gospel declares.  To the call of Christ 
“Come unto me,” there is the response “Lord, I come.”

One might piously respond, “But that is impossible 
for sinful man.”  

To which we reply, if the reference is to one unregen-
erate, yes, to be sure, impossible!

But if to a sinner regenerated and indwelt by the 
life-giving Spirit, then such obedience is not only possi-
ble, but that which actually occurs.  The heart has been 
renewed and one’s will set free to respond positively to 
the gospel summons.  

This must be maintained if one will do justice to the 
record of the apostolic Scriptures.  

On Pentecost, following Peter’s sermon concerning 
Jesus crucified and risen as the scripturally prophesied 
Messiah, a multitude besought the apostles, asking 
“Men and brethren, what must we do?”  To which Peter 
responded, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in 
the name of Jesus Christ…” (Acts 2:37,38) 

The Philippian jailor cried out “Sirs, what must I 
do to be saved?”  To which 
Paul responded, “Believe on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
thou shalt be saved…” (Acts 
16:30, 31).

There was something they 
were called to do.  And they 
did it.  

Of themselves, apart from 
grace?  No!  But they them-
selves did do it—they repent-
ed and believed.  Grace en-
abled them to do it.  Or more 

correctly, God the Holy Spirit graciously enabled them 
to do it.  But do it they did in the obedience of faith to 
the call, to the summons of the gospel.  And in so do-
ing, God was praised and grace glorified.  God the Holy 
Spirit has made out of sinners new creatures indeed.

And the same thing holds true when it comes to god-
liness—walking in the way of good works.

The emphasis of Head IV of the Canons is not upon 
godliness as such, but rather upon the connection be-
tween grace and faith.  But neither is the call to god-
liness (the life of good works) absent.  As pointed out 

There was something they were called 
to do.  And they did it.  
Of themselves, apart from grace?  No!  
But they themselves did do it—they 
repented and believed.  Grace enabled 
them to do it.  Or more correctly, God 
the Holy Spirit graciously enabled them 
to do it....  And in so doing, God was 
praised and grace glorified. 
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only one way to the Father.  “No man cometh unto the 
Father but by me,” speaks Christ (John 14:6).

Regarding the suggested study of the decision of the 
PRC Synod of 2018, the editor concludes that thought 
and discussion regarding the experience of the Chris-
tian’s covenant fellowship with God is obligatory and 
judicious, because the connection of faith and works is 
a crucial facet of the settlement of this principal issue 
by our PRC Synod.  The editor’s proposal is required 

Discussion of synodical decisions

The final paragraph of the editorial, July 2018, urges 
readers, who are members of the PRC, to study the 
decisions of the PRC Synod of 2018, and are further 
enjoined to strive to understand the relationship of faith 
and good works.  The editorial affirms and I believe 
that it is unquestionably true that the work of Christ in 
our salvation has eternal and everlasting importance 
and is by the mercy and grace of Christ alone.  There is 

above, the Canons speak of a grace that brings forth 
“the fruits of good actions.”

And in Article 16 of Head IV the Canons speak of 
“…a ready and sincere spiritual obedience [that] begins 
to reign.”

There is a godly walk to which the regenerated child 
of God is called, and godly actions (deeds) that believers 
perform, fruits of grace and evidences of what the Hei-
delberg Catechism calls “true conversion”.

To such good works the regenerated child of God is 
not only called, but such he is also able to do as evidenc-
es of and proof of the grace and faith he claims to have.   

The elect child of God is not, as one blatant species 
of Antinomian taught, saved like a piece of dead meat 
found in the city dump, tied to the bumper of a garbage 
truck, and dragged to heaven against his will, resisting 
all the way.   

The newness of life worked by the Holy Spirit begins 
to show itself already in this life.  And under the call of 
the gospel will and must show itself.  As Article 17 de-
clares, “For grace is conferred by admonitions.”

The Holy Spirit is not so powerless that even He in 
the life of a saved sinner can make no headway against 
the current of the depravity of sin that remains.  Rather, 
His irresistible grace transforms and works true conver-
sion indeed.  

This is important for Christ’s church to understand 
as she labors with her members, members who as sin-
ners have perhaps backslidden and come under power 
of who knows what addictions—that of alcohol and 
drink, that of pornography, or of gambling, and more.   

The sinning member despairs, informing his elders, 
“I am snared, I am depraved, there is nothing I can do!”  

To which the elders respond, “There is nothing you 

can do?  Of yourself, to be sure, nothing.  But you claim 
to be a believer confessing Christ?  Then there is not 
only that which you are called to do, but which you can 
do—repent, turn from this sin, and walk as a child of 
the light.” 

This is the power that grace confers on a sinner who 
is seeking grace and help in time of need.  

When it comes to faith, to repentance, and to walk-
ing in the ways of godliness, these are not things that we 
ourselves can produce.  They are the product of the life 
worked by the Holy Spirit.  But having been recreated 
in the image of God, God’s children are enabled to do 
these things.  

And under the admonitions and exhortations of the 
law and gospel preached, they come to active expression.    

The doctrine of salvation by sovereign grace does not 
turn the hearers of the gospel into “senseless stocks and 
blocks.”  This the Canons make plain.  That is not Cal-
vinism.

But neither does it mean that when it comes to the 
call to repent and believe and to “bring forth fruits wor-
thy of repentance,” there is really nothing we as the re-
deemed can do.

To claim such is the case, be it ever so piously mo-
tivated, is to display a profound misunderstanding of 
the wonder of grace, grace that profoundly transforms.  
Such is to minimize the work of the Holy Spirit who 
breaths life, Christ’s life, and who is able to bring out 
of a corrupt stock a people recreated to be “zealous of 
good works” (Tit. 2:14).

The God of saving grace is magnified when it is seen 
what His Holy Spirit can make of a man, namely, one 
who hears, obeys, arises, and takes up his bed, walking 
in God’s ways (cf. Mark 2:11, 12).

Letters
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(This editorial is an answer to the letter that follows it.)

Editorial response
Rev. Kenneth Koole, minister emeritus in the Protestant Reformed Churches

Brother N. Langerak:
I find your letter with its allegations that my editorial 

of October 1, 2018 was an attempt somehow to resur-
rect charges of antinomianism against a protestant ex-
onerated by recent synodical decisions more than a little 
baffling, to put it mildly.

In your opening comments you note that my edito-
rial of October 1 made reference to the “issues being 
discussed in our churches,” to which phrasing you take 
exception (“an affront”) because such, in your estima-
tion, minimized the weight of the charges made and the 
decisions that resulted.  Be informed, I used the word 
“discussion” purposely.  The editorial was not written 
with a view to militating against recent synodical deci-
sions (in some surreptitious way) with its exoneration 
of a protestant’s name, but in view of the discussion 
amongst our membership to which the recent contro-
versy about the relations between faith and good works 
and then to the preaching has given rise.  The article 
minimizes neither the controversy nor the objectionable 
statements protestants appealed.  Neither does the ar-
ticle in any way dissent from the recent synodical deci-
sions.  Nor does it encourage readers to do so.  

But, who can deny that the recent controversy with 
its publicly published decisions by our broader assem-
blies over the past few years has been the occasion for 
much discussion amongst our membership?  And the 
discussion continues.  Not now over synod’s lifting the 
charge of antinomianism from the appellant, but over 
what is the proper understanding of the relation be-
tween faith and good works, law and gospel (an issue 
that goes back to the Reformation, stirring up no lit-
tle debate back then.)  But more particularly, what is 
the place of good works in the life of the believer, of 
what benefit are they?  Little?  Much?  And even more 
specifically, what wording (phrases) may be used in the 
preaching (and by elders in their work of discipline) to 
prompt and promote good works (the call to repentance 
and godliness) in the life of the believer.  In fact, what 
are they called by Scripture to use if the life of godliness 
(good works) is to come to evidence? 

At least that is the discussion that I hear.

These are questions members sincerely interested 
in what is orthodox according to God’s Word and as 
spelled out by the confessions have put to me, and more 
than once.  And others have been confronted by them 
as well, I understand.

So, once again, the article was not a passing of judg-
ment on recent synodical decisions and its judgments.  
But it was occasioned by the discussion on the various 
issues raised by the controversy.  And one of the large 
issues was (and continues to be) “What is to be judged 
as antinomianism?”  Our members have a renewed in-
terest in that age-old error.

And, hence the article.  
There is value in our members knowing that one of 

the charges the Arminians brought against the Reformed 
fathers was that they were, if not “practical antinomi-
ans” then “doctrinal antinomians” (now commonly la-
beled as ‘hyper-Calvinists’).  And there is value as well 
in knowing that the Canons of Dordt were written in 
part exactly to refute that calumny (false charge).  The 
refutation of this charge loomed large as an occasion 
for writing the fourth head of doctrine in the manner it 
was.  “No, our emphasis that salvation is all of a grace, 
that is, irresistible (including the faith that grace brings 
forth), and therefore is all of God, does not mean that 
we in the preaching turn the hearers, for all practical 
purposes, into stocks and blocks (like wooden pawns 
on a chess board).”

And the Canons explain, best it can, how this process 
(“mysterious, and ineffable,” III/IV, Art. 12) as worked 
by the Holy Spirit, takes place.

To these Canons we all subscribe.  
That said, let us not imagine that publicly subscrib-

ing to the Canons necessarily frees one from being of 
antinomian persuasion.  Anyone who knows anything 
about Reformed and Presbyterian church history knows 
that many have loudly subscribed to the Canons and 
then proceeded to trouble the churches with their anti-
nomian sentiments again and again.  

And that brings us to your taking exception to my 
statement that I fear that there are those in our churches 
who underestimate the truth of irresistible grace and the 

A charge answered
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power of the Holy Spirit, as if I meant by that this:  “In 
light of the synod’s exonerating the appellant and other 
protestants, lifting the charge of antinomianism, it is 
evident that the work of the Holy Spirit who transforms 
is underestimated in our circles.”

You are mistaken. 
Let me be clear.  My fear is not occasioned by synod’s 

recent decisions and lifting charges from an appellant.  
My assessment and fear is based on forty-plus years as 
a minister in the PR churches.  What I wrote I would 
have written at some point even if there had been no 
controversy of the recent vintage in our churches.  If one 
does not think there have been those of an antinomi-
an strain (what the late, highly-esteemed H. Hoeksema 
called “shades of antinomianism”) in our churches over 
the years, and that this error remains a real and pres-
ent danger, well, all I can say is, he does not know our 
church history and what a number of our congregations 
have had to deal with over the years.  I could direct 
you to more than one of our emeritus ministers, and 
they would tell you of having had to deal exactly with 
that spirit in their congregations (and even on broader 
assemblies).  I chaired a classis in the West in the 1980s 
that dealt with exactly that error, an attempt to muzzle 
the preaching so the preacher was not free to explain 
texts of admonition and warning just as they stood 
(“Surely, they cannot mean what they appear to say.  
Surely, to direct commands with their dire warnings at 
congregations of believers, disturbing their comfort and 
assurance, implies salvation must be conditional!”).  I 
have faced such a mentality and heard expressions of 
it here and there as I have been of service in various of 
our churches.

And so the expression of what I “fear.”
We refer to men full of misguided zeal, intent on 

protecting the doctrine of salvation all of grace, and 
therefore all of God (in reaction to Arminiamism or 
work-righteousness), but doing so by insisting that the 
preaching emphasize simply what God has done for 
us (prompting the believer to gratitude) and that the 
preacher then steer clear of stressing also how the hearer 
is called to live if he will experientially know the salva-
tion and the approval of his God.   

My assessment is this:  we are well educated and 
firmly grounded in our understanding of grace as the fa-
vor of God to sinners, contrary to what we deserve.  We 
are not as well educated in understanding grace in its 
sanctifying power, grace as that by which the elect are 
transformed by the Holy Spirit and what as a result is to 
be expected of us as believers.  You may disagree, as is 
your right.  But as a life-long member of the PRC with 
forty years in the ministry, I maintain my assessment.  

There is development in that area that needs to be done.
Further, your letter states, “No one on either side of 

this dispute has so much as whispered that the calling to 
faith and godliness should not be preached.”  

But that is not really the issue, is it, whether all agree 
that preaching should call one to faith and godliness.  
The issue is, what may be (is allowable) and even must 
be preached to call faith into active expression and to 
prompt godliness in the life of the believer?  What words 
and phrases are proper and orthodox, phrases that the 
Holy Spirit is pleased to use, and others not?

The last synod gave some direction to those ques-
tions, designating various objectionable statements and 
laying down a proper manner in which to use the phrase 
“in the way of.”  The editorial in no way finds fault with 
their decisions and what they ruled on.  

But synod did not and could not list and categorize 
all acceptable wording.  This remains a matter of dis-
cussion amongst our members, such as, “In light of 
our recent decisions, is this way of exhorting members 
to faith and godliness acceptable and confessional?  Is 
that?”  Various sample phrases followed by questions 
have been put to me.  

And one last reflection on your letter—and correc-
tion for the sake of various bodies’ good name.  Hav-
ing stated what “the issue in this controversy has never 
been about,” namely, “whether the believer must do, 
can do...or does good works,” you set forth what you 
evidently assess as being the issues and needing synod’s 
correction.  You list three things.  The first two can pass 
inspection, but the third?  “Is salvation by faith and by 
the works of faith?”  As if that was what Hope’s con-
sistory was approving, what was being preached from 
their pulpit, and most of its members were oblivious to?  
And that this is what Classis East was willing to defend 
by its decisions?  That is a serious misrepresentation.  
That was not the issue before synod.  To indicate that it 
was is not honest or helpful.

As our churches go forward and my active ministry 
draws to a close, my earnest prayer is that the PRC’s 
response to synod’s recent decisions is not to over-cor-
rect, lest we slide towards the ditch of the antinomian 
perspective.  Over-correction is always a danger.  And 
the ditch on the right (antinomianism) is as real as the 
ditch on the left (work-righteousness).

The article of October 1 was written with that in 
mind.  And nothing more.

Yours for the cause of God and truth,
Rev. K. Koole  
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Letter about “What Must I Do...?”

I am writing about the most recent editorial, What 
Must I Do?, by Rev. Koole (Oct. 1, 2018, p. 6-9).  I find 
the editorial deeply disturbing for the connection that it 
makes with doctrinal dispute in our churches, specifically 
the editor’s, “fear that we tend to underestimate,” the 
truth of irresistible grace, and the editor’s connecting 
this to the, “issues being discussed in the PRC of late, 
namely, grace and godliness—the life of good works—
in the life of the child of God.”

The editor’s reference is to the doctrinal dispute 
in the Protestant Reformed Churches over sermons 
preached at Hope church.  I take issue with the editor’s 
characterization of this as “a discussion.”  Rather, 
there were multiple protests and appeals filed, disci-
pline carried out, a man deposed from office, many 
meetings were held, many decisions were made, some 
decisions overturned, and the last decision was made 
by Synod 2018, part of which involved a formula of 
subscription examination of a preacher.  It is hardly “a 
discussion.”  To describe it as such is an affront to all 
involved.

Further, I take issue with his characterization of the 
main subject of these disputes as “the life of godliness,” 
especially that in this dispute there is the potential to 
“underestimate…what He, the Holy Spirit, is able to 
make of a man.”

The editorial “What Must I Do?” is a case study in 
missing the point.  The editorial perpetuates the same 
ineffectual and irrelevant arguments that rendered Clas-
sis East impotent to settle the doctrinal issue raised by 
protests at Hope Church.  Barrels of ink were spilled 
arguing that good works are necessary, that good works 
are the necessary way of life in the covenant of grace, 
and that the believer can do and does good works.  All 
of those arguments were made because the controversy 
was inexplicably framed as arising—not with a minis-
ter’s erroneous preaching about the way of salvation and 
consequent compromise of justification by faith alone—
but with the protestant’s assumed antinomianism stem-
ming from his supposed denial of the necessity of good 
works and of the believer’s calling to do good works.  
That erroneously grounded argument was imposed on 
his protest, charged against him, used to depose him, 
repeated ad nauseum, and defended vociferously at the 
broader assemblies.

The editor perpetuates that assumption and with it 

that view of the controversy.  He does not use the word 
antinomianism.  Instead he refers to those who deny the 
believer’s ability to do good works with the clear impli-
cation that they are in the Protestant Reformed Church-
es and were part of this controversy.  His analysis merely 
adds to that erroneous view of the controversy because 
whether or not the Holy Spirit enables the believer to do 
good works was never a part of the original false charge 
of antinomianism.  But the charge remains the same for 
the simple reason that if I cannot do good works, I will 
not, and you may not tell me to either.  The editor is 
simply describing the supposed antinomianism accord-
ing to one of its perceived doctrinal foundations.

That charge of antinomianism in this dispute has 
been rejected and with its demise went that erroneous 
characterization of the source of the controversy and 
the supposed threat of this controversy to our church-
es.  No one on either side of this issue—not protestants, 
consistory, classes, or synods—so much as hinted at the 
idea that it is unnecessary for, not the calling of, or not 
within the ability of the believer to do good works.  No 
one on either side of this dispute has so much as whis-
pered that the calling to faith and godliness should not 
be preached.  The editor’s unnamed and ill-defined in-
dividuals that supposedly believe the false doctrine the 
editor so vehemently opposes are of the same kind as 
the unnamed and ill-defined radicals that a previous ed-
itorial warned were lurking in the Protestant Reformed 
Churches.  Both are caricatures and figments of the 
imagination in this controversy.  Those same caricatures 
and figments are not only divisive and cast aspersions 
on those who stood for the truth, but also effectively 
confuse the whole issue.

This wrong view of the controversy perpetuated by 
the editor began at Hope Church and was a false conclu-
sion imposed on a protest and on the whole subsequent 
controversy.  This view was carried on by classes and at 
synods.  This erroneous imposition on the controversy 
had massive and damaging consequences in our church-
es.  Because of it, an officebearer was unjustly deposed 
from office for doing what Christ called him to do—su-
pervise the preaching—and what he promised to do—
refute and contradict all errors that oppose the creeds.  
Because of that view, Classis East in many meetings of 
that assembly and by its committees was totally unable 
to solve the issue, unnecessarily complicated and con-
fused the matter, approved false doctrine, and finally 
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codified that erroneous doctrine in a doctrinal state-
ment rejected by our synod in 2018.  Because of it the 
issue—which was simple and involved the ABC’s of the 
Christian and Reformed faith—was allowed to fester to 
the great hurt of a minister, a consistory, protestants, a 
congregation, a classis, and a denomination.  Because 
of it good names and reputations have been slandered 
and reproached.

This view of the controversy and the supposed threat 
that it poses to the churches has been rejected by synod 
when synod said the protestant was not an antinomian.  
His objection to the preaching did not arise out of a 
false view of the place of good works, the necessity of 
good works, the believer’s calling to do good works, or 
of the believer’s ability to do good works.  The contro-
versy arose out of the correct understanding of justifi-
cation by faith alone and the unconditional covenant, a 
correct view of the place of good works in the believer’s 
life.  The controversy arose out of a minister’s compro-
mise of these truths by his preaching and a consistory’s 
persistent defense of that compromise.

The erroneous view of the controversy was rejected 
by synod when synod said the problem lay in an erro-
neous teaching about the place and function of good 
works that compromised the truths of justification and 
the covenant and when synod overturned decisions of 
previous synods based on that wrong view of the con-
troversy.

That analysis of the controversy is patently wrong 
on the basis of the origin of the issue in Hope Church.  
The controversy originated in a sermon on John 14:6 
in which it was declared that Jesus Christ is the way of 
salvation through the works that He works in us by His 
Spirit.  The same doctrine of that sermon was later dis-
covered in other sermons.  That doctrine was properly 
analyzed and condemned by the Protestant Reformed 
Synod of 2018.  Synod said the erroneous statements 
compromised the truths of justification by faith alone 
and the unconditional covenant.

Now the same discredited view of the issue that 
plagued our churches—a view that created so much 
confusion and caused so much damage—is trotted 
out again on the pages of the Standard Bearer.  A 
warning is sounded against the very opposite threat 
that synod identified.  The effect of that is to imply 
that synod in fact missed a vital part of the issue in 
its decision.  The effect of that is to perpetuate the 
myth that antinomianism, a form of which the editor 
describes in his editorial under a different name, was 
and remains part of the problem, an unsolved prob-
lem in the churches.

The issue in this controversy has never been about 

whether the believer must do, can do, will do, should 
be called to do, or does good works.  But as synod said, 
the place of those works.  Are they fruits of faith or do 
works along with faith obtain?  Is fellowship with the 
Father by faith and by the good works that faith produc-
es?  Is salvation by faith and by the works of faith?  The 
editor is speaking to the choir—all of whom arise and 
say amen—when he fulsomely describes the work of the 
Spirit to work in us both to will and to do of God’s good 
pleasure.  But the whole article misses the point when it 
tries to connect this with the controversy in our church-
es and the editor sounds a false alarm when he warns 
about a threat to the doctrine of the calling and ability 
of believers to do good works.

The issue in this controversy has been whether the 
Spirit’s working in us both to will and to do of God’s 
good pleasure is part of the way to the Father that Je-
sus speaks about in John 14:6.  That those works that 
the Spirit works in us are part of the way to the Father 
is the erroneous doctrine that was preached about that 
text and that was found in other sermons.  This synod 
condemned.

To say that the way to the Father is not by works—
especially not by the works that Jesus works in me by 
His Spirit—is not an incipient antinomianism.  To in-
sist on that works that the Spirit works in believers are 
not part of the way to the Father, vigorously to deny 
that works are part of that way, and strenuously to op-
pose the corruption of that teaching does not imply any 
weakening of commitment to or “underestimation” of 
the doctrine of the necessity, ability, or calling of the be-
liever to do good works.  Synod’s decision was defense 
of the gospel.  The gospel synod defended is justification 
by faith alone which doctrine alone makes possible the 
proper teaching of the place of good works, because we 
received the Spirit—who works so mightily in believ-
ers—by the hearing of faith, and not by the works of 
the law (Gal. 3:2).

The editor’s efforts to frame the controversy as in-
volving a threat to the doctrine that the Spirit works 
in us the ability to do good works, that there is calling 
to do good works, and that good works are necessary, 
however, begs for questions.  Why does the editor of 
the Standard Bearer bring up again this debunked 
analysis of the doctrinal controversy that has so trou-
bled us?   To what purpose is this straw man set up 
again?  Why is that view now raised again as though 
it had anything at all to do with the controversy that 
has bothered us?  The issue is about synod’s defense of 
justification by faith alone—which is not by works.  So 
why does the editor want to make the issue about the 
calling and ability of the believer to do good works?  
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Immediately after the stunning victory that defended 
the truth of justification by faith alone, why is there 
this “fear” that we “underestimate” what the Spirit 
makes of a man?  In the matter of justification there 
is no calling, necessity, or ability of the believer to do 
good works.  To insist on that is not a cause for “fear” 
that what the Spirit makes of man will be “underesti-
mated.”  The believer damns all his works because he 
believes that God is a God who justifies the ungodly 
and that his works can only be the ground for his con-
demnation if he brings them to the tribunal of God.  So 
in a controversy where justification is compromised, 
why the insistence on the ability to do good works?  
After a decision in which justification was defended, 
why raise the fear that we underestimate the calling to 
do works?

Cordially in Christ,
Rev. Nathan J. Langerak

Balance, not radicalism

It took courage to write your editorial on radicalism 
in the PRC (Editorial, Sept. 15, 2018, p. 485), and I 
thank you for it.  There is no doubt that your writing 
arose out of your love for our churches and their future 
welfare.

You rightly point out that these tendencies have been 
in our churches since their inception.  I trace the origins 
to the existence of two very different worldviews that 
were imported by the Dutch (and a few German) im-
migrants who formed the Christian Reformed Church 
(CRC) and subsequently the PRC.  The Afscheiding 
group were known to be pietistic isolationists who sim-
ply wanted to be left alone.  No doubt they loved the Re-
formed faith and were particularly zealous in bringing 
the church back to the Synod of Dordt.  But, they did 
not engage society and the world around them.  This 
was particularly evident in the Christian schools they 
established when they arrived in America.  The purpose 
of these schools was to teach the Bible, the catechism, 
and the Dutch language.  Then came the Kuyperians.  
Abraham Kuyper wanted the world opened up to the 
Christian believer.  Even though he came up with the 
wrong answer as to how to do that—common grace, he 
wanted believing folks to live a full, God-centered, an-
tithetical life on this earth.  Two competing worldviews 
that, to my mind, exist to this day in our churches.

What is the solution?  Balance in one’s thinking.  
Radicalism is extreme thinking, not balanced in its 
view of the church nor in its Reformed worldview.  I 
had to learn that balance for myself.  My early days in 

the church might well have been characterized by radi-
calism.  But I believe that God placed me with the right 
people at the right time to create that balance.  I am 
grateful for it.

To our pastors (especially those recently ordained), I 
encourage you to develop that balance in your teaching 
and preaching.  Work to develop an irenic spirit and to 
practice a biblical, Reformed ecumenism.  Our churches 
will be better for it.

Blessings on your work in the seminary.
Jon J. Huisken

The errors of dispensational premillennialism

As a subscriber and reader of the Standard Bearer 
magazine, I have read with interest your various articles 
on the errors of premillennialism as opposed to the truth 
of amillennialism.  In this regard I enclose a pamphlet 
published some years ago entitled “Amillennialism 
Examined” by David McAllister, at that time a Brethren 
missionary in Zambia.  He is now editor of Assembly 
Testimony magazine, which is published by the 
Brethren denomination, they being staunch adherents 
of premillennialism, as doubtless you know.

In this pamphlet he takes amillennialism to task, 
believing it to be contrary to the Bible.  I thought you 
would like to have this.  I have Rev. Angus Stewart’s 
“Covenant Reformed News” and am in contact with 
him from time to time.  I have recently purchased the 
book Behold, I Come Quickly.

You may be interested to know that I am a member 
and deacon of the Gospel Standard Strict and Particu-
lar Baptists.  We are completely detached from all other 
branches of the Baptist community and are not, as some 
in the PRC maintain, free-will Arminians nor Dispen-
sationalists.  We would subscribe to the five points of 
Calvinism.

One of our chapels (we use that term in preference to 
churches) is located (or should I say three) in the USA.

I leave with you.  May the Lord be pleased to contin-
ue to grant to you His presence and help in the labor of 
love in which He has placed you until He comes or calls.

Lance Y. Morley
United Kingdom

Response:
With regard to the booklet, “Amillennialism 
Examined,” by David McAllister, that you sent me 
(which, I understand, is not your own theology), it is 
the standard premillennial and dispensational attack on 
amillennialism, and defense of itself.  
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would gladly consider a request to help out for a minis-
ter’s sabbatical.1 

Nor are the offers limited to churches in the West 
Michigan area. 

Is a minister tired?  Does he need development?  May 
he and his consistory consider a sabbatical.  Under God’s 
blessings, he may return surprisingly invigorated and re-
freshed.  Remember:  “What a glorious work the minis-
terial office is, since so great things are effected by it; yea, 
how highly necessary it is for man’s salvation” (Form for 
Ordination of Ministers of God’s Word)!  Let us protect 
this office and the man who holds it.  Let us do every-
thing we can to look out for its growth.  For the church’s 
sake.  For God’s sake.  “The church He loveth well.”

1  May I also make bold to recommend (even if it’s only by footnote) that 
the sabbatical take place during the busy time of the year, rather than 
during the summer, so that the minister is relieved when the pressures 
are the greatest.  Visiting ministers can take societies and catechism 
classes without any problem.  As one of my colleagues said, with a 
smile, “I’ll do anything but family visitation.”

Implementation

I can imagine some questioning the practicality of 
sabbaticals.  When the congregation’s demands continue 
week by week, a minister cannot simply take leave for 
six months, or even two.  Who will step in to take his 
place?

Here, I suggest the services of an emeritus minister 
or ministers.  When ministers first retire, they usually 
have some strength left.  It may not be enough to labor 
full-time in one congregation any longer, but it would 
likely be enough to take a large portion of a congrega-
tion’s work for a shorter period.  I have talked to min-
isters—retired and about to be “put out to pasture,” as 
they put it—who would jump at the opportunity to help 
a congregation in this way.  Some, in the past, have.  
Soon, two of my colleagues and I at seminary will be 
laying aside the mantle at the synodically-mandated age 
limit.  The three of us are still healthy and may still 
be healthy when our replacements fully take over.  We 

Letters

Obedience to the call of the gospel

Dear Editors,
I write regarding the editorial in the October 1, 2018 SB 
entitled “What must I do…?”  The main doctrine that the 
editorial intends to teach is that obedience is necessary 
and possible for the child of God.  With this doctrine, 
I am in full agreement.  However, I take issue with the 
editorial for going beyond the truth that obedience is 
necessary for the child of God, and teaching instead 
that obedience is necessary for the child of God unto 
salvation.  By doing so, the editorial teaches salvation by 
man’s obedient working, rather than salvation entirely 
apart from man’s obedient working, that is, salvation 
by faith alone. 

I would like to point out three places where the edi-
torial develops the idea that obedience is not merely nec-
essary, but that it is necessary unto salvation.  First, on 
page 7, the editorial poses the question, “And then, [is it 
altogether improper for preachers], in the end, to go so 
far as to declare that if a man would be saved, there is 
that which he must do?”  The editorial answers that it 
is biblical and Reformed for a preacher to declare that if 
a man would be saved, there is that which he must do.  
The editorial here teaches a relationship between man’s 
salvation and man’s obedient doing.  The relationship, 
according to the editorial, is that man’s salvation de-

pends upon his obedient doing.  “If a man would be 
saved, there is that which he must do.”  This statement 
says much more than that man’s obedience is necessary.  
It says that man’s obedience is necessary unto salvation.

In response, I ask the editors:  Does any gift or bless-
ing of salvation that we receive from God depend on our 
obedient working in order to receive it?

Second, on page 8, the editorial asserts that the Can-
ons of Dordt 

confessed and taught that if a man with his household 
was to be saved and consciously enter into the kingdom, 
placing himself with his family under the rule of Christ 
as his Lord and Savior, he was called, he was required, 
to respond obediently to the call and command of the 
gospel—‘Repent and believe, that thou mightest be 
saved with thy house.’  Covenantal salvation is to be 
found in no other way.

Here again, the editorial teaches a relationship be-
tween man’s salvation—his consciously entering the 
kingdom—and man’s obedient responding to the com-
mand of the gospel.  The relationship, according to the 
editorial, is that man’s obedient responding obtains his 
salvation and entrance into the kingdom.  “If a man 
with his household was to be saved and consciously en-
ter into the kingdom…he was called…to respond obe-
diently….”  This statement says much more than that 
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man’s obedience is necessary.  It says that man’s obedi-
ence is necessary unto salvation.

In response, I ask the editors:  In order to enter into 
or inherit the kingdom of heaven, is there some obedient 
work that we must do?

In the preceding two points, I recognize that the 
editorial is talking about faith.  Man’s obedient doing 
on page 7 and man’s obedient responding on page 8 
are faith.  I fully agree that God grants salvation to his 
people through faith.  The problem is that the editorial 
treats faith as a work of obedience.  It consistently re-
fers to faith as “obedience.”  It develops the idea that 
faith is an obedient doing and an obedient responding 
to a command, which makes faith a work.  In reality, 
faith is not a good work of obedience, but the opposite 
of working. Even faith’s activity of believing—knowing 
and trusting God—is not working, but the opposite of 
working.  Faith is the opposite of working because faith 
is the instrument through which I receive Jesus Christ 
alone and all his benefits.  See Romans 4:1-5 where Paul 
develops this distinction between believing as one thing 
and working as an entirely different thing.  When the 
editorial makes faith a work, it teaches salvation by 
works, rather than salvation by faith and by grace. 

Third, on page 8, the editorial offers its exegesis of 
Acts 2:37, 38 and Acts 16:30, 31.  In these two passag-
es, distressed sinners ask Christ’s apostles, “Men and 
brethren, what shall we do?” and “Sirs, what must I do 
to be saved?”  The editorial apparently understands the 
apostles’ answers—repent, be baptized, and believe—to 
mean that this repenting, being baptized, and believing 
were good works of obedience unto salvation.  As the 
editorial puts it, “There was something they were called 
to do.  And they did it.”  In my judgment, this explana-
tion completely reverses the actual answers of Christ’s 
apostles.  In both passages, the distressed sinners were 
asking what they should do.  The premise of their ques-
tions was that there was some work they could do to 
be saved from sin and death:  “What must I do to be 
saved?”  When the apostles answered, they did not af-
firm the premise of the question.  They were not saying, 
“You are correct, there is a work for you to do that 
will save you, and here is the work: repent, be baptized, 
and believe.”  Rather, when Paul answered, he did not 
talk about good works of obedience at all.  He called 
the people to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, which 
is the very opposite of working.  When Peter answered, 
he called people to repentance as the fruit and evidence 
of faith, and to baptism as the sign and seal of the only 
ground of their salvation in the blood of Christ.  By 
these answers, the apostles were denying the premise of 
the questions.  In effect, the apostles answered, “What 

must you do to be saved?  Nothing!  There is nothing 
you can do or must do to be saved, because Jesus Christ 
has done it all.  Therefore, disregard all of your obeying 
and working and instead believe in Jesus.”  The edi-
torial’s treatment of these passages continues the same 
earlier error of making man’s obedience necessary unto 
salvation.  For salvation, “there was something they 
were called to do.  And they did it.”

In response, I remind us that Herman Hoeksema ex-
egeted Acts 16:30, 31 much differently than the Octo-
ber 1 editorial.  Hoeksema said that Paul’s answer to the 
question, “What must I do to be saved?” was:  “Noth-
ing!”  See his sermon “The Calling of the Philippian 
Jailer” on SermonAudio at https://www.sermonaudio.
com/sermoninfo.asp?SID=4612137350.  Therefore, I 
ask the editors:  Does the Standard Bearer agree with 
Herman Hoeksema’s exegesis of Acts 16:30, 31, and 
does the Standard Bearer agree with Hoeksema’s theol-
ogy expressed in that exegesis?

Once again, I am in full agreement that good works 
are possible for the child of God by the work of God’s 
Spirit in our hearts.  I also wholeheartedly confess that 
obedience is necessary for the child of God. With the 
Canons, I repudiate the idea that the children of God 
are “stocks and blocks.”  However, I object to the edi-
torial’s explanation of why obedience is necessary.  The 
editorial should have developed that obedience is neces-
sary as the inevitable result of Christ renewing us by his 
Holy Spirit after his own image, as the required fruit of 
gratitude for salvation, as the goal of our salvation in 
the glory of God, as the evidence of our true faith, or as 
the means God uses to gain others to Christ (Heidelberg 
Catechism, Lord’s Day 32, QA 86).  Instead, I believe 
the editorial went beyond these necessities of obedience 
to teach that obedience is necessary unto salvation.  In 
so doing, has it not taught a doctrine of salvation by 
man’s obedient working, rather than salvation by faith 
alone in Christ alone?

Warmly in Christ,
Rev. Andy Lanning

RESPONSE:

Brother A. Lanning:
First a correction.  Your letter addresses “Editors” and 
asks for the judgment of the SB.  That is incorrect.  For 
the content of the editorial being challenged, I take 
ownership.  This means that the response that follows 
is mine also, not anyone else’s.  Let that be established 
first.

Now to your letter.  
In light of the issues raised and challenged, doctrinal 

matters that have become a matter of no little discussion 
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and dispute in our circles, allowance is made for the 
length of your letter.  And because of the importance 
of what must be established, namely, what language is 
conformable to biblical and confessional orthodoxy and 
what language is not, I will give a lengthier reply than 
normal, this being the first of two installments. 

Your letter makes plain that the issue between us 
comes down to this—may we, when we speak of faith 
as a response to the call of the gospel, speak of it in 
terms of that which one is called ‘to do,’ in fact, that 
which one must do, if he will be saved?

To boil it down to simplest terms, you object to my 
calling faith (believing) “a doing” and then speaking 
of it in terms of an obedience, because, you claim, this 
would mean faith has been turned into a work (a good 
work); and this would imply teaching faith has merit 
and, therefore, teaching that salvation in the end de-
pends on the work of a man. 

So, conditional theology after all.  A form of Armin-
ianism.

To that line of reasoning I take exception.  I used 
neither the words “works” nor “depends upon.”  It is 
my conviction that to refer to faith (believing) and to 
repentance as a ‘doing’ and in terms of an ‘obedience’ 
in connection with one being saved does not turn either 
into a work (something meritorious) on which a man’s 
salvation then depends.

In your words “[T]he editorial [in question] teaches 
that if a man desires to be saved, he first must perform 
some obedient activity.  By teaching this, the editori-
al teaches salvation by man’s work, rather than salva-
tion entirely apart from man’s work, that is, salvation 
by faith alone” (paragraph 1).  “If a man desires to be 
saved….”  You then state that my article teaches “he 
first must perform [something].”  

Leaving aside for the moment the accuracy of your 
claim that my article taught that one “first must perform 
some obedient activity,” my question is, how should or 
could that statement be properly ended?  This way, per-
haps:  if a man desires to be saved, he must do nothing?!  
Or perhaps: there is nothing he is called to do?!  That 
would be proper?  That defines orthodoxy?   Faith is ‘do-
ing nothing’?  What about ‘believing’?  It is an activity, 
you concede.  Such, I say, is not a ‘doing nothing.’ 

I respond:  certainly, believing has nothing to do with 
making oneself worthy of salvation.  And, by believing 
one does nothing to contribute to one’s salvation.  But 
it is not ‘doing nothing.’ Faith itself is not ‘nothing,’ and 
the act of ‘believing’ is not ‘doing nothing.’  It is an ac-
tivity of the mind, of the understanding, of the will and 
is, therefore, a ‘doing something.’  Such is orthodox, 
confessional, and biblical.

On what I base that conviction I will demonstrate as 
we proceed.  

Perhaps for some the problem starts already with how 
you cast my position, “[I]f a man desires to be saved, 
first he must perform….”?  Sounds almost Arminian.  
A man desiring to be saved?  And something he must 
do (perform?) first?  A pious soul might say, “Surely no 
man can of himself desire to be saved.  And that ‘first’?  
Is not God always first?”   

True enough.  
But we are not speaking of the spiritually dead.  

Rather we speak of those who sincerely desire to be 
saved, or, to use my own language, “If a man would 
be saved….”  In other words, we are speaking of the 
regenerated, those in whom God has worked first.  And 
of such men and women, born-again by the Spirit of 
Christ, it can be said, they desire to be saved.  As Scrip-
ture declares, “Whosoever will…” (Rev. 22:17).

In other words, we are not speaking of man doing 
something first, but of a man in whom God has done 
something first, and the decisive ‘something’ at that, 
and then that man responding to the gospel in proper 
fashion. 

And while we are on the subject, notice, that in the 
text referred to, men are called to come to Christ in or-
der to quench their thirst for the water that is uniquely 
spiritual. That they so desire, that they thirst for spiritu-
al water indicates they already have a spiritual life.  And 
yet they are called to come.  And what is that coming 
but another way of describing faith, believing?   And 
surely one’s coming involves a ‘doing.’

And let it be noted, the phrase you attribute to my 
perspective and statements, namely, “he first must per-
form some obedient activity,” is not an accurate por-
trayal.  

Rather this:  “If a man desires to be saved (in sincer-
ity, which would be due to the inward working of the 
Spirit), there is that which he is called to do to be saved 
(that is—if he will be saved).”  One is not called first to 
perform something (a phrase pregnant with unsavory 
connotations—works!), but one is called to a specific re-
sponse—namely, that of repentance and faith.  “Repent 
and believe,” is how Scripture puts it again and again.  
And repenting, I say again, is what we are called to do.

So I say once again, the statements “One must believe 
(on the Lord Jesus Christ) to be saved,” or, “If you will 
be saved, you must believe!” are orthodox statements.  

But ‘saved’ in what sense?  That’s the great question. 
From one perspective, those of whom we are speak-

ing are already saved, being born-again by an irresist-
ible grace on the basis of what Christ purchased cen-
turies ago.  And yet Scripture says “He that believeth 
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shall be saved.”  Not “has been saved,” but “shall be.”  I 
had a catechism student once ask me about that text, in 
light of my emphasizing in class that salvation is worked 
according to God’s sovereign election, not waiting upon 
man’s so-called free-will.  “But, Reverend, doesn’t the 
Bible say our believing comes before we are actually 
saved?”  And he quoted that phrase and a number of 
others like it.

Answer?  The text is speaking of salvation in the 
sense of knowing one is saved, laying hold of the assur-
ance that the most righteous Lord would even be willing 
to receive and forgive the likes of me!  Or if you will, it 
is by believing, taking God’s gospel at its word, that one 
is saved and may have the certainty of his own personal 
salvation (“shall be” for time and eternity).  But until 
one believes, one cannot know that.  

Now, one might reply, what about elect infants, 
saved in infancy?  Surely, no believing as an obedience 
is required of them. 

True.  But elect infants are in a unique category as 
those who have simply been granted the faculty of faith.  
We are talking about unbelieving adults.  And such, we 
maintain, are required actively to believe for their salva-
tion, which believing also has gracious implications for 
one’s family.    

This is why, in connection with the Philippian jailer, I 
made explicit reference to the jailer with his household.  
If a man with his household is to be saved, and he is to 
know that the salvation that is promised to those who 
believe is extended covenantally (to one’s household) he 
must believe on the Lord Jesus.  Could the Philippian 
jailer, apart from believing, apart from faith, possibly 
know that if he believed (casting all his trust in Jehovah 
God) that God’s salvation would extend to his family 
as well?  Of course not.  It is by faith, and according to 
one’s faith, that such is known, namely, that the salva-
tion that God extends to me through my believing, will 
extend to my household as well.  And thus one with his 
household consciously enters the kingdom. 

As one in whom the Holy Spirit was working, the 
jailer was in the kingdom already (because the kingdom 
life was in him), but he could not know that, be assured 
of that, apart from his faith.  I say again, until one cries 
out “I believe!” one cannot know such things hold for 
oneself personally.  By faith one consciously “enters in” 
(is given to see the kingdom) and knows that by grace he 
has been “brought in.” 

And this, brother, has bearing on your third para-
graph as well.  

You ask whether I am not maintaining that “there 
[is] that which [one] must do in order to obtain the de-
sired salvation?”  You ask rhetorically, “Isn’t man’s obe-

dience, rather, the fruit—and only the fruit—of God’s 
salvation of him?”  

To which I reply, the language I use in no way dis-
putes that one’s obedience (of faith) is wholly the fruit of 
God’s salvation of him.  Of course it is.  After all, from 
what does this faith, as it obeys the gospel call, arise?  
From what but God Triune’s sovereign work of regener-
ation in a man, which new life is the seed in which every 
aspect of salvation and spiritual activity is found and 
from which it arises.  One can do and does do nothing 
to obtain that salvation.  It is “received.”  

But how does one come to know (appropriate) that 
the salvation spoken of in the gospel is for oneself—“For 
me, yes, even for one such as myself, who was before a 
blasphemer and injurious to the body of Christ?”  How 
else but by responding in obedience to the gospel call 
to believe?  Thus one comes to know that God through 
His Son is merciful beyond understanding.  

I say again, “If a man would be saved, there is that 
which he must do.”  Which is to say, there is that which 
he is called to do.  For until a man responds to the truth 
and call of the gospel by believing it, confessing it, he 
is not, and cannot be saved.  Understood properly, a 
perfectly orthodox statement.  “Repent and believe, or 
perish!”

As for the use of the term “obedience” when it comes 
to one responding to the gospel in faith, I am convinced 
not only that we may speak of faith in terms of being an 
obedience (convinced as I am that such is confessionally 
Reformed), but that we must speak of it in such terms—
not only in those terms, to be sure, but still as one way 
of describing faith as it responds to the gospel, a manner 
that must not be forbidden or neglected.

You indicate you are of the persuasion that we may 
not, we must not use such terms and language, for that 
would imply/teach that something depends on man 
when it comes to one’s salvation (cf. your third para-
graph and following ones as well).  And who can deny 
that to teach or even imply such would not be truly, 
consistently Reformed?  

I will come back to the charge that my language 
teaches a salvation now depending on something a man 
is called to do a bit later.

In support of the orthodoxy of the language I use, I 
would remind you and our readers that we as Protestant 
Reformed are known as the great critics of the “well-
meant offer” of the gospel.  Invariably, in our vigorous 
objection to the well-meant offer, we have insisted on 
referring to the gospel call as a ‘command.’  The pro-
miscuous gospel call to all and sundry not a free (well-
meant) offer, but a command!  Our writings, beginning 
with H. Hoeksema, are replete with such insistence.
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The confessions label it as such. 
“The command to repent and believe…ought to be 

declared and published to all nations, to all persons 
promiscuously and without distinction, to whom God 
out of His good pleasure sends the gospel” (Canons of 
Dordt, II, Art. 5).

Scripture uses such language.  “[God] now comman-
deth all men every where to repent” (Acts 17:30). 

I realize you do not disagree with referring to the 
call of the gospel as a command or, as others label it, a 
divine summons.  My problem and puzzlement is that, 
having acknowledged that, you would then consider it 
to be grievous error to refer to the believing response to 
that command as “obedience.  

This raises a question.  If one is not to speak of one 
who has responded in faith to the gospel call as having 
obeyed its summons, what word, what description, is 
acceptable?  Or is that part of the problem?  You would 
grant that one may speak of one who believes as one 
who has obeyed the gospel summons, but one may not 
speak of faith, or of believing, itself as an obedience, for 
that would turn faith into some kind of work.  

At this point, I am not convinced that there is an es-
sential difference between the two. 

I state forthrightly once again, there is that which 
every person who comes under gospel preaching and the 
call to repent and believe is called to do (in obedience to 
that call), namely, to repent and believe.  

Are all able to? 
No!  
But the inability of anyone of himself to do what is 

required by the gospel call (namely, to acknowledge 
oneself to be a damnworthy sinner standing in the need 
of grace and to cast oneself completely on the mercy of 
God by pleading upon the righteousness of Christ and 
His atoning death alone) does not, first of all, forbid 
confronting one and all with the gospel and its com-
mand to repent and believe.  

With this, of course, you, brother Lanning, would 
not disagree.   

But second, neither does man’s inability of himself 
to repent and believe mean that none who sit under the 
preaching of the gospel are able to repent and believe.  
There are those who are able (having been ‘enabled’, as I 
pointed out in the October 1 editorial), namely, those in 
whom the Spirit has determined to work, granting them 
newness of heart, spiritual life, which is the soil and 
seed of the activity of heartfelt repentance and faith.  
Those who have been born-again (cf. Canons, III/IV, 
Arts. 12, 13).

I reiterate, it is of such whom we speak when we 
speak of men ‘doing’ what the gospel summons calls (or 

commands) them to do, namely, to believe—and even to 
“repent and believe.”  

In that connection, let us not overlook Romans 10:16 
concerning the response of some to the gospel as it was 
first sent to the Jews, “But they have not all obeyed [!] 
the gospel.  For Esaias saith, Lord, who hath believed 
[!] our report?”

Surely it follows that of the remnant who did believe 
Isaiah’s report, it can and must be said that they obeyed 
the gospel with its call to repent and believe, believing 
that God would keep His promises whether it appeared 
that way or not.

Again, I maintain that to refer to faith as it responds 
to the call of the gospel as ‘a doing,’ as an obedience 
to the gospel summons (as something that a man must 
do, is necessary, if he will be saved), does not imply 
teaching that salvation depends on a man’s doing some-
thing first, as you allege.  Rather, it sets forth the way in 
which a man comes to know, or, if you will, appropri-
ates the salvation declared even for one’s damnworthy 
self (cf. Belgic Confession, Art. 22).

Further, in reply to your contention that my lan-
guage by implication teaches that salvation now de-
pends on something man must do, we point out that 
to teach that A is something that is necessary for B 
(for the enjoyment of B, let us say) does not necessar-
ily mean the enjoyment of B depends on A.  It can, in 
many instances, but not necessarily.  In Reformed par-
lance, often this is not the case.  All one is teaching is 
that activity A is a necessary element for the enjoyment 
of blessing B, and that by God’s own gracious deter-
mination.  Not because the enjoyment of blessing B is 
caused by activity A, is merited by A, is the deserved 
result of A, or depends on A.  But because they are two 
things God has determined to join together, and that 
most graciously. 

This has confessional backing.  Prayer as being nec-
essary for Christians, one might say, for our very Chris-
tianity itself, comes to mind.  This is Lord’s Day 45, 
where the Catechism pointedly asks, “Why is prayer 
necessary for Christians (since salvation is all of grace 
and everything has been sovereignly predetermined by 
God)?"

Answer?  “Because God will give His grace and Holy 
Spirit to those only [!] who with sincere desires continu-
ally ask them of Him….”  For grace, mind you, and the 
Holy Spirit.  

Are we to conclude that the Catechism is teaching 
that these great blessings desired depend on our pray-
ing?  Of course not.  And yet for all that, according to 
God’s good pleasure, prayer is a necessary element in 
the enjoyment of grace and the operations of the Holy 
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Spirit.  Something that is certainly confessional, exhort-
ing us that we must be, we better be, a praying people.  

And we could make the same point, confessional-
ly and biblically sound, when it comes to attending to 
preaching as the God-ordained means of grace.  Two 
things God has graciously joined together, preaching 
and hearing it by faith to one’s salvation (apart from 
which preaching a man cannot be saved).  Not B (sal-
vation with its enjoyment) depending on A (actively 
attending to gospel preaching), but, A as a necessary 
element if B is to be enjoyed and appropriated as one’s 
own.

We say again, to use the word must when it comes to 
faith as it relates to our salvation does not mean one is 
teaching salvation depends on self.  That is an improper 
leap.

Further, such does not make faith a prerequisite for 
entering the kingdom (along the lines of making one’s 
believing a condition for entering into the covenant).  
Rather, this is to make faith a requirement (a necessary 
element) if one is to know the kingdom is his, along with 
its covenantal promises.  Apart from believing in sincer-
ity, one has no right to claim such. 

So much for the first part of my response.  Next 
installment we will look at the passages giving rise to 
this dispute—my interpretation and exegesis of the two 
passages that have much to do with what constitutes 
acceptable and orthodox terminology.  You make ref-
erence to H. Hoeksema’s sermon on Acts 16:30, 31 as 
proof for the validity of your criticisms and contentions.  

Next issue I will give my assessment of his inter-
pretation of the Philippian jailer’s question and of the 
apostolic response, bringing into consideration the per-
spective of a few others on what constitutes orthodox 
Reformed language, and what we ought not fear saying.  

Yours for the cause of God and truth,
Rev. Kenneth Koole

Spiritual battles in the church

Re “Fighting Ourselves” (SB, Jan. 15, 2019, p. 184).
Truly the human body is an amazing creation of 

God; even more so is the work of God in creating a 
spiritual body (I Cor 12:12-27).  It is truly a work of 
God’s sovereign grace to make out of many different 
members one body.  This body is referenced in the title 
of the article as “ourselves.”

As in science, so in theology it is very important 
to define terms precisely.  “Ourselves” or “body” in 
the article is used to refer to the church.  Scripture 
speaks of the church in the narrower sense—His elect 
(Rom. 9:6-7).  Scripture also speaks of the church in 
the broader sense—“the sphere of the church,” elect 

and reprobate (I John 2:19).  The seed of the serpent is 
always rearing its ugly head in the sphere of the church 
either in lawless life or in false doctrine (Gen. 3:15).  
Thus, there will always be warfare in the church on 
earth—the church militant (Phil. 3:2).  God not only 
uses the preaching and Christian discipline to save His 
elect, but also to fight against the carnal and reprobate 
element in the sphere of the church.  Therefore, it is 
very important to define what we mean by “fighting 
ourselves.” 

The church is a battlefield.  Satan is already prince 
of the world; it is the church Satan fights for [that is, 
to gain].  The devil is a relentless enemy.  The devil, 
through false doctrine, did not make his last stand in 
the church at [the PRC] Synod 2018.  Perhaps, the great-
est threat to the church is that, in winning the battle, the 
church perceives that she has won the war and mem-
bers, officebearers, and ministers put down their sword 
or advise others to do so.  It is true as the writer states 
that officebearers are in and of themselves “weak men” 
to fight these spiritual battles in the church.  However, 
they do not fight in their own strength, but they rule 
with the power of God Himself so long as they rule ac-
cording to the Word of God (Heb. 4:12).  Therefore, the 
question is not whether they are weak, but whether they 
are armed with the Word of God.

The author implies that although “…the initial trig-
ger is a very real and dangerous teaching or practice,” 
this battle has been won by Synod 2018.  The church 
now fights “perceived threats to personal preferences,” 
“Inflat[ed]…preferences,” “distract[ions] from the real 
problem at hand,” “violence of wrongfully targeted in-
ternal strife,” and “and it is unclear to many in the pews 
what the real problem is.”  The greatest threat to the 
church is the delusion that in winning the battle she has 
won the war.  Thus there are those in the church who 
relax in a false sense of carnal security.

There is only true peace for the church as she fights 
this “good warfare” (I Tim. 1:18), especially through 
the keys of the kingdom:  Christian discipline and the 
preaching.  Knowing the nature of the enemy, the be-
liever ought to have an “elevated sensitivity” or “hy-
per-vigilance.”  Satan is the master deceiver.  “Satan 
himself is transformed into an angel of light” (II Cor. 
11;14) “call[ing] evil good, and good evil, put[ting] light 
for darkness” (Is. 5:20).  He utters “false visions and 
lying divinations” (Ezek. 13:9), to deceive, if possible, 
even the elect (Matt. 24:24).  The warning should not be 
against the watchman that does not sleep day or night 
because he cries out against the enemy; but against the 
watchman who is idle, sleeping or unable to recognize 
the enemy (Is. 62:6). 
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ders who love the sheep, are wise, and are trained in all 
the areas they can be.  Also in the calling to “be assis-
tant with their good counsel and advice to the ministers 
of the Word, yea, also to serve all Christians with advice 
and consolation”  (Form for Ordination of Elders). 

Prof. B. Gritters

Editor’s Note:  The March 1 issue contained a letter from 
Rev. A. Lanning and the first half of Rev. K. Koole’s reply.  
However, prior to that printing, Rev. Lanning had sent the 
SB a revised letter, one that we intended to print, and to 
which Rev. Koole is responding. We inadvertently sent the 
wrong letter to the printer.  We apologize to Rev. Lanning 
for this error.  Therefore, in this issue we print the revised 
letter that Rev. Lanning intended to be printed, as well as 
the second half of Rev. Koole’s reply.

Obedience to the call of the gospel (part 2)

Dear Editors,
I write regarding the editorial in the October 1, 2018 
Standard Bearer entitled “What must I do…?”  The 
editorial intends to teach that obedience is necessary 
and possible for the child of God.  With this doctrine, I 
am in full agreement.  However, I believe the editorial 
errs when it explains the relationship between man’s 
obedience and man’s salvation.  The editorial teaches 
that if a man desires to be saved, he first must perform 
some obedient activity.  By teaching this, the editorial 
teaches salvation by man’s work, rather than salvation 
entirely apart from man’s work, that is, salvation by 
faith alone. 

Allow me to point out three places where the editori-
al develops the idea that if a man desires to be saved, he 
must first do something.  First, on page 7, the editorial 
poses the question, “And then, [is it altogether improper 
for preachers], in the end, to go so far as to declare that if 
a man would be saved, there is that which he must do?”  
The editorial answers that it is biblical and Reformed 
for a preacher to declare that if a man would be saved, 
there is that which he must do.  In this statement, salva-
tion is the desired goal.  “If a man would be saved….”  
Man achieves this desired goal by doing something.  “If 
a man would be saved, there is that which he must do.”  
Man’s salvation is withheld until man acts.  “If a man 
would be saved, there is that which he must do.”  This 
makes man’s salvation depend upon man’s doing the re-
quired deed.  “If a man would be saved, there is that 
which he must do.”

In response, I ask the editors:  What precisely is the 
relationship between man’s obedience and man’s salva-
tion?  If a man would be saved, is there that which he 
must do?  Is there that which he must first do?  Is there 

that which he must do in order to obtain the desired 
salvation?  Or what about this:  Do any of the gifts or 
blessings of salvation in any sense whatsoever depend 
upon man’s obedience?  Isn’t man’s obedience, rather, 
the fruit—and only the fruit—of God’s salvation of 
him? 

Second, on page 8, the editorial asserts that the Can-
ons of Dordt “confessed and taught that if a man with 
his household was to be saved and consciously enter 
into the kingdom, placing himself with his family under 
the rule of Christ as his Lord and Savior, he was called, 
he was required, to respond obediently to the call and 
command of the gospel—‘Repent and believe, that thou 
mightest be saved with thy house.’  Covenantal salva-
tion is to be found in no other way.”  Here again, the 
editorial teaches that if a man would be saved, he must 
first perform some obedient deed.  “If a man with his 
household was to be saved…he was called…to respond 
obediently….”  The same objections and questions as 
before apply.  However, here the editorial adds the el-
ement of man’s experience, his consciously entering 
the kingdom.  “If a man with his household was to be 
saved and consciously enter into the kingdom…he was 
called…to respond obediently…” (emphasis mine—AL).  
This makes man’s consciousness of entering the king-
dom depend upon his obedience.

In response, I ask the editors:  In order to enter into 
or inherit the kingdom of heaven, is there some obedient 
deed that man must perform?  In order to enter into the 
kingdom consciously and experientially, is there some 
obedient deed that man must perform?  Does any of 
man’s conscious experience of salvation depend in any 
sense whatsoever upon man’s obedience?  We all would 
reject DeWolf’s statement that our act of conversion is 
a prerequisite to enter the kingdom.  But is it correct to 
say that our act of believing is a prerequisite to enter 
consciously into the kingdom?  If that is incorrect, how 
is that statement different from the editorial’s declara-
tion:  “If a man with his household was to be saved and 
consciously enter into the kingdom…he was called…to 
respond obediently….”

In the preceding two points, I recognize that the ed-
itorial is talking about faith.  On page 7, the obedient 
deed that man must perform is believing.  On page 8, 
the obedient deeds that man must perform are believing 
and repenting.  I fully agree that God grants salvation to 
His people through faith.  I also fully agree that faith is 
an activity—the activity of embracing Jesus Christ.  The 
problem is that the editorial treats this activity of faith 
as though it were a work of obedience.  The editorial 
consistently refers to faith as “obedience.”  It develops 
the idea that faith is an obedient doing and an obedient 
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responding to a command, which makes faith a work.  
The editorial especially makes faith a work by suspend-
ing man’s salvation upon man’s obedient performance of 
the activity of faith.  In reality, faith is not a good work 
of obedience, but the opposite of working.  Even faith’s 
activity of believing—knowing and trusting God—is 
not working, but the opposite of working.  Faith is the 
opposite of working because faith is the instrument 
through which I receive Jesus Christ alone and all His 
benefits.  See Romans 4:1-5 where Paul develops this 
distinction between believing as one thing and working 
as an entirely different thing.  When the editorial makes 
faith a work, it teaches salvation by works, rather than 
salvation by faith and by grace.

Third, on page 8, the editorial offers its exegesis of 
Acts 2:37, 38 and Acts 16:30, 31.  In these two passag-
es, distressed sinners ask Christ’s apostles, “Men and 
brethren, what shall we do?” and “Sirs, what must I do 
to be saved?”  The editorial apparently understands the 
apostles’ answers—repent, be baptized, and believe—to 
mean that the sinners’ salvation depended on this re-
penting, being baptized, and believing.  As the edito-
rial puts it, “There was something they were called to 
do.  And they did it.”  In my judgment, this explana-
tion completely reverses the actual answers of Christ’s 
apostles.  In both passages, the distressed sinners were 
asking what they should do.  The premise of their ques-
tions was that there was some work they could do to 
be saved from sin and death:  “What must I do to be 
saved?”  When the apostles answered, they did not af-
firm the premise of the question.  They were not saying, 
“You are correct, there is a work for you to do that will 
save you, and here is the work:  repent, be baptized, 
and believe.”  Rather, when Paul answered, he did not 
talk about good works of obedience at all.  He called 
the people to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, which 
is the very opposite of working.  When Peter answered, 
he called people to repentance as the fruit and evidence 
of faith, and to baptism as the sign and seal of the only 
ground of their salvation in the blood of Christ.  By 
these answers, the apostles were denying the premise of 
the questions.  In effect, the apostles answered, “What 
must you do to be saved?  Nothing!  There is nothing 
you can do or must do to be saved, because Jesus Christ 
has done it all.  Therefore, disregard all of your obeying 
and working and instead believe in Jesus.”  The edi-
torial’s treatment of these passages continues the same 
earlier error of making man’s salvation depend on his 
obedience.  For salvation, “there was something they 
were called to do.  And they did it.”

I remind us that Herman Hoeksema exegeted Acts 
16:30, 31 much differently than the October 1 editori-

al.  Hoeksema said that Paul’s answer to the question, 
“What must I do to be saved?” was:  “Nothing!” See his 
sermon “The Calling of the Philippian Jailer” on Ser-
monAudio at https://www.sermonaudio.com/sermonin-
fo.asp?SID=4612137350.  Therefore, I ask the editors:  
Does the Standard Bearer agree with Herman Hoekse-
ma’s exegesis of Acts 16:30, 31, and does the Standard 
Bearer agree with Hoeksema’s theology expressed in 
that exegesis?

Once again, I am in full agreement that good works 
are possible for the child of God by the work of God’s 
Spirit in our hearts, so that the believer’s good works are 
the beautiful fruit of his salvation.  I also wholeheart-
edly confess that obedience is necessary for the child 
of God, as Lord’s Day 32 of the Heidelberg Catechism 
explains.  With the Canons, I repudiate the idea that the 
children of God are “stocks and blocks.”  However, I 
object to the editorial’s explanation of the relationship 
between man’s obedience and man’s salvation.  The ed-
itorial taught that if a man desires to be saved, there is 
some obedient deed he must first perform.  In so doing, 
has not the editorial taught a doctrine of salvation by 
man’s obedient working, rather than salvation by faith 
alone in Christ alone?

Your fellow servant in Christ,
Rev. Andy Lanning

Response:

Brother A. Lanning:
In this second installment of my response to your 
criticism of my October 1, 2018 SB editorial we 
will consider the two passages on which I based my 
conviction that when the gospel call goes out, the hearer 
is called to do something, namely, to repent and believe; 
and that these two activities may properly be referred 
to as forms of obedience to the gospel call, indeed, 
that this is something the recipient of the gospel call 
must do if he will be saved (that is, if he will know 
that the salvation and Savior presented in the gospel is 
his, unworthy sinner though he be).  And I contend that 
doing so does not jeopardize the truth that salvation is 
all of grace, sovereign and free, and neither does such 
language mean we have turned grace (and faith) into 
works, or made salvation to depend on man, on self.  

The language I used in my editorial and summarized 
above is, I maintain, biblical and confessional.

The biblical support for my language is to be found 
in Acts 2:37ff. and Acts 16:30ff., as I stated in the edi-
torial you challenge.

You claim that the questions of the Jews in Acts 2 
and of the jailer in Acts 16 were misguided questions, 
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betraying a commitment still to a work-righteousness, 
their need to do something to merit favor.  And, then, 
that the two apostles’ answers, the one “Repent,” the 
other “Believe,” were informing the questioners there 
was nothing they could or had to do. 

With this I disagree.  Repenting and believing were 
precisely what they were called to do in obedience to 
the gospel call.  And this does not turn faith into some-
thing meritorious, but simply sets it forth as a spiritual 
response to the gospel command.

To support your criticism of this position you make 
reference to a sermon by H. Hoeksema on Acts 16:30, 
31 dealing with the conversion of the Philippian jailer, an 
incident in which the jailer, having witnessed the great 
earthquake that he correctly connected to the unjust pun-
ishment and imprisonment of Paul and Silas, cries out 
“Sirs, what must I do?”  In that sermon HH makes plain 
that he is convinced that this was really an improper ques-
tion, the jailer with his heathen background thinking that 
there was something he had yet to do or could do (some 
good work or sacrifice to be made) to placate God and 
be spared wrath.  To which question, according to HH, 
Paul should (or could) have replied, “Nothing!  There is 
nothing you should do, nothing you can do.”  Meaning, 
of course, that when Paul responds by saying “Believe,” 
he is really saying there is nothing you are called to do (or 
required to do), and that even faith itself is not a doing, 
an act of obedience, to the call of the gospel.  In response 
to the call of the gospel, the command to repent and be-
lieve, there is nothing that one must (is required) to do.  
One must simply cling.  

Although, in the interest of consistency, HH would 
not, really could not say, “One must cling.”  In this ser-
mon he wants nothing to do with the word “must,” not 
even “must believe.”   Rather, faith is a clinging to, and 
that is all that may be said. 

I was well aware of the sermon prior to writing the 
October 1 editorial.  I have had that sermon (typed out 
by C. Hanko) for some time.  

Simply put, there are aspects of HH’s explanation 
with which I do not agree.  HH is mistaken when he 
views the question of the jailer as a wrong-headed ques-
tion, claiming there was nothing that the Philippian 
jailer was called to do and that, when to that question 
Paul responds “Believe, and thou shalt be saved and thy 
house,” Paul was in essence saying, “There is nothing 
you are called to do, nothing you must do.”  

Quite frankly, if it were anyone else than HH, at this 
point I would say, Nonsense!  So all I will say is, I dis-
agree.

The question of the jailer was a proper question 
arising out of a regenerated heart (in which a spiritual 

earthquake was taking place, as HH also states), and 
was a response to the gospel truth he had heard, but 
which, to this point, had rejected.   

HH is of the mind the Philippian jailer, at this point, 
was completely ignorant of the gospel.  I disagree.  The 
text indicates that whole city knew the occasion for Paul 
being arrested, whipped, and then imprisoned, namely 
for healing the demon-possessed maid in the name of 
this Jesus of Nazareth, whom Paul had been preaching 
as Lord and God’s appointed Savior from death, wrath, 
and bondage to the devil.  The jailer, part of the city’s 
law-enforcement force, of all the citizens, would have 
been an eye-witness of the trial and charges and would 
have known this Paul was preaching this Jesus as the 
one only Lord and Christ, supreme even over Caesar.  
He knew full well when the powerful, city-demolishing 
earthquake struck, that it was Paul’s God who had sent 
it as a judgment.  It is in that light the jailer asks “What 
[now] am I to do?” meaning, “What does this God and 
Christ whom you represent and preach, require of me if 
I am to be spared their wrath, as I know full well at this 
point that the one God whom you preach must be the 
true God, and the gods I have been worshiping are false 
and powerless to save me and mine?” 

One might argue:  But there is no proof that the jailer had 
knowledge of the gospel of salvation by the grace of God’s 
Son, Christ Jesus.  To read the jailer’s response to the earth-
quake in the context of a gospel knowledge is speculation. 

To which I reply, even if that were true, the same 
could not be said about the Jews on Pentecost, could 
it?  Read Acts 2 and Peter’s sermon.  It was exactly in 
response to hearing that sermon, one that clearly dis-
missed the possibility of any work-righteousness and 
declared a salvation based on the sacrificial work of the 
Lord’s Christ alone, that the same question arose, and 
the same basic apostolic response was given.

The incident of the Philippian jailer is clearly paral-
lel, only now with a Gentile hearer.  

Surely, on a mission field where the gospel has been 
declared, the answer to the question “What then must 
we do to be saved?” is not, “There is nothing you are 
called to do (required to do, commanded to do) if you 
will be saved (that is, if you are to come to the knowl-
edge of your own salvation).”  At least I trust that is 
not what we as PR churches will start requiring of our 
missionaries as they preach Christ crucified and the 
question of the Jewish crowd or Gentile jailer comes to 
them.  Not their saying, “There is nothing you must 
do, are called to do.”   But rather this, “What are you 
as those convicted of your guilt and damn-worthiness 
before God called to do?”  This:  “Believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved!”
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This is not to deny that by the words “believe” or 
“repent” the preacher is banishing and dismissing a 
certain category of “doing.”  He surely is, namely, the 
need for and the requirement of performing some good 
works, the need for making some household sacrifice of 
family or animal or possession.  The preacher is banish-
ing the fear of needing to bring or produce anything of 
one’s self if one is to be worthy of this salvation.  

And that’s the point, is it not?  Faith is not some-
thing we produce of ourselves.  Nor is the repentance 
that belongs to true conversion something we produce 
of ourselves.  They are the evidence of grace working; 
they are grace’s gifts.

But all that does not discount believing as a “doing.”  
For what is believing?  It is a turning from sin and self, 
a casting one’s self at the throne of God pleading for 
His mercy, and doing so in the name of Jesus and on 
the basis of His atoning work alone.  Such can properly 
be called a “doing,” a response of obedience, because 
it involves an act of one’s will (set free) that involves a 
turning, a casting of self, and a trusting in God’s word 
of promise.  Conscious conversion:  “Turn ye, turn ye,” 
as God calls to sinners.   This is confessional.   And if 
one will know God’s mercy for oneself (and will hear 
that this covenantal mercy extends even to one’s house 
and family), it is a necessary doing (in the sense stated 
in our previous installment).  

I say again, I am persuaded that HH’s criticism of the 
urgent question posed by the Philippian jailer, followed 
by his explanation of the implication of the apostle’s 
answer, is mistaken.  In his zeal for the unconditional 
covenant and reaction to the conditional covenant con-
troversy of our churches at the time, he went too far.

I am not in agreement with his exegesis. 
But before you imagine this proves your challenge of 

the orthodoxy of statements in my editorial because I 
disagree with the highly-esteemed HH, there are a few 
matters that all parties interested in this dispute best 
consider carefully.  

For my disagreement with HH and yourself, I take 
my cue from two sources.  The first being the Scrip-
tures, the other being that of John Calvin. 

And, interestingly enough, there is another sermon 
by HH that all should consider as well; one on Romans 
10:16, 17 (to be quoted later). 

First of all, there is the Acts 2:37, 38 account.  It is, for 
all intents and purposes, parallel to the Acts 16:30, 31 pas-
sage.  The apostolic gospel was the same in both locations, 
the question posed by those convicted of their guilt before 
God is the same, and the apostolic answer is basically the 
same, though in the Acts 2:37, 38 passage the apostolic 
command was to “repent” rather than to “believe.”

What is significant about the Acts 2 passage is that it 
informs us what it was that prompted the question “Men 
and brethren, what shall we do?”  And it was not that 
the hearers were still of the mistaken impression that they 
had yet to perform some good work that would be suf-
ficient enough to counter-weigh God’s wrath and make 
them worthy of God’s mercy somehow.  The apostolic 
sermon, so thoroughly Christ-centered and Him cruci-
fied, had disabused them of that.  What prompted the 
question is stated in Acts 2:37, “And when they heard 
this, they were pricked in their heart and said unto Peter 
and the rest of the apostles, Men and brethren....”

“Pricked in their heart.”   Not just their consciences.  
Their hearts!  By whom?  By the Holy Spirit, of course.  

This means that the question was one posed by re-
generated (born-again) elect and prompted by the Holy 
Spirit.  The reason they asked the question was that Pe-
ter’s preaching concerning Jesus of Nazareth (as God’s 
Christ and Son, the one only sufficient sacrifice for sin, 
which Jesus they as a nation had rejected and crucified) 
had convinced them there was nothing they could do for 
themselves to make themselves right with God, nothing 
to counter-weigh their guilt.  All such was shut to them.  
What then were they called to do?”  

Peter might as well have said, “Nothing”?!   
No!  Rather, “Repent!”   
I say again, repentance is a “doing,” a spiritual ac-

tivity.  In the language of the Canons (having magni-
fied the wonder of sovereign regeneration):  “Wherefore 
also, man is himself [!] rightly said to believe and repent 
by virtue of that grace received” (III/IV, 12). 

As such, one can be said to be obeying the gospel 
call. 

And this brings us to my second source, the view of 
the esteemed John Calvin as he preached on Acts 2:37-
39.

Calvin preached a series of 44 sermons on Acts 1-7.   
We have no record of a sermon on Acts 16:30, 31.  But 
we do on Acts 2:36-39—two of them, in fact.  What 
Calvin has to say about the question put to Peter by the 
elect hearers, “Men and brethren, what must we do?” 
is instructive.

Calvin declared:

God gave such authority to Peter’s sermon that those 
who heard it were pricked and grieved in their hearts 
from committing such an egregious and villainous act.  
According to Luke’s account, that is the first fruit [!] 
produced by that sermon.

Then he added that they asked Peter and the other 
apostles what they should do.  For it is not enough to be 
pained by the knowledge of one’s sin.  One must seek the 
remedy [!].  And yet Luke says the answer they received 
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was that they should repent, that through Jesus Christ 
they would receive remission of their sins, and that, as a 
sign thereof they should be baptized in his name.

Now that is how the teaching first bore fruit.  To the 
extent that the Jews who had previously despised the Son 
of God and were hardened in that very damnable act 
they committed, to that extent they are so humiliated 
and dejected that they ask only to yield themselves to the 
will of God in all reverence and humility.  That is the 
meaning of the expression ‘pricked in their hearts’ which 
Luke uses here (Sermons on the Acts of the Apostles, 
The Banner of Truth, 2008, p. 20; emphasis added).

Notice that Calvin calls the question “What must we 
do?” the first “fruit” of the sermon, and that by it they 
were seeking “the remedy.”  In other words, a proper, 
spiritually prompted question.

In fact, Calvin viewed the question as an essential 
question and the evidence of spiritual renewal.  As he 
states later:

Now we must join these two things together, namely, 
the goading of the heart and the counsel which the Jews 
asked for when wanting to know what they were to 
do. There are many who will keenly feel a goading and 
anguish in their heart but all the same will not allow 
themselves to wander and caper heedlessly to such 
a degree that they bring themselves to ruin.  We see 
what happened to Cain and Judas [Iscariot].  It is true 
that Cain does say he offended, knows his sin, and has 
great anguish in his heart (Gen. 4:13).  Judas admits he 
sinned by selling innocent blood and makes a proper 
confession (Matt. 27:4).…  And yet, what end do both 
men come to?  They die desperate and lost because, 
while having that goading in their hearts and knowing 
their sin, they still refused to ask for advice about what 
to do. (pp. 21, 22; emphasis added)

Obviously, Calvin considers the question asked to be 
an important evidence of true contrition.  He under-
scores this in his concluding practical applications:

Therefore, we see what we must do [!] if we want to profit 
from the teaching [of the passage].  We must sense our 
evil in order to be grieved by it and seek ways to shake it 
off.  Are we so disposed?   Let us understand that God 
is ready to receive us and that, when he condemns us, it 
is to cleanse us; when he pricks us, it is to heal us; and 
when he threatens us, it is to call us unto himself.

Therefore, let us be gentle and gracious so that when 
we feel the harshness [severity] of those who preach 
the gospel, we will realize they intend to strike like 
lightning so that we will conform to the word with all 
obedience and so avoid kicking against the goad (cf. 
Acts 26:14). [pp. 23, 24, emphasis added]

And then next, in connection with partaking of the 
Lord’s Supper, he states:

We must be all the more mindful of these things 

since we are to come to the table of Jesus Christ next 
Wednesday to make an open declaration that we wish 
to obey God and submit ourselves unreservedly to him 
and his word.  (p. 24; emphasis added)

In the next sermon Calvin reiterates what he said pre-
viously:

Furthermore, we have shown it is not enough to 
acknowledge our sins unless we put ourselves in God’s 
hands and are prepared to receive the counsel he gives 
us.  Judas, Cain, and their ilk did indeed acknowledge 
their sin but consequently fell into despair because they 
did not seek counsel concerning what they should do 
[!]. Therefore, when God reproves us for our faults, 
we must take care not to lose courage, as the Jews did, 
who upon learning of their offence and being aggrieved 
in themselves for committing it, said “Brethren, what 
shall we do?” (p. 27)

What Calvin is saying, of course, is that, when we 
are reproved, we must not lose courage but rather must 
do as the elect Jews did, asking “What must we do?” a 
question that distinguishes the receptive hearer from the 
stony-ground hearer. 

Such is Calvin’s explanation of the passage and his 
estimation of the importance of the question asked by 
those in whom the Spirit was working—the very evi-
dence that the Spirit was working in them in contrast to 
others.  And it is plain that, according to Calvin, their 
response of repentance and faith can be referred to as an 
obedience to the gospel call.

Are we now to find fault with, perhaps even to con-
demn Calvin for his explanation and statements?  Is 
now not even Calvin ‘Calvinistic’ enough for us?  His-
torically, there is a label that has applied to such.  And it 
is not complimentary, as we all well know.

I for one am satisfied with Calvin’s explanation of the 
Spirit-prompted question and of the apostolic answer, 
which were fundamentally the same in both Acts 2 and 
16, preferring it to Hoeksema’s.

And now I refer you to another sermon of Hoekse-
ma.  This one on Romans 10:16, 17.  The key phrase 
for our consideration is, “For not all have obeyed the 
gospel.”  The sermon quotations are taken not from the 
volume Righteous By Faith Alone (RFPA, 2002), but 
from the earlier edition of HH’s sermons on Romans 
9-11, God’s Eternal Good Pleasure (Doorn Printing, 
1940; RFPA, 1979). 

Of interest, first of all, is that in this sermon HH 
makes reference to Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2.  
And there HH states that the Holy Spirit was working 
in the questioners and then used the Word of God to 
prick their hearts, which word then “…filled them with 
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sorrow after God…and caused them to repent. And then 
impelled them unto the obedience [!] of faith.”  (p. 199)   

I urge all and sundry to read pages 198-99.  For that 
matter, the whole sermon. 

Further on, HH says:  “For there is a twofold hearing 
[of the gospel] even as there is a two-fold fruit of the 
preaching of the gospel.  There is the hearing of obedi-
ence [!], and there is a hearing of disobedience” (p. 200).

At the conclusion of the sermon (p. 207) HH states: 

Faith is out of the preaching that is heard!  

And that faith is obedience.  Even as unbelief is 
disobedience to the gospel of God in Christ, so 
faith is obedience….  By faith we abhor sin and love 
righteousness, flee from the former and seek the latter….

Clearly, here HH views faith as a “doing,” speaking 
of it even in terms of an obedience.  Honesty with the 
text would not allow him (or us) to put it any other way.  
Clearly, to use the word “obedience” in describing faith 
as it responds to the gospel call was not something HH 
found fault with, at least not in this sermon.

And while we are on this sermon, there is a most 
significant phrase that HH uses that also has bearing on 
the debate being carried on in our circles about accept-
able language, one worth considering.

HH points out that the apostle’s putting the refusal 
to believe the gospel and to respond by faith in terms 
of disobedience proves that the call of the gospel is not 
then a free offer or invitation, but is a demand.  He then 
proceeds to state:

“This stands to reason; for it is the gospel of God.  And 
God always demands, just because He is God.  And in 
the way of obedience to what He demands, He blesses 
us with life and glory [!]” (p. 204; emphasis added).

We do not say that HH is the standard by which all 
orthodoxy is to be judged.  All are but earthen vessels.  
But if HH’s name and statements are to be appealed to 
in our present controversy (as we are prone to do), this 
statement needs to be carefully weighed!

And while we are lifting quotations from books writ-
ten by men of our own circles, a couple of quotations 
from David Engelsma’s book Hyper-Calvinism and the 
Call of the Gospel (RFPA, 3rd ed.,  2014) would not be 
out of place.  In his concluding chapter, “The Threat of 
Hyper-Calvinism,” he writes,

If the fruit of the preaching of the gospel is that men, 
pricked in their hearts, cry out, “Men and brethren, 
what shall we do?” or that a Philippian jailer says, 
“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” it is not in place, it is 
not typically Reformed, to launch into a fierce polemic 
against free will or to give a nervous admonition against 

supposing that one can do [!] anything towards his own 
salvation.  The answer to such questions, the Reformed 
answer, is “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in 
the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins…,” 
and “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt 
be saved, and thy house” (Acts 2:38; 16:31). [p. 194]

Again, words worth weighing carefully.  And then 
this:

When hyper-Calvinism has developed somewhat, there 
is a failure, even a refusal, to preach the admonitions 
and exhortation of the Scriptures to the saints on the 
ground that good gospel preachers should not tell God’s 
people what to do. [!] At the very least, the admonitions 
and exhortations are not proclaimed with the sharpness, 
urgency, boldness, and freedom that obtain in the 
Scriptures.  From this stage, it is but a little way to the 
disorder and license of open antinomism:  “Let us sin 
that grace man abound.” (p. 210)

To state it simply, in this whole controversy swirling 
in our circles, this is precisely what I fear—that we be-
come so restrictive in what certain words and phrases 
might imply handled by the wrong men, that the free-
dom to preach using scriptural phrases is muzzled, es-
pecially in the realm of exhortations, admonitions, and 
warnings to God’s church and people.  Yes, to God’s 
own people too!  This must not happen.  And this I 
am convinced the Canons in Head III/IV was guard-
ing against by its refuting the allegation of the Armin-
ians, namely, that consistent Calvinism must maintain 
that no preaching may really imply that the hearers are 
called to do something—either in faith and practice—
lest salvation be made to sound as if it depends some-
how on man.  And so the urgency and sincerity of the 
gospel calls are really muzzled.

Calvinism as defined by the Canons has never con-
ceded the validity of such a charge.  To do so would give 
credibility to the charge of antinomianism.  

It was to make this point that I wrote the October 1, 
2018 editorial.  I stand by that editorial. 

We must not become a denomination that, out of fear 
of being misunderstood, loses the “imperative,” daring 
really only to speak in the “indicative.”  The Scriptures 
we are called to preach are filled with imperatives con-
cerning our calling, that which, in response to the Word 
declared, we are commanded to do.  And we must see to 
it that the freedom to preach such is preserved.  Without 
them, we will surely drift into a dead orthodoxy.

From this may Christ’s Spirit keep us.
Yours for the cause of God and truth,

Rev. Kenneth Koole
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SnVRVmRT�MVKLMNOPQRNOSTV��]Ò]X_]̂�VpRN]Q[OMmZV���V��ZV������U	����
?D;�b�<=BH<�gBB@�bB�cA��A��BA<F�CB���C�=>�=DA�;B�gBB@�bB�cAF�=>��A�;B<�
=B�E�IH<�=DA�B;�E�A�;Ai�~�=>�b��<>��BC�<=>�>��A<�>�<B�<=>�f>I�>bA�ADEA�
N[RNV\ON[SLNV[SXOT]MMVTSVmRTVM[RXXVM]]VN[]V�Ŝ̀ V��]_̂]\MV������U
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§Üb��*'�*).��-�q*'n!����#&#R./#�#,,��./#�.R+./�./*.�-*%./�%,��+R�+'%�'�
S%./��/R%,.�q+,.�'�.�#)�%�,#�./#�#©+*��(�%q��R.*'.�.R+./�./*.�-*%./�
%')�+1#,�./#�*).%&%.(��-�$#�%#&%'0���]-�S#�'#0�#).�./*.�*,�#).��-�-*%./��
S#�*R#�'�.�-*%./-+��.��./#�"�R1��-���1��R�.��./#�)R##1,���]'�*11%.%�'��
@49h=>69249X534B=L96<984W;49<=39643h>F99ª<h4984W;49k67495X6:m:6i9
<B9B5:67¤95>96749A<<89@<3¡>9<B9<248:4;X4967569«<@9<=69<B9B5:67?92=69
f984W;4967495X6:m:6i9<B9B5:6795>967495X6:m:6i9<395X69<B924L:4m:;A9:6>4LBF99
w74;96749O5;<;>934B4396<96749A<<89@<3¡>967569«<@9<=69<B9B5:67?9674i9

��§����%'�S/�,#�/#*R.���1�S�R¬,�%'�./%,�q*R&#��+,�q*''#R�*R#�
X4365:;Li?9:;B5LL:2Li?95;894¢4X6=5LLi934A4;43564895;898<95X6=5LLi924Q
�%#&#����q*'�%,�/%q,#�-�R%0/.�(�,*%1�.��$#�%#&#�*'1�R#�#'.�$(�&%R.+#��-�
./#�0R*)#�R#)#%&#1n��*'�',�PQ��� �!��§®(�./%,�0R*)#��-���1�./#(�*R#�
#'*$�#1�.��$#�%#&#�S%./�./#�/#*R.�*'1���&#�./#%R�̄*&%�Rn��*'�',�PQ���
 P!��§°±*%./²�%,�%'�R#*�%.(�)�'-#RR#1��$R#*./#1��*'1�%'-+,#1�%'.��/%q����
°��1²��R�1+)#,�$�./�./#�S%���.��$#�%#&#�*'1�./#�*).��-�$#�%#&%'0�*�,�n�
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12,;-04-=41-.,S,Ŝ ,.-+2,=-12,;-<.31-̂,:>,6,0->=-_2.>31c-54.-12,S->1-
*�%���(��������&�&���'�&��&�����&�(��*�������"��%�P��$&�����&���&%�



�����������	�
�������������������������

�� ��������������

���� !�"��#$��%�&$��'�(�''!''�'$�)$�%����*+��,!� ������-��,�,#$���#!"�
!.(!/%!�0!��&�/��#!"�$/!�1%��$�'!�'!2�+�0��'0%�+'���3#!�$0�%)%�"��&�&$%�#�
�$-!'�(�$0!�'+*0��'0%�+'�"���3#!"� �������$���!$'������%��$�"�,$"��#$��
45678967:;<=5>59?@6>8A5675=B8C96D9:4E5?F56:G@689?68HHI=5?67:9JK
 !�0!�%���L#/%'����3#!"� ������"!��#�� �&�/��/+�#�!)!/"�#%�M�/!)!$�! �
%���#!�N�/ ��&�O� �1P!% !�*!/M�L$�!0#%'Q��R���S2���3#!"� ������!)!��
-��,�,#$���#!�N�/ ��&�O� �%'T����"!����3#!�U%*�!� �!'�����$  /!''�
+�0��'0%�+'�(!/'��'��$��#�+M#�L#/%'��0$�V�"�+�0$�����(/!$0#����$��
+�0��'0%�+'�(!/'���$� �!.(!0��$�0��'0%�+'�/!'(��'!��*+��L#/%'��0$��
78EE6HI7>686<5=H:96WCG6>56CH65E57BX6YZ6B>565[787C:IH678EE\66]:45A5=@68<8=B6
G=:;686G5465̂8;<E5H@6HI7>68H6B>56C9G89B6_:>96B>56̀8<BCHB6WaID56bcdb@6
ee2�$� �f$0�*g'�(/!�$�$��'�/+MM�!�&�/��#!�*%/�#/%M#��1O!�����V��2���#!�
U%*�!�'(!$-'�$�Q�'��!.0�+'%)!�"�$*�+��$ +��'�$� �$*�+���#!%/�0$��%�M�
���/!(!���$� �*!�%!)!�%��f!'+'��'+0#�$'��#!�h#%�%((%$��i$%��/�%��R0�'�Sj��
� �!)!/�#!�!''��,!� ������+� !/!'�%Q$�!��#!�(�,!/��&��#!�k(%/%��%��
$��+�0��'0%�+'�0#%� ��,#%0#�%'�,#"�($/!��'�*/%�M��#!%/�0#%� /!�����#!$/�
�#!�)�%0!��&�f!'+'�1,#%0#��#!"�0$��#!$/�!)!��*!&�/!��#!"�+� !/'�$� �
�#!�,�/ '��&��#!�(/!$0#%�M��&��#!�Q%�%'�!/2�$'�'����$'�(�''%*�!���l&��#!�
�%&!��&�/!M!�!/$�%���%'�(/!'!���*!&�/!��#!�0#%� �%'�*�/���L#/%'��0!/�$%��"�
$  /!''!'��#$��0#%� �%��%�'�!$/�%!'��%�&$�0"��
� U!'% !'��#$����#!�%''+!�%'�����mnopqrsqtuvwrtuxy6B>56CHHI56CH6mnopq
rsqzr{u|�$� �%��,#$��,$"�%'�%��M%)!����O� g'�M%&�����$��+�0��'0%�+'�
%�&$����&��#!�,#��!��&�'$�)$�%���%��(/%�0%(�!��}wpq~|��qr|q�tr|�r��u��0$��
*!��%-!�! �����#!�(�$��%�M��&�$�'!! �%�����#!�0#%� g'�#!$/��1l�f�#���V�2���
�/ %�$/%�"��$�'!! �M/�,'���#!��%&!��#$��O� �M%)!'� !)!��('��$� ��#!�0#%� �
0�Q!'����0��'0%�+'�&$%�#���N!� ������*!�%!)!�%�� �/Q$���/!M!�!/$�%����
,#%0#�,$'�$��!//�/��&�R*/$#$Q��+"(!/���P!��$+M#���#$��$�(!/'���
1+'+$��"�$�0#%� 2�0�+� �*!�/!M!�!/$�!��*+������0�Q!����0��'0%�+'�&$%�#�
&�/��,!��"���#%/�"���/�!)!��'%.�"�"!$/'���N!� ������-��,��#$��$�0#%� �
%'�'$)! �+��!''��#$��0#%� �M/�,'����Q$�+/%�"�o|xq}u�ru{us��$� �,!� ��
����(/!'+Q!�%��!%�#!/���U+��%&�O� ��$-!'��#!�0#%� �%��%�&$�0"��,!�#$)!�
���/!$'������ �+*���#$��0#%� g'�!�!0�%���$� �'$�)$�%���1L$���'�S��S�2��
� P�,!)!/��%&�$�0#%� �,#��%'�*$(�%�! �%���#!�0#+/0#��!)!/�!.(/!''!'�
&$%�#�$'��#!�$0�%)%�"��&�*!�%!)%�M��,#%0#�$�'��(/� +0!'�M�� �,�/-'��
*+��%�'�!$ �M/�,'�+(�+�*!�%!)%�M�$� �/!*!��%�+'��,!�#$)!����/%M#�����
)%!,�#%Q�$'�$�'$)! �(!/'���$� �,!�#$)!����/%M#������!���#%Q��#$��#!�
%'�$�'$)! �(!/'���!%�#!/���l�'�!$ ��,!�0$���#%Q����/!(!��$�0!�$� �&$%�#��



����������	


�������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������
�� !"!#$!$%&''
� (�����)���������������������*������������������������������
����������������������+����������������������������������,�����������
������������������-��������.

/����������������������������������������������������������������0
������������������1��2�����������������������������������������������
-���������3456378499:;<6;:;<4:=634>;9:7?:>?;:3463:;<4@:A>:;<4:>B3;B34:
6>7:67@?>A;A?>:?C:;<4:D?37:E49B9���������������������������������*���
�����;?:96F4����������������1��G��������������������������������
������������������-���������3456378499:;<6;:;<4H:7?:>?;:I48A4F4:?>:E49B9:
J<3A9;:KA;<:;<4:;3B4:C6A;<:;<6;:=3?7BL49:6:8AC4:?C:<?8A>499����������������
����������*�����������M�����������96F4���������������������-��������1��
G����������������������������������������-����������������������
-�������������,�������������������������������1�	

' NO!$!P�$!Q'%#RS#TU�V'WXY%TUZ #TU�V[ �V% U�Y%'XY%TUZ #TU�V\']�!%'
����74=4>7���'#V̂'# TUSUTU!%'�P'TO!' OUR]Q'P�$'#RR'TO!'"!V!ZT%'�P'%#R0
S#TU�V'#$!'_UPT%Q'"YT'XY%TUZ #TU�V' �̀ !%'UV'V�'�TO!$'a#̂'TO#V'"̂'P#UTO'
������������������������������-�������������������-����������
����������������������������������������������������������������������1��
������������������b(�������������2���������c�)�����������������
�����������������-�������������������������������������������������
�������.�

G���(��������������������������������������������������������������
������������1��d������������������������������������������������������
�������-����������-M����������������������������1��/������������������
����������������1��e�����������������������,��������������������IH:
L?@A>5:;?:J<3A9;:IH:6:;3B4:C6A;<:A>:349=?>94:;?:;<4:=346L<A>5:?C:;<4:
5?9=481��G���������������������������������������������������������,���
����������������������������������.�f��������������������������������
����������g���������������������������������������������������1h��
iH:L?@A>5:;?:J<3A9;j:;<4H:;<B9:k>?K:;<4@948F49:689?:69:L<?94>:IH:
l?7:A>:J<3A9;:A>:4;43>A;H1��

�	�(�����)���������i6;;84:C?3:m?F434A5>:l36L4:A>:;<4:J?F4>6>;�n*����0
�������og.�p��������e����2�-����������������������	�q���r�no��������q1
���)���������i6;;84��ss�no��������q1

e����.���d�������*�����6>7:������������-���t?;�����������������u��������



�����������	�
�������������������������

�� ��������������

� � !"!�#!"$%&'�()*+,-,./0121341,5167113,681,9-:;-6/<3,<=,-,3175<23,
# &�>�%'>�$ !�?%�@%$&�3,<=,-,A=6BCB1-2,<:.,D129<3E,,F6,/9,681,./0121341,
G!$H!!'�%'�%#�"'�%'>�%'��%I�$"!!���"�%'�%#�"'�%'>�%�?%J�&'K�L&M�H!�J"!N
=12,6<,21912;1,681,<-O,6211,/::P962-6/<3,=<2,681,Q:<2/A1.,9-/36,/3,81-;13RE,,
S %$�&?�T"!UV&"!>W�M�"�%'�%#�"'��H &# �&?�%'��%I�$"!!�T&'�J"&'#&J�!�W�$��
G!#�X!�%'��%I�$"!!�&'�M%#$Y���&X!��H%$!"��?V'�&K $��%'>��$ !"�'V$"&!'$?�
%"!�"!UV&"!>ZGV$�$ !�%#�"'�>�!?�'�$�[\]̂_̀a,68191b,681,-4<23,\àa*ca+�
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Thy vineyard no longer Thy tender care knows,
Defenseless, the victim and spoil of her foes;
O turn, we beseech Thee, all glory is Thine,
Look down in Thy mercy and visit Thy vine.

The branch of Thy planting is burned and cut down,
Brought nigh to destruction because of Thy frown;
The man of Thy right hand with wisdom endue,
The son of man strengthen Thy pleasure to do.

When Thou shalt revive us Thy Name we will praise,
And nevermore, turning, depart from Thy ways;
O Lord God almighty, in mercy restore,
And we shall be saved when Thy face shines once more.

Psalter # 220:4-6

not the same as loving the truth.  There are likely thou-
sands who taught truth but did not love it, preached 
truth but did not preach it because they loved it, even 
defended it at great cost to themselves without loving it.  
And no one knew except for God who judges the heart.

Is the Lord’s heavy hand judging?  Is it for these sins, of 
which we are so often guilty?  Let us examine ourselves, 
and not everyone else whom we believe may be at fault.  
And if our self-examination results in God revealing 
(“Search me, O God!”) that we love self above truth, as 
we all do by nature, let us repent with genuine, fervent 
sorrow for sin and learn to pray what we have prayed in 
all our generations to the great Master of the Vineyard:

Letters
Rev. K. Koole’s articles and letter replies

I have followed this controversy closely since it began.  It 
is of special interest to me.  I am very concerned with this 
tendency in the preaching of some Protestant Reformed 
ministers to improperly emphasize man’s response and 
obedience to the preaching of the gospel.  It comes as no 
surprise to me that this is now coming to a head in our 
churches.  In fact, for the truth’s sake, I believe it must.

Let me say at this point that I am not a hyper-Cal-
vinist or antinomian, nor do I believe God saves man 
as a stock and a block, as those who speak up seem to 
be so readily accused of.  I firmly believe that grace is 
conferred to the elect by means of the admonitions of 
Scripture, “and the more readily we perform our duty, 
the more eminent usually is this blessing of God work-
ing in us” (Canons III/IV, 17).  Further, I have no issue 
with Canons III/IV, 12 when it ends by saying (after 
correctly explaining why), “Wherefore also, man is 
himself rightly said to believe and repent, by virtue of 
that grace received.”  And, finally, I have no problem 
with the demand of the gospel to every hearer of it, that 
they repent and believe.

As to Rev. Koole’s criticism of Rev. H.H.’s [Herman 
Hoeksema] sermon on Acts 16:30, 31, he is completely 
wrong.  Rev. H.H. understood clearly what he was say-
ing and what he was trying to emphasize to his hearers.  
Nor does this sermon contradict other sermons by Rev. 
H.H. or John Calvin, as Rev. Koole tries to tell us.  In 
fact, if you listen carefully, as I urge every reader to do, 
you will notice that Rev. H.H. even affirms that the call 
of the gospel to repent and believe is a true and correct 
statement.  What Rev. H.H. wants us to understand is 
the grave danger, not in the wording itself to repent and 

believe, but in where the emphasis is placed. Man or 
God.  What will you have?  The one leads to condition-
al theology, the other to the truth. 

Rev. Koole puts all the emphasis on what man must 
do, instead of what God irresistibly does by His grace.  
That is what is wrong with his teachings.  He doesn’t 
deny outright that one’s obedience is wholly the fruit 
of God’s salvation of him, of course not.  To deny that 
would be going too far.  Nevertheless, the fact is he 
wants to place all the emphasis on man and what man 
must do in order to come to a conscious enjoyment of 
his own salvation, not on God.  Rev. H.H.’s sermon on 
Acts 16:30 was aimed exactly at this teaching.  No won-
der Rev. Koole wants to discredit it.

Herman D. Boonstra, 
member of Loveland PRC

Response:

Brother H. Boonstra:
An interesting letter and charge, namely, that my articles 
”[put] all the emphasis on what man must do, instead 
of what God irresistibly does by His grace.”   I find that 
statement interesting and significant because it brings us 
to what is becoming the heart of the issue in our present 
controversy, namely, when it comes to the wonder of 
irresistible grace, what historically has Christ’s church 
meant to establish by this confession?  Or, briefly stated, 
what is it that the sovereign God actually accomplishes 
by this grace that is irresistible?  

What we must understand is that when it comes to 
the church’s confession of salvation all of grace, the 
question is not only what is it that God in His sovereign 
grace has accomplished for a man by the death of His 
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Son, but also what does He by this grace work in an 
elect person?  What does the Lord Christ by His Spirit 
do to a man, or, if you will, make of a man?   

When it comes to H. Hoeksema’s sermon on the Philip-
pian jailer, I understand quite well what HH was doing.  
He was magnifying God’s sovereign grace over against 
the incipient Arminianism in conditional covenant theol-
ogy.  I esteem him for that.  But in this instance, he went 
about it in an unnecessary manner, one that can easily 
lead to improper doctrinal conclusions and charges.  

HH’s explanation of the salvation of the Philippian 
jailor in this one sermon is not the full Hoeksema.

In order to condemn conditional covenant theology, 
one does not have to say that the apostles were calling 
regenerated men to do nothing.  All one needs to do is to 
bring into the picture the truth of irresistible grace.  And 
by that I mean, the truth of grace as the power of the 
Spirit of the risen Lord Jesus that so transforms a man’s 
heart and mind that he is, in the words of Galatians 6:15, 
a new creature.  A new creature is a man in whom, as 
a rational-moral, choosing creature, has been restored 
the image (life and mind) of the last Adam, Christ Je-
sus.  And having been made a new creature, one is able 
to respond obediently to the call of the gospel to repent 
and believe.  When the call to repent and believe comes 
to such a one with the voice of Christ (one whose “ears” 
have been opened—spiritual deafness removed), one ac-
tually does that—one repents in utter abhorrence of self 
and casts oneself on the mercy and work of Christ.   

Such a perspective in no way diminishes that salva-
tion is all of grace.  Rather, this magnifies grace and its 
confession.  Not of self, not of man, but of the saving 
power of a renewing Jehovah God.  

We are speaking, after all, of a grace of irresistible 
power that enables a man (gives him the gift, the ability) 
to do once again what he (what we) had lost and forfeit-
ed by man’s first rebellion in the first Adam.  Such grace 
enables sinners to respond to God’s call and word in 
an obedient way.  Spiritually renewed, they once again 
sincerely desire righteousness and its ways.   

This is the teaching of the Canons in Article 16, 
Heads III/IV.  This article was written over against the 
Arminian contention that the rigorous Calvinistic view 
of things turned men into nothing but disabled stocks 
and blocks, meaning, that for all intents and purposes 
the Spirit does the repenting and believing for men.  Be-
cause after all, charged the Arminians, rigorous Calvin-
ism maintains that fallen man can do nothing for or of 
himself when it comes to salvation.  

Which is true—fallen man can do nothing for or of 
himself when it comes to salvation.  For that matter, nei-
ther can the regenerated man!  Not for and of himself.  

But that does not mean that when God by grace irresist-
ibly works newness of life, elect man is still unable to 
do anything spiritual and respond to the gospel call in a 
spiritual way.  After grace works in the sinner, now he 
is able to—not of himself, but because of what the Spirit 
of Christ has worked in him.  All the glory still goes 
to the risen Christ Jesus, re-creator of men and women 
now renewed!  But it is the renewed sinner who does 
the responding.  One must actively, willingly respond in 
faith “if one is to be saved” (which is nothing less than 
biblical language), that is, if one is to appropriate salva-
tion for himself in a personal way.

This is the burden of Article 16, Heads III/IV.  In 
this way the Arminian “stock and block” charge was 
dismissed.  Having pointed out that true-hearted Cal-
vinism does not teach that sin deprives man of his hu-
man nature (that is, being a rational-moral, self-aware 
willing creature) the article goes on to explain the sig-
nificance of irresistible grace (the grace of regeneration, 
as the Canons call it, a grace that does not “take away 
[our] will and its properties”), namely: 

[T]hat where carnal rebellion and resistance formerly 
prevailed, [now] a ready and sincere spiritual obedience 
begins to reign, to which the true and spiritual restoration 
and freedom of our will consist [emphasis added]. 

Notice, in place of carnal rebellion comes now a ready 
and sincere obedience to the gospel call.  Regenerated 
men and women hear the call to come to Christ and to 
lay hold on the righteousness that justifies in order to ap-
propriate it as their very own.  And they do.  According 
to the Canons, a man does so by the restored freedom of 
his will (a will renewed and sovereignly set free.)

That’s confessional truth.  And it is confessional 
truth over against Arminianism and any supposed con-
ditional covenant view and its doctrine of a conditional 
promise.

Now, we ask, to whom goes the glory?  Does this 
give too much credit to man, and by implication steal 
glory from God?

Not according to the conclusion of Article 16.  Take 
note!  

Wherefore, unless the admirable Author of every 
good work wrought in us, man could have no hope of 
recovering from his fall by his own free will, by the 
abuse of which, in a state of innocence, he plunged 
himself into ruin [emphasis added].

So, according to the Canons, by the transforming 
work of the Holy Spirit, in place of a carnal rebellion, a 
“ready…obedience begins to reign.”  How is this possi-
ble?  By irresistible grace a man’s will has been set free, 
enabling one to hear and choose aright again.    

Yes, we do the choosing.  And it is incumbent upon 
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us to do so.  The gospel confronts us with that com-
mand.  But, as the Canons make plain, this in no way 
diminishes or steals the glory from the “admirable Au-
thor of every good work wrought in us,” which is to say, 
from the Son of God and His wonder-working grace.  In 
fact, it is exactly this that underscores what He as the 
Word, by whom God made all things to begin with, is 
able to remake (recreate) out of burned, charred, and 
ruined material.  We have once again been made willing 
in the day of His power.

In conclusion, I say this:  Brother Boonstra, you state 
that “[Rev. Koole] doesn’t deny outright that one’s obe-
dience is wholly the fruit of God’s salvation of him, of 
course not.  To deny that would be going too far.  Nev-
ertheless, the fact is, he wants to place all the emphasis 
on man and what man must do….”

In reply, I say, first, if indeed, what I have been as-
serting does put too much emphasis (or, to use your al-
legation, all the emphasis) on what man, elect man in 
particular, does (is called to do), then so do the Canons.  
But that I can assure you is not so.  The Canons are 
as balanced and biblical as a document can be when it 
comes to what sovereign, irresistible grace works.

But, second, you inform us that you are neither hy-
per-Calvinist nor antinomian, and that you are convinced 
God does not save man as a stock and a block.  I am glad 
to hear that. To do otherwise would be anti-confessional.  
But, that said, for one to claim something is so does not 
mean one’s position is consistent with his claims (as you 
pointedly allege in regards to myself). 

Brother Boonstra, I am convinced that while you want 
nothing to do with hyper-Calvinism, antinomianism, 
or labeling regenerated men stocks and blocks, you are 
heading in that direction by your failure to give full glory 
to what irresistible grace makes of a man, what it enables 
us as new creatures to do in response to the Word of God 
in law and gospel.  That’s what becomes consistent with 
your view.  Not staying out of the hyper-Calvinist ditch, 
but sliding into it.  And that must not be.   

It is the truth and power of irresistible grace preached 
and worked that keeps us out of that ditch, calling us 
to keep to the strait and narrow way and then enabling 
one to do what the Lord Christ calls His disciples to do.

All of this, I say again, does not diminish or take from 
the Lord Christ His proper glory and that salvation is all 
of grace.  Rather, it is exactly this that properly magnifies 
the Lord Christ, the Lord Christ who on the basis of His 
cross work has the right and the power to restore what 
we forfeited and lost, spiritual gifts and abilities, and so 
once again enabling us to begin to function and respond 
as living, willing, choosing children of God.

It is the view you are espousing, brother Boonstra, 
that in the end seriously underestimates and diminishes 
the true power and work of the indwelling and sanctify-
ing Holy Spirit.  And that, in turn, will have an adverse 
effect on what the preaching can and must expect of re-
generated, confessing men and women in Christ’s church.  

May God graciously keep us from that. 
Yours for the cause of truth and grace,

Rev. Kenneth Koole 

Search the Scriptures
Rev. Thomas Miersma, minister emeritus in the Protestant Reformed Churches

The tongue of the fool
Previous article in this series:  April 15, 2019, p. 327.

Ecclesiastes 10:11-15

Earlier in chapter 10 we read, Yea also, when he that is 
a fool walketh by the way, his wisdom faileth him, and 
he saith to everyone that he is a fool (Eccl. 10:3).  The 
walk of the fool has been found among rulers.  That 
walk is also found by ignoring God’s ordering of things 
under the sun.  It is with that in view that the text now 
turns to the speech of the fool and his tongue:  he saith 
to everyone that he is a fool.

This consideration begins by pointing out another 

thing that belongs also to the ordering of things.  Surely 
the serpent will bite without enchantment; and a bab-
bler is no better (Eccl. 10:11).  The figure drawn is of a 
swaying serpent, rising up and moving its head and body 
to strike.  The charmer by the swing of his body, and of-
ten with his swaying reed instrument, charms or masters 
the snake, semi-hypnotizing it, holding it under control.  
Such a scene would not have been uncommon at the time 
in the Middle East, as it is still found in parts of Asia. 

The figure is applied to a “babbler” or, more literal-
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May the Lord continue to prosper the godly work of 
the Protestant Reformed Churches. 

Respectfully, in Christ,
Lee Carl Finley

East Sparta, Ohio
Agreement and objections re faith and works
Thank you for publishing my letter and revised letter 
in the March 1 and March 15, 2019 issues of the 
Standard Bearer, even though the letter exceeded the 
length allowed by SB policy.  (As for your apology 
for publishing the wrong letter originally, apology 
accepted—no harm done and no hard feelings.)  Thank 
you as well for your thorough response to my letter in 
two installments in those same issues. We are agreed 
that these matters are of greatest importance and are 
worthy of the space devoted to them in the pages of the 
SB.  I ask for your indulgence in allowing me to respond 
once more, since this letter again goes beyond policy.

I have read your responses repeatedly and carefully, 
and I believe that I understand what you are saying.  I 
am in complete agreement with much of what you write, 
and I think it would be beneficial in this discussion to 
highlight precisely where we are of one mind.

First, you contend that faith is an activity.  To which I 
say a hearty, Amen.  Faith is believing in Jesus (John 6:35), 
following Jesus (John 8:12), entering by Jesus (John 10:9), 
knowing Jesus (John 10:14), coming to Jesus (John 14:6), 
abiding in Jesus (John 15:5), trusting confidently in Jesus 
(Lord’s Day 7), and embracing Jesus (Belgic Confession, 
Art. 22)—activities all.  You further contend that faith, 
because it is an activity, is a doing. Here, my Amen is much 
less hearty, because I do not think that calling faith a ‘do-
ing’ distinguishes it clearly enough from ‘working.’  For 
that reason, I would not describe faith as a ‘doing.’  Nev-
ertheless, I can go along with you here, as long as calling 
faith a ‘doing’ only means that faith is an activity, but in no 
way, shape, or form means that faith is a work.

Second, you contend that the regenerated child of 
God is able to believe.  To which I say a hearty, Amen.  
Father Abraham believed God (Rom. 4:3).  We spiritual 
children of Abraham believe God (Rom. 4:11).  The Spir-
it of Christ, who regenerates a man, confers, breathes, 
and infuses into that man the gift of faith.  Further, the 
Spirit of Christ in a man’s heart produces that man’s 
will to believe, and the Spirit of Christ produces that 
man’s very act of believing also (Canons III/IV, 14).  By 
the Spirit’s work in him, man is able to believe. By the 
Spirit’s work in him, man actually does believe.

Third, you contend that faith is the necessary means 
of salvation.  To which I say a hearty, Amen. Without 
faith, there is no salvation.  This is because without 
Christ, there is no salvation. Jesus is the bread of life 

(John 6:35), the light of life (John 8:12), the door of 
the sheep (John 10:7), the good shepherd (John 10:11), 
the resurrection and the life (John 11:25), the way, the 
truth, and the life (John 14:6), and the life-giving vine 
(John 15:1).  Jesus is our life and our salvation, and the 
only way to have Jesus is by faith.  The very reason that 
Christ purchased faith for us by His death (Canons II, 
8), that God gives faith to us as a free gift (Canons III/
IV, 14), and that the Spirit works faith by the gospel 
in our hearts (Lord’s Day 7) is that through this faith 
we have Christ, and therefore have salvation and the 
knowledge of salvation (Belgic Confession, Art. 22). 

On all of this we are fully and enthusiastically agreed.
However, I still object to the teaching in your original 

editorial of October 1, 2018—teaching which you defend-
ed and repeated in your articles of March 1 and March 15, 
2019.  I object to this teaching:  “If a man would be saved, 
there is that which he must do.”  I object to this teach-
ing:  “If a man with his household was to be saved and 
consciously enter into the kingdom, placing himself with 
his family under the rule of Christ as his Lord and Savior, 
he was called, he was required, to respond obediently to 
the call and command of the gospel—‘Repent and believe, 
that thou mightest be saved with thy house.’  Covenantal 
salvation is to be found in no other way.”  I object to this 
teaching:  For salvation, “there was something they were 
called to do. And they did it.”

I object to this teaching because I believe that it 
changes the message of the gospel.  That is really what 
we are dealing with in this whole discussion:  What is 
the message of the gospel?  Our discussion is not merely 
a quibble about words or language, but about the mes-
sage of the gospel.  Not merely this:  What words may 
we say or not say when we talk about the gospel?  But 
this:  What is the gospel?  What is the gospel’s message?  
What does the gospel say?  By the way, I greatly appre-
ciated in your responses that you did not dismiss this 
discussion as mere semantics, but addressed my line of 
thinking.  That is what I am trying to do as well; not 
quibble over words, but address a line of thinking.

And so the question is, What is the message of the 
gospel?  What does the gospel say to the man shaken 
by the earthquake, and what does the gospel say to the 
men pricked in their hearts?  Does the gospel say this: 
If you want to be saved, here is the obedience you must 
render (by the Spirit’s power, of course)?  Or perhaps 
this:  If you want to be saved, here is the activity re-
quired of you?  Or maybe this:  If you want to be saved, 
here is a list of do’s and don’ts you must perform?  Is the 
gospel message:  “If a man would be saved, there is that 
which he must do?”  I maintain that this is not the gos-
pel.  It is not the good news of salvation in Christ.  It is 
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the miserable news of me and my doing and my obeying 
for salvation.  It is the miserable news that my salvation 
comes by my doing, so that I had better get busy with 
my doing if I want to be saved, but always plagued by 
the terror that I have not yet done enough and hounded 
by the realization that I cannot ever do enough.  This 
line of thinking that “if a man would be saved, there is 
that which he must do” is miserable news.

But in reality, the gospel does not say those things.  
The message of the gospel is not what I must do, but what 
Jesus Christ has done!  His obedience, not mine.  His 
doing, not mine. Him, not me. The message of the gospel 
is not Me, but He!  This is good news.  The gospel is the 
good tidings of great joy that the Savior is born (Luke 
2:10, 11), who was first promised in Paradise (Gen. 3:15), 
who was published by the prophets (Rom. 1:2), and who 
was sent forth by God when the fullness of the time was 
come (Gal. 4:4) to redeem them that were under the law 
(Gal. 4:5) by being made a curse for us (Gal. 3:13) that 
we might be made the righteousness of God in Him (II 
Cor. 5:21). The gospel is that He was wounded for our 
transgressions (Is. 53:5) because it pleased the Lord to 
bruise Him (Is. 53:10) that by His knowledge His righ-
teous servant might justify many (Is. 53:11).  The gospel 
is that He humbled Himself, and became obedient unto 
death, even the death of the cross (Phil. 2:8), that by the 
obedience of one many might be made righteous (Rom. 
5:19).  This is the gospel:  the promise that whosoever 
believeth in Christ crucified shall not perish, but have 
everlasting life (Canons II, 5).  This is the gospel:  the 
Word or ministry of reconciliation, which is the glad tid-
ings concerning the Messiah, by means whereof it hath 
pleased God to save such as believe (Canons III/IV, 6).  
This is what the gospel says to the man shaken by the 
earthquake:  Jesus Christ, Savior!  This is what the gos-
pel says to men pricked in their hearts of their sin:  Je-
sus Christ, Savior!  This is what the apostolic gospel says 
wherever it is preached:  Jesus Christ, and Him crucified 
(I Cor. 2:2).  The message of the gospel is never me and 
my doing but always and exclusively Jesus Christ and His 
doing—His complete, wonderful, saving, redeeming do-
ing.  And, thanks be to God, this is what the gospel says 
to poor sinners such as you and me.

But now what about the fact that the gospel message 
includes the call to repent and believe?  That call is an 
imperative verb.  That is, that call of the gospel is a com-
mand to repent and believe (Canons II, 5).  And what 
about the fact that faith as the response to that gospel 
command is obedience to the gospel (Rom. 10:16; Can-
ons III/IV, 10)?  The message of the gospel includes a 
command!  And the response of faith to the gospel is 
obedience!  Does this mean that the message of the gos-

pel really is, after all, “If a man would be saved, there 
is that which he must do”?  Does this mean that part of 
the good news of salvation really is, after all, my obedi-
ence and my doing if I would be saved?

This cannot be.
One might even say about such a notion, Nonsense!
Fact is, the call of the gospel—repent and believe—is 

a command, but it is a command unlike any other com-
mand.  It is an entirely unique command.  The call of 
the gospel stands out from and stands apart from and 
is essentially different from every other command in the 
Bible.  The call of the gospel is an entirely unique com-
mand because, although it is a command, it is not part of 
the law of God like the other commands are. We might 
say it this way:  The call of the gospel is a command, but 
it is not a commandment.  The command to believe in 
Jesus Christ is essentially different from the first com-
mandment to have no other gods than Jehovah, or the 
third commandment not to take God’s name in vain, or 
the seventh commandment not to commit adultery, or 
the first great commandment to love the Lord thy God.  
The command of the gospel is essentially different from 
the commandments of the law because the law requires 
man’s obeying and man’s doing for salvation.  The law 
says, “The man that doeth them shall live in them” (Gal. 
3:12).  The law says, “Cursed is every one that continu-
eth not in all things which are written in the book of the 
law to do them” (Gal. 3:10).  The law says, “This do, and 
thou shalt live” (Luke 10:28). The law is all about man’s 
doing in order to live:  Thou shalt, and thou shalt not. 

The call of the gospel, however, is far different. The 
call of the gospel does not suspend man’s salvation upon 
man’s doing and man’s obeying, as the law does.  The call 
of the gospel does not even suspend man’s salvation upon 
his doing the activity of believing.  Rather, the call of 
the gospel confronts man with Jesus Christ and suspends 
man’s salvation upon Jesus Christ alone.  The gospel 
says, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt 
be saved, and thy house” (Acts 16:31).  The great message 
of the gospel call is not what I must do, but Jesus Christ 
and what He has done.  So essentially different is the 
command of the law to obey from the command of the 
gospel to believe, that Scripture sets them over against 
each other as opposites when it comes to our salvation.  
We have not received the Spirit by the works of the law, 
but by the hearing of faith (Gal. 3:2), and the law is not 
of faith (Gal. 3:12).  And if they which are of the law be 
heirs of salvation, then faith is made void, and the prom-
ise is made of none effect (Rom. 4:14).  Therefore, what 
the law could not do, in that it was weak through the 
flesh, God sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful 
flesh, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh (Rom. 8:3). 
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For salvation, the law can only curse a man (Gal. 3:10), 
but the gospel is the power of God unto salvation to ev-
eryone that believeth (Rom. 1:16). 

So it is with faith.  Faith is the activity of believ-
ing.  Faith is even an obedience to the call of the gospel.  
But faith is an activity and an obedience that is entirely 
unique from all other human activities and obedience.  
The uniqueness of faith is found in faith’s Object—Jesus 
Christ.  Faith believes in Jesus Christ (Acts 16:31) and 
embraces Jesus Christ (Belgic Confession, Art. 22).  The 
power of faith is not found in what faith does—believ-
ing, embracing, and all of its other activities—but in 
Jesus Christ, in whom faith believes and whom faith 
embraces.  The power of faith is not found in itself, but 
in the Other to whom it looks.  Therefore, the power of 
faith is not found in faith’s believing in the bread of life, 
but in the bread of life (John 6:35).  The power of faith 
is not found in faith’s knowing the Good Shepherd, but 
in the Good Shepherd (John 10:14).  It is for exactly this 
reason that the call of the gospel is what it is:  Believe in 
the Lord Jesus Christ.  By this call, God tells a broken 
sinner to put away all of his doing, his obeying, and his 
working for salvation and instead find his complete sal-
vation in Jesus Christ alone.

This is why I object to the teaching, “If a man would 
be saved, there is that which he must do.”  It turns the 
call of the gospel into just another commandment of the 
law, and it turns faith into just another work of obedi-
ence.  When the gospel is law and faith is work, there 
is no Christ and no salvation.  You have made it clear 
in your articles that this is not at all what the editorial 
meant or intended. The editorial meant that the child 
of God is called to respond to the gospel by believing in 
Jesus, and that the Spirit in a man’s heart enables him to 
do so.  A hearty, Amen. But the line of thinking that the 
editorial actually taught—“If a man would be saved, 
there is that which he must do”—goes far beyond that.

In light of my objection to that statement, you asked 
how I would finish it:  If a man would be saved….  
What?  You suggest I might answer:  “If a man desires 
to be saved, he must do nothing.”  Or, “There is nothing 
he is called to do.”  Well, I don’t mind those answers.  
They remind me of an excellent sermon by Herman 
Hoeksema.  But here is how I would answer.  When we 
are talking about salvation, about obtaining salvation, 
then the message is not our obeying and doing, but the 
message is Christ.  Not this:  “If a man would be saved, 
there is that which he must do.”  But this:  If a man 
would be saved, he must have Jesus Christ, the Savior.

Warmly in Christ,
Rev. Andy Lanning

Byron Center PRC

Response:
Rev. Lanning:
I am glad to read that you find between us areas of 
agreement.  Especially important is that you can accept 
calling faith a ‘doing,’ though only “as long as calling 
faith a ‘doing’ only means that faith is an activity, but 
in no way, shape, or form means that faith is a work.” 

You should have no fear of that.  In no place have I 
called or labeled our faith a work.  To do so, would create 
a confusion of categories.  They are to be distinguished. 

You write that we are in agreement that faith is an 
activity.  I am happy to hear that. 

You indicate that we can agree that the regenerated 
child of God is able to believe and that faith is the nec-
essary means of salvation. That is encouraging. 

You also indicate (in your third paragraph from the 
end) that faith is obedience to the gospel’s call.

Thus, in sum, we may say that you teach that 1) faith is 
an activity, 2) faith is obedience to the gospel call, 3) faith 
is a ‘doing’ (carefully defined), and 4) man actually does 
believe.  It means we have a common basis for discussion.

That said, it becomes apparent, however, that there 
are still areas where we disagree.  You state, “However, 
I still object to the teaching in your original editorial of 
October 1, 2018,” and then you list various statements 
found in my editorial and my letters of response.   For in-
stance, my statements, “If a man would be saved, there is 
that which he must do.”  And again, “…there was some-
thing [the Jews and jailer under the conviction of their 
guilt before God] were called to do, and they did it.”

I found that somewhat surprising.  Earlier you stat-
ed that you could accept calling faith a ‘doing’ as long 
as faith (our believing) was not viewed as a work; now 
you state that you find fault with the above statements.  
Evidently, you still basically object to calling faith (be-
lieving) a ‘doing’, something that one in response to the 
gospel call is called to do.  And apparently that is espe-
cially so if the word doing is found preceded by an “if” 
clause—“if you would be saved, this is what you are to 
do (by which the apostle would have meant, are called 
to do), repent and believe.”  

You state in the next paragraph that you object be-
cause you believe that my wording “changes the mes-
sage of the gospel,” which, you are convinced is “really 
what we are dealing with in this whole discussion.”

This brings us to the heart of the issue.  However, 
what we differ over is not the gospel, which is to say, the 
content of the gospel; rather, what we differ over is the 
call of the gospel.

To be sure, if what I present as the call of the gospel is 
not Reformed and confessional, which is to say biblical, 
then I am guilty of having corrupted the gospel—salvation 
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somehow depending on a man and his doing.  But if what 
I have presented is biblical and confessional, one cannot 
say that I have tampered with the gospel message.  But it 
can be said that what you are advocating is a deficient view 
of the call of the gospel, refusing to allow or countenance 
what has confessional and biblical approval.

That is the issue.
Let us see.
As you put it in your tenth paragraph, “Is the gospel 

message:  ‘If a man would be saved, there is that which 
he must do?’  I maintain that this is not the gospel.  It is 
not the good news of salvation in Christ.”

I agree with you.  That is not the gospel.  But it does 
have to with the call of the gospel.  If a man would 
be saved, there is that which he is called to do.  The 
question is, “What is he called to do?”  He is called to 
repent and believe.  And believing is always shorthand 
for “putting one’s complete trust in Christ Jesus for sal-
vation, for the forgiveness of sins, and the assurance of 
eternal life.”  To refer to repenting and believing as that 
which the hearer is called to do, is not unreformed.

Such, I maintain, is in complete harmony with the 
Reformed and biblical truth and manner of preaching.  
As is clear from his sermons on the Acts 2 passage, Cal-
vin himself had no trouble with that language and inter-
pretation.  And Calvin is not a man we would want too 
quickly to charge with teaching a work-righteousness.

To guard against any misunderstanding, first, we 
state once again the sense in which we are speaking of 
salvation.  As stated in earlier articles, we are not speak-
ing of salvation in the sense of believing in order to ob-
tain the life of regeneration or the right to enter into 
Christ’s kingdom.  Rather, we are speaking of salvation 
in the sense of laying hold on the blessings of salvation 
for one’s self, that this forgiveness that is to be found 
in Christ Jesus alone is for me, and of appropriating to 
oneself these blessings of salvation.

And second, we are speaking of believing as a ‘doing” 
in the sense that one exercises Christ’s gift of faith as re-
quired.  This is in accordance with Christ’s own words 
when He addressed the father of the demon-possessed 
lad, who asked Christ if He could do anything for his 
son.  Christ in response makes plain that the issue was 
not whether He had the power to heal and save this son.  
The issue was, “If thou canst believe, all things are pos-
sible to him that believeth” (Mark 9:22, 23).   

Could this father of himself believe?  Of course not, 
contrary to all Arminian assertions.  But could this fa-
ther believe?  Yes. Because he was a born-again child of 
God who had the seed of this faith in himself.  Which 
faith we confess to be God’s work.  What the text is 
surely underscoring as well, however, is the importance 

of actively believing, God’s gift of faith being exercised, 
as he was confronted by Christ.

What this text places before us is language that is legiti-
mate when it comes to the call of the gospel. Christ himself 
used it. Christ even uses the word ‘if’, indicating that the 
use of an ‘if’ clause in the gospel call does not make one, 
by that very fact, guilty of conditional theology.  

What the text underscores is that the father himself 
believed, doing what Christ required of him.  In preach-
ing this text, if the vital importance of faith, of one’s be-
lieving, is not stressed (be it a weak and wavering faith), 
one has failed to do full justice to the text.  The “must” 
of believing—of taking Christ at His word, of embracing 
Christ—and that being emphasized as we preach the gos-
pel, even to believers, is vital to biblical gospel preaching.

And if it is biblical, it in no way detracts from God’s 
glory or that salvation is all of grace, contrary to what 
some seem to fear.

As you lay it out in your tenth paragraph, the gospel 
is what Christ has done for sinners.  “The message of the 
gospel is never me and my doing, but always and exclusive-
ly Jesus Christ and His doing—His complete, wonderful, 
saving, redeeming doing.  And thanks be to God, this is 
what the gospel says to poor sinners such as you and me.”  

With that we are in full agreement.  Unless, that is, by 
your phrase that the gospel is always “exclusively Jesus 
Christ and His doing,” you mean that it is Jesus who 
really does the believing for us or in us.  You would insist 
you do not maintain that.  We do not doubt that is true.  
But the question is this, in the end does not what you 
object to gospel preachers having the right to say, and 
all that you would dare have them say, essentially lead to 
that conclusion?  It appears that all you would permit a 
preacher to say in gospel preaching is, “Jesus does it all.”

My point is, that to speak of our repenting and be-
lieving in terms of what we are called to do in response 
to the gospel call, namely believe, and then our doing 
that, does not contradict the fact that we confess that 
Christ has done it all when it comes to accomplishing 
and working out our salvation.  Such does not deny that 
it is He who provides the one only basis for our salva-
tion, is the One who has obtained the right to regenerate 
us, and then grants to His sheep the gift of faith.  

But as well (and this is something that is not to be 
forgotten), it is He who is really calling forth the faith, 
though it is through the mouth and words of the gospel 
preacher.

This is in accordance with the Canons, with its em-
phasis upon ‘by grace and grace alone.’  As the Canons 
declare, “Wherefore also, man is himself rightly said to 
believe and repent by virtue of the grace received.”

You ask rhetorically (in a list of parallel phrases), “Does 
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the gospel say this:  If you want to be saved, here is the obe-
dience you must render (by the Spirit’s power, of course)?” 
To which I reply, No, that is not the gospel.  The gospel sets 
before sinners who Christ Jesus is and what He, through 
His atoning death, according to the will of a righteous and 
merciful God, has done for sinners.

But having set forth the gospel, namely, that the God 
whom we have so highly offended is yet a God of mercy, 
the preacher utters the call of the gospel.  What is the 
proper response?  This: “He who with heart-felt con-
viction desires to be (would be) saved, must repent and 
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and faith into a work, a work for which we take credit.  
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obedience, a word you also indicated could be properly 
used in connection with faith (third paragraph from the 
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from self and one’s own works and worth, and it is unique 
as to its object, casting one’s self completely on the work, 
righteousness, and mercy of God found in Christ Jesus. 

And because faith, the faith we are called to exercise 
and exhibit, is unique in its character, it does not fall in 
the category of a work, nor as something on which it 
can be said our salvation depends.

We call attention to that last phrase, “nor as some-
thing on which it can be said our salvation depends,” 
because you continue to assert that my statements im-
ply that the call of the gospel suspends man’s salvation 
upon man’s doing and activity of believing.  You also 
asserted this in your first letter, only you used the words 
“depend upon” rather than “suspends.”

My reply remains the same: it does not.  Rather, the 
call of the gospel makes plain what God has most gra-
ciously joined together, namely, that the one (believing) 
has been made the means to the other (the necessary 
instrument, if you will), without which a man will not 
be saved.  By this we mean, apart from faith one cannot 
know forgiveness and approving love, appropriating it 
for oneself.  As long as Saul of Tarsus kicked against 
the pricks (the truth of the gospel and the stabbing call 
[command] to put away his work righteousness and cast 
himself completely on the mercy of God in Jesus as the 
Christ), he was not saved, which is to say, not in the 
sense of conscious union with Christ and enjoyment of 
all His benefits.

A parallel truth that reveals this connection is prayer.  

We are commanded to pray and confess our sins.  It is 
required of us.  “If you do not pray to God, confessing 
that sin, you will not be forgiven!”  Elders in discipline 
must state it that way.  Does it now follow that one is 
teaching that God is granting us what we need depends 
(or is suspended) on one’s praying?  No, but only that 
the one—prayer—is the necessary means to obtaining 
the other:  the spiritual benefits we have sought.  Why?  
Simply because God has graciously determined that that 
is how He will work.  Prayer does not make us worthy, 
and it is not something about which a spiritual man can 
or will boast.  But pray we do.  And all one can do is 
marvel that God is so gracious as to work that way.  

So it is with faith, the faith we exercise in response 
to the call of the gospel, as Christ through the preacher 
speaks powerfully, drawing His own. 

Now comes the question:  What are we preachers al-
lowed and even called to declare when we call men and 
women to believe in the Lord Jesus as their Savior and 
Lord?  Is this the sum and substance of it:  “Sirs, if you 
would be saved, you must have Jesus Christ, the Sav-
ior”?  That, of course, is how you conclude your letter.

Is that all the missionary dares to say to an inquiring 
hearer?

We realize you would also be willing to say “repent 
and believe.”  But to phrase it this way?  Is that the most 
orthodox and acceptable manner in which to describe 
the gospel call?  Does that describe the repentance and 
faith to which a convicted sinner is called?

Such is inadequate.  Faith as the act of believing is an 
embracing, a renouncing of, a turning unto, a casting of 
oneself upon Christ….  And the list could be added to.

Let me put it this way, brother Lanning:  If you are 
willing to answer the jailer’s question by using your 
own earlier definitions of faith, you would be lining up 
with Scripture’s explanation of gospel preaching.  Your 
answer to the jailer would be:  “You must believe in 
Jesus; that is, you must embrace Him, come to Him, 
cast yourself upon Him, know Him.”  If you advocate 
hesitancy against saying such, you would leave us with a 
severely truncated gospel call, limiting and muzzling the 
urgency of the gospel call as it confronts sinners.  It is 
not the language of apostolic and Reformed preaching 
through the New Testament age, to say nothing of the 
Old Testament prophets.  They were bold and challeng-
ing.  The prophets, having presented to their hearers the 
goodness, mercy, and righteousness of God, confronted 
Israel with their defilement and sins, and then in deci-
sive terms set before the hearers what their calling was.  
Yes, what they were to do if they were to be spared the 
wrath of God.  One thinks of Joel, who in the context of 
warning of the coming of that great and terrible day of 
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Salvation and good works:  All of grace
It has come as a surprise to me that the current controversy 
in our churches has been over the question of the place 
of good works in God’s work of salvation.  Most of us 
were taught the truth of this question in our covenant 
homes, our catechism classes, the preaching we heard 
every Lord’s Day and it is, as far as I am concerned, what 
I was taught in the Seminary.  It was part of our heritage 
with its glorious emphasis on sovereign grace.  That we 
face controversy over the question is puzzling to me.

Let me briefly spell out what I (and most others) were 
taught and to which I have held for nearly ninety years.

We were taught, and I still believe, that all our salva-
tion as it is given to us begins with God’s work of faith 
in our hearts by which we are united to Christ.  All the 
blessings we now receive and will receive into all eternity 
come to us from Christ, who earned them for us by His 
perfect sacrifice on the cross and powerful resurrection 
from the dead.  All is of grace alone. None is by works. 
He earned for us not only forgiveness of sins, but all the 
glory of our salvation as it will be given us in heaven.

Paul is emphatic about this in what was almost the 
theme text of our Protestant Reformed Churches: Ephe-
sians 2:8-10. Most of us can quote it from memory.  
Paul teaches that the source and fountain of salvation 
is grace—unmerited favor, for as he says in verse one, 
we are dead in trespasses and sins.  The means is faith.

Paul wants it very clear that being saved by grace 
through faith means that salvation in all its parts is a 
gift of God, a gift so great that it is not only not based 
on anything we do, but is given in spite of what we do.

Paul anticipates, however, that some in Ephesus (and 
throughout history) are going to object and insist that 

works play a major role.  Paul says, with emphasis, NO!  
Not of works.

Well, then, the objector says, What about works?  
Are we not to do them?  Isn’t it true that we must do 
good works?  Do not all the admonitions of Scripture 
imply that we can and must do good works?

Paul says, “I’ll tell you about our good works.”
First of all, remember, we are God’s masterpiece; 

God’s glorious work; the greatest and most beautiful 
work ever performed; rivaling Rembrandt’s Watchman, 
or any painting of the world’s most gifted artists.  We 
are that masterpiece from the viewpoint of what God 
makes us: saints that have a glory that is not their own, 
but radiates the glory of our Creator and Redeemer.

Of course, we do good works, Paul insists, but they 
are what makes us God’s masterpiece.  They are God’s 
masterpiece because they are the purpose of our salva-
tion:  “...created in Christ Jesus for the purpose of good 
works….”  As the Watchman shows the skill of the artist, 
so our good works show the skill of our divine Creator.  
He makes a humble praying saint out of a murderer!

So what is the source of good works?
The source is God’s counsel.  They are all ordained to 

be done in God’s eternal counsel. Further, they are earned 
for us in the cross of Christ.  And if that were not enough, 
God sovereignly determines that we should walk in them.

But if you say, “Yes, but we do them,” the answer is 
given in Philippians 2:  God works in us both to will and to 
do of His good pleasure (Phil. 2:13).  He gives us our desire 
to do them. But He also Himself works in us the doing of 
them. They are our works because they are His works.

When the minister preaches admonitions, the response 
in the heart of the believer is:  “I can’t do that. I have tried 

the Lord (“Who can abide it” [2:11]), proceeds to say 
“Therefore also now, saith the Lord, turn ye even to me 
with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weep-
ing….  And rend your hearts and not your garments, 
and turn unto the Lord your God:  For he is gracious 
and merciful…” (2:12, 13).

That is language of activity and what God’s Israel, 
with great urgency, was called to do.  “While it is to-
day!”  And those who refused?  Expect to perish.  

Again, we return to your statement, “If a man would 
be saved, he must have Jesus Christ, the Savior.”  To 
be sure, to be saved one must have the Lord Jesus.  But 
the question is, how am I saved (consciously)?  Only by 

responding in faith to the call of the gospel that has de-
clared Jesus to be the one only Savior and Lord. 

What distinguishes the elect from the reprobate, the 
spiritual from the carnal, is that they alone are able to do 
such—having been made willing in the day of Christ’s 
power.  And the saved, believing sinner is moved to give 
all the glory and credit to his Savior Lord.

That salvation is by grace and grace alone, and by 
Christ and Christ alone has not been compromised.  
And the urgency of hearkening to the call of the gospel 
has been underscored.

In interest of the fullness of gospel preaching,
Rev. K. Koole

Guest article Prof. Herman Hanko, professor emeritus of Church History and New Testament in 
the Protestant Reformed Seminary
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all week and failed.”  God works that too—as He did 
in the Old Testament when the old covenant demanded 
that Israel keep the law.  The believers knew this and 
God used the demand to keep the law and man’s con-
scious inability to do it to bring the gospel of Christ.  The 
law was the schoolmaster to bring believers to Christ.  
That is why every sermon must be centered in Christ.  
Paul says that the topic of every sermon he ever preached 
was “Christ crucified.”  “We preach not ourselves,“ Paul 
claims, “but Christ crucified” (I Cor. 1:23; II Cor. 4:5). 

We must hear, every Lord’s Day, what Christ has 
done.  Then we are able to hear what we are called to do.  
We are able to hear the “must” of the law, because hear-
ing what Christ has done means, as Herman Hoeksema 
said again and again from the pulpit, “Grace makes the 
“must” of the law the “can” and the “will” of the law.  
Scripture says not, “You must do this” and “you must 
do that,” but Scripture says, “You must do this and you 
must do that because I have made the “must” in you 
the “can” and the “will.”  Work out your own salvation 
because it is God who worketh in you....”

The preaching calls to faith in Christ.  Of course, Christ 
is the source and fountain of all good.  But we must not 
forget that faith is not obedience.  Thank God, for if it 
is, we are lost.  Obedience is a work and we are saved by 
grace through faith and not by works.  Faith is the very 
opposite of works, even the works of obedience.  “Even so 
then at this present time also there is a remnant according 
to the election of grace.  And if by grace, then is it no more 
of works.  But if it be of works, then is it no more grace: 
otherwise work is no more work” (Rom. 11:5-6).

But let us also remember Canons III/IV, 14:  “Faith is 
therefore to be considered as the gift of God, not on ac-
count of its being offered by God to man, to be accepted 
or rejected at his pleasure, but because it is in reality con-
ferred, breathed, and infused into him; or even because 
God bestows the power or ability to believe, and then 
expects that man should by the exercise of his own free 
will consent to the terms of salvation and actually believe 
in Christ, but because He who works in man both to will 
and to do, and indeed all things in all, produces both the 
will to believe and the act of believing also.”

But one might ask: How is it possible for a good work to 
be my work and God’s work at the same time?  The ques-
tion is necessary because good works are indeed said to be 
our works, and we must give account for them in the judg-
ment day.  Scripture even goes so far as to say that our good 
works will be rewarded.

In the first place, we are compelled to answer this 
question by admitting that God’s works are always be-
yond our understanding.  When the Canons discuss 
God’s work of sanctification, or, as they call it, regener-

ation, a work of God that enables us to do good works, 
they describe this work as mysterious and ineffable, not 
less in power than creation itself.  Our fathers bowed in 
worship before the glorious work of salvation that God 
performed and performs in us.

Second, the Heidelberg Catechism itself points the 
way when it describes faith as a grafting (Lord’s Day 
7).  When, for example, a branch of an orange tree is 
grafted into a lemon tree, the orange tree branch gets 
every speck of its life from the lemon tree and is to-
tally dependent on it.  Yet, it produces oranges.  So it 
is with us.  We are grafted into Christ (John 15).  All 
our life is from Christ and all we do is by means of the 
life of Christ who works faith in us by His Holy Spirit.  
Yet, each saint has his own unique work of salvation 
performed in him, his own sins forgiven, his own good 
works wrought by the Spirit.  Paul urges us to work out 
“our own salvation” not somebody else’s.  Yet the will-
ing and the doing come from Christ.

Third, these works are rewarded indeed, but let us 
not forget what the Belgic Confession says in Article 14, 
in that beautiful and memorable phrase, that the reward 
of grace is God’s crown on His work!

If we should ask why God’s work and our works are 
the same, the answer is obvious.  God is the sole Author 
of our salvation.  But God wants us to know and expe-
rience our salvation fully so that we may indeed give all 
praise to Him.  That is why He gives us our conscious-
ness of and sorrow for sin.  That is why He leads us to 
the cross so that at Calvary we may see His great love for 
us.  It is His only begotten Son who went to hell for us.  
And so He works in us gratitude for what He has done, 
a gratitude expressed in our good works—good works 
brought about by His work of sanctification.  Then we 
know that He alone is God, and that He saves us and 
saves by grace alone.

All God’s works are for His own glory, for of Him 
and to Him and through Him are all things, even sal-
vation.  The sinner knows this.  He knows that faith, 
not works, are his salvation, and he goes to the cross 
in which is all his salvation.  Must he do good works?  
Yes, he must.  But knowing that he cannot do them of 
himself, he goes to Christ, remembering that no man 
can come to Christ except the Father who sent Christ 
draw him (John 6:37, 44).  He finds his ability to do 
good works only in the cross.  And so, as he lives in the 
consciousness of his salvation, he marvels at the wonder 
of it and gives God all the glory for it.  He lives by the 
power of the cross an obedient life, for he knows that 
thankful children are obedient children.

This is what I was taught.  It is the “old paths.”  Let 
us walk in them.
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moral issues—the “stigmas”—get easily swept aside.
But there are issues regarding marijuana that we 

(especially Christians!) should consider very seriously.  
Mohler touches on only some of the issues in his article. 
He explains that there is evidence that links marijua-
na usage to suicide, schizophrenia, car crashes, lowered 
IQ, and violence. 

Mohler does not address some of the other questions 
that need serious consideration. What do we think of 
marijuana’s medicinal use, and how is it different from 
other painkilling drugs? What do we think of its recre-
ational use? Is it possible to use marijuana “moderate-
ly,” like tobacco or alcohol, or does it so alter the mind 
that it is always sinful for a Christian to use?  My incli-
nation is to say it is best to abstain from marijuana and 

that the church should strictly forbid its use.  We have 
enough other problems, let’s just keep this one out.  But 
Mohler’s report reminds us that we will not so easily 
answer and dismiss marijuana and all the questions that 
arise regarding its use. 

However, we can clearly see that a moral turning is 
taking place.  There was, but soon no longer will be, 
a stigma attached to using marijuana in our society.  
Much as the stigma is wearing off concerning homo-
sexuality, so much so that it is possible that a “married” 
homosexual man will be the nominee for president for 
one of our major political parties in 2020 (“Mayor 
Pete”).  So, when it comes to marijuana, let’s be remind-
ed as Christians of our calling not to keep up with the 
world but to be different.

“As to our good works” (1)

Introducing the subject

Taking heed to the doctrine
Rev. Brian Huizinga, pastor of Hope Protestant Reformed Church in Redlands, 
California

We obey.  We do.  We labor.  We work.  We must work.  
We can work.  We do work.  By the power of Christ’s 
Spirit we elect believers who have been called into 
communion with Christ do good works.  But what is the 
relation between our doing of good works of obedience 
according to the law of God and our salvation—our 
justification and sanctification?  What is the relation 
between our doing of good works and our experience 
and assurance of the love of God in His covenant?   

With this article we take up a biblical and confes-
sional examination of the massive, fascinating, and crit-
ically important subject of the good works of the be-
liever.  And while we intend to say something about the 
nature of good works, we want to focus on the histor-
ically contentious issue of the function of good works.  
In explaining good works we must draw as precisely 
as can be the line of orthodoxy that runs between the 
works-righteousness of legalism (salvation by works) 
and the works-carelessness (salvation without fruit) or 
works-licentiousness (salvation with evil works) of anti-
nomianism.  We do not want to attribute to good works 
a place that is unwarranted by Scripture and the confes-

sions, for then we slight and deny Christ’s work for us; 
but neither do we want to fail to give to good works the 
place assigned by Scripture and the confessions, for then 
we slight and deny the Spirit’s work in us.  

Purposeful  

Our purpose in this soteriological examination is, first, 
to defend and promote the God-honoring and soul-
comforting Reformation gospel of salvation by grace 
alone (not by our works), through faith alone (not by our 
works), in Christ alone (not our works but His).  Without 
this gospel, which is the power of God unto salvation in 
the revelation of His righteousness, the church is not the 
church and neither has she any purpose in the world.  
Since the time of the first revelation of this gospel in 
Paradise, this gospel of grace has been threatened and 
attacked by some form of the teaching (usually subtle 
teaching), of salvation by our good works.  The first 
purpose of an examination of good works must always 
be the defense and maintenance of the gospel of grace.

Secondly, our purpose is to confirm and sharpen our 
understanding of God’s truth in the matter of our good 
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works.  Although this subject is always controversial in 
the history of the church, it is not hopelessly complicat-
ed.  We know the ABC’s of it:
l I do not do good works in order to get some-

thing from God. 
l  My Savior’s perfect work obtained everything I 

receive from God.
l  I (yet not I, but the grace of God that is with me) 

do good works in order to give grateful praise to my 
gracious God for all His benefits to me.  

While we know the fundamentals, we can always be 
sharpened and mature in our understanding of the de-
tails.

Thirdly, our purpose is to inspire a thankful life of 
holiness unto the God of our salvation by loving Him, 
His precious truth, and our neighbor.  While the doc-
trine of salvation by works is an ever-present doctrinal 
threat to the church, worldliness, as the antithesis to a 
holy life, is the ever-present practical threat.  World-
liness characterizes the life of the professing Christian 
who has an intellectual apprehension of the gospel but 
“the care of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches, 
choke the word, and he becometh unfruitful” (Matt. 
13:22).  Even as it was in the days of Noah and shall be 
in the days of the Son of man (Luke 17:26), worldliness 
is not only gross wickedness but also giving to things 
that are perfectly legitimate in themselves too much of 
our time, interest, and enthusiasm, so that our hearts 
and homes start leaning toward Babylon while our love 
for God, His Christ, His church, and His truth waxes 
cold.  

As every believer knows, the solution to the perilous 
threat of worldliness is not, never has been, and never 
shall be a doctrine of works.  A doctrine of works pro-
duces pride and “the pride of life is not of the Father but 
of the world” (I John 2:16).  The solution is grace.  The 
Spirit accomplishes the goal of godliness in teaching us 
that “denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should 
live soberly, righteously, and godly in this present world” 
(Titus 2:12) when He works in us the gift of faith so that 
we can believe the gospel.  And what is the gospel but 
the declaration of everlasting covenant friendship with 
Jehovah for unworthy law-transgressors by grace alone, 
through faith alone, in Christ alone!  The fount of god-
liness is the cross of the everlasting love of God where 
our Lord “gave himself for our sins, that he might deliv-
er us from this present evil world, according to the will 
of God and our Father” (Gal. 1:4).  

Beneficial

The benefit of selecting good works as our subject in 
this soteriological exam is that we do not have to choose 

between justification or sanctification as our subject, 
but will examine both from the viewpoint of good 
works.  Reformed theologians in their systemization of 
biblical doctrines typically do not elevate good works 
to the dignity of a special article.  In classic Reformed 
soteriology the subject of good works is not a distinct 
chapter or article.  Rather, the subject of good works is 
informally treated under the heading of “justification,” 
when from a strictly negative point of view Reformed 
soteriology emphatically denies that good works 
contribute anything to the elect sinner’s righteousness 
before God.  Justification is by faith and not works.  
Moreover, the subject of good works is formally 
treated and positively developed under the heading of 
“sanctification” as a logical explication of the details 
of sanctification (thus Belgic Confession, Art. 24 is 
entitled “Man’s Sanctification and Good Works”).  By 
taking good works as our subject, we will take heed to 
the doctrine of justification and the importance of faith 
alone, as well as the doctrine of sanctification, which is 
also by faith alone, and where the positive benefits of 
good works as blessed fruits are to be explained.

Furthermore, the benefit of focusing on the concept 
of works is that we can emphasize what works do save 
us.  In repudiating our good works as the ground for 
our righteousness before God and that upon which any 
part of our salvation depends, we can still be positive 
regarding certain works.  The gospel declares the holy 
works of Christ on our behalf.  We fail to vindicate 
sound doctrine if we do not highly exalt works—not 
ours, but all those perfect works God’s incarnate Son 
performed in fulfilling all righteousness under the law 
on our behalf through His lifelong obedience and sacri-
ficial death of infinite worth.  He, the Lord from heav-
en, lived the life no son of Adam could ever live, and 
triumphed over death, bringing life and immorality to 
light so that He is not only the Way and the Truth, but 
also the Life (John 14:6) by whose life we are and shall 
be saved (Rom. 5:10).  He satisfied divine justice on our 
behalf, not only by suffering all that the law threatened 
but also by rendering all the obedience that the law re-
quired.  He is our righteousness (Jer. 23:6, Rom. 3:22), 
in whom we have a right to every blessing of God.  He 
was sent to accomplish full and free salvation, and He 
did when He cried from the cross what no man may ever 
dare deny: “It is finished!” (John 19:30).  Salvation is 
by faith in Him.  If we do not do justice to the work of 
Christ, then no matter how often we condemn salvation 
by our works, or repeat that “salvation is by grace,” 
our works will subtly creep in somewhere, somehow, 
and find a place in our doctrinal expressions or in our 
thinking that they may not have.  It is not enough to op-
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pose salvation by our good works; we must be positive, 
and believe and teach salvation by the perfect works of 
Christ.  Those who are saved by grace alone through 
faith alone sweetly repose in Christ and what He has 
done.  Necessarily, then, our doing and working cannot 
be anything other than the fruit of thankfulness to the 
praise of God’s grace in Christ our righteousness.  

Historical  

A doctrinal examination of the believer’s good works 
must necessarily be historical in accounting for what 
God has already led the Reformed faith to say about 
good works, including and especially what God has led 
the PRC to say about good works.  An official summary 
of what the PRC have said on good works is found in the 
“Declaration of Principles,” which Synod 1951 adopted 
as a systematic statement of what the Three Forms of 
Unity teach on the doctrines of grace and the covenant.   

The first truth the PRC have affirmed about good 
works concerns the nature of good works: works are 
only good if they proceed out of a heart regenerated by 
the Holy Spirit.  In the third point of common grace, 
Synod 1924 of the Christian Reformed Church (CRC) 
declared that the unregenerate are capable of perform-
ing certain kinds of works that are good and pleasing in 
the eyes of the Lord.  In his writings Herman Hoeksema 
argued extensively and persuasively that the works of 
the unregenerate, glittering though they may be to our 
eyes, are not good works.  The “Declaration of Princi-
ples” later gave expression to the Protestant Reformed 
and confessional repudiation of this error of common 
grace, stating, “That the unregenerate man is totally in-
capable of doing any good, wholly depraved, and there-
fore can only sin.”1 

The second confessional truth the PRC have affirmed 
about good works concerns the function of good works: 
good works never function as prerequisites or conditions 
for the reception of covenant membership, the covenant 
promise or any blessing in the covenant, but are neces-
sary and inevitable in the Lord’s covenant friend-ser-
vant as fruits of thankfulness.  In the early 1950s the 
PRC repudiated the teaching that the covenant promise 
of God is given to every baptized child with the fulfill-
ment of that promise conditioned upon the faith and 
obedience of the child.  The “Declaration” states, “That 
faith is not a prerequisite or condition unto salvation, 
but a gift of God, and a God-given instrument whereby 

1 “Declaration of Principles,” in The Confessions and the Church 
Order of the Protestant Reformed Churches (Grandville, MI: 
Protestant Reformed Churches in America, 2005), 413.

we appropriate the salvation in Christ.”2   Although the 
subject of our good works of obedience was not explic-
itly addressed, the implication is crystal clear:  if the 
instrument of salvation—faith—is not a prerequisite or 
condition unto salvation, then most certainly the fruits 
of salvation—good works—are not a prerequisite or 
condition unto salvation.   

After repudiating a conditional covenant, the “Dec-
laration” wards off the charge that the denial of condi-
tions in salvation is inherently antinomian, minimizes 
the importance of good works, and leads to the loose 
living of antinomianism, by adding:

The sure promise of God which He realizes in us 
as rational and moral creatures not only makes it 
impossible that we should not bring forth fruits of 
thankfulness but also confronts us with the obligation 
of love, to walk in a new and holy life, and constantly 
to watch unto prayer.  

All those who are not thus disposed, who do not repent 
but walk in sin, are the objects of His just wrath and 
excluded from the kingdom of heaven.3  

Careful  

An examination of the good works of the believer must 
be conducted carefully with precision of expression.  
We have no desire to press the church into a hopeless 
quagmire of endless distinctions that stifles the pulpit, 
pew, and pen.  Our desire is faithfulness to God and 
His Word.  Almost every Reformed believer knows by 
memory a passage full of fine soteriological distinctions:  
Ephesians 2:8-10, which teaches, “For by grace are ye 
saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the 
gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast.  
For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus 
unto good works, which God hath before ordained that 
we should walk in them.”  We are not saved by works, 
but by grace.  We are not saved through works but 
through faith.  We are not saved, nor do we have faith 
of ourselves or of our works, but as the gift of God.  
We are not created by (our) good works but unto good 
works, and not that we should occasionally do some, 
but that we should walk in them. 

If the surgeon or airline pilot makes fine adjustments 
to his instruments for precision of movement in the in-
terest of physical lives, then the teacher of sound doc-
trine will want careful precision in rightly dividing the 
Word of truth for the sake of spiritual lives. 

2 “Declaration of Principles,” 423.

3 “Declaration,” 426.
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Personal

An examination of good works is not something abstract 
or remote; it touches our personal experience.  It is our 
experience that God, through His Holy Word, takes 
us down into the dark valley of the knowledge of sin 
where there are two tables of stone, and off opposing 
mountainsides the constant pronouncement, “Blessed 
are they that do,” and “Cursed are they that do not.”  
Not every preacher or congregant wants to go down 
there, but we know we must and the pain administered 
by a sharp and deep law will serve our good.  With 
all of our works exposed as sinful, we stand trembling 
before the just Judge of heaven and earth and we cry, 
“The evil that the law forbids and that I would not, 
that I do!  And the good that the law requires and that 
I would, that I fail to do!  Oh, wretched man that I am!  
Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?!”  

But we do not stay in that dark valley.  To stay there 
would bring despair.  The same Spirit that works con-
viction of sin through the law leads us up out of the val-
ley of darkness to a little gospel hill.  Running into the 
hill is a trail of inexpressible sorrow.  Under the shadow 
of the hill sits an empty tomb.  Standing on the hill is 
a cross that once carried a bloody, crying, dying Lamb 
without blemish.  To that hill we come by faith under 
the light of God’s Fatherly countenance and unload at 
the foot of that cross all our transgressions, while beat-

ing our breasts and crying, “God be merciful to me a 
sinner!”  God declares what the good but impotent law 
of the dark valley could not, “Grace, mercy, and peace 
be richly multiplied unto you.  For the sake of my Son 
and His perfect work on your behalf, I declare you par-
doned of all sin and I impute to you His perfect righ-
teousness.  You are an heir of everlasting life.”  

But we do not stand idle before the hill.  The same 
Spirit that worked in us repentance of sin and faith in 
the glad tidings quickens us to go forth from that hill 
motivated by a heart of gratitude.  To the Gentiles in 
the streets who cry, “Come run with us to the same ex-
cess of riot!” and to the devil who whispers, “Christ has 
paid the price, you are free to run with them and enter 
those worldly tents of wickedness without any penalty!” 
we say, “Never!  I love the Lord who heard my cry!  My 
life will I render unto Him for all His benefits toward 
me!  The “must” of His law is the sincere desire of my 
grateful heart!”  Avoiding the streets and tents we go off 
to the beautiful hills beyond, the little hills that skip like 
lambs where the light of God’s countenance continues 
to shine.  There, with the law written on our hearts, 
we are free.  We run in the Spirit, offering ourselves in 
praise and thanksgiving to God in a life of good works.  

This is the ongoing, repeated experience of the sinful, 
redeemed, thankful believer.   

Now what about those good works?  

God’s wondrous works
Rev. James Laning, pastor of Hull Protestant Reformed Church in Hull, Iowa

Foundational principles (14)

Evils sent for our good

When evils come upon us in this life, it is a great 
comfort to know that they are sent by our Father in 
heaven who loves us.  We may not always think about 
this right away.  Yet, it is often not long before we begin 
to meditate on what God has told us.  We think on 
how He has assured us that He loves us and that He is 
accomplishing His good purpose with our afflictions.  
We remember His promise that He will be with us, and 
that He will continue to uphold and guide us each day.  
Believing what our Father says, we are strengthened and 
remain patient in such difficult times.

There are a number of aspects to this subject.  In this 
article we will briefly consider the following:
l What is an evil?
l Does God really send evils or is it better to say 

that He permits them?
l Are evils sent as a punishment for sin?  What 

about the evils that come upon God’s people whom He 
loves?
l How is it that these evils are turned to our ad-

vantage? 

Previous article in this series:  November 15, 2018, p. 88.
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January 7, 2019
Dear Editors of the Standard Bearer,

I read Rev. Koole’s rebuttal of my blog post in the 
Standard Bearer.  He reiterates without proof that the 
controversy recently decided by synod was about the 
question, “what is to be judged as antinomianism?”  
Can he not see that this matter of antinomianism only 
came up as a false charge against objections to preach-
ing that compromised the gospel of grace?  The gospel 
of grace in its criticism of that preaching was charged 
with being antinomian.

In his response Rev. Koole continues to press his point 
about the threat of antinomianism that he “fears,” by 
criticizing “men full of misguided zeal for the truth that 
the salvation of the sinner is all of grace, and therefore 
all of God (in reaction to Arminianism or work-righ-
teousness), but doing so by insisting that the preaching 
emphasize simply what God has done for us (prompt-
ing the believer to gratitude) and that the preacher then 
steer clear of stressing also how the hearer is called to 
live if he will experientially know the salvation and ap-
proval of his God.”  Is this a description of the kind of 
men “that loudly subscribe to the Canons and then pro-
ceed to trouble the churches with their antinomian sen-
timents again and again”?  ls this a description of “those 
of an antinomian strain...in our churches”?  Since he is 
referring to preachers in our churches my questions are: 
who are they and what have they preached or written to 
which he can point as evidence of their misguided zeal?

But there is something curious about these misguided 
preachers.  Are they a description of the real opponent 
in this controversy for Rev. Koole and the real problem 
in our churches as he sees it?

Let us examine the thinking of these preachers.  They 
have a zeal for protecting the doctrine of salvation all 
of grace.  They do that out of loathing for Arminianism 
and work-righteousness.  In their preaching they empha-
size simply what God has done for us.  They believe that 
this prompts gratitude.  What preachers!  They would 
build up faith since the gospel is not what one must do 
for salvation, but what God has accomplished by Jesus 
Christ and applies to us for salvation.

Rev. Koole accuses these men of antinomianism be-
cause they “steer clear of stressing also how the hearer 
is called to live if he will experientially know the sal-
vation and approval of God.”  These preachers are not 
accused of avoiding preaching on how the believer is 
called to live in thankfulness for his salvation.  They are 
not accused of minimizing the law of God and the call 

to sanctified living.  They are not accused of avoiding 
the exhortations and admonitions of the Word of God. 
Doing that, they could legitimately be charged with an-
tinomianism.

So what is this doctrine that earns a preacher the la-
bel of antinomian if he avoids it?  “How the hearer is 
called to live” means obedience to the law of God.  Rev. 
Koole makes the hearer’s experiential knowledge of the 
salvation and approval of God dependent on the hear-
er’s obedience.  These preachers are condemned as anti-
nomian because they will not tell the people that if they 
will know the salvation and approval of God they must 
obey the law of God.  Rev. Koole adds the word experi-
entially.  But to know the salvation and the approval of 
God is experiential.

The apostle says we know the salvation and approval 
of God by faith:  “Yea doubtless, and I count all things 
but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ 
Jesus my Lord:  for whom I have suffered the loss of 
all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win 
Christ, and be found in him, not having mine own righ-
teousness, which is of the law, but that which is through 
the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by 
faith: that I may know him, and the power of his resur-
rection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made 
conformable unto his death” (Phil. 3:8-11).

Our obedience he calls the righteousness which is of 
the law.  This he counts loss and dung to be found in 
Christ with the righteousness of God which is by faith.  
On the ground of that righteousness we know both the 
salvation and the approval of God experientially since 
our salvation consists in the forgiveness of sins and jus-
tification, which is the approval of God.  That I may 
know him is the translation of the Greek infinitive of 
purpose.  He says forsaking our own obedience as righ-
teousness is necessary in order that we know Christ, 
know the power of His resurrection, and know the fel-
lowship of His sufferings.  To know Christ is to know 
Him as the complete Savior personally and experiential-
ly who saves from the guilt and the pollution of sin.  To 
know the power of His resurrection is to know person-
ally and experientially the power of the resurrection of 
Christ to justify and grant eternal life and to transform 
the believer and make him a new creature in all his life.  
To know the fellowship of His sufferings is to know the 
persecution of the world because the believer stands in 
the world that hates Christ confessing His truth and liv-
ing to His glory.  So long as we hold on to our obedience 
as necessary to know the salvation and the approval of 

Letters
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God—for righteousness—we are ignorant of Christ, the 
power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His 
suffering.  The apostle says that we know all these trea-
sures of Christ—experientially—only by casting off our 
obedience for righteousness and having Christ and His 
righteousness by faith.  In short, we know all this by 
faith because we know Christ by faith.

In light of the passage, is it not wrong to teach that 
obedience is the if on which the experiential knowledge 
of the salvation and approval of God depends?  Where 
is this doctrine in the creeds?  Is this an example of the 
“development” that “needs to be done” in “understand-
ing grace in its sanctifying power?”

If making the knowledge of the salvation and approv-
al of God depend on obedience is the idea behind the 
novel quest that Rev. Koole suggests for “wording” that 
“may be used in the preaching...to prompt and promote 
godliness,” then, I say, “No thank you.”  Making some 
aspect of salvation—also the experience of it—depen-
dent on works does not prompt godliness, but promotes 
a smug self-righteousness.

I like these imaginary preachers, then.  I wish they 
were real men.  I find that their zeal for the truth that 
salvation is all of God manifests itself in avoiding the 
doctrine that Rev. Koole praises as essential to the gos-
pel and for avoiding which he charges them with anti-
nomianism.  They are not antinomian at all, but preach 
the gospel.  Rev. Koole’s imaginary preachers—and all 
who are like them—are to be commended for avoiding 
that kind of preaching.  I doubt they would have any 
interest in Rev. Koole’s quest for “wording” to “prompt 
godliness.”

Rev. Koole gets exercised about one of a series of 
questions that I asked in my blog post.  I asked, “Are 
they [good works] fruits of faith or do works along with 
faith obtain?  Is fellowship with the Father by faith and 
by the good works that faith produces?  Is salvation by 
faith and by the works of faith?”  Rev. Koole says. “The 
first two can pass inspection, but the third?...  As if that 
was what Hope’s consistory was approving, what was 
being preached from their pulpit, and most of its mem-
bers were oblivious to?  And that this is what Classis 
East was willing to defend by its decisions?  That is a se-
rious misrepresentation.  That was not the issue before 
synod.  To indicate that it was is not honest or helpful.”

As if...!
What if?
What if it was preached, approved. and defended, 

and thus before synod, that “we do good works to have 
our prayers answered...we do good works so that we can 
receive God’s grace and Holy Spirit in our conscience...
obedience is required here, obedience that I must per-

form in order to enjoy fellowship with God....  The way 
of a holy life matters; it is the way to the Father” (Acts 
of Synod 2018).

All this preached, approved, and defended under the 
banner of prompting and promoting godliness and ex-
posing radical antinomians of all shades.

Synod said these condemned statements compro-
mised justification and the unconditional covenant.  If 
justification and the covenant are about anything, they 
are about the truth that salvation is by faith alone and 
not by faith and faith’s works.

It is surprising that Rev. Koole would see any dif-
ference between the three questions that I asked.  He 
accepts the first two as legitimate, but the third is simply 
the extension of them.  How are they different?  The 
three questions that I asked do not present the truth 
over against three different errors, but over against one 
and the same error that can be stated three different 
ways more or less subtly.  They are all equally serious 
because they all compromise justification by faith alone 
and the unconditional covenant.

I wonder if the new search to find “wording” to 
“prompt godliness” was not begun because synod took 
away words and phrases that many thought were a fine 
way to prompt godliness and criticism of which was 
judged antinomian, but that in fact compromised the 
gospel.

His imaginary preachers will not preach “how the 
hearer is called to live if he will experientially know 
the salvation and approval of God.”  The sad thing is 
that Rev. Koole criticizes them for a reactionary and 
misguided zeal for grace and condemns them as antino-
mian.  I challenge the editor of the Standard Bearer to 
explain how the fault that he finds with those preachers 
differs at all from the theology of the statements quoted 
above.  If those preachers are antinomian, then synod 
was dead wrong.

I wish there were more of these “antinomian” preach-
ers.  They remind me of Hoeksema who wrote, “If the 
preaching of the law would leave the impression with 
the church of Jesus Christ that somehow we must add to 
the righteousness that is in Jesus Christ our Lord, then, 
of course, it would be far better that we never heard at 
all of the law again” (Triple Knowledge, vol. 3, 443).

Cordially in Christ,
Nathan J. Langerak
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“As to our good works” (2)

The nature of good works as works

Taking heed to the doctrine
Rev. Brian Huizinga, professor-elect of Dogmatics and Old Testament in the 
Protestant Reformed Seminary

Works occupy a prominent place in Scripture; in fact, 
Scripture is from beginning to end a book of works.  
Scripture attributes works to the triune God, Christ, 
angels—wicked and holy, and men—wicked and holy.  
We begin our examination of the good works of the 
believer by considering the nature of good works and 
noting five general characteristics of our good works as 
works.  

A conscious, acting subject

First, works are those deeds consciously and volitionally 
performed by rational, moral beings.  Strictly speaking, a 
creature like the sky is not capable of performing works.  
Psalm 19:1 teaches, “The heavens declare the glory of 
God; and the firmament sheweth his handywork.”  The 
visible expanse of the heavens above us gives glory to 
God; however, it is not an intelligent creature consciously 
and willingly producing “works” of praise unto God as 
holy men and holy angels can do.  We men are different 
than the creatures in the heavens above and in the earth 
beneath and in the waters under the earth, for God 
created us as personal beings with an intellect and will 
so that we are able to live consciously before His face 
performing works of service in love for Him and our 
neighbor.  In marriage, a husband and wife are called to 
love each other and show it in word and deed, but if a 
whole week has gone by and they have not consciously 
performed even one considerate act towards each other, 
living as intimately as two stars twinkling side by side 
in the heavens, something is dreadfully amiss.  God 
created us, and in Jesus Christ has recreated us, as new 
creatures able to do good.  Consciously!  Willingly!  
Cheerfully!  Lovingly!

Exerting ourselves with energy

Second, the doing of good works is work.  It requires 
effort and energy.  The New Testament Greek word for 
“work” is ergon, from which we get our English words 
“energy” and “energize.” The term ergon indicates 
that works, whether good or evil, do not automatically 
proceed from the doer, but in producing works the doer 

must consciously exert himself.  The apostle Paul said in 
I Corinthians 15:10, “…but I labored more abundantly 
than they all…,” and the word “labor” refers to 
exhausting toil.  During his missionary labors in which 
he suffered afflictions, imprisonments, stripes, hunger, 
thirst, shipwreck, and slander, Paul’s loving service on 
behalf of the church took tremendous effort.  Deep 
expressions of loving devotion did not automatically 
proceed from him simply because he was a believer.  
Likewise, a false apostle does not automatically slander 
Christ, scatter the flock, speak perverse things, and 
draw away disciples after him, by virtue of the fact that 
he is an unbeliever.  His evil deeds are something he 
chooses to do and exerts himself toward with energy.   

That a good work is work makes any doctrine of 
salvation by works terrifying.  If good works are not 
fruits of thankfulness performed in gratitude to the sav-
ing God who by His Spirit works in us both to will and 
to do of His good pleasure, but rather somehow contrib-
ute to salvation, then salvation comes by our exertion 
and energy.  Good works as fruits of thankfulness are 
exhausting enough for us believing sinners who so often 
fail to do the good that we would, while we do the evil 
that we would not.  But if we had to exert ourselves en-
ergetically unto the performance of good works in order 
to obtain salvation from God, the task would not only 
be impossible but would also bring us to spirit-crushing 
dismay.  Working to earn is bondage. 

What we do

Third, works are something we do.  “Do” is the verb 
that the Holy Spirit of inspiration employs throughout 
Scripture to join together the believer as the conscious, 
acting subject and good works as the product of that 
believer’s activity.  I do good works.   You do good 
works.  Believers do good works.  We can understand 
works and doings as synonymous terms expressing the 
same idea.  

Hear only a brief testimony of the Scriptures: “Six 
days shalt thou labor and do all thy work” (Ex. 20:9).  
“Moses said, hereby shall ye know that the Lord hath 
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sent me to do all these works, for I have not done them 
of mine own mind” (Num. 16:28).  Jesus, the perfect 
doer of perfect works, said of His works, “My meat is 
to do the will of him that sent me, and to finish his 
work” (John 4:34), and “…for the works which the Fa-
ther hath given me to finish, the same works that I do, 
bear witness of me, that the Father hath sent me” (John 
5:36), and “…the works that I do in my Father’s name, 
they bear witness of me” (John 10:25), and “I have glo-
rified thee on the earth, I have finished the work which 
thou gavest me to do” (John 17:4).  Elsewhere Scrip-
ture exhorts the believer, saying, “Let him eschew evil, 
and do good, let him seek peace and pursue it” (I Pet. 
3:11); and the rich are charged, “that they do good, that 
they be rich in good works, ready to distribute, willing 
to communicate” (I Tim. 6:18); and we are all taught, 
“whatsoever ye do in word or deed, do all in the name 
of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God and the Father 
by him” (Col. 3:17).  We receive the benediction that 
God “make you perfect in every good work to do his 
will, working in you that which is well pleasing in his 
sight, through Jesus Christ…” (Heb. 13:21).  

In keeping with Scripture, the confessions use the 
same verb “do” in connection with good works.  The 
Heidelberg Catechism asks, “Since then we are deliv-
ered from our misery, merely of grace, through Christ, 
without any merit of ours, why must we still do good 
works” (L.D. 32, Q&A 86)?  Quoting Philippians 2:13 
and Luke 17:10, Belgic Confession, Article 24 teaches: 

Therefore we do good works, but not to merit by them, 
(for what can they merit?) nay, we are beholden to God 
for the good works we do, and not He to us, since it is 
He that worketh in us both to will and to do of His good 
pleasure.  Let us therefore attend to what is written:  when 
ye shall have done all those things which are commanded 
you, say, we are unprofitable servants; we have done that 
which was our duty to do.” (emphasis added)  

What further proves that good works are something 
we do is the demand of God’s law.  God’s law of ten 
commandments is the standard according to which the 
believer does good works (Heid. Cat., LD 33, Q&A 
91).  The law says, “Do!”  The law makes plain that if 
a man will live with God there is that which the man 
must do; he must do good works of obedience in love 
for God and the neighbor.  When a chief expounder of 
the law came to Jesus tempting Him with a question 
about salvation by the law, saying, “What shall I do 
to inherit eternal life” (Luke 10:25), Jesus brought the 
man to agree that the law requires perfect love for God; 
and then Jesus sent that lawyer away with what he must 
know if he wants eternal life by the law: he must do: 

“Thou hast answered right, this do, and thou shalt live” 
(Luke 10:28).  The law declares, “Cursed is every one 
that continueth not in all things which are written in the 
book of the law to do them” (Gal. 3:10).  God says to 
all Israel, “Therefore shall ye keep my commandments, 
and do them:  I am the Lord” (Lev. 22:31).  One who 
continues in the perfect law of liberty is not only a hear-
er “but a doer of the work” (James 1:25).  

What it means “to do” is not only indicated by Scrip-
ture’s use of that verb in joining together the believer as 
subject with his works as an object, but by the lexical 
definition of the verb.  The main OT Hebrew verb that 
is translated “do” is asah, which means “to do, make, 
produce, work, accomplish, or perform.”  From this 
verb is derived the Hebrew noun ma’aseh which means 
“work” or “deed” as in Genesis 44:15, “…what deed is 
this that ye have done…?”  The main NT Greek verb 
translated “do” is poieo which means “to do, make, 
labor, produce, or work.”  When we do good works 
we are doing something, we are producing something, 
we are working.  We are not merely willing or thinking 
or desiring internally in the soul but we are perform-
ing something through the instrumentality of the body.  
Again, I do good works.  You do good works.

This verb “to do” that means “to work or perform” 
is not to be confused with the auxiliary verb “do” that 
simply serves to make the present tense of a main verb.  
For example, “Blessed are they which do hunger and 
thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled (they 
are not doing (poieo) hunger or performing (poieo) 
thirst, but they are presently hungering and thirsting),” 
(Matt. 5:6).  Or, “Who by him do believe in God…” 
(I Pet. 1:21), which does not mean that we do or per-
form (poieo) belief but that we are believing. 

That a good work is that which we do clearly distin-
guishes good works from faith.  Neither faith as a bond 
nor faith as an activity is something we do, work, or 
perform.  Good works proceed from faith, but faith it-
self is not a doing.  We do not do faith, or do knowledge, 
or do trust, confidence, assurance or certainty.   We do 
not do embracing, appropriating, or resting. While do-
ing and working are two synonyms expressing the same 
idea, doing and believing are certainly not.  Doing and 
believing are completely different concepts.  Believing is 
one activity; doing or working is a completely different 
activity (Rom. 4:5).  Commenting on Galatians 3:12, 
Prof. H. Hanko explains:

Faith is exactly the opposite of law.  Faith does not 
operate on the principle of “doing” or “working.”  
Faith is exactly not a matter of working.  There are 
those who claim that faith is a work of man, an activity 
of man’s own free will.  In a subtle way they change 
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the correct statement “Man is saved by faith alone” to 
mean “man is saved by the work of believing.”  This is 
an inexcusable corruption of biblical truth.”1    

To be sure, faith is an activity (“embrace” is a favor-
ite verb of all three of our Reformed confessions).  To be 
sure, faith is demanded by the gospel call.  To be sure, it 
is necessary to address the hearer of the gospel with the 
imperative, “Believe!”  To be sure, faith as a response to 
the gospel call is properly called obedience (Rom. 10:16).  
To be sure, we believe, not God.  But faith (or, for that 
matter, repentance as a renouncing of and turning from 
our sinful works with a broken spirit and contrite heart 
in response to the gospel call “Repent!”) is not a doing 
or working or performing.  Faith, the faith whereby we 
are justified, the faith by which we are saved in being 
brought into the conscious experience and assurance of 
the favor of God has no inherent efficacy in itself, but 
is an instrument whereby we embrace the meritorious 
doings of Jesus Christ.  Faith in its activity of believing 
is not a doing whereby we accomplish something or per-
form something.  While we do good works, we do not 
do faith.  There is no activity like the activity of faith as 
the believer who is sovereignly grafted into Jesus Christ 
by an unbreakable, organic bond inclines his heart unto 
and rests in the almighty hand of God who through Je-
sus Christ accomplished everything for the elect sinner.  
It is exactly the nature of true faith to look away from 
all the doing that proceeds from it and to look unto all 
the perfect doings of the Savior revealed in the gospel. 2  

The distinction between the activity of faith and 
the doing of works can be illustrated by the distinction 
between our eye and our hand.  Seeing with the eye 
is an activity but it is not a doing.  The eye does not 
produce anything.  The eye simply beholds a beautiful 
object and the heart fixes itself upon that object in ad-
miration.  So also faith is seeing, an activity whereby 
we behold the lovely Christ in the gospel and our heart 
fixes itself upon Him in complete trust.  Faith is seeing 
(John 3:3), but faith is not a doing whereby we produce 
something.  When Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, the Israelites who looked and believed were 
saved (John 3:14-15).  They were exercising their faith 
in beholding an object and embracing a promise con-

1 Herman Hanko, Justified unto Liberty (Jenison MI: Reformed 
Free Publishing Association, 2011), 209.

2 For further reading on this distinction between faith and works, 
see Herman Hoeksema’s sermon on Romans 3:27, entitled 
“Boasting Excluded” as found in Righteous By Faith Alone 
(Grandville MI: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2002), 
133-140.  The second point of the sermon is called “Excluded 
Because, according to the Law of Faith, Man Does Nothing” 
(emphasis H. Hoeksema’s).  

nected to it, but they were not doing or performing any 
work by their activity of seeing.  However, the hand is 
different than the eye.  It is an instrument for doing.  We 
read in II Kings 22:5, “And let them deliver it into the 
hand of the doers of the work, that have the oversight of 
the house of the Lord:  and let them give it to the doers 
of the work which is in the house of the Lord, to repair 
the breaches of the house.”  Believers in the local church 
who work with their hands the things which are good 
are doers who do good deeds of loving service.  Even 
as the physical eye and hand are distinct in their activi-
ties, so faith (eye activity) and the doing of good works 
(hand activity) are different.  The believer never looks 
for salvation in the doings of his own hands or even in 
the worthiness of his own faith as the spiritual hand of 
his soul (which spiritual hand is different than his phys-
ical hand of doing that holds the bread and wine, Belgic 
Confession, Art. 35) but to the wondrous works that Je-
hovah’s hand has wrought in the crucified Jesus Christ. 

The perfect test to determine whether or not faith is a 
doing is to hold faith up to God’s law.  The law demands 
doing.  It says, “Do this and live!”  If we should take our 
faith and present it before the law, what would the law 
say?  If the law accepts faith, then faith is a doing because 
the law only accepts doing.  Faith fails the test.  The law 
will not accept faith.  The law is not of faith (Gal. 3:12).  
The law does not want faith.  The law never commands 
a man to believe.  The law will snarl at any man who 
tries to present it with faith.  The law will roar in fury 
at any man to tries to trick it by presenting it with faith 
as if it were a doing.  The law knows faith is not a doing 
and the law does not want faith.  The law wants works, 
only works, perfect works, the performance or doing of 
works.  When Jesus came to keep the law on our behalf, 
He did not give the law faith; He gave the law what the 
law demanded:  the doing of perfect works.  He said, 
“Lo, I come, in the volume of the book it is written of me, 
to do thy will O God” (Heb. 10:7).  He did.  He worked.  
He labored.  He performed.  He accomplished.  His 
whole life long He laid His perfect doings before God’s 
law, fulfilling every jot and tittle.

In light of the fact that good works are a doing and 
faith is not a doing, we must be careful never to confuse 
faith and works by turning faith into a work we must 
perform in order to be saved.  Salvation is by faith alone.  
Our experience of salvation as justified believers who 
know God’s pardoning grace is not by our doings but by 
faith in Christ.  If faith truly is something we must do to 
be saved, saved in any sense of the word, then faith is no 
more faith, grace is no more grace, the gospel is no more 
gospel, and—terrifyingly—salvation is impossible be-
cause salvation by works is utterly impossible for all men 
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whether they are indwelt by the Holy Spirit or not.  It is 
one thing to command a man to believe (gospel), but it is 
another thing to command a man to do (law).  When it is 
time for the gospel to issue its call, the gospel can frame 
to pronounce the words, “Repent and believe!” but the 
gospel cannot frame to pronounce the words “Do this 
and live!”  Such a command is the gospel’s Shibboleth.    

The gospel is soul-comforting good news to the trem-
bling, guilt-stricken sinner because the gospel declares, 
“You do not have to do anything to be saved.  The Lord 
Jesus Christ has done every deed for all whom the Fa-
ther has given to Him.  Believe!  Believe in the Lord Jesus 
Christ and His doings and thou shalt be saved!  And if 
you do believe, understand it is only because the Father 
of lights, from whom comes every good and perfect gift, 
has united you to Jesus and worked your gift of faith 
into activity by His Word and Spirit so that you cannot 
but embrace Christ your righteousness!”  Hearing and 
believing that gospel, the sinner goes forth gratefully 
doing good works.   

Known to others

Fourth, works are visible to others.  Even as the works 
of an artist are not the invisible concepts in his mind 
but the visible paintings in the gallery, so our works are 
visible and known.  The believer’s good works are seen 

by unbelievers, for we read in I Peter 2:12, “Having 
your conversation honest among the Gentiles:  that, 
whereas they speak against you as evildoers, they may 
by your good works, which they shall behold, glorify 
God in the day of visitation.”  The works of a believer 
must be seen or they fail in their function as witnesses 
to the ungodly, but also they fail in their demonstrative 
function justifying our claim that we have faith (James 
2).  Most importantly works are visible for the public 
vindication of the righteousness of God when in the day 
of the revelation of His righteous judgment He renders 
to every man according to His works (Rom. 2:5-11).

Good or evil

Finally, works bear a moral character before God and 
are either good or evil.  Since God demands that even 
eating and drinking be done to His glory (I Cor. 10:31), 
all who perform works must consciously and willingly 
do everything to the glory of God.  All will answer for 
what they have done “whether it be good or bad” (II Cor. 
5:10). 

In conclusion, my prayer is David’s, “Let the words 
of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be ac-
ceptable in thy sight, O Lord, my strength, and my re-
deemer” (Ps. 19:14).

Of man’s fall, sin, 
and the cause of sin 
(Second Helvetic Confession, chapter 8c)

Believing and confessing
Prof. Ronald Cammenga, professor of Dogmatics and Old Testament in the 
Protestant Reformed Seminary

Previous article in this series: May 15, 2019, p. 375.

The Sects The last several paragraphs of chapter 8 of the Second 
Helvetic Confession, are concerned with various denials 
of the doctrine of the fall of man and original sin. 
They also answer a perennial charge made against the 
orthodox Reformed teaching with regard to these two 
topics, the charge that the Reformed make God the 
author of sin.  The last paragraph responds to certain 
“curious questions” that sometimes arise when the 
truth with regard to the fall of man and original sin are 
presented.  

These paragraphs indicate that the Reformed faith is 

We therefore condemn all who have taught con-
trary to this, especially Pelagius and all Pelagians, 
together with the Jovinians who, with the Stoics, re-
gard all sins as equal.  In this whole matter we agree 
with St. Augustine who derived and defended his 
view from Holy Scriptures.  Moreover, we condemn 
Florinus and Blastus, against whom Irenaeus wrote, 
and all who make God the author of sin.
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covenant of grace.  Because this is so crucial, the next 
article will demonstrate more completely from Scripture 
and the confessions (especially the Canons), that elec-
tion governs the covenant.

wisdom and power, serve the good of the elect seed—
those with whom God does establish His covenant. 

This, then, is foundational:  election governs God’s 
covenant of grace.  The elect are predestinated to the 
adoption of children and are heirs of eternal life in the 

Letters

Faith, good works, and doing

I have some problems with the recent article by Prof. B. 
Huizinga on “The nature of good works as works.” I 
appreciated that faith was called an activity, a demand 
of the gospel call, and obedience, but in plain language, 
an activity is done and obedience must be done.  The 
definition of “work” or “doing” provided in the article 
excluded this common usage since it also required:

1. Exertion
2. Producing
3. External work through the body
As a software engineer, I spend much of my time 

thinking. This involves much more exertion than typing 
on a keyboard, and it produces abstract (but real) solu-
tions or designs, yet it is merely internal. My employer 
knows this doesn’t mean I’m not doing a work.

These three components were given as reasons why 
the activity of faith could not be described as a doing, 
but really only the third would exclude it. Faith pro-
duces products, such as comfort, thankfulness, and joy. 
Faith even produces all our good works!  When we lack 
these things, we must exert ourselves to exercise faith, 
to know our God and trust in His salvation (Heb. 3:18-
19, 4:11).  Faith is not merely the eyes, but “the hand 
and mouth of the soul” (Belgic Confession, Art. 35).

As the article applies its definition to the doing of God’s 
commandments, the problem becomes more serious, since 
merely internal activities are not included. Then our [Hei-
delberg] Catechism would be incorrect to emphasize inter-
nal activities as first of all what God’s law requires. And 
how do we then “do” the law’s command not to covet 
(Q&A 113)? The exertion in keeping God’s command-
ments is especially the battle in the soul (Q&A 127).

The article’s conclusions even directly contradict our 
Catechism: “The law never commands a man to be-
lieve.”  This is precisely what Q&A 94 says that the first 
commandment requires when it speaks of “know” and 
“trust” (since these are how Q&A 21 defines true faith).

It seems that places in Scripture that refer to internal 
activities as doing or work were overlooked (for exam-
ple, Matt. 23:23, Acts 16:30, John 6:28-29). For exam-
ple, the word poieo or “do” is used in James 2:19 (not 

in an “auxiliary” sense) to describe a merely internal 
fruitless “faith.”  If even this mere monotheistic belief is 
still a doing, even a doing well, then how much more is 
the living activity of faith worked by God in us?

I don’t think that we need to prohibit common his-
torical usages of “doing” or “work” in relation to faith 
when we understand that we are not justified by any-
thing that we do (HC, Q&A 62; BC, Art. 23). The 
confessions provide the necessary clarification against 
erroneous views of faith by explaining that God works 
faith in us, and that we are not justified by faith itself, 
but by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness received 
through faith (HC, Q&A 61; BC, Art. 22).

Much love in Christ,
Sam Watterson

Limerick, Republic of Ireland

Response:
Dear Sam,

Thank you for writing.  I have outlined my response 
to keep it organized.  

A. As to exertion:  While I did not say that faith 
does not involve exertion, I see how that implication 
was left.  In no way do I want to minimize the con-
scious, purposeful, spiritual activity of the believer who 
exercises his faith by embracing Jesus Christ revealed 
in the preaching of the gospel and sacraments.  If it is 
helpful to teach the activity of faith by speaking of the 
believer exerting himself to know and trust God, then I 
do not object, for indeed, the flesh of unbelief within us 
is powerful.  Moreover, regarding the activity of faith, I 
agree that “faith is not merely the eyes,” but “the hand 
and mouth of the soul” (Belgic Confession, Art. 35).  
My point in the illustration of the eye and hand was to 
liken the activity of faith to seeing and liken the activity 
of working to the hand—not as the hand receives an-
other’s work, but as it brings forth one’s own work.

B. As to producing:  You state, “Faith produces 
products, such as comfort, thankfulness, and joy.  Faith 
even produces all our good works!”  I wholeheartedly 
agree that every good work the believer ever performs 
proceeds from his faith (Heidelberg Catechism, LD 33) 
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as the inevitable fruit of his faith (LD 24).  However, I 
am making the point that there is a fundamental and 
crucial distinction between faith and works.  The ac-
tivity of faith (believing) is one thing, while the activity 
of working (doing good works) is another.  That dis-
tinction can be understood in terms of “producing.”  In 
the activity of faith, when I am believing in response 
to the gospel command “Believe!” I am not producing 
anything to bring to God but I am holding God at His 
Word, trusting that He will bring to me what He has 
promised in Christ.  However, when I am doing good 
works out of a true faith and in response to the law’s 
command “Do!” I am producing all kinds of deeds 
that I am bringing to God as my sacrifice of thanksgiv-
ing.  To put it differently, faith does not work to receive 
saving blessings promised by God in the gospel, but of 
course, upon the reception of saving blessings, faith al-
ways works itself out by love in a life of praise and grat-
itude to God according to the law (Gal. 5:6). 

C. As to external work through the body: 
1. First, you state, “As the article applies its defini-

tion to the doing of God’s commandments, the problem 
becomes more serious since merely internal activities are 
not included.”  In my article I said that when we do good 
works, “We are not merely willing or thinking or desiring 
internally in the soul but we are performing something 
through the instrumentality of the body.”  I do not deny 
that the working involved in doing good works includes 
internal soul activity, for every good work proceeds from 
faith and is done in love according to God’s command.  
My point is that doing good works includes more than 
internal soul activity, for all the internal activity comes 
to expression through the deeds that we do in the body, 
that is, through the life that we live (II Cor. 5:10, Rom. 
12:1).  Your objection does caution me here to be careful 
in my teaching not to deny the good work of purely in-
ternal activities such as the soul’s meditation upon God 
and His wonders in creation, history, and salvation.  Yet, 
even such an internal activity that no one but God can 
see carries through and inevitably comes to visible man-
ifestation because the believer cannot but shout God’s 
praises, tell of His mighty works to others, and go up to 
His house on Sunday to worship Him.  

2. Secondly, it seems you are also concerned that I 
am reducing the law to nothing more than a code govern-
ing external conduct.  To be sure, the law is spiritual.  To 
be sure, when the law commands “Do this!” it penetrates 
to the heart and demands that everything a man does be-
gins in and arises out of a perfect heart of love for God and 
the neighbor.  But the law addresses more than the heart.  
God lays demands upon man in the whole of his nature.  
God demands that every man be perfectly consecrated to 

Him in soul and body, in heart and life.  The tenth com-
mandment not only forbids a certain wicked heart attitude 
(covetousness) but it also demands a certain holy heart at-
titude (contentment), and then out of that heart an entire 
life of doing works of love for the neighbor with respect to 
his house, wife, servants, ox, and ass.

3. Thirdly, you object to my statement, “The law 
never commands a man to believe,” when you state 
that my “conclusions even directly contradict our Cat-
echism.”  I do not want to contradict our Catechism.  
Lest I do, let me say it this way:  The law is never sat-
isfied with faith.  God’s law of Ten Commandments 
demands the doing of works.  Even if the law should 
demand faith, the law will never be satisfied with faith.  
In that regard if there is a man anywhere who desires 
justification by the law, then that man must know, “For 
not the hearers of the law are just before God but the 
doers of the law shall be justified,” (Rom. 2:13).  The 
law will only ever be satisfied when it receives perfect 
doing.  Hallelujah for Jesus Christ, who stood in our 
place as the Doer of the law and declared, “It is fin-
ished!”  Our doing of works is gratitude for His. 

D. As to the Bible passages you cite: There is no need 
to find Bible passages that prove that doing/working in-
cludes internal activities of the soul because we both 
agree on that point.  Perhaps these passages are cited 
to prove that faith is something we do, for all of these 
passages link faith/believing with work/doing.  In that 
regard, I do not contend in absolute terms that the Bible 
never speaks of faith as something we do, but only that I 
have never seen an instance of it.  That is, I have not seen 
the following construction, or some variation of it:  sub-
ject + the verb “do” + the object “faith.”  These passages 
do not teach that faith is something we do or work.    

1. James 2:19, “Thou believest that there is one 
God; thou doest well:  the devils also believe, and trem-
ble.”  James is not equating believing and doing.  With 
“Thou believest” James is only referring to a historical 
faith, which even devils possess.  And by “doest well” 
James is either being sarcastic or he is using a kind of 
idiomatic expression teaching that although a historical 
faith is no saving faith, insofar as it acknowledges the ex-
istence of God, it is good.  You believe there is one God?  
Well done!  Good for you!  Glad to hear it!  By no means 
is James making the theological point that faith is a deed 
we do, for this chapter of Scripture distinguishes faith 
and works as sharply as any in order to make the point 
that the good works we do demonstrate our faith.

2. Matthew 23:23, “Woe unto you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint and anise 
and cummin, and have omitted the weightier matters 
of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith:  these ought ye 

Sept-15.indd   488 8/28/2019   4:55:01 PM



The Standard Bearer  •  September 15, 2019  •  489

to have done, and not to leave the other undone.”  Ac-
cording to Thayer’s Greek lexicon, “faith” could bet-
ter be translated “fidelity”—being faithful and keeping 
one’s promises—even as it is in Titus 2:10.  The Phari-
sees ought to have done deeds of judgment, mercy, and 
faithfulness.   

3. Acts 16:30, “And brought them out, and said, 
Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  Acts 16:31 continues, 
“And they said, Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
thou shalt be saved, and thy house.”  The evangelistic 
setting in which Paul and Silas were confronted with the 
urgent question of a heart-pricked sinner, “What must 
I do to be saved” was not the time and place to begin a 
detailed and technical lesson on the nature of faith and 
works.  However, when Paul and Silas respond to the 
Philippian jailor’s urgent question with the command, 
“Believe!” they are, whether the guilt-stricken sinner un-
derstands it yet or not, teaching that you do not have to 
do some work to be saved.  You do not have to run to this 
temple and make a sacrifice or go amass great wealth or 
even one coin and give an offering of money to God, and 
so on.  Instead, the call is “Believe!  Turn away from your 
wicked works and believe in what Jesus did by His saving 
works!”  When my heart is crushed by the guilt of my sin 
and I stand conscious of the impending judgment of God 
that I deserve, I also would ask “What must I do?” and I 
would be willing to go and do anything.  No deed would 
be considered too much.  But not only is the gospel beau-
tiful, so is its fitting call to faith.  For when I frantically 
ask, ‘What must I do?” the gospel does not say, “Here are 
the works you must do.”  The gospel says, “Believe in the 
Lord Jesus Christ and thou shalt be saved.”

4. John 6:28-29, “Then said they unto him, What 
shall we do, that we might work the works of God?  
Jesus answered and said unto them, This is the work 
of God, that ye believe on him whom he hath sent.”  
Appeal is often made to these words of Jesus to legiti-
mize calling faith a work.  I recognize that some of our 
greatest theological forefathers have on occasion called 
faith a work.  But I fail to see how it is helpful to anyone 
to call faith a work, especially when the heresy of the 
Federal Vision tries to smuggle the concept of working, 
or faithfulness, or obedience to the law into the concept 
of saving faith so that we are justified by faith and the 
works of faith.  Strikingly, in this passage Jesus is ac-
tually distinguishing faith and works.  The Galileans 
are guilty of stubborn unbelief as they reject Jesus, His 
Word, and His miracle of feeding five thousand of them.  
They want bread and other material bounties, but not 
the Christ whom the Father hath sent.  The unbelievers 
ask Jesus, “What shall we do that we might work the 
works of God?”  Then Jesus gives an ironic answer that 

uses their terminology but does not line up with their 
expectation.  They are thinking of all kinds of works 
they can do.  But Jesus upbraids their unbelief when He 
says, in essence, “Works?!  Why don’t you begin with 
faith!  Don’t worry about what works you can do, when 
you do not even believe in me.  This is the work of God: 
Believe!” Jesus is not equating faith and works, thereby 
contradicting His own Spirit who later in Paul makes 
the sharpest distinction between faith and works (Rom. 
3:27-28; 4:5).  Jesus is calling faith a “work” in an iron-
ic response to the Galileans’ question, which is why Cal-
vin says, “it is plain enough that Christ does not speak 
with strict accuracy when he calls faith a work….” 

E. As to the main point that faith is not something 
we do:  You wonder how faith can be an activity but not 
something we do because “in plain language an activity 
is done and obedience must be done.”  Here I respond 
to you, Sam, but also very conscious of all the readers in 
the churches of which I am a part.   

1. On the one hand, I am sensitive to your point 
regarding how we use the verb “to do” and I do not 
want to make too much of this verb.  I do not want to 
demand such a restrictive meaning that I hinder our En-
glish vocabulary and go beyond the confessions.  While 
the confessions, like Scripture, consistently and repeat-
edly use the verb “to do” to connect the believer as sub-
ject and his works as the object (we do good works), 
they do not call special attention to this verb in order to 
make the theological point that doing and working are 
synonymous, therefore, I do not want to impose any-
thing upon the confessions or churches.  Moreover, as 
I demonstrated in my article, there are times when the 
English verb “do” is used with faith as in I Peter 1:21, 
“…who by him do believe in God…” (although “do” 
in that verse is not the Greek word for “perform” or 
“accomplish” and the verb is not taking “believe” as 
its object).  Thus, I do not want anyone to raise suspi-
cions about the orthodoxy of their minister, who in the 
course of his sermon, happens to use the verb “do” to 
explain the activity of faith or some component of faith.  
Nor do I want anyone to question the orthodoxy of any 
brother who repudiates the notion that faith is a work 
we do for salvation but still refers to faith as a doing, by 
which he only means that faith is an activity.  

2. On the other hand, I want to preserve and pro-
tect faith—and the great Reformation doctrine of sola 
fide.  I want to preserve and protect faith in the interest 
of that to which faith clings—the person and perfect 
work of God’s Son, our faithful Savior the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  To that end, I want to preserve and protect the 
necessary and crucial biblical and confessional distinc-
tion between faith and works.  Faith is faith.  Works 
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illustrates how careful parents and teenagers need to 
be about whom they listen to when it comes to dating, 
marriage, and sex.  Harris has shown himself to be 
an unstable and unreliable teacher.  This is even more 
evident from the latest news that Harris and his wife 
of 20 years are separating from each other.  The man 
to whom many looked for advice on how to begin and 
enjoy a relationship of purity and commitment is now 
divorcing his wife, and even expressing doubts about 
the Christian faith in general.

It is, of course, easy to look at subsequent develop-
ments in a person’s life and say, “See, we should have 
never listened to the man.”  That is not my main point. 
Nor is it my point to criticize a man for changing his 
mind.  And we may not reject the truth because of the 
weaknesses of the messenger.  Children have to listen 
to imperfect parents, and congregations must receive 
the word that is brought to them by preachers who are 
earthen vessels.  Yet, in the case of parents in our Chris-
tian homes and of pastors in our Reformed churches 

are works.  These may not be confused.  For salvation, 
the activity of believing and the activity of working are 
qualitatively distinct.   

a. In light of the biblical meaning and use of the 
verb “to do,” which, when that verb joins together the 
believer and his works, means “to perform or accom-
plish or work,” is it not understandable that if you 
would say to me, “You must do something if you want 
to be saved.  You must believe,” I would object?  You 
might mean that salvation is only experienced by means 
of faith and therefore you are urging the exercise of 
faith; nevertheless, I would, understandably, take such 
a statement to mean that salvation depends upon me 
and my working.  Faith seems to be this onerous thing 
I must perform in order to enjoy salvation.  I would not 
be objecting because I deny the necessity of faith, or the 
call to faith, or the activity of faith but because I deny 

that salvation is in any sense dependent upon me and 
what I do.  

b. My prayerful desire is that we teach the neces-
sity of faith as the instrument of salvation and that we 
boldly, unashamedly, and unhesitatingly issue the call 
of the gospel, “Repent and believe!”  But my prayer is 
also that we surround that teaching of the necessity of 
faith and the issuing of the gospel call with the gos-
pel itself.  And the gospel is the good news that all of 
salvation is of God, who has accomplished the entire-
ty of our salvation in the doings of Jesus Christ.  This 
salvation God sovereignly applies by the Spirit.  Faith 
too is of God.  Faith is God’s gift sovereignly conferred, 
breathed, and infused in the elect and quickened unto 
conscious activity by the Word and Spirit. 

Respectfully in Christ,
Prof. Brian Huizinga

All around us
Rev. Clayton Spronk, pastor of Faith Protestant Reformed Church in Jenison, 
Michigan

The messenger matters;
Another irrelevant debate and 
decision in the PCA

The messenger matters

Readers of the Standard Bearer may remember Joshua 
Harris and his book, I Kissed Dating Goodbye 
(published in 1997), as it was the occasion for some 
discussion in the pages of this magazine a number of 
years ago.  Harris’s book became very popular as “a 
manual for young evangelicals looking for love.”1   There 
were also many Christians who were critical of Harris’s 
proposal to replace dating with his prescribed method 
of courtship.  Sometime last year I discovered that 
Harris himself has come to disagree with “the central 
idea” of his book that “dating should be avoided.”2   So 
firm was his conviction of error that he decided the 
book should not be reprinted again.  When I heard that 
Harris had changed his mind, my thought was that this 

1 ht tps: //www.npr.org /2019/07/21/743926857/evangel i -
cal-writer-who-influenced-purity-culture-announces-separa-
tion-from-wife.

2 https://joshharris.com/statement.
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the man is alive.  Similarly, says Hebrews 9, the testament 
of God with His people required a death.  Christ made 
the testament of God to be in force when He died.  In this 
way, to use the language of the Canons, He “confirmed 
the new covenant of grace.”

Taking this with Head II, Article 8, it is obvious that 
Christ died as Head of the covenant.  His death con-
firmed the covenant, making it to be in force for all who 
are named as ‘children’ in God’s covenant.  These chil-
dren are the elect, “from eternity chosen to salvation, and 
given to [Christ] by the Father.”  With the death of Christ, 
these children receive the “promise of the eternal inher-
itance” (Heb. 7:15), God’s promise of eternal life, which 
cannot fail.  In addition, Christ’s death was a payment 
for the debt of the covenant people.  As surety, Christ 
truly paid their debt, earning their full salvation.  And for 
whom?  Once again, the elect.  But Christ could only be 
the surety if He was also the legal head of the covenant 
people, representing them in the cross. 

Christ is both the Mediator and the Head of God’s 
covenant of grace.  And that covenant is with the elect, 
and the elect alone.

This is what the Canons maintain. 

for the debt if the borrower is not able to pay it.5  Christ 
became the surety of the covenant.  He would stand for 
the debt of the covenant people. If they were not able to 
pay their debt, Christ would pay it.  And, of course, they 
could not pay the infinite debt of their sin and guilt, nor 
bear the punishment that God’s justice required.  Christ 
did so in their place.  He could do so in their place be-
cause He was their representative Head.  By means of this 
substitutionary atonement, the covenant is confirmed, 
and the blessings of the covenant conferred to all the cov-
enant people.

But there is more in this article.  The covenant in He-
brews 7 and 9 is called a testament.6  That is, the cove-
nant is like the last will and testament that a man writes 
for bestowing his inheritance to his children.  Now, as 
everyone knows, the testament is of no force so long as 

5 The wise father in Proverbs 6 warns his son against being surety, 
even for his friend.  See also Proverbs 11, 17.

6 Hebrews 9:15, “And for this cause he is the mediator of the new 
testament, that by means of death, for the redemption of the 
transgressions that were under the first testament, they which 
are called might receive the promise of eternal inheritance.”  And 
verse 17, “For a testament is of force after men are dead:  other-
wise it is of no strength at all while the testator liveth.”

Letters

Faith as a doing?

Having waited in vain for response to one of the editors’ 
calling Herman Hoeksema’s denial that faith is a work 
“nonsense,” with an exclamation point (see the Standard 
Bearer, vol. 95, no. 12, p. 279), I am compelled to write 
in protest.  (I confess that I hesitate still, even though 
my name has been raised, because the entire, ongoing 
debate over good works is a “red herring” among 
us.  The debate over works in the Christian life was 
occasioned by a sermon on John 14:6 that was not in 
error on the matter of antinomism, indeed had nothing 
whatever to do with antinomism.  By the judgment 
of the Synod of 2017, the error was a compromising 
of salvation by grace.  Introduction of the error of 
antinomism into the debate was flagrant misleading of 
the PRC—a “red herring.”  Carrying on this debate, 
as though this were the issue in the sermon judged in 
2017, is foolishness on our part.  I now participate in 
the foolishness.)  Nevertheless, since in the course of 
the mistaken, and completely unnecessary, debate about 
works and working Hoeksema’s explanation of faith as 
our doing “nothing” has been dismissed and demeaned 

as “nonsense,” I call for an apology.  I doubt that in all 
his public writing and speaking, much less preaching, 
Hoeksema ever uttered nonsense, much less nonsense 
deserving of an exclamation point.  Undoubtedly, he 
was in error on occasion.  But “nonsense,” never.  Not 
even his avowed foes accused him of nonsense.    

What aggravates the offense of charging him with 
“nonsense” is that Hoeksema wrote the statement thus 
ridiculed in the heat of the controversy in the Protestant 
Reformed Churches over faith as the gift of God or faith 
as a condition that man must fulfill for salvation.  The 
statement, therefore, would have represented his care-
ful, studied conviction regarding the crucial issue in a 
controversy that concerned the grace of salvation.  To 
dismiss such a statement as “nonsense” is at the very 
least to jeopardize Hoeksema’s and the Protestant Re-
formed Churches’ confession that faith is not a condi-
tion—a work of man—unto salvation, but the gracious 
gift of God.  

What Hoeksema meant, what the statement means, 
and what I believe and defend is that faith is not a “do-
ing” by the sinner that, as a “doing,” contributes to his 
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righteousness or accomplishes his salvation along with 
the doing of Jesus Christ.  Righteousness is not by faith 
and by faith’s “doing.”  It is not by faith as man’s doing.  
It is as gravely erroneous to make faith man’s saving 
“doing,” whether with or without the help of God, as 
it is to teach justification by faith and by the sinner’s 
working (“doing”).  

In the matter of righteousness with God, any as-
pect of salvation, and the obtaining of eternal life, 
salvation is by faith alone—faith as the bond of union 
with Christ, faith that then becomes active in knowing 
Christ and resting upon Him by the working in the elect 
sinner of the Holy Ghost.  A “working” of the sinner 
is excluded.  His working follows, as fruit of faith (see 
Rom. 7:4; Eph. 2:10; Belgic Confession, Articles 22-24).  
Our working accomplishes nothing of our salvation, 
including our working the work of faith.  Faith is the 
God-given means of our salvation.  It is not a work of 
ours upon which salvation depends, or a work of ours 
that cooperates with grace, or the means of salvation by 
virtue of its being a working of ours. 

Whatever the Philippian jailor had in mind with his 
question, “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30), 
Paul’s response, “Believe,” meant:  “Do not work for 
salvation.  Man’s working is not the way to be saved.  
The sole way to be saved is by believing.”  And this be-
lieving, although it is obviously spiritual activity by the 
believer, is, in reality and emphatically, a not-working.   

It may count for something that I call attention to the 
fact that I confessed and explained faith as a not-work-
ing long ago in the pages of the Standard Bearer:

As the activity of the elect sinner, faith is not on his 
part the doing of a work alongside or along with the 
work of God in Christ, but the utter renunciation of 
all human work, including believing as a human work, 
and a relying on the work of God in Christ alone.  It is 
of the essence of faith to renounce every work, and all 
working of the sinner himself, including repenting and 
believing, as earning, contributing to, conditioning, 
or making effectual the saving work of God in Christ, 
whether the saving work of God in Christ is viewed 
as justification, membership in the covenant, or the 
blessings of the covenant (Standard Bearer, vol. 79, no. 
20, pp. 465, 466).

There are two conceivable ways of being saved:  
working (doing) and believing.  Believing is not only a 
not-working (but a resting, a resting on the work and 
working of Jesus Christ).  It is also the conscious, de-
liberate, total rejection and renunciation of working, 
including faith as a working.  

To make this utter renunciation of working a novel 

form of working is a complete, and dangerous, misun-
derstanding of faith and faith’s activity, namely, the ac-
tivity of not working.  

Faith is not another human work that cooperates 
with the work of Christ in accomplishing the salvation 
of the sinner.  Faith is not the means of salvation as a 
human “doing.”  The gospel of grace rejects all human 
working as contributing to salvation, including faith as 
a human “doing.”

To contend that, because faith always “does,” that is, 
works, salvation is by faith and faith’s “doing,” or that 
salvation is by faith as a “doing” is ominously similar 
to Rome’s argument that, because faith loves, salvation 
is by faith and love.  Faith does indeed love, but justifi-
cation is by faith alone, without its loving (on our part).  
So also, faith always works (does), but salvation is by 
faith alone, without its works and working (by us). 

The fear, or accusation, as the case may be, that 
Hoeksema, and we who stand with him on the issue, 
are hereby constrained to answer those who ask, “what 
shall I do to be saved?” (in any sense whatever) with the 
absurd words, “do nothing,” displays ignorance of the 
truth of the matter.  Perhaps then, this response to the 
fear, or accusation, may help to achieve unity among us:  
to everyone who asks, “what must I do to be saved?” the 
loud, clear, unembarrassed, urgent answer is, “repent of 
your sins and believe on Jesus Christ crucified and ris-
en!” (with an exclamation point).  And this answer is, 
in fact, the emphatic declaration, “Do nothing!” (with 
an exclamation point).  “Do nothing!”  “Do absolutely 
nothing!”   

The issue of salvation by faith as a human “doing” 
or by faith as a not-doing was settled at the Synod of 
Dordt.  The decision of Dordt was reaffirmed by the 
Protestant Reformed “Declaration of Principles” in the 
early 1950s. 

Prof. David J. Engelsma 

Response:

Brother Engelsma:
You are right, I should not have responded to Hoek-

sema’s statement “We must do nothing” with the retort 
“Nonsense!”  The retort was unbecoming and some-
thing on which HH’s critics would pounce.  In fact, af-
ter I submitted my response, and then read it later in 
the SB, I chided myself and wished I had written some-
thing along these lines instead, “With all due respect, I 
disagree with Hoeksema’s explanation of the apostle’s 
response to the Philippian jailor, namely, “you are to 
do nothing,” as if that was the emphasis and what the 
apostle was seeking to convey.”  As I stated in a later 
response, I esteem HH highly and am in agreement all 
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down the line with his dogmatics and the theology he 
championed at great cost.  He deserved better from my 
pen.  My apologies to our readers.

That said, before I deal with the essence of your let-
ter, a couple of other matters.  First, let me state that I 
take exception to your statement that one of the editors 
(namely myself) was guilty of “calling Herman Hoek-
sema’s denial that faith is a work ‘nonsense.’”  That I 
never did.  Of course, faith is not a work.  And to sug-
gest it should be viewed as such would make one guilty 
of heresy.  What I disagreed with was HH’s explanation 
that what the apostle required of the Philippian jailor in 
response to the gospel call was that he was to “do noth-
ing.”   And that is a different issue.  Let us not forget 
that no less worthy than Calvin had a much different 
view than Hoeksema when it came to explaining the 
spirit behind the same question asked by Jews of the 
apostles on Pentecost and then the apostolic response 
informing them what they were to do.  I refer all once 
again to Calvin’s sermon on Acts 2:36, 37, a passage 
with striking similarities to the Acts 16 passage.  I trust 
we are not going to charge Calvin with being guilty 
of turning repentance and faith into works or a new 
works-righteousness after all.

The issue of antinomianism

Second, I take exception to the notion that the issue of 
antinominaism was extraneous to this controversy with 
its ensuring debate.  Contrary to your assertion, it was 
not a “red herring.”  It was plain from the outset that 
the orthodoxy of the phrase “in the way of” was part 
of what was being challenged, as in, “Is fellowship with 
God (its ongoing enjoyment), as well as reassuring one 
that he is a believer, to be found (experienced) in the 
way of obedience?  And, is obedience unto godliness 
(that is, the ‘must’ of good works) to be preached and 
exhorted with that reality in mind?”

That the above assertion is true is clear from what 
is found in various documents treated by our broader 
assemblies over the past few years.  Even after the 2018 
synodical decisions declared the phrase “in the way of” 
to be orthodox and useful in explaining the necessary 
relation between the godly life and the blessings of sal-
vation, the issue has not been laid to rest.  A signifi-
cant amount of time had to be spent by our most recent 
synod dealing with protests and appeals that continued 
in various ways to challenge the legitimate use of that 
phrase.  

Simply put, to challenge the orthodoxy of the phrase 
“in the way of,” as it ties in with the benefits and ne-
cessity of good works in the life of the Christian, opens 
the door to antinomianism.  And where that error is 

present, hyper-Calvinism with its opposition to the Re-
formed truth of ‘duty faith’ rears its head as well. 

My raising the issue of antinomianism in my first ar-
ticle in the SB on the Fourth Head of the Canons of 
Dordt was neither a “red-herring,” nor was it an implied 
disagreement with the decisions of the 2018 Synod, as 
some have insinuated.  

I was assigned the Fourth Head (on Irresistible 
Grace) for the SB as we marked the 400th anniversa-
ry of the Canons.  It cannot be denied that the Fourth 
Head was drawn up as it was, in part, to refute the Ar-
minian charge that the rigorous Calvinism of the truly 
Reformed and its emphasis on election and sovereign 
grace would lead to antinomianism and what is now 
known as a ‘hyper-Calvinism.’  Claimed the Arminians, 
the fullness of the gospel call to faith and repentance 
would be truncated.  Men would be viewed as mere in-
capable, unresponsive ‘stocks and blocks.’  Scriptural 
phrases such as “whosoever wills” and “Turn ye, turn 
ye, for why will ye die, O house of Israel” would be 
rendered suspect, either muted or altogether ignored in 
the gospel calls.  Such declarations would, by the Cal-
vinists, be judged to place too much emphasis on the 
calling and necessary response of man to these gospel 
exhortations and calls. 

Not so, as the Fourth Head makes plain (III/IV, 17 
and V, 14).  Why not?  Because the Holy Spirit, who sets 
free the will of the elect, is pleased to use these exhor-
tations to weigh upon their hearts and consciences in 
order to bring about conversion and prompt the activity, 
the response of faith (believing).

And, it was with the Canons in mind, as I was writ-
ing my October 1, 2018 SB editorial, that I could agree 
with the doctrinal decisions drawn up by the 2018 Syn-
od.  I did not judge them to hinder or fetter the freedom 
of the gospel call with its command to all and sundry to 
repent and believe.  

Nonetheless, if we learn anything from history, it is 
that the threat of the ‘hyper’ mentality has remained a 
very real threat to Reformed orthodoxy.  And it has not 
been unknown in our own churches.  In the mid-1980s, 
Classis West dealt exactly with that error in one of our 
churches, as some sought to mute the full gospel preach-
ing with its exhortations and warnings.  We both served 
as delegates at that Classis, as I recall.  And others of 
our colleagues can tell us, they have had on occasion 
to deal with this same mentality in their pastoral min-
istries.

So, a reminder in my October 1, 2018 article that the 
Canons, though a 400-year-old document, have always 
been and still remain “in season.”  
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As to faith and doing

Now back to your letter and your contention that faith 
is not to be referred to as a ‘doing.’  You state, “[Faith] 
is not a work of ours upon which salvation depends, or 
a work of ours that cooperates with grace, or the means 
of salvation by virtue of its being a working of ours.”

Dominating that sentence is the word “work,” de-
claring that faith is not a work, our work, in any sense 
of the word.  With that I agree.  The activity of faith to 
which the gospel calls us is not to be confused with a 
work, our working, in any shape or form.  Faith is cer-
tainly not some kind of a new, substitute work, a “do-
ing” on which our salvation now depends.  Such would 
smack of conditional theology.  Neither have I used such 
language, as I have stated more than once. 

But your point is that to refer to faith as a “doing” on 
our part in any sense would imply that faith is a work 
after all, and, therefore, the word “doing” in connection 
with faith must be erased from our vocabulary.  Others 
in our circles have expressed the same conviction.  

Having read the objections and fears of yourself and 
others, perhaps it is time to cease referring to faith as a 
“doing” lest it appear we have turned faith into a work-
ing.  This in the interests of removing this as an issue 
creating division in our churches and bringing unity 
again.  For my part, I am willing to do that.

However, that said, I note that you were compelled 
to refer to faith as an activity, in fact, as the believer’s 
activity.  You state, “And this believing, although it is 
obviously spiritual activity by the believer [!], is, in real-
ity and emphatically, a not-working.”

I note that you do not call believing an activity “in 
the believer,” nor even “of the believer” but “by the 
believer.”  Precisely correct, the language that is to be 
maintained at all costs.  Exactly my point and concern 
from the beginning.

It is that perspective, that believing is a spiritual 
activity by the believer, that brings us to what I am 
convinced is at stake in this whole controversy and re-
sulting debate.  In the interests of eliciting and calling 
forth that activity, namely, the response of one actively 
and consciously believing and laying hold upon Jesus 
as one’s only hope and righteousness, the question has 
become, what phrases will be countenanced and consid-
ered orthodox in our midst?  I must admit I have begun 
to wonder whether even that phrase, “laying hold upon 
Jesus,” is not suspect with some these days.  After all, 
it refers not just to the eye of faith and looking to Je-
sus, but to the hand of faith (cf. Belgic Conf., Art. 22) 
reaching out like the women with the issue of blood to 
touch the hem of Jesus’ garment—a gospel passage that 
is filled with practical applications to those sitting under 

gospel preaching with its call.  The use of such phrases 
in our preaching as they are found in Scripture, phras-
es formulated by a passage itself, ought not be, must 
not be, rendered suspect of being unorthodox, as if they 
somehow magnify man and make salvation dependent 
on man.

That said, my chief concern is the freedom of lan-
guage in the call of the gospel on the mission fields.

Are missionaries, when approached by those who 
come with the same question as that of the Jews on Pen-
tecost and of the Philippian jailor, asking “What must 
we do?” to have the boldness simply to say, “You must 
repent!  You must believe!”   

Early in his sermon on the Philippian jailor, Hoekse-
ma states that members of his congregation would say, 
“But dominie, we must believe!”  To whom he says he 
responded, “No!  No, we mustn’t believe.  Why don’t 
you say, we do believe (emphasis HH).”  He said this, 
no doubt, due to a fear that some had a conditional cov-
enant mentality. 

To be sure, in a congregation of believers such might 
be an appropriate response due to certain misconcep-
tions some have, though even there, surely, neither the 
“must” of repentance, nor the “must” of believing to 
this or that word of God must be thought out of place.  
But it is entirely another matter to respond that way on 
a mission field.  For the apostle to have responded to 
the as yet unbelieving Philippian jailor in his perplexi-
ty with the words, “You have faith,” would have been 
completely improper.  

The calling actively to believe, confessing Jesus as 
God’s Christ and one’s own Savior, had to be laid upon 
the jailor.  In similar fashion, the repentance unto faith 
had to be called forth in the Jews who in Acts 2 asked 
that same question.  In neither instance did the apostles 
say, “Do nothing” or, “There is nothing you are called 
to do.”  

In their preaching the apostles certainly would have 
made the point that for salvation there was nothing that 
a man could do or imagine he should do to make himself 
worthy of salvation and righteousness.  Not even one’s 
faith.  It is in and of and by Christ and His work alone.  
That is gospel truth.  Either this truth would have been 
brought home to the hearers previous to the command 
to repent (as in the Acts 2 account), or it would have to 
be brought home following the gospel imperative, “Be-
lieve” (as in the Acts 16 account).  But faced with that 
question “Sirs, what must we do?” by inquirers not yet 
believers, “Do nothing” was not the apostolic response 
or words.   

Why not?
Because the impression must not be left with the in-
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quirers that not only was there nothing they could do to 
make themselves worthy of salvation, but neither was 
there anything further required of them.  “What must 
you do, you ask.  Nothing, nothing further is required 
of you.”  As if it was enough that they realized they were 
guilty sinners and worthy of God’s wrath for their past 
lives and deeds.  

Not so.  Something was yet required of them, namely, 
a response, the proper response to the call of the gospel, 
which is to say, heart-felt repentance to be expressed in 
the one instance and faith as believing in the other (two 
sides of the same coin).  And such a response is not a 
nothing, it is something.      

Who can deny that faith, faith as believing in the Je-
sus as Lord and Savior, is the proper response to the 
gospel call, or is what the command of the gospel re-
quires of the hearer?  It is urgent, while it is yet “to-
day if ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts” 
(Heb. 4:7), lest one be charged in the day of days with 
not obeying the command of the gospel (Rom. 10:16).  
It is what the Holy Spirit by the call of gospel and its 
command draws out of the regenerated person whose 
heart He has pricked by the gospel truth proclaimed 
(Acts 2:37).  It is the solemn responsibility to be laid by 

the gospel preacher upon everyone who comes under the 
gospel call.  And until one is willing to express this faith 
and believing under the promiscuous call of the gospel, 
one cannot consider himself to be saved.  Without this 
response, it is evident that the Spirit has not yet made 
one willing in the day of His power.  

This is the freedom of the call of the gospel which 
gospel preachers must have.  For my part I am con-
vinced we can do that without referring to faith and 
believing as a “doing.”  But we cannot do that if we 
deny the calling of the gospel preacher to make plain to 
the troubled inquirer that there is a proper, necessary 
response required of (by) him, namely, believing on the 
Lord Jesus Christ as the one only ground of and hope 
for salvation with God.

Faith as believing:  a spiritual activity by the believer.  
With that I am in complete agreement.  If we agree on 
that, as apparently we do, we are in basic agreement 
both as to faith and the preaching that the Holy Spirit 
is pleased to use to draw His gift of faith into proper 
activity and expression.

Yours in Christ’s service,
Rev. Kenneth Koole

All around us
Rev. Martyn McGeown, missionary-pastor of the Covenant Protestant Reformed 
Church in Northern Ireland, stationed in Limerick, Republic of Ireland

Madness in British Columbia; 
Pope Francis and Al Azhar el-Tayeb

Madness in British Columbia

We live in an age in which there is a new hierarchy of 
rights, with transgender rights currently at the apex.  
Because of the perceived rights of “sexual minorities,” 
more and more small business owners feel the pressure.  
We have already seen Christian bakers, florists, and 
photographers harassed for declining to service same-
sex weddings.  Transgender activists are now targeting 
small businesses also to demand official recognition of 
their “gender identity.”  One controversial case came 
to light recently, and although Christians will not be 
affected in this case, for they would not practice such a 
profession, a disturbing story from Canada shows the 
direction in which transgender activism is heading. 

Jonathan Yaniv calls himself Jessica Yaniv and is 
seeking a female aesthetician to wax the hair around 
his private parts.  (I am trying to make this report as 
family-friendly as possible, and I deliberately avoid links 
to articles because they usually include a picture of 
Yaniv.)  In 2018 Yaniv filed sixteen human rights com-
plaints with the British Columbia Human Rights Tribu-
nal because the business owners in question declined to 
provide the service that he demanded.  Many of these 
aestheticians are immigrants from a non-Canadian 
culture, they work from home, they are married, and 
they have small children at home.  Moreover, as they 
attempted to explain, they provide their services only 
to women.  Yaniv booked appointments through social 
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