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Every Mouth Stopped

We need to know the law of God if
wewould claim to know the grace
of God. We need to know what God
demands of us. The conclusion of
knowing what God demands of us
is understanding that we are sin-
ners. We need to know that be-
cause we are sinners we are under
a curse. Those under a curse de-
serveonething: wrath. Thosewho
deserve wrath deserve a place of
wrath: Hell. We must understand
thesethings, if wearetolook for a
Savior and be satisfied with Jesus as
the only way.

What the Law Reveals
If you want to know the grace of

God, you must know the Law of
God. First of all our misery isde-
scribed in the Law of God. The
Law of God describes our sta-
tus. Wearealiensinaforeignland.
That, in essence, isthe message of
the catechism.

Question Three of the Heidelberg
Catechism asks. How doyou come
to know your misery?’ The word
misery means“alien”. How doyou
come to know that you are an
alien? How do you come to know
that you are outside of where you
are supposed to be? You are for-
eignersin aforeign land. You are
supposed to be somewhere, but you

are not there. You are an alien.
When you read thelaw of God your
heart should be stricken. You
should be able to say “I am not
what | was created to be.” You are
inmisery. Youareanalien. You are
outside of where you need to be.

Weareforeignersinaforeignland
of our own doing. Weinherited our
sinful flesh through Adam. Inaddi-
tion, the Bibletellsusour guiltin-
creases day after day. Who goesto
bed at night saying: “Well, | did a
little bit better today. Today | wasa
little bit more perfect. Today |
sinned alittle bit less’?

No, we do not go to bed that way.
We go to bed recaling as the
Psalmist says “while you are on
your beds, search your hearts’, and
we remember our guilt.
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Weareinaforeignland of our own
doing and we are not ableto return
by our owndoing. Lord’'sDay Two
teaches us that we naturally hate
God and our neighbor. Weare prone
to hatethem. No creature canlove
God unlessheisborn again of God.

We arein thisforeign land of our
own doing. We are not able to re-
turn of our own doing, and we do
not want to return. That'sthe mes-
sage of Romans 3. “Thereis none
righteous; no, not one.” Paul goes
ontotell usin Romans 3:9-18 that
each part of our body - our tongues,
our throats, our bodies - arefilled
with unrighteousness. We don't
want to come back to God.

TheLaw of God would haveyou
see that you ar e accountable to
God. We are under the law. When
you read Romans 3:19 “Now we
know that what things soever the
law saith, it saith to them who are
under the law”, you can ask your-
self who is “under the law”. The
very next phrase tells you exactly
who isunder the law because Paul
writes “that every mouth may be
stopped”. Who is under the law?
Every mouth isunder the law. Ev-
ery mouthisto be stopped, so every
person is under the law.

We are silenced because of the
Law’s message. We sense our ac-
countahility to God and it reveals

our failureto please God. Jesus said
all thelaw isto befulfilled. Not one
jot, not onetittlewill passaway until
thelaw isfulfilled.

Jesus warns us, “ Think not that |
am cometo destroy the Law or the
Prophets. | am not cometo destroy
but tofulfill” (Matthew 5:17). Jesus
cameto seethat the Law gets kept.
Jesus goes on to take Old Testa-
ment commandmentsand explains
themin away that would make sure
that they get kept not only outwardly
but inwardly in the heart.

The Law reveals that we fail to
please God. Wefail to love Him,
and Jesuswould have usknow that.
By nature we hate God and our
neighbor. InRomans 3:18thereisa
summary of what Paul has to say
about those who know their sin.
“There is no fear of God before
their eyes.”

Why the Law Was Given

To what end or purpose does God
give the law? To reveal our sin so
we will seek His grace. That's the
simpleanswer. To make man know
his sin. Look at verse 20 again.
“Therefore by the deeds of the law
theresnall nofleshbejustifiedin his
sight.” If you read the law, even if
you understand the law, itisnot go-
ing to help you be better. It is not
goingto helpyou liveaperfect life.

Q: How do you cometo know

your misery?

A: The Law of God tedlsme.

TheLaw isgoingto help you under-
stand that you cannot live aperfect
life. You aredoing wrong. Your out-
ward sins, your direct disobedi-
ence, and your inward sins, your
heart and mind sins, are all an of-
fense to God. Man isto know his
sin.

God hasgivenyou thelaw to make
you know your sin. He has also
given you thelaw so that onceyou
know it, your mouth will be silent.
R. C. Sproul has some wonderful
lectures on the Book of Romans.
When he gets to this text he says
the “essence of this text is God
saying ‘Shut up’”. Thefirst time
you hear that, it hitsyou askind of
rude, but if anybody hastheright to
tell you to“ Shut up” itissomeone
in authority over you, and, of
course, that is God.

That means there is no excuse.
That means you have no way to
wiggle out. God says “ Shut up”.
Jesus says the Holy Spirit will be
sent to the church and into the
worldto convict of sin, to convict of
righteousness, and to convict of
judgment. Thisiswhere we sepa-
rate the outward professors of re-
ligion from the inward professers
of religion. Thisis where we are
ableto see the difference between
those Christians who have no true
faith and those who havetruefaith.
The person without true faith
knows nothing of that conviction.
Heknows nothing of distresswhen
he thinks of his sin. The person
who hasthe conviction of the Spirit
is distressed. His mouth is silent.
He has heard God say “ Shut up”.

Has God told you to “Shut up”?
Have you discovered that when
you hear of sin that you are to just
simply closeyour mouth and offer
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No excuse, just own up to it?

Jonathan Edwards made a habit of
writing out resolutions. Not New
Year's resolutions, but resolutions
for life. He would read those reso-
[utionsevery Monday morning. One
of his resolutions was that when-
ever he heard of someone else’'s
sin, any time someonewould come
and darerepeat to him an offense or
sin of another person, that hewould
use that occasion to think of how
wicked and awful hisown sinwas.
Instead of thinking in judgment
over that person, he would unite
with that person and say “how |
hate myself, for | anasinner and |
struggle with those same tempta-
tions and failures.”

That is agood way to be silenced.
Has God told you to “Shut up”?
HasHesilenced your mouth?1f He
has, itisto bring you to grace. Look
again at Romans 3:19-20. There
you see that every mouth isto be
stopped and all the world may be-
comeguilty before God. Then espe-
cially pay attention to verse 20.
“Therefore by the deeds of the law
thereshall nofleshbejustifiedinHis
sight: for by the law is the knowl-
edge of sin.” We are thankful for
that because we also know what
verses 21 and 22 say “but now the
righteousness of God without the

Q:

perfectly?
A:

law ismanifested, being witnessed
by the law and the prophets; even
the righteousness of God whichis
by faith in Christ Jesus.”

What awonderful world! What a
reason to cry! What a reason to
have hopeinthislife! A reason to
havealight heart! You know God's
law. You know your own heart. You
know what you deserve, and yet
you know that you havefound grace
through faith in Jesus Christ. Re-
joiceinhislove.

Proper Use of the Law

How shall you usethisknowledge?
To convict you of sin, first of all.
You should use this knowledge to
let your heart come under the con-
viction of sin. Isthere any onewho
does not need a healthy dose of
conviction? Is there any one who
thinks they have risen to such a
placewherethey do not haveto ev-
eryday search their heart? You
need conviction of sin.

Secondly, you should use this
knowledge to let God teach you
again Hisgrace. You areto come
under the conviction of sin so that
you can be converted again to rely
on the grace of God. Do you take
a step forward? It is the grace of
God. Do you take another breath?

Can you liveupto all this

No. | haveanatural tendency

to hate God and my neighbor.

It is the grace of God. May you
speak aword of loveto aneighbor?
It is the grace of God. Use this
knowledgeto realize how much you
depend on the grace of God.

Third, use this knowledge to see
that you are no better than any
other man. Many times people
come to me and say in so many
words, “Pastor, | am better than
someone else.”

| havetotell you how many timesl
do that. In my attitudes, in my
words, inmy failureto love, inmy
sdlfishness, in my contentment with
who | am, | tell everyone by my
actionsand deeds, I'mreally doing
quitefine. I'mreally pretty special.
| don't see myself as| ought and |
don’t humble myself as| should.

Usethisknowledge, usethisinfor-
mation to seethat you are no better
than any other man. You may be
dressed nicer, but you are no better.
You may have learned more man-
nersthen some, but you are no bet-
ter. You might have been given bet-
ter mental ability, better physical
ability, you might have great prow-
essinsomeskill, but you areno bet-
ter. Remember Jonathan Edwards
conviction, if you hear of someone's
sin, letitlead you to loath yourself.
Knowledgeisnot givento you that
you may bewiser, itisgiventoyou
inthe grace of God to change you.

Rev. Zachary Anderson is
Pastor of the Seventh
Reformed Church in Grand
Rapids, Michigan.
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Justification by Faith
Inthe Theology
of Norman Shepherd

Reformed Christians have been
perennially engaged in defending
thedoctrineof justification by faith
alone against itsdetractorsin other
theological traditions. At times,
however, debates over thedoctrine
have raged even within Reformed
circles. Norman Shepherd, former
Associate Professor of Systematic
Theology at Westminster Theol ogi-
cal Seminary (Philadelphia) and
pastor in the Christian Reformed
Church, has been at the center of
such debatesrecently inthe Ameri-
can Reformed world. This article
seeks to define the issues at stake
in these debates and to evaluate
Shepherd’sdoctrine of justification
from a Reformed standpoint.

The Shepherd Controversies

Norman Shepherd began teaching
systematic theology at Westminster
Seminary (Philadelphia) in 1963. In
the mid-1970s, controversy over
Shepherd's teaching broke out in
the Westminster community andin
the Orthodox Presbyterian Church,
in which Shepherd was serving as
a minister at the time. Though
Shepherd’s teaching on a number
of related theological issues was
caledinto question, thekey point of
debate was whether he held to the

Reformation’sdoctrine of justifica-
tion by faith alone, as expressed in
the Westminster Standards, or had,
in one way or another, lapsed into
teaching that justification was by
faith and works together.

Shepherd had both defenders and
detractorsintheingtitutionsinwhich
he served, and only after a pro-
tracted series of events was he fi-
nally dismissed from his teaching
post in 1981. At thistime, he also
left hispresbytery, wheredisciplin-
ary charges had been filed against
him, and joined the Christian Re-
formed Church. He served pastor-
ates in the CRC in Minnesota and
Illinoisbeforeretiringin 1998.

Given the contours of this history,
the Shepherd controversy may seem
to bemoot and of little current inter-
est. However, the recent appear-
ance of Shepherd’s short book, The
Call of Grace, has brought many of
these old questions back to the sur-
faceand hasstirred up considerable
debate among American Reformed
people. One of the difficulties in
evaluating Shepherd’s teaching on
thedoctrine of justification hasbeen
thelack of awritingtrail. Though his
1979 unpublished paper, “ The Grace
of Justification,” hassurvived, there

was little hard evidence of what
Shepherd actually believed. The
Call of Grace, then, has provided
what was long missing: an ex-
tended discussion by Shepherd
himself onthebiblical teaching on
savation.

Thequestionfor thisarticle, there-
fore, concerns Shepherd’'s views
on justification and their consis-
tency with the historic Reformed
teaching.r Although Shepherd
makes use of much orthodox ter-
minology, | argue that he has ar-
ticulated adoctrine of justification
that is persistently ambiguous and
that redefines the relationship of
faith and works in away at odds
with the traditional, biblical doc-
trine.

The Doctrines of Faith &
Justification

It must be acknowledged from the
outset that Shepherd’ swritingson
justification do make use of terms
and particul ar articulations of doc-
trines that are common to Re-
formed theol ogy. For example, he
states: “Faith lays hold of Jesus
Christ and His righteousness and
therighteousnessof JesusChristis
imputed to the one who believes.
This s the distinctive function of
faithinjudtification whichit shares
with no other grace or virtue.”?
Similarly, in another place he sets
forth a very standard Reformed
distinction between justification
and sanctification: “ Justificationis
an act of God'’s free grace with

The key point of debate was whether he [Shepherd] held to the
Reformation’s doctrine of justification by faith alone.
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respect to His people whereby He
pardonstheir sin and acceptsthem
as righteous on the ground of the
righteousness of Jesus Christ im-
puted to them and received by faith
alone. Sanctification is awork of
God's free grace in them whereby
He transforms them progressively
into the image of His Son.”3

Nevertheless, thereare many things
in Shepherd’ swritingsthat call into
guestion what hereally meansin his
use of such language. Perhaps the
most striking exampleis his con-
tinual claim (in*“The Grace of Jus-
tification” and especially in The
Call of Grace) that faith must be
“living,” “obedient,” and “active.”

Thedefinition of faithiscritical for
the doctrine of justification, for the
Reformed doctrine of justification
“by faith alone” presumes a par-
ticular understanding of faith, onein
whichfaithissharply distinguished
from works or obedience. In the
Reformed view, faith s
extraspective, a trust that looks
outside of oneself and rests upon
the good works of Christ that
earned our salvation. In contrast,
obedience consists of the good
works that a person himself pro-
duces, works that flow from faith
and only by God's grace. By faith
we are justified; by obedience we
are not.

Seeninthislight, Shepherd suse of
phrases such as“obedient faith” is
inherently ambiguous. Such a
phrase could refer ssimply to afaith
that isalwaysaccompanied by obe-
dience, and this would be wholly
consistent with Reformed theol ogy.
However, it could also refer to a
faith that is itself obedience, or, to
put it another way, to afaiththat is
conceived in such broad termsthat

it consistsnot only of ahumblerest-
ing upon Christ and his work for
salvation, but a so of our obedience
and good worksthat God demands
of those who are in covenant with
Him. Insuch acase, itisnot by be-
lieving alone that we are justified,
but by believing and obeying to-
gether.

In contrast to the clear precision of
traditional Reformed theology in
distinguishing theroles of faith and
obedience, Shepherd never care-
fully defineswhat histerminology

There are many
thingsin Shepherd's
writings that call
into question what he
really meansin his
use of language.

means. Though the very presence
of ambiguity is problematic for
such an important subject, a fair
evaluation of Shepherd’stheology
must try to probe beneath the am-
biguity and clarify what Shepherdis
attempting to communicate.

Unfortunately, despite someindica-
tionsto the contrary,* the evidence
pointsto the conclusion that Shep-
herd indeed prefers an understand-
ing of faith that makes good works
not merely thefruit of faith, but an
element of faith itself. This idea
emerges quite prominently in the
second half of “The Grace of Jus-
tification.” Here he writes that
faith“entailsobedience’ (13) andis
“invariably intertwined with repen-
tance” (19). While such expres-

sions might possibly be given an
orthodox spin, a number of other
statementsin thisdocument arefar
lesssusceptibletoit. For example,
hewritesthat saving faithisafaith
that “yields obedience to the com-
mands of Chrigt” (16) andthat “for-
sakes sin and ungodliness” (17).
Along the same lines, he calls the
forsaking of sin and rebellion “an
act of faith” (20).

Faith has been turned from the
extraspectivetrust in the obedience
of another into an act in which the
believer himself offers obedience.
Thisconfusion of thefaith that jus-
tifieswith the obedience of sancti-
fication isalso manifest when Shep-
herd explainsthat “aliving and ac-
tivefaithisthefruit of the regener-
ating and sanctifying work of the
Holy Spirit.” (15) This turns the
Reformed doctrineonitshead: faith
isnot thefruit of sanctification, but
sanctification isthefruit of faith!

In hismore recent work, Shepherd
continues to speak of obedience
and good works as part of faith it-
self. For example, hewrites. “ Faith
is required, but faith looks away
from personal merit tothe promises
of God. Repentance and obedience
flow from faith as the fullness of
faith. Thisisfaithfulness, and faith-
fulnessis perseverance in faith. A
living, active, and abiding faithisthe
way in which the believer enters
into eternal life.”® Following the
train of thought hereisnot easy, but
thelogic seemsto be something like
this: “repentance and obedience”
constitute the “fullness of faith;”
the “fullness of faith” is“faithful-
ness;” “faithfulness’ is* persever-
ance in faith"—all four of these
termsor phrasesareevidently iden-
tical. What then isthe significance

6
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that Shepherd, inthevery next sen-
tence and without a hitch, again
refers somewhat climactically to
the saving necessity of a“living,
active, and abiding faith?’ Theob-
viousimplicationisthat this“living,
active, and abiding faith” iswhat is
meant by the “fullness of faith,”
whichinturnimpliesthat faithful-
ness, perseverance, and repentance
and obedience are themselves part
of this“living, active, and abiding
faith.” Repentance and obedience,
then, thevery thingsthat Reformed
theology has so carefully distin-
guished from faith, become aspects
of faith in the end.

Thereisstronger and perhapseven
more problematic evidence that
when Shepherd says that we are
saved by aliving and obedient faith
he means a different kind of faith
fromthat of the Reformed tradition.
Shepherd says that Christ himself
has “living and active faith.”®
Christ’s faith, then, becomes the
model: Christ had obedient faith
and thus we are to have obedient
faith likeHis. What could be objec-
tionableabout this? Consider astan-
dard Reformed definition of faith
found in the Westminster Confes-
sion of Faith (xiv.2): “the principa
acts of saving faith are, accepting,
receiving, and resting upon Christ
alonefor judtification, sanctification,
and eternal life.” Of courseg, it is
nonsense to say that Christ ac-
cepted, received, and rested upon
Christ for justification, sanctifica-
tion, and eternal life. Christ did not
need amediator inwhomto put His
faith—He isthe mediator.

Christ, unlike us, did not need sav-
ing faith because He, unlike us, re-
ally wasobedient! Theunavoidable
conclusion is that when Shepherd

refersto Christ Himself as exhibit-
ing theliving and obedient faith that
weareto emulate and by which we
aresaved, heobvioudy hasin mind
akind of “faith” that is different
from the “faith” of the Reformed
confessional statements. What are
theimplications?f we are saved by
alivingfaiththat islike Christ’sliv-
ing faith, then we are saved by a
faith whose principal acts are not
accepting, receiving, and resting
upon Christ. Traditionally (and bib-
licdly), weaffirm salvation to be by

When Shepherd says
that we are saved by
a living and
obedient faith he
means a different
kind of faith from
that of the Reformed
tradition.

Christ’s works (as the ground of
justification) and through our faith
(astheinstrument or means of jus-
tification). In Shepherd’ streatment,
works and faith come bundled to-
gether, displayed first in Christ and
then imitated by us.

Shepherd & The Reformed
Tradition

There are certainly many other is-
suesin Shepherd’stheol ogy of jus-
tification that would be of relevant
consideration here. Given the con-
straints of space, however, onefinal
matter that deserves brief attention
concerns Shepherd’ smotivationsin
writing. Ishesmply trying to restate
the standard Reformed doctrine of

faith and justification, however un-
successfully? Or is he really at-
tempting to revisethe doctrine? On
theonehand, if heissimply trying
to be afaithful Reformed theolo-
gian, thenitiscertainly puzzling that
he forsakes the clear distinctions
of the Reformed tradition for the
ambiguouslingo of “ obedient faith”
andthelike, evenretaining the use
of such language in The Call of
Grace despite the decades of
complaintsabout suchterminology.
Ontheother hand, if heisactually
attempting to restate thetraditional
doctrine, then it does not seem too
littleto expect him—in his office of
Reformed minister and seminary
professor—to be forthright about
hisintentions. Yet, Shepherd sends
hisreadersconflicting signals.”

Shepherd isalso unclear about the
relationship of his own Reformed
tradition to the Roman Catholic
doctrine of justification. Giventhe
historical battlesof thelast half-mil-
lennium, hisperspectiveonthe Ro-
man Catholic understanding of sal-
vationiscertainly of pressing inter-
est. In the opening pages of The
Call of Grace, Shepherd makes
referenceto theimportant debates
of the past decade engendered by
Evangelicals and Catholics To-
gether. However, immediately af-
ter cdling attention to thisimportant
movement, he declines further
comment on it (though he returns
to it very briefly, and no more
clearly, later inthe book). He states
abruptly that he declinesto discuss
the “nuances’ of the arguments
that have been made in its wake.®
What could be more important,
however, than the nuances? Grace,
faith, Christ, good works—all of
theparties, Roman Catholic aswell
as Protestant, affirm them. The
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differencesareinthedetails. Ques-
tions such as the precise nature of
saving faithanditsrelationship with
good works may indeed be nu-
ances, but they are nuances upon
which people have staked their
eternal destinies.

Conclusion

That Norman Shepherd’ stheology
of justification has attracted interest
within Reformed circlesin the past
isindisputable, andthat itisagaina
matter of great curiosity seemsin-
creasingly true. Whatever the im-
portance of the variety of matters
hotly debated among Reformed
Christians, the present issueisun-
doubtedly of the highest urgency,
for the nature of the Gospel is di-
rectly at stake. In light of this, our
churches ought to be vigilant in
keeping the clear distinctions of the
Reformed doctrine of justification
fromfallinginto flaccid ambiguity,
and persistent in refusing to revise
the life-giving message that our
faith, and not our obedience, justi-
fies.

Notes

1. Theauthor recently reviewed Nor-
man Shepherd’'s book, The Call of
Grace: How the Covenant Illuminates
Salvationand Evangelism (Phillipsburg,
NJ: P& R, 2000), in Modern Reforma-
tion, val.11, no.2 (March/April, 2002):
38-40. Some of the present material
originally appeared inthisreview.

2. Norman Shepherd, “The Grace of
Justification” (unpublished paper,
Westminster Theological Seminary,
Philadelphia, PA, 1979), 3.

3. Ibid., 14.

4. For example, Shepherd seemstodis-
tinguish faith from obedience and
good workswhen he speaks of faith’'s
“distinctivefunction” and “ distinctive

office,” inthe accomplishment of jus-
tification; seeibid., 3-4.

5. The Call of Grace, 50.

6. See, for example, the particularly
troubling statements in The Call of
Grace, 19: “All of thisismadepossible
through the covenantal righteousness
of Jesus Christ. Hiswasaliving, active,
and obedient faith that took him all the
way to the cross. Thisfaith was cred-
ited to him as righteousness.”

7. In “The Grace of Justification,”
Shepherd does call a number of stal-
wart Reformed theologians to his de-
fense. Among thetheologians he cites
on various points are John Calvin,
Francis Turretin, and J. Gresham
Machen, in addition to a number of
citations of the Westminster Confes-
sion of Faith. At the sametime, healso
gives hints of alingering dissatisfac-
tion with the sufficiency of the tradi-
tional doctrine of faith and obedience.
For example, it soundsvery much like
traditional Reformed reasoning when
he statesthat “those who truly believe
in Jesus Christ will inevitably manifest
thisfaithin obedience” (“The Grace of
Justification,” 13). However, though
he admitsthat thisistrue, he addsthat
“it does not yet explain why Jesus and
the Apostlesgo on to exhort meninthe
way of obediencethat leadsto eternal
lifeand to warn them against disobedi-
ence which leads to destruction.”
What needs to be added to the usual
Reformed answer? For Shepherd, itis
the recognition that God deals
“covenantally” with his people (14).
How Shepherd’s covenant theology
compareswith that of the broader Re-
formed tradition is certainly acritical
issue, though constraints of space
permit only afew brief comments. It
may be noted that Shepherd’s defini-
tion of “covenant” (on p.12 of The Call
of Grace) makes a covenant simply a
relationship of friendship instead of
alsoalegal, forensic relationship, and
hisdefinition also failsto allow for the
important distinctions that Reformed

covenant theology has made between
the covenant of workswith Adam and
the covenant of grace with redeemed
sinners (as described, for example, in
Westminster Confession of Faith, vii.2-
3). Shepherd also opinesthat thereisa
“glimmer of hope” of reconciling evan-
gelical and Roman Catholic views on
justification if both would adopt a
“covenantal” understanding of salva
tion (The Call of Grace, 59). Thisalso
suggests that Shepherd is trying to
add something new to standard Prot-
estant articulations of thedoctrineand
thusalso to transcend ol der (and some-
what passé?) Roman Catholic-Protes-
tant debates.

8. The Call of Grace, 4.

This article is a reprint from
Katekomen, a publication of
Greenville Presbyterian Theo-
logical Seminary, Volume 14, No.
1, Summer, 2002, pp. 23-26.

Dr. David Van Drunen isthe
Assistant Professor of System-
atic Theology & Chrigtian Ethics
at Westminster Theological
Seminary in California.
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John Cavinand

Chrigtian Piety (1)

Many writers who reflect on the
lifeof John Calvin arequick to criti-
cizehim and hislater followersfor
their spiritual apathy, even coldness.
These writers associate the Pastor
of Genevawith acold theology and
asteely mind; rarely is he said to
demonstrate alife of warmhearted
devotionto God.

You can find such negative evalua-
tionsexpressed about Calvin dating
back to hisown day. Consider, for
example, Calvin's one-time fol-
lower and friend, Jerome Bol sec.
Later, after abandoning the evan-
gelical faith and returning to
Romanism, Bolsec claims that
Calvinwaslittlemorethan anarro-
gant, cruel, and greedy man. He
writes that as the Reformer lay on
his deathbed, eaten with lice and
vermin all over hisbody asdivine
punishment, he was cursing and
blaspheming against God.* And so
began along tradition of Calvin-
bashing, particularly among
Romanist writers. A Calvinbiogra-
phy, authorized for reading by
French Catholics well into the
twentieth century, depicted him as
adeceitful and despotic man with
an unfeeling heart.2

With that kind of dander, nowonder
that Calvin's followers also have

been treated with contempt by
many writers even to the present
day. Consider thislinefrom are-
cent Associated Press story about
the current political scene in the
Netherlands: “Why isacountry of
16 million people, one of the small-
est and least vocal in Europe, at the
forefront of liberal legidation? And
why did it happen in acountry that
embraced the dourest, most regi-
mented stream of Christendom,
Calvinism?’? |sit redly true that
Calvinists are the dourest (and
sourest) anong al Christiansinthe
worldtoday?

Or read what an American evan-
gelical, Laurence Vance, hasto say
in hisbook entitled, The Other Sde
of Calvinism: “Nothing will
deaden achurch or put ayoung man
out the ministry any more than an
adherence to Calvinism. Nothing
will foster prideand indifferenceas
will affection for Calvinism. Noth-
ingwill destroy holinessand spiritu-
ality as an attachment to Calvin-
ism.”4

Of course, we have to admit that
critics of Calvinism can find ex-
amples of shipwrecked spirituality
initsnearly five hundred year his-
tory. But these criticsalso have to
agreethat someimmorality isfound

inal Christian movementsthrough-
out church history. In thisregard,
Calvinists are no different than
other believers. Sin and temptation
to sin are “equal opportunity em-
ployers,” recruiting people across
denominational and theological
lines.

Inthisarticle, andinitscontinuation
next month, | want to demonstrate
how eagerly and intensely John
Calvin focuses upon Christ-cen-
tered godlinessin hiswritings. In-
deed, living aholy Christian lifein
response to God’s saving us from
our sinsthrough Jesus Christisan
important theme, if not the main
theme, in Calvin's thinking. The
apostle Paul declares in Romans
12:1,"1 urgeyou, brothers, inview
of God’'s mercy, to offer your bod-
ies as living sacrifices, holy and
pleasing to God.” Reflecting on
these words, Calvin writes*“...\We
ought to meditate on holiness
throughout thewhole of our life.”®

In Calvin's writings, even in his
deepest theological writings, you
will find him often using the Latin
word, “pietas.” Usualy thisword
simply isgiven an Englishtrandlit-
eration: “pietas’ isrendered “pi-
ety.” But to our modern earswhen
someone speaks about “piety” or a
“pious’ Christian we think of an
elderly grandmother, sitting quietly
in her chair, reading her Bible for
hours at a time. Many “pious’
Christians today reserve one or

Living a holy Chrisgtian lifein response to God's saving us from
our sinsthrough Jesus Christ isan important theme, if not the
main theme, in Calvin’sthinking.
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even two “quiet times” for their
devotionseach day. Others, intheir
expression of “piety” might wear
“WWJD” bracelets on their wrists
or carry littlecrossesin their pock-
ets. Butisthiswhat Calvin hasin
mind when he writes about Chris-
tian “pietas’? | would say, “No.”

The illustrations of “piety” given
above have more to do with what
church historians call “Pietism”
than with “piety.” Pietism isthe
label given by church historiansto
a movement originating among
German Lutheransin the late sev-
enteenth century. This movement
impacted later Dutch Precianism
and English Methodism. Certain
themes of Pietism were trans-
ported to America in the Second
Great Awakening and later reap-
pear in Pentecostal and Holiness
movements. For many Christians
today Calvin’sreferencesto “piety”
areliableto misunderstanding due
to Pietism.

CalvinusestheLatinword “ pietas’
to render the biblical Greek word
“eusebeia,” often translated in
English as* godliness, worship, re-
ligion.” Given the historical bag-
gage associated with Pietism | think
itispreferableto render “pietas’ as
“godliness’ or even “Christlike-
ness.” Indeed, when you read
Calvin'swritings, you will bestruck
by how often he stressesgodly liv-
ing as “Christlikeness.” One of
Calvin'sgreat ministry goalswasto
promote Christian pietas, urging
believersto grow in the true piety
of Christlikeness.

John Calvin employs pietas as a
main theme in his magnum opus,
the Institutes of the Christian Re-
ligion. Thefinal edition of theIn-
stituteswas published in 1559, just

fiveyearsbeforehisdeath. Asyou
may know, Calvin sent thefirst edi-
tion of his Institutes to the French
king, Francis|, who had been grow-
ing increasingly hostile to the Re-
formers. Look at thefirst two sen-
tences of the twenty-three page
letter (in English trandation) which
Calvin sent to the king along with
the Institutes:

When | first set my hand to
this work, nothing was
farther from my mind, most
glorious King, than to write

When you read
Calvin’s writings,
you will be struck by
how often he stresses
godly living as
“Christlikeness.”

something that might
afterward be offered to Your
Majesty. My purpose was
solely to transmit certain
rudiments by which those
who are touched with any
zeal for religion might be
shaped to true godliness
[pietas].t

There it is—pietas, godliness,
Christlikeness—found already in
the second sentence of what
amounts to an introduction to the
Institutes. Calvinexplainsthat his
purposeinwritingisredly two-fold:
to give asummary of basic Bible
teachings, and, asaresult of doing
this, to help Christians be shaped
unto “truegodliness.” Notice how
Calvin connects*“head” to “heart.”

Right knowledge of God isinsepa-
rably linked toright living for God.
Only the most unfair of criticscan
make the slanderous accusation
that Calvin and later Calvinistsde-
stroy Christian godliness and holy
living.

Calvin emphasizes pietas also in
the opening pages of hisInstitutes.
Book One, chapter one, servesasa
brief three-page introduction to the
entirework. Calvin here explains
how the knowledge of God is con-
nected to the knowledge of onesdlf.
Then, just four pagesinto thethou-
sand-page Institutes, Calvin de-
clares:

Now, the knowledge of God,
as| understand it, isthat by
which we not only conceive
that there isa God but also
grasp what befitsus and is
proper to his glory....
Indeed, we shdl not say that,
properly speaking, God is
known where there is no
religion or piety [pietas]”
(1.2.1; p. 39).

God cannot be properly known,
says Calvin, apart from pietas, that
is, truegodlinessor Christlikeness.

L ater, in that same section, Calvin
giveshisdefinition of biblical piety:

“I call ‘piety’ [pietas] that
reverencejoined with love of
God which the knowledge of
his benefitsinduces’ (1.2.1;
p. 41.).

A reverence of God joined to adeep
lovefor God—thisisChristian piety
in the best sense of the word. A
few pageslater, Cavin defines“rea
religion” as“faith sojoined withan
earnest fear of God that this fear
also embraces willing reverence,

10
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and carries with it such legitimate
worship asisprescribedinthelaw”
(1.2.2; p. 43). Faithin Godjoinedto
reverential fear of God, which is
accompanied by worship in the
broadest sense: offering the whole
self as awilling sacrifice, out of
gratitude to God. This cannot be
reduced to merefeeling—it isfeel-
ingbutitisasolifestyle—livinga
holy lifewhilemoved by loving rev-
erence for God.

In hisearlier published catechism,
Calvin emphasizes that the
Christian’s exercise of piety to-
wards a holy God ought not arise
out of terror of Hisjudgment:

... true godliness [pietas]
does not consist in a fear
whichwillingly indeed flees
God'sjudgment, but sinceit
cannot escape is terrified.
True godliness [pietas]
consists rather in a sincere
feeling which loves God as
father as much as it fears
and reverenceshimasLord,
embraces hisrighteousness,
and dreads offending him
worse than death.”

By embracing God' srighteousness,
the righteousness of Christ, the
Christian must not be terrified of
God's condemnation. Though at
timesthe Christian’sconscienceis
“harried by disturbed alarm, and
amost torn to pieces’ thinking
about God'sjudgment upon hissin,
yet in assurance of salvation
through Christ the Christian must be
“convinced by afirm convictionthat
God isakindly and well-disposed
Father toward him” (I11.2.16; p.
562). Itisout of that love for the
Heavenly Father that the Christian
will desiretoliveintrue pietasbe-
fore God.

Any unbiased reader of Calvin's
works continually will be struck by
hisrecurring theme of pietas—bib-
lical godliness. Yes, Calvinwas a
rigorous thinker and theologian.
But never did he set orthodox the-
ology against holy Christian living.
Indeed, just the opposite: correct
Christian theology necessarily will
lead to greater godliness:

“...the only legitimate
commendation of doctrineis
that it instructs us in the
reverence and fear of God.
Thus we are taught that the
man who has made most
progressin godlinessisthe
best disciple of Christ, and
the only man who should be
counted areal theologianis
he who can build up men’s
consciences in the fear of
God.”8

So may our biblical and Calvinist
doctrineslead al of ustoincreasing
godliness as disciples of Christ
Jesus.

Notes
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Rev. Paul Murphy in

New York City

On Friday, January 31, 2003, Rev.
Paul T. Murphy wasinstalled asas-
sociate Pastor of West Sayville
Reformed Bible Church (URC-
NA). Rev. Murphy, along with his
wife, Julie, and their children Shan-
non, Joshua, Jodl, Peter, Abigail will
have their membership at West
Sayville. Theingtalationwasnicely
attended with representativesfrom
several URCNA churches (it was
great to see Elder Peter Moen of
Pompton Plainsafter 10 years!), at
least one OPC minister, and many
folks from churches under care of
the Consistory of Messiah’s Con-
gregation.

Rev. Murphy ischarged with plant-
ing aReformed church near Ground
Zero in Manhattan. The church —
caled Messiah'sReformed Fellow-
ship (MeRF) — isunder the over-
sight of Messiah’'sCongregationin
Brooklyn, NY. It meetson Lord's
Days at four 0’ clock in the after-
noon.

Thefirst worship service was Feb-
ruary 2, 2003. Morethan 70 souls
were in attendance. We expect the
attendanceto drop because several
were attenders came as a “first-
timeencouragement,” including Dr.
Paul Szto of the Queens CRC, with
his entourage, and Rev. Ken Klett
of a PCA in New Jersey, with his
largefamily (hiswifewasraisedin
the Netherlands Reformed Church,
by the way).

Still, only the Lord knows: atten-
dance just might increase. The
work is being promoted in several

ways. Our weekly radio show on
WMCA (570 AM; 10pm Wednes-
days) hasresulted inmany inquiries.
And Murphy sermons are now
posted at www.sermonaudio.com/
MeRF. If attendance goes up,
people may just haveto find acozy
spot on the floor of the lovely
chapel. The meeting place was
filled to capacity yesterday. We
rent the sanctuary of the beautiful
Seamen’s Church, 241 Water Street
— just north of the Fulton Street
Seaport (within sight of the site
where the Twin Towers stood).

Please encourage all your Manhat-
tan friends, relatives and acquain-
tances to visit this new Reformed
work. You, too, areinvited if you
are visiting New York City. Note
also the Thursday evening Bible
studies (7pm) which meet at 323 E.
82nd Street (between 1st & 2nd
Avenues,; downstairs).

Wetruly praise God for awonder-
ful installation serviceand apower-
ful first worship service. | would
especially liketo thank thefollow-
ing brothers:

* The Officers and members of
West Sayvillefor acting quickly
and decisively. Weare blessed to
beableto partner withyouinthis
outreach, and we praise God for
your mission-minded hearts. Pas-
tor Don Hoaglander has really
risen to the occasion.

* The Consistory of Dutton URC
for permitting Rev. Murphy to ac-
cept the call (he served Dutton

for 13 years and it wasn't easy
letting him got).

* Dr. N. Kloosterman for providing
counsdl toW. Sayvillein structur-
ing thismissionary call. URCNA
Church Order is a “work in
progress,” and Dr. Kloosterman's
assistancein navigatingit wasin-
valuable.

* Dr. PY. DeJong for enthusiasti-
cally promoting this cooperative
enterprise. Our first blessing
from Dr. DeJong cameyears ago
by way of hisexcellent commen-
tary on the Belgic Confession,
“The Church’s Witness to the
World.” Our whole church stud-
iedit. He has blessed us most re-
cently by helping us concretely
witnessto “theworld” represen-
tatively gatheredin NYC.

* Mr. Brian Harrington for hisvision
and missionary zeal.

* Messiah's supporters, officers
and staff for making it all happen.

PLEASE PRAY for this new work
in New York, awork dedicated to
the glory of God, and to the Re-
formed faith which best servesthat
glory on earth.

Rev. Steve Schlissel is the
pastor of Messiah's
Congregationin Brooklyn,
New York.
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S — Lo
Legaism: The

Perennid Heresy

Therecent, intense mediacoverage
of 1dlam has provided areminder of
the power and grip that legalism
holds upon the human mind. Itisa
perennial view that we must keep
the divine law and thereby earn
heaven by human merit. Five cen-
turies ago, Martin Luther drew a
radical distinction betweenthegos-
pel of grace and the legalism of all
other religions outside of biblical
Chridtianity:

“For if the article of justification be
oncelost, thenisall true Christian
doctrinelost. And asmany asarein
theworld that hold not thisdoctrine,
are either Jews, Turks, Papists or
heretics’ (Commentary  on
Galatians). As Luther contem-
plated religions of worksinthe six-
teenth century, he immediately
thought of Judaism, Islam as ex-
emplified by the Ottoman Turks,
late-medieval Roman Catholicism,
and various other heretical splinter
groups.

The Ancient Jewish Leaven

The Pharisaic movement of thefirst
century demonstratesthe tendency
of legalismto dideintofanatical ex-
cess. Even as Jesus pronounced
woe upon the Pharisees, He re-
flected upon their lack of balance:
“For you tithe mint and dill and
cummin, and have neglected the
weightier provisionsof thelaw: jus-
tice and mercy and faithfulness’
(Matthew 23:23). They were, as
Paul testified, ‘ The strictest sect”
(Acts 26:5). Paul’s assessment
wasan insider’s perspective, for he

himself had been a Pharisee, and
“astotherighteousnesswhichisin
the Law, found blameless’
(Philippians 3:6). By grace, he
came to embrace atruly Christian
perspective regarding law righ-
teousness, the righteousnessthat a
person seeksto build up by meticu-
lous keeping of God's law. He
came to regard his past religious
achievementsasdung (astheKing
James nicely translates the Greek
skubalon in Philippians 3:8). For
Paul, therewas something far supe-
rior to human righteousnesswhich,
at best, isnothing but filthy ragsin
thesight of aholy God (Isaiah 64:6).
Paul desired “the righteousness
which comes from God on the ba-
sisof faith” (Philippians 3:9).

Infecting Even the Church

The power of Pharisaic life and
thought is demonstrated in its out-
break even within the apostolic
church. Luke explicitly refers to
“the Phariseeswho had believed,”
in the sense that they indeed be-
lieved that Jesus of Nazareth was
the Messiah (Acts 15:5). Their po-
sition articulated at Antioch and at
Jerusalem was that salvation de-
pends upon the keeping of the di-
vine law, namely the practice of
circumcision and the observation of
theMosaic Law, intermsof itscer-
emonia aspects(Acts15:1,5). The
position of the Judaizers, of course,
was completely rejected by the
Jerusalem Council. Peter nicely
affirmed the gospel message that
God cleanses hearts“ by faith” and

that “we are saved through the
grace of the Lord Jesus’ (Acts
15:9,11).

Unfortunately for the church, the
Jerusalem Council did not forever
bury thelegalistic mentality, which
resurfaced in monasticism and the
idea that the devoted monk earns
eternal life. Benedict of Nursiare-
flectsthelegalistic mentality which
became so wide-spread in the me-
dieval church: “Let us, therefore,
gird our loins with faith and the
performance of good works, and
following the guidance of the Gos-
pel walk in His paths, so that we
may merit to see Him who has
called us unto His kingdom™ (The
Rule of Saint Benedict). Luther,
commenting uponthereligiouslife
of many during histime, declared,
“They build their confidence ... on
the works they have done” (Trea-
tise on Good Works).

The Islamic Contagion

Early in the seventh century, anew
legalistic religion appeared through
the efforts of Mohammed who saw
himself asbeing in continuity with
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. In
reality, the discontinuity between
Mohammed and thebiblical religion
of grace istotal. Consider, for ex-
ample, the Islamic doctrine of
jihad. John Keegan, the premier
military historian of our time, has
rightly observed, “Muhammad, un-
like Christ, wasaman of violence;
he bore arms, was wounded in
battle and preached holy war,
jihad” (A History of Warfare,
p.33). Although many Muslims
have been and are peaceful, Islam
itself isareligion of violence. Inthe
century following the death, of
Mohammedin 632 A.D., the Arabs
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conguered one of the largest em-
piresin history, reaching from the
Indus River inthe East to Spainin
theWest. In addition to this histori-
ca evidence, thereisthetextual evi-
dence coming from the pen of
Mohammed himself who exhorted
hisfollowers: “O youwho believe,
fight the unbelievers who are near
to you” (Koran 9:125). The Is-
lamic armieswhich exploded out of
the Arabian peninsulawielding the
sword of conquest were motivated
by Mohammed's example and his
summonsto fight theinfidel.

The fundamental distinction be-
tween true Christianity and Islam,
however, hasto do with the antith-
esis between a religion of grace
and areligion of law. The contrast
isstrikingly illustrated in terms of
Suleiman the Magnificent, the six-
teenth-century Sultan of the Otto-
man Empire. No doubt, in histime,
he was the most powerful man on
the earth. Luther certainly recog-
nized theincomparabl e strength of
his forces. “The Turk is such a
mighty lord,” Luther wrote, “that no
kingdom or land, whatever it is, is
strong enough toresist him, unless
God performs amiracle” (OnWar
Against the Turk, p. 184). Al-
though CharlesV controlled more
territory, he neverthelesshad limits
placed upon his power in the posi-
tion of Holy Roman Emperor.
Suleiman, in contrast, was an abso-
[utist. Also known as Suleiman the
Lawgiver, his objective wasto es-
tablish the perfect order, governed
by Idamiclaw. Whatever Suleiman
decreed became a regulation for
life. For Suleiman, therewasasuc-
cession of great men in history:
Moses, then Jesus, followed by
Mohammed and finally Suleiman
himself.

But while Suleiman conquered in
the Balkans and even laid siege to
Vienna, Luther in Germany
preached and lived avery different
theology. Defining what he meant
by the concept of passive righ-
teousness, Luther wrote, “For in
this we work nothing, we render
nothing unto God, but only we re-
ceive and suffer another towork in
us, thatisto say God” (Commentary
on Galatians).

Thefundamental
distinction between true
Christianity and I slam
hasto dowith the
antithesis between a
religion of grace and a
religion of law.

Things to Remember

Thelegitimacy of the sharp antith-
esisdrawn by L uther between bib-
lical Christianity and all other reli-
gionsis underscored by Paul’s as-
sessment of what the Galatians
embrace of the Judaizer’ steaching
realy entailed. “I am amazed,”
Paul wrote, “that you are so quickly
deserting Him who called you by
the grace of Christ, for adifferent
gospel; whichisreally not another”
(Galatians 1 :6-7a). Their desertion
from the apostolic gospel involved
their reception of areligion which
was not another of the same kind,
but one which was completely dif-
ferent. Thus, he must warn that the
attempt to be received by God
through human effort and
achievement is disastrous: “You
have been severed from Christ,
you who are seeking to be justi-
fied by law; you havefallen from

grace” (Galatians 5:4).

The Jews, steeped in the mentality
of legalism, once asked Jesus,
“What shall we do, so that we may
work the works of God?’ (John
6:28). This indeed is the typical
guestion of the natural man who
knows not the gospel: What work of
righteousness shall we do? How
shall we establish our own righ-
teousness (Romans 10:3)? Jesus’
response is crucially instructive:
“Thisisthe work of God, that you
believein Him whom He has sent”
(John 6:29). Luther indeed properly
maintained, “ Thefirst, highest, and
most precious all good works is
faith in Christ” (Treatise on Good
Works). What, though, does it
mean to believe in Christ? Jesus
himself gives the answer in the
same discourse: “Hewho comesto
me will not hunger, and he who
believes in me will never thirst”
(John 6:35b). The parallel clauses
aresignificant: To believein Christ
isto cometo Him. If wecome, He
assures us that He will receive us:
“All that the Father gives me will
come to me, and the one who
comesto mel will certainly not cast
out” (John 6:37).

Through Christ and Christ alone,
apart fromworks, we have hope, a
gloriousfuture: “ Thisisthewill of
my Father, that everyone who be-
holds the Son and believesin Him
will have eternal life, and | myself
will raise him up on the last day”
(John 6:40).

Rev.Mark J. Larsonispas-
tor of Catawba Valley Pres-
byterian Church (OPC) in
GraniteFalls, North Carolina.
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Sound Bites

The Outlook - 1971

January 1971

“We need make no apology for
our avowed intention to continue to
engage in controversial writing as
the need arises. The church on
earth, inasfar asitisatruechurch,
ismilitant and not yet triumphant,
always in tension, and constantly
not yet able to be at ease in Zion.
Controversy merely  for
controversy’ssakeisreprehensible
to be sure, but compromise and
hush-hush when the truth is at-
tacked and the churchisinjeopardy
is cowardice or even treachery.”

We've Changed Our Name
John Vander Ploeg

“...in the Installation
Service...wearebeing reminded of
our needs. We are being told that
Christ cares for His Church. We
arebeing instructed that these men,
earthen vesselslike us, have atre-
mendous God-giventask. And see-
ing all this, we should bow our
heads and heartsin gratitudeto the
Lord.”

On Special Assignment
Jerome M. Julien

March 1971

“Itisbothinteresting and instruc-
tive to note how our Lord repeat-
edly directed criticsand questioners
back to the Biblefor them to know
the truth of a matter and what is
right. And, however unschooled
and unsophisticated we may appear
in doing so, so often the only way
out of our maze of questions, prob-
lems, and difficultiesistodojust as
Jesus did.”

* % kx % %

“It is disturbing to become in-
creasingly awarethat thereligious
and theological milieu of our timeis
so greatly characterized by prob-
lemsinstead of solutions.”

“ Have Ye Not Read?”
John Vander Ploeg

“There can be no true under-
standing of history nor cantherebe
atrue evaluation of historical pro-
cesswithout that tremendous’* 1’ at
the center - | amthelight, | am the
bread, | amthedoor, | amtheway!”

The Harvest of Calvary
Leonard Greenway

“Everyone who deplores the
present fragmented existence of
the Reformed family of churches
can only dread the prospect of fur-
ther fragmentation.”

News of the Dutch Churches
Martin H. Woudstra

April 1971

“When the Word of God is no
longer the basisfor theological re-
flection, then thereisroom for ev-
ery wind of change and onethrows
open the doors to every new cul-
tural phenomenon which pops up.
Then men stand above the Word
instead of being subjected to the
Word.

Does Theology Still Have a
Future?
Johan D. Tangelder

May 1971

“Whoever gets off the track of
divinerevelation in Genesis had
better beware lest helose all sense
of direction as he stumbles from
one error to the next, further and

further away from the ‘ Thus saith

theLord’ intherest of theBibleas
well.”

Another Look at Lever

John Vander Ploeg

“Havewetheright to stigmatize
brothers and sisters, who have
withdrawn from adenomination out
of love for Jesus Christ, as being
schismatic?’

* % * % %

“...aschismaticisonewhotears
the Church apart by repudiating the
doctrines of the Church, and one
who usesfoul meansto draw many
others from the Church with him.
If a person or group of persons
withdrawsfrom our Church peace-
fully and starts anew Church with
thethreeformsof unity asthefoun-
dation stones of their ecclesiastical
structure, can we say that they
havetorn the Church apart and are
therefore schismatics? Isthe unity
of the Church found initsstructure,
or isit found in the spiritual life
which the Church expressesby vir-
tueof aliving faithin JesusChrist?’

About “ Schism” : Another Point
of View
Cornelius J. Van Schouwen

“It has become a growing con-
viction with this observer that dis-
ruption of unity withinthe churchis
caused not so much by the
conservative'slack of understand-
ing of the nature of the church asby
the dishonesty of members of the
church who remain within it al-
though they can no longer accept
theinterpretation of theWord or the
confessional standards founded
upon it held by the church.”

Dishonest Church Members
Arthur Besteman

June 1971
“1f we speak out to the best of
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our ability, each with thetalentsthe
Lord has entrusted to us, in the
Lord’s strength - and then, in spite
of al our efforts, the church and our
institutions go the wrong way, we
shall be clear before God! |f for
fear of the adverse reaction of cer-
tain people, we keep silent, the
Lord will indeed hold us account-
able.”
Preachers Without Fear
John G. Kruis

July 1971

“...our synods, at times, act
morelikeapeopl€e scourt thanlike
an ecclesiastical body.”

Commends Articles
Peter J. Sluys

August 1971

“We can never expect to pro-
mote the Christian faith by attack-
ing the Scriptures. One can never
lead men to believe in Christ by
saying Hewas mistakeninwhat He
taught. FaithinHim doesn’t permit
attacking Hisauthority.

The Problem Isn’t Science but

Unbelief
Peter De Jong

September 1971

“...let’'snever get thesilly notion
that young people are doing God,
the elders, and the minister afavor
whenthey arein church. Theprivi-
legeistheirs. Which, of course, is
true of ustheir eldersalso. To be
allowed an audiencewith the Lord
of lords and the King of kings -
well, there are just no wordsto re-
ally say how unworthy every sinful
mortal is of an honor as great as
that.”

Going to Church? Watch Your
Sep!
John Vander Ploeg

December 1971
“God had apurposeinmaking us
channels of His grace, and that
purposeisto forward obedienceto

the Lord among men.”

Evangelism - Sdeline or
Lifeline?
Garrett H. Stoutmeyer

“...isit not true that ‘your ad-
versary, thedevil, asaroaringlion,
walketh about, seeking whom he
may devour’? (I Peter 5:8). Of
courseitis, but lionsdo not roar as
they stalk their prey out inthe wil-
derness. They roar when they are
brought in cages to the arena, as
they were in Peter’s day, in order
tokill and eat for the entertainment
of spectators. These lions that
Peter and his readers knew were

till controlled by their lion trainers.
And Satanis controlled by God to-

day.”
Millennialism and Missions
Timothy Monsma

“This world needs more Chris-
tians to enter the many spheres of
the Kingdom, with fewer church
pronouncements. Thechurchisnot
fulfilling her mandate when she
entersupon territory not belonging
to her; we do not live under athe-
ocracy.”

About “ Synod’s Right to

Speak”
Peter Sluys

Correction Notice

A number of changeswereinadvertently printed which were not in the origi-
nal manuscript of the two-part article, “ The Snare of Misdirected Pity,” inthe
December 2002 and January 2003 issues of The Outlook. One factor was an
innaccurate fax machine. This notice is printed in deference to the authors
guoted. Please note the following corrections:

“J should bethemiddleinitial for William Bennett.

“F” should bethe middleinitial for John MacArthur.

December 2002 issug, p. 5, column 2, 2™ quotation isfrom p. 82.

P. 7, column 1, quotationisfrom p. 116.

January 2003 issug, p. 4, column 3, 1st quotationisfrom p. 206.
P. 6. column 3, quotationisfrom p. 85.

Corrections to the content of the quotations include the following:
Dec. 2002:

P. 5, column 1, the beginning of Bork’s quotation should read: Wood and
Manchester areright. Equality is"thesingle most powerful and radical
ideological forcein all of American history” and ... .

P.6,coumn 1, “... [W]e" should begin the Bergman quotation.

P. 7, column 1, The Dobson quotation, lines 22 & 23 should read: friendsin
the mainstream mediacontinue ... .

Jan. 2003:

P. 5, column 3, lines 32 & 33 should read: nowadays “ adults define them
selvesaschildren’s... .

P. 6, column 2, the paragraph following (p. 138) isalso aquotation from
William J. Bennett’sbook, p. 138.

P. 6, column 3, the last line of the quotation by John F. MacArthur should
be: Christ asLord or Savior.

16

©—
The Outlook —J=




Eval uating the New Perspective

on Paul (1)

Scripture, Confession, and Historical
Reconstruction

Any evaluation of the new perspec-
tive on Paul faces a number of
daunting challenges. Sinceaconsid-
erable part of the argument for a
new approach to theteaching of the
apostle Paul restsupon E. P. Sand-
ers historical reconstruction of the
pattern of religion known as “ sec-
ond temple Judaism,” some evalu-
ation of this reconstruction is re-
quired. One of the oft-repeated
claims of advocates of the new
perspective is that the older view
failed to read Paul’ sepistlesintheir
historical context, whether interms
of their Old Testament background
or the Judaism prevalent at thetime
of their writing. A particular histori-
cal understanding of Judaism, con-
sequently, has become a major
linchpininthe argument for anew
view of the apostle Paul’ steaching.
This means that any evaluation of
the new perspective that fails to
reckon with the historical studiesof
E. P. Sanders and others on the
nature of second temple Judaismis
not likely to beregarded asadequate
to the task.

Many authorswho are sympathetic
to the new perspective also insist
that we need anew or fresh look at
the Paulineepitles, onethat isfreed
from the constraints of the older
Reformation reading. To seek to
defend the understanding of the
gospel that is reflected in the con-
fessions of the Reformation is to
risk the scorn of those who view

their project asalong-overduelib-
eration of exegesisfrom dogmatic
strictures. Those who defend the
Reformation’sunderstanding of the
doctrineof justification areregarded
as would-be “guardians of ortho-
doxy,” whose captivity to an older
doctrinal system and paradigm
makestheir work outdated and out-
of-step.! If a revolution has oc-
curred in Pauline studies, the older
Reformation paradigm being dis-
placed by a new paradigm, then
those who are found on the pre-
revolutionary side of thisparadigm
shift risk being dismissed as the
theological equivalent of “flat
earthers.” It isafearful thing, in-
deed, to swim against the stream of
what is now acknowledged as the
reigning paradigmin Pauline stud-
ies.2 In the view of many propo-
nents of the new perspective, the
older commentariesand treatments
of the Pauline epistlesare seriously
handicapped by their Reformation
assumptions regarding Judaismin
thefirst century. A critical evalua-
tion of the new perspective re-
quires, therefore, not only aconsid-
eration of the new understanding of
Judaism associated with the work
of E. P. Sanders but also are-read-
ing of the Pauline epistles against
the background of the new under-
standing of Judaism.

Though these challenges may seem
daunting enough, thereisthefurther
complication of the fluid nature of

the so-called new perspective. As
we have previously noted, many
authorswhowritein sympathy with
the new perspective, object when
this perspectiveistreated asthough
it wereuniformly understood by its
adherents. Some authors specifi-
cally object tothelanguage of “the”
new perspective. Attentioniscalled
tothediversity of viewpoint among
itsproponents. Dueto thetentative-
ness of many of the historical stud-
iesof Judaisminthefirst century of
the Christian era, it is frequently
acknowledged that a great deal of
further study is needed. All of this
contributes to a situation that is
much likethat confronting amarks-
manin ashooting gallery at the ar-
cade. How isit possibleto hit atar-
get that isin constant motion and
that, so soon asyou get abead oniit,
has bobbed up or down, or disap-
peared altogether?

Asl| embark upon my critical evalu-
ation of the new perspective, ac-
cordingly, | am well aware of the
modest and limited character of
what will be presented. What | will
offer is an evaluation that raises a
number of key questions that the
new perspective fails to answer
adequately. In addition to raising
these questions, | shall offer a de-
fense of several of the key aspects
of the Reformation’sunderstanding
of the apostle Paul, particularly its
understanding of the doctrine of
justification. My evaluation, how-
ever, will remain, in the nature of
thecase, something of apreliminary
assessment of the new perspective.
A more fulsome and adequate
evaluation of the new perspective
would require afar more lengthy
and extended treatment of many
issuesthat | will only briefly consider.®
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Thepriority of Scripture

Because so much of the new
perspective' s understanding of the
apostle Paul is shaped by E. P.
Sanders' study of Second Temple
Judaism, wewill begin our evalua-
tion of the new perspective by rais-
ing several questionsregarding his
conclusions. However, beforedoing
so, we need to consider therelative
importance of Scripture, confession,
and historical studiesfor our deter-
mination of the apostle Paul’s un-
derstanding of the gospel.

In order to assess the new
perspective’s claims regarding
Paul’ s understanding of the gospel
and justification by faith, we must
ultimately appeal to theteaching of
the Scriptures, especialy the
epistles of the apostle Paul. The
debate regarding the correctness of
the Reformation’s understanding of
thedoctrineof justification can only
be settled in away that conformsto
the Reformation’s insistence that
“Scripture alone” (sola Scriptura)
is the supreme standard for deter-
mining the nature of the gospel.
Whatever the usefulness and need
for historical studiesthat placethe
Scripturesintheir historical context,
we have to take care that the ten-
tative results of such studies not
inappropriately influence our inter-
pretation of thebiblical texts. Even
though historical studies may play
animportant rolein theinterpreta-
tion of Paul’s epistles, which were
written on particular occasionsand
in aspecia historical setting, they
must always be subordinated to the
arguments and specific claims of
the epistles themselves.

What | havein mind by this obser-
vationisnot adefenseof abiblicism
that ignores history. Rather, | have

in mind to warn against a kind of
historical scholarship that inappro-
priately predetermines the exege-
sis of biblical texts. For example,
someone might argue on the basis
of historical studiesthat the kind of
Judai zing tendency the apostle Paul
opposes in Galatiansis not repre-
sented in the literature of second
temple Judaism. Consequently, the
apostle Paul isguilty in Galatians of
creating akind of “straw man,” a
profile of a Judaizing tendency that
simply did not exist inthefirst cen-
tury, in order to make his casefor a
certain understanding of the gospe.
The point of thisillustration at this
pointisnot to say that writers of the
new perspective are necessarily
guilty of such an approach. The
point issimply to warn against the
real temptation to employ historical
studies as a kind of matrix or grid
for thereading of Paul’sepistles, so
that the actual teaching and argu-
ments of the epistleare not the prin-
cipal basisfor determining Paul’s
view of things. When we seek to
determine Paul’s view of the gos-
pel, we must allow Paul’swritings
to have the first and last word.
Nothing lessthan thisisrequired, if
we are to settle the question of
what Paul meant by the gospel or
the doctrine of justification.

One of the unavoidableissuesthat
arisesin connection with thisobser-
vation isthe authenticity of all the
canonical epistlesthat are ascribed
to the apostle Paul. Readers of the
New Testament arewell aware that
therearethirteen epistlesexplicitly
assigned to Paul. However, most of
themore prominent authorswho are
associated with the new perspec-
tive follow the standard, critical
consensus of New Testament
scholarship that only seven of the

canonical epistles are genuinely
Pauline.* In this consensus, Colos-
sians, Ephesians, || Thessalonians,
and the Pastoral Epistles, are re-
garded as deutero-Pauline and
therefore not wholly reliable
sources for determining Paul’s
teaching. Though | do not concur
withthiscritical view of the Pauline
corpus, | will nonetheless restrict
most of my appeal inwhat follows
to passages in the generally ac-
knowledged epistles. Since most
everyone acknowledges the au-
thenticity of Romans, 1 and Il
Corinthians, Galatians, Phillipians, |
Thessal oniansand Philemon, refer-
ences to these epistles will be
treated as sufficient to determine
Paul’s teaching regarding the gos-
pel andjustification by faith. Rather
than becoming sidetracked by the
important question of the authentic-
ity of the canonical epistlesof Paul,
| will restrict my argument to refer-
encesfrom the generally acknowl-
edged epistles.

The place of the confessions

A somewhat more controversial
subject isthat of theroleand place
of the historic Reformation confes-
sions in our understanding of the
gospel. If the claims of the new
perspective are granted, then it is
not only necessary to take afresh
look at Paul’s epistles. But it also
becomes necessary to view the
confessions' summary of the gos-
pdl, particularly the doctrine of jus-
tification, with considerabl e suspi-
cion. Key elements of these con-
fessions—that justification is a, if
not the, central theme of Paul’s
understanding of the gospel; that
justification answers the question
how ungodly sinnerscan find accep-
tancewith God; that justificationis
by faith alone, now and in the fu-
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ture—must be rejected in thelight
of the new understanding of Juda-
ism and the apostle Paul that isin-
tegral to the new perspective. N. T.
Wright, asthetitle of hisbook What
Saint Paul Really Said makes
clear, argues that the Western tra-
dition since Augustine has largely
misunderstood the apostle Paul.
Expressing an opinion that iscom-
mon among writers of the new per-
spective, Wright insiststhat “[t]he
discussionsof justificationin much
of the history of the church, cer-
tainly since Augustine, got off on
the wrong foot—and they have
stayed there ever since.”® Even if
you factor in the possibility that
Wright is being deliberately pro-
vocative, hiswords, and the senti-
ment they express, can hardly lend
encouragement to those who might
view the Reformation confessions
asahelpful summary of the teach-
ing of the gospel.

At onelevel, of course, these sen-
timents respecting the correctness
of the Reformation’sreading of the
gospel cannot be rejected out of
hand. The confessions themselves
acknowledgethat they are subordi-
nate to the teaching of Scripture
and liableto correction if necessary.
Even the most ardent subscriber to
the Reformation confessions must
be open to the possibility that they
areinerror. Thisisrealy only an-
other way of saying that Scripture
is the supreme test of what to be-
lieve, and the confessions are true
only by virtue of their agreement
with Scripture. However, at an-
other level, these sentiments seem
to betray akind of historical pride,
even recklessness, regarding our
present understanding of Scripture
in relation to the understanding of
the past. At the very least, they

betray a kind of disrespect for the
doctrinal consensusof thechurchin
her history, or an unwillingnessto
grant akind of presumption of “in-
nocent-unless-proven-guilty” re-
specting these confessions. The
point is not that the confessions of
the Reformation are beyond criti-
cism. Rather, the modest point we
wishto makeisthat agreat burden
of proof falls to those who reject
wholesale the inheritances of the
past. Whether advocates of the new
perspective have acknowledged or
met this burden remainsto be seen.

The subordinate role of
historical reconstruction

The last observation concerns the
role and place of historical studies
in the interpretation of the Pauline
epistles. Such studiesarean impor-
tant component of any responsible
approach to the interpretation of
Scripture. For thisreason, the study
of the literature of Second Temple
Judai sm providesan important con-
text within which to read the
epistlesof the apostle Paul. Knowl-
edge of the historical setting of bib-
lical textsiscritical totheir interpre-
tation. Thus, there can be no objec-
tionin principletotheinterest of the
new perspectivein studying thelit-
erature of Second Temple Judaism
withaview toitsimplicationsfor an
understanding of the apostle Paul.

However, though historical studies
cansignificantly illuminethe mean-
ing of biblical texts, great caution
has to be exercised so as not to al-
low thetentative conclusionsof his-
torical studiesto“trump” the appar-
ent meaning of thetext initscanoni-
cal context. To argue, for example,
that the apostle Paul “could not be
opposing any kind of legalism” be-
cause we know from historical

studies that no such legalism ex-
isted at thetimeisadubious proce-
dure. If thetext seemsto say some-
thing that does not fit with our his-
torical recongtruction, it may bethat
our historical conclusionsareincor-
rect or perhaps not directly rel-
evant. When reading the Pauline
epistles, great care must be exer-
cised that our historical reconstruc-
tion of their historical context not
become the governing key to their
interpretation.

Perhapsasimpleillustration of this
point will help to make it clear.
When E. P. Sanders summarizeshis
conclusions regarding Judaism in
the time of Jesus and Paul, he of-
fers the following remark: “The
possibility cannot be completely
excluded that there were Jews ac-
curately hit by the polemic of Matt.
23 [woes against the scribes and
Pharisees], who attended only to
trivia and neglected the weightier
matters. Human nature being what
it is, one supposes that there were
some such. One must say, however,
that the surviving literature [of Sec-
ond Temple Judaism] does not re-
veal them.”® The remarkable fea-
ture of thisobservation by Sanders
isthat it only grudgingly admitsthe
remote possibility that Matthew 23,
which contains a series of woes
pronounced by Jesus against the
scribes and Pharisees, may have
hit areal, and not imaginary, target.
Whether Sanders representation of
Second Temple Judaism is correct
or not, it is striking that, upon the
basis of the assured results of his
study, heisreluctant to admit that
the account of Matthew 23 might
accurately represent at least one
strand of the Judaism in the first
century of the Christian era. It is
not my purposein citing thisrela-
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tively small point in thelarger con-
text of Sanders’ work to imply that
thisis characteristic of hiswork or
that of other writers of the new per-
spective. Rather, it only illustrates
how it is possible to put historical
studies and their tentative hypoth-
eses on apedestal abovethat of the
Scriptural texts.” Thiswe may not
do.

In our evaluation of the new per-
spective in subsequent articles, we
will need to keep these points in
mind throughout. When it comesto
Paul’s understanding of the gospel
and thedoctrine of justification, the
principal source and standard must
remain the Pauline epistles. Neither
the Reformation confessionsnor the
tentative conclusions of historical
studiesmay stand alongside or par-
allel the Scripturesin determining
Paul’s teaching. Moreover, though
the Reformation confessions are
subordinate to the Scriptures, they
must be granted considerable
weight. Due to the tentativeness of
the conclusions of historical stud-
ies—however useful and important
they may be—they do not havethe
authority of Scripture or even of the
confessions asthe church’s histori-
cal summary of Scriptural teaching.

Notes

1. Cf. N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul
Really Said (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans,
1997), pp. 19-20.

2. Cf. D. A. Carson, “Summaries and
Conclusions,” in Justification and Var-
iegated Nomism, vol. 1: The Complexi-
ties of Second Temple Judaism, ed. D.
A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001),
p. 505: “At least in the Anglo-Saxon
world, it is not going beyond the evi-
dence to say that the new perspective
isthereigning paradigm.”

3. Thereare aready anumber of excel-

lent studiesthat are more or lesscritical
of the new perspective and that offer a
defense of the essential correctness of
the Reformation’s understanding of
Paul. See, for example: Seyoon Kim,
Paul and the New Per spective: Second
Thoughts on the Origin of Paul’'s Gos-
pel (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 2001);
Simon J. Gathercole, Where is Boast-
ing? Early Jewish Soteriology and
Paul’s Responsein Romans 1-5 (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); Colin G.
Kruse, Paul, The Law, and Justifica-
tion (Peabody, MS:. Hendrickson,
1996); Thomas R. Schreiner, The Law
and Its Fulfillment: A Pauline Theol-
ogy of Law (Grand Rapids. Baker, 1993);
Frank Theilman, Paul & the Law: A
Contextual Approach (Downers
Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 1994); Mark A.
Seifrid, Christ, our Righteousness:
Paul’'s Theology of Justification
(DownersGrove, IL: Intervarsity, 2000);
and Stephen Westerholm, Israel’sLaw
and the Church’s Faith (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1998).

4. E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian
Judaism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1997), p. 431, expressesthe consensus:
“| take the sourcesfor studying Paul to
be the seven | etters whose authenticity
is unquestioned: Romans, | and Il
Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, |
Thessalonians and Philemon.”

5. What Saint Paul Really Said, p. 115.

6. Paul and Palestinian Judaism, p.
426. Onesignificant weaknessin Sand-
ers approachisevident fromthiscom-
ment. Theliterature of Second Temple
Judaism is no doubt aprincipal source
for ascertaining its religious practice
and teaching. However, what isrepre-
sented intheliterature may differ from
what wasthe casein practice. The pro-
verbial “man in the pew” often sub-
scribes to a pattern of religion rather
different from that formally expressed
intheliterature of histradition. For our
purpose thismeansthat, even werethe
literature of Second Temple Judaism
devoid of any “legalism” or legalistic

teaching, legalism may well still charac-
terizethe actual practice of segmentsof
the Jewish community.

7. Itisinteresting that thiscomment of
Sanders relates to the subject of the
profile of the Phariseesinthe New Tes-
tament. Though there is virtually no
significant literary evidence that would
help to identify Pharisaism in the first
century (Josephus is the best source,
though he writes as a defender of a
party within Pharisaism), thereisrather
ample New Testament literary evidence
regarding them. It is difficult to sup-
presstheimpression that the New Tes-
tament evidence, because it paints a
rather unflattering picture of the Phari-
sees, constitutes something of an ob-
stacleto Sanders' claimsregarding the
nature of Second Temple Judaism. For
an excellent discussion of the subject
of historical reconstructionin New Tes-
tament studies, see MoisésSilva, “The
Place of Historical Reconstruction in
New Testament Criticism” (in Herme-
neutics, Authority, and Canon, D. A.
Carson and John D. Woodbridge, eds.
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986], pp.
109-33. Silvaoffersahdpful discussion
of the Pharisees and rightly notes that
their “relaxation” of therequirementsof
God's law could encourage a kind of
legalism in which one's standing with
Godispartly based upon moral achieve-
ment.

Dr. Cornel Venema is the
President of Mid-America Re-
formed Seminary where he also
teaches Doctrinal Studies. Dr.
Venemaisacontributing editor to
The Outlook.
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Our Shamdess Culture

Our Western culture still exists, but
asatottering ruin. Its structures are
radically criticized, and many of its
traditions regjected. Michael Lind's
rant illustrates my claim. He argues
that the Judeo-Christian tradition has
contributed nothing to the devel op-
ment of afree, “tolerant, individual -
ist, commercial society” intheWest.
Healso contendsthat Christianity is
plainly hogtiletoreasoninitsoppos-
tion to “feminism, gay rights, abor-
tion, contraception, and freedom
from censorship.” A new post-
Chrigtian- nihiligtic cultureisemerg-
ing that leavesthe old onefar behind.
It is characterized by permissive-
ness, which is what most people
mean by theword “freedom” today.
No one has authority over us, they
claim.

God has been removed from the
public square. Christianity isunder
attack. It has become a minority
view. It is no longer the victorious
Christianity which embraced the
world and which grew yearly invast
numbers. It is on the defensive and
retreating. When God disappears
from one' sworldview, nothing hasa
fixed placeanymore. Eachindividual
isthen considered autonomous, free
to create his own truth and his own
normsfor morality.

Influenced by Darwinism and
scientism, a human being is no
longer viewed astheimage bearer of
God. Heisconsidered no morethan
an animal, a natural thing. Some
even serioudly arguethat humanlife
is no more valuable than the life of
animals. Media executive Ted
Turner remarked in a speech that

Chrigtianity wasto blamefor having
taught that humans are of higher
value than animals. An editorial in
WId Earth magazine suggested that
every problem on earth, whether so-
cial or environmental, is caused by
humans, and the author concluded,
“No matter what you're doing to
improvelifeon Earth, | think you'll
find that phasing out the human race
will increase your chance of suc-
cess.”

When God disappears
fromone's
worldview, nothing
has a fixed place
anymore.

But freedom from God comes at a
price. A society which privatizes
faith, cutting itself from Godislike
cut flowers in a vase. Someone
wrote, “ Set in water, cut flowerscan
flourish for afew days, beautifully;
but they soon wither because they
are cut off from the soil that alone
can nourish them. Cut away from
God our human social existencewill
wither.”

In other words, our western civiliza-
tion, great initstechnology, great in
itsorganization, great initsmilitary
might, great in its vast wealth is
without an answer to the basic hu-
man questions. It isleft tolivein a
world - hopeless, forlorn, desperate,
frustrated, full of agony, believing

that lifelacks meaning and purpose.
One pointed evidence that we are
now livingin apost-Christian culture
is the loss of shame as a demon-
strable consequence of the 1960s
sexual revolution. Already in 1971
George Huntemann published alittle
book in Germany called Revolution
of the Shameless. In it he told the
story of shameless sex in our time.

Freedom from Taboos

For many people protestsagainst the
moral breakdown of society seem
“irrational”. They even wonder:
“What after all iswrong with pros-
titution, homosexuality, lesbianism,
pornography, or drugs?’ But these
questions reflect a culture of irrev-
erence, of debunking and devaluing
moral normsrooted inthe Christian
tradition. It has led to a constant
breaking down of taboos.

Some decades ago, Newsweek fea-
tured an article, “The Permissive
Society,” inwhichit stated: “Thereis
a shattering of taboos in language,
fashion, and manners. It is part of
larger disintegration of the moral
consensus in America.” With the
disappearance of shame there has
been acorresponding risein vulgar-
ity. Many taboos on language have
also disappeared during recent
years.

Norman Mailer, novelist, journalist
and anti-Vietnam protester, wrote
about conditionsinthe United States:
“1 have indeed many obscenitiesin
my books. And | must, although |
hateit. But such languageistheonly
metaphor that can express the situ-
ation which hasbrought about Viet-
nam.” The so-called bathroom
humour, whichis prevalent in mod-
ern entertainment, has a lowering
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effect upon society. It no longer
distinguishes refinement of taste
and snobbery; it reduceseverything
toitslowest common denominator.
The obscene word or joke, the
double meaning, is used with the
intention to arouse the hearer’s
sensuality and provokeit to action,
to act sexually eventhough only in
theimagination.

Therelaxation of moral standardsis
accompanied with the exaltation of
sex. The ancient Greek goddess
Aphrodite, the goddess of erotic
love, has made a big comeback in
thelast generation or two. She used
to beworshipped openly inthe an-
cient world, either under that name
or under her Latin name, Venus.
Sexuality as such is not sinful, of
course. It givesjoy and delight, sus-
tains the bond of a husband and
wife, and propagates the human
race. But worship sexuality, and
one becomes its slave, unable to
resist its demands, even when it
impinges on the freedom and hap-
piness of others. | am thinking of
the many young people who have
becomevictimsof the sexual revo-
lution.

Clearly, their attitude toward pre-
marital sexual activity differsfrom
what most parents allow. In North
America many teenagers are
sexually active. Researcher Su
Yates commented, “for many kids,
you'reconsidered out of itif you're
not having sex - it's arite of pas-
sage.” Hence, the essence of our
shameless culture is unchastity. In
Leviticus 18 unchagtity isforbidden
to Israel. Our shameless culture
does more than tolerate unchastity,
it demands it. It has even made
sexuality acommercial commodity.

The Impact of the Media

In the course of three or four de-
cades, television has changed the
habits, knowledge, and the whole
outlook on the world of a large
majority of our Western society. It
panders to the lower instincts and
emotionsand makeserotic relations
dramatically attractive. It features
R-rated programs with all their
gore and foul language. There are
very few expressions of human

In the course of three
or four decades,
television has
changed the habits,
knowledge, and the
whole outlook on the
world of a large
majority of our
Western society.

sexuality that television now re-
gards as serious enough to keep
privatethat isto say, asinappropri-
atefor use asathemefor programs
or commercials. The advertisers,
the dollar, and the consumers con-
trol their content. Consequently,
there are no restrictions, economic
or otherwise, only the occasional
warning to parentsthat the“ foll ow-
ing program containsadult material
... etc.” The latter only serves to
ensure that more, not fewer chil-
drenwill watch. Taboos continueto
be broken in the pursuit of audi-
ences. It seemsthat little can shock
viewers anymore, least of al inti-
mate revelations about personal
lives. Some shows do not hesitate

to parade the most outlandish per-
versions, the most degraded appe-
tites.

In youth-oriented films sex is al-
most always a principal subject,
represented as ateenage obsession
and, more often than not, the pri-
mary source of teenageidentity. In
Dancing in the Dark: Youth,
Popular Culture and the Elec-
tronic Media, the authors observe
that with few exceptions, teenfilms
gratuitoudy exat sex, picturingit as
the chief goal and pinnacle of hu-
man experience. And they notethat
thelarger issues of unwanted preg-
nancy, sexual disease, and social
and emotiona tragediesareignored.
But Christians should not be sur-
prised about the developmentsin
our culture. Whenthereisnolonger
a fixed moral reference point by
which to judge behaviour, every-
thing becomes permissible, normsa
delusion, and self-restraint without
apurpose. AsRaymond Aron said,
“That God is dead means not just
‘Everything ispermitted’ but also,
and especially, ' Everything is pos-
sible’”

What is Shame?

What is shame? It isan unpleasant
feeling that overtakes us when we
do something wrong or when we
feel others see somethingin usthey
don't like. We may feel ashamed
over humiliations experienced.
Shameisborn out of fear of people
dishonouring our name. It is an
emotion that makes us feel ex-
posed. We prefer, then, to crawl far
away to a place where no one can
see us. At times we feel ashamed
of doing what is right and then
ashamed of not doing thingswhich
are morally wrong.

22

©—
The Outlook —J=




For example, Chrigtian young people
know that sexual promiscuity is
wrong but most of their non-Chris-
tian friendsthink that they areodd to
be so old-fashioned. Consequently,
they feel ashamed of doing what is
morally right in the sight of God.
Many of usmay feel ashamed when
explaining why we are Christians.
But the apostle Paul testifies, “| am
not ashamed of the gospel of Christ”
(Romans 1:16). The apostle Peter,
however, was ashamed of his Lord
and denied Him (Matthew 26:69-75).
But our Lord is not ashamed to call
His followers - His brothers (He-
brews 2:11) But He also said, “If
anyone is ashamed of me and my
words in this adulterous and sinful
generation, the Son of Man will be
ashamed of him when He comesin
HisFather’'sglory with the holy an-
gels.” (Mark 8:38) But if we are
innocent of any wrong doing, we
don’t need to feel ashamed. “Keep
your servant also from willful sins;
may they not rule over me. Thenwill
| be blameless, innocent of great
transgression.” (Psalm 19:13).

The idea of shame restsin part on
keeping something secret. By hiding
something we make it mysterious.
Clothing gives us a sense of self-
respect and identity. It isameansof
keeping a secret, and if we are de-
prived of the means of keeping a
secret, we are deprived of the se-
cret. The mystery has gone. When
we think of “modesty” and * sober-
ness’ (1 Timothy 2: 9), there can be
no doubt that the motivefor thislies
in the realization that sex is a pro-
found mystery. And this meansthat
this mystery must be preserved and
not allowed to degenerate. In the
Bible, theremoving of clothing from
specific parts of the body is often
portrayed as shameful. When the

sons of Noah, Shem and Japeth,
weretold of their father’s nakedness
they took a garment and “laid it
across their shoulders, then they
walked backwards and covered their
father’s nakedness. Their faces
were turned the other way so that
they would not see their father's
nakedness.” (Gen.9:23).

Modesty isamoral quality. Our so-
ciety cannot survive without the
control of impulseand self-restraint.
It needs awell-devel oped feeling of
shamefor the protection of chastity.

Our society cannot
survive without the
control of impulse
and self-restraint.

“All heathy men,” G.K. Chesterton
observed, “ancient and modern,
Eastern and Western, know that
thereisacertain fury in sex that we
cannot afford to inflame and that a
certain mystery and awe must ever
surround it if we are to remain
sane.”

The Root of Shame

Nowhereisthe connection between
shame and nakedness better ex-
pressed thaninthefall of Adam and
Eveinto sin. The moment Evelis-
tened to the beguiling voice of the
Serpent and ate from the tree of
good and evil, shelogt her purity. She
also gave some of the fruit to her
husband, and he ate. Their act of
disobedience had consequencesfor
creation itself. It is now under the

bondage of corruption (Isaiah 24:4-
6). From the moment they ate from
the forbidden fruit their minds and
consciences were defiled. They
could no longer see things straight.
They had lost everything.

In paradise Adam and Evehad lived
in perfect harmony with one another
and with God, in an atmosphere of
trust and truth. They knew they
were both naked and were not
ashamed of it. (Genesis2:25) Their
nakedness and vulnerability posed
no threat. But after the fall they
looked at each other from a differ-
ent perspective. They became anx-
ious and felt alienated. They felt
ashamed.

By transgressing God'slaw the har-
mony was broken between each
other. They didn’t feel safeanymore.
They became afraid of God (3:8).
They learned the antithesi s between
good and evil, modesty and immod-
esty, what is proper and improper
behaviour. When they disobeyed
God, thetrust wasbroken. They lost
their innocence. They saw their na-
kedness, and looked for cover and
protection. InAdam’swords, “| was
afraid because | was naked; so |
hid.” (Genesis3:10) Centuries|later
the psalmist wrote, “Oh that my
ways are steadfast in obeying your
decrees! Then | would not be put
shamewhen | consider all your com-
mands.” (Psalm 119:5,6).

Conclusion

Asl analyseour culture of shame, |
am struck by the similarity of Paul’s
description of the last days and our
time. Hewroteto hisyoung disciple
Timothy: “ Therewill beterribletimes
inthelast days. Peoplewill belovers
of themselves, boastful, proud, abu-

(continued on page 24)
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sive, disobedient to their parents,
ungrateful, unholy, without love, un-
forgiving, slanderous, without self-
control, brutal, not lovers of the
good, treacherous, rash, conceited,
lover of pleasuresrather than lovers
of God.” (2 Timothy 3: 1-4)

How should wereact to all what we
seeand hear?Itisdifficultinacul-
turewhichisbreaking down, towalk
astraight path in obedience to the
Lord; thetemptationsarelegion for
both young and old. But thisisnot a
timefor despair, our sovereign God
has called us to bear witness for
Him, to have apositiveinfluence, to
hunger and thirst for righteousness,
and never to compromise our faith.

Rev. Johan D. Tangelder isa
retired minister in the Christian
Reformed Churchwhoresidesin
East Strathroy, Ontario.




