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God BindsHis Covenant

“1 will take note of you as you pass under My rod, and | will bring
you into the bond of the covenant.” (Ezekiel 20:37)

One of the distinctives of the Re-
formed Faithisitsemphasisonthe
covenant of grace. We believe that
God has gracioudly initiated an
agreement between Himself and
believersand their children. Inthis
covenant, God promises to be the
God of Hispeople, and His people
promise to live alife of faith and
obedience.

In Ezekiel 20, the prophet is con-
fronted with a serious question. It
isalso aquestion that confronts us
practically. Isthis covenant break-
able? Can the disobedience of man
nullify God’s hold on his people?
Can a covenant boy or girl or man
or woman walk away from God'’s
covenant?

During the time of Ezekiel the
people had violated God's covenant
and had been exiled from the cov-
enant land as punishment. A group
of elders from Israel had come to
the prophet Ezekiel to question God
regarding His covenant faithful-
ness. TheLord turnstheir questions
around against them. They are, in
fact, the ones who have been
covenantaly unfaithful God forbids
themto inquire of Him. Instead he
will dotheinquiring.

The Need for Covenant
Binding
At thispoint in redemptive history,
the covenant between God and His
people appears to be in jeopardy.
That covenant, which was to be a
never-ending rel ationship between
God and His people, seems to be

unraveling. It seemsasif God has
let His people go, sent them into
exile, and canceled out His cov-
enant. That isexactly what some of
the Isragliteswant: “ Wewant to be
like the nations, like the peoples
of the world, who serve wood and
stone” (32).

Israel isexpressing her desireto be
released from the bond of the cov-
enant. They were already living in
violation of the covenant termsand
now they wanted it to be canceled,
like an unfaithful spouse who sues
to cancel the marriage covenant.
They yearned for the covenantal
cords to be severed so that they
would befreeof itsobligations. They
aresaying, “Wewant to berid of this
covenant. We do not want its re-
sponsihilities; wedo not carefor its
blessings. Wewant to bejust likethe
other nations who serve a god of
their own choosing on their own
terms.

Why would God’s covenant people
want the bond of the covenant to be
broken? Perhaps they wanted to
worship agod that they could see, a
“real” god. They may havefelt that
Jehovah wastoo hidden, especially
since they were away fromthevis-
ible objects of their religion; the
land, the temple, and its priests.
Jehovah'srequirements are too in-
trusive, they thought. They did not
want to submit to the covenant ob-
ligations. Intheir opinion, this cov-
enant was not very beneficial: “look
atus, weareinexile.” But themain
reason they wanted out was be-

cause they wanted to live like the
world, tofitinwith their neighbors.

There were indeed real pressures
tofitin, asthere are now. Think
about what happened to God' scov-
enant keeping peopleinthe midst of
the Gentiles. Daniel kept covenant
with God throughout the exile. He
continued to pray, ashealwayshad
done, even though he was in
Babylon. Because of hisfaithful-
ness, the king threw him into the
lions' den. Shadrach, Meshach, and
Abed-Nego kept covenant, and
they werethrown into thefiery fur-
nace. You can seewhy many of the
peopletold God “wewant to belike
the rest of these people.”

It isno different today. There are
social and personal consequences
for keeping God'scovenant. Chris-
tian teenagers areridiculed by the
world today for keeping sexual
purity. Christian business men are
called legalists or fundamentalists
for refusing to profit ontheLord’s
Day. Peoplewhotakefirm biblical
stances before synodical meetings
arelabeled ashard linersor schis-
matics. It is much easier to accept
acompromise that will enable the
church to remain united.

The reasoning then was the same
asitistoday: “It is not beneficial
for usto stick out, or to bedifferent.
We do not want to be thrown into
lions' dens or into fiery furnaces.
We do not want to be the objects
of ridicule or scorn for being differ-
ent, for being wholly committed to
the Lord our God. Wewant to blend
in. Wearein Babylon now, and we
want to be like the Babylonians.”

Does this sound familiar? There
are children of the covenant today,
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both young and old, who effectively
say the samething: “Wewant to be
like the nations, like the peopl e of
the world who serve wood and
stone.” Some of us have aunts and
uncles who have walked away
from the Lord. Some of our class-
mates are trying to live outside of
the covenant relationship with God.
Some of our baptized children have
rejected the covenant and said that
they want to be like the nations.

The Process by which God
Binds His Covenant

The people have said, “ Wewant to
be like the world.” But God says,
“You will never be like them. You
cannot be like them.” God's lan-
guageisemphatic, “What you have
inmind will never happen!” God's
initiativein binding the peopletoHis
covenant is shown in the rest of
Ezekiel 20 by nearly twenty state-
ments of what He will do: “I will
ruleover you...I will bring you out
from the people...l will gather
you...l will bring you into the
wilderness...l will exercise judg-
ment uponyou...l will causeyouto
passunder therod, and | will bring
you into the bond of the cov-
enant...” What you have said will
not happen; you will never be like
the world. But what | have said, |
will surely do; I will ruleover you.”

Covenant breakers cannot simply
walk away from the covenant and
think that it is canceled. They can
break covenant in terms of their
responsibility, they can reject the
covenant blessings, but they cannot

break covenant in terms of God's
ruling over them.

We need to understand the way in
which God describes this process
of exerting Hiscovenant rule. Both
physical and spiritual language are
being usedin Ezekidl. In one sense,
God isspeaking to physical Israel.
And so He describesthe processby
which He applies the bond of the
covenant in physical terms. Israel
was living among the world in
Babylon. God says that He will
separate them from the nations and
deal withthem faceto face. Hewill
bring them back to the land of Is-
rael, binding them to the covenant.
But thisisalso aspiritual descrip-
tion of how God will deal with al
covenant membersincluding those
of our day.

Thefirgt thing that God will doisto
gather the people from the na-
tions. These words remind us of
the exodus where God's people
weredistinguished from the nations
around them. God is beginning to
provethat Hispeoplearedifferent.
In order to gather one thing from
among other things, there hasto be
a difference between them. Imag-
ine a pasture filled with several
hundred head of black and white
Holstein cattle. Mingled among
them are afew dozen brown Here-
fords. These cows may be eating
the same things, mooing the same
words, walking the same paths.
These Herefords may think that
they are mingled among the
masses, the cows themselves may

Covenant breakers cannot simply walk away
from the covenant and think that its cancelled.

not even know the difference but
thefarmer can easily pick them out.
This is the idea here. Covenant
people may think that they are
blending in with the world. To the
average person, their lives may be
indiscernible. Humans cannot see
that Trinitarian “water-mark” on
the foreheads of covenant people,
but God can. So God will separate
His people asthe farmer separates
the Herefords from the Holsteins.
He will gather them from the na-
tions.

From there, Ezekiel 20 says that
God will judge His people in the
wilderness (35,36). Again, thisis
compared to the exodus. There, in
the wilderness outside of Egypt,
the people were judged according
to the covenant promises and
curses. The covenant people of
Israel were distinguished from the
Babylonians. Now God beginsto
separate those within the cov-
enant and to deal with them in
covenantal terms.

Aswe continue the movement of
the passage, we see that the result
is that the people pass under the
rod into the bond of the cov-
enant (37). Hereis God’s answer
to His people who say, “we will
be like the nations; we will be
done with God and have nothing
to do with Him anymore.” God
rages against this thought. Heis
the shepherd, and He rules over
the entire flock that is called by
Hisname. God isaddressing al of
us who have been baptized into
His covenant. Christ istheruler of
His whole church, the invisible
church and the visible church.
God will makethe entire covenant
community to pass under therod.
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The Result of the Lord
Bringing Israel into the Bond
of the Covenant

When God brought Israel into the
bond of the covenant He demon-
strated that they all belonged to
Him. He has a claim on them. He
will ruleover them. But Hewill rule
over each person according to their
true covenant relation to Him.

First weseehow God will deal with
hypocrites in the covenant. They
will not enter theland. How should
we understand this threat of God?
We know that when exiled I srael
returned to Canaan toward theend
of the sixth century, there were
unbelieversin the midst. They did
enter the land.

It is evident that we must make a
distinction between the physical
and spiritual character of thisproph-
esy. When the reprobate Israelites
were released from physical exile
and re-immigrated back to Israel,
they had not entered theland inthe
truest sense of the word; that is,
they did not enter into therest of the
Lord, or enjoy thefruit of Hisprom-
ises (Hebrews 4:1-8). In this sense
it istrue that they did not enter the
land. Calvin says of these covenant
hypocrites that “wherever they
might dwell, their station wasinthe
wilderness; and even in the very
bosom of the land of Canaan they
were exiles.”

Covenant breakers, while they
might enjoy some limited physical
blessings from God, will not enter
Hispromised land intheir unbelief.
The covenant that you entered into,
evenif it waswithout your knowl-
edge, isbinding. If you break cov-
enant you will not enter into the rest
of theLord. Let noonesay, | amin

Covenant breakers, while they might enjoy some
limited physical blessings from God, will not
enter His promised land in their unbelief.

the covenant so | am okay. If you
have any desire of reaching the
promised rest of the Lord thenyou
must repent and turn to Christ in
faith.

Thephysical restoration of purified
Israel symbolizesthe spiritual union
of believersto Christ by the bond
of the covenant. Christ isthe me-
diator of this covenant. He is the
surety and God'scovenanta pledge
of loveto us. Believersare brought
into the bond of the covenant by
Christ Himself. When God con-
tended withunbdieving lsradl inthe
wilderness He contended with the
wicked face to face. Their dead
bodieswere scattered in the wilder-
ness as a result of this striving
(Numbers 14, Hebrews 3:17). But
He contendswith the el ect through
Christ. He charges Christ with all
our sins. It was His body that was
scattered in the wilderness for us.
It is one’s relation to Christ that
determineshisessential relationto
the covenant.

Theredeemed churchisin the bond
of the covenant. They will be gath-
ered, separated from the profane
and made holy. They will be brought
to the land of Isradl, into that rest
of the Lord. We have fellowship
with God and rest with Him now as
welook to that eternal rest that isto
come. God says that Israel will
serve Him on His holy mountain.
Theelect arechosento glorify God.
And finally, they will be penitent.
Thefruit of being accepted by God
in all His majesty isto loathe the

sinsfrom which you have beenres-
cued. To sum thisall up, when the
elect are brought into the bond of
the covenant, that promise of God
where He says, “I will be a God
unto you, and you will be my
people” will betruly realized inthe
fullest sense. Tell your children that
if they abidein Christ the result of
the covenant for them is a perfect,
blessed, eternal relationship with
God.

The great problem of Israel’s cov-
enant disobedience was that they
wereprofaning and polluting God's
great name among the nations. God
had placed Hisname on His people
inorder that Hemight beexaltedin
them. But they did not exalt the
Lord by their conduct. In fact,
Ezekiel saysthat Israel was more
wicked in her exilethan the nations
around her. Israel had taken God's
name upon her and had dragged it
through the mud.

God could not tolerate this. If you
read through thefirst half of Ezekiel
20, you will find God was on the
brink of wiping out His people. But
He stopped because He needed to
preserve the sanctity of His name.
He could not destroy them before
thewatching eyesof theworld. He
had made a promise that they were
His people. Instead, God says that
He will bring the covenant prom-
ises and curses to bear upon His
people in order that He might be
“shown holy among the nations...
for His own name's sake.”
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Baptism (1V)

A Covenantal Sign and Seal

TheLord snamewill be sanctified
by dl of us. Weand our children are
in the covenant. God promises to
rule over us and be graciousto us.
Butif weresist God'sgraciousrule
of love, then we will be forced to
submit to the rule of His “mighty
hand and outstretched arm and out-
stretched wrath.” When we pass
under the rod of God’s omniscient
wisdom, everythingwill belaid bare
and our truerelation to the covenant
will be revealed. A few drops of
water sprinkled on theforehead will
not be the deciding factor.

All of usare tempted in our hearts
towant to beliketheworld. We are
al alittle embarrassed to stick out
from the world. That is why we
must train ourselves and our chil-
dren from to think covenantally.

Teach your children from before
they can understand, that they are
not like theworld. Teach them that
they “are a chosen people, a
royal priesthood, a holy nation,
a peculiar people’ (| Peter 2:9).
Teach them that they cannot “ be
like the nations, like the people
of theworld.” Godwill not allow it.
God's covenant cannot be broken.
He will bring His people into the
bond of the covenant.

Mr. Bill Boekestein is a
student at Heritage Reformed
Seminary in Grand Rapids,
Michigan. Heisamember of
the Dutton United Reformed
Churchin Dutton, Michigan.

Initsmost basic sense, baptism has
to do with washing by water. The
washing by water signifiesaninter-
nal washing by the blood and the
Spirit of Christ. Thereisin baptism
a double washing: an external
washing with water, and aninternal
washing with theblood and Spirit of
Christ.

Jesus added His promise to this
washing: just asthewater externally
washes our bodiesfromfilth; like-
wise, the blood of Christ washes
our soulsinternally from thefilth of
sin, and by the Spirit we are re-
newed to new life when we accept
thispromise by faith. Thisinterna
washing by Christ’s blood and the
renewal by the Spirit are condi-
tional. They arereceived only by
faith.

The spiritual blessing received by
faith is signified through the holy
visible sign. Just as water is suffi-
cient to wash away dirt and filth,
likewisethe blood of Christ issuf-
ficient to wash away the pollution
of sinfrom our souls, and the Spirit
of Christissufficient to renew you
and set you apart as member of
Christ.

The Sign of Baptism

Jesus Christ instituted baptism asa
signin Matthew 28:10 “ Therefore
go and make disciples of all na-
tions, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit.” The words of
institution testify that theindividual
being baptized belongs to the Fa-
ther, theindividual isreceived into

favor by the Father on account of
the Son, and theindividual issanc-
tified by the Holy Spirit. By the act
of baptism an individual is given
over to God the Father, the Son,
and theHoly Spirit, and declared to
be God's property.

In the garden, Adam named the
animalsasan expression of hisau-
thority (dominion) over theanimals.
Likewise, God'snameisexpressed
over the baptized in its Trinitarian
form, as an expression of God's
authority over theindividual being
baptized. The baptized bear God's
name; they have been marked out
as God'’s possession. Through the
act of baptism anindividual isiden-
tified asholy; he has been set apart
for God.

Water baptism replaced circumci-
sion as an identifying mark of
church membership. Of the two
New Testament sacraments, water
baptism is the sacrament that ini-
tiates one into the church. For this
reason Jesus specifically refersto
baptism in the context of making
disciples. Water baptism is the
mark that all disciples bear as a
mark that identifies them asadis-
ciplesof Christ and as members of
His church.

Thetestimony of the apostlesvali-
dates baptism asthe mark of church
membership. “ Peter replied, “ Re-
pent and be baptized, every one
of you, in the name of Jesus
Christ for the forgiveness of your
sins. And you will receive the gift
of the Holy Spirit. The promiseis
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for you and your children and
for all who are far off—for all
whom the Lord our God will
call.” With many other words he
warned them; and he pleaded
with them, “ Save yourselves from
this corrupt generation.” Those
who accepted his message were
baptized, and about three thou-
sand were added to their number
that day” (Acts 2:38-41).

If baptismidentifiesusasthe prop-
erty of God, then it is not hard to
see how baptismisadeclaration of
our duty to God. Asmembersof the
church, through baptism, we are
obligated unto faith and repentance.
“Whoever believes and is bap-
tized will be saved, but whoever
does not believe will be con-
demned” (Mark 16:16). Theexter-
nal washing of baptism alone does
not save, faithisrequired. God has
declared that hewill save everyone
who believes and is baptized.
Through baptismyou areidentified
asadiscipleof Christ, and truedis-
ciples believe in the one that they
follow. The benefits signified
through baptism are yoursonly by
truefaith.

The Seal of Baptism

As a covenant sign, baptism de-
claresthe gospel promise; it signi-
fies the substance of this promise.
The outward washing by water sig-
nifies the internal washing by
Christ’s blood and the internal re-
newal by the Spirit. Thisinternal
washing is again two-fold; it in-
cludesawashing with the blood of
Christ and awashing with Christ’'s
Spirit. Both, the washing by the
blood, and thewashing by the Spirit
are mentioned in the Catechism.

“ And now what are you waiting

for? Get up, be baptized and
wash your sins away calling on
his name” (Acts 22:16). In this
passage baptism signifiesthewash-
ing away of our sins. “ Get up, be
baptized and wash your sins
away.” Thisisinreferenceto the
washing that takes place by the
blood of Christ.

“Or don’t you know that all of us
who were baptized into Christ
Jesus were baptized into his
death” (Romans 6:3). In this pas-
sage baptism signifiesthe death of
our old man. Just as Christ died on
the cross, likewise we died on the
cross with Him. Thisisaspiritua
reality that is applied to us by the
internal work of the Spirit. This
death is pictured through baptism;
thisdeathisspiritually appliedtothe
believer by the Spirit of Christ. “ Or
don’t you know that all of us who
were baptized into Christ Jesus
were baptized into His death.”

‘In Him you were also circum-
cised, in the putting off of the
sinful nature, not with a circum-
cision done by the hands of men
but with the circumcision done by
Christ, having been buried with
Him in baptism and raised with
Him through your faith in the
power of God, who raised Him
from the dead’ (Colossians 2:11-
12). The sameideaof being buried
in baptism is repeated in this pas-
sage. This time the idea is con-
nected with the spiritual application
of circumcision. In connectionwith
the covenant established with
Abraham, therewasan external cir-
cumcision that was limited to the
flesh, but therewasalso aninterna
circumcision that resulted in the
putting off of the sinful nature.
According to Paul, thisinternal cir-

cumcision was performed by the
hands of Christ; it was performed
internally by the Spirit of Christ.

“Aman isnot a Jew who is only
one outwardly nor is circumci-
sion merely outward and physi-
cal. No, amanisa Jew who is
one inwardly; and circumcisionis
circumcision of the heart, by the
Spirit.” Inthispassage Paul makes
explicit referenceto both the exter-
nal and the internal. There was an
external circumcision performed by
the hands of men; it was outward
and physical. Likewise there was
aninterna circumcision performed
by the Spirit; it was inward and
spiritual. The same s true of bap-
tism; thereisabaptism that is out-
ward and physical, a baptism per-
formed by the hands of men, but
thereisalso abaptism that is spiri-
tual; this baptism is performed by
the Spirit.

Theoutward physical redity of both
circumcision and baptism signify a
deeper internal reality accomplished
by the Spirit. The outward reality
picturestheinterna reality. Circum-
cision and baptism both picturethe
cutting off of the old man, or the
burial of the old man, but baptism
extends the image to include the
resurrection. “ Having been bur-
ied with Him in baptism and
raised with Him through your
faith in the power of God, who
raised Him from the dead.” The
imagery of baptism is fuller and
richer than that of circumcision,
because it signifies not only the
death of Christ but it also signifies
in afuller and richer way, the new
life associated with the resurrec-
tion.

Both the death and the resurrection
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There is a baptism that is outward and physical,
a baptism performed by the hands of men, but
thereis also a baptism that is spiritual, this
baptism is performed by the Spirit.

of Christ are signified through bap-
tism. Baptism signifiesthework of
Christ in its redemptive historical
fullness, picturing both His death
and theresurrection. Added to bap-
tismisthe promisethat, if you be-
lieve, then that which is pictured
through baptism is yours by faith.
Theoutward reality isinternalized
by faith. The work of Christ that
baptism signifies is received by
faith through the working of the
Spirit.

“He saved us, not because of
righteous things we had done,
but because of His mercy. He
saved us through the washing of
(regeneration) rebirth and re-
newal by the Holy Spirit’ (Titus
3:5). This verse makes reference
to thetwo-fold internal washing. It
refersto the second internal wash-
ing of the Spirit; it refersto the new
birth that is associated with the
washing of the Spirit. The Spirit
produces the miracle of regenera-
tion, which is described as a new
birth. Thisnew birthisdefined by a
complete reorientation. Thereisa
change from evil inclinations to
thosethat aregood. TheHoly Spirit
continuestowork inthe believer a
hatred of sin and a desire to live
according to thewill of God.

Thisdoublewashingfromsinissig-
nified by the sacrament of baptism.
The Scriptures verify thisview.

John’sbaptism and the baptism that
Jesus instituted are similar in sub-

stance with one difference. John’s
baptism |ooked forward to the com-
pleted work of Christ; in contrast
our baptism looks back at the com-
pleted work of Christ. Thereisalso
adifferenceinthat we are baptized
according to atrinitarian formula.

The baptism of John anticipatesthe
work of Jesus, whereas the bap-
tism of the apostles looks back to
thework of Jesus. Both the baptism
of John and the baptism that Jesus
instituted signified the work of
Christ. One could argue that the
baptism of Jesusisfuller andricher
than the baptism of John, but thisis
largely duetotheir placein redemp-
tive history. The baptism of John
took place before Pentecost and
thegiving of the Spirit. The baptism
that Jesus instituted includes the
washing of the Spirit.

This double washing is made ex-
plicitin Romans 6 whereby the be-
liever is dead to sin, but alivein
Christ.

Or don’t you know that all of us
who were baptized into Christ
Jesus were baptized into His
death? We were therefore buried
with Him through baptism into
death in order that, just as Christ
was raised from the dead through
the glory of the Father, we too
may live a new life. If we have
been united with him like thisin
His death, we will certainly also
be united with Him in His resur-
rection. For we know that our old

self was crucified with him so that
the body of sin might be done
away with, that we should no
longer be slaves to sin— because
anyone who has died has been
freed from sin. Now, if we died
with Christ, we believe that we will
also livewith Him. (Romans 6:3-8).

Baptism is, therefore, the sign of
both theseforms of washing, which
include the forgiveness of sin and
the renewal of our nature. The
washings are interconnected. Itis
impossible to have one without the
other. To be baptized into Christ’s
deathisto partakein all the benefits
of His death and resurrection, just
as if we ourselves had died and
been raised to new life in Christ.
This death includes a death of the
sinful fleshand itslusts. Just aswe
died with Him we have also been
raised with Him to new life. Asa
new creation in Christ we have
been accepted into His body. For
thisreason baptismisto bethesign
of our entrance and reception into
thevisiblechurch. Itisfor thisrea-
son also that the Lord’s Supper is
given only to such as are baptized:
for they alone have been received
into the church. The fellowship
meal is reserved for the members
of the body of Christ.

Therefore, baptismisacovenanta
sign and sed that identifiesanindi-
vidual with the covenant commu-
nity, thevisible body of Christ (the
church).

Rev. Mark J. Strombergis
the pastor of the United Re-
formed Church of Belgrade,
Montana.
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LookingAbove

A Serieson The Revedation of Jesus Christ

Reveation7:4-8
“The 144,000”

How do you view the Church?

Do you see her primarily as power-
ful and mighty? Doyou seeher role
asoneof conquering and conquest?
Do you see her role as one of seiz-
ing control of the political and social
realmsin order to make our nation
aChristian nation? Do you see her
role as one of taking up the sword,
andinthe nameof Christ, conquer-
ing theinfidel s? Perhapswe should
run another crusade?

How do you view the church?

Do you see her primarily as weak
and humble?Isher roleto smply sit
back and be conquered?Isher role
to withdraw from the political and
social realms as areas that are in-
herently evil?1sher roleto humbly
submit to the sword of her enemies,
perhaps even being forced to go
underground?

Revelation 7 has much to teach us
concerning the Church. In thisar-
ticleweturn our attention to verses
4-8, wherethosewho aresedledin
theblood of the Lamb (vv. 1-3) are
registered as the 144,000.

We begin with the most obvious
guestion: “Who are the 144,0007"
Verse4 says, “And | heard the num-
ber of those who were sealed. One
hundred and forty-four thousand of
al thetribesof thechildren of Isradl
were sealed.” We go on to read in
verses 5-8 that 12,000 from each
tribe were sealed. At first glanceit

would seem that aremnant of Jews
isin view. Israel is specifically
mentioned and the number taken
from each tribe is mentioned.

The New |srael

We must, however, allow Scripture
tointerpret Scripture. When wedo
so, we find that throughout the
pages of the New Testament the
Church is referred to as the true
Isragl. Consider Romans 2:28-29,
“For he is not a Jew who is one
outwardly, nor iscircumcision that
whichisoutwardintheflesh; but he
isaJew who is one inwardly; and
circumcisionisthat of theheart, in
the Spirit, not in the letter; whose
praise is not from men but from
God.” Circumcision in the flesh
does not make one a Jew. Circum-
cision of the heart is what makes
one atrue Jew.

Paul saysin Galatians5:15-16, “ For
in Christ Jesus neither circumcision
nor uncircumcision availsanything,
but anew creation. And asmany as
walk according to this rule, peace
and mercy be upon them, and upon
the Israel of God.” He calls the
Church the “Israel of God.” He
writes in Philippians 3:3, “For we
arethe circumcision, who worship
God in the Spirit, rejoicein Christ
Jesus, and have no confidence in
the flesh.” The Church isthe cir-
cumcision. Paul consistently speaks
of the Church asthe New Israel.

Such languageisnot uniqueto Paul.

Consider James 1:1, “James, a
bondservant of God and of the Lord
Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes
which are scattered abroad.” Who
are the “twelve tribes scattered
abroad” but the Church of Jesus
Christ. Consider also 1 Peter 2:9,
where Peter addresses the church
and says, “ But you are chosen gen-
eration, aroyal priesthood, a holy
nation, His own special people...”
Peter takes descriptions that were
given to Old Testament Israel and
applies them to the Church.

The Church, then, is the New Is-
ragl. Thisisfurther seeninthe book
of Revelation itself, where John
applies them to the Church. Con-
sider 1:6,“ ...and hasmade usking
and prieststoHisGod...” Consider
als05:10, “ And have made uskings
and priests to our God.”

Many other Old Testament images
appliedto I srael are now taken and
applied to the Church. Revelation
2:17,“Tohimwho overcomes| will
give some of the hidden mannato
eat.” Revelation 3:9, “I will make
those of the synagogue of Satan,
who say they are Jews and are not,
but lie—indeed | will make them
come and worship beforeyour feet,
and to know that | haveloved you.”
Revelation 3:12, “He who over-
comes, | will makehimapillarinthe
temple of My God, and he shall go
out nomore. | will writeon himthe
name of My God and the name of
the city of My God, the New
Jerusalem.”

The Great Number

All of this leads to the conclusion
that the Church is the New |srael
(weshall seefurther support for this
position in chapter 14, where we
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meet up with the 144,000 once
more and aretold that these arethe
redeemed of the Lord). We do not
have to throw out our eschatology
and become Dispensational
Premillennialists, holding to aPre-
tribulation rapture! The Amillennial
position standsand makes perfectly
good sense. The 144,000 sealed
out of the tribes of Israel havein
view the Church asthe New Isragl.

Notice that there are 144,000
sedled; 12,000 from each of the 12
tribes. The number isclearly sym-
balic. It isthe number of complete-
ness. In view are all the elect of
God—the complete and perfect
number of those redeemed and
sealed by the blood of the Lamb.
None can be added to this number,
nor can any be taken away. The
elect of God are numbered and
listed. We have aroll call number-
ing and listing the people of God.
We have a census numbering and
listing the peopl e of God.

There is a particular background
for such numberingand listing; itis
found in Numbers 1, where God
commands M osesto “take acensus
of al the congregation of the chil-
dren of Israel, by their families, by
their fathers' houses, according to
the number of names, every male
individually.” Noticethat the census
of Numbers Lisamilitary census,
“all who are ableto go to war in
Israel” (v. 3). This phrase is re-
peated near the end of the censusin
verse 45, “all who were able to go
towar in Israel.” Furthermore, in
the census itself, Moses repeats
again and again that this censusis
for the purpose of war. Notice the
end of verse 20, the children of
Reuben were numbered, “all who
were ableto gotowar”; the end of

verse 22, the children of Simeon
werenumbered, “all whowereable
to goto war”; the end of verse 24,
the children of Gad were numbered,
“all who were able to go to war”;
the end of verse 26, the children of
Judah were numbered, “all who
were ableto gotowar”; the end of
verse 28, the children of Issachar
werenumbered, “all whowereable
to go to war”; the end of verse 30,
the children of Zebulun were num-
bered, “all who were able to go to
war”; the end of verse 32, the chil-
dren of Joseph were numbered, “all
who were able to go to war”; the
end of verse 34, the children of
Manasseh were numbered, “al who
were ableto gotowar”; the end of
verse 36, the children of Benjamin
werenumbered, “all whowereable
to go to war”; the end of verse 38,
the children of Dan were num-
bered, “all who were able to go to
war”; the end of verse 40, the chil-
dren of Asher were numbered, “all
who were able to go to war”; the
end of verse 42, the children of
Naphtali were numbered, “all who
were able to go to war.” The cen-
susisamilitary census.

The numbering of theelect herein
Revelation 7:4-8 isamilitary cen-
sus. It is a numbering of the
Church militant--those prepared for
war. Do not misstheimagery! The
Church of Jesus Christintheworld
ispicturedintermsof anarmy num-
bered and prepared for battle, num-
bered and prepared for war.

Do not missthe significance of that

census. The Church is numbered
and listed in heaven—aroll iskept
in heaven. If the numbering and
listing of the members of the
Churchiskeptin heaven, soasoit
should be on earth. Hereisthe ba-
sis for church membership. As a
roll iskeptin heaven, soaroll iskept
on earth. Asthe membersarelisted
in heaven, so the members are
listed on earth. Asthe membersare
numbered in heaven, so the mem-
bers are numbered on earth. Asit
isin heaven, soitison earth.

Our confessions recognize theim-
portance of church membership.
Article 28 of the Belgic Confession
states: “Webelieve, sincethisholy
congregation is an assembly of
thosewho are saved, and outside of
it thereisno salvation, that no per-
son of whatsoever state or condition
he may be, ought to withdraw from
it, content to be by himself; but that
al menareinduty boundtojoinand
unitethemselveswithit; maintain-
ing the unity of the Church; submit-
ting themselvesto the doctrineand
discipline thereof; bowing their
necks under the yoke of Jesus
Christ; and as mutual members of
the same body, serving to the edifi-
cation of the brethren, according to
thetalentsGod hasgiventhem. And
that this may be the more effectu-
ally observed, it is the duty of all
believers, according to the Word of
God, to separate themselves from
all those who do not belong to the
Church, and to join themselvesto
thiscongregation, wheresoever God

If the numbering and listing of the members of
the Church iskept in heaven, so also it should be
on earth.
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has established it, even though the
magistrates and edicts of princes
were against it, yea, though they
should suffer death or any other
corporal punishment. Thereforeall
those who separate themselves
from the same or do not join them-
selvestoit act contrary to the ordi-
nance of God.”

The church today would do well to
reflect much upon thisarticle of the
Confession! The church today
would dowell to reflect much upon
the fact that even as we have the
numbering and the listing of the
people of God in heaven, so we
have the numbering and listing of
the people of God on earth! The
church today would dowell to con-
sider theimportance and weight of
church membership!

The Confession reminds us of the
importance and necessity of church
membership whenit states. “ outside
of it [the church] thereisno salva
tion.” Thereisno salvation outside
of the church because God has or-
dained the means of grace for use
in the church! That isto say, you
find the means of grace in the
church! You find the preaching of
the Word—that means of grace by
which God creates faith in our
hearts, and then strengthens that
faith week after week in the
church! You find the sacraments—
those sacraments that proclaim to
us the gospel of Jesus Christ,
thereby strengthening an already
present faith in the church!

That is why the Confession
teaches: “all men arein duty bound
tojoin and unitethemselveswith it
[the church].... It isthe duty of all
believers...tojointhemselvesto the
church.” It isyour duty—your re-

sponsibility—to join yourself tothe
church! Itisnot something we may
take lightly nor something we
should treat as a trivial thing.
Church membership isimportant.
God has set the pattern for usin
heavenitself: asthereisanumber-
ing and listing of the people of God
in heaven, so thereisanumbering
and listing of the people of God on
earth. Asitisin heaven, soitison
earth.

The Limited Number

Now to be sure, we cannot place
our trust and our faithin our church
membership. It is not as though
being a member of the church on
earth guarantees that you are also
amember of thetrue Church. To be
numbered and listed among the
church on earth in no way guaran-
tees that you are numbered and
listed among the church in heaven.
Tobelongtothevisiblechurchisno
guaranteethat you belong tothein-
visible church.

What wesaw in Old Testament | srael
istrueof the Church aswdll. Of Old
Testament Israd weread, “They are
not al Israel who are of Isradl” (Ro-
mans 9:6). In other words, there are
those who bel onged to the nation of
Israel, but neverthelesswerenot part
of thetruelsradl. Esauwasof |sradl,
but hewasnot Isradl. Ishmael wasof
Israel, but hewasnot Isradl. Soitis
alsotrue of the church. They are not
al lsrael who are of |sradl; “they are
not al the Church who are of the
church.”

Inthat connection you might notice
something quite interesting about
the listing of the tribes of Isradl.

Noticeinthefirst placethat 12,000
of each tribe are taken. Not the
entire tribe, but a portion of the
tribe. This comes through all the
more clearly in the Greek, where
no less than 13 times in these
verses do we read the phrase “out
of,” reminding usthat only aportion
out of the whole is saved. Indeed,
they are not al Israel who are of
Isragl.

Noticein the second placethat en-
tiretribesaremissing fromthelist.
Dan and Ephraim are missing from
thelist. Why are these tribes miss-
ing? Theanswer isfoundinthehis-
tory of thesetribesasitisrecorded
for usin Judges 17-18. Micah, we
aretoldinJudges17:1, wasfromthe
mountains of Ephraim. Micahhad a
carved image made for his house.
Healso set up ashrinein hishouse
and consecrated apriest for himself
in his house. Micah said, ‘Now |
know that the Lord will be good to
me, since | have a Levite as
priest!’” So endsJudges 17. Judges
18 then begins by telling usthat in
those days the tribe of Dan did not
yet haveitsinheritance, and asthey
were going through the land, they
came to the house of Micah. They
took the carved image, the house-
hold idols, and the molded image,
and the priest. They then proceeded
to set up acity for themselves, and
they named it Dan, and there they

The church today would do well to consider the
importance and weight of church member ship!
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Those churches that are most faithful suffer the
greatest persecution and the greatest attacks.

set up the carved image.

All of this foreshadows what hap-
pened when Jeroboam becomes
king in Israel. Jeroboam did not
want the people of the northern
tribesto go to Jerusalem, and so he
set up golden calvesin Bethel and
in Dan, and said, “these are your
gods, O Isradl, who brought you up
out of Egypt.” Herevived thefalse
worship and idolatry of the golden
calf! Thetribe of Danwasawilling
partner in such sin. Consequently,
thetribe of Dan wasoneof thefirst
to be exiled. Does that tell you
something of the importance of
worship? It should! Itisnot enough
to worship the true God (the 1*
commandment), we must also wor-
ship Himwith true worship (the 2™
commandment).

Dan was one of thefirst to engage
inidolatry and to accept false wor-
ship of God through the golden calf.
Conseguently, Dan was one of the
first to beexiled. After theexilethe
tribe of Danisnot mentioned again!
Danisomitted fromthelist of Rev-
elation 7. They are not all |srael
who are of Israel.

These things remind us that the
Church on earthisthe Church mili-
tant. She is a Church that is at-
tacked by Satan and his minions.
She is a Church attacked by the
wolves on the outside. She is a
Church attacked by wolvesdressed
in sheep’s clothing on the inside.
The gates of hell have been set
against her. The Church isin the
midst of awar. If you doubt that,

read the seven letters to the seven
churches. Those churches that are
most faithful suffer the greatest
persecution and the greatest at-
tacks. Faithless churches, compro-
mising churches, are no threat to
Satan, and so heleavesthem aone.
Faithful churches, uncompromising
churches, are agreat threat to him,
and so he does not leave them
alone. Thetrueand faithful Church
isa Church under attack!

Itisnecessary, then, for the people
of God to gather together as the
people of God, the body of Christ,
thefellowship of theHoly Spirit, to
feed regularly upon God's Word
and to be nourished with thevisible
Word in the sacraments. The
Church is the Church militant! A
soldier cannot fight the battle alone;
asoldier is strengthened when he
stands shoulder to shoulder with
another soldier. Soit must bein the
army of God, the Church militant.

Revelation 7:4-8 hasin view the
Church pictured asan army. Don’t
let the picture mislead you. Thisis
not sometribulation force made up
of converts of those who were | eft
behind. Thisisnot some holy cru-
sade, equipped with swords and
weaponsto day theinfidels. Thisis
an army that marches forth with
the Word and Sacraments. Thisis
an army that marches forth, re-
maining faithful to theWord of God
and the testimony.

Thisis an army that assumes the
postureof her King, eventhe Lamb
that was slain. How does Paul put

it?“For Your sskewearekilled al
the day long; we are accounted as
sheep for the slaughter.” The
Churchisapersecuted Church; she
is the object of the world’s scorn
and hatred. She appears weak and
humble.

Yet precisely inthat apparent weak-
ness and humility lies her strength
and power. Her posture is that of
her King, eventhe Lamb slainwho
now stands on Mt. Zion! Do you
remember the next words of Paul ?
“Yetinall thesethingswearemore
than conquerorsthrough Him who
loved us.” The Church belongs to
her King. She has been sealed in
the blood of the Lamb, and nothing
can ever break that seal!

How do you view the church? Pow-
erful and mighty? Or weak and
humble? The Church of Jesus
Christ, conformed to the Lamb
dain, finds her power in weakness,
her might in humility. She conquers
as the Lamb conquered.

And so the questionisleft for you:
are you a soldier of the cross, a
follower of the Lamb; are you num-
bered and listed in the census of the
Church militant?

Rev. Brian Vosisthe pastor
of the Trinity United Re-
formed Churchin Caledonia,
Michigan.

12

The Dutlook




Bible Studies on Jacob

Lesson 1: It's Twing!

Read Genesis 25:19-26.

The account of |saac:
an introduction

Thebook of Genesisisput together
inavery deliberate way to show to
the readers, members of the com-
munity of the Christian faith, how
God's redemption moves along.
We travel from the grand story of
the creation down to the point
where the family of Jacob would
journey from Canaanto Egypt to be
kept alive by God through thework
of Joseph. Throughout the book
we read the phrase, “This is the
account...” or “These arethe gen-
erations of...” (cf. Gen. 2:4; 5:1,
etc.). We meet just such another
section againin Genesis 25:19, the
account of Abraham’s son | saac.

As istrue of several of the other
accounts that make up the book of
Genesis, thissection (which covers
Genesis 25:19 — 35:29) does not
focusin great detail upon the man
Isaac. Infact, Genesis26isreally
the only major chapter that is de-
voted to God's story in the life of
Isaac. For therest of thisportion of
Genesis, much more is devoted to
Jacob and, to a lesser extent, to
Esau. These accounts are focused
on “what became of...” Like so
much in Biblical history, thereisa
forward-looking concern. These
accounts move us ahead from one
point to another point, from onefig-
ureto another figurein redemptive-
history. Thus the account of Isaac
isgoing totell us, inthe main, what
became of | saac, what happenedin
hisfamily.

The opening verses (25:19,20)
quickly tieusinto material fromthe
past before moving usahead to the
new story. The great patriarch
Abraham, the father of all believ-
ers, has two sons. Ishmael and
Isaac. Yetitislsaac whoistheson
of the promise, the carrier of all the
redemptive-covenant  promises
(Gen. 21:10,12). Ishmael gets a
brief account (25:12-18) to tell us
that indeed God fulfilled Hisprom-
iseto make anation from Ishmael,
anation that would livein hostility
with its neighbors (see Gen.
16:11,12; 21:13). Once Ishmael’s
account can be nicely rounded off,
then theinspired text turns us back
tothemain storyline.

Several things are noted: Isaac is
Abraham’sson, ason of hisfather’s
very old age, onewho isbornwhen
his human parents are as “good as
dead” (Rom. 4:19). But God isthe
God who works redemptive
miraclesto bring Hispromisesinto
the world. Salvation is through
miraculous and amazing grace!

I saac marries Rebekah (see Gen.
24). Isaacisforty yearsold, and he
loves Rebekah very much (Gen.
24:66). Furthermore, Genesis25:20
underlinesthefact that Rebekahis
anAramean, very closely related to
her husband Isaac. The issue of
marriage and whom one marries
will come back again and again in
this story of Jacob. Abraham had
not wanted his sonto marry any of
the Canaanite women, and so he
had sent his servant back to the
northern area of the Fertile Cres-

cent, to the region of Paddan-
Aram, in order to seek awifefrom
among hisrelatives. Later on, of
course, Jacob will return to this
same region. Already now, the
reader hears Laban mentioned,
Rebekah’'s brother and Jacob'’s
uncle, the man who will play an
important rolein thewivesand the
wealth that Jacob will acquire.
Onemight say that thetextis“look-
ing ahead” for us at this paint.

Another barren wife (25:21)

Students of the Bible are well
aware of the fact that Sarah,
Abraham’sbeautiful wife, wasbar-
ren and unable to have children.
Yet God gavethe miracle of ababy
boy when shewasvery old! Thisis
amazing, enough to make people
smile and laugh (Gen. 21:6). But
now we read of another beautiful
wife, Rebekah, whoisbarren. This
raises the question of what God is
doing. Will every generation of the
promised line have a barren wife?
Of course, we may remind our-
selves of other women unable at
first to have childrenin redemptive-
history (Rachel, the wife of
Manoah, Hannah, and Elizabethin
Lukel). Themiracleof life stands
out moreclearly inthelivesof these
women when we see how God
comes at the right time and in the
right way to make the barren
woman thejoyful mother of children
(see Psalm 113:9).

Isaac intercedes for his wife by
prayingtothelLord for achild. As
so many psalms recount that the
Lord hears the cries of the needy
and those in distress, so the Lord
hears Isaac’'s prayers. Isaac and
Rebekah had to wait 20 years be-
fore she bears her children (see
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verses 20 and 26). Our God gives
more than enough in that Rebekah
becomespregnant withtwins! And
thiswas not a“quiet” pregnancy!
Thetwo childreninher wombjostle
each other. Theword inthe origi-
nal suggests“smashing” or “crush-
ing.” Arethetwinsengagedina
kind of pre-natal wrestling match?
Certainly the readersknow that the
younger one will wrestle, years
later, in the dark of night with a
“mysterious stranger” ... and will
prevail.

Some Jewish rabbislater wouldin-
terpret thisjostling not assibling ri-
valry, but rather as Esau trying to
kill histwin brother Jacob. Thusthe
rabbis would say that a person
could commit sin before one was
born. This apparently lies behind
the disciples’ question in John 9
about the man who wasblind from
hisbirth (see John 9:2ff.). But that
rabbinical interpretation suggests
that God was opposed to Esau be-
cause he attacked Jacob in the
womb, and God loved Jacob. In
other words, God wasright to reject
Esau because Esau had attempted
murder. We might well ask the
guestion: how do we know that it
was Esau that attacked Jacob?
Could it have been Jacob who at-
tacked Esau? After all, when the
boys are born, Jacob has grabbed
hold of his brother Esau’s heel
(verse 26). But perhapswe should
not even talk of “attack” here, lest
our imagination gotoofar afield. In

any case, God richly blesses the
loving couple, Isaac and Rebekah,
with twinswho vigoroudly interact
with each other already in the
womb.

Prayer answered by prophecy
(25:23,24)

Rebekah goes to the Lord for an-
swers about her very active preg-
nancy. “Why isthis happening to
me?’ Thishaslikely been an emo-
tional roller-coaster: barrenness,
followed by prayer; then pregnancy
involving two fetuses struggling to-
gether, followed (again) by prayer.
“Why barren?’ isfollowed by “why
this battle?” In fact, Rebekah's
question literally reads, “If so, why
aml...?" Itisanincomplete sen-
tence. Perhapsthethought hereis,
“We've prayed for pregnancy, but
have | received more than | ex-
pected?’

TheLord’ sanswer isvery specific
in terms of making aclear distinc-
tion between the children and the
destiny of their descendants. Al-
though these are now only two boys
in the womb, they will becomethe
fathers of two nations. The
younger will come to prominence
as the older will serve him. The
younger will infact bethe stronger
andwill prevail. Insayingthis, the
Lorp is setting aside the normal
practice of giving the oldest (or
older) son the firstborn privileges.
Thefirstborn son isthe sign of the
father’'s “strength,” and that son

The Lord’s answer is very specific in terms of
making a clear distinction between the children
and the destiny of their descendants.

would normally inherit the double
portion of hisfather’s possessions.
That was his birthright. Addition-
aly, hewould have both privileges
and responsibilitiesto carry on the
family’sstanding, itsfaith and com-
mitments, and its position in the
surrounding society. Thefirstborn
had to be aware of his past (where
he came from) and the future of the
family (where his descendants, by
God's grace, should be).

In this particular family, the first-
born had an even greater calling
since thiswas no ordinary ancient
Near Eastern household. Thiswas
afamily created by the covenant of
God's grace in Jesus Christ! The
twin boysare not the sons of acon-
cubine or slave girl (cf. Ishmael,
born of Hagar). Both boys are
born of thelegal and rightful wife,
Rebekah. And the father Isaac is
the son of the free woman, Sarah,
born miraculously when she was
barren and her body was “ as good
asdead.” ButtheWord of the Lorp
setsthat asidein this case, and we
are not told why thisisso. God's
planiscarried on out of Hisinscru-
table wisdom and good pleasure.

Election revealed in history

Read Romans 9:1-13, especially
verses 10-12. The Apostle Paul
makes reference to two important
verses from the Old Testament,
both dealing with Jacob and Esau.
Heisinthemidst of alineof thought
that reveals God'sgood pleasurein
election. Paul first drawsattention
to Abraham’schildren, and thereit
isclear that | saacisthe child of the
gracious promise, whilelshmael is
thechild“by nature.” Buttheargu-
ment must be sharpened with
Isaac’s children: both Esau and
Jacob are children born after bar-
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renness is removed following
prayer. Both boys have the same
father and the same mother (cf.
Rom. 9:10), and Rebekah isafree
woman, not ahandmaiden or slave
woman. Yet thetruth of electionis
already heard as Paul recalls Gen-
esis25:23, “Theolder will servethe
younger.” The second verse is
from Malachi 1:2,3: “Jacob | loved,
but Esau | hated.” Not thechild by
nature and not the eldest son, who
by social customwasentitledto the
privilegesof thefirstborn son.

The point that theinspired Apostle
isdriving home hereisthat nothing
we do can merit God's electing
choice. Theworks of thelaw can-
not earn credit with God for our
salvation. But thisistruly an abid-
ing comfort for believers. Sincethe
law of God isaconstant reminder of
just how far we havefallen short of
the glory of God, yet salvation is
rooted in God'slovefor us, not our
performance of love for God. We
love because He first loved us.
When Paul writesin Romans 9:11
that God’s purposein election was
announced “ before the twinswere
born or had done anything good or
bad,” theforce of that statement is
that God's choiceisnot because of
foreseen goodness later on in
Jacob’slife. If God chooses Jacob
because He saw later goodnessin
Jacob, then human performance
and our merit dolieinthefoundation
of our salvation. But such anidea
is thoroughly repugnant to the be-
lieving Christian. When all of hu-
manity deservescondemnation, itis
to the praise of God's love and
grace that He has elected us to
salvation in Christ, through Him
alone who died to take away our
sinsand roseagainfor our justifica-
tion.

The second son “ makes a name for himself” by his
actions during his own birth.

What isin a name? (25:24-26)

The time arrives for the birth, and
just asthe Lord had revealed, there
are twins. Two boys are born to
Isaac and Rebekah, but they are
not identical twins, given the fact
that their descriptions different.
The firstborn is ruddy in his com-
plexion and covered with hair (the
technical termishypertrichosis, if
you want a big word!). Later on
David will also be described as
ruddy (1 Sam. 16:12; 17:42). The
firstborn receives the name Esau,
but how that name is related to
“hairy” isvery unsure. Theword
for ruddy (red), on the other hand,
is closely connected with Esau’s
other name, which is Edom. This
draws our attention to the reason
why parents pick particular names
for their children: isit to honor a
particular relative (grandfather or
grandmother?)? Is it because of
sometrait noticed already at birth?
Or, is a name chosen for a child
becauseit iscurrently popular and
sounds “nice?” What are some
reasonsin Biblical history why par-
ticular individuals receive their
names (think of Samuel, Isaiah’s
sons, and our Lord Jesus [Matt.
1:21)).

We cannot be completely surewhat
I saac and Rebekah are thinking as
they pick the name Esau for the
oldest son. But the second son
“makesanamefor himself” by his
actions during his own birth. He
emerges from the womb grasping
the heel of hisolder brother. This

interesting incident almost suggests
that the strugglein thewomb during
Rebekah’s pregnancy is not over,
and the second boy is ready to
chase his dlightly older brother
down. Of course, Jacob as a baby
would not be conscious of such a
conflict as he grabs his brother’s
heel. The word for “heel” in the
Hebrew languagelies at theroot of
thenametheyounger twinreceives,
Jacob. Furthermore, just as his
older brather will get another name
(Edom, “red”) later, so the younger
will also receive a second name
(Isragl) later on. But that story is
ahead of us.

The name* Jacob” requires some
comment. Asapersonal name, it
is known from extra-biblical
sources as “Jacob-el,” which
likely means, “May God be at
(my) heel,” that is, “May God pro-
tect me.” Such a name in fact
has quite a positive meaning. So
Kidner (Genesis, p. 130) seesthe
name as a kind of prayer: “May
God be your rearguard.” But the
name is also given to irony or a
second, almost hostile, meaning.
To be at someone’'s heel implies
that oneisdogging another’sfoot-
steps, trying to trip, to trick, or to
deceive someone else. It may
very well be that the parents in-
tend a positive spin on the name
that they give to Jacob. Yet we
should note that theironical sense
of Jacob’s name will certainly
emergelater oninthelivesof the
two boys. Protection (from God)
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as well as deception (by Jacob)
will be often seen in Jacob’s life.

Read Hosea 11:12 — 12:4. In this
covenant indictment of God's
people the prophet Hosea draws
attention to the sins of the south
(Judah) and the north (called Jacob
inverse?). Isradl (i.e., Ephraim) is
Jacob, full of liesand deception. He
has been a struggling nation, even
as he emerged from the womb.

Clearly, God'selection isnot based
upon the goodness of Jacob and his
descendants, the people of Israel.
God'selectionisrootedin Hisown
loving purposes in Christ. The
Bible' steaching about original sin
(we are both guilty and polluted
from thewomb) humblesus, only to
make us see the amazing nature of
God’s grace to save us apart from
any merit of our own.

Lesson 1: Points to ponder and discuss

1.

In several places we read that God describes Himself
as the “God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God
of Jacob.” Then why does the patriarch Isaac get much
less textual attention in the book of Genesis? What role
does Isaac play in redemptive-history?

Redemptive-history in the Bible has a number of barren
women who play a very important part in the story. Why
are there (apparently) so many of them in redemptive-
history? What point is God making with us?

Psalm 113 is noted in the lesson above. Read through
this entire psalm. What several things does it say about
God? How are these truths about God shown to us in
the story of the birth of the twins, Esau and Jacob? How
are these same truths revealed to us in the stories of
Abraham and Isaac earlier?

Isaac prays for his barren wife, and Rebekah goes to
seek out an answer from the Lord during her rather
turbulent pregnancy. Prayer plays an important part in
the parents’ lives here. God answers these petitions with
pregnancy and then with prophecy. How does God
answer prayers today? Does He ever not answer our
prayers? What does the Bible teach us about prayers
that appear to us to go unanswered?

God reveals the future to Rebekah concerning her sons.
Can we believe that she then told this prophecy to her
husband Isaac? To her sons Esau and Jacob as they
were growing? Why or why not? What difference might
it have made whether she told or did not tell the
prophecy to her husband and/or her sons?

Verse 23 says that “one people will be stronger than the
other, and the older will serve the younger.” Does this
word from the Lorp mean that conflict was inevitable
between the two nations? Why or why not? From
where do conflicts and fighting come?
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Bible Studies on Jacob

Lesson 2: Selling the Future for Food

Read Genesis 25:27-34.

Introduction

Already at birth it becomes ap-
parent that these twin boys are
quitedifferent. Thedlightly older
boy (Esau) emerged from the
womb covered with hair (aphysi-
cal thing that makes him clearly a
fraternal twin to his slightly
younger brother Jacob). Identical
twinsthey are not! Furthermore,
the Lord had revealed that the
relationship of these children
would not be friendly. As the
heads of nations, their future and
that of their descendants would
not bethat of equals. The one na-
tion would be stronger than the
older; the “older will serve the
younger” (Gen. 25:23).

Separate developments

(25:27-28)
These two verses are something
of a transition that bridge the
story line from the birth and nam-
ing partsto the separate devel op-
ments that occur in these two
lives.

Twins often grow up closeto each
other, even physically close. But
this does not appear to happen in
the tent of Isaac. Esau develops
into askilled hunter, while Jacobis
content to remain around the tents
of hissemi-nomadic family. Fur-
thermore, we note that there is
thereality of parental favoritism:
Isaac loves Esau because he
hunts, and when successful, that
means delicious wild gameto eat.
Rebekah, on the other hand, loves

the younger son Jacob, but the
text does not give us a reason
why. It may be because of the
Lorp’s word during her preg-
nancy. But readers know that
when parents show favoritism to
particular children, the end result
is almost always not pleasant.

In the description of what these
two sonsarelike, itiseasy for our
cultural stereotypes to take over
as we read this very familiar
story. A common way to read this
story isto think that Esau is“all-
boy,” aregular guy who lovesto
play football, baseball, and rugby.
He is not afraid to go out on the
hunt to kill and prepare game.
Jacob, on the other hand, isakind
of “momma’s boy.” While twin
brother Esau isoutside doing “guy
things,” Jacob is back with
mother Rebekah, baking cookies,
perhaps. Inother words, Jacobis
soft, maybe akind of sissy. If that
is the picture that we see as we
read this story, then Jacob comes
off quite unfavorably. As he
grows up, we already don’t “like”
Jacob.

But let us consider this story
again. Earlier inthestory of Gen-
esis, we met a great hunter be-
fore the Lord, Nimrod. While
there is nothing wrong with hunt-
ing for game in order to eat,
Nimrod isnot noted for hisgodli-
ness. Furthermore, father Isaac
does not admire or show hislove
to son Esau for hisgodliness. Itis
his stomach that is satisfied by the
delicious game that Esau is able

to bring back from hishunts. Fa-
voritism in family relationships
based on self-satisfaction is a
minefield of dangers. Trouble
brews before trouble breaks out.

Asfor Jacob being a dweller in
tents, there is nothing unusual
about that. In fact, that is what
semi-nomads do: they live in
tents! Thus Jacob islivingin a
manner not unlike hisown father
and grandfather before him. In
addition, Jacob is described in
verse 27 asa“quiet man” (NIV).
Other translations say “ perfect”
or “complete.” Currid (Genesis,
vol. 2, p. 19) saysthat Jacob was
“a man of peace.” The word
used hereisusually translated in
amoral sense, i.e., perfect. See
Job 1:1 and 8, aswell as Genesis
6:9. Both Job and Noah are de-
scribed as “perfect.” This does
not mean that they werefreefrom
original sin. Rather it referstothe
fact that they were godly men
who lived before the Lord God
with integrity, seeking to serve
God in faithfulness.

I's this the sense that this word
hasin Genesis 25:27? Hamilton
(Genesis 16-50, p. 177) thinks
that the moral sense as descrip-
tive of Jacob is“inappropriate”
here. He interprets the sense
here as “complete,” meaning
that Jacob is “a self-contained,
detached personality complete
in himself, hence ‘quiet.”” Oth-
ersdisagreein order to maintain
that Jacob is a morally upright
man as he grew up, and that un-
derstanding must be used to
judge, inthemain, hisactionsin
the rest of hislife. What does
his later life show? Is Jacob
“soft?”
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Swearing away the birthright
(25:29-33)

There are a number of ways of
reading what happensin this part
of the story. How you read this
will influence how you think of the
two characters, especially Jacob.
It is often read in the following
manner: brother Esau comes
back from a hunt, but he is so
very hungry (apparently he caught
and killed nothing for food), that
heistruly on the verge of death.
He asks for a bow! of red soup
from his twin brother, but his
brother drives a very hard
bargain. Esau is somewhat
trapped: either sell the birthright
and live (by eating the soup), or,
refuse to sell the birthright but
thenrisk hisown lifesince, in his
mind, “1 am about to die” (verse
32). Inthisway of reading and
hearing the story, Jacob comes
across quite unfavorably. Evenif
Esau is not really about to die
from hunger, Jacob should have
done the “nice” thing, the
Christian thing: he should have
given his brother a bow! of hot
red soup and a second helping, if
he asked! Some writers even say
that Jacob here “steals” the
birthright away from his very
hungry brother.

But there is another way to hear
the story if we think our way
through the details. First of all,
we will learn later in Genesis 27
that Esau also is able to cook.
When |saac sends him away on

the hunt, Esau will be successful
then, and he will come back, cook
his catch, and present it to his
father Isaac. Second, can we
really believe that Esau is on the
verge of dying of starvation?
How long doesit take for aperson
todieof starvation, if heor sheis
deprived of food (assuming that
such aperson haswater to drink)?
Normally starvation takes several
weeks. Plus, a person on the
verge of death from starvation is
so weak that they cannot move
without assistance. In addition,
such a person does not take red
stew (lentil soup?) for his first
meal on the road to recovery. It
would be too great a shock to the
starving person’'s system. Fruit
juices usually start the starving
back to health.

Okay, let's say that Esau was
very hungry. Indeed, when have
we not heard our children say—
or said it ourselves—“1'm starv-
ing! When are we going to eat?”’
Itisvery believable to think that
Esau has not had much if anything
to eat while he was away on the
hunt. But when he saysthat heis
about to die, we find that to be
very hard to believe. Esauis ex-
aggerating his growling stomach.

But to the more difficult question,
we ask this, “Was Jacob being an
oppressor, a cheat, when he
drove this bargain with his
brother?” Commentator Baldwin
(Genesis 12-50, p. 106) thinks
so. “Jacob was ruthless in his

Some writers say that Jacob here “ steals’ the
birthright away from his very hungry brother.

scheming to outwit his brother,
who, as the elder of the two, was
inaspecialy privileged position.”
Again, we must ask ourselves
whether thisistrue. How isEsau
outwitted? Jacob’s propositionis
fairly straightforward: “I'll give
you some of thisred stuff, and you
give me the birthright.” That is
the deal: take it or leave it. No
small print; no unseen or unspo-
ken clauses, amendments, or
modifications.

What was the birthright, in any
case? Why would Jacob want it?
We know from later in the story
of Genesis 27 that the birthright
and the blessing are separate
things. The birthright was the
privilegethat belonged to thefirst-
born son. This was the favored
gift that the firstborn son was to
receive, namely, that he would
receive the double portion from
his father. Read Deuteronomy
21:15-17, where the law requires
that the firstborn son receive just
such aportion, evenif heisnot the
son of the beloved wife. Such a
double portion would put the son
in afavored spot for the future,
and he naturally would be the
leading figure in the family’s fu-
ture, all things being equal.

This was in Esau’s future pros-
pects, and it isthisbirthright that
Jacob wishes to acquire. Why?
Here we might speculate. Per-
haps Jacob is a selfish man, a
person who sees his twin brother
at a slight disadvantage and then
he goesin “for the kill.” But, on
the other hand, if heisa* perfect”
man in amoral sense, it is more
likely that he seesin hisbrother a
lifestyle, aspiritual direction, and
a moral personality that cares
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little for the things of God's cov-
enant. Jacob and Esau are the
sons of the same two parents, but
they are headed in different direc-
tions spiritually and covenantally,
at least at this point in the story.
If Esau really valuesthe birthright
for all the right reasons (or, for
that matter, for any reason at
al!), then hewould refuse to sell
the birthright. But the smell of the
red stew isenticing, and it isready
to eat now, and what good is a
birthright (a future thing) now
when oneis about to die (present
predicament)? He sellsthe birth-
right, even sealing the deal by
swearing an oath at Jacob’'sinsis-
tence (verse 33).

Jacob serves his brother a very
delicious meal (hunger makesfor
a good appetite, after all!) of
bread and soup. Theoriginal text
in verse 34 israther blunt in the
use of four words (all verbs):
“(he) ate... drank... got up...
left.” Some commentators say
that in the ancient Near East the
hairy person is considered to be
boorish and crude. In this case,
Esau seemsto live up to the ste-
reotype! But there is one more
verb in verse 34: (he) despised.
Esau has just sold his birthright,
confirming the salewith asolemn
oath or vow, and the Bibletellsus
that this means he despised his
birthright.

Esau despised his birthright
(25:34)

Despise. Sounds so harsh, does
it not? Does Esau ever say any-
thing mean and nasty about the
birthright? It does not seem so.
The word “despise” has the idea
of thinking little of something,
treating something with little or no

When the story began, Jacob had lentil soup,
while Esau had the birthright. When the
narrative closes, it isreversed.

honor. What we love and value,
we protect and hold onto. We
would not let something go, but we
would think about it often, and we
would consider it very valuable.
But to despise something is like
wiping our dirty shoeson adoor-
mat. We probably don’t hate the
doormat, but wedon’t highly value
it either. When David sinned with
Bathsheba, God tells David that
he has despised the Word of the
Lorp (2 Sam 12:9). Esau facesa
far-reaching choice: a bowl of
soup versusthe birthright? Esau
here thinks with his stomach.

What has he just done? Does he
have any idea what it means to
sell his birthright as a covenant
son for abow! of red stew? Gen-
esis 25:34 closes this account
with the somber statement: “So
Esau despised his birthright.”
What Esau has done isto seek a
short-term solution to agrowling
stomach and physical weakness
dueto his great hunger. But this
indifference and apathy to his
great privilege asthefirstborn son
isequivalent to hostility. Itisin-
teresting to note that we do have
ancient textsthat tell usthat it was
possible for a person to sell his
birthright. Yet we may not evalu-
ate Esau’s actions here merely in
thelight of ancient traditions and
customs. The text of Scripture
says that Esau’s actions werein
reality a despising of his birth-
right.

Jacob, on the other hand, has

looked ahead to obtain the bless-
ing that accompaniesthe covenant
promises. Jacob is often treated
harshly for what he did, but this
should be re-examined. Did
Jacob sensein hisbrother that the
things of God and of His covenant
were not important to Esau? Did
Jacob think that perhaps rather
than have the covenant responsi-
bility fall to a man who was
largely indifferent to the coming
of the Kingdom of God, hewould
“step up to the plate” and try to
secure this birthright with all its
privilegesbut also itsresponsibili-
tiesaswell? If that is the case,
who then is the wiser man?

When the story began, Jacob had
lentil soup, while Esau had the
birthright. When the narrative
closes, it is reversed: Jacob has
the birthright, while Esau is satis-
fied with a nice square meal.
Hourslater Esau will be ahungry
man again. Who isnow thericher
man?

Read Hebrews 12:16-17. In the
context of this passage (Hebr.
12:14-17) theinspired text isurg-
ing usreadersto livein peace and
in holiness, to avoid allowing little
sinful weeds to pop up, such as
bitterness and sexual immorality.
In that context he refers to Esau
who is described as godless or
profane because he sold hisinher-
itance rights as the eldest for a
singlemeal (12:16). Paul rightly
describes such people as enemies
of the Cross of Christ, people
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whose god istheir stomach, folks
who mind earthly things (Phil.
3:18,19). Aresuch peoplewith us
today? Is such awarning for us
aswell?

Esau and Jacob were both cov-
enant sons. They both were
called to seek God'srule over all
thingsintheir life. Spiritual wis-
dom opened Jacob’s eyes to the
future, the long-term future, in
fact. But Esau sold hisfuturefor
some tasty food, and thus he lost
itall.

Rev. Mark Vander Hart is
the Old Testament Professor
at Mid-America Reformed
Seminary in Dyer, Indiana
He has also written a Bible
Study on Genesis 1-11 which
is available through Re-
formed Fellowship.

Lesson 2: Points to ponder and discuss

1.

Why does Rebekah love Jacob? Are there some hints
or suggestions in the story that may explain why she
loves him more than Esau?

Genesis 3:15 tells us that there is a history-long battle
and struggle going on between the Seed of the woman
and the seed of the serpent. How is such a struggle
evident in the story of these two brothers as they grow
up in the family of Isaac and Rebekah?

Christians are under no obligation to assist the wicked
in their agenda and program of working against the
Kingdom of God. Yet Christians are required to feed our
enemies when they are hungry and give them drink
when they are thirsty. Read Romans 12:20. How can
we sort this out? Talk about those times when you have
(or could have) shown Christian charity to those who
were your enemies.

We are baptized into the Name of the Triune God. That
is our Christian birthright in the covenant of grace. What
do we have as Christians in such a birthright? What
privileges and responsibilities now fall to us with the
name “Christian?”

What parallels are there, if any, between the first
temptation in the Garden of Eden (food that could make
one wise), what the first woman and first man did, and
this action of Esau? Both stories deal with food as a kind
of temptation. What did our first parents lose, and what
did Esau lose?

The third commandment deals with misusing God’s
Name. How can Christians themselves sometimes
despise God's Name, besides cursing and
blaspheming? Can we treat God’s Name lightly? How
does heresy (false teaching, unbiblical doctrine) belong
to the area of despising God’'s Name?

Esau had a “felt need,” namely hunger. We all have real
and pressing needs, including physical needs. What
does our Lord Jesus Christ press upon us about His
Kingdom and our “needs” in Matthew 6:25-34?
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We Confess

An Exposition & Application of the Belgic Confession

Article 36: Of the Magistrate

The historical context in which de
Bres and his colleagues of the Re-
formed churchesin the Lowlands
ministered was one where the Ro-
man Catholic authoritiescontinually
reproached them asrevolutionaries.
Because of the Anabaptists and
their rejection of the civil govern-
ment aslegitimate authorities over
them, Reformed Christians were
associated with these revol utionar-
iesasapoalitica ploy to marginalize
theReformed, leading to their eradi-
cation. In this situation, the minis-
tersof the Reformed congregations
inthe Lowlandsfelt it necessary to

respond.

The Confession describes the
ChurchinArticles27-35asaspiri-
tual kingdom. Thiskingdom exists
inthemidst of thekingdomsof this
world. Here the Reformers’ doc-
trine of the “two kingdoms’ is
clearly in the background. The
Latintermthat isused in thetitle of
Article 36, magistratus, shows
this. Thisword speaks of the“ civil
office,” in contrast to the“ spiritual
polity” of the Church described in
Article30.

The Sour ce of Government
Article 36 beginsby explaining the
sourcefromwhichthecivil govern-
ment comes. Just as the spiritual
kingdom, as manifested in the
Church, comes from God, so too
civil government exists by Hisap-
pointment. In thewords of the Con-
fession, “We believe that our gra-
cious God, because of the deprav-

ity of mankind, has appointed
kings, princes, and magistrates,
willing that the world should be
governed by certain lawsand poli-
cies.”

Here the Reformed Church strikes
at the root of the Roman slander
that we are Anabaptists by honor-
ing the civil rulersas God’s minis-
ters. This language of “appoint-
ment” comes directly from the
Scriptures, in suchtextsasProverbs
8:15-16: “By me kings reign, and
rulers decree what isjust; by me
princes rule, and nobles, all who
governjustly.”

Later in redemptive history, Daniel
dramatically impressed this upon
Nebuchadnezzar ininterpreting his
strange dream, saying, of Nebu-
chadnezzar,

You, O king, the king of
kings, to whom the God of
heaven has given the king-
dom, the power, and the
might, and theglory, andinto
whose hand he has given,
wherever they dwell, the
children of man, the beasts
of thefield, and the birds of
the heavens, making you
rule over themall —you are
the head of gold.” (Daniel
2:37-38; emphasismine).

Just as God appointed Nebuchad-
nezzar, Daniel went on to say that
after him three more kingdoms
would rise and fall by the appoint-

ment of God (vv. 39-43). In con-
trast, Daniel concluded, therewould
bean eterna kingdom appointed by
God:

...inthedays of those kings
the God of heaven will set
up a kingdom that shall
never be destroyed, nor shall
the kingdom be left to an-
other people. It shall breakin
pieces all these kingdoms
and bringthemtoanend, and
it shall stand forever (v. 44).

That God appointsthecivil magis-
trate Paul clearly explainsin his
epistle to the Romans, calling his
readers to submit to them because
“there is no authority except from
God, and thosethat exist have been
instituted by God” (Romans 13:1).
In fact, “whoever resists the au-
thorities resists what God has ap-
pointed for heis God's servant.”

Our English translations speak of
government as coming from “our
gracious God.” In fact, the Latin
text approved by the Synod of Dort
speaks of God as the Optimum
Maximum, that is, the Highest/
Greatest Good. Thisisclassic lan-
guage used by the Roman philoso-
phers Lucretius and Cicero and
used in Christian polemics by Au-
gustine, for example, to speak of
God as the “highest good” (sum-
mum bonum). In the opening words
of his work, “On the Nature of
Good Against the Manicheans,”
Augustinesaid, “ The highest good,
than which there is no higher, is
God.” By speaking in thisway, the
Belgic Confession grounds the
civil government in God’ sgoodness,
not his grace, in creation, not re-
demption.
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The problem of basing one’sexege-
sis of the Confession upon the
Englishtrandation“ gracious’ con-
fuses the two kingdoms. This is
seen in P. Y. De Jong's The
Church’s Witness to the World. In
thiswork De Jong says “the Con-
fession connects this gift [of gov-
ernment] with God's grace rather
than Hissovereignwill. Civil author-
ity derives from our gracious
God.” He then marshals two quo-
tations from Calvin, to show that
our Confession follows Calvinin
this matter. He is correct that the
Confession is following the doc-
trineand language of Calvin, but his
grounding of government in the
grace of God isnot what the quoted
words from Calvin actually teach.
In fact, Calvin speaks of govern-
ment coming from God’s* benevo-
lent provision,” “wonderful good-
ness,” and “ power and providence”
(Institutes 4.20.10).

Inlocating civil governmentin cre-
ation, not redemption, the point the
Confession makesisthat it isout of
God's benevolencefor mankind as
created in Hisimage, that He has
given government, in whatever
form, “ because of the depravity of
mankind.”

The Duties of the Magistrate
Thisinstitution given in the good-
ness of God for His creation has
the purpose of restraining wicked-
ness in society. The Confession
expresses thisin this way: “ That
the dissoluteness of men might be
restrained.” God desires to curb
our proclivity to anarchy despite our
effacing Hisimage by rebellingin
sinagainst Him. Inthe Garden, God
gave Adam the charge to “rule”
over creation. The Fall of Adam
consisted in rebelling against God

and seeking to free himself from
God'srule. Yet after the Fall, de-
spite our rebellious nature and ac-
tions, God cares enough for usto
put acheck on our rebelliousnessby
using civil rulers. In using govern-
ment to restrain lawlessness “all
things [will be] carried on among
them with good order and de-
cency.”

The“proof” from theWord of God
comesfrom aquotation made up of
several phrases in Romans 13,
where Paul says God “ hasinvested
the magistracy with the sword for
the punishment of evil-doers and
for the protection of them that do
well.”

Itisclear from Romans 13 that the
main duty of thecivil kingdomisto
punish with the sword (while the
spiritual kingdom uses the keys).
Yet in punishing isimplied protec-
tion. And because the Confession
is a confession of the Church, it
spesksparticularly of theprotection
the magistrateisto giveto the spiri-
tual kingdom, saying,

Their officeisnot only to have
regard unto and watch for the
welfare of the civil state, but
asoto protect thesacred min-
igtry, thet thekingdom of Christ
may thus be promoted. They
must therefore countenance
the preaching of the Word of
the gospel everywhere, that
God may behonored and wor-
shipped by every one, asHe
commands in His Word.®

Itisnot asif thisprotectionisto be
distinguished from al other groups
within society, but again, the Con-
fessionisspeaking of the Churchto
the Church, and so it has particular
concern for this aspect of the civil
magistrates protecting function.
Thespiritual kingdom existswithin
the realm of the civil kingdom, as
oneconcentric circlewithin another.

Because the Church exists within
the world and under the protection
of the sword, when the “sacred
ministry” isprotected, asall others,
thekingdom of Christispromoted.
This does not mean the magistrate
istoexcludeall others, only that it
isto allow the Church to worship
and preach according to the Word.
The civil government, then, isto
“countenance the preaching of the
Word of the gospel everywhere.”
Thismeansthat it isto look favor-
ably upon and not legislate against
and persecute. Theresult of thisis
“that God may be honored and
worshipped by every one, as He
commandsin His Word.”

An example of this “countenanc-
ing” of the gospel found isin the
account of Moses and Pharaoh
(Exodus 3-4). The purpose of
Moses approaching Pharaoh was
that Israel would be able to go out
and worship her LORD. Pharaoh
did not “ countenance” thisrequest,
but forbadeit and persecuted I srael
even more harshly (Exodus 5).

Whilethecivil kingdomisnot reli-
gious, itisalso not morally neutral.

The Belgic Confession grounds the civil
government in God's goodness, not hisgrace, in
creation, not redemption.
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This means that it is morally ac-
countable to God as His minister.
Thisdoesnot mean, though, asone
commentator says, “The govern-
ment shall preserve the Sunday as
day of worship” or, “ The Govern-
ment iscalledto regulate publiclife
in accordance with God’'s Law.”

Our Duties

Thecivil authoritieshavetheir du-
tiesand so do those under their pro-
tection. Notice how the Confession
speaks of the people of God along
with all other people, saying,
“Moreover, it isthe bounded duty of
every one, of whatever state, qual-
ity, or condition he may be...” In
contrast to the Anabaptists or any
other ideathat believes Christians
are exempt from submitting to gov-
ernment, we confessthat wearein
the same situation with al others.

What exactly are we to do, along
with everyone else? We are to
“subject [ourselves] to the magis-
trates.” Paul sayswe are to submit
because the government is from
God. If you resist the governing
authority then you resist God's or-
der for your life. Verse 4 even calls
the government “God's minister.”
We are “to pay tribute.” This
means that we are not to cheat on
our 1040's during tax season.
“Why, though, should Uncle Sam
get what I’ veworked so hard for?’
Because God calls you to do this.
Thank God that you livein aland
whereinyou are ableto protest this
as acitizen of this nation. We are
“to show due honor and respect to
them,” speaking highly of our mag-
istrates even more so as Christians.
We are also “to obey them in all
things which are not repugnant to
theWord of God.” Inthingsthat do
not contradict theWord of God, you

areforbidden torefuseand required
to obey. If, though, something is
required of usthat clearly contra-
dictsthe Word, we havethe duty to
resist asour alegianceisto Christ
(e.g., Acts 4).

Finally, We are “to supplicate for
themin [our] prayersthat God may
rule and guide [us] in all [our]
ways.” Paul tells Timothy to pray
for theking that wemay livequietly
and peaceably inthislife, and thisis
pleasing to God. This means we
pray for all those over us, whether
or not we agree with their policies
or liketheir person. The blessing of
thisis “that we may lead a tran-
quil and quiet lifein all godliness
and gravity.”

Why should we do all this? Thisis
apart of our laying down our lives
asliving sacrificesinview of God's
super-abounding merciesand grace
(cf. Romans 3:21-11:36). Because
of this great mercy, Paul pleads
with usto lay our liveson the altar
and sacrifice ourselves, our pride,
our covetousness, and our sinsthat
wemight beasweet smelling aroma
of sanctification to Him. And we

are to be transformed, changed
from death to life, from self-seek-
ing sinner to Christ-seeking wor-
shipper, not be conformed to this
sin-torn world. And one aspect of
this service that we perform as
priests is submitting ourselves to
our government.

Rejection of Errors

This article of the Belgic Confes-
sionendsinasimilar way asothers
(arts. 7,9,12, 13,14, 15, 18, 33, 34,
35), rejecting variouserrors, saying,

Wherefore we detest the
Anabaptists and other sedi-
tious people, and in general
al those who reject the
higher powers and magis-
tratesand would subvert jus-
tice, introduce community of
goods, and confound that
decency and good order
which God has established
among men.

Seditionisforbidden, onthegrounds
mentioned abovethat thecivil magis-
trate is ordained by God. As well,
thosewho subvert justice, introduce
acommunity of goods, and confound

Sudy/Application Questionsfor Article 35

1. Prove from Scripture that God appoints the civil government.

2. Why isit important that the civil magistrateisgroundedin
God as Creator and not as Redeemer? How should this
cause usto think about the limits of civil government?

3. How does government restrain sin and lawlessnessin

society?

4. Based on Romans 13, what do we believe about the civil
magistrate’s use of capital punishment?

5. How far are we to go in submitting to the laws of the land?
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decency and order. Thergjection of
community of goodsis particularly
relevant asit leads, inredity, nottoa
sharing of goodswithal, but only the
sdlect few inaparticular community.

As Christians, we are in the world,
but not of theworld (John 17:11, 14).
Thismeansthat our ultimatecitizen-
shipisin heaven (Philippians 3:20).
Nevertheless, we belong to the par-
ticular regionsin which weliveand
aresubject asitscitizens. Itisin this
settingthat Chrigt callsustobesdtin
an unsavory age, light in aworld of
darkness, and prophetsof theLORD
inaword devoid of hisvoice.

Rev. Daniel R. Hydeis the
pastor of the Oceanside
United Reformed Church in
Oceanside, Cdlifornia.

A New Breed of Conservatives

An Evauation of the Decisions
of the CRC Synod of 2006

Synod 2006 of the Christian Re-
formed Church finished its work
but the implementation of its deci-
sionswill impact the CRC for gen-
erations to come. For over ten
years | have written nothing about
the CRC. | havefolloweditsactivi-
ties over the years but have not
been engaged in evaluating itsdeci-
sions. Thisyear | did something |
have not done since | was a del-
egate to Synod 1995. | observed
and evaluated the decisions of
Synod. | had the opportunity to do
this by seeing and hearing alive
web broadcast of the Synod itself.

What struck me were the signifi-
cant differences between the points
of debate at the 2006 Synod com-
pared to the 1995 Synod. In many
instancesthetopicswerethe same.
The parameters of the debate, how-
ever, werevery different. Bob De
Moor, editor of the official magazine
of the Christian Reformed Church,
The Banner, believes this differ-
enceis because of “anew breed of
‘conservative’ gaining a stronger
voice in our denomination” De
Moor describes this new breed,
“They think with their gutsaswell
as their heads—they represent a
warmer, caring kind of conserva-
tism that replaces rock-hard
doctrinalism with a deeper piety
and a stronger sense of mission.
They’re not about to leave—they
valuetheunity of the Body asmuch
astheir “progressive’ counterparts
do; they don't insist that everyone
agrees with them, just that the
church leaves room for them in

matters of conscience.”

The difference between the con-
servativesof thelast decadesof the
twentieth century and the “new
breed conservatives’ of the first
decade of the twenty first century
issignificant. Thisisillustrated by
comparing the debates between the
1995 and the 2006 Synods. In gen-
eral, theBiblica-conservative posi-
tions on the topics debated in 1995
were not even mentioned at Synod
2006. Theliberal or “progressive”

positions of 1995 becamethe* new
breed conservative” positions of
2006. Thealternativesto the*new
breed conservative’ positionswere
even more liberal and deviated
even further from Biblical truth and
the Reformed heritage of our fore-
fathersthan the progressive agenda
of 1995.

The Women in Office Debate

The most obvious debate to exem-
plify this deviation was the debate
on women in office. The issue
arose at this Synod from an overture
from Classis Grand Rapids East
following ayear in which amajor-
ity of Classesinthe CRC approved
making the word “male” inopera-
tive in the CRC Church Order.
Likeall mattersat Synod, thisover-
turewas given to an advisory com-
mittee, which would make recom-
mendationsto Synod. Theadvisory
committee moved a proposal that
contained four parts relating to
changesinthe Church Order. Firgt,
theword “male” would be deleted
from the church order, removing

24

The Dutlook




the current Church Order restric-
tion against women'’s ordination.
Second, anew articlein thechurch
order would state that women
could not be delegated to Synod.
Third, achurch order articlewould
state that women could not serve
assynodical deputies(Synod'srep-
resentatives) at classis meetings.
Fourth, that there would be a
seven-year sabbatical rest on any
officia ecclesiastical debateonthis
issue.

Support for this proposal began by
delegatesdescribing it asillogical,
making no sense, and aclear mov-
ing of the Holy Spirit. A woman
advisor to Synod arguedinitsfavor.
Sheclaimed it honored all members
and the great variety of positions
they held. To publicly demonstrate
their mutual honor of one another
she requested that all delegates
stand and bow to one another. Al-
most all delegates bowed, but they
failed to bow to the truth of the
Word of God given by the Spirit
whose truth is not illogical but
clearly revealed in the Word of
God.

Thisproposal and perspectivewas
radically different from theissues
debated at Synod 1995. Synod
1995 wasonce more addressing the
issue of women in office because
Synod 1994 failed to ratify the
change to the church order ap-
proved by Synod 1993. Synod 1994
voted to keep theword “male” in
Church Order Article 3 because
“the clear teaching of Scripture
prohibitswomen from holding the
officesof minister, elder, and evan-
gelist.” At Synod 1994 clear lines
remained between Biblical and
unbiblical positions on women in
office. Since Synod 1994 did not

approve women in office, the de-
bate continued to rage. No seven
years of rest were requested.

The 1995 minority report continued
to argueforcefully using numerous
scriptural referencesthat it would
beaviolation of Biblicd teachingto
allow women in any authoritative
office of the Church of Jesus
Christ. However, while opposing
womenin office, theminority report
also criticized Synod 1994 for de-
claring the issue clear. The 1995
minority report stated, “ Synod 1994,
instating that * Scripturewasclear’
failed to recognize that both sides
had faithfully sought to interpret
Scripture on this issue.” This
weakened language became the
door through which the final deci-
sion of Synod 1995 was made.
Synod 1995 built on this wording
and officially declared that “there
are two different perspectives and
convictions, both of which honor
the Scriptures as the infallible
Word of God, on the issues of
whether women are allowed to
serveintheofficesof elder, minis-
ter, and evangelist.” This post-
modern approach to truth should
have no place in the Church of
Jesus Christ. Even where we do
not agree, we ought to acknowl-
edge absolutetruth on every Bibli-
cal doctrine.

Applying this approach to truth to
theissueat hand, Synod 1995 vio-
lated itsown Church Order and ap-
proved the following compromise:

“A classismay, inresponsetolocal
needs and circumstances, declare
that theword “ male” inArticle 3-a
of the Church Order isinoperative
and may authorize the churches
under itsjurisdiction to ordain and
install womenintheofficesof elder,
minister, and evangelist”. This
unbiblical approach to the questions
of doctrine and practice, applied to
women in office, became the new
conservative approach in 2006.

The debate at Synod 1995 focused
on true and false doctrine and its
consistent applicationinlife. Many
delegatesin 1995 continued to ar-
gue the position of 1994, that the
Bible is clear on the nature of
women in office. Thishistoric po-
sition was not advocated at Synod
2006. | heard no one at Synod 2006
argue to retain the word “male” in
the church order AND drop the
practice of declaring the word
“male” inoperative. No one stated
that allowing the ordination of
women to authoritative office was
itself an unbiblical and unfaithful
practicethat should be stopped. The
conservative Biblical position
adopted by Synod 1994 and advo-
cated by a significant minority in
1995 was not clearly defended by
any delegates at Synod 2006. In-
stead, after alengthy debate, Synod
2006 overwhel mingly approved the
proposal moved by their advisory
committee rooted in the same
unbiblical principlesof compromise
on thisissue.

Theliberal or “progressive” positions of 1995
became the “ new breed conservative’
positions of 2006.

September 2006

25




Therewere only asmall number of
men opposed to this plan. A few
ddegatesarguedit violated the Bib-
lical requirement that males exer-
ciseheadshipin office. A few other
delegates opposed it because it
failed to alow womentofulfill their
officeinall itsdimensions. Those
agreeing with these two opposing
perspectives represented a very
small minority of the delegatesvot-
ing against the proposal. There
were a few delegates hot for the
truth of “male” headship, a few
delegates who were cold to this
truth, but most del egateswere luke-
warm, swayed by breezes blowing
fromall directions.

Synod 2006 overwhelmingly ap-
provedthefirst step. They officialy
approved deleting theword “male”
from Article 3 of the church order
of the CRC. Synod 2007 must now
ratify thisaction. However, Synod
2006 overwhelmingly defeated
other details of this“ Spiritinspired
plan.” Synod refusedto placeinthe
Church Order of the CRC the pro-
visonsprohibiting women ministers
and eldersfrom being delegated to
Synod and serving as synodical
advisors. Doesthismean all those
who approved the “Holy Spirit’s
plan” and itsfirst step rejected the
leading of the Spirit on steps two
and three? Although the logic of
any answer to thisquestion may be
lost to the del egates of Synod 2006
it should be clear to those attuned to
the Word of God that this Synod
rejected the Spirit’s leading and
logicrevealed in Scripture.

Synod did vote not to allow women
to attend Synod or be Synodical
deputies. The difference is that
they did not put these provisionsin
the church order as proposed.
They did not follow through on their
origina Spirit Inspired and initially
approved solution. A few delegates
noted how thismight beinterpreted
as astab in the back to those who
had already voted to delete the
word “male” from the church with
the assumption that the other re-
strictions would also be placed in
the church order. But, according to
the Banner and my observationsthe
new breed of conservatives
“showed themselves to be more
than willing to overturn centuries of
Reformed church practicewith re-
spect to ...Church Order regula-
tions concerning women in church
office.” However, from the per-
spective of the“traditional conser-
vatives’ at Synod 1995 the Biblical
confessional position was aban-
doned. Infact, theBiblical position
was never seriously considered.
Theliberd position of 1995 became
the “new conservative’ position,
and the CRC moved one step
closer to thefull implementation of
women participating inall functions
of officein the CRC. In 1995 the
debate was between allowing
women in office and forbidding
women in office. 1n 2006 the de-
bate was between havingwomenin
office in violation of the Church
Order and having women in office
in harmony with the Church Order.
Therewas no conservative position.

Synod 2006 overwhelmingly defeated other
details of this “ Spirit inspired plan”.

I nterchurch Relations

The second mgjor issue Synod 2006
faced with roots in the Synod of
1995 wasthe question of the nature
of ongoing relationswiththe GKN,
the historic Dutch mother church of
the CRC. InMay of 2004 the GKN
merged  with two  other
denominations forming the PCN,
the Protestant Churches of the
Netherlands. Rev.  Peter
Borgdorff, the Executive Director
of the CRC, argued in favor of the
motion of theInterchurch Relations
Committee to remove the
restriction on the CRC's fraternal

relationship with the PCN.
Restricted fraternal relations
continued with this new

denomination. Restrictionslimiting
table fellowship and pulpit
exchanges of ministershad beenin
place since 1984.

At Synod 1995 the nature of
continued ecclesiastical relations
with the GKN were vigorously
debated. Thelnterchurch Relations
Committee of the CRC
recommended that Synod 1995 not
break fellowship withthe GKN, but
maintain restricted relations. A
minority report drafted by the
committee of pre-advice
recommended breaking dl fraternal
relations with the GKN. The
reasons for this were epitomized
when the fraternal delegate from
the GKN addressed Synod 1995
commending them for their
“progress’ onthewomenin office
issue by stating, “there is neither
slave nor free, neither male nor
female, neither homo nor hetero.”
Still, Synod 1995 rejected the
minority conservative report to
break all relations with the GKN
and approved the ICRC's
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recommendation to continue
restricted relations. The
“conservative” perspective wasto
break relations and the “liberal”
perspective was to maintain
“restricted relations.”

At Synod 2006 the “ new breed of
conservatives’ sought to maintain
restricted relations. The liberal
position camefromthel CRC. They
recommended “... to Synod 2006
that the PCN be restored as a
church in full ecclesiastical
fellowship.” Thisrecommendation
was not grounded in any abjective
recognition that the PCN had
moved closer to Biblical truth or
that the reasonsrestricted rel ations
were put in place had changed. In
fact, al indications are that the
merged denomination is even
further from Biblical truth thanthe
GKN was in 1984. However,
because of changesinthe CRC this
new Dutch denomination is today
closer to the CRC in both doctrine
and life.

The 2006 committee of pre-advice
concerning ecumenical relations
with the PCN came with amajor-
ity and minority report. Themajor-
ity recommended restricted rela-
tions and the minority recom-
mended removing all restrictions.
No one recommended breaking
relations with PCN. Rev. Peter
Borgdorff argued that Synod should
remove the restrictions to demon-
strate that the CRC would not fol-
low the pattern of Ecclesiastical
relationsexemplified by NAPARC
(North American Presbyterian and
Reformed Council), which termi-
nated the membership of the CRC
in2002. Heclaimed that ecclesias-
tical fellowship based on the stan-

In 2006 there was no conservative position.

dard of doctrinal similarity had
never been the basis of the ecu-
menical relationsof the CRC. This
revision of the history of the Chris-
tian Reformed Church’s ecumeni-
cal history went unchallenged by
any delegate of Synod.

The CRC was acharter member of
NAPARC. The basis of the ecu-
menical dialogue of participating
denominations in NAPARC is
stated in its historic constitution,
“Confessing Jesus Christ as only
Savior and Sovereign Lord over all
of life, we affirm the basis of the
fellowship of Presbyterian and Re-
formed Churchesto befull commit-
ment to the Biblein its entirety as
the Word of God written, without
errorinal itspartsand to itsteach-
ing as set forth in the Heidelberg
Catechism, the Belgic Confession,
the Canons of Dordt, the
Westminster Confession of Faith,
and the Westminster Larger and
Shorter Catechisms. That the
adopted basis of fellowship be re-
garded aswarrant for the establish-
ment of aformal relationship of the
nature of acouncil, that is, afellow-
ship that enables the constituent
churches to advise, counsel, and
cooperate in various matters with
one another and hold out before
each other the desirability and need
for organic union of churches that
areof likefaith and practice.” The
CRCwashigtorically clearly united
with other denominations based on
acommon confessional conviction.

Synod 2006 was urged to avoid the
errors of NAPARC, remove the

restrictions placed on the GKN in
1985 and once again establish full
ecclesiastical relations with the
PCN. Synod 2006 voted to keep
the restrictionsin place. Just over
50% of the delegates supported this
position. The 1995 debate was
between restricted relations and
breaking relations with the GKN.
The 2006 vote was between re-
stricted relationsand full ecclesias-
tical relations with the PCN.

Many may see maintaining re-
stricted relations as aconservative
victory. Such a view would be
wrong. Synod 2006 failed to deal
Biblically with the PCN. Both
Synod 1995 and 2006 should have
broken ecclesiastical fellowship
with the GKN/PCN. The conser-
vative position of breaking relations
was not even considered by the
Synod of 2006. Theliberal position
of 1995 became the “ new breed of
conservative” position of 2006.
The 2006 progressive-liberal posi-
tion, not even considered at Synod
1995, was to return to full fellow-
ship.

Paedocommunion

Thethird major issue dealt with an
overture concerning paedocom-
munion. Paedocommunion is dis-
tinct from child communion.
Paedocommunion maintains that
covenant children havetheright to
receive the bread and the wine at
thetable of the Lord based on their
baptism and membership in the
covenant. So ababy of six months
or six days could be given and par-
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take at the Lord's Table. No pro-
fession of faith of any kindwould be
required for participation at the
Lord’s Supper.

The CRC Synod 1988 wasthefirst
Synod to endorse young children
participating at the Lord’s Supper.
Synod 1995 upheld the decision of
Synod 1988. Both these decision
retained an aspect of the historic
perspective, “Covenant children
should be encouraged to make pro-
fession of faith as soon as they
exhibit faith and are ableto discern
the body and remember and pro-
claimthe death of Jesusin celebrat-
ing the Lord's Supper.”

These Synods redefined the his-
toric understanding of thesewords.
Thehistoric practice of making ho
distinction between the rights and
privilegesof “professing” member-
ship and therightsand privileges of
adult membership was changed.
Yet, both these Synods at least
maintained the requirement for
some type of profession of faith
prior to participation at the Lord’s
Table. Some at the Synod of 1995
still held that profession of faith
demanded amature understanding
of God'sword and opposed lower-
ing the standard of an informed
adult profession.

Synod 2006 approved beginning the
process necessary to change the
historic practice of Protestant
churchessincethetime of the Ref-
ormation. They did seethisasa
major changeto the Church Order.

Therefore, Synod 2007 isrequired
to ratify the proposed changes to
the Church Order beforethey goin
effect. Synod 2006 mandated the
Board of Trusteesto formulate all
necessary changes to the Church
Order to allow for paedocommun-
ion. The historic practice of the
church isto be changed. One del-
egateto Synod epitomized thedis-
cussion on this matter, “Rev.
Stanley Groothof, Classis British
Columbia North-West, cited his
own experience as anew father as
a reason for supporting children
joining the Lord’s Supper. ‘ Young
children learn through touch and
taste. If | give my 10-month-old a
toy, where does it go? Into her
mouth,” he said. ‘ The part of the
service that is especially tuned to
touch and taste isthe part children
are excluded from.”” Synod 2006
abandoned the Biblical requirement
and historic practice of Presbyte-
rian and Reformed churches re-
quiring aprofession of faith prior to
participation inthe Lord’s Supper.

Additional Matters

In addition to these points of con-
tact between Synod 1995 and 2006
other new issues were addressed.
Synod 2006 officially changed the
confessions of the Christian Re-
formed Church. They deleted part
of Heidelberg Catechism question
and answer 80 exposing the errors
of the Roman Catholic Mass.
Synod 2006 al so approved the use
of theTNIV inlocal congregations.
Conservative commentators from

Thisrevision of the history of the Christian
Reformed Church’s ecumenical history went
unchallenged by any delegate of Synod.

many denominationshaveuniformly
condemned the principles of this
gender-neutral translation as deny-
ing the inerrancy of God's Word.
In movesthat did not seem to honor
the conscience of some, delegates
were only allowed to approve or
disapprove the combined group of
candidates for ministry, male and
female. In addition women elders
served at every station at a com-
munion service attended by Synodi-
cal delegates prompting afew del-
egates to refrain from partaking.
Synod 2006 opened communionto
babiesand closed it for some of its
own del egates.

The 2006 CRC Synod consistently
ignored and abandoned the truth
of Scripture, the Three Forms of
Unity and the practices of its
Reformed heritage. In an alarm-
ing description, Banner editor Bob
De Moor was encouraged that
the “new breed of conservatives’
in the CRC “showed themselves
to be morethan willing to overturn
centuries of Reformed church
practice with respect to children
and communion, ‘fighting words’
within the Heidelberg Catechism
against Catholic teaching, and
Church Order regulations con-
cerning women in church office.”
One might ask if the description
“conservative” should be used at
all inthiscontext. Sadly, thereis
some |egitimacy to the term con-
servative here, but only in so far
asit compares to the liberal pro-
gressive views becoming more
and more prevalent in the CRC.
This is clearly a denomination
where Biblical teaching may be
tolerated but not promoted, where
theliberal of today will beidenti-
fied as the newest new breed of
conservative tomorrow and
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where truth is compromised for
the sake of unity without confes-
sional content.

| would encourage all who believe
they are conservative to test what
they seeinthe CRC with thosefed-
erationsand denominationslikethe
URCNA and the OPC who strive
to hold to the faith once delivered
and take seriously the doctrines
confessed in our respective stan-
dards. There are still those who
believe that the current answer to
the misery of theworld isthe bold
proclamation of the gospel of yes-
terday, today and tomorrow.

“Moreover, brethren, | declare to
you the gospel which | preached to
you, which alsoyoureceived andin
which you stand, by which aso you
are saved, if you hold fast that
word which | preached to you —
unless you believed in vain.” (1
Corinthians 15:1, 2).

Rev. Casey Freswick isthe
pastor of the Bethany United
Reformed Church in Wyo-
ming, Michigan.

The New Testament Evidence Regarding

Paedocommunion
(Part One)

During the course of our examina-
tion of the Old Testament evidence
for the practice of admitting chil-
dren to the Lord’'s Table, we had
occas on to observethat theultimate
norm for the practice of the new
covenant community of faith must
be the teaching of the New Testa-
ment. Though it iscommon among
advocates of paedocommunion to
rest alarge part of their case upon
the anal ogy with the Old Testament
Passover, thistendsto create apre-
sumption for paedocommunion that
predetermines the way the testi-
mony of the New Testament isin-
terpreted.

As we take up the relevant evi-
dence that can be derived from the
New Testament, we do so from the
conviction that the norm for the
confession and practice of the
church, particularly asit relatesto
the question of the proper recipients
of the sacrament of the Lord’'s Sup-
per, must be based upon a careful
study of the New Testament pas-
sages that address this sacrament.
Since the Lord’s Supper is a new
covenant ordinance, which Christ
himsdlf ingtituted for the purpose of
commemorating and proclaiming
His saving death upon the cross,
our understanding of its spiritual
meaning and proper recipients
should be based primarily upon
New Testament teaching. Thisisa
rule of interpretation that needs to
be honored in any evaluation of the
arguments for or against the prac-
tice of admitting children to the
Lord’ s Table.

Just as is the case with the Old
Testament evidence, the New Tes-
tament does not speak asdirectly as
we might prefer to theissue of the
participation of children of believing
parents in the sacrament of the
Lord’'s Supper. Indeed, one of the
remarkable features of the New
Testament’steaching isthat it does
not provide agreat deal of informa-
tionthat isspecifically addressed to
who ought to partake of the sacra-
ment of the Lord’s Supper. Though
the New Testament offers some
important testimony regarding the
institution and meaning of the sac-
rament, it does not expressly ad-
dress the question of paedocom-
munion in the form in which it is
often raised by its contemporary
advocates. Our procedure in con-
sdering thisevidence, therefore, will
haveto beginwith anidentification
of some of the basic themes of
New Testament teaching. Only af -
ter weidentify thesethemeswill we
be in a position to ask about their
implicationsfor the particular ques-
tion of the propriety of children
being admitted to the Table of the
Lord.

Our review of the New Testament
evidence will begin with a short,
introductory survey of the most
important passagesthat addressthe
subject of the Lord's Supper.
Among these passages, wewill see
that those passages that describe
theinstitution of the sacrament are
of particular importance. In our
treatment of thisevidence, wewill
also give special attention to the
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guestion whether the Lord’s Supper
isprimarily to be viewed as anew
covenant fulfillment of the old cov-
enant Passover, or whether it dif-
fersinimportant respectsfromthis
Old Testament observance. Since
theargument from the alleged anal -
ogy between the Passover and the
Lord’s Supper is such aprominent
feature of the paedocommunionist
argument, any evidence of asignifi-
cant difference between these two
ritesis relevant to evaluating this
argument.

After considering these general
features of the New Testament
evidencethat bears upon the ques-
tion of paedocommunion, we will
treat two passages that are of spe-
cial importance to the question of
the proper recipients of the sacra-
ment. The first and less important
of these passages, John 6, is often
overlooked in discussions of the
subject of paedocommunion. How-
ever, sincethispassage describesin
some detail what it is to eat and
drink the body and blood of Christ,
it hassignificant implicationsfor the
guestion of what it meansto sacra-
mentally receive and participatein
the body and blood of Christ. The
second of these passages, 1
Corinthians 11, isthe most impor-
tant and extensive New Testament
passage that addresses the manner
inwhich believersshould partake of
the sacrament of the Lord’'s Supper.
Sincethis passage has often been a
linchpin in the historic argument
against the permissibility of admit-
ting non-professing membersof the
new covenant community to the
Tableof theLord, it will occupy an
especially prominent part of our
treatment of the New Testament
evidence.

An Introductory Survey of the
Types of New Testament
Evidence

In order to ensure that our
consideration of the New
Testament evidenceiscomplete, it
may be helpful to begin by
identifying all of the passages that
have a bearing upon a proper
understanding of the Lord's Supper
and itsrecipients. A survey of the
New Testament passages that
address the subject of the Lord’s
Supper indicates that they are
relatively easy toidentify and place
in distinct categories. For our
purpose, we will treat these
passages as belonging to four
distinct kinds.

Thefirst kind of passagesincludes
the accounts in the Synoptic
Gospels of the institution of the
Lord’s Supper. Each of the Gospel
writers records the event of the
institution of the sacrament on the
night inwhich Christ wasbetrayed,
shortly before His crucifixion and
death. These accountsarefoundin
Matthew 26:20-30, Mark 14:17-26,
and Luke 22:14-23. In addition to
these passages in the Gospels, the
apostle Paul providesan extensive
statement of the institution of the
Supper in 1 Corinthians 11:23ff., a
passage that deservesto be placed
in a category by itself.

In addition to the accounts of the
institution of the Lord’'s Supper,

there is a second kind of New
Testament passage that refers or
aludes generally to the new
covenant community’s celebration
of the Lord Supper. These
passages do not tell usagreat deal
about the nature of the sacrament,
but they do confirm itsimportance
as aregular feature of the life and
ministry of the church. In Luke-
Acts, there are two passages that
may describe examples of the new
covenant community’s celebration
of the Lord’'s Supper. The first of
theseisthe account in Luke 24:30-
31, which describes Jesus' post-
resurrection appearance to thetwo
men on the road to Emmaus.
According to Luke, when he
reached the home of these men,
Jesus shared a meal with them,
during which He “took the bread
and blessed and brokeit and gaveit
tothem” (v. 30). Though thismeal
did not occur as part of an official,
public church service, some
commentators argue that Luke's
use of the same language for the
institution of the Lord’s Supper (cf.
Luke 22:19) suggeststhat thiswas
a kind of celebration of the
sacrament. Luke also notes that,
after receiving the bread and
sharing the meal, the two men
“recognized” the risen Lord.
Another of these passages may be
the description of the early church
in Jerusalem, which Luke provides
in Acts 2:42 (cf. also Acts 20:7):
“And they devoted themselves to

Participation in the sacramental meal is clearly
placed in the context of an active reception of and
continuance in the teaching of the apostles.
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the apostles teaching and
fellowship, to the breaking of bread
and the prayers.” The phrase in
this description, “the breaking of
bread,” may also bean allusion to
the regular celebration of the
Lord's Supper on the part of
believers in Jerusalem. If this
passage describes the celebration
of this sacrament, it is noteworthy
that those who participated are
expressly described as those who
“received” the Word preached by
the apostle Peter and the other
apostles. Participation in the
sacramental meal isclearly placed
in the context of an active
reception of and continuanceinthe
teaching of the apostles.

In addition to these possible
allusions to the celebration of the
sacrament, there are two passage
inthe book of Revelationthat likely
refer to the sharing of thismeal (cf.
Rev. 3:20; 19:1-8). In the first of
these passages, Christ appears to
alludeto the Supper as ameans of
fellowship with Himself, when He
warns the church in Laodicea that
its lukewarmness and self-
satisfaction may require the
disciplineof thewithdrawal of table
fellowship. The second passage
speaks of “the marriage feast of
the Lamb,” which will be the
eschatological fulfillment of the
Lord's Supper as a meal of
remembrance and hope for a
future, moreimmediatefellowship
with Christ at His return.

Though none of these first two
kinds of passages addresses
directly who may rightly receive
the body and blood of the Lord in
the sacrament, there are two New
Testament passages that do speak
more directly to this question. For

our purpose, these two passages
constitute thethird and fourth kinds
of New Testament texts.

The first of these passages is the
extended discoursein John 6, which
describes what it means to eat the
body and drink the blood of Christ.
Although this passage does not ex-
plicitly speak of the sacrament of
the Lord’s Supper, itishastradition-
aly been regarded asthe passagein
the Gospel of John that alludesto the
sacrament and its spiritual signifi-
cance. Because this passage pro-
vides a general account of what it
means to participate by faith in
Christ, it has implications for any
sacramental participationin Christ
and His saving work.

The second of these passagesis 1
Corinthians 11:17-34 (in the context
of 1 Cor. 10:14-22), which offers
the most extended New Testament
discussion of the meaning of the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper and
what is required of those who par-
ticipate in Christ by means of the
sacramental bread and wine. Since
this passage has aways played a
principal rolein the biblical argu-
ment for only admitting professing
believers to the Lord's Supper, it
congtitutesthe most important piece
of New Testament evidence that is
relevant to the debate regarding
paedocommunion.

Thisbrief survey of the New Testa
ment passages that addressthe sub-
ject of the Lord’s Supper illustrates
therelative paucity of evidencefor
determining who are properly to be
admitted to the sacrament. Though
we shall see that there are several
implications in these passages for
theissue of who should bereceived
at the Table of the Lord, an answer
to the specific question posed by

advocates of paedocommunionis
not explicitly provided in any of
these passages. As we consider
these passages and their implica-
tions for the question of
paedocommunion, it will become
evident that afinal resolution of the
debate can only be achieved upon
the basis of an argument that con-
siders general features of the New
Testament doctrine of the Lord’s
Supper and itsrelation to the Word
of the gospel.

In next month’sarticle, wewill be-
gin our examination of the New
Testament evidence by considering
what we can learn about the sacra-
ment of the Lord’s Supper and its
proper reception from the Gospel
accounts of the institution of the
Lord’s Supper. In subsequent ar-
ticles, wewill take up the question
of theLord’s Supper anditsrelation
to the Old Testament Passover, as
well asthe important testimony of
John 6 and 1 Corinthians 11 regard-
ing the manner in which believers
should sacramentally participatein
Christ’sbody and blood.

Dr. CornelisVenema isthe
President of the Mid-
America Reformed Semi-
nary. He also serves a con-
tributing editor of The Out-
look.
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