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Preface
The Reformed Dogmatics of Geerhardus Vos (1862–1949), here appearing for the first time in English, is a welcome publication for anyone wishing to benefit from a uniformly sound and often penetrating articulation of biblical doctrine. It will be of particular interest to those who are already familiar with the work of Vos—the father of a Reformed biblical theology. Few, if any, among them have not experienced a growing appreciation of his profound and singular insights into Scripture. F. F. Bruce’s characterization of The Pauline Eschatology is an apt description for his work as a whole: “indeed outstandingly great … a rare exegetical feast.”
The Reformed
Dogmatics
stems from the period 1888–1893, when among other subjects the young Vos taught systematic theology (dogmatics) at the Theological School of the Christian Reformed Church, later renamed Calvin Theological Seminary. This
Dogmatiek
was first published in Dutch as a hand-written manuscript in five volumes, in 1896. It was subsequently transcribed and printed in 1910. While the 1896 version is apparently in Vos’ own hand, the transcription is almost certainly by some other person or persons. But there is no good reason to question that it was done with Vos’ full knowledge and approval. That transcription is the basis for this translation project.
While this is not a critical translation, the goal has been to provide a careful translation, aiming as much as possible for formal rather than dynamic equivalence. The accuracy of the secondary sources Vos cites or quotes—usually by referring to no more than the author and title and sometimes only to the author—has not been verified nor the exact bibliographic details provided. Explanatory footnotes have been kept to a minimum. Nothing has been deleted, no sections elided or their content summarized in a reduced form. Vos’ occasionally elliptical style in presenting material, meant primarily for the classroom rather than for published circulation to a wider audience, has been maintained. The relatively few instances of grammatical ellipsis unclear in English have been expanded, either without notation or, where the expansion is more extensive, placed within brackets.
Concerning the use of Scripture a couple of things are to be noted. Effort has been made to verify Scripture references, and occasional instances of typographical error, where the intended reference is clear, have been corrected without that being indicated. In Vos’ original, Old Testament verse references are to the Hebrew text, which varies occasionally from the numbering used in English Bibles. These references have been changed in this translation to be consistent with English versification. Also, quotations occasionally follow the Statenvertaling but are usually Vos’ own translation, whether exact or a paraphrase. Accordingly, rather than utilizing a standard English translation, they are translated as Vos quotes them.
English readers will now be able to explore the relationship between the early Vos of the Reformed Dogmatics and his subsequent work in biblical theology, begun in the fall of 1893 when he moved from Grand Rapids to Princeton Seminary as the first occupant of its newly created chair of biblical theology. Whatever differences that comparison may bring to light, it is safe to anticipate that the end result will substantiate deep, pervasive and cordial continuity between his work in systematic theology and biblical theology. An important reference point in this regard is provided by Vos himself in his comments on the thoroughly positive, complementary relationship he as a Reformed theologian saw between the two disciplines. This point was present in his Princeton inaugural address in the spring of 1894 and echoed decades later, well after his retirement.6
Another interesting question concerns the antecedents of the Reformed
Dogmatics, particularly those Vos may have considered its more immediate predecessors. Calvin is quoted most often, and there is occasional reference to various figures in late 16th and 17th century Reformed theology. However, there is no indication of current or more recent Reformed theologians who substantially influenced him and upon whose work he sees himself as building. There are only two passing references to Charles Hodge in Volume One (both dissenting!). There is no mention of Abraham Kuyper or B. B. Warfield, although Vos was personally acquainted with both and corresponded with them during his time in Grand Rapids, sometimes touching on matters theological. This silence may be explained by the fact that their major works were yet to appear.
The appearance of the Reformed
Dogmatics
will disclose substantial affinity with the Reformed
Dogmatics
of Herman Bavinck. This is to be expected, since the slightly younger Vos (by seven years) considered Bavinck a good friend as well as a close theological ally. The first volume of Bavinck’s work (in Dutch), however, did not appear until 1895, after Vos’ Grand Rapids period. Perhaps the later volumes of the Reformed
Dogmatics
will shed more light on the question of influences on Vos’ work.
Volume One, appearing here, deals with theology proper. Subsequent volumes, scheduled to appear as the translation of each is readied, treat in order anthropology, Christology, soteriology, and in the final volume, ecclesiology and eschatology.
This project represents a collaborative effort without which it would not have otherwise been possible. Particular thanks are due to the translators for their efforts in providing base translations of the various parts of Volume One and also to Kim Batteau for some translation review. I have reviewed and revised their work and given the translation its final form.
Thanks are due to Lexham Press for its commitment in initiating and supporting this project, and to its editorial staff for their work. Special thanks to the project manager, Justin Marr, for all his time and efforts, not least his ready availability to make suggestions and answer questions about procedures. Finally, it would be remiss not to acknowledge indebtedness to the unknown person or persons responsible for the careful transcription work done over a century ago. Those labors have made this translation project immeasurably more feasible.
R. Gaffin, Jr.
August 2014



1. The Knowability of God
1. Is God knowable?
Yes, Scripture teaches this: “that we may know the One who is true” (1 John 5:20), although it also reminds us of the limited character of our knowledge (Matt 11:25).
2. In what sense do Reformed theologians maintain that God cannot be known?
a)   Insofar as we can have only an incomplete understanding of an infinite being.

b)   Insofar as we cannot give a definition of God but only a description.

3. On what ground do others deny God’s knowability?
On the ground that God is All-Being. They have a pantheistic view of God. Now, knowing presumes that the object known is not all there is, since it always remains distinct from the subject doing the knowing. Making God the object of knowledge, one reasons, is equivalent to saying that He is not all there is, that He is limited.
4. What response is to be made against this view?
a)   The objection that this view presents stems entirely from a philosophical view of God, as if He were All-Being. This view is wrong. God is certainly infinite, but God is not the All. There are things that exist, whose existence is not identical with God.

b)   It is certainly true that we cannot make a visible representation of God because He is a purely spiritual being. But we also cannot do that of our own soul. Yet we believe that we know it.

c)   It is also true that we do not have an in-depth and comprehensive knowledge of God. All our knowledge, even with regard to created things, is in part. This is even truer of God. We only know Him insofar as He reveals Himself, that is, has turned His being outwardly for us. God alone possesses ideal knowledge of Himself and of the whole world, since He pervades everything with His omniscience.

d)   That we are able to know God truly rests on the fact that God has made us in His own image, thus an impression of Himself, albeit from the greatest distance. Because we ourselves are spirit, possess a mind, will, etc., we know what it means when in His Word God ascribes these things to Himself.




2. Names, Being, and Attributes of God
1. In what does the importance of the names of God lie?
In this, that God through them draws our attention to the most important attributes of His being. This being is so rich and comprehensive that we need to have some benchmarks in order to understand the rest. God’s names are not empty sounds (like the names of people), but they have meaning and contribute to our knowledge of God.
2. What is the meaning of the name Elohim?
“He who is to be feared,” “the One who is full of majesty.” The ending
im
is a plural ending. The singular is Eloah and appears first in the later books of the Bible as a poetical form. The plural ending does not point to an earlier polytheistic conception, but signifies the plenitude of power and majesty there is in God.
3. What are the meanings of the names El and Adonai?
El
means “the Strong One,” “the Mighty One.” Adonai means “Ruler,” “Lord”; originally, “my Ruler,” “my Lord.”
4. Give the meaning of the name Eljon.
It means “the Exalted One,” namely “above all other so-called gods”; cf. Gen 14:18.
5. What is the meaning of the name El Shaddai?
“The Mighty One,” “the Sovereign One.”
6. What is the derivation and what is the meaning of the name Jehovah?
Very early the Jews thought that Leviticus 24:11, 16 forbade them to pronounce the holy name of God. They always replaced it with Adonai. Later, when vowels were added to the Hebrew text, the vowels of Adonai were used. Thus, the pronunciation “Jehovah” came into existence. We cannot ascertain with certainty what the original pronunciation was, but most probably the pronunciation was Jahweh. However, we are already so used to the sound of Jehovah that it would almost be irreverent to change it at this stage. According to Exodus 3:14, Jehovah is a covenant name and signifies: (a) self-existence; and (b) God’s immutability and faithfulness.
Elohej
7. What does the name Jehovah Zebahoth affirm?
It means “the God [or the Lord] of Hosts.” This name was first used in the time of Samuel. In that connection, one has thought that it indicates Jehovah as Captain of Israel’s battle array (Psa 44:10). However, in Scripture, two other things are also called “hosts,” namely the stars and the angels (Deut 4:19; Job 38:7). Thus along with the meaning mentioned above, included also in the name is this: God all-powerfully rules over angels and stars, and Israel should not fear them as the heathen do.
8. Has God made Himself known to us only through His names?
No, also through His attributes. God’s attributes are the revealed being of God Himself insofar as it is made known to us under certain circumstances.
9. What two questions arise for us in connection with God’s attributes?
a)   In what relation do they stand to His being?

b)   In what relation do they stand to each other?

10. What do the ancients teach concerning God’s being?
a)   As has been noted above, we cannot give a definition of God’s being. After all, every definition presupposes a higher concept of genus and a distinction between a concept of genus and a concept of species, as well as a composition of the two. Now there is nothing higher than God, and God is simple, without composition.

b)   There is no distinction in God between essence and existing, between essence and being, between essence and substance, between substance and its attributes. God is most pure and most simple act.

11. May we make a distinction in God between His being and His attributes?
No, because even with us, being and attributes are most closely connected. Even more so in God. If His attributes were something other than His revealed being, it would follow that also essential deity must be ascribed to His being, and thus a distinction would be established in God between what is essentially divine and what is derivatively divine. That cannot be.
12. May we also say that God’s attributes are not distinguished from one another?
This is extremely risky. We may be content to say that all God’s attributes are related most closely to each other and penetrate each other in the most intimate unity. However, this is in no way to say that they are to be identified with each other. Also in God, for example, love and righteousness are not the same, although they function together perfectly in complete harmony. We may not let everything intermingle in a pantheistic way because that would be the end of our objective knowledge of God.
13. From what other matters in God must we clearly distinguish His attributes?
a)   From God’s names, derived from the relation in which He stands to what is created. Thus, He is called Creator, Sustainer, Ruler (we call these predicates or descriptions).

b)   From the personal qualities that are unique to each person of the Holy Trinity and whereby they are distinguished from one another, e.g., begetting, being begotten, and being breathed (these are called properties, “particularities”).

14. In how many ways have theologians attempted to make a classification of God’s attributes?
a)   They have been classified in three ways according to which, it is thought, one must arrive at knowledge of the attributes:

1.   The way of causality


2.   The way of negation


3.   The way of eminence


However, this is not so much a classification of attributes as of ways in which natural theology has attempted to establish God’s attributes.


b)   Another classification is affirming and negating attributes. Pure negations only tell us what God is not and are therefore not attributes in the fullest sense of the word. When we consider this more closely, these so-called negative attributes mostly include something affirming, so the distinction disappears. For example, God’s eternity says more than that He has no beginning and no end. It also says that for Him everything is an indivisible present, etc.

c)   A third classification divides into absolute and relative attributes, or what comes down to the same thing, inherent and transitive attributes. However, strictly speaking, all God’s attributes are absolute. In other words, the ground for them resides in His being, apart from the existence of the world, although we must admit that we could not conceive of some of them in action (e.g., grace and mercy) if the world did not exist. On the other hand, there is no attribute in God that is not in a certain sense transitive, that is, which He has not revealed. We cannot claim that we know everything in God, but what we know, we only know because God has revealed it to us, because He has communicated and disclosed it to us.

d)   In the fourth place, there are some who want to differentiate between natural and moral attributes. Moral attributes are, e.g., goodness, righteousness. The remaining attributes that lack this quality are called natural. Against this distinction, there are two objections.

1.   The word natural is ambiguous. It could give occasion here for thinking that God’s moral attributes do not belong to His nature, His being.


2.   In addition, the error could arise as if in God the moral is separated from the natural and the latter is a principle of lower order in God.


e)   Fifth, we have Schleiermacher’s classification along the same lines as his system. He divides according to the different ways in which our feeling of dependence expresses itself in response to God’s attributes. This feeling does not arouse resistance within us against God’s eternity, omnipotence, etc. Such attributes form one class. But against God’s holiness, righteousness, etc., this feeling arouses resistance. These form a second group. This resistance has been removed by Christ, and the attributes with which we come into contact through Christ are summed up in a third group.

f)   The most common classification, which we also follow, distinguishes between incommunicable and communicable attributes.

1.   To the incommunicable attributes belong:


a.   Self-existence




b.   Simplicity




c.   Infinity




d.   Immutability




2.   To the communicable attributes belong:


a.   Spirituality and personality




b.   Understanding




c.   Will




d.   Power




e.   God’s Blessedness




15. What must be noted regarding an objection raised against this ancient division into communicable and incommunicable attributes?
It has been said that the differentiation is relative, that is, that the incommunicable attributes when viewed from another perspective are communicable and vice versa. For example, God’s eternity is infinite in relation to time; in man there is a finite relation to time. Thus, there is an analogy between God and man. Conversely, there is only limited goodness and righteousness in us; in God both are perfect. Thus, there is an infinite distance. Each attribute, one says, is at the same time incommunicable and communicable according to one’s perspective.
This view is entirely wrong. God’s eternity says much more than that He stands in an infinite relation to time. It says that He is wholly exalted above it. Clearly, there is not a shadow or trace of this in man. God’s eternity is indeed incommunicable, not only in degree but also in principle.
16. What else do we observe about incommunicable and communicable attributes in relation to each another?
That the former determine the latter. For example, God is infinite and possesses understanding. Now, we are able to connect infinity with understanding and say God possesses infinite understanding. We could do this as well with all the other attributes. The two sets are at no point separated from each other; they penetrate each other.
17. What is God’s self-existence?
That attribute of God by which He is the self-sufficient ground of His own existence and being. Negatively expressed, independence says only what God is not. Self-existence is precisely the adequate affirmation here. Proof texts: Acts 17:25; John 5:26.
18. What is God’s simplicity?
That attribute of God whereby He is free of all composition and distinction. God is free:
a)   Of logical composition; in Him there is no distinction between genus and species.

b)   Of natural composition; in Him there is no distinction between substance and form.

c)   Of supernatural composition; in Him there is no distinction between slumbering capacity and action. Proof texts: 1 John 1:5; 4:8; Amos 4:2; 6:8.

The Socinians and Vossius deny this attribute in order better to escape the Trinity, that is, the oneness in being of the three Persons.
19. What is God’s infinity?
That attribute whereby God possesses within Himself all perfection without any limitation or restriction.
It is further distinguished into:

a)   Infinite perfection

b)   Eternity

c)   Immensity

20. Is the concept of infinity negating or affirming?
It has been claimed that it is purely negating and therefore has no content. This is not correct. Certainly it is true:
a)   That we cannot form a graphic image of the infinite or of an infinite thing. Beholding is always limited, and what is limited does not comprehend the infinite.

b)   That we cannot make a concept of the infinite with our thinking. Thinking also is always limited; thus it is inadequate for comprehending the infinite.

Nevertheless, it remains true that we must hold with conviction that:

a)   Behind the finite we comprehend, the infinite exists. It is with the infinite God as it is with space. However far we proceed in our imagination, we know that we have not yet arrived at the end, that we could still take one more step.

b)   This infinity for God Himself is not something indeterminate as it is for us, but He Himself perfectly encompasses and governs it. However inconceivable this may be for us, in God it is a reality.

21. Is God’s infinity limited by the existence of other things that are not God?
No, for to be infinite does not mean to be everything, although the pantheists claim the latter.
22. Where does Scripture teach us God’s infinite perfection?
In Job 11:7–9 and Psalm 145:3.
23. What is God’s eternity?
That attribute of God whereby He is exalted above all limitations of time and all succession of time, and in a single indivisible present possesses the content of His life perfectly (and as such is the cause of time).
24. How many concepts of eternity are there?
Two:
a)   A more popular concept: Eternity as time without beginning and without end.

b)   The more abstract and more precisely defined concept: Eternity is something that lies above time and differs entirely from time.

c)   Both belong together and serve to supplement each other. According to the first, time in itself would be the original, and eternity only an extension of time. The latter taken to an extreme brings us to the pantheistic error that time is only an alteration of eternity. But both exist, eternity in God, time in the world. Scripture has both descriptions of eternity: Psalm 102:12; 90:2, 4; 2 Peter 3:8.

25. What question presents itself to us here?
How God can have knowledge of temporal things, without, with this knowledge, time, as it were, penetrating God’s thinking and thereby His entire being? In other words: How does God relate to time?
26. What must the answer to this be?
a)   That we may not follow those who deny a real existence to time and space and think that they are merely subjective forms in which man represents things. So Kant and many others. Time and space are objective and real.

b)   That it is difficult to decide whether time and space are independent entities or modes of existence, or are relations of things to each other, or an entirely different kind of reality, or something about which we can say nothing further. These questions belong to the realm of metaphysics. God’s Word does not give a further explanation.

c)   That time and space as realities are also realities for God, the existence of which He knows.

d)   That, however, a great difference remains between the relationship in which we stand to these realities and in which God stands to the same realities. We have time and space not only as real outside us, but they are also created in our mind as forms for representation, so that our inner life is governed by them and we cannot be rid of them. We can only see in space and think in time. For God it is entirely different. His divine life does not unfold or exist in those forms. He is exalted above them and just that fact makes His eternity His omnipresence. He knows the finite as existing in time and space, but He does not know and see it in a temporal or spatial manner.

27. Is it right to say that all “occurring” takes place in time and that thus there must also be passage of time in God?
No, for we know that there is causing and being caused, thus a real occurring, outside of time, namely, in the generation of the Son and the spirating of the Holy Spirit.
28. What do you understand about God’s immensity?
That perfection of God whereby He is exalted above all distinction of space, yet at every point in space is present with all His being and as such is the cause of space.
29. Wherein lies the distinction between immensity and omnipresence?
Both express the same thing but from two different perspectives. The first teaches how God is exalted above space and the second how He nevertheless fills space at every point with His whole being.
30. How should we not think of this omnipresence of God?
Not as extension over space; “God is entirely within all and entirely outside all,” as one theologian has stated.
31. In how many ways can existing beings be considered in relation to space?
In a three-fold way:
a)   Material bodies exist in space in a delimited way. They are completely delimited and encompassed by space.

b)   Pure spirits, which are created, exist in space in a determinate way, that is, although they themselves have no extension unlike material bodies, they are still determined by space and its laws. Our soul cannot function everywhere.

c)   God, lastly, is in space in an effecting way, that is, space is sustained by the upholding power of His providence, as He has created it in the beginning and He wholly fills it.

32. Is God omnipresent with only His power and knowledge or also with His being?
The older Socinians, Vorstius, and some Anabaptists claimed the first. The latter is the case, as demanded by the infinity of God’s being.
33. Is God present everywhere in the same way?
No, He reveals His presence in a different way in heaven than in the place of the lost, and differently on earth than above.
34. How do you prove God’s immensity from Scripture?
From the following: Ephesians 1:23; Jeremiah 23:23–24; Psalm 139:7–12; Acts 17:24–28.
35. What is the answer to the objection that the infinity of space limits God’s infinity?
a)   That we have no ground for claiming space is infinite. It is true that we cannot imagine an end to space, but that is due to our own limitation.

b)   Admitting that space were infinite, even then it need not limit God’s infinity. That God is infinite does not mean that He is all. Since they fall into different spheres, the two infinites need not limit each other.

c)   If space were infinite, it would not be independent of God. God alone is self-existent; also note His immensity.

36. What is God’s immutability?
That perfection in God whereby He is exalted above all becoming and development, as well as above all diminution, and remains the same eternally.
37. Why is it necessary to emphasize this attribute?
Because pantheism teaches that within God there is development, indeed, that the development of the world is nothing other than the process whereby God comes to self-consciousness. Martensen, a Christian theologian tainted by pantheism, says, for example, “God’s immutability is not the immutability of the lifeless, for he is only as in eternal fruitfulness he becomes of himself. His eternity is therefore not a stagnant eternity like the eternal mountains, or a kind of crystalline eternity like the eternal stars, but a living eternity, continuously blossoming in unfading youthfulness.” Beautiful language, but a God-dishonoring thought!
38. How are the creation of the world and God’s actions in time to be brought into agreement with His immutability?
We must believe that all these deeds do not effect any change in God, since they do not require time in Him, although naturally their realization falls within time.
39. How can we further distinguish God’s immutability?
One can speak of:
a)   An immutability of being.

b)   An immutability of essential attributes.

c)   An immutability of decrees and promises.

40. Prove this from Scripture.
See James 1:17; 1 Timothy 1:17; Malachi 3:6.
41. What is the first of the communicable attributes?
God’s spirituality.
42. What does Scripture mean when it calls God Spirit?
The Hebrew and Greek words that mean “spirit” are both wind. From this starting point we discover the following:
a)   Wind is that power among material powers that seems to be the most immaterial and invisible. We feel it but we do not see it (John 3:8). When God is called Spirit, it therefore means His immateriality (John 4:24).

b)   Wind or breath is the mark of life and thus stands for life or in place of enlivening power. Thus it is the case that God’s spirituality also means His living activity. As Spirit God is distinguished from man, indeed all that is created, that is flesh, that is powerless and inert in itself. Spirit is thus what lives and moves of itself. Jeremiah 17:5; Isaiah 31:3.

c)   Wind as the spirit of life or the breath of life belongs with something else enlivened or activated by it. God can also in this sense be called Spirit insofar as He is the enlivener and source of life for the creature. That is so both in a natural sense as well as in a spiritual sense. That agrees with the fact that man can be called flesh in a twofold sense, both insofar as he naturally has no power of life in himself and insofar as he is spiritually dead and cut off from God. In the latter sense, the word takes on its bad meaning, which it has throughout the entire Scripture. Psalm 104:30; 2 Corinthians 5:16.

d)   The spirituality of God implies that He is a rational being, with understanding, will, and power.

43. Whereby does the doctrine of God’s spirituality acquire a practical significance?
Through the use of images in Roman Catholic and Lutheran churches (cf. Rom 1:23).
44. What else does God’s spirituality involve?
That God’s being also exists as personal. However, we should consider that God’s being may not be called personal in the abstract but only in His threefold existence as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In God personality is not one but three. There are not four but only three persons in the Godhead.
45. Do not infinity and personal existence exclude each other?
Almost the whole of modern philosophy claims that they do and therefore will not acknowledge any communicable attributes or personality in God. This claim is based on the idea that an “I” cannot exist without a “not-I” and that the nature of infinity excludes such an opposite.
The answer to this:

a)   That God is not all that exists and that therefore in His thinking He can most certainly place other things vis-à-vis Himself without canceling out His infinity.

b)   That personal consciousness is not caused by the consciousness of another outside us, but completely the reverse; the former makes the latter possible. Only where there is personal consciousness can one distinguish something else from one’s self.

c)   That in us, human beings, consciousness of personality is certainly awakened and developed by contact with the world outside us, but that we may not make this a rule for God. He is wholly independent from all that is outside Him.

d)   That within God’s being itself there is a distinction that should explain completely how there can be consciousness of personal existence in God apart from other things. The Father is indeed conscious not to be the Son, and the Son not to be the Father, and the Holy Spirit not to be the Father and not to be the Son. And these three do not limit each other but together are the one, infinite God.

46. What do we consider concerning God’s understanding?
His knowledge and His wisdom.
47. What is God’s knowledge?
That perfection by which, in an entirely unique manner, through His being and with a most simple act, He comprehends Himself and in Himself all that is or could be outside Him.
48. What distinguishes divine knowledge from that of human beings?
a)   It occurs by a most simple act. Human knowledge is partial and obtained by contradistinction. God arrives immediately at the essence of things and knows them in their core by an immediate comprehension.

b)   It occurs from God’s being outwardly. With us the concept of things must first enter our cognitive capacity from outside us. God knows things from within Himself outwardly, since things, both possible and real, are determined by His nature and have their origin in His eternal decree.

c)   In God’s knowledge, there is no cognition that slumbers outside His consciousness and only occasionally surfaces, as is the case for the most part with our knowledge. Everything is eternally present before His divine view, and in the full light of His consciousness everything lies exposed.

d)   God’s knowledge is not determined through the usual logical forms, by which we, as by so many aids, seek to master the objects of our knowledge. He sees everything immediately, both in itself and in its relation to all other things.

49. Is God’s knowledge the same as His power?
Some have claimed this. Augustine said, “We see the things that you have made because they exist; they exist, on the other hand, because you see them.” In the same sense, Thomas Aquinas speaks of God’s knowledge as the “cause of things.” Likewise, many Reformed and Lutheran theologians. Against this idea we note:
a)   That it is certainly true that every act of will in God and every expression of His omnipotence is accompanied by knowledge, and thus one may speak of an effectual knowledge.

b)   That this, however, will always be a figurative way of speaking that may not lead us to identify the knowledge and power of God.

c)   That God’s knowledge and power must be distinguished is clearest from the fact that they have different objects. God knows all that is possible. His power is active only with respect to all that is real, and in a very different sense.

50. How does one distinguish God’s knowledge with reference to its objects?
a)   Into necessary knowledge and a free knowledge.

b)   Into a knowledge of simple comprehension and a knowledge of vision.

51. What is meant by the distinction between necessary and free knowledge?
The objects of necessary knowledge are God Himself and all that is possible. It is called necessary, because it is not dependent on an expression of will in God. God is as He is, an eternal necessity reposing in Himself; also what is or is not possible is determined with equal necessity by God’s perfect nature. One should note, however, that this necessity does not lie in a compulsion above God but in God’s being itself.
The objects of free knowledge are all actual things outside God, that is, that actually have been, still are, or will be. It is called free because the knowledge of these things as existing depends on God’s omnipotent decree and was by no means an eternal necessity.
One should note that the objects of free knowledge are simultaneously objects of necessary knowledge, but then not as actual but as purely possible.
52. What is meant by the distinction between a knowledge of simple comprehension and a knowledge of vision?
It is the same as the previous distinction. The knowledge of simple comprehension extends to all that is possible; the knowledge of vision, to all that is actual in the sense described above.
53. In which two respects, however, is the knowledge of simple comprehension distinguished from necessary knowledge?
a)   God is clearly the object of necessary knowledge but not of the knowledge of simple comprehension. Yet, the latter, as the name indicates, comprises only that which is purely possible.

b)   Actual things are also objects of necessary knowledge insofar as they are likewise possible. It seems that they must be excluded from the knowledge of simple comprehension because we are dealing here with a simple comprehension, that is, a comprehension that excludes all that is actual.

54. Why are these classifications of the objects of God’s knowledge important?
Because they include a protest against the pantheistic identification of God and the world. By these distinctions, we confess that for God more is possible than exists in reality, that His power and thoughts extend beyond the world, that the latter is the product of His free will.
55. What is so-called middle knowledge?
It is something that Jesuits, Lutherans, and Remonstrants introduce between necessary and free knowledge.
By this is meant the knowledge that God possesses of certain things that would occur independently of God by the free determination of human will, provided that certain conditions would be fulfilled beforehand. For example, God gives to some His Word and the Holy Spirit, but not to others. We conclude from this His omnipotence in granting the means of grace. No, the proponent of middle knowledge responds, God knew which persons would convert themselves by a free determination of will when these means are presented to them, and therefore He brings these means only to them.
56. What must be said against this conception?
a)   That knowledge, indifferent to whatever kind or origin, presupposes absolute certainty. Only what is certain and sure can be known.

b)   That, therefore, whatever is free and uncertain in itself cannot be the object of knowledge, nor can it be a particular kind of knowledge.

c)   That the opponents have only invented this knowledge in order to unite God’s foreknowledge with their free will. And that they seek to unite two things here that logically exclude each other. Freedom of action in a Remonstrant sense and advance knowledge of that action are not compatible.

d)   Some have appealed to God’s eternity in order to defend the knowledge of absolutely free actions. They say that God stands wholly above time, that the future is always present for Him, and therefore that He can know it despite its absolute freedom.

This is certainly true, but God’s eternity, to which they appeal here for help, is simply overthrown by this doctrine of absolutely free will, withdrawn from God’s decree. If in this way God must expect an increase in His knowledge of things outside Himself, if He must, as it were, wait if He thus must take up within Himself the influence of the temporal, then this destroys His eternity. The doctrine of middle knowledge denies precisely what could make it comprehensible.
57. Is not such middle knowledge taught in 1 Samuel 23:9–12 and in Matthew 11:22–23?
No, in the first case David is simply told what the consequence would be given the present attitude of the people among whom he found himself if he remained in the town. In Matthew 11:22–23, we have a hyperbolic mode of speech used by Jesus to indicate the hardening of His contemporaries.
58. How far does the knowledge of God extend?
It comprises all things great and small, free and necessary, past, present, and future. Therefore, it is called omniscience.
59. What is the relation between God’s decree, His free knowledge, and the free actions of men?
God’s decree grounds the certainty of His free knowledge and likewise the occurring of free actions. Not foreknowledge as such but the decree on which it rests makes free actions certain.
60. How do you describe the wisdom of God?
That perfection of God by which He uses His knowledge for the attainment of His ends in the way that glorifies Him most.
61. How can one demonstrate God’s knowledge and wisdom from Scripture?
From Hebrews 4:13; Psalm 139:16; Proverbs 15:11; 1 Timothy 1:17.
62. In how many different senses can the word “will” be understood?
It can have three meanings:
a)   All morally determined attributes, insofar as these are active powers that can operate in a twofold direction. In this sense, holiness, righteousness, etc. belong to the will.

b)   The capacity to make a decree or a plan, and such a decree or plan itself. In this sense, the will (never the understanding) is the capacity by which God decrees or is the decree of God itself.

c)   The capacity by which God executes a decree of His will by a manifestation of power outwardly. In this sense, God’s will is most closely connected with His active might.

63. Is there a particular reason for classifying the following attributes of God under His will?
Yes, for while in us rational attributes lie for the most part below our consciousness and thus hardly resemble a conscious volition, in God they are entirely different. All His rational perfections, such as His holiness, righteousness, etc., lie in the full light of His consciousness, that is, they are a conscious inclination of His nature. Clearly, conscious inclination is will in the wider sense of the word. Thus, the older theologians were entirely correct when they dealt with holiness and righteousness, etc., under the attributes of God’s will.
64. How can one describe God’s will?
That perfection of God by which in a most simple act and in a rational manner He goes out toward Himself as the highest good and toward creatures outside Him for His own sake.
65. Is then God’s will (speaking reverently) a selfish will?
We could say this in a good sense. In man, selfishness is evil because the highest good lies outside himself. In contrast, God is the all-sufficient one, who delights in the highest good within Himself.
66. Can we say that God’s will and understanding are the same?
No, against this identification others have rightly observed that God is clearly omniscient and omnipotent, but not omni-volitional.
67. Must one also distinguish between God’s will and His active power?
a)   God’s omnipotence as the capacity to do, including what He does not actually do, is naturally distinguished from God’s will. God does not will all that lies within the scope of His omnipotence.

b)   But also between God’s will and His active power one must make the greatest distinction. Certainly, God’s decree, in which His will is active, is not the same as the powerful execution of His decree.

c)   Still, we need to keep in view that God’s active power has much more the character of a bare willing than our active power. With us, too, all exercising of power begins with willpower. That, however, is accompanied by various things that have no place in God as a pure spiritual being. God’s simple will is powerful enough to call a thing into being. One needs to consider, however, that in saying this, one takes the word will as meant in question 62 under c, and not as it is under a and b. Scripture itself says that by God’s will things are and are created.

68. How do we further distinguish God’s will?
a)   Into necessary and free will. The first has reference to God Himself, the second to things existing outside of Him.

b)   Into absolute and conditional will. This distinction, established by some older theologians, was rightly rejected by later ones. God’s will is not conditional, but only the object willed by Him can be conditional in its nature, that is, dependent on something else. God does not will the one thing because He wills the other, but He certainly wills that there will the one for the sake of the other.

c)   Into antecedent and consequent will. When the Reformed used this distinction, they did not mean anything other than that there is a logical order in God’s decrees and that He makes one thing subject to another as a means to an end. They were certainly very conscious that things do not have their capacity to serve as means apart from God but that that capacity is derived from God’s will. God wills A with an antecedent will and is not then forced to choose B with a consequent will, but omnipotently makes B an effective means for reaching A.

With this distinction the Lutherans and Remonstrants intend something entirely different. For them the antecedent will is a general rule established by God in indeterminacy, the consequent will a determinate application of it after God has first taken note of free human choice. By an antecedent will, God decrees to save all who believe. Then He sees who the believers are and then decrees with His consequent will to give them salvation. This, of course, is rejected by all the Reformed.
69. Which distinction is of much greater importance?
The distinction between the secret will of decree and the revealed will of precept.
70. Are there also other names in use for this distinction, and why are they less suitable?
Also spoken of is a will of good pleasure and a will of sign. God’s preceptive will, however, also expresses His good pleasure, and sometimes His decretive will is brought to our attention by a sign. So, these terms express less accurately what is meant (Matt 11:26,
εὐδοκία; Rom 12:2,
θέλημα
…
εὐάρεστον).
71. What do we understand, respectively, by the will of decree and the will of precept?
The will of decree is God’s free determination of all that will come to pass and how it will occur. The will of precept is the rule laid down by God for rational beings to direct their conduct accordingly.
72. What difficulty does this distinction cause?
Many things that God forbids occur, and many things that He commands do not occur. Therefore, the will of decree and the will of precept seem to directly oppose each other.
73. Can all attempts to remove this difficulty be considered successful?
a)   Some have denied that the existing will has the character of a will, and they wish to degrade it to merely a prescription. One must observe, however, that in God’s prescriptions His holy nature speaks and that in fact they are founded upon a strong desire in God. More precisely, the problem here is this: How can there be two desires in God, one that wills the good and abhors the evil, and one that leaves the good unrealized and permits the evil to appear?

b)   Some have distinguished between the existence of an action and the manner of its existence (the action equals the material and the formal). God’s preceptive will, it is said, has reference only to the latter. That is true. But His decretive will also has reference to the latter, and in that respect both wills thus again stand side by side unreconciled.

c)   Still others thought that everything was settled when they pointed out how God’s decretive will also includes making known His preceptive will. When A sins, then God’s decretive will has determined it, and His preceptive will has forbidden it. But now one needs to consider that God’s decretive will also comprises that God would forbid it. So, they think, the will of precept is joined with that of the decree, and all is resolved in a higher unity. However, this resolution is pure illusion. Both wills now fall under the decree but such that they have become only outwardly parallel but are not internally in harmony. The question is clearly how God can decree to permit something that He must at the same time by virtue of His holiness decree to forbid.

74. Does Scripture also distinguish between a twofold concept of will in this matter?
Yes, “to will” sometimes means the natural inclination or intent of the soul and sometimes the determination of the decree. (Compare above, question 62, a) and b); Matthew 27:43,
θέλω; and Psalm 22:9,
חָפֵץ).
75. Can we sufficiently solve the difficulty here for our thinking?
No, because it comes down fundamentally to the problem of permitting sin and is identical to that problem. With our limited insight into God’s ways, this question is not capable of a solution. All we can do is to guard against looking for the difficulty at a point other than where it lies.
76. Where then does the difficulty really lie?
In this, how in His decree God can permit things that violate and offend His rational attributes.
77. What needs to be said regarding this difficulty?
We must not forget that included within God’s rational attributes there is one that can remove this temporal violation and offence, namely His punitive righteousness, so that, as it were, in the end the balance is once again restored. By this, however, we have not explained how it agrees with God’s absolute holiness that He first decrees this removal in order then to maintain it.
78. Wherein may we not seek the difficulty?
We may not imagine that God would do us an injustice if He conducts Himself toward us in this double manner by decree and command. We do not find a rational problem here concerning the relation between God and the creature. If someone thinks of having discovered something like this, then it is the result of humanizing God. If we order someone to do something, then we are at the same time obliged to do everything in our power to advance the fulfillment of this order. If we neglect to do this, then we sin against a brother. The same thing cannot be said of God. He has no obligation at all with His decree to act for the realization of His command beyond what pleases Him. Just as little does His truthfulness demand that He decree and command the same thing. In the above-mentioned case, we would not only transgress against our brother through lovelessness, but also through deceitfulness. This, too, we cannot transfer to God.
79. How are we to evaluate the case when the Lord prophesied to Hezekiah, “You will die of this disease,” and nevertheless healed him?
The prophecy was not a revelation of God’s decretive will that would later be changed, but was simply an announcement of the fact that the illness was deadly in its nature. Hezekiah was healed by a miracle. God’s decretive will was clearly that He should be healed. God speaks in human idiom. When we say, “He will die of this illness,” we mean the same thing.
80. How are we to evaluate Abraham’s case where he was first commanded to sacrifice Isaac, and this command was later withdrawn?
Here God commands something that He does not will. The great problem, however, was just how God can decree something that He does not approve. In Abraham’s case, one could at most find a difficulty concerning God’s truthfulness. How can God say to Abraham, “It is my will that you sacrifice your son,” while in reality it was not His will? One must so understand this that God did not really say to Abraham, “It is my positive will that it come to pass (will of decree), but it is my will of precept prescribed for you,” that is, “I demand of you that you should feel commanded to do it.”
81. Do all the earlier theologians give the same scope to the concept of God’s holiness?
No, there are those who include all the rational attributes under holiness, e.g., love, grace, mercy, etc. Others identify righteousness and holiness, e.g., Cocceius.
82. Is it necessary to take the concept of holiness in such a broad sense?
No, for although holiness stands in the closest relation to the remaining rational attributes, it is not to be identified with them. Also, the close connection in which these attributes stand to each other is already sufficient to point out that they are called attributes of the will, and that God’s will is presented as having God Himself as the first object and having all the other objects for the sake of His will.
83. What is the original concept of holiness?
The root
קדשׁ
originally means, “to be set apart,” “to be separated.” God is therefore called, “the Holy One,” because He exists in Himself and nothing can be compared to Him. The metaphysical gap that exists between Him and the creature is therefore expressed by the concept of holiness. A very clear Scripture is 1 Samuel 2:2, “There is none holy like the LORD: for there is none besides You; there is no rock like our God” (see Exod 15:11; 1 Sam 6:20).
84. Is the concept of holiness exhausted by this?
No, this is already clear from the fact that God can also communicate a likeness of His holiness to the creature. Of course, God can never give up His eternity. From this it is therefore apparent that the concept as described above needs supplementing. This supplement must be sought in the following: God is holy not only insofar as He is the eternal One, but also insofar as in His dealings with His creatures He claims everything for Himself and makes it subservient to His purposes, sets it apart, hallows it.
85. How is this second element in the concept of holiness distinguished from the first?
By accenting the rational significance of God’s holiness. God is not only distinguished from all that exists outside Him, but He also knows Himself, seeks Himself, and loves Himself as the supreme embodiment of rational perfection. And from this determination of God toward Himself, it follows that He also makes the creature subservient to Himself and separates it for Himself. For the creature being holy means “consecrated to God.”
86. What results from this consecration of the creature to God?
That sometimes the appearance can arise as if God’s holiness is synonymous with His grace. When God sets a person or a nation apart for Himself, He at the same time takes them into His special favor. Grace follows consecration, for in being dedicated to God lies the beatitude of the creature; compare Psalm 103; Hosea 11:8; Psalms 22:4; 33:21; and the name “the holy One of Israel” in Isaiah 43:14 and other such places.
87. How then can we describe the holiness of God?
As that attribute of God by which He seeks and loves Himself as the highest good and demands as reasonable goodness from the creature to be consecrated to Him.
88. Can one rightly call God’s love the central attribute of His being according to which all the others must be classified?
No, because all attributes are God’s being. What is more, theologians who venture to make God’s love the central attribute do this at the expense of other attributes, e.g., holiness, as if God were nothing other than pure self-sacrificing love. Scripture teaches us that there is such self-sacrificing love in God, but at the same time it teaches that there is more than this love and that it also is subordinate to the highest law of the rational life of God, namely, that in the first place He wills Himself and glorifies Himself.
89. Does the attribute of love need to be understood rationalistically as an insight into and approval of the excellent attributes of the object that is loved?
No, love has its rational sense within itself and does not lose that sense even when it extends to the most unworthy object. Scripture ascribes to God such a love for lost sinners who did not have anything in themselves that would arouse God’s approval and His good pleasure.
90. What distinguishes God’s love from His holiness?
Holiness has reference to God’s love of Himself as the highest good. Thus, it is God’s self-determination. Love, on the other hand, has reference to the disposition of God’s good pleasure toward what lies outside of Him, or to the affection of the three Divine Persons for each other as well.
91. How has one attempted to make an argument for the Trinity from the attribute of love?
It has been pointed out that love demands a personal object that is distinct from the person who loves. This is true, but one should observe that in this way we do not yet come to the conclusion that there are precisely three persons in the Godhead.
92. Is self-love permitted in the creature in the same way that it is in God’s holiness?
a)   God can and must love Himself as the highest good. The creature may not aim at making itself the highest good and final purpose of its aspirations. In us absolute self-love is forbidden; indeed, strictly taken, so is absolute love for another creature where the honor of God would be left aside.

b)   Still, one may speak of self-love in a good sense. The obligations, through whose fulfillment we must glorify God, must vary in nature. There are some that call us to self-sacrifice, others that we must have a regard for self-preservation. Ill-considered self-sacrifice can become sin. Nobody may hate his own flesh. Matthew 22:39; Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; James 2:8.

93. In what ways does God reveal His love toward His creatures?
By (a) His goodness; (b) His grace; (c) His lovingkindness; (d) His mercy or compassion; (e) His longsuffering.
94. What is God’s goodness and what is it sometimes called?
It is His love toward personal and sentient creatures in general and can also be called Amor Dei generalis, “God’s general love.”
95. What is the grace of God?
The undeserved love of God toward sinful beings who lie under the judgment of His righteousness.
96. Which two elements does the concept of grace contain?
a)   That it is unmerited. In a certain sense, one may say of all God’s demonstration of favor that it is undeserved. By the presence of sin, however, it becomes especially apparent that the creature has no claims. Thus, grace in a narrower sense is favor toward sinners, that is, favor so great that it even overcomes the obstacles of sin and of righteousness.

b)   Naturally connected with this element is the second, namely, that when God’s love works in sinners, it is a monergistic principle. If in its origin God’s love toward sinners is without obligation and freely acting, it must therefore be sovereignly divine in its outworking, that is, an undivided work of God. For the first aspect, compare Romans 4:4, 16; for the second, 2 Corinthians 12:9; Ephesians 4:7.

97. What is grace called in Hebrew and Greek?
The Hebrew word is
חֵן; the Greek is
χάρις.
98. What is God’s lovingkindness?
The love of God insofar as it, as a special tenderness, seeks to lead the sinner to conversion. It is called
חֶסֶד, Numbers 14:19 and Psalm 31:17;
χρηστότης,
χρηστός, Romans 2:4;
πραύτης,
ἐπιείκεια, 2 Corinthians 10:1.
99. What is God’s compassion or mercy?
God’s love and pity toward sinners, who are considered as wretched. It is called
רַחוּם,
οἰκτιρμός,
ἔλεος,
σπλάγχνα. The mercy of God flows from free antecedent love; cf. Ephesians 2:4–5: “rich in mercy because of the great love with which he has loved us.”
100. What is God’s long-suffering?
God’s love to those who deserve punishment, demonstrated in postponing punishment and in calling to conversion. It is called
אֶרֶךְ אַפַּיִם, Psalm 103:8;
μακροθυμία, 2 Peter 3:15.
101. How may we describe God’s righteousness?
As the natural disposition of His being not only to maintain Himself against every violation of His holiness but also to show in every respect that He is holy (Psa 7:12; Acts 17:31).
102. What is the difference between the holiness of God and His righteousness?
These two attributes are most closely connected to one another, yet they are not to be identified with each other. The difference is mainly twofold:
a)   We call holiness the rational goodness of God as He possesses that in Himself, without our understanding that goodness as moving outside of Himself. On the other hand, righteousness is specifically that attribute of God’s being that compels Him to make His holiness a power outside of Himself.

b)   Holiness is, as we have seen, God’s determination toward Himself. It is, as it were, a centripetal property, by which God moves toward Himself, toward the center of His being. On the other hand, righteousness is more a centrifugal property, by which God works from Himself outwardly, although this also occurs to reveal and maintain His holiness.

103. What results from this righteousness of God?
That every rational creature must serve as a means to reveal God’s righteousness and therefore represents a certain worth for God. Thus, the righteousness of God toward man and the righteousness of man toward God can be named with the one and same word; both run parallel (cf. Rom 1:17; 3:21–22; 5:17, 21; 8:10, etc.). In all these places, the righteousness of God is used as a predicate that can be imputed to man. The righteousness of God for man consists in this, that he meets the demands that God establishes and must establish for him.
104. Why is righteousness of such great importance for a devout life?
Because it is just that attribute of God that highlights most sharply the dependence of the creature on God insofar as it makes that dependence a means to carry out the right of God. Hence, the aversion that every one-sided ethical conception of religion has for this concept of righteousness. If one places God and man next to each other as having equal rights, then it is out of the question to speak of God’s righteousness. As soon as a deeply devout life awakens, then a hungering and thirsting after the righteousness of God is also present again.
105. Does it depend on God’s discretion whether or not He will exercise His righteousness?
No, this is a claim of the Scholastics of the Middle Ages, the Socinians and the Remonstrants, but it is contradicted by Scripture.
106. Is it necessary for God’s righteousness to reward goodness?
No, Scripture teaches that all reward is not ex condigno, according to worthiness, or ex congruo, in proportion to, but only
ex pacto, from a free agreement that God has established with the creature. Naturally, when once God’s grace has chosen this mode—that He wills to reveal His approval of good by reward—then righteousness demands that He also keep this promise. Besides, if we have done all that we were indebted to do, we are still unworthy servants.
107. Which diverging concepts of righteousness are there besides the one being developed here?
a)   The concept founded on the theory of improvement. Righteousness would then be the form that God’s love assumes toward the transgressor when it would improve him. This is the theory found in the case of the Pelagians, Socinians, and universalists.

b)   The concept founded on the theory of deterrence. Righteousness is then the form that God’s love assumes when it seeks to deter other people from misdeeds by the suffering of the transgressor. This is the theory of most jurists, such as Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Origen, Leibniz, Grotius. These all make Scripture subservient for promoting moral good as an end in itself. However, there are also those who take moral good itself in a utilitarian sense and therefore use terror as a means of promoting bliss.

108. What objection is there against the theory of improvement?
a)   There are two different kinds of suffering—punishments and corrections. Only the latter can count as a means for improvement, and Scripture clearly differentiates it from the first. Proponents of this theory must therefore show that all suffering possesses the character of correction. This they cannot do, for Scripture teaches that we first become children of God when we are justified by the punitive suffering of our surety (Gal 4:4–5).

b)   In many cases punishment removes all possibility of improvement for the offender. This theory has no place for the death penalty, the jus talionis warranted by Scripture.

c)   Even where this is not the case, one cannot claim that physical evil of itself has the tendency to improve someone. Just as often it results in hardening. Punishment only improves when one feels how it is deserved. But this presupposes that righteousness is exercise according to what is deserved and not only for improvement. This means that the theory of improvement can only be maintained with the help of our theory.

d)   The theory has a superficial view of physical evil, of pain. That pain has a beneficial side is true. But God could just as well have reached the same goal, which He now reaches by pain, in other ways if there had been no pain. Indeed, as we think away the punishment of sin, all pain as a means of prevention would have been superfluous. Thus God uses a means to repentance that entails misery without needing to do so. This is cruelty in God.

e)   The general consciousness of man says that evil must be punished apart from all its consequences. The sentiment for righteousness is much more in danger of degenerating into bloodthirstiness rather than into real philanthropy. This shows us its original significance.

109. What objection is there to the deterrence theory?
a)   It makes one person entirely a means for another, at least if it wants to maintain the good right of the death penalty or lifelong imprisonment. This, however, cannot be, for considered apart from God, every human being is important in himself, which does not allow him to be reduced to a bare means.

b)   It deprives those who are punished of exactly what it wants to cultivate in others, namely obedience to the law. The theory leads to forming a quantitative concept of virtue. It is concerned with the greatest virtue for the greatest possible number, and to this end some are sacrificed.

c)   In reality this theory, too, is based on the forensic. Only when the punishments of sinners are merited and legitimate will they truly exercise a reforming influence. If they only lead to ceasing from evil for fear of punishment, they do not promote true morality. In order for this theory to be maintained, it must incorporate the concept that virtue has worth only insofar as it promotes human happiness. That is, it is eudemonistic in nature. So, it is to be judged with eudemonism.

110. Must the exercise of punishment be understood as a purely commercial transaction?
No, it may not. There is a manifold difference between paying a financial debt and punishment for guilt, as the doctrine of the atonement will show. Punishment is the restoration of a relationship, of the status of sinners in relation to God, not taking back something that first was taken from God.
111. What is the pantheistic and philosophical concept of the righteousness of God?
In this point of view, righteousness is merely a term used to express that, in the impersonal ground of the universe, there must be a cause that sin and misery appear to be linked to each other.
112. Are there also those who take a mediating point of view between the pantheistic opinion and ours?
Yes, some concede that God is personal, but limit the punishment of sin to its natural consequences. From this, however, the preposterous view could result that a rational and tenderhearted person is punished the most severely, a hardened sinner the lightest.
113. How can you prove that our understanding of righteousness is correct?
a)   Such consciousness of right and wrong is inborn in every human being.

b)   The spiritual experience of the regenerate bears witness to this. They all side with God in what is right as one designates it.

c)   This consciousness of righteousness is not a product of evolution but something natural. It already has a name in the oldest languages. The rites and ceremonies of all religions testify to this.

d)   God’s holiness demands the existence of such righteousness. Everywhere in Scripture it is presented under the symbol of fire. That is, it must glow and be active outwardly.

e)   It is impossible to maintain the concepts of “must” and obligation in their full force if they do not have the concept of punishment to support them.

f)   The doctrines of the atonement and of justification, as Scripture develops these, rest entirely on this attribute of divine righteousness.

114. How do theologians further distinguish the righteousness of God?
a)   Justitia dominica or “the righteousness of rule.” This indicates that in governing the world God gives a reliable expression of the rectitude of His being. It describes God’s relationship to sin as first originating as a relationship that is just.

b)   Justicia judicialis or “judicial righteousness.” This indicates that God in His judgment over rational beings speaks justly and therefore demonstrates His relationship to sin as a given fact as a relationship that does justly.

115. What is included in God’s “ruling righteousness”?
a)   That He is exonerated of collaboration in the origin of evil as such. God’s activity with respect to evil is only a permitting activity.

b)   If God nevertheless permits evil and it does not originate outside His decree, then it seems as if the presence of sin and the majesty of the law would never have made such a deep impression on people as is now the case.

c)   The same is true of God’s love. It only appears to the fullest in its greatness now that it is tested and has triumphed in the most terrible of all crises, the crisis of sin.

d)   We may not go as far as maintaining that the contrast between good and evil is a necessary factor in the divine economy.

116. How do you further divide the “judicial righteousness” of God?
Into
a)   legislative righteousness that expresses itself toward sin and the good as merely future or possible.

b)   executive righteousness that expresses itself toward sin and the good as actually present, and then

1.   as punitive or avenging righteousness;


2.   as remunerative or rewarding righteousness.


One may not say, however, that either reward or punishment is a necessary form of revelation of divine righteousness.
117. Which proof texts can you supply for righteousness?
Exodus 22:5–6; Romans 2:6ff.
118. What is the understanding of the attribute of divine truthfulness?
a)   Metaphysical truthfulness. God agrees with His own understanding, and therefore in opposition to idols is the only true God (Jer 10:11).

b)   Ethical truthfulness. God reveals Himself as He actually is.

c)   Logical truthfulness. God causes the concepts that we must necessarily form of things, in keeping with the structure of our cognitive capacities, to agree with reality (see Num 23:19; Titus 1:12–13).

119. Is there emotion or feeling in God?
Not in the sense of an intense transitory movement of emotion, something passive, whereby the will retreats into the background (compare affectus from afficere, “to be affected”). Certainly, however, in the sense of an inner divine satisfaction that accompanies the energetic expression of His will and His power and His understanding.
120. What is meant, for example, by God’s wrath?
Not a sudden surge of passion but an evenly strong yet lasting and rational impulse of God’s holy will. Only with us human beings is a sudden surge of emotion possible. In the New Testament God’s wrath regularly means the decree of God to punish in the Day of Judgment those who remain unrepentant.
Θυμός
is the disposition of wrath in God;
ὀργή
its active result outside of God.
121. What is the zeal of God?
The jealousy of the love of God with respect to His covenant people who are betrothed to Him (Exod 20:5).
122. What is the repentance of God?
By it is indicated anthropomorphically that He is mindful of man’s deviation, in all its antithetical sharpness, from his destiny (Num 23:19; Gen 6:6).
123. What is God’s power?
The capacity to put His will into effect outwardly. As omnipotence it is the capacity to accomplish what is not in conflict with God’s own being.
124. Is God’s power limited by the reality of what exists?
No, this would be a pantheistic thought. God is able to do more than He actually does.
125. Is God’s power the same as His will?
No, at least not if will means God’s good pleasure or His decree. Certainly, however, if we take will as the expression of will (not voluntas, but volitio).
126. What are the objects of God’s power?
a)   God Himself, insofar as He governs His own being.

b)   All that is possible, insofar as God would be able to realize it.

c)   All that is actual, insofar as it is in fact realized.

127. What is the distinction between power and strength?
We have taken the word “power” here in the sense that “strength” generally has, that is, the capacity to act. In the contrast just mentioned, however, power generally means “authority,” “competence,” “the right to act,” “sovereignty.” This, however, is more a matter of a relationship of God to the creature than an attribute of God Himself.
128. For distinguishing the power of God, what does one call power that concerns what is possible and power that concerns what is actual?
a)   Necessary power (potentia necessaria).

b)   Free power (potentia libra).

129. What other distinction do theologians make concerning the power of God?
That between:
a)   Absolute power, that is, that capacity by which God intervenes in the course of the world directly, without making use of second causes.

b)   Ordaining power, that is, that capacity of God that works in the once established manner of natural causes. Pantheistic philosophy naturally also rejects this distinction. It will know of nothing other than
potestia ordinata.

130. Is it a correct expression to say that God cannot do the impossible?
No, for the impossible cannot exist, not even partially in concept, and therefore insofar as it is logically impossible, it is not an object. Eternal rational truths are rightly eternal because they are true in the thinking of God. What conflicts with these, conflicts with the being of God Himself. God cannot deny Himself. The ideal of power is not absolute indifference, which is also exalted above itself, but a self-determined reasonable and rational freedom.
131. Which proof texts can you supply for God’s power?
Genesis 17:1; Jeremiah 32:17; Matthew 19:26.
132. What is God’s blessedness?
It is the inner sense of His perfection and His glory. It is called
μακάριος
as the one blessed.
133. What, in distinction, is God’s glory?
The revelation of the perfections of God outwardly like brilliant light. In Hebrew,
כָּבוֹד,
הוֹד
(Psa 24:8); in Greek,
δόξα
(1 Tim 1:11; 6:15–16).



3. The Trinity
1. Why must we not seek a decisive proof for the Trinity in the Old Testament?
a)   Because Old Testament revelation was not finished but only preparatory. The perfect comes only at the end.

b)   Under the Old Testament’s dispensation the concept of the oneness of God had to be deeply impressed upon Israel’s consciousness in the face of all polytheistic inclinations.

c)   We must not imagine that the Old Testament saints were able to read in the Old Testament everything that we can read there in the light of the New. Yet, what we read in it is clearly the purpose of the Holy Spirit, for He had the Scripture of the Old Testament written not only for then but also for now.

2. Which traces of the doctrine of the Trinity can we nevertheless discover in the Old Testament?
a)   The distinction between the names Elohim and Yahweh. Elohim is God as He works among both Israel and the heathen by creation and providence. Yahweh is God as He has made Himself known by theocratic guidance and revelation. Compare Genesis 1:1 with 2:4. Where God reveals Himself, He therefore bears another name, that is, one knows Him in that respect not only more than elsewhere but also as another.

b)   The plural form of this name Elohim (see Eloah).

Since Peter Lombard many have found a proof for the Trinity in this form. For example, Luther, but not Calvin. Elohim, however, is used of Father and Son (see Psa 45:8); the name also appears for people and idols (Exod 22:8, 1 Sam 28:13). The plural is to be understood intensively, as “heavens,” “waters” are extensive. It points to the inexhaustible fullness of God, and is therefore a pluralis majestatis in the deeper sense of the word.


c)   The concept of the angel of the Lord,
מַלְאַךְ יְהֹוָה.

Concerning this are the following hypotheses:


1.   The Angel of the Lord is a finite spirit, a created angel. Thus Augustine, Jerome, and later Kurz and Delitzsch. This Angel, they say, can speak as if He were God, as the messenger speaks ex persona for the one who has sent Him and is identified with Him. However, how could such a messenger receive religious honor for the one who sent Him? Judges 6:11, 18, 22–23.


2.   The Angel of the Lord is the Logos, the Second Person of the Trinity. Thus Irenaeus, Tertullian, and later, Lutheran and Reformed dogmaticians (Calvin hesitates at some places, yet seems to choose 1 above), Hengstenberg. Some assume that the Logos has personally united Himself for a time with a created being.


3.   The Angel of the Lord is not a person but only an impersonal appearance of God, a momentary entering of God into the sphere of the visible.
מַלְאַךְ
is to be understood as an abstract noun.


We accept the interpretation under 2 since only it does justice to all the givens. Additionally, however, we also note:
1.   Those who shared in this appearance did not have a clear and distinct concept of the doctrine of the Trinity.


2.   The Angel, the Messenger, was uncreated, the eternal Logos, but the visible form in which He revealed Himself was created, and the Logos was not personally united with it, as He was with the human nature assumed later.


The grounds for this interpretation are as follows:
1.   The Angel speaks with God’s authority (Gen 16:13).


2.   He is addressed as God (Gen 16:13).


3.   He does divine works (Exod 23:20).


4.   He has divine attributes (Gen 16:8).


5.   He accepts divine honor (Josh 5:14).


6.   He is distinguished from a created angel, Exodus 33, where the Angel of the Presence is distinguished from an ordinary angel (Isa 63:9; Deut 4:37).


7.   His name alternates with the name Elohim (Zech 12:8).


d)   The concept of Chokma,
חָכְמָה, “wisdom,” as it appears in Proverbs 8:22 and following and Job 28:12–27. Here wisdom is personified, so that it becomes objective for God Himself and yet it stands in the closest relation to Him. It is the image of His thought, the perfect imprint of His inner existence—within Him and outside of Him at the same time. In the prologue of the Gospel of John such things are said of the Logos.

e)   To the word of God in the Old Testament are also ascribed divine attributes (e.g., Psa 33:4; Isa 40:8; Psa 119:105).

f)   The doctrine of the Spirit of God in the Old Testament. The Spirit is the principle of the natural, rational, reasonable life of the world and thus represents the self-conscious immanence of God. He is also the Spirit of revelation. Finally, He is also the Spirit who lives with each believer (see Pss 51:13; 143:10). The Spirit acts as a person standing objectively vis-à-vis God (Isa 63:10; 48:16).

g)   Old Testament passages in which God speaks of Himself in the plural. The church has always had a Trinitarian conception of these passages. The following are diverging sentiments:

1.   It is a pluralis majestatis as the Oriental rulers used of themselves. There are no antecedents for this in Scripture. Only relatively late does something like this appear (Gen 20:15; cf. Ezra 6:8).


2.   It is a pluralis communicationis by which God includes Himself together with the angels (cf. Isa 6:8); thus Philo, also the younger Delitzsch. However, in Genesis 1:26 one cannot attribute an active part in creation to the angels.


3.   It is a pluralis of self-generation, in which the subject considers and addresses Himself as object, so that the appearance of a plurality arises. See Hitzig. This is unproved, see Genesis 2:18; Psalm 12:5.


h)   Old Testament passages where more than one person is expressly named; Psalms 45:6–7; 110:1. Hebrews 1:8–9 shows that these passages must be understood in this way.

i)    Passages that speak of three persons; Numbers 6:24–26; compare 2 Corinthians 13:14; Psalm 33:6; Isaiah 61:1; 63:9–10.

3. In what way must proof for the Trinity be provided from the New Testament?
One will have to prove:
a)   That there is one God.

b)   That there are nevertheless three distinct persons named, respectively, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, called God and considered as God.

c)   That there is, therefore, unity in trinity and trinity in unity.

4. Which New Testament texts speak of the three persons alongside each other?
Luke 1:35; 3:21–22; Matthew 28:19; 2 Corinthians 13:14; 1 Corinthians 12:3–4; 1 Peter 1:2. Also, above all, in chapters 14–16 of the Gospel of John the teaching of the Lord bears a Trinitarian character.
5. Which two matters are primarily of concern in argumentation for the Trinity?
The deity of the Son and the personality of the Holy Spirit. The personality of the Son and the deity of the Holy Spirit, in contrast, are so certain that argumentation is virtually superfluous.
6. Is there anywhere in the New Testament that provides us with a complete doctrine of the Trinity?
No, as in the case with other dogmas, here also it was left to the church, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to gather the givens spread abroad throughout Scriptures and then to formulate the dogma gradually and in contrast to all kinds of error.
7. Who used the name Trinity first?
In its Latin form the first to use the term was Tertullian, who speaks of a Trinitas Unius Divinitatis. Before him, however, related terms were already used in Greek. Theophilus, bishop of Antioch in Syria, spoke of
ἡ
τρίας
τοῦ
θεοῦ. This was in the last half of the second century after Christ.
8. Who in the Greek church has contributed the most to the dogmatic development of the doctrine of the Trinity?
Apollinaris of Laodicea, who, however, was heretical in his Christology, and the great Cappadocians.
9. Who in the West has contributed most?
Tertullian. With him, however, much was still unclear. He had the Son and Spirit as proceeding from the Father only for the sake of the creation. They do not have the entire substance of the Godhead but are “parts” or “portions” subordinate to the Father, etc.
10. What lies between Tertullian and the Cappodocians?
The official presentation of the church’s doctrine at Nicaea and Constantinople. The creed accepted there is also received by our Belgic Confession, article 9, and is therefore binding for us for formulating the doctrine of the Trinity.
11. How does this creed read?
As originally accepted at Nicaea (apart from later changes) it reads:
We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, the Maker of all things visible and invisible.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten as Firstborn of the Father, who is of the substance of the Father, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance (homoousios) with the Father. By whom all things are made, both in heaven and on earth. Who for us men and for our salvation has come down and become flesh, and became man and has suffered, and on the third day He rose and ascended into heaven, and who shall come to judge the living and the dead.

And in the Holy Ghost.…

Those who, to the contrary, say, “There was a time when He was not”; “He was not before He was begotten”; and that He was made out of nothing or is of another substance or essence (or is created), or that the Son of God is variable or changeable—these the catholic (and apostolic) church anathematizes.
12. In which theses can you state the doctrine of the Trinity?
a)   There is only one divine being. Scripture expresses itself decisively against all polytheism (Deut 6:4; Isa 44:6; Jas 2:19).

b)   In this one God are three modes of existence, which we refer to by the word “person” and which are, each one, this only true God. In Scripture these three persons are called, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

c)   These three persons, although together the one true God, are nevertheless distinguished from each other insofar as they assume objective relations toward each other, address each other, love each other, and can interact with each other.

d)   Although these three persons possess one and the same divine substance, Scripture nevertheless teaches us that, concerning their personal existence, the Father is the first, the Son the second, and the Holy Spirit the third, that the Son is of the Father, the Spirit of the Father and the Son. Further, their workings outwardly reflect this order of personal existence, since the Father works through the Son, and the Father and Son work through the Spirit. There is, therefore, subordination as to personal manner of existence and manner of working, but no subordination regarding possession of the one divine substance.

e)   The divine substance is not divided among the three persons as if each possesses one-third. Neither is it a new substance beside the three persons. Finally, neither is it an abstraction of our thinking in a nominalistic sense. But in a manner for which all further analogy is lacking, each of these persons possesses the entire divine substance.

13. On which two points has the agreement of the Nicene Confession of Faith with the preceding description been called into question?
a)   Doubt has been raised whether with the use of the word homoousios the Nicene Fathers truly meant that the Son is of one being, that is of one and the same substance with the Father. Repeatedly, also in recent times, the assertion has been made that homoousios says no more than “similar.” That these doubts are unfounded appears from the following points:

1.   If the Nicene Fathers had meant no more than that the Son is similar in being with the Father, then they would not have needed to reject the Arian homoiousios, whose precise meaning is “similar.” However, they rejected it.


2.   The confession of Nicaea says explicitly: The Son is begotten of the substance of the Father.


3.   If there is nothing more than similarity, and the Son is still God, one then falls into tritheism, that is, into “tri-godhood.”


b)   It has been proposed that the Nicene Confession has the Son receiving not only His personal existence but also His deity from the Father. In fact, there are expressions that allow being explained in this sense: “begotten of the substance of the Father, God of God, Light of Light.” One must admit that on this point the framers of the Confession had not yet come to complete clarity. Already the Cappadocians used the more careful and more exact description, begotten and spirated “within the divine substance.” To Augustine belongs the honor that, on the basis of Scripture, he completely eliminated this element of subordination concerning substance from the doctrine of the Trinity. It was a dangerous element.

14. Give a description of the most important terms that have been used and are still being used by theologians in their doctrine of the Trinity.
a)   First, we have the words ousia and hypostasis (οὐσία
and
ὑπόστασις). Ousia is the being of God in the abstract that is common to the three persons. Hypostasis, on the other hand, means the personal existence mode of this being, what we call person.

Both these terms originate from Greek philosophy. Ousia is Platonic, hypostasis is Stoic. The latter originally means “self-existence” and could therefore be used by theologians for a long time to express the same as ousia. Later it took on more the sense of “person.” But not at once. Consequently, great confusion arose because one could now hear at the same time the assertion that there was one hypostasis and that there were three hypostases in the Godhead.


b)   Another Greek word is physis, “nature.” This also indicated the substance of God in distinction from the persons. However, physis and ousia are not the same. Ousia is the being of God in the abstract. Physis is inclusive of the attributes in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, that is, those unique to the divine being. The attributes, however, are inseparably joined to the being (Greek
φύσις)

c)   Still another Greek word was prosōpon (πρόσωπον). The original meaning is “face” or “mask.” The Latin persona, from which we get “person,” had the same meaning. Naturally, the heretical Sabellians, who wished to know only of a revealed trinity, eagerly made use of these words in order to gain acceptance for their sentiments. The consequence of this, however, was that the orthodox avoided these words. The Greeks therefore used the above-mentioned hypostasis for “person,” even where they had earlier used prosōpon.

d)   The western Latin church also found it difficult at first to find unambiguous terms. There were two Latin words, namely, substantia and subsistentia. Sometimes both were used for substance, and sometimes both for person, sometimes the one for substance and the other for person. The solution was as follows:

1.   The term substantia was abolished in relation to God. Substantia is associated by contrast with accidentia, “accident,” “chance,” and by calling God “substance” one did not want to give the impression that in God, too, there is chance.


2.   This rejected word was replaced by the more precise term essentia, “being,” “essence,” which corresponds to the Greek ousia.


3.   The nature of God, as inclusive of the attributes of His being, is called natura in Latin, which agrees with the Greek physis.


4.   The word subsistentia remained in use in order to indicate the personal mode of existence. Thus, it means what we call person. In the same sense is suppositum, a translation of the Greek words hypostasis and hypokeimenon (ὑποκείμενον).


e)   The ancients also spoke of a perichoresis or enyparxis (περιχωρήσις,
ἐνυπάρξις); Latin: circumcessio or inexistentia mutua, “mutual in-being.” One wished to say that the persons of the Godhead are in each other reciprocally (John 14:2; 17:21; 1 Cor 2:10–11). There is a kind of internal circulation of the Godhead, an eternal movement within the being of God.

f)   The persons of the Trinity are distinguished from each other by their character (character hypostatius sive personalis; Greek:
τρόπος
ὑπάρξεως). This personal factor is expressed in the names Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, which make known the uniqueness of the three persons. This factor is incommunicable, that is, it belongs only to one person. Thus, it serves to distinguish the persons. With the Father, it is His begetting the Son (but not in His causing by breathing the procession of the Spirit, for He has that in common with the Son). With the Son, it is His being begotten by the Father. With the Holy Spirit, it is His being breathed out (spirated) by Father and Son.

g)   Regarding the relation between persons and substance, and, in particular, regarding the question how the persons are distinguished from the substance, complete unanimity does not reign among the orthodox. Two extremes must be avoided here: Sabellianism that admits only one person, who is said to have revealed himself in three forms, and tritheism that does not comprise the three persons within the unity of substance. In order to find the proper middle way, some say that the persons are distinguished from the substance modaliter, “according to the mode,” that is, as the substance in the abstract and as the substance in a certain mode with certain ways of existence (but not realiter, formaliter, or merely ratione). Others say that the persons are distinguished from each other realiter, “actually” (but not essentialiter or merely ratione). Mastricht says, “If someone cannot follow this scholastic style of discourse, then let him simply believe with Scripture that the persons are distinguished as three and declare that beyond that he does not know what kind of distinction, since Scripture has not revealed these things, or that they are distinguished supernaturally, not in a natural manner.”

h)   Concerning the idea to be with connected the words hypostasis, subsistentia, suppositum, persona, unanimity also does not reign. Calvin admits that the word “person” is only an aid but still does not disapprove of its use. Socinians, Remonstrants, Anabaptists, Cartesians, and also Cocceius have disputed its use. The oldest definition was: “Person is the divine being itself distinguished by a certain independent character and by its own manner of existence.” Later further descriptions were added. The accepted definition of the older dogmaticians goes back beyond Melanchthon to Boethuis. It reads, “Person is an independent entity, indivisible, rational, incommunicable, not sustained by another nature and not a part of something else.”

In order to arrive at clarity regarding this matter one first needs to make clear demands that a theological definition of person must satisfy. These are:
1.   It may not detract from the unity of the being of God. If one says, for example, “Person is what does not exist in another nature,” that appears to exclude the persons of the Trinity. These persons surely do not exist in themselves but in the divine nature.


2.   It must have an element in itself that is common to divine and human personality. In Christology, specifically the divine person of Christ serves to represent the human person of the elect in the justice of God. If a point of likeness does not exist, then this could not happen.


3.   It must be Reformed in that it allows the human nature of the Mediator to be impersonal. If I say, “Person is a being with self-consciousness and self-determination (free-will),” then the human nature of the Savior is included.


In order to satisfy these three conditions at the same time, one can now formulate approximately in the following manner, “Person is an independent entity, indivisible, rational, incommunicable, not sustained by another nature but possessing in itself the principle of its operation.”
Or, one can be content with the more modest description, “Person, with reference to the Trinity, means the divine essence in a specific mode of existence and distinguished by this specific mode of existence from that essence and the other persons.” On this point further, see Christology.
i)    The activities by which each of the persons of the Trinity exists distinct from each other, one calls “internal works” (opera ad intra). They are personal activities not common to all the persons and are incommunicable. As such they are the begetting and spirating of the Father, for the Son, being begotten and spirating, for the Spirit being spirated. These works, for the reasons mentioned, are called divided works (opera divisa).

j)    In contrast to the “internal works” are the “external works” (opera ad extra). These may not be divided but belong to the whole being (Gen 1:26; John 5:17, 19).

1.   The external works are performed by God’s power, and power as an attribute belongs to the being.


2.   In the economy or management of God each person has His unique task. For example, creation is ascribed to the Father, salvation to the Son, etc. Yet here, too, the three persons in a certain sense work together, namely, the Father through the Son and the Spirit, the Son through the Father and Spirit.


3.   Moreover, in the economy in a narrower sense, that is, in the economy of salvation, the persons of the Trinity exist in a judicial fellowship. Nothing can take place in which each one is not involved judicially. The Father, as Judge, represents violated holiness and is wrathful. But at the same time the thought of salvation wells up in the depth of His Fatherly heart and He ordains the Son as Mediator and the Holy Spirit as the one who applies salvation. The Son accomplishes the Mediator’s work, but He does so officially for the Father’s sake, and through the Holy Spirit He applies His merits. The Holy Spirit works in the hearts of the elect, but He does so for the sake of the Father and the Son.


4.   This order of working points us back to the order of existence. Just because the Father is the First Person, He occupies that place in the plan of salvation and in the external works in general. Just because the Son is the Second Person, He also assumes in both respects the position He assumes. And the same is true for the Holy Spirit.


15. Why is this doctrine of the economy of God important?
Because it contains a powerful protest, both against pantheism that identifies God and the world as well as against deism that keeps God and the world separate. God is not the unconscious background of the world, but in Him there is an abundance of conscious distinctions. Neither does God stand at a distance from His world but is present as Creator and Sustainer, as Savior and Sanctifier, as the source of all being, of all thought, of all life in the world.
16. Have analogies for the doctrine of the Trinity been drawn from nature?
Yes, this was already done very early.
a)   Many church fathers adduced physical images.

b)   Augustine, in particular, worked out the analogy that exists between the Trinity and the unity of intellect, will, and emotions in the human soul. On careful reflection, this analogy could lead to Sabellianism or Modalism. In man these three principles are certainly summed up in the unity of person. Augustine had a strong impression of the unity of God and therefore sometimes actually verges on Sabellianism. “Three persons, it is said, not so much because they wanted to say this, as that they did not want to keep silent about it.” This analogy reoccurs in Anselm, Melanchthon, among the Reformed, Keckermann, and in many later theologians.

c)   For the medieval Scholastics the point of departure is that all positive relationships must be ascribed perfectly to the most perfect being of all. It must therefore have been created in itself and creating, creating and not being created; thus, for example, Duns Scotus.

d)   Still others take their departure in the goodness or love of God; thus recently, Müller and Dorner. Goodness and love presuppose fellowship between more than one person. In this way, however, one does not arrive at the Trinity, at most at a bi-unity.

e)   Finally, we have the pantheistic distortion of the doctrine of the Trinity. The ecclesiastical scriptural names are used to attach an entirely new sense. An example is the construction of Hegel: The Father is God in His eternal idea of Himself and for Himself; the Son is the eternal idea of God in its otherness, the world as objectified out of God; the Spirit is the idea returned again to itself in the element of community.

17. Must we ascribe personality to God’s being in itself?
No, for then we obtain four persons. The essence, however, is not impersonal for it exists in three persons. Only if one abstracts the essence from the latter can one say that it is not personal.
18. What are the two extremes between which the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity lies?
a)   Modalism or Sabellianism. It will recognize only the divine Person, who assumes three forms of revelation.

b)   Tritheism or tri-godhood. It emphasizes the threeness of persons to such an extent that it thereby loses sight of the unity of the being.

19. How do you refute Sabellianism?
By showing:
a)   That Scripture everywhere places the divine Persons in distinction from each other. The Father speaks to and of the Son and the Son to and of the Father.

b)   In God’s economy, as it reveals itself in the plan of salvation, the persons appear in judicial relationships with each other. Thus, they must have the capacity and competence to undertake such relationships. For example, what is said about the Counsel of Peace would all be a mere show if the persons were not distinguished from each other.

c)   That this heresy denies the immutability of God as soon as it takes the distinction between the persons more seriously. Some Sabellians do teach that the Godhead from eternity was one and unipersonal but for the sake of revelation has divided itself into a trinity of persons. This is the pantheistic doctrine of a self-developing of God in the world.

d)   That Sabellianism does not allow justice to be done to the humanity of the Mediator. According to this point of view, it is merely a revelatory from of God, like the appearance of the Angel of the Lord.

20. Is the name Father always used of God in the same sense?
No.
a)   Sometimes God is called Father as the origin of all that is created. In this sense one can say that the name refers to the Trinity as a whole and to the Father insofar as within the divine economy the work of creation falls to Him (compare Eph 3:16).

b)   In by far the most instances, God is called Father of men insofar as He is the one who begets His children. Therefore, the name indicates God’s sovereignty in the work of grace. Thus, it is not in agreement with Scripture if we call God the Father of all. Neither is this true when it can be said to be the truth that all are His children in the deeper sense of the word.

c)   Entirely distinct from these two meanings is the meaning of the name of Father applied to the First Person of the Trinity in His relationship with the Second Person. The Father is Father of the Son and this is a supernatural relationship, of which all human sonship can only be called an image.

21. Is the Second Person always called the Son of God in the same sense?
No, when some claim that the name Son is only an official name for Christ, we reject this, not because this name never occurs in this sense, but because this is not its primary and basic meaning. The Socinians maintained that Christ is called Son as the Messiah. But we hold:
a)   That He is called Son as, in a supernatural manner within the Trinity, He is eternally generated by the Father.

b)   That even as Messiah He can only be called Son because He is Son supernaturally, for Christ can only be Messiah because He is the eternal Son of God. The clearest confirmation for this is the many places that bring His Sonship into the closest connection with his worth as Mediator and His resurrection. (Acts 13:13; Rom 1:4)

22. Show that the first and foremost reason why the Second Person is called Son lies in His eternal and supernatural relationship with the Father and is independent from His position as Mediator.
This appears:
a)   From those places where the Word is called Son before His incarnation (Gal 4:4; John 1:14, 18).

b)   From the places in which the name Son of God is used such that it includes the deity of the Lord (John 5:18–25; Heb 7).

c)   From the places in which He is called the only begotten Son of God (John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9).

d)   From the fact that Christ nowhere prays to God as “Our Father” or speaks of Him as “Our Father.” It is always “Father.” In these places the Lord does not place Himself on the same line with His disciples. For Him, God is a Father in an entirely other, infinitely higher sense than for them.

e)   From the fact that in Mark 13:32 the Lord presents Himself as “the Son” in distinction from angels and men.

f)   From the fact that in Matthew 11:27 a wholly unique knowledge of God, which no one else can possess, is derived from His Sonship.

g)   From the fact that by accepting the title Son of God, Christ could be charged with blasphemy.

23. Is it correct to speak of the Father as the “Fountain of Deity,” as many have done?
This expression is not biblical. It can also lead to misunderstandings. Scripture uses the name Father relative to showing the personal existence of the Son. Of this the Father is the source and not of His deity. The deity of the three persons is one and undivided, belonging to each of the three persons. On the other hand, the Son and the Holy Spirit have their personal existence from the Father, the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son.
24. If this is true, how is it nevertheless that the Father in some places is placed as God toward the Son and the Holy Spirit?
In such places, Christ is not in view as the eternal Word, except for His incarnation, but specifically as Mediator and Guarantor of the covenant of grace. This happens in 1 Corinthians 8:6; John 17:3; Ephesians 4:5, 6; 2 Corinthians 11:31; and Ephesians 1:3.
25. What comment did Augustine make regarding the personal existence of the Father?
He said that the Father has His personal existence precisely in generating the Son and spirating the Holy Spirit, and that thus in a certain sense the personal existence of the Father is determined by the Son and the Spirit.
26. What is the personal character of the Father?
Negatively considered, it is His not being generated. Positively considered, it is His both generating and spirating. In itself spirating also belongs to the Son, but in this connection with generating it is only present with the Father.
27. Which external works are more specifically attributed to the Father?
a)   The first planning of the counsel of redemption, including election.

b)   The work of creation and providence, especially their first results.

c)   Representation of the Trinity in its rightly maintained deity in the work of redemption.

28. Which attributes, as a result, are preeminently ascribed to the Father?
a)   Power, Matthew 11:26.

b)   Righteousness, Genesis 18:25; John 17:25; 2 Thessalonians 1:6.

29. With reference to the Second Person of the Trinity, what, in turn, must be treated?
a)   The personal existence of the Son, its ground and nature.

b)   His deity.

c)   His economic function.

30. What information does Scripture provide for us to determine more exactly the relationship that exists between the First and Second Persons within the Trinity?
a)   The names Father and Son, which presuppose each other.

b)   The words “only begotten” and “firstborn” (John 1:14, 18; 3:16–18, 1 John 4:9; Col 1:15; Heb 1:6).

c)   The doctrine of the Word of God, the Logos-doctrine, and the designations of Christ that appear to be connected with it, namely “the radiance of the glory and the express image of His substance” (Heb 1:3), “the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15; 2 Cor 4:4); further, “Wisdom” in the Old Testament.

31. What must be observed about the names Father and Son?
That from them one derives at times too much and at other times too little. Too much if one thinks to have found proof here for a communication of being from the Father to the Son; too little if one maintains that these terms are only to be taken figuratively and do not express a real relationship between the two persons.
32. Show that in the names of Father and Son there does not need in itself to be a communication of being.
If this were the case, it would have to rest on the supposed fact that among men a son obtains his being by communication from his father. This, however, is not the case. Only Traducianists maintain that it is and then only when at the same time they are Realists. According to the Reformed view, God is continuously creating the being of men. Naturally this cannot be applied even remotely to the Son. He was not created, but generated. One will therefore have to admit that in the common use of the names father and son for divine and human relationships the point of comparison cannot lie in the communication of being.
33. Does not John 5:26 speak of a communication of being?
No, it does not speak about a communication of life from the Father to the Word before His incarnation, but only about a communication of life to the Mediator. Already Calvin correctly explained this passage in the last mentioned sense. One should peruse the context.
34. When does one derive too little from the names Father and Son?
When one wishes to find only an expression of the unity of being or of the equality of the persons with each other.
35. In what does the true meaning of these names reside?
In the concept of causality. The Father is called Father and the Son, Son because the former is the cause of the personal existence of the latter.
36. What needs to observed concerning the designation “only begotten Son”?
Regarding its meaning differences of opinion are prevalent. All must certainly admit that this designation belongs to Christ as the eternal Word, thus before and apart from His incarnation. But some maintain that nothing more is involved than that from eternity Father and Son are bonded by love as an earthly father and his only son would be. It is figurative language to express the greatness of this love.
Against this view we observe the following: If one already acknowledges that the name Son expresses an eternal, supernatural relationship, it is in all respects necessary to discover in “only begotten Son” a more exact description. It would be very unnatural in this latter designation to take one half literally, the other half figuratively. We take both literally. For us, therefore, the name “only begotten Son” includes that the relationship of causality is a relationship of generating on the one side and of being begotten on the other. Moreover, that the one relationship is of the most intimate unity, completely different from God’s unity with the children spoken of in John 1:12. This difference lies in only begotten. The others are not born in this fashion. Finally, John 1:14 teaches us that the possession of divine glory by the Son coheres in a certain manner with this generation. It reads, “a glory as of the only begotten of the Father.”
37. Where does the name “firstborn” occur?
In Colossians 1:15, “firstborn of all creatures.” Primarily at issue in the explanation of these words is the genitive
πάσης
κτίσεως. Is this a partitive genitive or a comparative genitive? In the first instance the sense becomes “the firstborn of all creatures.” Christ would then be included under the concept of creature. Some who dispute the deity of Christ maintain that this is the meaning of the apostle.
In the second instance the sense is “who is born before, then all creatures were created,” so that Christ lies outside the circle of creatures. The genitive then depends on the comparative concept included in “first.”
The latter view is the correct one. The text does not say, of “all the creation,” as one would expect on the first view, but only of “each creature,” “every creature,” which only fits the latter view. One should note the clear distinction the apostle makes here between being born and being created. The latter is true of all other things; only the first can be said of Christ. He is born but not created.
38. Where else do we find the name “firstborn”?
In Hebrews 1:6, where it is added that He can bear that name because He has inherited the divine nature, “having become so much more superior than the angels as He has inherited a more excellent name than they.” The name alluded to is “firstborn” (cf. vv. 4, 6, 9).
39. Did the name Logos appear elsewhere before its use in the Gospel of John?
Yes, the Old Testament already spoke of a “word of God” by which the heavens are made, as was seen above.
In the non-sacred writings of Philo and the earlier and later Jewish theology this name is also used, although with a basically different meaning, to which one needs to pay attention. With Philo and others the word is means of revelation and creation. The idea is that God is so high and far above the finite that He cannot come into immediate contact with His creation. One therefore tries to lessen this infinite distance by an intermediate being, a kind of cosmic mediator, who then reveals God to man and thus is called “logos,” word.
In the Gospel of John and in Scripture in general it is quite different. There in the first place Christ is not called Logos, “Word,” for what He does with respect to the world, but for what He is with respect to the Father. Here is where one must pay attention most carefully in order to grasp the deep meaning of this Logos-doctrine. The other thought is present, too. God spoke and can speak to man though Christ, because the Son is His eternal Word. But this thought is subsidiary and derives from the first.
40. Specify which elements are included in this being the Word of the Second Person of the Trinity.
a)   The word is something caused by the speaker.

b)   Nevertheless this word is not created out of nothing. Its rationale is already inherent in the speaker.

c)   The word reproduces an image of the speaker; it is an imprint of his personal existence. There is equivalence between the speaker and his word.

d)   Speaker and word remain tied to each other in the most intimate way. Even after it has been spoken, the word lives on in the consciousness.

41. Has one sometimes wanted to find more in the Logos-doctrine?
Yes, some have found in it a confirmation of their philosophical conception of the Trinity. Even some Reformed theologians have taught that generation was an act of the divine thinking of the Father. Logos, however, can have a twofold meaning: (1) word in its external sense, that is, speech; (2) word in its internal sense, that is, reason. If it is taken in the latter sense, the thought would be that the Son is called the Word as the one brought forth from eternity by the Father’s thinking. Scripture, however, provides no occasion for understanding the Logos designation in this sense.
42. What more is taught in John 1:1 and 18 regarding the Logos?
That He was “with God” (πρὸς
τὸν
θεόν) and “in the bosom of the Father” (εἰς
τὸν
κόλπον
τοῦ
πατρός). Here both times a preposition is used that suggests direction. The Son is “toward the Father” and “toward the bosom of the Father.” The thought appears to be that Christ, continually through generation, turns, as it were, through the impulse of His personal life toward the Father.
43. Which expressions connected with the Logos-doctrine are present in Hebrews 1:3?
Here the Son is called
ἀπαύγασμα
τῆς
δοξῆς
καὶ
χαρατὴρ
τῆς
ὑποστάσεως
of God; that is, “reflection of His glory and image of His substance.”
44. What in the Letter to the Hebrews is distinctive about its argumentation for the deity of Christ?
This argumentation is distinctive in reasoning from the greatness of His inheritance as Mediator and His honor as Mediator to His eternal Sonship. Someone who is Mediator in this way can only be God’s supernatural Son or, more exactly, “God’s natural Son.” Such is also the reasoning in the third verse being discussed here. One must consider the connection between this verse and what follows in this way: “Since He is the reflection of the Father’s glory, etc., He has been able to obtain this place of power and honor and to take His place at the right hand of the majesty in the highest heaven.”
45. To what purpose do the expressions “reflection of the Father’s glory,” etc. appear to be used by the writer of Hebrews?
They are used in order to connect the deity of the Son with the unity of God. The Son is, as it were, a reflection, an imprint of the Father, and is yet distinguished from Him. By “reflection of His glory” unity in being is expressed, by “imprint of His substance,” equality of persons. One image was not able to express these two truths at the same time. Therefore two images were chosen. Of one being with the Father and yet begotten of the Father—that is what the two images teach us. Here “imprint” means “stamp” in the sense of “what is stamped,” for example, the impression on a coin.
46. Which names are attributed to Christ in Colossians 1:15 and 2 Corinthians 4:4?
Here He is called “the image of God.” In 2 Corinthians 4 that is brought into connection with that fact that God’s glory is revealed in Him. As the image of the Father, Christ shares in this divine glory that belongs to God alone (Rom 1:23). When it is now said, “He is the image of the invisible God,” that implies, “the visible image of the invisible God.” In other words, the incarnate Word is spoken of here. But the incarnate Word would not be able to be the image of God unless He was that image as the eternal Word.
47. What follows from all the givens from Scripture discussed so far?
a)   The relationship between Father and Son is one of causality.

b)   It is also a relationship of unity of being.

c)   It is a relationship of equality of persons.

d)   It is a relationship connected with the possession of the divine nature by the Son, for from that possession it is repeatedly inferred that the Son shares in the glory of God.

48. What judgment is to be made about speaking of the communication of being from the Father to the Son?
If by that one thinks of the being as it were first existing in the Father and then taken by Him and communicated to the Son, then that language appears very dubious.
49. What objections are there against such an idea?
a)   It appears to us not to do justice to the absolute deity of the Son. A communicated deity is not an absolute deity but a contradiction. Deity cannot be communicated. It is always of itself, self existing.

b)   It can easily lead to viewing the Son as a created being. Where something is communicated, one must think of a person to whom it is communicated. If now the Son is there before being is communicated to Him, then He is also generated from this communication of being. But how? Out of nothing? That cannot be. And yet the communication of being appears to lead to such a consequence.

c)   The old theologians have not really intended a communication of being. What they meant was a communicatio that makes being to be in common. The Father does not first generate the Son in order then to communicate being to Him. But within the one divine being He generates the Son from that being and thereby makes this one being common between Himself and the Son.

50. Is the generation of the Son a temporary, transitory or an eternal, abiding act?
It is eternal and abiding. There can be no thought of continuation or progression in time. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion 1.13.29, Calvin appears to deny this eternity. It follows directly from the eternity of God.
51. Is generation an act of will of the Father or an eternal, necessary act?
The latter. Otherwise the Son would be a creature, for all that proceeds from the will of God and so could not have been, is created. Of course generation is not contrary to the will of the Father. All that is meant is that it is not in the same sense as, for example, the creation is the free result of this will.
52. Does generation imply a division or split in the divine being?
No; its result is that the Son completely possesses the divine being, like the Father. There is but one God and the Son is that God.
53. How do you describe the generation of the Son?
It is the eternal, necessary act of the First Person of the Trinity, by which, within the same divine being, He is the ground for the existence of a second person, equal to His own person, and by which He makes this second person to share in the possession of the divine being without, thereby, any split taking place.
54. What is the difference between deity and divinity?
Many who argue against the Trinity are willing to attribute divinity to the Son. Arians, semi-Arians, Socinians and other Unitarians deny unity of being. To all these people one must pose this question: Is the Son God in the sense that one can speak of only one God? That decides everything and faced with that question everyone must take sides. No one can be saved from it with vague answers.
55. What kinds of proofs are there for the deity of the Son?
These are two kinds:
a)   Indirect proof, that is, proofs drawn from facts and data that presuppose deity.

b)   Direct proof, consisting of biblical passages that intentionally teach the deity of the Son.

56. In what does the first category of proofs consist?
In places that:
a)   Ascribe divine names to the Son (Psa 45:7–8 compared with Heb 1:8–9; Isa 9:6; and 7:14 compared with Matt 1:23; Mal 3:1 compared with Mark 1:2 and Luke 1:16; 1 Tim 3:16 and Heb 1:10–11 compared with Psa 102:26; and Eph 4:8–9 with Psa 68:18).

b)   Attribute divine properties to the Son, specifically:

1.   Eternity (Mic 5:2 compared with Matt 2:6; Isa 9:6; Heb 7:3; Rev 1:8; John 8:58).


2.   Immensity and omnipresence (Matt 18:20; 28:20; John 3:13).


3.   Omnipotence. (Rev 1:8; John 5:19; Heb 1:3).


4.   Omniscience (John 21:17; 16:30; 2:24–25; 1:49; Rev 2:23 compared with 1 Kgs 8:29). Mark 13:32 is no objection. Augustine speaks of an official not-knowing of His human nature.


5.   Immutability (Heb 1:11–12 compared with Psa 102:26; and Heb 13:8).


6.   Fullness of deity (Col 2:9).


c)   Attribute divine works to the Son, specifically:

1.   The work of creation (Prov 8:27; John 1:3; Col 1:16–17; and Heb 1:2, 10).


2.   The work of providence (Heb 1:3; Col 1:17; John 5:17).


3.   The working of miracles (John 5:21; 6:40; ([5:36]).


4.   The works of redemption (Acts 20:28; John 13:18; 10:16; Eph 5:26, John 16:7, 14).


d)   Attribute divine honor to the Son, specifically:

1.   Faith directed to Him (John 14:1). He teaches differently than the Pharisees and the Scribes, even than Moses and the Prophets, having authority and whose word does not allow for any higher appeal.


2.   Hope (1 Cor 15:19; 1 Thess 1:3; 1 Tim 1:1).


3.   Formal worship (Heb 1:6; Psa 2:12; John 5:23; Phil 2:9–10).


4.   The invoking of grace from Him (2 Cor 13:13; 1 Cor 1:2; Acts 7:59; 9:14; Rev 5:13; 1 Pet 4:2; 2 Tim 4:18; Rev 1:6; 2 Pet 3:18).


57. Which texts speak directly and intentionally of the deity of the Son?
John 1:1; Romans 9:5; Philippians 2:6; Titus 2:13; John 5:20; 20:28.
58. What is in John 1:1?
“The Word was God.” By this, absolute deity is attributed to the Son, for He bears the same name with the Father, with whom He was in the beginning.
59. How many translations are there of Romans 9:5?
a)   The customary translation, “… from whom is Christ according to the flesh, who is God above all, to be praised forever, Amen.” So understood, these words provide the strongest evidence for the deity of the Son.

b)   Others, however, would have it translated, “From whom Christ is to be praised forever.” The final words would then refer to the Father.

c)   Still others would translate, “From whom is Christ according to the flesh, who is above all. God is to be praised forever.” The final words must then refer to the Father.

60. Why is the first translation the correct one and the latter two to be rejected?
a)   Because Christ is the antecedent, and it is not arbitrary here to think of Him when the apostle continues, “who is …”

b)   Because the words “according to the flesh,” by virtue of the contrast implied, demand a description of the deity of the Lord (cf. Rom 1:3).

c)   The words applied to Christ stand in the closest connection with what precedes, since they add a new link in the chain of Israel’s privileges.

d)   If a doxology to God the Father occurred here, the word order in the original would not agree with what is always the word order in such doxologies.

e)   After Paul has lamented the sad apostasy of Israel, one does not expect a doxology to God in this context.

61. What is the answer when one says that nowhere else does Paul call the Lord, God?
That he certainly does so, namely in Titus 2:13 and Acts 20:28.
62. How then can the apostle sometimes distinguish so sharply between God and Christ (e.g., 1 Corinthians 8:6; Ephesians 4:5)?
This distinction is meant economically. Here Christ is placed as Mediator in contrast to God, not as Son to the Father.
63. What is the answer if someone says that there are no praises (doxologies) to Christ in later letters by apostles?
This claim is based on the denial of the authenticity of 2 Peter and of the apostolicity of the Epistle to the Hebrews, as well as on a faulty explanation of 1 Peter 4:11. In any case, 2 Timothy 4:18 and Revelation 1:6 and 5:13 may not be dismissed.
64. Give a short explanation of Philippians 2:6.
We can render this much-discussed and variously interpreted passage as follows: “The one possessing the same being with God the Father (being in the form of God) did not consider equality in the economy of God’s working as something to be robbed (did not view equality with God as a matter for robbery), but humbled Himself, etc.”
That is, as far as His divine being was involved, Christ, like the Father, was in the form of God. In the order of persons, however, He was the Second Person, so that in the counsel of peace it fell to Him to be the Surety, with all that is bound up with that. The apostle, then, intends to say: In this division of the work of redemption Christ did not consider being equal with the Father as something to be robbed, as something that He must take for Himself by force. As the second person He submitted to this second work, with which suffering and death are associated, and thereby has become the great example of self-denial. The text therefore teaches:
a)   That with the Father the Son possesses the same divine being.

b)   That, nevertheless, in the order of persons, in mode of existence, He is not the first but the second person.

65. What is the Son called in Titus 2:13?
“Our great God and Savior.” Despite the desire of some, the initial words do not refer to God the Father, so that one would have to translate, “of our great God and of our Savior.” They refer to Christ:
a)   Because the expression “appearing” is never used of the Father but always means the return of the Son for judgment.

b)   Because what follows only concerns the Son.

c)   Because if the reference were to God the Father, the expression “great God” would be superfluous. On the Day of Judgment, the apostle intends to say, Christ will be revealed as great God and Savior. So, the addition of “great” makes good sense.

66. What is in 1 John 5:20?
That the Son is the true God and eternal life. Here, too, these words must refer to the Him and not to the Father, for:
a)   Otherwise the same thing would be said twice.

b)   In this sense, it is not said of God the Father that He is eternal life.

c)   Here the words must show that Christ is able to do what is attributed to Him in the beginning of the verse, namely, come and give us understanding so that we may know the One who is true. He is able to do this, says the apostle, because He is the true God and eternal life.

67. What judgment is to be made about John 20:28?
What we have to consider here is not an outcry of amazement, but of amazement addressed to Christ, for:
a)   The text states, “Thomas answered and said.”

b)   “My God” could perhaps be an outcry of astonishment, but “my Lord” can only refer to Christ.

c)   The context demands this explanation, that Christ is being addressed. The words contain Thomas’s acknowledgment of the Lord’s resurrection. One should note that the Lord accepts this acknowledgment of His deity.

68. What comprises the work of the Son in the economy of God’s working?
He occupies the second place in the external works [opera ad extra] of God. Through Him all things are created. On behalf of the Father He takes on the role of Surety in the counsel of peace and accomplishes in time His mediatorial work on earth in order to continue His intercession in heaven before the Father.
69. Is there a connection between the eternal Sonship of Christ and His work as Mediator?
Yes; Scripture joins these two with each other. Because He is the Second Person in the Trinity and so has His personal existence from the Father, it is appropriate that of the three persons He shall be the one sent, who comes to fulfill the servant-work of the covenant. The Son is therefore presented in Scripture as a servant.
70. Does the Son also have a close relationship to what is created, considered apart from His position as Mediator?
Yes; for as all things are created through Him, so they are also created for Him. That comes out especially in Paul’s letters from his first imprisonment (Eph 3:9, 11; 1:3–4; Col 1:16; Eph 1:10; 5:5; cf. 1 Cor 15:2).
One should note, however, that in this relationship the Son is not called Mediator. The name “Mediator” always has in view the relationship in which the incarnation brings the Word to stand in relation to creation. This latter relationship results entirely from the demands of the work of redemption.
71. Which attributes are primarily attributed to the Son as a result of His work in the economy of God’s working?
a)   Wisdom (1 Cor 1:24; Prov 8).

b)   Faithfulness, as that is particularly characteristic of a steward (cf. 1 Cor 4:2 with Heb 3:1–2; John 5:30; 8:29, 49–50).

c)   Power, both in the sense of authority and force (1 Cor 1:24; Heb 1:3).

d)   Mercy and grace (2 Cor 13:14; Eph 5:2, 25).

God the Holy Spirit
72. What three points must be discussed here?
a)   The personal existence of the Holy Spirit, its nature and degree.

b)   His deity.

c)   His economic involvement.

73. Which is most disputed, the personality or the deity of the Holy Spirit?
His personality. Once this has been established it will be impossible any longer to cast doubt on His deity. With the Son the situation is just the reverse. He is the one who appeared and became personally revealed in the flesh. On the other hand, the Holy Spirit only seldom does his work in visible forms. He is the person who dwells and prays within believers and thus in a certain sense is identified with them. He therefore stands less in a personal relationship toward believers.
74. What error results from a false understanding of these characteristics?
The old Sabellian error that the Holy Spirit is only an expression of God’s power. This is also the view of all Unitarians, earlier and more recent. It is the view as well of the modern Sabellianism of the school of Schleiermacher, according to which the Holy Spirit is God in the church as a whole. The Holy Spirit first began to exist, it is said, when the Christian church made its appearance. This error is facilitated because Lutherans ascribe more to the sacrament itself and to the word itself than do the Reformed. Thus they do not feel the need to the same degree as we do of the personal activity of the Holy Spirit.
75. With what data do we have to reckon in order to determine the personal existence of the Holy Spirit?
a)   With the name “Spirit” (Hebrew, ruach; Greek, pneuma).

b)   With the expression “proceeding from,” by which Scripture describes the relationship between Father and Son and Holy Spirit.

c)   With texts that speak of a unity between the Spirit and the Father or the Spirit and Christ (1 Cor 2:10–11; 2 Cor 3:17; Eph 1:17; and the Gospel of John).

d)   With texts that attribute all the qualities of personality to the Holy Spirit.

76. Is something in particular expressed by the name “Spirit” that belongs to the Third Person of the Trinity as person?
Yes, everything favors that it does. The name Son for the Second Person has such a significance. Therefore, that will also be the case with the name Spirit. The name cannot have in view being in the abstract, for in that Father and Son likewise share. If the Third Person is called the Holy Spirit specifically, there must also be a specific reason. Finally, in the Apostolic Benediction the name “Spirit” stands side by side the personal names “Father” and “Son.”
77. What then does the name Spirit teach about the personal existence of the Holy Spirit?
a)   The Hebrew and Greek words for Spirit both originally mean “breath” and subsequently “wind” and any invisible power. Now, however, breath is the distinguishing mark of life. In Genesis 2:7 the inbreathing of life means the communication of life. Therefore the Third Person of the Trinity is called Spirit because, as far as His personal existence is concerned, He is brought forth from eternity by the Father and by the Son, because the personal breath of life passes over as it were from them to Him. In this connection it must be kept in view, just as with the generation of the Son, that we have to do here not with a mere human figure used by God in Scripture to indicate relationships within His being. The reverse is true. Breath as a sign of life in living beings is an image in what is created of the particular way in which the Holy Spirit, who is the supervisor of life, receives His personal existence from the Father and Son.

b)   Breath or wind is something active, something that acts with force. Just so the Holy Spirit is the person of the Trinity that brings life and movement into what is created.

c)   If the breath of one person is breathed into another, then that involves at the same time that there is some likeness between the life that thus originates and the life from which the breath issues. So, between the Holy Spirit, the Son, and the Father, besides unity of being, there is also a resemblance of the persons, with the result that they are each other’s image.

78. Can we further distinguish “out-breathing” [spiration] from generation?
No, not as far as the action itself is concerned. On the formal difference we will speak later.
79. What does John 15:26 teach us about the personal existence of the Holy Spirit?
That He “proceeds from the Father.” The great question is how this procession is to be understood. Should it be understood as a description of eternal spiration or of temporal sending? On the former understanding the Holy Spirit receives His personal existence from all eternity; on the latter, the Third Person of the Trinity is sent to the church after the accomplished work of redemption.
80. How can you prove that the former and not the latter understanding is meant?
a)   In the immediately preceding verses where the temporal sending of the Holy Spirit is mentioned, Scripture uses another word, not “whom I will cause to proceed from the Father,” but “whom I will send from the Father.”

b)   It is not said, “who will proceed from the Father” but “who proceeds from the Father,” in the present tense. Thus, an eternal, ever-present act must be meant.

c)   If temporal procession were meant, the Lord would say, “I will send the Spirit, whom the Father (otherwise or usually) sends.”

d)   The preposition used here is the same that is used elsewhere regarding the Son.

81. If this understanding of the verse is correct, how is it that here the Holy Spirit is said to proceed “from the Father” and not from the Father and the Son?
Because the Son speaks here as Mediator, He does not include Himself. Although the Spirit certainly proceeds from Him as Son, considered in terms of His deity, it is less appropriate that He would speak of that as Mediator.
82. Does it follow from 1 Corinthians 2:10 and 11 that the Spirit with respect to God is the same as what the spirit of man is to man—in other words, not personally distinguished from Him but only one of His faculties?
No; that in no way follows from this text. The apostle wishes only to say that the Spirit stands in an equally close relationship to the depth of God as the spirit of man to man. The Spirit is in God as the spirit of man is in man. The point of comparison therefore lies in the close union between the Spirit and God. It is just as close as in man, as close as the unity there is between human nature and the spirit of man. As the one is a being-in, so is the other a being-in. But the similarity goes no further and one has to force the image in order to find in it something more. With man, the unity is such that man and his spirit are only one person. With deity, unity is such that there nevertheless can be three persons in the one divine being. In spite of the comparison there is a great difference.
83. What does 2 Corinthians 3:17 teach?
That “the Lord,” that is the divine person of the Mediator, is the Spirit. This is so in the sense that in turning to the Lord, Israel will at the same time turn to the Spirit and be delivered from all veiling and bondage because the Spirit works freedom (see the context). In view here first of all is the economic unity between the Spirit and the Mediator in the work of redemption. But this unity points back to the unity in the divine being.
84. What does Ephesians 1:17 teach?
Here the Spirit is called “Spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of” God and Christ. This means that the Holy Spirit possesses this knowledge of God by nature and can therefore communicate it.
85. What does the Lord teach us about the Holy Spirit in His last discourses transmitted in the Gospel of John?
That, like the Son, He teaches, proclaims, and witnesses, and that for Him these acts, just as is true for the words of Christ, result from a hearing and receiving (John 16:13–14). With Christ, however, all this resulted from His eternal abiding at the side of the Father, from the close, entirely unique relationship in which He stood and stands to the Father. Therefore, such a relationship must also exist with respect to the Holy Spirit (cf. John 14:26; 16:13; 1 John 2:20–21).
86. How does more recent Sabellian theology dispose of those texts that prove the personality of the Holy Spirit?
By finding nothing more in them than an emphatic personification. One must at all costs avoid seeing personality, for the deity of the Holy Spirit is so firmly established that as His personality is proven, there is no more evading the doctrine of the Trinity.
87. Why can one not admit that in these texts there is a personification?
a)   A personification may never be accepted where it would nullify the sense of a statement and would defeat the purpose for which the statement is made. This would be the case in Romans 8:26. If the Holy Spirit is not really a person, then there is no comfort in His praying for us. One does not comfort someone with personifications.

b)   One cannot expect such a large number of figurative sayings in the New Testament and in its prose style. Especially in dogmatic argumentation there is no place for such sayings.

c)   Personifications are always easy to distinguish from all other things. In John 3:8; Hebrews 12:24; and 1 Corinthians 13:1–8, everyone senses immediately that he is dealing with personifications. But this is not the case in texts that speak of the Holy Spirit.

88. What proofs are there for the personality of the Holy Spirit?
a)   The personality of the Spirit is seen from His procession because the latter is the ground of the former, as generation is the ground of the personality of the Son.

b)   The Spirit speaks of Himself in the first person (Acts 10:19–20; 13:2). In the three significant proof texts in the Gospel of John, Christ refers to Him with the masculine personal pronoun
έκεῖνος̓ (John 14:26; 15:26; 16:13–14).

c)   All the distinguishing marks of personality are attributed to Him, such as:

1.   Intellect (1 Cor 6:11; John 14:26; 15:26; Rom 8:16; 1 Tim 4:1; Isa 61:1; Acts 13:2; 5:3; 20:28).


2.   Will (1 Cor 12:11; Acts 16:7)


3.   Emotions (Eph 4:30; Isa 63:10; Matt 12:32).


d)   Our relationship to the Holy Spirit is such as is possible only toward a person (Matt 28:19; 2 Cor 13:13).

e)   The Holy Spirit has appeared in separate personal forms, like a dove (Matt 3:16), like fiery tongues (Acts 2:3–4).

f)   The Holy Spirit is distinguished as a person from His own power (Luke 1:35; 4:14).

89. Distinguish between the generation of the Son and the spiration of the Holy Spirit.
a)   Generation takes place by the Father alone; spiration takes place by Father and Son.

b)   Some say that generation not only causes a new mode of existence in the divine being but also a mode of existence that is like that of the One who generates. The latter then is not true of spiration. The reason offered for this point is that a mode of existence can only be an image of one and not of two. But how if the two are already like each other, as is the case with Father and Son? This point is doubtful to say the least.

c)   The result of generation is the communication of the capacity, in turn, to grant participation in the divine being. Through generation the Son receives the necessary attribute of actual breathing. In spiration such a necessary attribute is not communicated to the Holy Spirit. In Him the inner movement of the Trinity comes to conclusion and rest.

d)   Concerning logical order, generation comes first and then spiration. But this is not a distinction in time. Both are equally eternal.

90. Does the Holy Spirit proceed only from the Father or from the Son as well?
Also from the Son, although the Greek church denies this. Different motives underlie this denial. It agreed above all with the mystical direction of the Greek church. In this way the saving work of the Holy Spirit within the soul could be more easily detached from the objective work of the Mediator. Proofs for procession from the Son also are the following:
a)   If the Spirit does not proceed from the Son, then there is a point in the Godhead where Son and Spirit do not affect each other but are separated. They would then find their unity only indirectly, that is to say, in the Father.

b)   The Son sends the Spirit in time. He would not be able to do this if the Spirit did not also proceed from Him eternally, for the order of working in the Trinity follows the order of existence among the three Persons (John 16:7).

c)   The Spirit is called the Spirit of the Son and the Spirit of Christ no less than the Spirit of the Father (Gal 4:6; Rom 8:9; Phil 1:19).

d)   All that the Spirit has, He has from the Son no less than from the Father (John 16:13–15).

91. If the Holy Spirit has His personal existence from the Son, who in His turn has His from the Father, is there thereby no derogation of the Holy Spirit’s deity?
No, for by spiration the Holy Spirit does not receive His deity but only His personal existence. As He receives the latter, at the same time He is made to share in the one indivisible divine being.
92. How many kinds of processions of the Holy Spirit are there?
Only one. The Holy Spirit proceeds as a unique Spirit within the divine being (not out of nothing). But there is a twofold breathing, one from the Father and one from the Son.
93. How do you prove the deity of the Holy Spirit?
By proving that:
a)   He bears divine names. Not valid as proofs are those places that present words from the Old Testament as spoken by the Holy Spirit. Such places do not directly concern His deity but simply follow from His work in the economy of God’s working as the author of Holy Scripture. Words of men from the Old Testament are therefore sometimes presented in the New Testament as spoken by the Holy Spirit (cf. Isa 6:9 with Acts 28:25). Certainly valid as proof, however, are Acts 5:3, 9; 1 Cor 3:16; 6:19; and 1 John 4:13.

b)   Divine attributes are ascribed to Him:

1.   Eternity (Gen 1:2).


2.   Omnipresence (Psa 139:7–8; 1 Cor 3:16).


3.   Omniscience (1 Cor 2:10; John 16:13; 2 Pet 1:21).


4.   Omnipotence (Luke 1:35).


c)   Divine works are attributed to Him:

1.   Creation (Gen 1:2; Psa 33:6).


2.   Preserving and governing (Psa 104:30).


3.   Miracles (Matt 12:28; 1 Cor 12:4; Luke 1:35).


4.   Forgiveness of sins and regeneration (1 Cor 6:11; John 3:5).


5.   Governing the church (Acts 13:2; 15:28; 20:28).


6.   Foretelling future events (John 16:13).


7.   Illumination and sanctification (Eph 1:17–18; 2 Thess 2:13; 1 Pet 1:2).


8.   Resurrection from the dead (Rom 8:11).


d)   Divine honor is given to Him (Matt 28:19; 2 Cor 13:13; Rev 1:4; 1 Cor 6:19–20).

e)   One can sin against the Holy Spirit and then, in fact, commit the most severe, unforgivable sin.

94. In what does the distinguishing work of the Holy Spirit consist, in distinction from the work of the Father and of the Son, within the economy of God’s working?
In perfecting things by bringing them to their goal. As the Holy Spirit is the person that completes the Trinity, so His work completes the work of God in every area. Some have found here a ground for the designation Holy Spirit. (Holiness, however, is the “separateness” of God.) The Holy Spirit would then be called “Holy” because in Him the three-and-one being of God is complete in itself and Father and Son again come together in one point. Scripture, however, does not speak of this.
95. How is the Holy Spirit designated as a consequence of this, His distinguishing work?
As the One to whom are all things, as can be seen from a comparison between Romans 11:36 and 1 Corinthians 8:6. As the preposition “from” belongs to the Father, the preposition “through” to the Son, so the preposition “to,” to the Holy Spirit.
96. How does the work of the Holy Spirit relate to that of the Son?
It follows in order, as the work of the Son follows in order that of the Father. This must always be kept in view, for one arrives at a false mysticism if one detaches the work of the Spirit from the objective mediatorial activity of the Son.
97. In what different respects does the Holy Spirit carry out His distinguishing work?
a)   In creation, where He is the superintendent of life, as the Father is the source of being and the Son, the architect of thought (cf. Gen 1:2; Job 26:13; 33:4; Psa 33:6; 104:30; Isa 40:13). The Holy Spirit lays the final hand on what is created, as is sufficiently shown by the expressions “brother,” “made … the heir,” and “to adorn.”

b)   The Holy Spirit is continuously the one who prompts and enables in science, art, and official service (Exod 28:3; 31:6; 35:35; Psa 51:12; Isa 45:1; and elsewhere).

c)   The Holy Spirit has prepared the body of the Messiah, according to the promise of God the Father made to the Surety in the counsel of peace (cf. Psa 40:7–8 with Heb 10:5). To the preparation of this body also belongs the inspiring of this Scripture passage, since it is intended to form a picture of Christ.

d)   The Holy Spirit has also worked continuously in the human nature of the Mediator and provided it with gifts of grace, which it needed for discharging the offices of mediator. This happened especially at His baptism in the Jordan River and in His exaltation. Of course, this equipping only has reference to His human nature.

e)   The Holy Spirit also works in the body of Christ, the church. He has formed the church already under the old order by regenerating individual believers, converting them, bringing them to make confession, and joining them together. After the exaltation of the Mediator, the Holy Spirit has begun to form the mystical body of the Lord, in which He dwells and unites the head, Christ, with the individual members. This began with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost, which finds its explanation in this outpouring (Eph 2:22).

f)   Also, the Holy Spirit works in individual believers by:

1.   Preparatory grace.


2.   The grace of regeneration and calling.


3.   Conversion, to which faith belongs.


4.   The application of justification.


5.   Sanctification. This includes the recreating work that occurs at the death of believers in their souls and at the resurrection of the dead in their bodies.


98. Which attributes are particularly ascribed to God the Holy Spirit as a result of this distinguishing work?
a)   Holiness.

b)   Goodness (Psa 143:10).

c)   Grace (Heb 10:29; Zech 12:10).

d)   Might and power, especially perfecting power (Luke 1:35).

e)   Glory, in an active sense, as in, making glorious (1 Pet 4:14).




4. Of God’s Decrees in General
1. Where have we now arrived in our treatment?
To a consideration of the external (ad extra) works of God.
2. Into how many kinds can one divide these external works?
Into two kinds:
a)   In the most general sense, an external work has reference to something that is not God, thus to a creature, although it is not therefore true that the external work devolves directly upon the creature. If we so understand an external work, we must reckon the decrees to the external works. They differ, however, from generation and spiration because they have reference to what is not God, to creatures.

b)   In a narrower sense, an external work of God devolves directly upon something that is not God. So understood, the external works begin with the creation. But the decree does not therefore begin with the latter, for the decree and execution of the decree are to be sharply distinguished. One can certainly say of the decree that it revolves about created things, but not that it directly affects them.

3. What truths do we emphasize when we attribute decrees to God?
a)   God’s sovereignty. Someone who makes a decree concerning a matter stands above that matter; it falls under his authority. He can do with it as he wills. Thus God stands sovereignly above all possible things. Whether they will receive existence or how they will exist depends entirely on His eternal purpose.

b)   God’s freedom. When we decide on something, that includes that we make a free choice. While our freedom, however, is always relative and as creatures we are bound by many things, the freedom of God in His decree is utterly unlimited and stands under no other rule than that of His own glorious virtues that form His being itself. By this freedom the decree of God is distinguished from the internal [ad intra] works, the generation of the Son and the spiration of the Holy Spirit. It is not an act of free will of the Father that He generates the Son, nor an act of free will of the Father and the Son that they cause the Spirit to proceed from themselves and their being. With that said, however, in no sense do we maintain that these internal works are compelled or are against the will of the divine persons. All that is meant is that they do not depend on an act of free will. Expressed differently, the decree is completely tied to everything that pertains to created things. They could also not exist and God would still remain God, perfect and fully glorious in Himself. That may not be said of the internal works, for these belong to the necessary acts of God without which He would be the triune God.

c)   God’s wisdom. A decree is always guided by motivations. A Pelagian freedom of the will, which would be without grounds, does not exist, not even for God. Moreover, such freedom would not connote a perfection, but an imperfection. Absolute arbitrariness is an imperfection. Thus, at the same time God’s decree is completely free and governed by wise motives. There are no grounds from outside Him that determine Him in making His decree but grounds derived from Himself, which therefore do not compel Him but give direction to His own perfect will. Both must be maintained by us, the freedom and the wisdom of God’s decree, especially the first against pantheism, which makes everything to be a necessary effluence of God’s nature. If God could not have omitted the decree or made it otherwise, the thought intrudes that the existence of the universe is necessary, given the existence of God. But that thought is impermissible. The transition between God’s eternal-necessary existence and the temporal existence of the created universe is a completely free transition. Conversely, we must also maintain that God has had wise and sufficient reasons for His decree. In by far the most cases we may not be able to specify them. All we affirm, and that based on Scripture, is that:

1.   There are such reasons.


2.   They all may be reduced to a final ground, namely the glorification of God Himself. But the different links by which they are tied to this final and highest goal can by no means always be specified by us.


From this knowledge that God’s decree is wise, it follows, in connection with the universality of God’s decree, that everything in the universe is governed by thought that has an ideal meaning. There is no blind, purposeless existence in which no thought would be present. A transparent plan of the entire world of real things is present in the counsel of God.


4. Which words in the original languages does Scripture use where it speaks of God’s decree?
a)   In the Old Testament:

1.   The word
עֵצָה, “counsel” (Psa 33:11; Prov 19:21; Isa 28:29; 46:10–11). This word comes from the root
יעץ, whose basic meaning in a material sense is “to penetrate into something”; “to press into something”; “to press one’s self for something.” It is used especially for giving counsel to others. The rational element of God’s decree thus comes to the fore here (2 Sam 16:20; Prov 27:9).


2.   Further is the word
סוֹד, “council,” from the root
יָסַד
in the hip’il, “to be crowded closely together for confidential deliberation” (Pss 2:2; 31:14). Of God’s decree, Jeremiah 23:18, 22. Thus here, too, the emphasis is on deliberation, resolution.


3.   Yet another term is
זָמַם, “to begin,” alluding to the concentration of thoughts (Jer 4:28; 51:12; Prov 30:32).


4.   Again, another word is
חֵפֶץ, “inclination,” “liking,” “volition,” “good pleasure” (Isa 53:10). Here, in distinction from the words mentioned above, the emphasis falls more on the willing, the free element in God’s decrees.


5.   A fifth term has a similar meaning, namely
רָצוֹן, from
רצה, “to hang on something,” “to cling to something,” then “sovereign will,” good pleasure,” sometimes even “arbitrariness” (e.g., Neh 9:24, 37; of God, Psa 51:18, 145:16; Isa 49:8).


b)   In the New Testament:

1.   Here
εὐδοκία, “good pleasure” (Matt 11:26; Eph 1:5, 9), corresponds to the two last mentioned Hebrew words. Here the element of free good pleasure comes emphatically to the fore (Luke 2:14, 3:22).


2.   Not much different is the adjective
δεκτός, “accepted with pleasure”; Luke 4:19, “the acceptable year of the Lord”; 2 Corinthians 6:2, “at an acceptable time.”


3.   Next are the words that mean “willing,”
βούλεσθαι
and
βουλή, as well as
θέλειν
and
θέλημα. The difference between these two sets of terms appears to come down to the following:
βούλεσθαι
looks at the will as consulting, deliberating, and thus has the emphasis fall on the rational element in God’s decree.
Θέλειν, on the other hand, focuses more on the free inclination expressed in the decree and thus places the willing element in the foreground. But both words belong together and complement each other. Compare Matthew 1:19, where
θέλειν
is used (“Joseph had an aversion against putting her to shame”). In Romans 7:15
θέλειν
is the opposite of
μισσειν, “to hate.” With that agrees the fact that
θέλειν
is also used of the revealed counsel of God, in which He demands and commands, thus in which the tenor of His Holy nature is expressed, while
βούλεσθαι
is only used of God’s ordaining. In Ephesians 1:11 both terms occur together: “the counsel of His will” = “the plan that meets with His approval.” Compare further for
βουλή
Luke 7:30; Acts 2:23; 4:28; 13:36; Hebrews 6:17; for
θέλημα
Matthew 26:42; Luke 22:42; Acts 21:14; Matthew 18:14; 1 Peter 3:17; 4:19; Ephesians 1:5; of God’s revealed will, Romans 12:2.


4.   Another New Testament word is
πρόθεσις, “purpose,” literally “presentation,” “what someone proposes.” The prefix “pre-” (or “pro-”) is not meant in a temporal sense, but figuratively in a spatial sense. God places the decree, as it were, before Himself by His reason and then holds His will fixed on it (Rom 8:28; 9:11). Both elements of the decreeing of God are thus present here: wisdom and sovereignty, thinking and willing.


5. What is the relationship of God’s decree to His reason and His will?
a)   In decreeing, an activity of reason and an activity of will accompany each other.

b)   To be more specific, God’s necessary knowledge provides the material for His decree.

c)   From this material thus given, God’s free will, led by sufficient reasons, chooses what will become real.

d)   On this act of free will rests the free knowledge of God that proposes the objects of the decree not as purely possible but as they will become real in time.

6. What are the further properties of God’s decree?
a)   It is eternal and is that in a specific sense, not simply as all God’s acts are eternal. Viewed from God’s side, every act of God is eternal simply because there is no passage of time in the being of God. But some of His acts terminate in time, such as creation, providence, the justification of sinners, etc. We do not call these latter acts eternal but temporal acts. With God’s decree it is otherwise. It has reference to matters outside of God but as an act nevertheless remains within God, and we therefore call it eternal in the strictest sense of the word. In this eternity there is no temporal sequence in the different parts or portions of the decree.

In the execution of the decree the fall follows creation without it being able to be said that [in the decree] the one precedes the other. And although there is certainly an order in the decree of God and its different parts are not in isolation alongside each other, this can never be a temporal order. Also, one may not so conceive of the situation as if God, in willing a certain end, is forced to will as well the means for attaining that end. In this sense as well the choosing of the one does not precede the necessity of the other. God causes the means completely freely, so that they can be means for attaining His purposes. What we call laws of nature are not absolute necessities for God. He could have made them otherwise. Only insofar as God’s attributes come into contact with things is one decree tied to another or involved in the other. For example, if God determines to permit sin, necessarily tied to that is that there shall be punishment for sin, for His righteousness demands that. So there is:


1.   An order of free dependence, where means and end are freely conjoined.


2.   An order of necessary connection, where the unchangeable attributes of God affect things decreed and cause new decrees, as it were, to originate.


The eternity of God’s decree is expressed in Ephesians 3:11, “the eternal purpose that He has accomplished”; Acts 15:18, “to God all His works are known from eternity”; 2 Timothy 1:9, “before times eternal”; 1 Corinthians 2:7, “before the world was” (Eph 1:4; 2 Thess 2:13; 1 Pet 1:20).


b)   God’s decree is one and is oriented to one highest goal: the glorification of His name, of Himself. Especially for His creatures, angels and men, this is the goal to which God’s decree is directed. The proof for this lies in the simplicity and self-existence of God.

c)   God’s decree is universal; it encompasses all things. What concerns the decree itself (not what concerns its execution) there is no distinction in the firmness with which things are determined, between the physical and the moral, the good and the evil. All are equally established by God with equally essential certainty. Because in the universe everything is related, the firmness of the decree in its entirety would also vanish with the universality of God’s decree. For that to which the decree does not extend remains uncertain and would intrude in an unsettling fashion into what is certainly determined. On this all-encompassing character of God’s decree and the certainty attendant on it rests the possibility of all knowledge, for without reality as certain, knowledge is not possible.

This universality of God’s decree is the foundation for His free knowledge, as previously noted. This knowledge cannot have another foundation. In order to be the object of knowledge something must be certain. In order to be the object of eternal knowledge it must be eternally certain. But to posit that something would be eternally certain outside of God’s decree would of course come down to positing a second deity beside Him. But what is an independent eternal certainty other than God? Foreknowledge must therefore rest on the decree.


Socinians deny that God’s foreknowledge pertains to future free acts. Arminians help themselves with the defense that future free acts are always already present for God by virtue of His eternity, humanly speaking even before they happen. He knows them accordingly, without having made a decree about them. That view has been refuted earlier, in considering the doctrine of God’s attributes. Here the Socinian is more consistent.


1.   The all-encompassing character of God’s decree is taught us by Holy Scripture in so many words. He works all things to the counsel of His will (Eph 1:10–11); all His works are known to Him from eternity (see Prov 16:33; Dan 4:34–35; Matt 10:29–30; Acts 17:26; Job 14:3; Isa 46:10).


2.   The good acts of men are included. Believers are created for good works, which God ordained beforehand for them to walk in them (Eph 2:10).


3.   The evil acts of men are also included. Acts 2:23, “this man then being delivered up according to the definite counsel and foreknowledge of God”; Acts 4:28, “to do whatever Your hand and Your counsel had predestined to take place”; Psalm 76:10, “The wrath of man shall praise you”; Proverbs 16:4, “The LORD has wrought everything for the sake of His own will, even the ungodly for the day of evil.” Of course, this does not mean that there is no distinction between God’s decree concerning moral evil and His decree concerning other things. We will come back to this matter later. But here it must be noted that the difference cannot be as if evil were decreed by God with less firmness. Everything is equally firm. Something is decreed or is not decreed, and a third supposedly lying in between may not be entertained.


4.   God’s decree also includes so-called chance; Proverbs 16:33, “The lot is cast into the lap …” (Gen 45:8; 50:20; John 19:36; Psa 34:20; Exod 12:46; Num 9:12). This really needs no demonstration because chance is not a scientific but purely a popular concept. Only that is called chance for which we do not know how to indicate the cause or causes. In each particular case, however, there are certainly causes. Where the lot is cast into the lap, there the way it falls and the result are just as determined and certain as where we decide something by premeditation. A die has no free will in a Pelagian sense so that it can fall on whatever side it chooses. But even apart from this natural determination there is in all natural things, there is still a direct determination of God from which they cannot escape.


5.   God’s decree concerns the means as well as the end that is to be reached. It is therefore foolish to exclude the means, with the thought that God’s counsel will still be realized.


The latter is certainly true, but man deceives himself if he thinks his aversion and his unwillingness to use means is unconnected with the outcome. In many instances that aversion and unwillingness are precisely the means that God uses to prevent one or another outcome.


Under this rubric belongs as well the question whether God has decreed a fixed lifetime and specific time of death for every man. The Remonstrants and Socinians answer this question negatively; the Reformed, naturally, affirmatively. Voetius has devoted an extensive writing to this question. He laid emphasis on this point, especially to guard against the popular misconception that if someone’s death were a miraculous occurrence that would suddenly interrupt the chain of natural causes and effects. Here, too, causes and effects go together, and if medications do not prevent death, that can be due to the nature of the disease and one must not immediately think of a miracle that prevented their working. But naturally that disease in its nature and the power of the medicine are together included in God’s eternal decree (Job 14:5; Psa 39:5; John 7:30).


One says, however, that fifteen years were added to Hezekiah’s life after it was first announced to him that he would die. But this announcement of the prophet was not a revelation of a divine decree that would later be changed but only a declaration of the deadly nature of the disease that would certainly have brought an end to Hezekiah’s life, had God not miraculously intervened.


6.   The decree of God also embraces the free acts of man. This is by far the most difficult point of all. On the one hand, it is completely absurd and impossible that what is most important in what takes place in world history would be beyond the control of God’s decree. If arbitrariness rules in this area, then the entire course of the world is abandoned to what is arbitrary, and God would have to wait for what the final outcome will be. On the other hand, one wishes to hold that just here an exception must be made, since our consciousness of rationality appears to demand some kind of chance factor in our acts of will. Man says involuntarily, “If I will be responsible for my deeds, then I must have also been able to do otherwise. And if God’s eternal decree has already determined my doing, then I could not do otherwise.” In other words, eternal certainty and moral freedom exclude each other; they are incompatible concepts.


One must keep a sharp eye open for this objection. It is not that the execution of God’s decree and my rational freedom conflict with each other. Freedom is uncertainty, so one thinks. In that is its essence, and certainty and uncertainty naturally cannot go together. Now in any case this much is clear, that the certainty of God’s decree may not be changed. If these two are incompatible and one of these must give way, then it is settled in advance that the second will have to give way. In other words, we will have to change our concept of freedom; we will have to form a conception of human freedom such that it no longer finds its essence in uncertainty and absolute chance. The great question appears here then: What is moral freedom? That is, what is that freedom in which everyone’s moral consciousness tells him that it is inseparable from responsibility? To shift the question to the execution of God’s decree makes no sense, for, as we said, the objection lies in the certainty of the decree of God and decidedly not in its execution. The execution, for example, is different for good or evil acts of free will, and yet for both the objection that appears here is in principle the same.


7. How many concepts of freedom are there?
a)   The Pelagian concept of free will that amounts to uncaused self-determination. If a man is to be free in this sense, there must be no grounds on which he acts that determine his actions. He must determine his actions at every point. At every point in his willing he must be able to do precisely the opposite, and if this cannot be said, he is not free. The character of man therefore does not determine his will, but will stands above character and forms character. Man, as he comes from God’s hand, is neutral, neither good nor evil. His nature is a rational scale in a state of equilibrium, and only if the scale tilts to the right or to the left does man become good or evil, holy or unholy. As it happened with Adam, so it still happens in principle with every man, only the circumstances for Adam were more favorable than for us.

b)   The concept of freedom that we must attribute to Adam must also freely grant that in the state of rectitude the outlook for Adam had two sides. He could fall or remain standing, he was not forced to sin, he did not possess a principle that must lead to sin, and yet the possibility that he sinned existed, as the outcome shows. Now it is of the highest importance to distinguish this concept of freedom from the Pelagian concept. The difference lies in the fact that we do not think of Adam’s nature like a scale in equilibrium. Adam was completely holy and good. The scale was thus tilted to the good side from the beginning. According to Pelagians, a morally neutral Adam can become, as he chooses, either good or evil. According to us, a good Adam can become evil. From that flows another distinction to which equally close attention must be given. The Pelagian concept extends to include both sides. It applies to the transition both from evil to good and from good to evil. The concept we apply to Adam holds only for his position before the fall; later it never and nowhere occurs again. Adam could produce evil from good, but no one after the fall, including Adam, can produce good from evil. Further, those regenerated are unable again to produce evil from good. Even the perfected saints in heaven are unable to do that.

Our result, then, is that this freedom for Adam is something entirely unique. It is related to the covenant of works, and instead of being excluded by Adam’s holiness is properly connected with it insofar as this holiness was a mutable and not an immutable holiness.


c)   The third concept of freedom is inseparable from the concept of man or the concept of a “rational being,” so that besides man it applies to pure spirits and, in the most perfect sense, to God.

It all comes down to the fact that man does what he does from an inner impulse because there is something in his very being that impels him to his actions. Thus he is not moved from the outside, like a machine, but from the inside out, like a living organism. One can often hear the defense that man in a state of sin no longer possesses free will. That is true if one understands freedom in the sense described under b) above. He can do nothing else but sin. But it is untrue if one thereby thinks that man sins against his own inclinations. He sins just because his sinful soul, his sinful character, impels him to sin. This is again true if one juxtaposes conscience and character in man. His conscience tells him that he must do what is good, his sinful habits impel him to do what is evil. One may therefore certainly say he is driven to do what is evil against his own conscience, but not against his own will, his own character. Conscience and character, with its will, are not the same. There is something in sinful man that is not compatible with sin, that protests against sin. But that is not something good in him. It is the voice of God in him who bears witness to what is right. Still, it preserves a good sense if one says: Man in his fallen state does not have free will because he must do what is evil against his better knowledge and the testimony of his conscience. He is a slave of sin and his conscience tells him that it is sin.


8. What then is the status of the connection between God’s decree and these three kinds of freedom?
a)   It immediately catches the eye that the first, the so-called Pelagian freedom of the will, is incompatible with God’s decree. In essence it is uncertainty and therefore incompatible with any sort of certainty, therefore also incompatible with the certainty of God’s decree. Thus, indifferent to whether we are dealing with Adam or with fallen man, if he has a free will as the Pelagian teaches, then he stands outside God’s decree. It is important, therefore, to hold for Adam, too, that he was not free in a Pelagian sense.

b)   It is somewhat different for the second freedom as, based on Scripture, we attribute to Adam before the fall the possibility to turn from good to evil.

1.   First of all, we must note that here there is no causeless freedom. Adam’s initially holy nature turns to sin—not, his neutral nature decides for evil.


2.   Next, we are unable to explain how a cause can exist in the holy nature of Adam that turned him to sin. We must pronounce the origin of the first sin in Adam an unsolvable problem.


3.   Thirdly, we must say that the relationship of God’s decree to this first free sin is also inexplicable. One thing is certain: Sin, as far as its reality is concerned, did not come from God, although it receives its certainty from God’s decree. The cause of sin lies in man, but sin, too, has not obtained its determination and certainty apart from the permissive decree of God.


c)   The third kind of freedom does not conflict with God’s decree. God can so act on man that he still acts freely of himself. If by grace God makes someone holy so that his unconscious life as a whole is holy, then also of himself his thoughts, words and deeds will be holy, necessarily holy. But thereby they will be no less free. Here freedom and certainty are fully compatible. To understand this well one must be clear about what belongs to this freedom and what is incompatible with it.

Freedom in the third sense we define in general as: motion of character, in accord with itself, in a rational being.


This includes:


1.   That all expressions in the conscious life are revelations of the character that lies beneath and in back of them. Man’s individual acts and expressions of the will are not free and detached from his character but are determined by it. Their freedom consists just in the fact that their acts flow from inner character and are in accord with it. If that were not the case, man would not be responsible. Only an act that is exponential of character is covered by the moral law. Acts that are not occur among those who are insane but whom one then rightly views as not responsible. Instead of nullifying freedom, this causality is the only true foundation of freedom.


2.   That all such expressions are accompanied by thinking; they must be rational acts. Motions that we make mechanically and without rational awareness, although they flow from an inward disposition, we do not call free. Someone who acts freely and wills freely accompanies his acting and willing by conceptualizing them. He is aware that therein his being is expressed, that it is he himself who acts and acts in such a way, since his character brings it about.


3.   Man’s character, however, must also have a certain freedom. As the will is certainly determined from the inside out by character but nonetheless is freely and rationally determined, so must character be naturally free and rational. Thus one can certainly affect the character of a person without the loss of freedom. But it is not an indifferent matter how one affects the character of a person. There are influences conceivable that could eliminate freedom of character. And similarly character may be determined and stable, but with a rational stability that is governed and controlled by a rational tendency in a deeper sense.


4.   From what has just been said it follows that character may not be controlled by blind material forces. Whoever makes the human spirit and thus the human will a product of matter, that is, the materialist, abolishes the freedom of character. One calls this materialistic determinism. Determinism is incompatible with the freedom that a rational being must possess in order to be responsible.


5.   There is, however, another determinism that we will call pantheistic. This teaches that the being of man, his character, is only a phenomenon, a random, passing phenomenon issuing with necessity from the activity of All-Being that is not conscious of itself and causes all things in a blind fashion. This, too, cannot exist along with freedom, because here not only is an external influence exercised on character but it also loses its independence. It no longer exists in itself; it has become a manifestation of something else. It no longer acts of itself; something else acts on and through it. Pantheism is thus incompatible with the freedom of rational beings.


6.   Finally, there is still a third form of determinism that one could call rationalistic. It comes down to this, that our thoughts, the verdict of our reason, control the will with necessity. Thinking, then, dictates the law for willing, and nothing else is left for the will than to follow the verdict of reason. One easily perceives that such a rationalistic conception abolishes freedom. Now it is certainly true that the verdict of our reason will influence the decision of our will. But in that decision reason has only a serving task, insofar as it teaches me, namely, what in the various possibilities that present themselves most agrees with my disposition, with my will. The verdicts of reason are thus subservient to the will and not independent of the will. One can act on someone’s will by motives of reason only if one has a point of contact in that person’s will to which one can appeal. By presenting someone with the shamefulness of an act, one will perhaps be able to prevent the act, provided that the person possesses feelings of shame.


7.   It should now be clear that God can realize His decrees with reference to His creatures without needing to limit their freedom in a deterministic manner. Their free acts are not uncertain and the certainty to which these acts are connected is not brought about by God in a materialistic, pantheistic, or rationalistic manner. As the omnipresent and omnipotent One, the personal One, He can so govern man that man can do nothing without His will and permission and still do everything of himself in full freedom. When God sanctifies someone, He is at work in the depths of his being where the issues of life are, and then the sanctified will acts of itself and unconstrained outwardly no less freely than if it never had been under the working of God. The work of God does not destroy the freedom of the creature but is precisely its foundation.


9. Is God’s decree also efficacious?
Yes, in this sense, that it reaches fulfillment with certainty. Nothing ever happens with greater certainty than what God has decreed. However, one must not so conceive of this as if the decree is the cause of the reality of all things. The decree is the ground of the certainty of all things. To decree something is not yet to carry out or to do something. Everything is equally subject to God’s decree. In the execution of God’s decree there is a great difference between the particular parts. So, by the efficacy of God’s decree, we only mean that an unbreakable connection exists between the certain determination of the decree in God and its execution in time. In God’s decree there is an efficacious will to realize it. The decree is not present in God as a mere idea but is an abiding thought or will. There is a unity between having decreed, being decreed, and efficacious willing what is decreed (βούλεσθαι
and
βεβουλῆσθαι, not
βουληθῆναι
alone.)
10. Is God’s decree also immutable?
Yes, this is already included in the preceding attribute. It is also involved in His eternity, in which there is no thought of change. It arises further from God’s independence and wisdom. For the last-mentioned attributes one may compare Isaiah 46:10; Job 23:13; Psalm 33:12 and Hebrews 6:17.
11. How then do you define God’s decree?
As “the free determination of His rational will concerning everything outside Him that will be and how it will function.”
12. What is the relationship of God’s decree to His providence?
Creation aside, decree and providence are identical in scope and coincide completely. Providence is the execution of the decree. Their content is the same. Nothing with which God’s providence is concerned may be excluded from the decree, and just as something becomes reality under God’s providential governance, it is comprehended in God’s decree. A comparison with the doctrine of providence is therefore the best means to cure a wrong view of God’s decreeing. The decree is providence in outline, but then it is an approved outline that bears in itself the seal that it is to be realized. The one who thinks that God has decreed certain things, apart from the means, need only be pointed to providence, which shows us means and ends in their permanent connection.
13. What do the more or less Pelagian-minded introduce against God’s decrees?
They continually speak of conditional decrees (decretum conditionatum). Like the Pelagians are the Remonstrants and Socinians. First, one says, there comes to pass in God the establishing of the general rule that faith will result in eternal life, and lack of faith in perdition. For Socinians God’s decree must determine this provisionally and can only proceed further if man has decided the question, still open to that point, whether or not he will believe. When man has decided, then the second part of the decree follows that applies the general rule in specific instances. For Socinians this takes place in time, since they deny eternal foreknowledge of free acts; for the others it takes place already in eternity, since they do attribute such foreknowledge to God. But it comes down ultimately to the same thing, namely that God in His decree not only determines the creature but is also determined by the creature.
14. What objection do you have to such a conditional decree?
The subsequent decree is no longer a decree in the strict sense of the word. It is only a taking note of what man has decided before God. After the general rule has first been established and the creature has applied this rule to himself, nothing more remains for God to determine. A new element of certainty no longer enters.
15. What is the relationship between God’s decrees and the being of God?
The Socinians say, in order to maintain the contingent character and the variability of the decrees, that they are essentially (realiter) separate from God. That is why the relationship between God’s being and His decree was a much-discussed question in the old dogmatics. Some set the question aside as useless (so, e.g., Cocceius). One usually answered by making distinctions in this vein:
a)   God’s thinking and willing, as they are the active causes in His decreeing, are naturally not divorced from His being. If therefore decree means decreeing itself as a certain act or movement of God’s mind and will, then decree is the same as God’s being. God’s decree is to such an extent God Himself, the decreeing God.

b)   The direction and relation of this decreeing act outward, the inclining of the will toward the objects of the decree. This is entirely free, since God could have just as well not decreed or could have decreed differently. One must therefore say that taken in this sense, the decree is distinct from God’s being and separable from it.

c)   The thing decreed itself, that is, not yet so much the real thing outside God after the execution of the decree, but the idea of it as decreed in God’s mind. This, too, does not coincide with God’s being and can therefore be removed from it.

Although these matters are very abstract, it is good to emphasize them here. Complete identification of God’s being and decree in every respect exposes to the danger of pantheism and leaves the impression that the universe must necessarily emanate from God’s being.
16. How does one designate God’s decree as it functions with respect to sin?
A permissive decree (decretum permissivum). This term has become accepted in Reformed dogmatics and is even found in most confessions. Our own [Belgic] Confession, on the doctrine of providence (Article 13), says, “[A]ll our enemies cannot harm us without His permission and will.”
Here and there objection is made to this distinction. Beza states it is not difficult to show that it is completely misunderstood by some, in a way that removes the devils and evil men from God’s control except that He keeps their actions and the consequences of their actions within certain limits. Nevertheless, Beza also wishes to see the terms decernius and permissivum (decreeing and permitting will) maintained, provided that they are explained correctly.
Danaeus speaks more dismissively: “From this it follows that that sophistical distinction that one is accustomed to make between God’s permission and His decree ought to be abandoned, because what happens by God’s permission happens with His will and consequently by virtue of His decree.”
a)   First, it should be observed that by permissive decree the Lutherans understand something entirely negative. By it they mean that God does not decree to prevent or hinder sin by a positive act. Thus, sin itself is fully present in God’s decree as sure and certain. Concerning it God has nothing more to decide. His permissive decreeing, taken strictly, means to say that He does not decree rather than that He certainly decrees not, namely, to counter sin. This, of course, is a wrong and inadequate view. It teaches that sin has its reality and certainty from man. The former is true, as we have seen; the latter cannot be conceded. For, as for all things, so also for sin, certainty must lie in the decree of God. A permissive decree cannot be a bare budding in our spirit.

b)   Others understand the permissive character of God’s decree concerning sin more in another sense, namely as follows:

God decrees in a positive manner that certain things will happen. However, sin as an unavoidable consequence adheres to these things that God decrees. Thus, if He wills these things, He must also permit sin. So, it comes down to this: God has permitted sin not for itself but because of its necessary connection with other things that He willed.


Usually this is worked out further as follows: At issue above everything was the freedom of the human will, that man, therefore, should choose for himself what he wanted, good or evil. Thus, involved as well in this freedom, in this possibility of going in either direction, was the permitting of evil, of sin.


This view is entirely unacceptable. It still makes only the possibility of sin an object of God’s decree, but not the certainty of sin. We must not only maintain that God tolerated that possibility but also that its certainty is the result of His permissive decree. It may not be thought as though God decreed to create man and then to wait on how the choice of man would turn out. That would be the Pelagian conditional decree applied to the situation of man before the fall. This view, then, is also completely at home within the orbit of Pelagian ideas.


c)   There are different conceptions of God’s permissive decree that do not really pertain to the decreeing act but more to its execution and so need not be discussed here—for example, the difference between the formal and the material in sin. This is a point that has its place in the doctrine of providence and not here. Although one would see this distinction as a solution, it is of no help here, for God’s decree concerns both the formal and the material.

d)   It is not possible to explain fully in a corroborating way how we are to think about God’s permissive decree. We wish, in general, to maintain the following:

1.   The permissive decree is no less a certain decree than any other. Any thought as though we can speak of hesitation or uncertainty in God must be excluded by far. God is certain in everything He decrees, and for all things their certainty is secure solely in the decree of God. Also sin, in order to be certain, must be through God’s decree. The one who denies this deviates from Reformed doctrine. Just on this point lies the one great error of the church father Augustine, who wanted to make sin only an object of God’s foreknowledge but not of God’s decree. Calvin says as decisively as possible, “Man falls because God’s providence has so ordained it, but he falls by his own fault” (Institutes, 1.18.4); “I acknowledge that it is a horrible decree. Still, no one can deny that God certainly has known how it would turn out with man and that therefore He has known because he has so foreordained it in His decree.” “For the first man has fallen because the Lord judged that it ought to be so. Why He judged that remains hidden to us” (3.23.7, 8). But Calvin also lets the reverse come out, as we immediately hope to see.


2.   As its object the permissive decree had sin in view as something contrary to God’s holy nature and on which His displeasure must rest. To permit something always means that it arouses my disapproval. Therefore, because on the one hand sin is against God’s holy nature, on the other hand there must have been considerations in God that nonetheless caused Him to decree to permit it. It is not granted to man to know these considerations in detail. It must be enough for us to know that through sin God knew to glorify Himself by His righteousness and His redeeming love.


3.   By permitting sin in His decree God remains completely free of any wrong. Calvin: “The destruction of the godless depends on God’s decree such that the cause and nature of that destruction is to be sought in man himself.” “Through his own malevolence, man has corrupted the nature that he had received from his God.” “God could not have judged other than that man ought to fall, because He saw that thereby the honor of His name would properly come to light. And where one speaks of God’s honor, there His justice must immediately be in view, for what deserves praise, must be just.” Thus, according to Calvin, it is a just decree, both in its origin as in its content (cf. Institutes, 2.4.3–5, where Calvin goes much further than we would presume to and where in principle he rejects the permissive decree).


In the execution of this decree, too, there is nothing that can make God a cause of sin. On this point Scripture speaks as emphatically as possible. God tempts no one to evil (Jas 1:13). God is light and in Him there is no darkness (1 John 1:5). God made man upright, but they have sought out many schemes (Eccl 7:29). The Spirit of God teaches His children to praise all that is good as the work of God but also to ascribe blame for all that is evil only to themselves. This testimony of the Spirit in the believer, founded on God’s word, teaches us how this matter appears in God’s light, and we must believe it though that same light does not illumine our understanding.



5. The Doctrine of Predestination
1. What parts, in succession, come up for discussion concerning this doctrine?
a)   The grounds why we assign it a separate place in the doctrine of the decrees.

b)   The scriptural terms that are important for predestination and election.

c)   The systematic development of the doctrine of election in connection with other areas of doctrine.

d)   The major deviating opinions and our criticism of them.

2. Why in Reformed dogmatics is the doctrine of election treated separately after the doctrine of the decrees?
In order to show the importance of this doctrine in the entire system. Also, as the doctrine of salvation follows consideration of creation and providence, so here the particular decree of predestination follows the general decree of God.
3. Did Lutheran dogmatics also usually put predestination toward the beginning in its treatment?
Yes; certainly initially. Melanchthon began his Loci Communes with its treatment. Later, it was different. The doctrine of election was now placed at the beginning of soteriology. This came about because Lutheran theology had undergone a total change.
4. At what points is the doctrine of predestination or election related to the rest of Reformed doctrine as a whole?
a)   It is a direct consequence of the Reformed concept of God’s sovereignty, as that has been shaped based on Scripture. In the century of the Reformation one arrived at the doctrine of election along a twofold path. Luther came to predestination from man and his salvation. Zwingli and Calvin did so from God. Zwingli deduced predestination directly from providence (the decrees) and comes close to pantheism. Calvin expressed himself more soberly. But he, too, postulated that God is everything and the creature is nothing, that the creature, even in its highest importance, remains subordinate to God and must serve Him. Whoever gives up the doctrine of predestination must therefore also drop the doctrine of the sovereignty of God and subsequently falsify biblical teaching at numerous places.

b)   The doctrine of human inability after the fall is inseparably connected with predestination, so that one must maintain them both together or drop them both together. One of the two; it depends on God or it depends on man who will be saved. If one chooses the first, then one has accepted predestination. If one chooses the second, then this is possible only under two presuppositions. Either one must be Pelagian and say man has not become lacking in ability through his fall; then he is able to decide for himself. Or one must say man was at first lacking in ability, but God does something to man, in fact to all men without distinction, whereby they again become able to make a decision. But then A, who is saved, must have something good that B, who is not saved, does not have. And A must have this good of himself because he received precisely the same grace as B. In any case, here the inability of man is denied, whether one propounds that denial in a Pelagian or a semi-Pelagian fashion.

Luther arrived at election by reasoning back to it from man’s inability (Concerning the Bondage of the Will, against Erasmus). Later Lutheran theology had to give up absolute predestination. To the same extent that it did this, however, it had to diminish the inability of man. According to it, man has the ability to resist supernatural grace.


c)   Predestination or election is related to mystical union and the body of Christ. The elect form a body. In a body the members must be fitted to each other and are intended for each other. If this body of Christ originated accidentally by the free-will choice of individual men, then there would be no guarantee that it would become a properly proportioned body. God must decide in advance how many ought to belong to it, who those many shall be, and when they should be fitted into it. Predestination is nothing other than the decision of God concerning these matters.

d)   Predestination is no less related to the doctrine of the merits of Christ. This, too, cannot remain the same if one denies election. If we ask what Christ earned for us, the answer is:

1.   Satisfaction of our debt of guilt by His passive obedience.


2.   Eternal life by His active obedience. According to Scripture, however, to eternal office belongs the application of the merits of the Mediator in its entirety. To that application belongs the Holy Spirit, who works regeneration, faith, conversion. If now man himself decides by not believing or believing of himself, then faith is a work of man and no longer a fruit of the merits of Christ. Christ cannot have merited for us what we ourselves provide. And so it is, not only with faith but with all other parts of the application of salvation. Denial of predestination includes, so viewed, a denial of the actual merits of the Mediator.


e)   Predestination also relates to the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints. Four possibilities exist:

1.   God lets both coming into the state of grace and remaining in the state of grace depend on the free will of man.


2.   God, by sovereign election, decides both coming into the state of grace and the persevering of those who have once come into it.


3.   God leaves it to man in his free will the decision whether he will come into the state of grace, but decides sovereignly that whoever is once in that state cannot fall from it again.


4.   God sovereignly determines that certain persons will come into the state of grace, but for the rest leaves it to their free decision whether they will again fall from it or persevere in it.


One sees immediately how absurd the third conception is. Sinful man in his entirety is said to be able to decide, but not the regenerate man. Nor is the fourth conception tenable. Once God’s sovereignty is at play, man can no longer thwart it subsequently. Conception 1 is completely Pelagian. So then, what remains is the conception mentioned under 2, and this is precisely the Reformed opinion.
5. What is the first term to be treated here, which is used by Scripture in connection with the doctrine of predestination?
The Hebrew,
יָדַע; Greek,
γιγνώσκειν,
προγιγνσώκειν, “to know,” “to foreknow”;
πρόγνωσις, “foreknowledge.” In Romans 8:29–30,
προέγνω, “those He has foreknown,” stands at the beginning.
6. In order to understand this term correctly, what must be decided first?
Whether it is meant and used in its Classical Greek meaning or its Hebrew-Hellenistic meaning. “Knowing” for the Jew is an entirely different concept than for the Greek mind. The question now is simply: How does God’s word understand it?
7. Where would the Classical Greek meaning lead us?
To a Remonstrant understanding of election. In Classical Greek usage, “to know” is “to become acquainted with something” or “to acquire knowledge regarding something.” In this sense Arminian theology has always insisted that God’s “foreknowledge” is an awareness in advance of one or another quality in sinners, which then guided Him in His election. For example, God knew the elect beforehand as believers who would persevere in good works. This is why He chose them.
8. Is the concept “foreknowing” in this sense completely absent in the New Testament?
It appears, but nowhere in relation to election as having for its object foreseen faith and good works. See 2 Peter 3:17: “You … knowing this beforehand, take care lest you are led astray by the seduction of heinous men”; Acts 26:5: “As they have previously known me for a long time.”
9. From what at the outset does it appear that the concept cannot have such a meaning in the places it is used for election?
From the fact that nowhere is added what God had known in advance in man. If we had to do with foreknowledge in this sense, such an addition would be essential. If I know something beforehand, then everything depends on what I know or sense beforehand.
Now, “foreknowing” and “foreknowledge” occur for election (in Rom 8:29; 11:2; 1 Pet 1:2, 20). “Knowing” in its special meaning is used (in Matt 7:23; 1 Cor 8:3; Gal 4:9; 2 Tim 2:19). Nowhere here is it mentioned that God has foreknown or known in persons. Compare that with the two texts mentioned in the answer to question 8, where something is mentioned.
10. Prove that in Romans 8:28–29, God’s “foreknowledge” cannot mean foreseeing.
The context as a whole and the aim of the apostle’s argument as a whole make that impossible here. The apostle intends to show that for those who love God, all things work together for good. He reasons as follows: Love for God is a consequence of the calling of God, that is, of that omnipotent act by which God has made alive those who are His.
This calling of God as an act in time does not stand alone. It had a reverse side in eternity. Believers are called according to the purpose of God. Again, however, this purpose did not stand alone as a cold determination of will, but something lay behind it that the apostle calls “foreknowledge.”
Here the ascent backward from link to link ceases: calling—purpose—foreknowledge, and the descent begins from foreknowledge. The foreknowledge was such that a predestinating to the form of son resulted: “Those whom He has known beforehand, He has also ordained beforehand to be conformed to the image of His Son, in order that He might be the firstborn among many brothers.” Hereby the sense of “foreknowledge” is already decided in principle. It is something like what a father feels toward his son, his future son. It is a knowing of love. Since behind God’s purpose such a fatherly love functioned with respect to the elect, it ordained the form of son for all those who were the objects of its free choice. Given the fatherly and free character of this love, it is absolutely excluded for the apostle that this fatherly love can be blocked by anything in the realization of its being decreed. With divine certainty and with irresistible power this love aims at its highest goal, the complete glorification of the children in the image of likeness to Christ. It must carry through step by step in its working: “Those whom He knew, those He also called; those whom He called, those He also justified; those whom He justified, those He also glorified.” That is the sense of the sequence. Everything follows with infallible certainty from the unique character of the foreknowledge of God.
Now one may wonder whether anything still remains of this beautiful argument and this natural tie, if one is forced to give “foreknowledge” the meaning of “foreseeing.” Then everything becomes unintelligible and artificial. The divine act that stands at the beginning of the entire sequence then becomes something dependent and is no longer fit to be the basis, firm in itself, of the rest. We have a root that must draw its sap from the trunk and branches and at the same time must still also guarantee that trunk and branches will not wither—a contradiction.
Further, it may be noted that the likeness to the image of the Son to which believers are predestined refers to His glory as Mediator, not to the divine glory that He possessed from eternity. Only of the former will the elect obtain a likeness (though at a far distance).
11. Prove that in Romans 11:2, as well, “foreknowledge” must have a similar meaning and cannot be “foreseeing.”
Here the apostle intends to show how impossible, indeed, how absurd it would be that God would reject Israel, His people. “Rejecting” and “knowing in advance” therefore exclude each other according to the thinking of the apostle. In the midst of Israel’s apostasy and disobedience, he maintains its future salvation, for God, having once foreknown His people, cannot again reject them. One need only attempt to insert the concept of “obtaining knowledge beforehand” and the argument immediately becomes nonsense. In the face of Israel’s actual apostasy how can it ever serve as an argument for its future restoration that God has still foreseen something good in Israel? It is completely the reverse: Precisely because in His free choice God took into account not what Israel would be in itself but exclusively His own good pleasure, precisely because the covenant relationship did not originate with Israel but with Him, precisely because of that, He cannot reject them.
12. May something be deduced from 1 Peter 1:2 concerning the nature of God’s foreknowledge?
No, but certainly from 1 Peter 1:20. Here Christ is the object of foreknowledge. And then, of course, according to His human nature. Now by the nature of the case it makes no sense to say that the Father knew something beforehand in the human nature of the Mediator, for that human nature was entirely the result of God’s election itself. Without election the Son would not have assumed a human nature. What is a result cannot at the same time be a ground or source. Therefore, it is certain that here this foreknowledge cannot be considered foresight of something that already existed for God outside His counsel.
13. What is the meaning of the word “know” in Matthew 7:23?
Here the word does not refer to “election” in the strict sense but is nonetheless used in a way that can shed light on its meaning elsewhere. Christ says that on the day of judgment He will say to many, “I never knew you.” This cannot mean, “I did not know anything of or about you, … you worker of iniquity.” A knowing in the sense of “having knowledge of” is thus certainly present, but not a knowing in the other sense. Christ means to say, “I have not entered into a personal relationship with you.” On the day of judgment the lost, as it were, will insist forcefully on the knowledge Christ has by saying: “Did we not prophesy in your name?” However, He says to them, “I never knew you!” On His side had been lacking just that knowing love, that friendship, to which from their side they now appeal.
14. What about 1 Corinthians 8:3?
Here Paul contrasts with the pride of those who think they know something love for God as that in which the inner worth of Christian character lies. That worth must not be sought in knowledge that puffs up. That it lies in love is shown by Paul from this, that all who love God are known by God, as Calvin says, are valued, highly esteemed. Here there is a fine play on words in the contrast between the knowledge of man in his confusion and being known by God that truly settles everything.
15. How about Galatians 4:9?
First, the fact that the Galatians know God is advanced by the apostle as the ground why they must not turn back again to the weak and impoverished elementary principles of the world. But according to the apostle, there is something else that weighs even more heavily. God has known them. That is, He has placed Himself to them in a relationship of love, as a father to His children. If now, knowing this, they turn back to the weak and impoverished elementary principles of the world, they make themselves guilty of ingratitude to the worst degree. All this shows that being known by God must be something still greater and more glorious than knowing God. That rules out the explanation that foreseeing is in view.
16. What is the case in 2 Timothy 2:19?
Here, too, the words, “The Lord knows those who are His,” must not be taken as an intellectual knowledge. It means that God stands in the closest relationship to His children. The apostasy of those who had occupied a prominent place in the congregation is spoken of, and that from their apostasy one could despair of his own perseverance, especially since the pernicious doctrine of these erring spirits was spreading like gangrene. It is of no comfort in the face of that to consider that God indeed knows who are His and who will remain faithful to Him. But it is certainly a comfort in such circumstances to be able to remember that the Lord stands in the closest relationship of love to His own and therefore cannot allow them to fall away. Compare in John 10:27–28 the bond there is between the shepherd’s knowing and the sheep’s not perishing.
17. What is the main objection to the conception of God’s foreknowledge maintained here?
That it does not indicate what it is that God could have foreknown in the objects of His choice.
a)   Some answer, faith. That is the old Remonstrant answer, but it is simply inconsistent with the teaching of Scripture that calls faith a gift of God and in particular, with the Pauline contrast between faith and works that does not permit that one make of the former a kind of work of man, an evangelical obedience.

b)   Others say, love. This conflicts even more with the antithesis just mentioned, which would then have to say that man is saved not by external works but by internal works of the law.

c)   There is no place for something that God would have been able to foresee or to know beforehand in man. However subtly one may also sublimate the little He must have seen in man by speaking of a kind of receptivity that must be the opposite of all doing and working, it is still always a receptivity that man himself has rendered and to that extent an activity must correspond to it so that again it is “of those who work” and not of the God who shows mercy.

18. What is the development of the idea of foreknowledge?
The Hebrew
יָדַע, “to know,” is as good as the same in meaning as
בָּחַר, “to choose,” “to know.” It takes on that meaning as follows: To take note of something closely, to be interested in it, to penetrate to its essence, to care about it—it is in all cases a sign of loving interest that wants to be most closely united with its object. We say, “To understand someone in some matter,” or, “He has not understood me in this.” Accordingly, divine knowing includes the following:
a)   God was first in this act of predestination. The relationship between Him and the objects of His choice originated entirely from Him. Only because He willed to know them and in fact did know them did they become something for Him. That is the element of sovereignty. As an earthly sovereign, if he is pleased with his knowledge of someone or takes note of him, only through this knowledge makes him something of significance, so it is with the knowing of God.

b)   This knowledge or foreknowledge of God is not an act of cold arbitrariness but an act of love in which the Lord, as it were, has been absorbed in knowing and contemplating His beloved from eternity.

c)   It does not stand on its own but carries in itself the impulse for a range of divine acts of salvation. The knowing of God is fruitful; it brings forth grace and glory.

19. Can you show this by some citations from the Old Testament?
Yes, in Hosea 13:4–5, just where Israel’s sin and declensions are spoken of, “But I am the LORD your God from the land of Egypt … I knew you in the wilderness, in the land of great drought”; in Amos 3:2, where Israel’s unfaithfulness is no less in the foreground, it is said, “You only of all the families of the earth have I known; therefore I will afflict you for your unrighteousness.” In Psalm 144:3 the question is raised: “O LORD, what is man that you know him, or the son of man that you consider him?” (cf. also Psa 8:4). By means of the Septuagint the Hebrew meaning was then transferred to the Greek word.
20. What does the preposition
προ
mean in the compound verb
προγιγνώσκειν?
a)   From Romans 8:29 it appears that
προ
is placed precisely with those acts of God that do not take place in time, namely, with foreknowledge, foreordination, purpose; not, on the other hand, with those acts that do take place in time, namely, calling, justification, and glorification. From this the conclusion may rightly be drawn that
προ
indicates the eternity of these acts.

b)   At the same time there is included here that the acts are done while their objects did not yet exist, whereby God is first in every respect. When God calls, justifies, and glorifies a person, then that person already exists. When, on the other hand, He foreknows, foreordains him, then that person does not yet exist. One must not therefore view the
προ
exclusively as a “before” in time but also as a “before” in order.

21. What is the second word that Scripture uses in connection with this doctrine?
Ἐκλέγεσθαι. In biblical Greek this verb occurs only in the middle voice. It corresponds with the Hebrew
בָּחַר. The meaning of the Greek word contains the following elements:
a)   Giving preference to a certain object in distinction from other objects that could also have come into consideration.

b)   Choosing accompanied by good pleasure, that is, with an inclination of the will.

c)   Setting apart for a certain relationship in which the chosen object must become mutually related to the one who chooses.

22. How do you prove that the first element, distinction from others, is in fact in this word?
It is in the preposition “out,” “to choose out of.” The Hebrew verb also sometimes expressly indicates this by having
מִן
follow it. In the Greek
ἐκ
is sometimes repeated. In Deuteronomy 18:5, Levi is chosen out of all the tribes of Israel; John 15:9, “I have chosen you out of the world”; Luke 6:13, “And chose from them twelve.” Sometimes this concept of being chosen out of can recede into the background because the emphasis falls more on one of the other two elements mentioned above, but it is never entirely absent; Isaiah 58:5, “Is that a fast that I have chosen?” (= that, especially in distinction from other ways of fasting, meets my approval).
23. How do you prove that the second element mentioned above is also in “election”?
In itself it need not be in
ἐκλέγεσθαι. One can choose without good pleasure, for example, the most evil out of evils. But generally all choosing is accompanied by an inclination to a preference. One may compare the connection between the Latin verbs diligere and delectari, which are both connected with “to pick,” “to pick out” (λέγειν); Genesis 6:2, “And they took wives from all whom they chose”; Psalm 78:68, “He chose the tribe of Judah, Mount Zion, which He loved.”
24. Does this then mean that in the objects of His election God saw something good, something well-pleasing, in which He could delight Himself?
No, that is not at all what is meant. In fact, in back of “election” lay “foreknowledge.” One may compare with each other Deuteronomy 7:7–8, where it is emphatically stated that no good quality of Israel contributed to Israel’s election, and Genesis 6:2, where the situation is quite different.
25. Where in the word “election” is the third element mentioned above?
In the use of the middle voice. We should actually have to translate it, “to choose for himself.” In the Hebrew that is seen even more clearly (for example, in Num 16:7 and 2 Chr 7:16, where it is said of the person or thing chosen that it is holy, set apart for the Lord; (Pss 105:26; 33:12; 135:4).
26. Is the word “election” always used in the specific sense of election to salvation?
No, it is evident from what has been noted above that it often occurs with another sense. This, however, does not eliminate that it also has this specific sense.
27. Must one add “to salvation” to “election”?
No, that is not its primary meaning. It is for another word that this meaning must be added. To “election” one must add “to a special relationship of belonging to God.” This relationship is such that eternal salvation is connected to it, but one should not shift the biblical point of view. God chooses for Himself a possession. He predestines to eternal salvation. And both continually accompany each other.
28. What is your proof for this?
One may compare the meaning of the word in the middle voice in Deuteronomy 14:2 and texts like Ephesians 1:4, “that we should be holy and blameless before Him in love.”
29. What is the third word mentioned here?
Προορίζειν, which we find used in Romans 8:29, where it immediately follows “foreknow.” It means “to predestine.” It is distinguished from both preceding terms because it requires an addition. To say that someone is foreknown or elect provides, at least in the language of Scripture, a complete thought. To say that someone is predestined immediately elicits the question, “To what?”
Ὁρίζειν
means “to establish boundaries,” “to make a determination, a reckoning.” Furthermore, it is a completely neutral word, that is, it can be used for good as well as for evil. Election and foreknowledge have only a good sense; predestination also has a bad sense. Compare Acts 2:23, where the
ὡρισμένῃ
βουλῇ
…
τοῦ
θεοῦ, “the determined counsel of God,” occurs as that by which Christ was handed over (cf. also 4:28).
Besides in Romans 8:29, the more specific meaning of “predestined” appears in Ephesians 1:5, 11, “Who has predestined us for adoption as sons,” and, “in Him we have obtained an inheritance, we who were predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all things according to the counsel of His will.”
The purpose of election is a certain relationship; the purpose of predestination is a certain status, a condition, an image, a destiny. Compare “those whom He has also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son.” Thus, here it is a likeness, conformity to Christ, which is the object of predestination. In this connection one should think of His glory as Mediator, as was noted above.
30. Are the two concepts of “election” and “predestination” always so sharply differentiated?
No, sometimes the former can also be used for the latter; for example, in James 2:5, “Has not God chosen the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom?”
31. Is there still another word in use for election?
Yes, namely the word “purpose,” for example in Romans 8:28, “who are called according to His purpose.”
Purpose,
πρόθεσις
from
προτιθέναι. The word differs from
προορίζειν
by the emphasis falling more on the willing side of God’s decree of predestination. In all God’s decree there is an act of the mind and an act of the will; so also in the decree of predestination. By the former the idea is formed, its destiny delineated, by the latter God with a resolute will establishes what He has thus determined for Himself in order to bring about its reality.
Sometimes “purpose” can also be understood in a more comprehensive sense, so that it includes “foreknowledge” and “election”; 2 Timothy 1:9, “Who has saved us and called us to a holy calling … in His own purpose and grace, which He gave us in Christ Jesus before times eternal.”
Romans 9:11 speaks of a “purpose according to election.” By this the apostle means that God’s purpose was an electing, approving purpose, a purpose that makes distinctions. It was a purpose of choice.
32. Does Scripture use as many words for reprobation as it does for election?
No, we hardly find a single word that can be juxtaposed with the words mentioned above as their opposite. That is certainly to be ascribed in part to the slight degree of practical interest that the congregation has for the darker side of this comforting doctrine.
33. What is the opposite of the word
בָּחַר
(to choose)?
The Hebrew
מָאַס, “to reject.” But nowhere in the Old Testament does this word have the meaning, “not to choose.” It always speaks of rejecting again what was first chosen (Jer 33:24, “Has the LORD rejected the two clans that He chose?”; Psa 78:67–68, “But He rejected the tent of Joseph, He did not choose the tribe of Ephraim; but He chose the tribe of Judah, Mount Zion, which He loved”; cf. Exod 32:32 ff.). Hence Isaiah 14:1 speaks of a repeated election of Israel, “The LORD will have compassion on Jacob and will again choose Israel.” Only in Isaiah 41:9 does the contrast appear to be clearly antithetical; “I have you chosen and not rejected.”
34. May we deduce from this that there is no reprobation alongside of election?
This would be very rash. The “out” in “to choose out” already shows that alongside of election there is something else.
35. What is the Greek word for
מאס?
Ἀπωθεῖν, “to reject,” “to cast off” (Rom 11:2).
36. May we deduce from the meaning of these words “reject” and “cast off” that God’s predestination is not immutable?
No, this conclusion, too, is not permissible. Predestination has two senses. There is a foreordination that can end, but predestination in the proper sense, about which we are concerned here, will prove to be irrevocable.
37. Have the different meanings that the word election or foreordination can have sometimes been used to refute the doctrine of predestination?
Yes, it has been claimed that where Scripture speaks of election only a national election is meant. That God chooses means only that He establishes the administration of His covenant of grace amongst one or other nation to the exclusion of other nations. Also, it is maintained, now election only concerns the question in which century one or other pagan nation will be reached by Christian missions. Such predestination will still certainly be called absolute because it is independent of the condition of its objects and of the attitude they adopt. But otherwise one may not speak of an absolute predestination. Whether among such a nation or tribe there will be those who will be born again and converted and receive salvation depends, it is thought, not on God’s sovereign decree, but lies in the use that men themselves make of their freedom of choice.
38. What must be observed against such a view?
a)   That we in no way deny the existence of such a national election. God’s decree is not exclusively concerned with individuals but also comprises nations and establishes the bond between generations. The destiny of a nation is weighed by Him, as is the destiny of a person. There is not the slightest interest, indeed it is completely impossible on Reformed grounds, to deny national election or whatever it may be called.

b)   It must be pointed out that such national election leads directly to personal reprobation. It is firmly established that without the knowledge of God’s word there is no salvation. When, therefore, God sovereignly decrees that certain nations will live on for a long time without the knowledge of the truth, this obviously includes that all the individuals who belong to such nations are lost. Election of a nation or predestination to the enjoyment of the presence of the means of grace is thus simply unthinkable without personal reprobation. And once personal reprobation is admitted then there is no reason for seeing why objections against a personal election can be maintained. If one will not recognize this, then one must posit three classes of men:

1.   Those who have reprobated themselves.


2.   Those who are reprobated by God.


3.   Those who have elected themselves.


This view, however, is highly unacceptable.

39. In theological parlance what is the distinction between predestination and election?
We will note here provisionally that these words differ in significance.
a)   Predestination is a predetermination to a certain destiny. It therefore has the end of the state of affairs in view. Election is the appointment or determination of certain persons for one or other matter; it thus has persons in view.

b)   Predestination is wider in scope than election. The former is usually seen as comprised of two parts: (1) election (Electio) and (2) reprobation (Reprobatio). So understood, election therefore becomes a part of predestination. Election then becomes “ordaining to eternal bliss.”

c)   Election only has reference to specific persons, in order to place them in a specific relationship. Predestination also comprises, with the goal toward which ordaining takes place, the means leading to that goal. When in Romans 8:29 the apostle says that the children of God are foreordained to be conformed to the image of his Son, he evidently means that this predestinating also ordains the means and the ways that lead to this reality. Hence there follows, “And those whom He predestined, those He has also called, and those whom He has called, those He has also justified, and those He has justified, those He has also glorified.”

40. Where does Paul speak explicitly about predestination?
In Romans 9 and the following chapters.
41. Does this passage speak of an external election that has reference to certain nationalities?
No; that was already asserted long ago, and in modern times opponents of the Reformed doctrine of election repeatedly advance that assertion. That it is wrong appears from the following:
a)   From the entire course of the apostle’s reasoning. Here his discussion of predestination has a very specific immediate cause. The greater part of Israel in his time did not believe in Christ, and the Gentiles had obtained the privileges that were brought to maturity under Israel by its centuries-long development. That caused Paul deep sorrow. He sums up all the glorious things that Israel had possessed earlier (vv. 4–5). Among those things, the “covenants” and the “promises of the covenant” also belong. But he was not ignorant that the promises of the covenant applied to the offspring as well as the fathers. How then could the fathers have had the promises of the covenant and yet their offspring be lost?

Has not then the word of God failed (v. 6)? “No” is the apostle’s answer, for those promises did not hold good, strictly speaking, for all the offspring; they had in view the children of the promise. And if one takes it in this way, he means to say, there is no contradiction between the promises of the covenant made to Abraham and God’s free foreordination. Now it certainly goes without saying that spoken of here is personal, not national predestination. Or, to express it with complete accuracy: personal election but national rejection. The promise of God continues, but not by incorporating Israel as a whole into the New Testament church but rather by joining together individuals out of Israel and the Gentiles to be the true seed of the promise to which the covenant promise made with Abraham pointed.


b)   In so many words we are told to what this foreordination pointed. It is an ordaining to being God’s children, to being the true spiritual children of Abraham (vv. 7–8), to which, consequently, the full glorification of God’s children is tied (v. 23). In contrast to this there is a foreordaining to dishonor (v. 21), to wrath (v. 22), to destruction (v. 22). God has called individuals out of Israel and out of the Gentiles (v. 24). And these who are called are the same of which it was just said that they were vessels of mercy prepared beforehand for glory.

Examples of persons are produced, both of election and hardening (Moses, v. 15; Pharaoh, v. 17). It is not out of a principle of usefulness that God temporarily prefers one and passes by the other, but He does it for the glory of His virtues (vv. 17, 22). From v. 14 on everything is strictly individual.


42. Is it not true then that before v. 14 national matters are discussed?
In a certain sense that must be admitted. “In Isaac shall your offspring be named” certainly means in the first place that Isaac is the son from whom the covenant people will originate, while Israel will be placed outside the administration of the covenant. The thought is certainly not: Isaac is elected to eternal salvation (although we would naturally not deny that). Isaac’s election is therefore still something other than an election to salvation. Likewise v. 9 speaks of the birth of Isaac from Sarah, not of his regeneration as a consequence of his election. Verse 12 is even clearer, where it is seen that the relationship prophesied to Rebekah does not have in view the salvation of Esau and Jacob but the national relationship of both peoples that would originate from them. The older will serve the younger. Likewise, v. 13 (a quote from Mal 1:2–3) is to be understood of a love that had as a result national, theocratic advantages for Esau and Jacob. All this is not subject to any doubt. But anyone who derives from it that here Paul in no way teaches a personal predestination to an eternal destiny is reasoning very superficially and completely bypasses the deep sense of his argument. It is a settled conclusion that he is dealing with the personal unbelief of his brothers according to the flesh, takes his point of departure from that (vv. 1–2) and comes back to it (v. 24). The question therefore becomes how Paul can deduce from national matters a conclusion that he then maintains for personal matters. How can he conclude from the election of Isaac and Jacob the election of all who believe and of their being destined to eternal glory?
The answer is as follows: Paul has seen in what happened with Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, a type for what takes place in a spiritual respect with all who live under the dispensation of the Gospel. Also, that the spiritual promises do not necessarily have in view every fleshly descendant but that God in His election and in making good on His covenant promises remains free—that is clear from the fact that God had already said to Abraham, “I will not produce a son and posterity for you in a natural way, but in a miraculous way” (v. 7). That is (i.e., “that is to be understood typologically”), the birth stemming from the promise accomplishes everything. That was already true in the case of Isaac regarding the origin of the covenant people, Israel. And it is still also true now regarding entrance into glory. Therefore, the conclusion is drawn in v. 8, “the children of the promise are counted as offspring.” Thus, it is entirely a typological argument that the apostle makes use of here, but his theme remains, before as after, the election of individuals out of Jews and paganism.
43. Does the apostle also teach that this election or foreordination of God is completely free, independent of something in man by which he would deserve preference?
Yes, this is taught as emphatically as possible, so that all Remonstrant views are cut off at the root. One might still have been able to say for Isaac and Ishmael that the one, the elect, was born of the free woman, the other, the reprobate, of the slave woman. No wonder then that God made a distinction (Gal 4:22). But Paul has anticipated that objection. And therefore he is not satisfied with referring to the example of Isaac and Ishmael. At the same time he pointed to another example that by the nature of the case does not permit this objection. For Isaac and Ishmael the mothers differed, but for Jacob and Esau there was no trace of such a difference. Not only did they each have a mother equal in status, not only did they have the same mother, not only did they have one mother and one father, but they were children born as twins from the same conception. Rebekah, too, is a proof of this when she was impregnated by one man, namely Isaac our father, for when the children were not yet born neither had done anything either good or bad, so that the purpose of God according to election might stand, not by works but by Him who calls (vv. 10–12). There was nothing outstanding whatsoever in Jacob that would have been a cause to move God to make him a ruler and Esau his servant. The word that determined their destiny already went out before they had done anything either good or bad. And this word was intentionally proclaimed well in advance so that later when the distinction came to light, one would not think it was for the better qualities of Jacob that he was given preference. Rather, it must be seen that the destiny of these two, and the nations that would descend from them, depended on the free will of the One who called. For that reason their destinies were different, and in this way it was seen in all its clarity that it was not by works. God of Himself had determined that He would have only the one for the work that He does in His covenant people. If that work had only been revealed later to Jacob and not to Esau, the possibility existed that one would have attributed the honor for this to Jacob himself, to his better qualities. That must not be. It must become clear: not of works, but of the One who calls. And in order to prevent this, God proclaimed well in advance, already before their birth, what will occur when the children grow up.
This happened in this way so that it would be clear how the God who calls is the fountain of all grace by which people are distinguished. But the same thing is also expressed still differently. It also had for its goal “so that the purpose of election (purpose of choice) might stand.” Here we are presented with a work in an area where otherwise the works of Scripture are so sparse. A motive is spoken of by which God is guided in His sovereign and mysterious election. The purpose of choice and the “not of works, but of the One who calls” here stand beside each other as matters of identical content and of identical purport. The apostle thus evidently intends to teach that God makes a distinction between man and man in His predestination, because in that way it emerges into the clearest light that the elect have everything from His sovereignly working (= calling) grace. Where God from persons completely alike takes the one and leaves the other, there it is indisputable that He is the source of grace. This indication must be received by us thankfully. And what Paul teaches us is entirely in accord with Scripture. Sovereign election and free grace, then, are always in connection with each other. Whoever deprives us of election deprives us of free grace. That holds for election in general, but according to these words of the apostle it also holds for election in the specific sense, for the choosing, discriminating element in predestination. Whoever teaches a general salvation that includes everyone in its end results still certainly need not fail to do justice to the reality of free grace. But he necessarily fails to do justice to the revelation of free grace. And for this Paul has an eye here.
44. How do some attempt to negate this teaching of Paul on predestination?
By pointing to its other side, which is discussed in Romans 9:30–10:21.
Both of the following are settled for the apostle:

a)   The free, sovereign ordination of God, which does not derive its grounds from the activity of man.

b)   The full responsibility of man toward his Creator.

He then discusses both in succession. The apostle has not made an attempt to reconcile these two with each other logically. Nor may we make such an attempt. But it is even more impermissible to bend and distort the contents of Romans 9 up to v. 30, so that in one way or another it conforms to what follows. Both sides must remain next to each other, unreconciled for our thinking but each in its full right. To want to explain Romans 9 by Romans 9 is rationalistic exegesis.
45. What does Paul teach concerning the national election related to Israel?
In Romans 9 and following he discusses this in detail.
He asks: “Has God rejected His people?” And the answer is: “By no means! God has not rejected His people whom He has foreknown” (11:1–2).
a)   A nation once foreknown cannot be rejected entirely so that nothing of it would remain; no seed would be saved out of it.

Paul therefore points to himself as an example that God is fulfilling the promises made to the fathers. He himself is a Jew. Also in Elijah’s days 7,000 men were left. Israel’s election, as a national election too, is thus first of all irrevocable in the sense that there always remains a remnant according to election (v. 5).


b)   There is another way in which this national election is carried out. Although it is true that there is a remnant, nevertheless the great mass is rejected. In 11:15 there is also talk of “their rejection,” which parallels “their decrease” in v. 12. God has indeed rejected Israel as a whole, as a nation; the majority of the people is placed outside the administration of the covenant. But if one looks away from the present and does not consider the near future, then it remains the case that also this nation as an organism, this totality, is elect and once again will be placed into the dispensation of the covenant. The fullness of the Gentiles will enter and all Israel will be saved. So also can it be maintained that the gifts and the calling of God are without repentance (v. 29).

c)   From this then is to be inferred how verses 17 and 19 must be understood when they speak of broken off and engrafted branches. This has frequently been viewed as proof of the relativity and changeability of election, and it is pointed out that at the end of v. 23 the Gentile Christians are threatened with being cut off in case they do not continue in the kindness of God. But wrongly. Already the image of engrafting should have restrained such an explanation. This image is nowhere and never used of the implanting of an individual Christian into the mystical body of Christ by regeneration. Rather, it signifies the reception of a racial line or national line into the dispensation of the covenant or their exclusion from it. This reception of course occurs by faith in the preached word, and to that extent, with this engrafting of a race or a nation, there is also connected the implanting of individuals into the body of Christ. The cutting off, of course, occurs by unbelief: not, however, by the unbelief of persons who first believed, but solely by the remaining in unbelief of those who, by virtue of their belonging to the racial line, should have believed and were reckoned as believers. So, a rejection (= multiple rejection) of an elect race is possible, without it being connected to a reprobation of elect believers. Certainly, however, the rejection of a race or nation involves at the same time the personal reprobation of a sequence of people. Nearly all the Israelites who are born and die between the rejection of Israel as a nation and the reception of Israel at the end times appear to belong to those reprobated. And the threat of v. 22 is not directed to the Gentile Christians as individual believers but to them considered racially.

46. How does the reasoning of the apostle in Romans 9 oppose election by foreseen faith and good works?
It rules out this Remonstrant understanding decisively. It is said of Esau and Jacob that their destiny was decided and that decision was announced before they had done anything, good or bad. But the whole argument is also overthrown if one must accept that even the slightest good is foreseen in man. The question of v. 14, “What shall we say then? Is there injustice with God?” becomes completely inexplicable if Paul considered the difference between belief and unbelief as the reason for the distinction between elect and reprobate. Then even the slightest appearance of injustice would be absent, and it would occur to no one to bring such a charge against God’s doing.
That was not so for Jacob and Esau. But now there are a large number of people, even a majority, whose destiny is decided while they are still just like Jacob and Esau, not yet having reached the age of discretion. There is no speaking of faith as an act for children before their use of their minds. Therefore, the Remonstrant conception is not applicable to them. Now one can of course easily say that all children who die before they use their minds are elect. But the question is whether anyone would dare to apply this to the children who live outside the administration of the covenant of grace. If one does not venture to do so, and Scripture certainly does not give grounds for this, then it appears that for children election and reprobation takes place according to a different rule than foreseen faith and good works.
Furthermore, faith and good works always appear elsewhere in Scripture not as the occasion for God’s election but as the fruit and result of election (John 6:44; Eph 1:4; 2:8–10; Acts 13:48; Phil 1:29; 1 Thess 1:2–4).
Already Augustine said, “A wheel does not run well in order to become round, but it runs well because it is round.”
47. What is the meaning of the question in Romans 9:14?
It appears from the words with which it is introduced here that it is an objection that Paul anticipated. The objection is directed to the biased, discriminating element in election. Justice is one of God’s virtues, and that would appear to have to include strict impartiality. Thus, one who is not elect would be able to object that God has not dealt with him justly. Paul gives the answer to this objection in a quote from the Old Testament. It is taken from Exodus 33:19 according to the Septuagint. There God speaks to Moses, “I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim the name of the Lord before you. But I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious and will show mercy to whom I will show mercy.” Here the Lord ascribes it to His free mercy that He grants Moses this vision and expresses this as a general proposition. He will (in fact) show in the future His grace and mercy to those whom He has now sovereignly decreed in his grace and mercy.
With this the objection is not refuted, but with an appeal to God’s own declaration it is declared inadmissible. God Himself declares in Scripture that He reserves for Himself this so-called biased and unjust action and this way of acting against which men murmur. The apostle simply ascertains the fact without going further into its explanation and draws directly from his quotation the conclusion, “So then it is not of the one who wills or of the one who runs, but of the merciful God.” These words are to be understood in a wholly general sense, without an allusion to certain facts having to be sought in them—for example, the willing of Abraham with respect to Ishmael or the running of Esau for the venison. Willing is simply human desiring, running is the strenuous attempting of man.
By appealing to this axiom Paul has naturally not wanted to suggest that there was no other explanation. It is certainly necessary to pay attention to how such an explanation is obvious. Partiality and impartiality, justness and injustice are opposites that presuppose particular relationships. If a dispute exists between two people over the right of ownership to a certain sum of money, and I am called in as arbiter and in distributing the sum give more to the one, less to the other than is due them, then I certainly show partiality and injustice. Here there was an original right violated by my choice. Where there is a right there can be injustice. But, conversely, where a right is lacking, that is not the case. If I decide to distribute a certain sum among the poor and I decide to be more generous to the one than to the other, then it is absurd to speak of injustice and partiality. None of those poor can claim any right to his gift. I act in a discriminating fashion, but am beyond all partiality, provided there are no parties involved. I remain beyond all injustice, provided there are none with rights. Now the apostle does not intend to say this directly, but it still comes through by implication in his answer. In what is said there is nothing of willing and running, whereby rights would originate, but exclusively of God’s mercy. Mercy is not a judicial function or attribute, but a gift. Giving is a free action not bound by rights. Matthew 20:15, “Am I not permitted to do what I want with what is mine? Or is your eye evil because I am good?”
Of course the vindication of God, if one wants to seek such, is not to be sought in the equal sin of all. Here there is no speaking of a right; hence it can also not be a right forfeited by sin. Further, sin is equal in everyone. From an equal condition one can never justify a discriminating course of action. The only answer must be: Election is an action of God whereby no rights of persons comes into consideration, an act that God performs not as judge but out of the fullness of His sovereignty. He will have mercy on whom He has determined to have mercy.
48. Give an explanation of Romans 9:16–18.
These verses serve to provide the apostle with a conclusive proof for the sovereignty of election. He could have left matters with his argument that according to God’s own express declaration there is no injustice with Him that He grants grace to whom He wills. But with marvelous resoluteness he goes a step further and shows that God is just as free in apportioning evil. That must thus shut the door [to all objections]. For God (= Scripture) says to Pharaoh, etc.
God’s words to Pharaoh are, “Just for this have I raised you up so that in your person I might show my power and so that my name might be fully manifested in all the earth.” This is a quotation from Exodus 9:16, partly according to the Septuagint but with a single apparently intentional change. The Septuagint has
διετηρήθης, “You have been preserved alive.” The Hebrew has
הֶעֱמַדְתִּיךָ, “I have caused you to stand.” The question here is not in the first place what the Hebrew in Exodus 9:16 means according to the letter. It occurs repeatedly that New Testament Scripture changes the letter of the Old Testament in order to give a better explanation of the purpose and the deeper intention that a word has. This has also happened here.
To begin with, in New Testament Greek
ἐγείρειν, “to raise,” consistently has the meaning “to raise up,” “to cause to appear” (Matt 11:11, “Among those born of women there has arisen no one greater,” etc.; Matt 24:11, “Many false prophets will arise”; John 7:52, “No prophet is arisen from Galilee”).
Next, if Paul had wanted to say, “I have preserved your life” or “brought you to the throne” or “raised you up from an illness” or whatever of the like, then the changing of the words from the Septuagint becomes inexplicable.
Third, the Hebrew and what Paul says agree in principle entirely if we translate, “I have raised you up.” The Hebrew simply says, “I have let you stand,” that is, while many others must fall away, you remain. Paul explains that further. This happened, he says, because with the historical appearance of Pharaoh God had His purpose, and Pharaoh may not fall until this purpose was attained. Therefore, he remained standing.
Fourth, with every weakening explanation one blunts the point of Paul’s reasoning if thereby the conclusion no longer follows logically that the apostle himself draws in v. 18, “So then He hardens whom He wills.” That God has put Pharaoh on the throne, has kept him alive, or has raised him from his sick bed, that at the same time supplies a conclusion, that He has raised him up in his entire personality.
This is also the exegesis of Calvin, “… from which it follows that one now disputes with Him in vain, as if He were bound to give an account of Himself, since He of Himself proceeds to remove this objection, saying that the reprobate come out of the hidden treasure of His providence, in which He will have His name praised.” So also Beza, Piscator, Bengel, Olshausen, Rüchert, Beck, Tholuck, Philippi, and many others.
If one wants to lessen something of the harshness of these words, then it must happen along a different path. One, one choosing this course, can say that this producing of Pharaoh’s personality did not happen from abstract, still indeterminate humanity, but from sinful humanity. It has in view mediate creation. Of course, no one can object to that, although it cannot be proven that Paul had thought specifically of that. In any case, Pharaoh was raised to be an example of God’s power. He was created for that. And that was the main purpose of “just for this end.”
49. Give an explanation of v. 18.
The emphasis falls on the initial words, “On whom He wills He shows mercy, whom He wills He hardens.” The apostle intends to say there is no other reason for the different assignments of destiny than the absolute will of God. And this is true both for the destiny of misery as well as for the destiny of blessedness.
Concerning the term “harden” (σκληρύνειν), here, too, there are many ready who think they are obliged to help the apostle by giving his words the blandest possible sense, so that he would not be ascribing anything preposterous to God. Calvin says, “Moreover, the word ‘harden,’ when it is attributed to God in Scripture, not only means permission, as some who insipidly mitigate wish, but also the activity of divine wrath,” as Solomon also teaches that the perdition of the wicked has not merely been foreseen but that the wicked themselves are created with the purpose that they perish (Prov 16:4).
50. What does v. 19 contain?
An objection that Paul takes from the mouth of the opponents of predestination. This time it is not an objection against the partiality of God but against the fairness of God when He complains about the evil of sinners. It is within God’s decree that sinners are like this; His sovereignty has predestined them to everything they are. Thus, they are in their entire appearance the result (not the product) of God’s foreordination. But how then can God complain about them? Who has resisted His will—that is, who has ever successfully resisted His omnipotent will? The answer, no one! Thus we, too, have not been able to resist successfully. And we have to let ourselves become what God will have us to be. Therefore, God may not complain.
This is the objection. And now, the answer. In order to understand it well one will have to recall how Paul has answered the objection of v. 14. Not by removing the objection by reasoning and subtle distinctions, but simply by setting over against it God’s emphatic declaration itself and then, with a bold turn, by placing alongside it a still more impressive example of God’s sovereignty: You complain that God shows mercy to one and not to the other? I will answer you with what God Himself declares concerning this. He says to Moses, etc. But I will still tell you something else. He is not only free to withhold mercy. He also is free to harden and to bring about hardening. For he says to Pharaoh, etc. Do you complain that then nobody can resist His will and that the wicked must necessarily become as they are in their hardening? I will still tell you something else. Who are you, O man, to answer back to God? Does not the potter have power over the clay, etc.?
Such is the large-scale course of the apostle’s reasoning. From it is evident how one misunderstands it totally if one advances all sorts of restrictions in order to tone it down. Undoubtedly, the apostle has also known about these restrictions and in fact he has himself used them on other occasions. He was just as much at home as we are with teaching on human responsibility and on the subjective development of human sin. He certainly knew that God is strictly just as well as sovereign. But he has intentionally left that to the side here and viewed the matter from the side of sovereignty. Why? Would he not have stopped the mouths of these blasphemers with more effect by pointing out to them that, although rejected by God, they are lost because of their own guilt? Did he now not expose himself to the danger that one goes on to say, Paul has no answer to our counter argument? The answer: It appeared to Paul in this connection to be beneath God’s dignity to conduct a defense of His justice against these blasphemers. One does not convince such people; one stops their mouth. Furthermore, what Paul could and may have brought forward for the vindication of this sovereign way of proceeding by God would have been so difficult to understand that it probably would still have missed its mark. Here lie depths we can never fathom, difficulties that we will see solved by no one. The reasoning to which Paul has kept himself is in this case in fact the most effective.
Now comes the image of the potter and the clay. In order to explain it one needs to remember for what purpose an image or a parable is intended. It is not to be applied point for point. Whoever does that with the ordinary images and parables of Scripture will end up with the greatest absurdities. Every image has a tertium comparationis, the main point about which the comparison turns, about which it deals. All the rest is accessory. Applying this rule here, we ask: What is the main point of the comparison used here?
a)   It is not the condition of the material from which the potter forms vessels. This can be coarse clay or fine clay meant for the most delicate porcelain. But that makes no difference in the relationship of the potter to the lump. So too here. The purpose of the image is absolutely not to show us whether the lump of humanity was pure or impure, refined or unrefined. In itself both can have been the case. Suppose the lump was sinful, impure. Is thereby God’s sovereignty toward the lump less? If so, then one must consider the idea of the impurity of the lump as having been included.

b)   It is also not the manner of working the clay followed by the potter that constitutes the point of comparison. One potter works with coarse, another with fine tools, one artistically and with nimble fingers, another tastelessly and without feeling for beauty. They all handle the lump of clay mechanically as lifeless material that they knead and form according to their heart’s desire without the lump reacting to their working. All this cannot be carried over to God’s treatment of man. He does not work on us as lifeless material but as living spirits. We are not dead and inanimate in His fingers. He does not deal with us mechanically. All such considerations lie outside the scope of the comparison. The image teaches us absolutely nothing concerning the mystery of how the formation of man takes place in God’s decree. Whether that happens by mere permission or by withdrawing grace or by positive unfathomable acts, nothing about that is told us here. The one as well as the other is entirely within the terms of the image.

c)   The tertium comparationis evidently consists of two things:

1.   The allotment of a certain quality.


2.   In connection with that, the assignment of a certain destiny.


These are surely the two things the potter does with respect to his vessels. He determines first of all for what they will serve, and then he determines how they must be made in order to serve this purpose. And in both cases He has authority over the clay. One should note that here “authority” is spoken of, not “power” (Greek
ἐξουσία, not
δύναμις). “Power” is a physical concept; “authority” is a moral concept. No one will deny that God has power over His creatures as the potter possesses power to work the clay. But that God possesses the authority for that, the authorization, the critics of divine predestination deny. But, Paul says to these critics, the relationship of God to you is like the relationship of potter to vessel. God can rightly, without in any sense detracting from His virtues, deal with you in the two respects mentioned above, as a potter deals with the clay. When He does that, He acts with the authorization that belongs to Him as God. And concerning that authorization, which conforms to God’s perfect holiness, the creature is not free to pass judgment. That fact is contained in the question, “Who are you, O man, who answers back to God?” As man, as creature, the elect or the reprobate is not in a position to pass judgment about whether the actions of the Most High are just or not. The creature has no absolute standard of justice in himself that he could apply to God to evaluate His acts. This is not in the least denying that there is such a standard. God bears it in Himself, in His holy nature. In this point, too, we cannot extend the comparison between the potter and God. For concerning the potter in forming his vessels no ethical issues at all come into consideration. He does not need to respect any ethical laws toward his clay. The clay has no ethical qualities. It is a purely physical lump. But also when God orders the destiny of man in His eternal foreordination, He thereby acts according to ethical principles and from ethical motives. Only, the apostle intends to say, the creature has just as little right to pass judgment on these moral principles and motives as a clay vessel has a right to make a judgment about the intentions and thoughts of its maker. And a vessel has no right in this respect, indeed cannot have such a right.


So it comes down to the two elements in the image mentioned above. This cannot be difficult. The first, the allotment of a quality, is contained in the question of the thing formed: “Why have you made me like this?” From this it appears convincing that here in fact the determining of quality is spoken of. The thing formed knows, as it were, that its condition and its destiny cohere, that its destiny is given with its condition. Therefore it says: “Why like this?” Further, this first element is present in the name that God bears here, “The One who forms” (πλάσας). Forming is not merely the assigning of a destiny, but also the allotting, the granting of certain characteristics. We repeat here: Concerning the way that forming took place, the text tells us nothing. But that it took place is certainly evident in the text, and an unbiased exegesis will have to grant this.


The second element mentioned, the assignment of a destiny, is present in v. 21, where it is said of the potter that he makes one vessel “for honor,” the other “for dishonor.” That has in view the destiny that the vessels have. The one has a noble use, the other a shameful one. Likewise, people are destined for a noble or for an ignoble use. The apostle has transferred these traits to people insofar as they are the objects of God’s predestination. He says that some people are “vessels of wrath, prepared for destruction.” Others are “vessels of mercy, prepared for glory.”


It is clear that in these expressions the two concepts, “destruction” and “glory,” correspond to “honor” and “dishonor” in the image of the potter. As the potter predestines to dishonor, so God predestines to destruction; as the potter predestines to honor, so God predestines to glory. And from that it follows almost of itself that the two other concepts, “wrath” and “mercy,” must agree with the qualitative element in the image. Calvin says, “They are vessels prepared for destruction, that is, given up and ordained to destruction. At the same time they are also vessels of wrath, that is, made to be demonstrations of God’s punishment and anger.” Wrath and destruction correspond to one another, the one demands the other. And likewise one must not take “vessels of mercy” to be vessels that were objects of mercy. Then all correspondence with the image is lost. They are vessels intended to serve for showing mercy. The genitive is a genitive that describes destiny. Calvin, “So then we believers are quite rightly called vessels of mercy, whom the Lord uses as instruments for manifesting his mercy; and the reprobate are rightly called vessels of wrath because they serve to demonstrate the judgments of God.”


51. How is v. 22 to be understood?
Many who thus far agree with the exegesis just given think that a turn in the apostle’s argument occurs here. They find this indicated by the particle
δέ, “but if.” They think that the sense is, “I insist that this is the absolute right of God and that He can and may act in this way. But what if He has not made use of this right?” But it has been quite rightly pointed out that such a contrast demands a much stronger word than the simple
δέ. The sentence is to be paraphrased as follows: “If now, however, God when He had determined to reveal his wrath and to make known His power in certain persons (the reprobate), instead of immediately implementing this decision, bore these vessels prepared for destruction with much patience, with the intention that thereby it would be possible for Him to show the riches of His glory through vessels of mercy prepared for glory, must not then there be silence and must not one acknowledge that God in this particular implementation of His absolutely sovereign decree is no less right than if He had implemented it immediately?” The answer to this must naturally be in the affirmative.
We add the following for clarification. God could have immediately carried out His decree with regard to the reprobate. As soon as they became vessels of wrath by their willful sin, He could have given them up to destruction. But He did not do that. He bore them in much patience, that is, by postponing and delaying their punishment. He did this with a certain purpose, as is indicated by “so that.” This purpose lay in the determination that He had made concerning the elect. He willed to show the richness of His glory concerning the vessels of mercy, and those vessels of mercy were included in the organism of the world. Therefore, had the Lord immediately abandoned the vessels of wrath to destruction, then the organism of the world would have been disrupted and the revelation of mercy could not have taken place in a gradual manner.
A point has been made of
κατηρτισμένα
είς
ἀπώλειαν, “fitted for destruction,” in antithesis to
ἃ
προητοίμασεν, “that He had prepared beforehand” (v. 23). Supposedly this would indicate a distinction between the vessels of mercy being prepared by God and the vessels of wrath preparing themselves. Nothing is against this view in itself. Everyone would agree that God in His governance of all things lets people go to destruction by their sin in a different way than He leads others to glory by His grace. The one is active, the other permissive, although not inactive. But it may be rightly doubted whether the apostle meant to express that by his words here. Actually, Paul is not at all speaking here about the effecting of God’s counsel but about that counsel itself. One can certainly also posit a distinction in this counsel between the ordinary decree and the permissive decree. But even that is not expressed by the word
κατηρτισμένα. Calvin writes, “So it is nonetheless without doubt that both these preparations are located in the secret counsel of God. Otherwise Paul would have said that the reprobate proceed or cast themselves into destruction. But now he means that before they are born, they are ordained to and left in their condition.”
That in the one instance is “prepared” (passive), in the other, “that He had prepared beforehand” (active) will have no other ground than aiming at variation in expression. Besides, Calvin is certainly right when he thinks that here preparing and making ready do not refer to the actual leading and governing of men in the execution of God’s decree, but to the forming and preparing of the destiny of men in God’s decree itself. That is clearly reflected in “prepared beforehand for glory.” In His long-suffering God spares the reprobate, not only for those elect who have already been prepared in reality but also for those who do not yet exist in reality but nevertheless are prepared in God’s counsel. Concerning those whose life and fate He has already made a determination, such is thus the apostle’s reasoning in this significant pericope.
We do not have to occupy ourselves at length here about whether this reasoning is infralapsarian or supralapsarian. However, if our explanation is correct, then an infralapsarian explanation will not do justice to the words of the apostle. The question of the vessel would then have never read, “Why have you made me thus?” but at the most, “Why when I already was as I was did you ordain me to this end?” But the question now is, “Why have you made me thus?” We believe therefore that also included in predestination here is God’s foreordination of everything by which man becomes everything he becomes. And since the fall of our first parents is a prominent part of that, we also include this. By no means are we saying, on the other hand, that the apostle presents God here as the cause of sin. How God’s decree, which comprehends all this, is executed does not at all come into consideration for the apostle. It was a permissive decree with respect to sin, and in its execution God remains entirely free of evil. God did not drive or incite man to sin. Man sinned entirely of himself. The image of the potter does not intend to teach us that by virtue of His predestination God makes man a sinner. But there is certainly involved, we think, that in His decree regarding the destiny of creatures, God includes the sin that men themselves commit, and that the concern of His decree with sin occupies a place in His predestination of what men will be and to what end they will serve.
52. Is election also discussed in the other letters of the apostle?
Yes, in the letters from the first imprisonment the wisdom of the decree of election comes to the fore, while in the Letter to the Romans the point is more the sovereignty of God. Ephesians 1:4 teaches that believers are chosen in Christ, that it happened before the foundation of the world, and that it had as its purpose that God’s children be holy and blameless before Him in love.
The first of these points means:

a)   Not that Christ was the basis or meriting cause of election, as if the reconciling love of the Father could only have been active because of the surety of Christ. Scripture teaches us above all that Christ with His incarnation, His mediatorship and everything connected with it must be regarded as a gift of God’s electing love. Thus one must not say that God’s love cannot rest on the elect except in Christ. For Christ Himself as Mediator was already a gift of that love.

b)   It also does not mean that Christ was elected first and then believers, so that in the election of Him as head the election of the members as decreed would have been included. That also cannot be, for then one comes to the conclusion that believers exist just as well for the sake of Christ as Christ does for believers. Scripture teaches the opposite. He has been given to us by the Father.

c)   The right meaning is that the children of God are chosen in order to be in Christ for the purpose that in Christ they would be included as members of His body. Compare Galatians 1:6: “Who has called you in the grace of Christ”; that is, “so that you would be in the grace of Christ.” Thus contained in the election of God is the determination that believers would form a unity with Christ and that only in fellowship with Christ would they share in all the saving benefits intended for them. They are blessed with all spiritual blessings in heaven in Christ. Certainly, Christ thus duly enters into the decree of election but, one must note, as object. Of course we are speaking here of Christ in His quality as Mediator and not as eternal Logos in the abstract. Christ as Mediator was object and means in the decree of predestination.

By “before the foundation of the world” (πρὸ
καταβολῆς
κόσμου), election is delineated as an eternal act, an important point against many who maintain that for Paul election was a temporal act, like calling and justification. The purpose of election is holiness and blamelessness before God. That is, it is aimed in the first place at the glory of God. When God chooses something, He sets it apart for Himself that it be holy.


The plan of salvation is repeatedly portrayed in these letters as a creation of the wisdom of the Lord, who is worthy of the admiration of angels and men. The elect congregation is by preference called a body (Eph 4:4; Col 3:15).


It also coheres with this, then, when here the entire history of the world is placed under the viewpoint of being a single great outworking of this counsel of God. The purpose of God is called a
πρόθεσις
τῶν
αἰώνων, “a purpose of the ages” (Eph 3:11). It is made “before the foundation of the world.” That, therefore, is to say that the Lord who made it is the same God who created all things through Christ Jesus (Eph 3:9, 10).


Likewise, enough is made of a certain relationship of Christ in this counsel of God to the angels. It was the good pleasure of the Father in Christ to reconcile to Himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven. Among the things in heaven here the angel will certainly have to be understood (cf. Eph 1:10–11; Col 1:20).


53. For the doctrinal exposition of the doctrine of predestination what subjects must be discussed in succession?
a)   The subject of predestination, the predestinating God.

b)   The point of departure of predestination, divine foreknowledge.

c)   The distinguishing element of predestination, divine election.

d)   The effective and formative element of predestination, foreordination.

e)   The objects of predestination, angels, men, the Mediator.

f)   The quality in which the objects of predestination appear; expressed differently, the scope of predestination.

54. To whom is predestination generally ascribed in Scripture?
To God the Father. In 1 Peter 1:2 believers are therefore called “elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father.” In Ephesians 1 emphasis is placed on the fact that the love of election is a fatherly love. Election bears the marks of a fatherly act. Insofar as it governs the fate and destiny of creatures, it has in a certain sense a creative character. It is the Father who in order first forms the idea of election, although, of course, as an ad extra act the entire Trinity must be involved. However, nowhere in Scripture is election ascribed to the Son or the Holy Spirit. When in John 6:70; 13:18; 15:16, 19; Acts 1:2, 24 the word “chosen” is used of Christ, eternal election to salvation is not meant, but temporal choice and ordaining to an office.
55. What is included when we ascribe election to the Father within the divine economy?
That the so-called “counsel of peace” does not precede election but follows it in order. The former must be viewed as the first step in the implementation of the idea of election. The counsel of peace comprises the eternal suretyship of Christ, on which all God’s gracious treatment of sinners in time depends. If now that surety is particular, that is, is not entered into for the human race in general but very specifically for the elect and for the elect only, then it follows that there must already have been a determining of the elect, an establishing of their persons, before the undertaking between the Father and the Son concerning suretyship began (this “before” and this “began” are not to be understood temporally). The opposite view, it occurs to us, must lead to a doctrine of universal atonement. In that case Christ was given for all and has accepted the suretyship, without limitation, for all, and only later in order has there entered into God’s counsel the limitation by which the suretyship of Christ is put in force and made effective only for certain persons. That would come close to resembling the Amyraldian scheme, about which we will still speak later and which also begins with the universal in order to end with the particular. God’s intention and love is initially all-embracing and later reduces to individual persons. This cannot be. We may think of a particular love of God provided it is there from the beginning.
56. What was the starting point of predestination with respect to believers?
Scripture teaches us that it is to be found in God’s eternal love. To begin with, that is present in the word “foreknowledge” as we have developed its meaning above. This foreknowledge is a free sovereign love. And “foreknowledge” is put first by the apostle in the series of acts that form the foundation of the salvation of the sinner (Rom 8:29). Furthermore, this love of God is characterized for us by foreknowledge as a personal love. God did not merely love a part, a kernel, a remnant of humanity. God, we must say, loved particular people, a John, a Paul, etc. It was a knowing by name, a personal knowing, something moreover already included in the term “knowing” itself. A love other than personal is in itself not possible. Love is in its nature something personal. Finally, we must hold that for us nothing lies in back of this love. One may not even put mercy in back of it. And certainly not for the following reasons: Mere mercy is not something personal. Anyone who is in misery has as such a claim to our mercy. Mercy distinguishes itself just by this natural, general character from love. Thus, if in election one wishes to make mercy the starting point, one abandons a personal starting point. It would then have to be said: God saw us in our sin and by this, our miserable condition, was moved to compassion to save us in Christ. And that compassion then set God’s love into motion. But then one could rightly ask whether all sinners did not stand equally miserable before God and whether equal misery should not have produced equal mercy for all. If one answers “no,” then one concedes that besides mercy there was still something else that caused it to remain specifically with certain specific persons. And this something else can only lie in the love of God. It was there before mercy. And by it mercy was awakened and actuated. Only so is it also true that the ground of election does not in any respect lie in us, not even in our miserable lost condition. God loved us and saved us not because but despite our being miserable. Scripture considers this from the same point of view: “God who is rich in mercy on account of His great love with which He has loved us …” (Eph 2:4). Here mercy is clearly derived from love and not the reverse.
57. In what does the distinguishing element of election lie?
In the word “election” itself: That of itself makes us think of an antithesis and excludes every universalistic conception, every doctrine of a restoration of all things. God elected certain persons with the clear intention that He did not wish to elect others. One must bring these two sides into relationship with each other.
In us attention can so focus on a few things or persons that the remaining things or persons, although belonging to the same rubric, can remain in the background, and we, as it were, do not think of them. Thus one can only say in a relative sense that a decision concerning them has been made by us. It happens despite ourselves, because we neglect to make a decision concerning them. But with an omniscient God something like that is wholly impossible. There are no consequences in His determination that would not be completely clear to Him. His election has reprobation as its reverse side. This must be emphasized in our day because one readily presents the matter differently. Reprobation is described as the absence of any decision. God says otherwise in His Word. He declares that He has made a distinction between Jacob and Esau, Isaac and Ishmael and has done that not because He ignored Ishmael and Esau but because He willed specifically to withhold from them what He gave the others.
58. Was there some reason for this discrimination present in the objects of election themselves?
No; that, too, is denied by Scripture. Election as a discriminating election is at the same time an entirely free election. But free is still something other than arbitrary. Election would not be free if God were led by motives that He had not derived from Himself. Election would have been arbitrary if God had been entirely without any motives, something that cannot be reconciled with His wisdom. For everything the Lord has a most sufficient and wise ground. It is enough for us to know that this ground came from Himself and not from those He elected. They were ordained to form one body with Christ the Mediator. Therefore it could not be a matter of indifference who they would become in the end. But that was not a ground for God, for they were that first by election and not the reverse. Suitability for the purposes of election is not the motivating cause in God but is much more its fruit.
59. May one say that there was only reprobation for the sake of election, that is, so that God’s love and mercy with respect to the elect would appear so much the stronger?
No; this, too, is not presented by Scripture as the only purpose. It teaches us that there are two purposes of God with reprobation.
a)   The one just mentioned—so that by the just rejection of some, the sovereign work of God’s grace would appear so much the better as an exclusive work of God in the others. Therefore it is said, “So that the purpose of God according to election might stand, not of works but of Him who calls” (Rom 9:11). Esau was rejected so that it might appear how in Jacob everything was God’s promise and God’s work. In the same sense it is said, verses 22–23, that God with much patience has tolerated the vessels of wrath prepared for destruction in order to make known the riches of His glory in the vessels of mercy. Also in this some have found a proof for the proposition that reprobation is exclusively for the sake of election. But this is not the sense of these words. It is only said how enduring with patience the vessels of wrath (which apart from this were already vessels of wrath) stood in connection with the salvation of the elect.

b)   There is still a higher ground in God as to why He also places the reprobate beside the elect. Scripture says He intends to establish vessels of dishonor to show His wrath, to make known His power (Rom 9:22). This is therefore an independent purpose, subordinate next to the purpose in election.

60. What do you understand by the effective and formative element in predestination?
We have already seen how Scripture gives us the acts of predestination in this sequence: foreknowledge, foreordination.
This foreordination emerges from foreknowledge. It determines the destiny and the condition of the elect of God, which they will finally reach when election has reached its goal. According to Romans 8:29, it is an image that is effected by foreordination. But now one must not limit foreordination by restricting it in a one-sided fashion to defining this image. It also comprises, beside this final state, all the means and ways by which this state will be reached. That is meant by the effectual and formative element in predestination. It is often presented in practice as if the means were disconnected from the end. One then posits election as something incomprehensible, above the operation of the grace of God. And it appears as if it is realized in a miraculous fashion apart from the means God had established. This is entirely contrary to Scripture. Paul teaches us that with election all the means and ways are also taken into account by which it must become reality. Therefore, “those He has first foreordained, those He has also called; those He has called, those He has also justified; those He justified, those He has also glorified.” Thus, to extract the means is, humanly speaking, to provide a ground for thinking that one does not belong to the elect. Passively waiting to see whether election will take effect always rests on the mistaken understanding that election can operate outside the means.
This ordaining of means in the predestination of God must be taken in the widest sense. Everything belongs to it that contributes to bring the elect to where God will have them in the end. Included, then, is not only the ministering of grace, the external call, etc., but also preparatory grace in the sense to be defined later. Before God’s children come to Him, the course of their life is not left to arbitrariness and chance. God appoints their destinies and their circumstances exactly in a manner as can be most serviceable for their subsequent place in the body of the elect. This was the case with Paul, who was set apart from his mother’s womb, with Augustine, Luther, and Calvin, and this is also the case with the most insignificant believer. And after the external call this disposition also extends to the slightest detail. In connection with his discussion of election the apostle teaches precisely that all things, for those who are called according to God’s purpose, must work together for good. That shows clearly how all things in God’s counsel are placed under this viewpoint and so ordained that they must lead to this result, the good of God’s children.
61. Who are the objects of predestination?
Scripture mentions angels, men, the Mediator. Thus far we have only spoken about men. We will now first answer the question whether the Mediator can be called predestined and elect. In 1 Peter 1:20 Scripture speaks of Christ, “who was foreknown before the foundation of the world but has been made manifest in these last times for your sake.” In Luke 23:35 He is called “the elect of God”; in 1 Peter 2:4 “a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God elect and precious.” From the latter two verses it appears that “elect” must be understood as equivalent to “precious” and “beloved.” This points us in the right direction. For Christ we ask how far one can speak:
a)   Of foreknowledge. Foreknowledge means the personal love of God for the objects of His election. Now, the person of the Mediator was the person of God’s Son. Can one speak then of a personal love of the Father for the Son, where the Father already perfectly loves the Son from eternity to eternity, apart from redemption? We think the answer is yes. There is a special love of God the Father that does not rest on Christ as Son but as Mediator, thus extends to His person insofar as He became the surety who willed to assume human nature. When at His baptism at the Jordan it is said so emphatically, “This is my beloved Son, hear Him,” then that is certainly connected with carrying out the work of Mediator. And in this sense we must understand it when Scripture teaches a foreknowledge of Christ. Thus it is the particular pleasure of love that rested on the person of Christ in His capacity as Mediator.

b)   Of election. We have seen above how in the doctrine or in the understanding of election two elements above all are present: (1) making a distinction, and (2) taking pleasure in the one elected.

Now it is self-evident that making a distinction is not applicable to Christ. He was the only one who could act as Mediator. Thus, here there can be no speaking of choosing and electing, but certainly of the second element. That, however, comes down to approximately the same thing as the foreknowledge of Christ as Mediator. And if one considers setting apart for a certain purpose, then the election of the Mediator coincides with His foreordination.


c)   Of foreordination. It is true that it is not said directly that Christ has been foreordained. But on the one hand mention is made of how believers are ordained to be conformed to the image of Christ so that He might be the firstborn among many brothers (Rom 8:29). Indirectly included is that Christ, too, is ordained to this image. For the image, as we saw, we are not to think of moral quality but of mediatorial glory. At a great distance the members of Christ’s body share in this His glory. The foreordination of Christ therefore means that for Him as Mediator a glory is intended by the Father, an image is ordained and delineated.

In agreement with this Christ speaks of the promise of this glory solemnly given to Him by the Father: “I ordain for you the Kingdom, as my Father has ordained it (established it by covenant) for me.” If one can speak of an ordaining in this sense, then with reason an ordaining in the sense of determining must be antecedent. On the other hand, this ordination of Christ certainly encompasses all that is related to His mediatorial work—not only His glory but also His suffering with all its means and ways. God’s plan and hand ordained beforehand what would take place, that toward which Herod and Pilate conspired (Acts 4:28).


62. Must one refer this predestination to Christ as Logos or as Mediator?
Christ can only be predestined as Mediator, and then only as Mediator in the specific soteriological sense. Of an incarnation of Christ apart from sin Scripture knows nothing. It is certainly true that the Logos as the Second Person in the Trinity stands in a certain relationship to all things. But one cannot derive this relationship from predestination, because it follows from the existence mode of the divine being itself and is not the fruit of a free ordaining that could also be otherwise. As all things are created through Christ, so also all things are created for Christ (Col 1:16). Still it is true that this economical relationship, in which Christ stands as Second Person of the Trinity to every creature created by Him, is also extended into His mediatorship. As creation was through Him and for Him, so that is now also true in re-creation.
63. Where does Scripture speak of an election of angels?
In 1 Timothy 5:21, where they are called “the elect angels.” Apparently this is in contrast to non-elect angels. The question now is in what sense that can be understood of the angels.
a)   One could say, the election of angels exists in the fact that those who did not fall were ordained by God, from the moment of their remaining steadfast on, to be forever immutable. And conversely, the reprobation of the rest consisted in this, that those who fell were ordained to remain in their fallen state without redemption. There is, however, an objection to this view. In this way the election of angels is made dependent on something good that was foreseen in them, namely, their remaining steadfast. This conflicts with the entire analogy of Scripture. It would also lead us to think that the man who remained standing in the covenant of works and on that basis was made immutably blessed could for that reason be called elect.

b)   One will therefore have to consider this matter in more depth. Foresight of the steadfastness of angels was not the basis of their election, but on the contrary, election was the basis of their steadfastness. And, conversely, that the non-elect angels did not also manifest steadfastness did not have any other basis of certainty than that they were not elect. Calvin (Institutes, 3.23.4), “The angels who have persevered in their upright state are called “elect” by Paul (1 Tim 5:21); if their steadfastness was grounded in the good pleasure of God, then the apostasy of the other angels shows these were forsaken. For that no other cause can be adduced than reprobation, which is hidden in God’s secret counsel.”

c)   This at the same time involves the conclusion that the election and reprobation of the angels are not to be understood in an infralapsarian but a supralapsarian way. Taking it in an infralapsarian way is equivalent to saying that the good angels’ remaining steadfast fell outside the decree of election. And if that falls outside of the decree of election, then their election, which still depends on the decree, will rest on something in themselves and not on the free good pleasure of God. Now it is certainly true that one may not simply argue from the election of angels to the election of men. It can be that the two cases were not identical. But this much appears undeniable, that for the angels the determination of God concerning the angels falling or not falling must be reckoned as election. This electing is thus in itself not a term that should only be used where sin is already a settled given.

d)   Are the angels elect in Christ? Some have answered, in Christ as Mediator; others, in Christ as head. Those who hold the former views add as a further explanation: in Christ as Mediator of preservation and of confirmation. But the name of Mediator definitely cannot be used here. In Scripture the term always means someone who, as surety, takes upon Himself the obligations of another who cannot fulfill these himself. Further, all proof is lacking:

1.   That the angels could not fulfill their obligation.


2.   That Christ took upon Himself their obligations vicariously.


Therefore, it is better to say that the angels are elect in Christ as their head. In the first place, then, this certainly has in view the Logos, through whom and for whom the angels were also created. In the second place, however, one can also think of the dominion that Christ as exercises over the angels in the service of His congregation. The elect angels are certainly predestined to the end that they would serve in the work of redemption. They are called “ministering spirits” (Heb 1:14); they serve Christ their head and strengthened Him in His suffering. That Christ is already their head by creation entails of itself that He also remains their head and uses them as His servants in re-creation. Only note, however, that here head does not mean head of the body in an organic sense. Head has two meanings:


1.   Ruler over others.


2.   The thinking and governing part of a living body.


In the first sense Christ is the head of the angels; in the second sense Christ is the head only of elect men.


e)   The language of Ephesians 1:10 and Colossians 1:20 has disposed some to find a reconciliation wrought by Christ for the angels there: “In order in the dispensation of the fullness of times to gather together all things as one in Christ, things in heaven and things on earth.” “And that He having made peace through Him by the blood of His cross, through Him, I say, to reconcile to Himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven.” But how can one speak of a reconciliation with regard to the angels? Neither can one can speak of a mediator for them. Calvin understands Ephesians 1:10 as sustaining the elect angels in their state, both at the beginning when the non-elect angels fell as well as in its continuation when these angels had fallen. He calls Christ the Mediator insofar as this sustaining was effected in Him (cf. his commentary on this passage). On Colossians 1:20 Calvin says that “reconciliation” can be understood as prevention of apostasy. Peace with God was established and maintained and that is called reconciliation. And at the same time he calls to mind that the righteousness that the angels possessed could not be entirely adequate to satisfy God, with a reference to Job 4:18. Therefore, they needed a kind of grace, a kind of covering and reconciliation before God. Ephesians 1:10 cannot have in view election and the initiation of the ongoing sustaining of angels, for what is mentioned here happens “in the fullness of time,” something that in any case cannot be understood of a time that would precede the coming of the Messiah (cf. Gal 4:4). It seems to us that this passage may be explained appropriately in the following way: Originally heaven and earth as they were created by God were united with each other and united with God. Then by sin a rupture took place. The angels fell in part and men fell. Heaven and earth became divorced. Since God now redeems the elect in Christ and unites them again to Himself, He also restores the true unity between earth and heaven and brings back everything to Himself in a unity. The good angels had not been separated from God but they had been separated from men, and it is now the case that through Christ they, with God, become united in unity with all remaining creatures. Conversely, reprobate angels and reprobate men were banned from the earth and heaven and committed to hell, so that it is entirely true: “all things in heaven and on earth.” One should now note what these words comprise:

1.   All things in heaven and earth were initially one with each other and together were one before God. This is present in “again to gather all things into one” (ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι).


2.   “All things” is neuter. Therefore, there is no reason to think exclusively of angels and men. The entire sphere of heaven and that of earth are meant. The split went through all creation, rational and irrational, living and lifeless. And all that creation is brought back into unity.


3.   The gathering into one occurs in Christ as Mediator, who became man (in the fullness of times). By that it is already excluded to speak here of a reconciliation for the angels.


4.   It is a gathering into unity before God whereby everything forms a unity because it is now harmonious in its being unanimously oriented toward God. This is contained in the middle voice of
ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι, “to Himself.” Colossians 1:20 is somewhat difficult. It occurs to us, however, that the meaning here is in the main the same as in Ephesians 1:10. “All things were reconciled to God,” when by an effected reconciliation all things were led back to God. For example, “to set all things on fire” does not mean to say that fire has been put to each piece separately but simply that something is done with some pieces by which they all burn. So also here. To reconcile all things does not mean that reconciliation by the blood of Christ took place with respect to them all but only that reconciliation took place with regard to some, by which everything again came into a right relationship to God. Here, too, one should note what is in the text,
τὰ
πάντα,
τὰ
επὶ
τῆς
γῆς,
τὰ
ἐν
τοῖς
οὐρανοῖς. Everything is in the neuter.


64. In which quality did the objects of predestination appear in this matter before God?
With respect to the angels we have already seen that they appeared as they were still able to fall and would fall: the elect angels as still able to fall, the reprobate angels in the twofold circumstance of still being able to fall and as having fallen. Therefore, the predestination of the latter consisted in this: that God decreed to permit their fall and decreed to leave them in this fall and to be glorified by their just punishment. The predestination of the former consists in this: that God decreed to preserve them from the fall and thereafter to endow them with blessedness that could never be lost.
With regard to men at issue is the dispute between supra- and infralapsarians.
This dispute has three aspects: (a) an exegetical aspect; (b) a dogmatic aspect; (c) a historical aspect.
Since the principal sedes [place] for this dispute, Romans 9, has been discussed extensively above, the exegetical aspect of the matter can here be considered as sufficiently treated. We therefore go on immediately to the dogmatic aspect.
65. Indicate beforehand what is not at issue in the difference between the two parties.
a)   The question in the first place is not whether there is a temporal sequence in God’s decrees. With Scripture everyone Reformed confesses the absolute eternity of God’s being. It is an eternity elevated above all temporal duration, in which a thousand years are as yesterday when it has passed and as a watch in the night (Psa 90:4). In this eternity everything is present that is hidden in the depths of the divine mind or has ever passed over from it into time as a work of His creative omnipotence. What will happen at the consummation of the ages is in that respect not sooner than that which took place at the dawn of creation. Every conception as if the differing parts of God’s decree arise by stages of His observation must be rejected as incompatible with this eternity. That there would have first been a decree of creation, then of the fall, and then of predestination, or that these parts would have followed one another in reverse temporal order—both are in conflict with Scripture. It may be impossible for our thinking, bound by time, to grasp this eternity of divine life; nevertheless we must acknowledge it and may maintain nothing that is in conflict with it. To express it as briefly as possible: There are in God not many decrees, but it is one, single, completely present decree.

As a matter of fact, all this is already contained in the names of supra- and infralapsarianism. If it was a matter of a temporal order it should have been called ante- and postlapsarianism. The question would then have to be, “Do you believe in predestination before or after the decree of the fall?” Now, however, not a time but a space image has been chosen, apparently to avoid every trace of a temporal conception in conflict with God’s eternity.


b)   Nor is the question whether creation and the fall of man fall under the decree of God. With respect to creation, nobody doubts that. But whoever would deny that for the fall would become un-Reformed instead of infralapsarian since he would abandon one of most momentous turning points in world history, on which the work of redemption is entirely dependent and with that the course of well nigh all things, to chance. Almost all the Reformed confess unanimously with Calvin, “Man falls according to God’s decree, but he falls by his own guilt.” In His decree God has not only known of and reckoned with the fall, but since all things must have their certainty and fixity in His counsel, if we do not wish to posit a second ground of things beside God, then it also cannot be otherwise for the fearful fact of sin. That, too, must receive its certainty from God’s decree. However great and however insurmountable the difficulties that follow closely on this position, still nothing may diminish it. Whoever begins to doubt here stands on the edge of a bottomless dualism. Only in the beginning, when theological perception was not entirely clear, could one remove the fall from the absolute decree of God. Augustine did this, who thought that for the events following the fall, God’s foreknowledge rested on His decree while, conversely, for the fall the decree was dependent on a foreseeing. This and the other point (the apostasy of the saints) were the two weak points in Augustine’s soteriology. Among truly Reformed theologians, only a few spoke of a foreseeing. Walaeus (Leiden Synopsis, xxiv, 23) says, “God, foreseeing with the infinite light of His knowledge how it would happen that man created after His image stood, together with his entire posterity, to misuse his free will, has deemed that it better accorded with His omnipotent goodness to show beneficence to the wicked, rather than not to allow there would be evil, as Augustine rightly reminds us.”

c)   In the third place it needs to be pointed out that according to the Reformed, supra- as well as infralapsarians, sin stands under a permissive decree. True, some have objected to this because it reminded them too much of the Formula of Concord, article 5, and had a Lutheran ring. Calvin protested against it (Institutes, 3.23.7). After him, Beza and Danaeus. But we cannot do without this expression. It is found in strict supra- as well infralapsarians. Germanus (Opera Omnia, II, p. 28), “Therefore, the creation of men, together with permitting and controlling the fall, are means ordained to the final end of man.” And the same again and again. A permissive decree is naturally not an idle decree, a decree based on foreseeing, a decree simply not to prevent. It is a decree that brings certainty for sin as a fact and yet it is not the cause of the reality of sin. If one says that this sentence is meaningless words and distinctions, we grant that in a certain sense but at the same time point out that we are not able to get beyond them. They are beacons that we place at the edge of the unfathomable depths of mysteries.

d)   The question is not whether sin comes into consideration as a factor in the decree of election and of rejection. On this point much misunderstanding reigns. One frequently hears the claim that those who place election above the fall teach that God has ordained men for eternal bliss and eternal misery only because He willed to do so and without considering their sin. But that is a conclusion that is not present in supralapsarianism and has never been intended by its advocates. With equally good right one could derive a variety of conclusions from infralapsarianism from which everyone must recoil, since they seem to attack the foundations of God’s virtues. We will let Perkins speak here, who himself was disposed to supralapsarianism. He says, “Some accuse us of teaching that God has ordained men to hellish fire, and created them for destruction.… To this I answer in the first place that reprobation, insofar as it pertains to the first act, that is, insofar as it refers to the purpose to abandon the creature and in this to demonstrate justice, is absolute. That we teach and believe.… Sin itself occurs after the abandonment and the just permission of God.… However, reprobation, insofar as it pertains to the second act, that is, the purpose to damn, is not absolute or indefinite but it takes account of sin. For no one perishes other than by his own guilt, and no one is ordained to hell or destruction without regard to anything, but because of his own sin.… Secondly, I answer that God has not created man simply to destroy him, but so that by His just destruction of the sinner He would demonstrate His justice. For it is something quite different to will to punish man insofar as he is a sinner by a just destruction” (Of Predestination and the Grace of God, 1. 770–772).

In the same way Calvin (Institutes, 3.23) reasons by pointing on the one hand to the absolute will of God in permitting sin and emphasizing on the other hand that none of God’s creatures is ordained to destruction except insofar as he is sinful and in view of his sin.


It is therefore entirely false and heinous when one attributes to supralapsarianism the concept of a so-called tyrannical God. If permitting sin is included in predestination, then two things are certainly being affirmed:


1.   That it was not to make God like a tyrant for the destruction of His rational creatures as such, but for the glorification of His own virtues.


2.   That God in permitting evil and in including it in predestination has not acted arbitrarily, but according to perfect justice, although we are not able to judge that justice (cf. here Calvin, Institutes, 3.23.4 and what was observed above concerning Rom 9:21).


e)   Positively we can say that the difference between the two views is:

1.   A difference in the extent of predestination, since supralapsarians draw God’s decree to permit the fall within predestination, the infralapsarians leave it outside. Here we let Trigland speak (Advice Concerning the Concept of Moderation, Second Part). “I say that the teachers of the Reformed Churches, both those who place predestination above the fall as well as those who place it below the fall, certainly agree on the substance of the matter but differ only in various ways of explanation that are made of the same matter. According to Junius … ‘We do not differ from those godly and learned men who state that in predestinating God has contemplated man before he was created. Nor from those who say that man is regarded as created and fallen. For what the latter and the former say in truth, that we devoutly confess, for we say both.… When the latter say that in the predestinating of God man is considered as fallen, they do not actually have in view the cause of election and reprobation, but the order and pattern of causes from which damnation follows.… But when the former say that in predestinating God has considered man as not yet created, they do not exclude God from considering mankind’s fall.’ ” Trigland continues, “Indeed, if one pays careful attention to the matter itself in the writings of Reformed teachers, one will find that it is entirely in accord with Junius’ explanation above. As, for example, can be seen from these words of Beza, ‘Christ is presented to us as Mediator, therefore it is necessary that according to the order of causes, depravity take precedence in God’s purpose, but before depravity, creation in holiness and righteousness, so that a way would be open for God, etc.’ ”


Trigland again, “… so that I cannot see in the latter [infralapsarians] any other difference than that the former [supralapsarians] who, going before the fall, take the word predestination or foreordination somewhat more broadly, namely, for the whole decree of God concerning the entire conduct and order of salvation and damnation of men, and of all the means that are conducive to that end, both of creation as also of the permission of the fall, as well as the raising up again of some and the forsaking of others.… But the latter who remain below the fall take the word predestination somewhat more narrowly, so that they refer the creation of man and the permission and directing of the fall, not to predestination but to God’s general providence. From this it is evident that the difference does not lie in the doctrine itself but in the explanation of the doctrine.”




2.   A difference in connecting the various parts of the divine decree. The older supralapsarianism at least maintained that in God’s decree the permitting of the fall of man together with creation was subordinated to the highest end, the glorification of His justice and mercy. Thus, permitting the fall appears here as a means. Note carefully, not as a means for punishment itself but as a means for revealing God’s justice and mercy. Infralapsarianism did not maintain a connection here between means and end in this sense. It certainly acknowledged that the fall was permitted for God’s glorification, but did not dare to go further than this general proviso. It declared itself unable to explain how the fall was for God’s glorification. It let the various parts of God’s decree stand unconnected beside each other.


3.   A difference in extending the personal-distinguishing character of predestination, especially of election, to include the decree of creation and the fall. The supralapsarian taught that in His decree to create God already had in view the elect as His personal beloved; likewise for the decree to permit the fall, there was not a moment in God’s counsel in which the elect stood outside this personal relationship to God of being beloved. The infralapsarian, on the other hand, thinks that the personal relationship, the distinguishing, only begins after the decrees of creation and of fall, that therefore in these two decrees the elect were included in the general mass of men and did not appear as objects of God’s special love.


One will perceive how the question whether in predestination God viewed man as still having to be created and still having to fall (creabilis et labilis), or as created and fallen (creatus et lapsus), is only a short formula for this difference. It would perhaps be better to say creandus [to be created] et lapsurus [to be fallen] for characterizing supralapsarian sentiments. Creabilis et labilis leads to the idea that sin was not at all taken into account. “Will be created” and “will be falling” gives a sense of how sin was certainly taken into account.




66. In what respects do various supralapsarians still differ from one another?
The older supralapsarians taught that from its very outset predestination (election) was personal. God determined to create with these or those particular persons in view as His elect and beloved and likewise to permit the fall with them in view. On the other hand, later supralapsarians understood the decree at its outset less personally. So, for example, Mastricht. He distinguishes:
a)   The purpose of God to reveal the glory of His mercy and His retributive justice. This is impersonal.

b)   The purpose to create all men in one common root and permit them to fall in that one root. This also is impersonal.

c)   The purpose to elect some specific persons and reject some specific persons out of this created and fallen humanity.

d)   The purpose to prepare the means and ways fitting for carrying out the preceding decree. This is supralapsarianism for the two parts of humanity, not for specific persons.

67. In what does the distinctiveness reside of the supralapsarianism taught in “The Examination of the Concept of Tolerance” (Alexander Comrie)?
That sin accidentally becomes a transition point for a double predestination idea that lies above it and is maintained above it. Originally God predestined some to great beatitude, others to a natural state outside that beatitude (not, however, to permit sin). The former would reach that state of supernatural bliss because the Second Person of the Trinity would take on human nature and be most closely united with them in that human nature. The latter would remain outside that union. That was the pinnacle in God’s decree of predestination. Now, however, the decree appears that God will permit sin to lay hold of both these predestined groups. Thereby the predestination of the elect is changed insofar as it becomes a predestination to save from sin and by that salvation to glorify them with Christ. A simple glorification is replaced by a glorification after antecedent redemption. At the same time the predestination of the nonelect is changed in the sense that it now becomes a decree not to leave them in their natural state but to leave them in sin and destruction.
68. What are the objections against this opinion?
a)   It considers predestination as operating initially apart from redemption, while Scripture constantly brings it into connection with redemption. The entire dispensation that flows from election is a dispensation of redemption, “vessels of mercy.”

b)   It necessitates positing an incarnation of Christ even apart from sin. On this point it agrees with many more recent opinions that otherwise have an entirely different origin.

c)   It teaches an addition of something supernatural to nature apart from sin, which in an objectionable way calls to mind the Romish system.

69. What objection is to be made against the opinion of Mastricht?
That it lets predestination originally be impersonal and thus removes its practical and comforting element. Scripture always provides a personal representation. It says that the first act of election is already a personal love (that is, “foreknowledge”).
70. Are the logical objections against supralapsarianism conclusive?
No, because:
a)   There always remain objections in such an abstract matter. We can never explain these things completely.

b)   The objection that for the supralapsarian the object of predestination is a non-ens (a non-entity) rests on a misunderstanding. It is not a non-ens concerning the knowing part of God’s decree but only concerning the willing act. Also, if this reasoning is extended, God could never have made a decree of creation.

71. Does not supralapsarianism suffer from great harshness?
We must acknowledge this. However, one should certainly keep in view that this harshness resides in the doctrine of God’s decree as such, and supralapsarianism merely brings it out clearly. Supralapsarianism teaches, for example, that God has permitted that for the glorification of his justice certain persons, through their own fault, would fall into sin in order not to be redeemed from it. The infralapsarian also says that God permits man to fall into sin for His own glorification. Now, is it so much harsher when the supralapsarian says, for the glorification of His own justice? Does something harsh become harsher by strengthening the splendor of God’s justice?
72. Can we question God’s action in this?
No, we cannot and must not attempt that. This must remain certain as it was for the apostle: It is strictly just and not tyrannically arbitrary. But on the other hand, we have no right to apply the standard of our concept of disinterested love to God’s action, as if He were not the center of all things, the highest good of everything, who can therefore also make all things subordinate to His own glory.
73. How does the Mediator figure in the decree of election?
Logically, only after sin. As Mediator He is surety. A surety presupposes a debt that must be paid. Debt presupposes sin. Christ as Mediator can only appear where sin is present. On this point one must judge as Beza does (see above in the quote of Trigland [65. e) 1.]). This must be so unless one wants to make Christ the Mediator of human nature for its glorification even in its sinless state and thus teach an incarnation apart from sin, as Comrie does. But this peculiar view does not flow from supralapsarianism as such, but from supralapsarianism connected with certain other ideas. A logical connection (nexus causalis) cannot exist between supralapsarianism and other doctrines, already simply because all the other parts of the doctrine of salvation presuppose sin.
74. Give a historical overview of the conflict between infra- and supralapsarianism.
Augustine, who first worked out the doctrine of predestination, was an infralapsarian, since he derived the fall from God’s foreknowledge. Later the doctrine of Augustine was presented in supralapsarian terms. The presbyter Lucidus, who did this, was obliged to recant. In the Middle Ages the monk Gottschalk and Thomas Bradwardine appeared as supralapsarian defenders of predestination.
There has been dispute about Calvin. The truth is that sometimes he expressed himself in one way and at other times in another. But while his infralapsarian-sounding expressions can be explained as partial a posteriori representations, it is impossible to give a minimizing sense to his decidedly supralapsarian statements. One may compare the entire 23rd chapter of book three of his Institutes, where in connection with predestination he speaks very explicitly about the fall and the decree of the fall. Further, there is the following (Opera, IX. p. 713), “Before man was created, in His eternal decree God established what He willed would happen with the entire human race. By this secret decree of God it has happened that Adam fell from the state of his natural rectitude and by his fall drew all his posterity with himself into the guilt of eternal death.” We find more such expressions. Finally, Calvin’s declaration, “God has created us in order to redeem us.”
Among Reformed theologians after Calvin the following were supralapsarians: Beza, Peter Martyr Vermigli, Marlorat, Whitaker, Ferrius, Zanchius, Perkins, Gomarus, Maccovius (in part also, as appears from what was quoted above, Junius).
75. What has the Synod of Dordt declared regarding this issue?
It has maintained an infralapsarian position but without the intention of wanting to condemn supralapsarianism. In general one must keep in mind that an infralapsarian can never claim that what the supralapsarian says cannot be true. Were he to insist on this, he himself would have to give a positive explanation concerning the purpose of God in permitting sin. And he neither wants nor dares to enter precisely into that explanation. Therefore he says, “I keep to below the fall.” But, he does not judge the supralapsarian. At the most he could demand that the supralapsarian also leave the matter as uncertain or pass over it in silence.
That the Synod of Dordt did not wish to condemn supralapsarianism is evident from the following:
a)   Not a few of its members were supralapsarians: the president, Bogerman, Gomarus, Lydius, Voetius, Festus Hommius, in general the delegates from Gelderland and South Holland. These all signed the Canons of Dordt. So, they would have signed their own condemnation if supralapsarianism had been condemned.

b)   Gomarus protested against the recommendation of Polyander, Thysius and Walaeus, but not against the canon [concerning predestination] itself. The first mentioned of these wanted to see infralapsarianism adopted in such a way that supralapsarianism was thereby excluded. On the other hand, Gomarus did not ask that his supralapsarianism be adopted, but that the question remain open. The canon was formulated differently than the recommendation of the professors named above against whom Gomarus protested.

c)   Evidently, the supralapsarians who were at Dordt did not find their complete doctrine of predestination in the canon, but still a part of it was there and they could be resigned to the other part remaining unexpressed. Gomarus had clearly not meant that his position should replace what Walaeus and the others wrote, but only that it must be added if one wished to understand the matter in depth.

d)   Among the charges that were brought against Maccovius was “that he taught that the object of predestination were not fallen man.” The Synod, however, did not wish to condemn him.

e)   Supralapsarianism is later taught by theologians of good repute who were considered in the Netherlands as being orthodox, namely Heidanus, Burmann, Braun, Voetius, Engelhardus, and others.

Speaking against supra- and for infralapsarianism were Polyander, Walaeus, Rivet, Cocceius, Henry Alting, Molinaeus, Fr. Spanheim, Fr.Turretin, Johann Heinrich Heidegger, Picket.
Initially the Westminster Assembly appeared to intend to adopt supralapsarianism. In the end, however, it adopted a formulation with which both views could identify. Its Prolocutor Twisse was a strong supralapsarian.
In the Netherlands Maresius firmly contended for infralapsarianism against Gomarus and Voetius.
76. What is the difference between the infra- and supralapsarians on the doctrine of reprobation?
According to infralapsarians, reprobation has two parts: (a) praeteritio, “passing by,” God’s decree not to grant the grace of salvation to certain persons lying in sin; and (b) praedamnatio, “predamnation,” God’s decree to commit these persons to eternal destruction because of their sin.
According to the supralapsarians, reprobation has three parts: (a) the decree to set apart certain persons for the revelation of God’s retributive justice in the punishment for their sins; (b) permission in God’s decree for the fall of man; (c) the decree not to grant grace to these persons, being once fallen, but to condemn them because of their sin.
Thus, in the latter sense reprobation is God’s sovereign and just decree to ordain certain persons known to Him for the revelation of His punitive righteousness and therefore to permit them to fall into sin by their own fault and thereafter not to grant them grace in Christ.
77. Where must the infralapsarian seek the cause of reprobation?
This can be answered in three ways:
a)   If one asks for the reason why just this or that particular person perishes, then the infralapsarian answers: that flows from God’s sovereign good pleasure. It cannot result from sin, for in God’s decree all Adam’s posterity is also equally subject to sin, without all being reprobate.

b)   If one now asks for the reason for the withholding of grace, then from an infralapsarian standpoint the answer must again be: God’s sovereign good pleasure is the reason for this withholding. He was not obliged to grant His grace to anyone.

c)   If one now asks for the reason why in general—without considering the antithesis with the elect, the reprobate perish—then for the infralapsarian the answer is that the reason did not lie in God’s predestination, but in man’s sin. If one asks further where the ground of certainty for sin lies, then the infralapsarian answers: in God’s decree. If one asks still further what moved God to permit sin, he answers: I want to stay out of that question. Someone perishes because of his sin; the certainty of the sin comes from God’s decree (although not the reality). But that God decreed to permit his sin for glorifying His justice, the infralapsarian dare not say. Therefore he does not include it in predestination.

The supralapsarian says: The legal ground why men perish lies in sin that they deliberately commit within time. Nobody perishes other than because of his own sin. But this sin itself cannot occur apart from the permission of God’s decree. Therefore, this permission, that is, God’s predestination, is the highest ground for the reality of perishing, although not the legal ground. Naturally sin cannot be the ground for God’s decree that sin would occur. It had other grounds that we cannot fathom as far as their justness is concerned but that are nevertheless just.


78. What do we understand concerning the hardening that God causes to come upon man?
Regarding this Scripture teaches the following:
a)   That generally hardening is the consequence of contact with the revelation or the truth of God against which sinful men rebels (so, for Pharaoh, Exod 7:3; Isaiah’s contemporaries, Isa 6; Matt 13:11–16). “An odor of death to death.”

b)   That hardening is also caused by God simultaneously withdrawing the common grace of the Holy Spirit and permitting sin to break out and spread unhindered. Here, then, is a real act of God, but it is an act of withdrawing. God does not cause sin to arise in man but withdraws all influences that work for good. This is called, “given over to a depraved mind,” “to dishonorable passions,” “to the desires of their hearts” (Rom 1:28, 26, 24; Psa 81:13).

c)   That sometimes hardening arises from resistance to extraordinary enlightenment that God has given man, but with no regenerating grace accompanying it. Something like this is indicated in Hebrews 6:4–8.

d)   That becoming hardened by God can at the same time be called the hardening of oneself. That is said of Pharaoh.

79. Is Christ the meriting cause of election?
No, this would imply that the gift of Christ preceded election and so was generally intended for all mankind. One says, God cannot condescend to grant election to a sinful humanity if Christ is not already there as Mediator. We answer, He also cannot condescend to a sinful humanity with the gift of a mediator if the mediator is not already there. And so one never reaches a conclusion.
Turretin says, “The question is not whether Christ is the foundation and the meriting cause of a decreed salvation with respect to its matter but whether Christ is the meriting cause and the foundation of the decree of salvation with respect to God. The first question must be answered affirmatively, the second negatively. Everything that in reality comes to us flows from Christ, but Christ Himself, with all that flows from Him, has been given to us out of the free mercy of God. Scripture speaks this way everywhere (1 Cor 1:30).”



6. Creation
1. What is creation?
That external work of God by which He has produced heaven and earth, that is, the universe, out of nothing and has imparted to all things their nature.
2. How do theologians divide the external works of God?
a)   Some divide them into the works of creation and providence. The work of grace then falls under the latter. But there are objections to this division:

1.   Grace becomes a subdivision of providence which, although it can be that, is less accurate.


2.   It is as if one would separate the beginning of a thing from the rest of it. Creation must be understood more widely, as in the definition given above. It is not a bare beginning, but more. It is the once-for-all establishing of the natural order and is most closely connected with providence insofar as the latter is its continuation.


b)   For these reasons better is the division into naturae opera and gratiae opera, works of nature (creation and providence) and works of grace (re-creation and the order of salvation). Both are in the decree of God and there find their unity, a unity that we in any case cannot indicate in its details.

3. Where does the doctrine of miracles belong?
Usually this subject has been treated under God’s providence because miracles form a contrast with God’s ordinary governance. But two considerations should be noted:
a)   This is not the only point of view from which miracles can be considered. They are more than unordinary acts of God. Lying outside of the order of nature, they belong in fact to the higher order of things, to the kingdom of grace, accompanying revelation, and thus should be closely connected with the opera gratiae [works of grace].

b)   Seen in this way, miracles are correlated with each other; they form a plan in which nothing is accidental.

4. Is the doctrine of creation an articulus purus [pure article] or an articulus mixtus [mixed article]?
Articuli puri
[pure articles] are those that cannot be derived both from reason and from revelation but depend entirely on revelation. Articuli mixti [mixed articles] flow from both reason and revelation. The question then is whether creation can be proven by reason. That has been attempted by starting from the concept of God. God, one says, could not remain shut up within Himself. He needed a world in order to love it, etc. Such reasoning is not legitimate. As far as we can judge, had the creation remained nonexistent, God would have been all-sufficient, as He is now. We can certainly reason from the world up to God, but we cannot by logic descend from God to the world. We believe that creation, as an incomprehensible, almighty act, cannot be proven or deduced by us. Nature may lead us to a point where we must cease our investigation and have an inkling of something mysterious and completely unique in its kind, but we cannot logically conclude that this has been a creation out of nothing. Creation is an articulus purus. We understand this to be true of creation out of nothing, not of the idea of a forming of the universe by God in general.
5. In how many parts can we treat the doctrine of creation?
In three:
a)   The significance of this doctrine in relation to the whole of Christian truth.

b)   The scriptural data for this doctrine and its exposition.

c)   A short discussion of deviating theories.

6. At what points does the doctrine of creation cohere with Christian truth in general?
a)   The doctrine of creation emphasizes the transcendence of God. That God has created the universe out of nothing is the most powerful expression of the fact that He is distinct from the universe, is exalted above the universe, and exists in Himself as the all-sufficient One. “He gives to all life, breath, and all things.” Therefore what the doctrine of the Trinity proclaims with respect to God’s inner existence, the doctrine of creation proclaims to us outwardly.

b)   The doctrine of creation teaches the infinity of God. The forms of finitude, in which all that is finite exists, namely time and space, have been created by God and may not be viewed as something in which He Himself exists by nature.

c)   The doctrine of creation reminds us of the complete freedom and sovereignty of God toward the universe. If, as pantheists believe, the universe had grown out of God, had developed out of Him, then He would Himself be involved in the degeneration and decline of the world. But since He has created it in His freedom, we can be assured that everything in this world, in spite of all the error and sin of human beings, will necessarily serve to glorify Him. This teaches us, in the midst of our misery, the higher, the only true theological optimism. Again, that the creatures have been brought forth out of nothing proves that they cannot claim as valid over against God any rights they imagine to possess. All their rights rest precisely on what God, in accordance with His perfect nature, has given to them. Pantheism leads to a philosophy of what is right that makes the creature to share in God’s right, since the creature was eternally in God and present with God. Arminians say in principle that God has exactly as much right to us as He manifests benefits. We reverse that and say: Every right that God gives us is originally a benefit.

d)   The doctrine of creation proves the omnipotence of God. Creating something out of nothing is an act of absolute, infinite power, something that completely transcends our concept of power (which is always tied to an object). The distance between being and nonbeing is an infinite distance. Therefore Scripture, in order to portray God’s power, very often points to creation. He is the Creator of the ends of the earth, who does not tire or grow weary. Therefore creating is also an exclusively divine work. Creaturely creating is a contradictio in adjecto [a contradiction in the adjective].

e)   The doctrine of creation secures for the creature a certain measure of glory. Divine interest is expressed when the Lord prepares, as creator, to create, which is a free act. That the universe comes into being is not its fate, even less God’s; it is rather its creation. By the activity to which it owes its origin it is consecrated, the finger of God has touched and formed it, and in the midst of all its defection and sin the imprint of God’s finger clings to it. God stands toward it not as a gardener who lets a plant or flower grow, but as the artist who forms an image according to his own vision, whose work was first in his heart and whose heart is therefore reflected in his work.

f)   The doctrine of creation forms the basis of the doctrine of revelation. A God who by a self-conscious act of freedom brings the universe into existence cannot desire to do anything other than to reveal Himself directly in an unmistakable way to the world thus created. A God who as Creator of the world maintains interest in the world will not let that world exist without proper, sufficient knowledge of Himself. Conversely, a God who is not apart from the world nor elevated above the world but is developing within the world first comes to consciousness slowly and imperfectly in the world.

There must be something awkward in a revelation conceived of in this way. Many today are forming a concept of revelation that clearly betrays its affinity with pantheism and may absolutely not be combined with the theistic doctrine of creation.


7. How many categories of scriptural data are there concerning the doctrine of creation? Two.
a)   Texts spread throughout the whole of Scripture that speak of creation.

b)   The detailed narrative in Genesis 1 and 2.

8. What belongs to the first category?
a)   Texts that lay emphasis on what is new, previously not present, that appears as the product of creation (Exod 34:10; Num 16:30; Psa 51:12; Jer 31:22; Rev 4:11).

b)   Texts that lay emphasis on the absolute, infinite power of God as revealed in the creation (Pss 33:9; 95:4–7; 121:2; Isa 40:26, 28; 41:20; 42:5; 45:12, 18; Jer 10:11; 32:17; Amos 4:13; Rev 10:6).

c)   Texts that point to the exaltedness of God above the created world, attributing to Him an existence outside of and above it, thus to the transcendence of God (Pss 90:2; 102:26; 104:29; John 1:3; Acts 17:24; Rom 1:20, 25; Heb 1:10–12).

d)   Texts that make mention of the creation as a work of wisdom (Job 28:24, 28; Isa 40:12–14; Jer 10:12–16; John 1:3; Heb 1:2).

e)   Texts that present the creation as an organism infused with life (Pss 33:6; 104:30; Job 26:13; 33:4).

f)   Texts that place the creation under the aspect of the sovereignty of God, demonstrating that He has created everything for His own sake (Isa 43:7; 45:18; Rom 1:25).

g)   Texts that view the creation as something forward-looking, as a foundational act whereby the ordinances and laws of things are established once for all. The word for this is
κτιζεῖν, “to found.” The creation as such is therefore
κτίσις, a “founding,” “foundation.” From this a parallelism is developed between creation and re-creation: 1 Cor 11:9; 2 Cor 5:17; Col 1:16; 3:10; Eph 2:10, 15; 4:24; Gal 6:15, (κτίσις); Jas 1:18, (κτίσμα). In this sense the Greek fathers spoke of a first, a second, and a third creation, as a threefold laying of the foundation, through which a world order arises (1 = creation, 2 = regeneration, 3 = consummation of things).

9. Is it accidental that the Bible opens with a history of creation?
No. The reason for this, however, is not to be sought in the effort to bring everything up out of the deepest depth. Such a thought is foreign to Scripture. Scripture does not intend to be an encyclopedia for us. The doctrine of creation is presented here in connection with God’s saving revelation.
10. How many kinds of interpretation are there of Genesis 1 and 2?
Mainly three: the allegorical, the mythical and the historical. The first two views, however, are untenable because within the narrative of Scripture the creation narrative is interwoven like a link in the chain of God’s saving acts. God does not make a chain of solid gold, in which the first link is a floral wreath. If the creation history is an allegory, then the narrative concerning the fall and everything further that follows can also be allegory. The writer of the Pentateuch presents his work entirely as history. Against those that believe in the results of higher criticism, it can perhaps be useful to note that according to the critics who carve the Pentateuch into pieces, Genesis 1 belongs to the Priestly Codex, that is, to the more sober, nonpoetic part of the Torah. The same writer who describes the layout of the tabernacle and the clothing of the priests gives us the narrative of creation, and he connects both. Further, elsewhere in Scripture Genesis 1 and 2 are treated as history (Exod 20:11; 31:17; Pss 8; 104; Matt 19:4; 2 Pet 3:5). See also the Sabbath idea in the Letter to the Hebrews.
11. What is the mythical interpretation of the creation narrative?
That a conscious, intentional invention is not to be understood here but an unintentional, naive poetry that developed gradually and for those among whom it first formed was taken as reality. Valid objections against this view are the same objections made against the allegorical view.
12. How did Moses become acquainted with this creation narrative?
Certainly revelation is at its basis. Another question is whether that revelation was given to Moses or originated long before him. Many, such as Kurtz, Ebrard, Lange, and Hugh Miller maintain the first view and think that the entire revelation was shown to Moses in a vision. Thus, it is a prophecy in retrospect. Objections to this view are the following:
a)   There is no analogy for such a retrospective vision in Scripture.

b)   Visions in Scripture always have a symbolic element, whereas here we have pure history.

c)   Visions in Scripture provide only bits and pieces of the history of the future, never a connected narrative.

d)   How should one explain the marks of similarity between the biblical narrative and the creation sagas of pagan peoples? This similarity seems to demand that the creation story was known before Moses and that traces of it were preserved by pagans. Of course, if the narrative came to Moses completely or in part by tradition, this in no way detracts from the inspiration by which he was enabled to record it fully and infallibly.

13. Can one who rejects the allegorical and mythical interpretations of Genesis 1 and 2 also fall into error on the other side?
Yes, some want to give a hyperscientific exegesis that satisfies the latest perception and newest fashion. All sorts of theories from physics, geology, and astronomy have been projected onto the narrative. Some maintain that the theory of evolution in its entirety is contained in these chapters. This is perhaps apologetic zeal, but it is bad exegesis. Every interpretation of Genesis 1 and 2 must be justified exegetically. That science has discovered this or that, or thinks to have discovered it, is not enough to cause us to discover it in Genesis. The creation narrative provides pure truth, but in such a general form that it can serve equally for the instruction of God’s people in centuries past and His children at the present time. (The hyperscientific interpretation loses sight of that.) That is precisely what makes the creation narrative such a great artistic achievement of the Spirit of God.
14. How is the first verse of Genesis 1 to be interpreted?
“In the beginning” means “before all things.” Thus it does not refer back to subsequent deeds of creation, but speaks of the absolute beginning of time.
Concerning the creating mentioned here there are two explanations:

a)   It is the initial bringing forth of material out of nothing, thus the so-called immediate creating, while in the following verses mediate creation is described.

b)   It is a heading prefaced to the creation account. That is, first it is reported to us in general that God created heaven and earth and first in what follows is that further explained to us. We accept the first explanation, because:

1.   Otherwise any reference to the first act of creation would be lacking.


2.   The Hebrew word
בָּרָא
appears precisely to indicate the immediate creation in its divine uniqueness (see Num 16:30). In the qal form it is never used of human creating. That the basic idea is “to cut” is certainly true and to such extent refers to material out of which something has been cut. But that only shows that human language is unsuited for expressing with complete accuracy divine actions such as the act of creation. God must reveal Himself to man, must speak human language. Here He has at least chosen a word that comes closest to the reality in view.


3.   “Heaven and earth” is equivalent to the universe, for which Hebrew does not have any word.


15. What more is contained in the twofold expression, “heaven and earth”?
Simultaneously this expression already contains a division. The creation at its first beginning, when everything was still intermixed, already lay under the goal to be split into two great spheres of heaven and earth. God draws lines from the beginning on. Even the chaos is called “heaven” and “earth.”
16. What does the so-called Restitution hypothesis want to maintain?
Focusing on Genesis 1:2, this hypothesis teaches that there was an original earth before there was the creation or preparation that is described from v. 3 on. It therefore translates v. 2, “the earth became formless and empty,” or “the earth had become formless and empty.” (The first translation is that of Kurtz and Zöckler.) The goal of this hypothesis is to harmonize Scripture with geology. The original earth became “formless and empty” by numbers of upheavals, before God prepared our earth. Against this view are the following considerations:
a)   An undefined period of such earthly catastrophes is in conflict with God’s intention to make the earth a dwelling place for man (Isa 45:18). Such periods of emptiness are suitable only for a pantheistic development of the universe.

b)   All the scientific objections are not solved by this hypothesis, in particular biological ones. Can there have been life on an earth without light?

c)   [The Hebrew] tohu wabohu is a negative then positive expression, indicating what has yet to receive its form.

17. What has been done to remove the first objection?
The formlessness and emptiness of the earth is connected to the fall in the kingdom of the angels. But then men with their world become a kind of second experiment, after the failure of the experiment with the pure spirits. Scripture, however, nowhere presents matters in this way. Angels are obliging, etc.
18. How then do we interpret the second verse?
As the introduction to v. 3. It describes the state of the earth when God sent forth His first word of creation.
19. What is to be concluded from the fact that in v. 2 there is no further mention of heaven?
a)   That the aim of the creation account is not astronomical but subordinate to the history of redemptive revelation.

b)   That v. 1 cannot be a heading. If this were the case, then we would have to say that only half of the heading is treated.

20. What is said further concerning the chaos?
That it was a “roaring flood” or abyss (see Psa 106:9; Isa 63:13). From Psalm 104:6 it is clear that this expression must not be understood to refer to a muddy material, in which land and water are still thoroughly mixed together, but to a solid core of earth, flooded by water (see also 2 Pet 2:5).
21. Explain the words, “the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters”?
The Spirit here is not a “wind from God,” sent out to dry what was created, for that is first spoken of in what follows. According to Psalm 33:6 it is the personal spirit, the Third Person of the Trinity (see Psa 104:30). The word translated by “hovering,”
רָחַף, is used elsewhere of a bird that hovers protectively over its young (Deut 32:11). Already in the first instance where the Holy Spirit is mentioned in Scripture His activity is portrayed for us in an image borrowed from the kingdom of the birds, just as He elsewhere appears as a dove. Here “hovering,” “brooding,” has in view the stirring of life within lifeless material. The brooding of birds brings out very aptly that life originates from outside by fructification. In the world there is at first no life. The Spirit of God must hover above the roaring flood, for its roaring is a dead noise. But the Spirit of God hovers on and above the waters. He does not mingle with them. Even where God’s immanence comes to the fore, God and the world still remain unmixed.
22. What is the meaning of “And God said” (v. 3)?
a)   One must compare these words with Psalm 33:6 and with the teaching of the New Testament regarding the creative activity of the Logos, the uncreated Word (John 1:3; Eph 3:9; Col 1:16; Heb 1:2). That God speaks indicates that God’s thought is going to form the chaos, that ideas are introduced concerning it. And that is precisely the particular work of the Logos, the Second Person of the Trinity. As being is from the Father and life from the Spirit, so thought is from the Logos. Naturally this must be so understood that nevertheless the undivided ad extra [external] working of the three persons is maintained.

b)   It can also include that God can call His works into being by a word of power, without exertion of effort.

c)   It shows that the world is something outside God, something distinct from God. It appears at the Word of God. And the word is accompanied by thought; the external logos presupposes the internal logos.

23. What is the first thing called into being by this speaking of God?
Light. This is prerequisite, not only for the appearance of living beings where it shines, but for all distinguishing and grouping. Light is the image of clarity, of thinking. Consequently, the works of the Logos begin with the creation of light. The same connection, the same sequence, between life and light that we meet here we find in the work of re-creation, where regeneration and calling follow each other, just as in creation we see the hovering of the Spirit and the word of power, “Let there be light!”
24. What is said about this light?
“God saw that it was good.” God thus recognizes it as a faithful image of His own light-nature, for He is a light and there is no darkness in Him. Its being good consists in its likeness to God. It was not said of the chaos that it was good, nor is that said of the darkness in vv. 4 and 5.
25. How does light appear here?
As not yet concentrated in bodies of light (“lights”). It is thus something distinguished from its bearers. The sun has light, but is not light. Only of God is it said that He is light. According to Job 38:19 there is a place of light, and God asks Job if he knows the way to where light dwells (see also v. 12). The treasure of light of the Father of lights is thus much greater than we can conceive or can derive from sun and stars.
26. What is meant with the division between light and darkness (v. 4)?
The light must have its reverse if it is to become completely light. God’s naming “day” and “night” is naturally not to be understood as if God gave the two periods of time the Hebrew names
יוֹם
and
לַיְלָה. God’s naming is something other. It is a naming that effects something from the outside; gives to things their specific, distinguishing character; makes them what they will continue to be. Augustine said: “All light is not day and all darkness is not night, but light and darkness following each other in regular order make day and night.” The naming of day and night means that therefore light and darkness now receive from God this rhythmic character by which they follow each other. And this physical rhythm, this natural contrast, without doubt reflects the series of spiritual contrasts there are between truth and lies, between good and evil, between beauty and ugliness.
27. How are we to understand, “And it was evening and it was morning, one day”?
It is not as if the first creation day began with evening, for a sufficient distinction would not be made between the preceding darkness and the night. It is probable that here the later, ordinary way of reckoning is not being followed (from evening to evening), but that the days run from morning to morning. The closing words of v. 5 then indicate successively the two halves of the first day. The first half closed with the evening, the second half with the morning.
28. Must the word “day” here be understood in the ordinary sense or in the sense of an indefinite period?
There has been much dispute about this point. Here, too, the decision must not be made dependent on geological considerations but on purely exegetical ones.
29. Is it right to say that the nonliteral interpretation is an innovation to which the development of modern science has driven theologians?
No, those who say that are mistaken. Augustine already said: “What kind of days they were is extremely difficult, or even impossible, for us to imagine, much less to say.”
30. To what is appeal made to support the nonliteral interpretation?
a)   To the fact that sun and moon (or rather the rotation of the earth around its axis in relation to the sun) were not yet present. As we know, the length of an ordinary day is determined by this rotation.

b)   To the indefinite use of the term “day” in other places in Scripture (Gen 2:4; 5:1; 2 Sam 21:12; Isa 11:16), also to the expression “day of the Lord” (= day of judgment) in the prophets, and to Psalm 90:4; 2 Peter 3:8.

c)   To the analogy with other things of God. Here we have to do with God’s days. Now the “things of God” are certainly archetypical (exemplars) for the things of men, but they are not completely identical. Thus we have no right, it is thought, to judge that God’s days are like the days of men.

d)   To the fact that the duration of God’s Sabbath is eternal. That is one of the days here, the seventh day. If the seventh day is not limited to 24 hours, then the six previous days need not be limited to that time span.

On these grounds many, including those who are not intent on a reconciliation of the Scripture with science, accept an extraordinary length for the creation days. This includes many church fathers and theologians of the Middle Ages, and, among more recent theologians, even Charles Hodge inclines to this view.
31. What supports the interpretation that takes “day” in its ordinary meaning?
a)   The entire creation aimed at man as its completion. It is difficult to accept that preparing for this goal took thousands of years.

b)   All the creation days must have been of the same length. Who can accept, however, that a day on which nothing else occurred than the separation between light and darkness was a day of thousands of years?

c)   The fact that the sun and moon, as measures of time, were not present does not mean that there was no time. Already from the beginning God ordained a rhythm and created the light so that it would alternate with the darkness. When later this light was concentrated in the sun and the other bodies, we are told nothing about it being only then that the 24-hour day began. There was no change at that point. Therefore we have a reason for assuming that before that time the rotation of the earth took place at the same speed and that light was so positioned as was necessary for an alternation of day and night within 24 hours.

d)   From v. 14 on the days are unquestionably ordinary days of 24 hours. There God says emphatically of the lights in the expanse that they will be “for days and years.” One might rescue the nonliteral view by assuming for the fourth to the sixth days an extremely slow rotation of the earth about its axis, but what about plant life during those long nights? The night has to have been half of the full day.

e)   It is not accurate to say that the days are God’s days. God ad intra does not have days. Creation is an act proceeding outwardly from God. Appealing to the eternal Sabbath is also of no avail. Although God’s Sabbath is certainly endless, that cannot be said of the first Sabbath (after the six-day creation) for mankind.

f)   The use of the term “day” in Genesis 9:4 is figurative, but in Genesis 1 figurative language is not used. What one must show is another place in Scripture where a first, a second, a third day, etc., are just as sharply separated and nevertheless describe periods of time. The “day of the Lord” in the prophets refers to a specific day—that is, a day on which the Lord appears for judgment, even though His judgment may last longer than one day.

32. Must someone who holds that the days are long time periods be regarded a heretic?
No, in this sense the question is not an essential one. It would only become so if it provided the occasion for granting priority in principle over the Word of God to the so-called results of science.
33. How is the work of the second day related to that of the third day?
By the fact that both works serve the same goal, namely to prepare the earth for the origination of life.
34. Does the separation on the second day have an additional significance?
Yes. Here again one of the lines is drawn whereby clarity and differentiation takes place in what is created. Here spatial relationships with their contrast of below and above are made clear. And these relationships between above and below reflect the relationship between heaven and earth. The rain, which as God’s blessing comes from above, is a symbol for heavenly blessings. Also, in relation to the Holy Spirit Himself an “outpouring” is spoken of. Thus Scripture also teaches us that almost all atmospheric processes come from God. It is His rain, His snow, His hail, His thunder, His lightning.
35. Does the expanse in view refer to a solid firmament?
No, it cannot be proven that Scripture is thinking of something like this with the word
רָקִיעַ
(Psa 104:2, “curtain”; Job 37:18, “mirror”). But one may not forget that the optical phenomenon of the expanse, although it is not held to be something solid, still represents a real idea. Limiting our view and our horizon, it reminds us, on the one hand, of our limitations and earthliness and, on the other hand, it places before our eyes, for our elevation and comfort, the heaven of God’s glory.
36. How should we understand the waters “above the expanse”?
For this reference has been made to Revelation 4:6; 15:2; 22:1. But whatever these heavenly waters may be, it is not conceivable that they are made of the same material as the earthly waters under the expanse. The simplest and most natural understanding is that they are clouds.
37. How many parts are there in the work of the third creation day?
Two: (a) the separation of water and land on the earth; (b) the producing of plant growth on the resultant dried land.
The first will have occurred either by the elevation of land masses, or by the sinking of the sea floor, or by both at the same time (Psa 104:8).
A formal naming follows the separation of land and water, as above (Psa 104:9). The great chaos, the tehom, was not yet the sea, just as the darkness in itself was not yet night. The tehom, the “roaring flood,” did not yet possess those characteristics by which the ocean affects us aesthetically. The grand poetry of the sea in its distinctiveness is willed by God. It shows us the eternal majesty and self-sufficiency of the Lord. That is why seeing the sea has a calming influence. In the presence of this picture of the sublimity and infiniteness of God one feels lifted above all petty cares and thoughts and loses himself in the sovereign will of God. At the same time, the way the ocean is prevented from overflowing the land is a proof of God’s power that set this boundary for the sea (see Job 38:8–11; Psa 65:8).
With respect to the second part of the work on this day, one may note that the earth can only bring forth plant growth because seeds were already planted earlier when the Spirit was hovering. Three kinds of plants are distinguished:
a)  
דֶּשֶׁאּ, so-called cryptogams, that is, flowerless plants that do not fertilize each other in the usual way.

b)  
עֵשֶׂב מַזְרִיעַ זֶרַע, “seed-sowing herbs,” that is, herbs and grains that grow in gardens and fields.

c)   Fruit trees, that is, every fruit-bearing tree in the widest sense of the word. And all this is “according to its kind.”
מִין
comes from a verb that means “split, divide.” “Kind,” then, is intended to substantiate a fixed idea, thought of in contrast to other “kinds.” Pluriformity, not simplicity, is the starting point. This is opposed to the hypothesis of evolution that derives everything from simplicity and sees forms as the chance product of matter, forms that appear and disappear, while only matter is eternal. Rather, Scripture teaches that matter exists for the sake of forms. The merging of kinds is a “degeneration,” a violating of the creation ordinance that made everything “according to its kind.”

38. What belongs to the work of the fourth day?
a)   The making of the “lights” or “light-bearers,”
מְאֹרֹת,
φωστῆρες
(Septuagint). These are the substantial objects, but the material for them will have been present earlier. Perhaps the “lights” were created out of superearthly materials. Does the narrative here speak of all the stars, including those that are invisible to the naked eye? That cannot be proven. Strictly speaking, mention is made here only of those heavenly bodies that give light and are signs for the earth. Reserve is fitting for us here. We have no right to maintain that the earth is the center of all heavenly bodies. On the other hand, the little earth is certainly a center. And that involves nothing incongruous. God does not reckon merely quantitatively. The world constantly plays up what it deems matters of great magnitude against the smallness of God’s work. But God is a personal God, not a universal cosmic being, and it is the prerogative of His personality if He is divinely partial, choosing earth, as it were, over against the heavenly bodies.

b)   Determining the assigned role of these bodies. This perhaps contains, in advance, a protest against all pagan superstition regarding these spheres. Their purpose is positive:

1.   To separate between day and night. It is not as if day and night had not existed earlier. But now for the first time light is concentrated in the day and makes its full and specific appearance. The sun begins to rule over the day and the latter must comply with the sun. The earth now receives its light specifically from above. The night, which before this appears to have been completely dark, now receives a light as well.


2.   To be signs,
אֹתֹת. They are thus a kind of writing, written by God in the sky with His fingers. These signs indicate the climate, the weather and its changes, and sometimes by their constellations or by their sudden appearances proclaim important events in advance. There is, however, their misuse (Jer 10:2; see, however, Matt 2:2; Luke 21:25).


3.   To be for set times,
מוֹעֲדִים. This has in view the rhythm of the seasons and what is connected to the seasons in activities like farming, raising cattle, or commerce. The moon, too, has significance here, insofar as it regulates the months, and by it the festival times in Israel will be calculated (Psa 104:19; Jer 8:7).


4.   To be for days and years, that is, for determining the lengths of the days and for measuring the length of a year.


c)   Establishing the significance of a part of these bodies for organic life on earth. They are “to give light upon the earth.” Therefore the sun and moon are called “the great lights,” since they provide a large amount of light upon the earth, not so much because of their size. It is simply a question of how big they appear on earth, what they are for us.

39. What follows on the fifth creation day?
On the fifth day birds and fish appear, of which the first belong to the sky, the second to the water. Here there is a backward glance to the separation of the second and third day, respectively. Heaven and water were there before the dry land, therefore they are the first to be populated. There is also a correspondence of organic structure between water animals and animals of the air. They are transient and mobile and share these characteristics with their distinctive element and with each other, in contrast to the stability of the earth. They also are similar in the way they reproduce. We read, “Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures,” that is, “full of schools of fish.” Nothing is said about what such birds and fish are made of. “In the expanse of heaven” means “air,” for which Hebrew does not have a word. “Birds” and “fish” of course mean all water animals and flying animals. Scripture recognizes that here a higher level of organic life appears. Therefore these products are addressed and blessed. The animals are spoken to, while the plants were only spoken of. The animals have
נֶפֶשׁ חַיָּה, “living soul,” or, more properly, are “living soul”; sentient life is concentrated in them. Here, too, the creation is a creation in sorts, “according to its kind.” It does not appear that for every kind only one pair was created. Rather the opposite is to be derived from the text. The animals could have been created at the same time in different places on earth. In the case of the creation of man it was different. There the creation of one pair at one point was necessary.
40. What belongs to the sixth creation day?
The creation of land animals and of men. Land animals are of three kinds:
a)  
בְּהֵמָה; large, tame animals. Thus man is not related to all animals in the same way; there are tame and wild animals. God shows this by creating tame animals as a separate class, and man has commensurate responsibilities toward these animals. It is not a matter of indifference how man treats them. In
בְּהֵמָה, from
בהם, “to be mute,” there is an indication of the benign character of these tame animals.

b)   “Creeping animals,” that is, creeping animals on land, for there are also creeping animals in the oceans.

c)  
חַיְתוֹ־אֶרֶץ; “wild animals of the ground.” This need not indicate “ferocious animals”—here again “according to their kind.” The animal world is most closely connected with the earth on which it lives. Therefore, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures.” Such language does not occur later concerning man.

41. In what in particular does the importance of the creation of man appear?
In the solemn words of deliberation that precede, “Let us make man after our image and after our likeness.” For the meaning of “us,” see the doctrine of the Trinity. Man is intended to reveal the image of God, also insofar as He is a triune God. The Logos and the Spirit specifically have, with the Father, placed their stamp on man.
42. Is there a difference between the expressions “image” and “likeness”?
No, both expressions say the same thing and reinforce each other. Should one wish to make a distinction, one may say, “in our image,”
בְּצַלְמֵנוּ, that is, “in the quality of the image of God, as God’s image.” For this meaning of the preposition
בּ, see Exodus 6:3, “as God almighty,”
בְּאֵל שַׁדָּי; Psalm 35:2, “rise up as my help,”
בְּעֶזְרָתִי; Isaiah 40:10, “as a mighty one,”
בְּחָזָק; Psalm 37:20, “as smoke,”
בֶעָשָׁן. The second expression, “after our likeness,”
כִּדְמוּתֵנוּ, does not refer to the image in man, but to the knowledge of the image that is present in God’s consciousness of God Himself and after which man is created as after a model.
43. Does the image of God consist in dominion over the lower creation?
No, this dominion is certainly brought into connection with the image of God and depends on the image, but it is not the image. Also, the reference here is not to all dominion but to that which all human beings possess equally by virtue of their being human. Compare, on the other hand, 1 Corinthians 11:7–8, where the reference is to an image and ruling in another sense, specifically with the male person in view. The dominion man has over the lower creation is not the same as the dominion God has, and therefore cannot constitute the image of God.
44. What is made evident by the fact that creation after the image of God is mentioned first?
That the image of God lies above the distinction between man and woman, in what is human in general and belongs to woman as well as man.
45. What is the sense of the distinction here between “man” and “woman”?
It appears here as a natural distinction of gender and does not yet come into view as an ethical relationship with marriage in view. That comes later. Therefore here,
זָכָר
and
נְקֵבָה; later,
אִישׁ
and
אִשָׁה.
46. What was the original mandate according to the creation ordinance for man?
To subdue the earth, thus to lead an active, industrious life. Naturally such work is meant by which powers are not exhausted but multiplied.
47. Of what did the food of man consist according to v. 29?
From seed-bearing plants and from trees with seed-bearing fruit. Thus, vegetables for food. See the later command after the flood. Also, for the future, Isaiah 11:6ff. When food in heaven is mentioned, whether figuratively or where sacramental food is mentioned, Scripture always speaks only of plant food.
48. May we conclude from this that originally animals were immortal?
No, that would be to conclude too much. But certainly death with pain, the groaning of the creature (Rom 8:20), first entered the creation later with sin. In the plant world death certainly existed before the fall.
49. Is it not true that the human body is designed for the use of animals as food?
One may not reason back from the current condition of the body to its original design. Sin has brought about a radical change. As an organism man stands in the middle between plant-eating and flesh-eating animals. He can, if need be, still live only from plants.
50. Why is it said at the end that everything was “very good” (v. 31), while earlier everything is said to be merely “good”?
Because each product of creation, corresponding to God’s higher idea, was nevertheless in its isolation not the complete expression of that idea. The idea of the world that God willed to realize was a harmonious whole. Only in the whole can the crowning goodness, which is spoken of here, be present.
51. What elements are there in the “resting” of God?
a)   A negative element of ceasing from creating.

b)   A positive element of taking pleasure in the finished work. This element is essential for the scriptural concept of “rest.” When the work is finished and the supervisor looks upon it with inner satisfaction, then his capacities rest, and, still, he is all eyes, all ears, all attentiveness, all admiration. He focuses all his energies on what he made in order to comprehend it and to penetrate it. This for the first time is true rest, and so is the rest of God, the joy with which He recognizes and greets the created world as the image of His own glory. The rest of God is thus not a withdrawing of the Lord into the depths of His being, from which He had emerged in order to create. When God is refreshed at the sight of His work, then that look of enjoyment goes out as a blessing over the creation, and man, in whose consciousness the creation is reflected, receives in his heart that peace, as sharer in the Sabbath of God. That is the meaning of the “blessing” of the Sabbath.

52. What do some claim about the creation narrative in Genesis 2?
That it is not only independent of Genesis 1 but also at different points contradicts this chapter, since it comes from another source. Here, they say, man is created first (2:7). Here the earth is dry before the growth of the plants. Adam is first created separately.
53. How is this claim to be answered?
That there is no difference, if we only keep in view that Genesis 2 is not nor does it intend to be a creation narrative. The name
תּוֹלְדוֹת
(v. 4) never means the “birth” of something in the sense of its “beginning,” but always the “births” [plural] of something, that is, its history after it has already originated. The expression stems from the time when history was still a description of generations, that is, in its most primitive form (Gen 10:1). Genesis 2:4 is thus a heading for what follows and not the conclusion of what precedes. And here only as much of what precedes is recapitulated as is necessary to understand what follows. Given that understanding, we can account for all the differences between Genesis 1 and 2.
54. Is creation a work of the Father only?
No, as an external [ad extra] work it is to be attributed to the triune God. Economically, however, it can be ascribed to the Father. The Father appears in the economy of God, especially in the economy of grace, as our Judge. And He is that as our Creator. As far as the act of creation is concerned, we observe that the three Persons of the divine being work together. From the Father, then, as we noted above, comes being, the bringing forth of substance out of nothing; from the Son comes individuated being, the idea; from the Spirit, living being. In this sense the creating of the substance of the spirits is permanently attributed to the Father, while the Son as Logos enlightens each of these spirits that comes into the world, and the Spirit of God causes the spirits to live. In re-creation this is likewise the case (see 1 Pet 1:3).
In the creation of the universe by the triune God lies the guarantee that nature also, as far as it extends, provides a trustworthy revelation of the being of God. It is not as if the natural revelation must lead to Unitarian results and then suddenly, in a totally unprepared fashion, the idea of the Trinity appears before us on the basis of God’s supernatural revelation. The more and better we get to know nature, the more will we be brought face to face with the triune God.
55. Is creation an eternal act?
No, as a transitive act of God that has an object outside of God, it is an act in time, at least an act that coincides with the beginning of time. It is certainly true that in God’s being itself no time distinction exists, and that thus creation, too, as an activity of God, may not be drawn within time. But that kind of eternity is proper to all of God’s acts. One must only hold that the creation is not eternal in the same sense, for example, as the generation of the Son is eternal and the decrees are eternal. The latter not only proceed from eternity but also remain within eternity; they terminate with something eternal. That is not the case with the creation.
56. Does not the creation of the universe detract from the immutability of God?
No, when Scripture appears to speak as if there is a succession and change in God Himself, it is expressing itself in a human way. For example, in Psalm 90, where the absolute eternity of God is taught so clearly, it is however also said, “Before the mountains were born and You had brought forth the earth and the world, yes, from everlasting to everlasting You are God.” (v. 2). The word “before” appears to introduce time into eternity, but that is because of the weakness of human language.
One must distinguish between active and passive creation (creatio activa and passiva). The former has in view the act of creating in God, the latter, the universe as created. Of the former Voetius says, “Creation, actively considered, is not a real change because by it God is not changed by that act; it only requires a new relationship of the Creator to what is created. And this new relation, which is not real in God, can therefore not effect a real change in Him.” And Wollebius says: “The creation is not a change in the Creator, but a change in the creature, a change from potential being to actual being.”
57. If God’s act of creating does not take place in time, how then can the passive creation, what has been created, manifest a distinction in time between its different parts?
The reason lies in the distinction in order that was conceived and willed in God’s act of creating. Included in God’s idea of creation and in God’s will to create is that one thing follow the other, and therefore in passive creation there is a sequence of time corresponding to this logical order in God. In other words, time and differences of time are products of creation, not the forms in which the creating God Himself moves.
58. How must we answer the question: Could God have created the universe earlier or later?
Here, too, one must distinguish between active and passive creation. As far as the universe’s being created is concerned, this could have occurred earlier or later, if God had so willed. On the other hand, as far as the creativa activa, the creating act of God, is concerned, this could not have happened earlier or later by hastening or delaying the existence of the universe. We may not posit time before the existence of the universe, whereby something would have been taken away if the universe had been there earlier, or where something would have been added if the universe had come into existence later. There is no time before creation. There is only eternity, and time can make no intrusion into eternity, no creature can by its existence or nonexistence add something or take away something from eternity. Already Augustine said very accurately, “Without doubt the world did not come into existence in time, but with time” (De Civitate Dei [The City of God], 10.6).
59. Is it possible to defend the doctrine of an eternal creation (as product)?
As is well known, this was defended by Origen. Others have viewed it as an open question, that is to say, philosophically, apart from the witness of Scripture; so, Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus.
Against this doctrine are the following considerations:

a)   The concept of an eternal creation cannot be reconciled with that of a creation out of nothing. Of itself the idea of creation out of nothing includes a transition from nonbeing to being.

b)   The concept of an eternal creation leads to a confusion of creation and providence. If the universe is from eternity and nevertheless created, then it is also eternally created and is continually being created. Providence then becomes a continuous creation, or creation eternal providence, which amounts to the same thing.

c)   An eternal existence of the world conflicts a priori with the theological character of world history. A history is something that must have a beginning and an end. We can conceive of an ocean of motionless water as having no shore, but for a swiftly moving stream we ask about its beginning and end.

Other arguments are less convincing. Some argue that if the universe were eternal, there would no longer be a difference between creation and the generation of the Logos. But the distinction would remain that the creation is out of nothing, while the generation of the Logos is out of the being of God. Also, it is hardly convincing to say that the eternity of the universe limits God in His eternity and infinity. God’s infinity is in any case of a completely different sort than a universe without a beginning (see H. E. Gravemeijer [Leesboek over de Gereformeerde Geloofsleer] in the section where he discusses this issue).
60. How does Scripture speak about this question?
Genesis 1 speaks of an absolute “beginning.” Similarly, John 1 speaks of a “beginning,” in which the Word was through whom all things were made (v. 3). When Origen helped himself by assuming a series of worlds before this world, this idea is in conflict with what Psalm 90 says, “Before the mountains were born … from everlasting to everlasting You are God.” Behind this universe lies no other, but rather eternity.
61. Is the universe created out of nothing or out of already existing material?
Out of nothing, and that indeed out of nihil negativum [negative nothing]. Philosophers, it is true—Plato, for instance—have sometimes spoken of a nothingness that is only relative, compared with a higher reality. That was called nihil privativum [privative nothing]. By nothing was meant a certain kind of reality. The expression “out of nothing” does not come from the canonical Scriptures but from 2 Maccabees 7:28 in the Latin Vulgate, “ex nihilo.” See Sapientia Solomonis [Wisdom of Solomon] 11:18, where mention is made of creation out of formless matter, which however could refer to the second creation. For creation out of nothing Hebrews 11:3 is emphatic.
62. What is the difference between first and second creation?
The same as the difference between immediate and mediate creation (creatio prima sive immediata; creatio secunda sive mediata). The former refers to bringing matter out of nothing; the latter to the further preparation of created matter. For both the word “creation” is used. The ongoing creation of spirits belongs to the first, immediate creation.
63. What are the main divergent theories regarding the origin of the universe?
a)   The dualistic theory. God formed the universe from something that existed along with Him from eternity. Sometimes this matter is seen as ethically evil. Objections to this theory are the following:

1.   Matter is not worthy to be made absolute and eternal in this manner, much less evil matter or matter as evil. Only matter that is the product of the eternal Spirit is acceptable, not an eternal, blind matter, which then must be evil per se. The latter is the view of Plato and Aristotle.


2.   The law of parsimony prohibits accepting two basic principles, where one can suffice.


3.   Creation out of nothing does not violate the law of causality. For the law of causality does not teach us that all matter must come from other matter but only that all change must have a cause. Thus every origin must also have a cause. The cause of the origin of the material of the universe lies in the creating act of God.


4.   For dualism, which teaches the eternity of a spiritually evil principle, every guarantee is lacking that the good will maintain the upper hand in the world. What is absolute and eternally necessary, we should say, cannot perish. Such an eternal antithesis does not allow itself to be removed by anything in world history, no matter how long it lasts.


b)   The emanation theory, the doctrine that the universe flowed out of God. Here God and the universe are one in principle. The emanation is pantheistic. God is called the absolute insofar as the universe has not yet emerged from Him. This theory can be worked out in different ways, each according to whether it is based on identity pantheism or idealistic pantheism.

A particular, more recent form of this theory distinguishes in God between form and matter. Form is the divine spirit. Matter is the so-called “nature” in God. For the universe, form comes out of God’s form, matter out of God’s matter. Thereby God is thought of as self-conscious, which is usually denied by pantheism. The transition from form and matter in God to form and matter in the universe is pictured as an overflowing of God, although others speak of an act of His free will. Rothe is one of the proponents of this theory.


The emanation idea originates in the East, the theory of evolution in the West. The path of the former runs from above to below, the path of the latter is the reverse. The theory of evolution is atheistic, the emanation theory is pantheistic. We oppose these systems on the following grounds:


1.   They do not do justice to God’s transcendence and mix God and the universe.


2.   The infinity of God’s infinity is changed into God’s being everything. And God does not remain infinite, since He can be just as little outside the universe as the universe can be outside Him.


3.   The more recent form of this theory, such as we find it in Rothe, consciously shifts dualism into God Himself, something to which all emanation theory must lead if it in some sense wants to maintain the distinction between God and the universe. “Matter,” however refined it may be, is present in God. And this matter, a part of God, will have to descend outside God to become a lower form. Thus, a “fall” in God or out of God.


4.   The emanation theory robs God of His sovereignty as well as His omnipotence. The concept of revelation is completely falsified by it. It makes God to be a partner of all the evil, both ethical and physical, that is in the universe.


5.   The concept of moral evil is completely modified, since God is no longer thought of as a personal being.


6.   The only true emanation, in the higher sense of the word, lies within the triune being of God Himself. But there are differences between emanation and generation. They differ:


a.   In the object: In emanation it is finite, in generation, infinite.




b.   In the object: In emanation it is impersonal, in generation, personal.




c.   In the subject: In emanation it is impersonal, in generation and spiration, personal.




d.   In the outcome: Son and Holy Spirit remain within the being of God, the emanated universe falls out of God.




c)   The theory of evolution. This theory claims that everything has developed, and is still developing, from a single instance of matter by the working of certain natural laws. The theory of evolution, however, does not have an answer to the question where that matter and those laws come from. It can therefore not be a substitute for the doctrine of creation and is based, moreover, on deism or pantheism.




7. Providence
1. What is providence?
The eternal work of God by which He causes the created universe, as far as its substance is concerned, to continue to exist. Concerning its power, He causes it to operate, and concerning its operations, to reach the goal intended by Him.
2. What is the relation of this works of God to His other works?
a)   Providence differs from creation modaliter [in its mode], insofar as creation effects the transition for the universe from nonexistence to existence. Providence, in contrast, is the cause of the continuation and continuing operation of the already established existence of the universe and of the powers already present in it.

b)   Providence is the execution of the decree of God, insofar as the decree is related to the continuing existence and the natural development of the created universe and because the decree has a willing and efficacious side closely connected with the universe.

c)   Providence belongs to the ad extra works of God and in particular to the works of nature, which are to be distinguished from the works of grace. Therefore we do not speak of the works of grace under God’s providence. This distinction has not always been made by theologians, for even those who speak of the opera naturae [works of nature] and the opera gratiae [works of grace] classify miracles, which are in the closest connection with the works of grace, under providence.

3. What is the basis for the doctrine of God’s preservation of the universe?
a)   On the continual representation of Scripture that the creature, although possessing a real existence, nevertheless at no moment and in no respect can be independent of God. If it existed of itself, then so far as its being is concerned it would be like God.

b)   On the doctrine of divine immanence, according to which God with His eternal power and divine nature can be excluded from nothing in creation. Therefore it will not do to exclude Him from the ongoing existence of the substance of creation.

c)   On the explicit declarations of Holy Scripture (see Neh 9:6; Col 1:17; Heb 1:3).

4. Is providence, as far as preservation is concerned, a purely negative work, consisting in the fact that God does not destroy the created universe?
No, it is a positive work, for only of God can it be true that He remains where He always is. God alone is absolute being. That the universe exists is not in itself sufficient grounds for its continuing to exist. For this, a new work of God is necessary, which we call preservation. Failure to appreciate that necessity is based on a deistic concept of God and on a deistic worldview. The biblical, Reformed doctrine navigates between the two extremes of pantheism and deism.
5. How does it come about that we are so inclined to fall into this deistic error, as if given with the existence of a thing is its continuing existence, unless a positive act of destruction intervenes between the two?
Because we have made for ourselves a god in our image and our likeness. Our relation to things outside of us is more or less deistic. When we have made something, then the sufficient grounds for its continuing to exist seem to us to lie in the fact that it exists. We do not then preserve it further, but it remains because it is. That way of thinking we then transfer to God. Of course this involves a huge petitio principii. For that something continues to exist when it is made by us does not depend on the fact that it exists, but exclusively on the preserving power of God.
6. What is the opposite extreme with respect to the doctrine of preservation?
That in a pantheistic fashion the continuity of the substance of the universe is abolished, and the universe is seen as being created every moment by God out of nothing. Preservation thus becomes a continuous creation. Supporters of this view are:
a)   Many old dogmaticians, who desired to lay the emphasis on the creaturely and dependent existence of the universe. Therefore they call conservatio [conservation] a creatio continua [continuous creation]. For example, Ursinus, Heidegger, Alsted, Rijssen do this. This was not wrongly intended, but is, however, less happily formulated.

b)   Many who under this formulation conceal a pantheistic worldview. One can already find the principles of this view in Descartes, which is then given a pantheistic coloring later in Malebranche and in Spinoza became a full-blown pantheism. Jonathan Edwards, who brought the sovereignty of God dangerously close to the borders of pantheism, defended this opinion in his book on original sin.

7. What objections must be brought against this identification of creation and preservation?
a)   It abolishes all continuity in the existence of things. The element of what is abiding, of permanence, thereby disappears from the concept of substance. The universe comes into existence anew every moment; its existing at moment A is in no regard the basis for its existing at moment B, etc. So then, for B it is also completely indifferent whether an A instead of a P or a Q preceded. The real connection between moments of existing falls away.

b)   The opposition between this opinion and the biblical view lies completely on the line of the opposition between pantheism and theism. According to this theory everything flows constantly out of God, everything must be created anew every moment. Since time is divisible into infinity, no one can determine a limit for how short the moments of creation are and so finally they will become so short that there no longer remains any room for existence, that is, the universe is constantly being created, but it never actually is. This comes dangerously close to the illusionism that asserts that finite things are an illusion.

c)   This theory can also lead to Idealism. Fundamentally, here all Vermittelung [mediating] of things by each other is abolished, just at the point where it is most obvious, namely in the continuing existence of identical objects. If A in moment A is not the basis for the existence of A in moment B, how then will A ever be able to be the basis of B? In other words, how will we be able to maintain causality as real?

d)   This theory becomes its most dangerous if its consequences are drawn for the life of man. It breaks up that life into a number of unconnected parts and thereby takes away the basis for moral life, for continuity of character, and for the responsibility of man.

8. How then ought we to think about the preservation of God?
As the act by which He, by a positive expression of His will, causes a thing, as it already exists or in connection with that existence, to remain itself. This does not mean that what exists in moment A does half the work necessary to perpetuate itself, and God does the other half. It is not a divided work. Rather God works so that He makes use of the existence of A in moment A in order to cause this identical A to continue to exist in moment B. Beyond this, the way in which this occurs must remain incomprehensible for us. We may not, however, abandon the continuity of things. As we shall see, this same co-working of God with what already exists returns in connection with other acts of providence.
9. What then ought to be considered as belonging to preservation?
a)   First of all, maintaining the substance of things, both spiritual and material, and of both in their specific identity. The continuity of spirits is other than that of matter, and God preserves both of them according to their nature.

b)   Besides matter and spiritual substance, there is, however, still more reality.

There is form, attribute, power, and still more. The question arises, therefore, as to whether maintaining these belongs to preservation. The answer, in brief, must be the following: Insofar as these things are not active powers or actions, their maintenance must be subsumed under the category of preservation. On the other hand, insofar as they are nothing other than active powers, they belong to the act of concursus, if one will continue to make a logical and clear distinction between preserving and co-working. Gravity, for example, is, as far as we know, always at work; it is identical with its action. There is as well, however, a latent or dormant gravity, not active as such, that would thus fall under preservation. It appears, then, that with regard to powers God need cause their action to continue only by concursus. It is, however, extremely difficult to indicate the boundary between latent and constantly active powers. Scripture does not distinguish between such things, and we may therefore be satisfied with pointing out this distinction in general.


c)   Many also reckon the maintenance of type for organic genera and kinds to preservation. One should bear in mind, however, that here creation (creationism) in part and co-working and governing in part intersect, and that further the identity of kinds and genera cannot be called an identity in the strict sense, but only a similarity, unless one explains the propagation of individuals in a realistic fashion.

10. What is the second work of providence?
Co-working, which has reference not to the substance of things but to their action. If substance and activity differ, then with respect to the latter a specific immanence of God must exist, an immanence that at least modaliter [as to its mode] differs from that with respect to the former. The same arguments that are valid for preservation can be made for co-working. God may no more be excluded from the activity of things than from their substance. When Charles Hodge maintains that the theory of concursus seeks to make comprehensible what is incomprehensible, that is not the case, at least it does not have to be the case. Nothing more is present in the postulate of concursus than in that of preservation. We see that both must be accepted, but how that is so we comprehend as little for the one as the other.
11. What grounds, besides what has been mentioned, do we have for assuming a co-working of God?
a)   Scripture says that we are not only in God but also live and move in Him.

b)   God works in all of nature down to the smallest and most insignificant matters, or what are such for us (Psa 104:21; Matt 5:45; 10:29; Acts 14:17). If we were to accept that God in a deistic fashion lets nature work of itself, then all these texts would have to be taken figuratively and the consolation of our religion and worship would be lost.

c)   The entire teleology of nature and of history speaks of an immanent working of God (cf. Job 12:7–9; Dan 4:35).

d)   Every individual has only to look at his life history to discern that there was a higher hand that governed it. At this point faith in God’s co-working is most closely connected with our dependence upon Him. He directs even our free acts, and however far above our comprehension may be the manner in which he does that, in any case it must be a co-working, a concursus. Not matter, not fate, not chance can affect us, if our freedom is to be maintained, but only the co-working of God (Psa 104:4; Prov 16:1; 21:1).

12. How are we to think about this concursus?
Here, too, two extremes will have to be avoided, deism and pantheism. According to the first, the powers and the laws of nature certainly come from God and as such are not necessary for God but now work of themselves such that God remains excluded. That eliminates God’s immanence. According to the other extreme, God alone does everything in nature, that is, there are not two causes that work together; the laws of nature and the powers of nature are just abstractions from God’s modes of working. Thus, nature and God are identified. That can happen (like the theory of preservation as creatio continua) in a twofold manner:
a)   In the consistent pantheistic sense, so that God is not only immediately all power and motion of the universe but is also the ground and the substance of the universe.

b)   In the sense of inclining toward pantheism, so that the universe is certainly distinguished from God substantially but the power of the universe is still viewed exclusively as divine power; God = nature.

13. What must be urged against this opinion that inclines toward pantheism?
Although there are glimmers of this view in Zwingli and Calvin and other Reformed theologians, one can still not say that they were conscious of eliminating the action of second causes. In their views we have to do more with dangerous formulations than real error. Nevertheless, Reformed theology must guard against such formulations much more than against deism, because our basic principle does not drive us in the direction of the latter, but toward pantheism. We note:
a)   That this conception, as if God is the only acting cause in the universe, is based more on a philosophical concept of the absolute than on scriptural grounds.

b)   That this conception is in conflict with the experience that we acquire from our own inner actions. We know ourselves as causa secunda [second causes] and will have to assume that, after discounting the difference between the activity of spirit and the activity of matter, something similar to what we call (spiritual) causality also takes place in material substances when we act.

c)   That this conception brings us extremely close to Idealism and pantheism. It is inconsistent to posit a universe outside of God in which God nevertheless is the only acting cause. If He is thus made the doer of all doing, then one must also go a step further and make Him the being of all being.

d)   That this conception is irreconcilable with the rational responsibility of man, insofar as that responsibility depends upon the causality of our will.

14. What must be maintained regarding concursus?
a)   That it, like preservation, has to do with what is already created. In creating, God has placed powers in substances. These are realities, however uncertain we may be about the kind of reality that is to be attributed to them. There is something in the earth by which it exercises an attracting power. God has created it there and connected it in a certain way with the matter of earth. Just as He preserves the matter that makes up the earth, so He co-works together with that power that is joined to matter so that it endures. It is not God in the literal sense who attracts in the earth, but rather the earth itself that attracts by the concursus of God.

b)   It is not a physical or metaphysical power but His omnipotent will by which God exercises His concursus, the same will by which He created the universe and preserves it. Making this distinction avoids the pantheistic formulations that hyper-Calvinistic theology has often fallen into. If God as causa prima [first cause] acts in the universe by physical or metaphysical power and if, as in fact is the case, this physical or metaphysical power is completely sufficient to explain what is effected, then no place remains for causae secundae [second causes], unless one divides power in two and attributes half to God and the other half to the creature. If, on the other hand, one holds that God is to be distinguished from the universe, not only with respect to substance but also with respect to its activity, then we arrive at recognition of the fact that what is at work propro sensu [in the proper sense] in the universe is the power not of God but of the universe, and that this power, however, at every point and in every moment, is dependent on the omnipotent will of God and without that will cannot express itself. In this way both the transcendence and the immanence of God are maintained, although here too we must confess our ignorance regarding the way in which God’s omnipotent will is involved in the power of the creature.

c)   What we call the laws and the powers of nature is a reality, a propensity placed in things by God to act and also to act in this way and not otherwise. These wills and powers are made suitable to the matter to which they belong. There is congruence between them and the substances to which they adhere. However, we may not go so far as to think of these laws and powers as already given with these substances or as inseparably bound to them. In that case the difference between preservation and concursus would vanish. And it would be impossible for God to change natural law, to abolish it, without changing or destroying substance. By His omnipotent will God can join to the same substance new and different powers than were previously proper to it. He follows the order of nature as He Himself has established it, but He by no means does that because He cannot do otherwise. It is important to keep this in view for describing the concept of miracle. It has been observed, correctly, that in an absolute sense no miracles exist for God. For Him it is no more miraculous for iron to float on water than for it to sink. He can exercise the influence of His will on the co-working factors involved so that iron floats and just as well exercise that influence so that it sinks. When, however, by His will He exercises other such influences, that is always accompanied by a real change in the powers of things themselves, for these really exist and are not simply the power of God.

d)   How we ought not to think of God’s concursus follows from what has already been said. Different wrong conceptions must be rejected:

1.   Concursus is not general and indifferent (concursus generalis et indifferens), as the Jesuits, the Socinians, and the Remonstrants maintain. This general concursus is thought of as a neutral power imparted by God to all causae secundae [second causes], as the result of which they can act, while, further, the manner of their action is dependent on the kind of causae secundae. The sun imparts the same heat and power to grow to all plants on earth, yet these plants do not all grow in the same way because they differ from each other in kind.


The motives for this conception lie on an ethical terrain. One wished to keep God free from co-working in sin and to leave room for the liberum arbitrium [free will]. One distinguished between materia [matter] and forma [form] in the act of sin. The former was attributed to God, who effected it by His concursus generalis et indifferens, the latter (the form) came from man. (Even Reformed theologians, like Gravemeijer, make use of this distinction). Although we ought to have all respect for the first motive mentioned above and to recognize every difficulty of the problem that emerges for us through the presence of sin in the world, nevertheless we can only see in this generalizing of concursus a failed attempt to maintain God’s holiness at the expense of His absoluteness. God is kept free from evil (at least apparently), but at the same time He is kept apart from a part of the activity of the creature. God with His eternal power and capability also cannot be excluded from that doing by which His general influence becomes specific. There is in sin not only a metaphysical substrate as a real act; there is also reality in the form of sin, activity that is specifically culpable, and even of this culpable activity it is the case that it cannot be initiated or carried out against God’s will and without His concursus. It is much better here to let what is inexplicable stand in its inexplicability than to make do with solutions that do not do justice to another, acknowledged truth.





2.   Neither is concursus to be conceived of as partial, so that God and the creature would share the activity involved. The same act, it is to be emphasized much more, is at the same time entirely an act of God and entirely an act of the creature. It is an act of God in its entirety insofar as there is nothing in it that does not depend on His eternal will and insofar as at each moment of its occurring it is determined by this will. At the same time it is an act of the creature insofar as by the creature and from its center the will of God causes the act to occur and be manifested as a reality. As on so many other points where we deal with the relationship between the finite and the infinite, here we encounter two spheres into which one and the same object falls without the one limiting the other. Just as the infinity of space is not the infinity of God and still is borne by the infinity of God and does not limit the infinity of God, so also the activity of second causes is not the activity of God in a proper sense but is nonetheless borne by the activity of God without limiting the activity of God. God can do everything and the creature can do everything in the same instance, since the spheres of doing are different and need not exclude each other.


3.   From what has been said it is now also excluded that the activity of God and that of the creature may be placed entirely on the same line. God’s activity has the primacy in order. Also, it is not to be thought that God pairs His concursus with the act of the creature as the same causa occasionalis [occasional cause]. We must rather affirm the following for concursus—with respect to the working of the creature God’s activity is:


a.   Concursus praevius sive praedeterminans [prior or antecedent co-working]. In created things there is not a principle that works of itself and to which God then attaches. Rather, in every specific case the first impulse to activity and movement comes from God. God is first active before the creature can act. Every action and reaction of things that interact with each other depends in this way on God’s omnipotent will. When a spark and gunpowder come in contact with each other, then all the conditions for an explosion are supplied by the preservation of God that maintained the particular powers of both, but those powers cannot cause this new phenomenon of an explosion by reacting with each other unless God co-works per concursum praevium [through prior concursus]. It is obvious that this prae [before] in praevius does not mean priority in time. It is entirely a question of order. It must be noted further that this concursus praevius does not terminate on the action of the creature, but on the creature itself.




b.   Concursus simultaneus [simultaneous concursus]. Once the action has begun, the efficacious will of God must also accompany it reciprocally at every moment if it is to continue. This concursus simultaneus, in distinction from the concursus praevius, does not concern the creature but its action. While the Jesuits among Roman Catholic theologians wanted to conceive of the concursus only as simultaneous and thus deny a concursus praevius, some Reformed theologians have accepted the latter as applying only to good and gracious actions and for the rest remained satisfied with the demands of a concursus simultaneus. However, one cannot make a distinction here between good acts and acts that are not good. With respect to their reality they are on the same line, and if a good action cannot take place without a concursus praevius, so the same must be maintained about an evil action.




c.   Concursus immediatus, that is, an immediate concursus. We often make use of means to bring about some action, and although God uses means for His governing in order to realize His purpose, this cannot be said with regard to concursus. When God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah by letting fire rain out of heaven, that is a mediate act of governing, but at the same time it is God’s immediate concursus by which He enables fire to fall, to glow, to burn, to consume. In all the means that His governing utilizes, God’s concursus is therefore immediately active. This immediateness is further described in detail by dogmaticians as an immediateness quoad suppositium and quoad virtutem. The first means an immediacy with respect to a being, the second an immediacy with respect to power. When God exercises His concursus, no other being, no other thing, interposes itself between this concursus and its object, as, for example, the sculptor places his chisel between himself and the block of marble. Even the causa secunda [second cause], although action is rightly attributed to it, does not in this way lie between God and the result. God’s act adjoins and is involved directly in what is done. With respect to power God’s concursus is likewise “immediate.” It is not as if power issues and is separated from Him in order to be then further transferred apart from Him, to bring other power into action and thus cause a certain final action to exist. Rather, in every transposition and transmission of power, God is present at every moment with His concursus praevius and simultaneus. Here, too, the power that really belongs to causae secundae [second causes] does not form a link between God and the end result.




15. After considering what belongs under preservation and co-working, what belongs to the governing of God as a unique act of providence?
This question is not so easy to answer as it appears at a first glance. It may not be denied that the three spheres of providence more or less touch each other. With regard to God’s preservation and co-working we have already seen that. That is even clearer with respect to the distinction between co-working and governing. Thus one may reason as follows: Given that God preserves things in their being, preserves the powers resident in them, and by His concursus praevius [prior concursus] maintains them in their action and generally works through second causes, that is, His providence does not belong to the opera gratiae [works of grace] but to the opera naturae [works of nature] and does not rest on immediate intervention but on the use of powers previously placed in the world, what then remains for His governing? Consequently, some have proposed to apply another scheme than the old conventional one to providence. Many distinguish only between conservatio [preservation] and rectio or gubernatio [ruling or governing]; see the Heidelberg Catechism; see also Keckermann, Alting, Heidanus, Maresius. They then reckon concursus as belonging to gubernatio, ruling. Conversely, however, one could just as well classify the latter with the former, that is, be able to think of the gubernatio as taking place by concursus. Nevertheless, it occurs to us that room remains for a distinction. One may note the following:
a)   That God concurs still only means that He causes the natural powers to work when they work and to work as they ordinarily work. To say that does not yet specify the way in which these natural powers interact or group themselves, on which the end result will depend entirely. That fire glows and burns is already determined by concursus, and for that no special act of God’s governing is needed. That fire must burn me precisely in the moment that I come in contact with fire by moving myself toward it, or that fire from heaven must strike me, does not in itself lie in the specificity of the power of nature. To regulate this happening would therefore fall to God’s ruling. In other words, in the area of natural science, where one adheres strictly to the laws of nature and seeks to explain everything from its natural causes, there still remains a large area of possible connections and groupings of the powers of nature not already determined by the laws of nature. In the language of the world one calls that the area of chance. We have already treated this concept earlier. It was defined there as the occurrence of things whose causes for us are unknown and indeterminable. Chance, then, has an exclusively subjective meaning. That the lot falls this or that way is for us chance. Still, we do not maintain that there are no natural causes for its falling as it does. From the vantage point of God’s governing, however, we could speak of chance in a more objective sense, namely as the occurring of those things that are not already determined by natural causes—occurrences, thus, whose determination is not entirely given by causae secundae [second causes]. The Latin word for “chance,” accidens, seems to be connected with this concept (from ad [toward] and cadere [to fall]). It would be called chance in this more than subjective sense, for example, if someone crosses the street and a roof tile falls on his head. His crossing the street had natural causes, the falling of the roof tile likewise had natural causes, but that he was crossing the street just when the roof tile fell at that exact spot is called chance, for it was an accidentia [accident], a coinciding of these two series of natural occurrences.

Now it is obvious that in this instance also we may not speak of chance from a Christian and theological standpoint. The use of this word is and remains a worldly way of speaking. God collocates and arranges the series of things so that they occur and coincide. At the basis of occurring there is everywhere an apponere, an arranging. The fact that on a strictly scientific basis room remains for chance shows sufficiently that there is also a place in the doctrine of providence for a divine governing along with preservation and co-working.


b)   Apart from the above considerations, we do not have the least guarantee that God does not sometimes intervene immediately in the course of the universe by introducing a new power, no guarantee that He could not, for example—besides by providentia ordinata [ordained providence], by natural causes—also in a direct manner make a rain cloud move through the air so that it deposits its raindrops on our fields. Meteorology and physics, in general, certainly do not start from that idea, and everywhere where miracles do not appear, one must allow them the right to insist on the demand that there must be natural causes and to investigate according to demand. That is their prerogative and their method of investigation is based on it. Without it they certainly could not have made such advances as they have made in the modern era. Thus the full right remains for them, as much as they can, to trace back to natural laws the movements of rain clouds, the flashing of lightning and whatever more of such phenomena. We on our standpoint cannot believe otherwise on the basis of Scripture than that this quest will never succeed completely. We accept that there is a sphere of God’s direct governing in which He is at work along with preservation and concursus, a third element that does not let itself be searched or classified. Considered from this viewpoint, too, the doctrine of providence thus gives us occasion to continue to speak of governing.

c)   Here and there among dogmaticians an idea comes to the fore that the governing of God is specifically that action that leads the action of second causes to the end determined for them. Governing would then have in view the outworking of things more than their working. That they work and how they work would flow from concursus, that they with this specific working power would reach a specific end should be attributed to governing. It is, however, not clear that a new act of God is necessary for this. One cannot really distinguish between the quality of working and the result of working. That second causes work in just this or that way is the same as saying, in other words, that they reach this or that goal.

d)   We ought to assign miracles, as well, to the governing of God, were it not rather that miracle belongs to the area of supernatural revelation, of the order of salvation. In any case, miracles do not belong to concursus, for they are not expressions of the natural power that is in things and appears under given circumstances. We will discuss the concept of miracle further later.

16. Is the immanence of God dependent on the scope of this immediate governing of God?
No. One has so presented it as if the concept of a governing of God would only be the correlate of our ignorance about second causes. According to this representation, we speak of a directing by God where we are not in a position to explain phenomena from the ordinary order of nature. However, the more natural science expands its boundaries, draws new spheres into its domain, and investigates the laws that govern there, to that same degree in proportion the domain that falls under God’s free governing will contract. In its development, then, science would have to result in a systematic banning of God from His creation. The more science, the less faith in the providence of God.
This representation is totally false. It stems from a deistic conception of the relation between God and the universe. It has causae secundae [second causes] working outside of God’s almighty will. In opposition, we must maintain that God’s immanence would not be damaged in the least if natural science had already succeeded in drawing everything within its scope and in explaining every phenomenon, with the exception of miracle, on the basis of fixed laws. Even then it would not be these laws, and not these powers reduced to these laws, to which the course of the universe would be attributed, but exclusively to the will of God, who has established these laws, who preserves them, who has placed them in time and space and arranged them in a way that accords with His plan to realize their working in each other and with each other. God’s governing in its proper sense would not vanish. It would simply be absorbed in concursus, and we would still stand just as far as always from the deistic caricature of the universe.
Logically it may most certainly be conceived that God has drawn His governing of the universe completely within fixed lines that He does not cross. A law is simply the manner of His working. That everything is to be explained from the laws of nature would thus simply mean that everything has been arranged by God as working in a series of His workings without it thereby ceasing to be God’s working.
17. Which two errors are opposed to this doctrine of the governing of God and at the same time to each other?
The pagan idea of fate and the equally pagan idea of chance. The difference between the former and the Christian idea of God’s governing lies in the teleological character of the latter. The difference is not as if in governing there were an element of uncertainty. Providence is just as inexorable (one may use this term) as fate. Nothing escapes it; it is never thwarted. But, as the word indicates, it involves foresight; it rests on the decree of a self-conscious, all-wise God, who forms His plans and carries out His plans. If everything happens according to His counsel, then this is so because the content of that counsel is arranged with wisdom for the goal He has planned. He foresees the needs of His plan. Pagan fate, on the contrary, is something that works with blind certainty, to which gods and men are equally subject. It is on a line with pantheism, insofar as pantheism teaches an unconscious absolute.
Chance has already been discussed. These extremes touch each other, for one can say that no more terrible fate for the universe can be conceived than that it would be abandoned to chance in the sense of the absence of causality. Carried out consistently, this so-called “casualism” then leads to atheism, just as teaching on fate leads to pantheism.
18. How far does governing extend?
This must be answered in different ways. If by governing one means that act of providence distinguished from preservation and concursus, then one can naturally not make it general. If we speak of conservatio [preservation], concursus, and gubernatio [governing] as three distinct acts, then we will then have to define governing as follows: “The governing of God is the action of His providence by which, everywhere it is necessary, He gives to causae secundae [second causes], maintained by Him in their existence and in their powers while they are working under His concursus, a specific direction or combines them in a certain way for reaching the end intended by Him.”
If one otherwise understands under God’s governing in the widest sense everything that He does in the created universe in order to bring to pass His plan for it, then naturally nothing can be excluded from this governing of God. Then, however, it includes much more than is only ascribed to governing by definition in the strict sense. Not only does it assimilate concursus entirely, but conservatio [preservation] as well may be viewed under this aspect, for by their continuing existence things also serve a goal. Governing, then, is identical with providence seen from its teleological side. It is a concept formed to express that God’s hand is in everything, that in the unity of His consciousness and His will He comprehends all parts of the course of the universe, that under His approval and by His power everything occurs that occurs. Governing as such is that side of God’s decree by which it is realized.
For the scope of God’s governing, concretely considered, we need only refer back to what has been said about the doctrine of the decree. All the rubrics taken up there may be discussed in connection with the doctrine of providence. And Scripture teaches us that nothing is excluded from God’s governing, be it small or large, free or necessary, good or evil. Only the Socinians and a part of the Arminians, and in a certain sense Roman Catholics and Lutherans, deny this all-inclusive governing of God. Amongst the ancients, Jerome agrees with them. For pagans the opinion was widespread that the gods concern themselves only with what is important and ignore what is less important. Magna dii curant, parva negligunt. [“The gods care about great matters, but ignore small ones”] (Cicero, Aristotle). Jerome thought that one diminishes the majesty of God if one holds that He knows every second how many mosquitoes are born and die, how many flies there are on earth, etc. Over against that way of thinking stands the decisive witness of Scripture (Pss 36:7; 145:15–16; Matt 10:29–31). Likewise to be taken into consideration here: One is thinking of God’s heavenly majesty precisely in an earthly fashion if one wants to grant for it the quantitative distinction between great and small. If one applies that distinction to God, that is a “dangerous and evil distinction.” A third objection against every exception to the principle of the universality God’s governing lies in the close connection that one thing has with another. One has expressed that paradoxically by saying that no particle of matter can move without all the matter in the universe sharing in that movement and feeling something of it. That is exaggeration, but in it is this element of truth, that nothing is indifferent to or superfluous for the whole. The universe is an organism and in an organism one cares for the small as well as the large parts. Moreover, it has frequently proven to be the case that small matters in the course of the world can occasionally be of incalculable importance, and the historical evidences for that are well known.
19. May one not speak of a special governing of God toward His rational creatures?
Yes, God governs them by addressing their consciousness by means of law-giving. This fact is perhaps important enough to provide occasion for it as a subdivision of the doctrine of governing. One should note, however, that this special governing does not exclude the concursus of God and His governing in other respects. When God writes His law in the heart of man, then He must:
a)   Continually preserve that law there.

b)   Again and again influence by co-working when that law bears witness.

c)   When the law exercises influence on us, convincing us and bending our will, then in that case, too, the co-working of God cannot be lacking, provided it is a real working.

d)   God must, by His direction in such circumstances, bring us to the place where we are confronted with His law. The governing of God by laws in the sphere of rational life is thus, again, not one that encroaches upon the all-encompassing reality of His providence.

20. What is the relationship between God’s providence and moral evil?
Concerning that we note the following:
a)   Lutherans deny concursus praevius [prior concursus] in general in order to avoid the difficulty this issue raises.

b)   Some Reformed do not deny concursus praevius in general, but do deny it with respect to moral evil.

c)   Lutherans have appealed to God’s foreknowledge, where the question at issue is how God, without waiting for the first movement of the freely acting creature, can exercise His concursus simultaneus [simultaneous concursus].

d)   For the further course of sin, Lutheran dogmaticians likewise seek to safeguard God from co-responsibility with the proviso that God only co-works ad effectum [with respect to realization or outcome], not ad defectum [with respect to fault or defect], ad materiale [materially], not ad formale [formally].

e)   In all these respects Roman Catholic theology, which first worked out in detail teaching on concursus, agrees with the Lutheran conception.

f)   f) The best and the most Reformed dogmaticians hold to concursus praevius as well for moral evil.

g)   At the same time, concerning sins they have also wanted to distinguish between causa efficiens [effecting cause] and causa deficiens [faulting cause], between formale [formal] and materiale [material].

h)   Against these restrictions we must remark that they are in part unsatisfactory, in part wrong. Regarding the distinction between causa efficiens and deficiens, it is wrong insofar as it seems to represent the activity of God with respect to sin as entirely negative and thereby carries the danger of reducing sin to something negative. In order to keep God pure, so it is said, we may not rob sin of its reality and of its positive character. As far as the distinction between formale and materiale is concerned, this is certainly right, but it does not explain how then God is active with respect to this formale.

i)    With regard to the course of sin as indwelling habitus [disposition] and actus [act] in man, we must confess our ignorance when the question is raised about the relationship between that course and God’s providence. Illustrations that have been produced in abundance only apparently solve this problem. In contrast, of the activity of sin in its consequences it may be said with the old theologians that these are determined and directed by God.

j)    That unknown, about which we have just reminded, is expressed by the dogmaticians as actuosa permissio peccati, “active permission of sin.”
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