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PR EFACE

It has been on my heart for many years to write a volume com-
mending the Reformed faith. Not only have I found myself regularly
questioned about the credibility of various aspects of Reformed the-
ology (sometimes well represented, sometimes caricatured), but also
students and leaders have asked for a reasoned presentation of this
historic approach to the things of God. Although this book was
intended to be much shorter, I found that most of the elements under
consideration needed more than a brief paragraph in order to do them
minimal justice. At the same time, this book is not an exhaustive the-
ological text—far from it. I felt it important so to limit the volume that
it would not alienate readers by its sheer size.

While it is impossible to predict where the book might find a
readership, it is my hope that it may serve to introduce people to the
broad contours of the Reformed position. Thus, it might be used more
formally, for example in a study group, or an academic setting, or
membership classes for the church. But I hope, too, that it can be used
less formally, by friends who hope to introduce friends to this way of
thinking.

It might be tempting to read one of the three sections without
the others.While no great harm would be done, the sections are meant
to hang together. The somewhat lengthy historical portion intends to
give a background for the way Reformed theology developed and the
way its fundamental characteristics may be found far outside the six-
teenth century in Europe. The major doctrinal portion holds together
as a unit but will be vastly enriched by looking at the historical back-
ground first. Similarly, the third, more practical portion makes sense

X
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on its own but is far more reasonable when coordinated with the two
previous sections.

A book like this one is never written alone. I have been a follower
of Christ for forty years now and have had extraordinary teachers.
Some of them are quoted in the pages that follow. It is a special joy
for me to dedicate the book to the Gathering of Friends, a group of
men I meet with on a yearly basis, and their wives, without whom we
would all be incomplete and ineffectual. They are

Bryan and Kathy Chapell
Ray and Diane Cortese
Barbara Edgar

Terry and Dorothy Gyger
Jim and Jan Hatch

John and Cynthia Hutchinson
Dick and Liz Kaufman
Tim and Kathy Keller

Al and Elaine LaCour

Joe and Barb Novenson
Randy and Carol Pope
Harry and Cindy Reeder
Skip and Barbara Ryan
Shelton and Anne Sanford
Scotty and Darlene Smith
Sandy and Allison Willson
John and Marianne Wood
John and Nina Yenchko

I would also like to thank the good folks at P&R Publishing, who
have never been less than supportive and encouraging. My readers have
often improved the text and spotted errors or infelicities needing redress.
Special thanks to Peter Lillback, Carl Trueman, Dick Gaffin, and Sin-
clair Ferguson for their helpful contributions. My best editor, as always,
is my wife, Barbara, without whose loving support I would accomplish
very little. May this book serve in some small way for the advancement
of the good purposes of the One who excels all loves.
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INTRODUCTION

Reformed theology is a designation familiar to some, new to oth-
ers. Those who know about it have different feelings about its merits.
Some are zealous to defend it, possibly overzealous. Others are indif-
ferent. Still others, perhaps a growing number, resent it and blame it
for various problems in the church and in society. The present volume
is an attempt to introduce the Reformed faith and to commend it.

So, then, what is the Reformed faith? It is a particular account
of God and the world. Historically, as the name indicates, the
Reformed faith was forged at the Protestant Reformation in the six-
teenth century. Yet its central teachings are not meant to be innova-
tive. The Reformers contended they were going back to the roots, rep-
resenting not only the historic position of the church but also the
contents of the Scriptures, as God’s Word. At the same time, Reformed
theology was not frozen in its sixteenth-century form but has been
developed and expanded up to the present time. This book is a com-
mendation of Reformed theology. A number of questions are raised
at the outset.

Would it not seem that in our present world, especially within
the Christian community, the call should rather be building bridges,
being ecumenical, not controversial in matters of doctrine? Do not
our times cry out for us to embrace, and not to exclude? Would we
not be wise to worry less about articulating a version of the Christian
faith that is precise, carefully defined, and systematic, and more about
the spiritual and social needs of humanity? The answer is, yes and no!
If one’s goal is to set forth a theology whose main agenda is merely
negative, one that inevitably considers many Christians from other

o
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persuasions to be outside the fold, that is misguided. It runs the dan-
ger of putting a stumbling block before brothers and sisters for whom
Christ died. At times theologians have done just that. They have drawn
lines in ways that are destructive, not constructive, falling back on self-
assured conservatism rather than reaching out.

Many have been victims of rigid forms of theology and spiritual
disciplines and are looking to open things up. Some invite us to become
“new kinds of Christians,” defining ourselves in fresh ways over against
old formulations, though presumably without falling into the mael-
strom of chaotic postmodernism. They rightly complain that religion
is too easily shaped into cultural forms that steer it away from bibli-
cal norms or from a direct relationship to God. They suggest redraw-
ing boundaries that will not resemble the older ones. Will Protestants
always be divided against Roman Catholics or Eastern Orthodox
believers? Will evangelicals and mainline liberals always clash? Should
not all Christians unite against common enemies, closing ranks against
persecution, hunger, racism, and the like? Put this way, without any
qualifiers, we must answer in the affirmative: it is time to open doors,
join forces, work toward that unity that the gospel prescribes (John
17:22; Eph. 4:13).

But things are not so simple. Theology need not be ossified to be
sound. This book will argue that real theology, healthy theology, is not
isolated from spiritual life, nor is it exclusive, but quite the opposite.
One need only read some of the great, lively theologies of Augustine
or Calvin or Bavinck to see that orthodoxy need not be cold. Further,
by a strange and wonderful paradox, real unity is not achieved by uncrit-
ically widening boundary lines but by combining carefully wrought sys-
tematic theology and such a walk with the living God that commun-
ion among his people is authentic. Precision is not the enemy of
universality but its friend. This goes to the heart of the gospel. The good
news depends on the reality of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. That
means the second person of the Trinity became not humanity in gen-
eral, but a man, a unique person from a unique place. Jesus Christ and
his teachings, as William Temple once put it, were a “scandal of par-
ticularity.” In S. Mark Heim’s felicitous expression, “If God were to be
as human as we are, Jesus must have a fingerprint as unique as each

o
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one of ours.”! Only from this extraordinary particularity can Jesus then
be universal. He did not look down from heaven and proclaim time-
less truths with no application to culture. Rather, he became a real
human being, a particular Semitic male, at a particular time of history,
because such concreteness is the only way to be human. Because Jesus
is a particular man, his message is then truly applicable to all of human-
ity, to women and to men from every race and group.

And so, the message has a shape. It has contours. It is particular
in order to be universal. Just as God brought about the redemption of
every kind of person through the one man, the God-man Jesus Christ,
so his revelation, though encapsulated in words from the Hebrew, Ara-
maic, and Greek languages, is universal, valid across all boundaries of
time and space and culture. In the same way, we would argue, Reformed
theology has a particular form and comes out of a particular history.
But its reach is meant to be universally valid, applicable across all kinds
of boundaries. Its success is no doubt less than perfect. But it is not
certain that any other version has done quite as well.

True Confessions

Not that all of its advocates are winsome. The first time I heard
the expression Reformed theology, I was not much attracted to it. I was
a beginning student in a graduate school of theology, and the term
Reformed was being used by certain colleagues who, it seemed to me,
were feeling quite superior to the rest of us who were not especially
conversant with it. They made it known that the “five points of Calvin-
ism” were a nonnegotiable foundation for authentic doctrine and that
the major ailments of worldwide evangelicalism boiled down to a rejec-
tion of this particular system of faith. Sometimes it was illustrated with
the image of the tulip, which left me unamused.? It sounded cold and

1. S. Mark Heim, Is Christ the Only Way? (Valley Forge, Pa.: Judson, 1985), 63.

2. It is an acronym for the five heads of doctrine of the Canons of Dort: total
depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, perseverance
of the saints. Not only is the order wrong, but also the terms are not the most favor-
able rendering of the canons. We will take this up in chapter 3.

o
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au fond deterministic. It had little to do with my warm experience as
a recent convert to biblical faith. Its God seemed far away and some-
what foreboding.

At the time I also had a vague understanding that Reformed
churches were the perpetrators of many cruelties, such as apartheid
in South Africa and slavery fostered by the Dutch East India Com-
pany. In addition, on a subject I cared deeply about, African-Ameri-
can history, it appeared the Presbyterian role in dismantling slavery
in America was less than illustrious. Baptists, Methodists, and Quak-
ers did more than their Reformed peers. And for that matter, I had to
wonder, at least from my vantage point, why so many Protestants kept
the whole process of manumission painfully slow in North America.
Was that connected with their system of faith? I was distressed to find
out that for some Reformed divines race discrimination was given a
theological warrant.

Of course, I was also deeply concerned about the role of Chris-
tians in the Second World War. My closest friends at university were
Jewish, and so I had and still have a special sensitivity to Jewish—Chris-
tian relations. On one reading of the events, Christian Europe was at
best uninformed and thus silent about the systematic persecution of
the Jews by the Nazis, and at worst in complicity.

Other obstacles added to these initial feelings. Having grown up
in the Episcopal church, but without a genuine faith, I was led by my
spiritual odyssey to associate with Presbyterianism, which is one of
the major groupings with a Reformed heritage in the Anglo-Saxon
world.? I did love it but still found it to be, well, verbose and lacking
in aesthetics. As a new Christian I went to “Bible-believing” churches,
most of them Presbyterian, and was quite happy to do so. But I had
a hard time with the pulpit-centered architecture and the lack of art-
work and good music in the worship. I kept wondering, Was I in
church? There exists a caricature of the austere, hardworking Protes-
tant down through the ages. The image of the Reformed pastor in

3. Historic Anglicanism is Reformed in character. The Thirty-Nine Articles were
strongly influenced by Calvin. While in the American province—the Protestant Epis-
copal Church—only a minority today embraces a Reformed persuasion, the Angli-
can communion worldwide does.

o
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French literature is that of a somber, black-robed moralist. Sometimes
the portrait was deserved.

My mind was changed over a period of time. During seminary I
learned about the rich contours of the Reformed approach from some
of the most godly professors on the planet. In their presentations, the-
ology was anything but cold and deterministic. I sat under biblical
scholars, systematicians, historians, and preaching coaches who were
ardent about the best way to formulate the doctrinal nuances of the
Christian faith but also deeply motivated to reach the unchurched. In
addition, many of them were passionate for social justice and the train-
ing of ethnic minorities in places such as the world’s cities.

Eventually I investigated the real and the imagined role of
Reformed Christianity in South Africa, the Netherlands, and Amer-
ica. I learned a great deal. Certainly considerable damage was done
in the name of Reformed theology here and there. But the story is not
so negative, or at least so one-sided, as  had imagined. I began to learn
that effective change cannot occur through revolution or through top-
down coercion. Christian faith has been an extraordinary agent of
change throughout the centuries, but not always instantaneously or
precipitously. I discovered that there is a paradox at the heart of the
social vision of biblical faith, especially in its Reformed version: it is
conservative and progressive. The reasons for that are complex. The
Bible teaches that real and effective transformation usually comes
about gradually, through transformed awareness and courageous
action across the social and cultural board, rather than through vio-
lent revolution. While a certain kind of conservatism can and does lead
to inertia, there is another kind that learns to work within the struc-
tures, in order to undermine their evil aspects without turning every-
thing to confusion. Most often, down through the ages, the best kinds
of reforms in society occurred because a measure of stability allowed
the truly radical character of Christian ethics to be unleashed.
Reformed theology has great pride of place here.

The case of South Africa speaks eloquently to that point. There
is no denying the devastating effects of racism and apartheid, which
were often justified by Reformed Christians. One can feel the impact
of it in the powerful writings of Alan Paton, who recorded the injus-

o
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tices being perpetrated for supposedly Christian reasons and the true
reconciliation made possible through the gospel. While the injustices
and cruelties of the system did enormous harm, there is another side.
One sees the power of the gospel at work in the events that led to the
dismantling of apartheid in the 1990s. Paton died in 1988 and never
saw the most poignant transformation of his “beloved country,” though
he had hoped for it. Even secular sources, such as Time, described the
outcome as miraculous.

Specifically religious factors were at work in public ways and
behind the scenes. Among other players in the oft-told account of the
events of April 1994, none had a more significant role than the wise
Kenyan professor Washington A. J. Okumu. A devout Christian, he
quietly but insistently brokered an agreement between Nelson Man-
dela of the ANC, Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi of the IFP (Inkatha),
and President FredrikWillem de Klerk, a man who had just made one
of the most powerful public apologies in the modern era. Repenting
of the sin of apartheid, this Reformed believer paved the way for a
bloodless transition to a more just society. Assuming the presidency
in a free election, Mandela came to lead a coalition government. As
we know, South Africa today is no paradise. Much was lost, and much
is still to be regained. But throughout the process, and into the rebuild-
ing of a country, there have been surprisingly few reprisals and a sur-
prising quest for truth and reconciliation.

In order to examine the authenticity of Reformed theology I took
another look at the history of slavery. Again, untold horrors were per-
petrated, often in the name of God and sometimes in the name of the
Reformed faith. And admittedly the journey to emancipation was slow
and painful. Still, the true story is complex. A strong voice against slav-
ery has been there since the beginning. What was interesting is the fact
that quite often the merchants and colonizers vehemently opposed
different Christian efforts to end the slave trade and the practice of
slavery. Former slavers became fierce advocates for emancipation.
Thanks to the popularity of the hymn “Amazing Grace,” we have
learned about the dramatic conversion of its author, John Newton.
He was led to turn from the cruel life of a slave trader to being a pow-
erful advocate for abolition through the influence of the great

o
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Reformed preacher George Whitefield. One of the few evangelicals in
the Anglican church of his day, he was befriended by the Parliamen-
tarian William Wilberforce, whom he persuaded not to go into the
ministry but to stay active as a legislator. Wilberforce, with the sup-
port of the Clapham Group, as well as that of Prime Minister William
Pitt, made it his life’s goal, in the name of the gospel, in the historic
Reformed, Anglican tradition, to abolish slavery and reform British
morals. He was attacked and ridiculed by politicians and plantation
owners alike. Eventually, though, compelled by the love of Christ,
Wilberforce and his colleagues ushered in the passage of the law abol-
ishing slavery throughout the British empire.

In America, the story is less honorable. It is clear that some
Reformed Christians, among them some of the ablest theologians,
supported slavery or at least were reluctant to dismantle it. Certain
enlightened Presbyterians did oppose the abuses wrought by human
bondage. Eventually a bloody war decided the issue, at least in part.
However, the gospel did effect a remarkable change. The most
important way was not political at the outset but spiritual, in the
best sense. When the Christian message was embraced by slaves,
not only did it help them through the horrors of slavery, but by the
time of emancipation, having a profoundly biblical consciousness
became the most significant factor in the lives of black Americans.
It provided for cultural identity and for an ideology of resistance
against overt and covert oppressors. In time, the churches founded
by and for Afro-Christians became the most important institutions
for the training of leaders in the march to freedom. They gave the
faith new vitality and reimagined its shape and emphases. Thus, in
combating the evils of slavery and oppression, Protestant Chris-
tianity was not always a liberating force from the top down, and at
times it was woefully slow to act, but there were many effective ways
in which it was one of the most powerful agents of transformation
toward a more just society.

In my quest, I also looked very closely into the role of the church
during the Second World War. This is not the place to enumerate all
my findings. But suffice it to say that while there is blood on Chris-
tian hands, the relation of the different churches to the Holocaust was

o
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not monolithic.? In the midst of the moral ambiguity one must at least
recognize the remarkable accounts of courageous opposition to the
deportations. A number of those episodes specifically involve Reformed
Christians.’

The Roots of Persuasion

What eventually endeared me forever to the Reformed position,
though, was not only its effect on social issues, important as that may
be. It was two things. First was watching the way in which a Reformed
world-and-life view was held by very real, very human advocates.
Some of them were prominent figures. Many of them were humble
servants, doing their work quietly and yet powerfully. In effect, they
were tried and not found wanting. Along with the black-robed moral-
ists, there is a far greater number of extraordinarily courageous and
real Protestants.

Our family had the enormous privilege of living in France for
many years, working mostly with the Protestants in that country. There
we were steeped in the memory of the Huguenots, those persecuted
Reformed Christians who had suffered so much for their testimony
from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries. I read Calvin’s
Institutes of the Christian Religion in French and was greatly moved by
its genius, its clarity, and its deep pastoral concerns. I read the Canons
of Dort, which gave us the famous five points, and found that they
were neither the trite phrases signified by the Dutch flower nor the
reputed austere dogmas about a fatalistic God. They emerged to me
as a rich, balanced account of the major issues surrounding God’s plan
of redemption, his loving power, along with a strong emphasis on
human responsibility and the free offer of the gospel.

4. We are not likely soon to see a consensus emerge. Perhaps someday the heat
generated by studies such as Daniel J. Golhagen’s Hitler’s Willing Executioners and A
Moral Reckoning: The Role of the Catholic Church in the Holocaust . . . will turn to light.
At any rate, many different stories have been told, and yet many remain to be told.

5. One of the most extraordinary occurred in Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, where the
Huguenots managed to save some four thousand Jews, many of them children, from
the death camps.
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I also had the opportunity to work out some of the thornier issues
of Reformed theology with my colleagues and mentors at the semi-
nary in Aix-en-Provence where I taught. While interacting with them
and with students from all over the world, more caricatures were shed.
These Reformed Protestants from every walk of life exhibited the deep-
rooted reality of a living faith, one that was able to see them through
many of life’s greatest difficulties.

Second, the formulations of Reformed theology fit what I was
reading on the pages of Scripture and on the pages of God’s general
revelation. It made the most sense of the different aspects of revela-
tion. It appeared to resolve the apparent contradictions while not
steamrolling over the stubborn problems. Reformed theology helped
me understand the relation of the Old Testament to the New. It illu-
minated areas of ethics I cared about. It presented a more credible
account of God’s power in relation to human significance.

Ultimately, I suppose, it does not matter very much how or why
I came to believe this position. In the pages that follow, I would like
simply to commend the Reformed faith for its biblical authenticity
and its spiritual vitality. In the first part, we will briefly explore the ori-
gins of Reformed theology and trace some of its worldwide impact.
In the second part, we will look at some of the major teachings of the
Reformed interpretation of the Bible. Finally, in the third part, we will
discover some of the implications of this view for the life of the church
and our calling in the world.

Reformed Christianity has not yet reached its full potential for
biblical maturity. Much needs to be corrected. I still think it tends
toward intellectualism. It could use more aesthetics. It has much to
learn from other branches of the worldwide communion of Christians.
But still, it is profoundly biblical. It is arguably the most consistent
expression of evangelical faith. It is surprisingly diverse. It begins and
ends with the glory of God, placing him at the center of all things.

It is my sincere hope that this volume will help those who are
naturally disposed to such a theology, as well as those who are not, to
discover the fundamentals of the Reformed outlook and find them
compelling. I have said nothing new here; at least I hope not. It would
be gratifying if readers were inspired to look further into the great

o
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Reformed classics. Recommendations are made in the appendix.This
book is far too brief to qualify as a complete outline of Christian doc-
trine. It will have served its purpose, though, if some readers will
become attracted enough to the Reformed faith to want to pursue it
in greater depth. It is written with a profound sense of inadequacy but
also with a profound sense of gratitude to all my teachers and guides,
instruments of the Lord God, surely, in reforming me, to the small
extent that it may have happened.



PART

FOUNDATIONS
AND HISTORY
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SALVATION BELONGS
TO THE LORD

e AVAVAVAVAV AV o e e

Our Greatest Good

The purpose of this first part is twofold: first, to explain the foun-
dational idea of reformation, and second, to explore the historical
manifestations of the Reformed outlook. Readers are free to go directly
to the second and third parts, which set forth the basics of Reformed
theology in a direct fashion. However, they would be missing some-
thing important. History is the arena for the display of the principles
we are discussing. Having some idea of the place of the Reformed faith
in the world enables us to appreciate and evaluate it with much bet-
ter perspective.

Theology (from Theo-logos) means words about God and his
truth. Why should we worry about words about God, especially words
in human language? Is not all theology abstract and theological enter-
prise antiquated? Do the formulations of religious principles matter?
Why should it make any difference which system of theology, if any,
has it right?

One fundamental reason goes to the heart of God’s relation to
his people. First and foremost, God is honored by the way we speak
about him. A dim analogy might be the way we are pleased when some-
one speaks well of us. Second, good theology means we understand

13
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who God is and what his view of the world is, because the claim of
theology is that it comes from God, from his revelation to us. Good
theology is what the New Testament calls a “stewardship from God
that is by faith” rather than “speculations” (1 Tim. 1:4). Sound words
are health-giving for us as well. Our words about God put us in right
relationship to God. In this way, good theology is restorative.

The Bible affirms this in a thousand ways. For example, telling
his people to return to him, the Lord, through the prophet Jeremiah,
connects restoration to precious words: “If you return, I will restore
you, and you shall stand before me. If you utter what is precious, and
not what is worthless, you shall be as my mouth” (Jer. 15:19). In
another example, the apostle Paul exhorts his young student Timothy
to “follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from
me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” (2Tim. 1:13). Notice
how trusting and loving the Lord is inseparable from sound words (lit-
erally, wholesome words). Speaking rightly about God and his world,
which is what theology really means, is not a luxury. It issues from
communion with God and brings health to our souls. It goes to the
heart of who we are and nurtures our greatest good.

Reformed theology aims at nothing less than recounting the way
things are. From the creation, to the fall of humankind, to the new
creation in Christ, the story told by good theology is the right account
of reality. It is at once sobering, convicting, and life-giving. Good the-
ology speaks to the human person in order to diagnose his or her con-
dition and call that person to be reconciled with God.

Human beings are creatures, rooted in the earth. Our feet are
planted in the soil. As creatures, we share much with the animal world:
we breathe, we see and smell, we reproduce, we hunger and thirst. At
the same time, we are profoundly different from anything else in the
world. Human beings need meaning. We need transcendence. We are
made to commune with a higher being. When these are denied, alien-
ation and aimlessness come to characterize us. Sometimes this is con-
scious, taking the form of a quest for meaning and value. Sometimes
it is unconscious, in which case either we may be satisfied, more or
less, with the way things are, with family and work and pleasures, or
we may be despondent and depressed about the way things are. In any

o
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case, it is profoundly characteristic of human beings that we experi-
ence the desire for meaning and the frustration of that desire.

The great North African bishop Aurelius Augustine (354-430)
begins his masterpiece of meditative theology, the Confessions, with the
thought that our human instinct is to praise God. Despite the sad
effects of the fall on the human creature, he still has that insistent, cla-
mant desire to praise God: “You stir man to take pleasure in praising
you, because you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless
until it rests in you,” Augustine tells us.! Our desire to praise God is
so deeply ingrained that it has led some skeptics to assert that all belief
in a deity is merely a projection of our needs, the translation of human
aspirations into the image of a heavenly father. Undoubtedly such
wishful thinking is often involved in matters of religion. But Augus-
tine adds a qualifier, the needed corrective to thinking religion might
succeed as human projection. To complete the phrase, he says, “He
bears about him the mark of death, the sign of his own sin, to remind
him that you would ‘thwart the proud.” ” With him, then we realize
that though we need to find God, there can be no successful human-
istic construction that will arrive at the truth unaided.

The dark Book of Ecclesiastes puts it realistically: “[God] has
made everything beautiful [appropriate] in its time. Also, he has put
eternity into man’s heart, yet so that he cannot find out what God has
done from the beginning to the end” (Eccl. 3:11). Our search for mean-
ing, the desiderium aeterniratis, is given to us by God, but our limita-
tions and the vanity of the world in which we live prevent us from find-
ing that meaning in any satisfactory manner. Thus, the author
concludes, “However much man may toil in seeking, he will not find
it out. Even though a wise man claims to know, he cannot find it out”
(Eccl. 8:17).

The hunger for God takes many forms in our present world. It
may be in the vague, New Age quest for spiritual reality. It may be in
the fanatic guise of revolution or terror. In the West, we are discover-
ing that all of our prosperity, all of the technology at our disposal, the

1. Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1991), 1.1.
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travel, the communication, our extraordinary freedoms, all of these
are as of nothing compared with happiness and a contented life. Yet
we cannot seem to find them. Something has gone wrong. Things are
not as they are meant to be.

This same double-edged truth is put in tragic terms by the apos-
tle John in the prologue to his Gospel: “[The one true light] was in the
world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not
know him” (John 1:10). Jesus Christ was the one through whom the
creation came into being. His imprint is found on every part of it. There
is not one realm of the physical world or of social life of which he was
not a definitive interpreter, because he framed the universe. Yet the
world did not know him. The text goes on to say he came to his own
people, the people of Israel, and even they did not receive him (John
1:11). Stark words. Stark contrast.

But things do not end here. Hopeless in itself as our restless search
may be, there is yet hope. This same God whom to know is life and
joy, this same God who cannot be discovered by merely human reli-
gion, has made himself known in spite of it all. He has given his crea-
tures the power to know him as a free and unconditional act of love.
And so, John goes on: “But to all who did receive him, who believed
in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, who were
born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man,
but of God” (John 1:12-13).We can receive God, we can know him,
because he changes us profoundly. We are “born of God,” that is, we
become his children by the supernatural operation of his Spirit (see
John 3:3,5). Precisely because Jesus has come into the world, not only
as the one true light but also as the Word made flesh, born himself to
die and then to be raised from the dead, renewal of the most revolu-
tionary kind has been effected. Christ loved his own, he “loved them
to the end,” by making them completely clean (John 13:1, 10). Christ,
the “firstborn of all creation,” and the “firstborn from the dead,” is
able to reconcile all things to himself and to translate all God’s chil-
dren from the kingdom of darkness to his own kingdom, filled with
his real brothers and sisters (Col. 1:13-20).

The Reformed faith seeks to do full justice to these two sides
of the quest for meaning. It knells the sober sound of humanity’s
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spiritual death, its incapacity to lift itself up and bring meaning to
life on its own. The Reformed diagnosis of the human condition is
beyond pessimism, though more ultimately hopeful than any kind
of optimism. The creation itself is made futile, placed under a
bondage, and we are buried in its depths, as “flesh” that is hostile to
God (Rom. 8:7, 20-21). But then the power of God’s love is the
power of resurrection, which triumphs over all this weakness. Hav-
ing been slaves to sin, because of Christ’s resurrection we can now
be empowered by goodness, so that sin can no longer have domin-
ion over us (Rom. 6). Not only God’s people but also the entire cre-
ation is being saved, and one day there will be a new heaven and a
new earth where everything in this tired, miserable world will pass
away and be no more (Rev. 21:1).

Whatever else may be good, the world, family, culture, friends,
the arts, all that human life possesses that has worth, our highest good
is not in these things but in knowing God and being known by him.
Any theology that impoverishes this calling, either by injecting false
optimism into the assessment of our condition or by minimizing the
power of God’s love, is ultimately a poor rendering of the way things
are. Any theology that gets the balance wrong, either by making God
all too human or by making humanity all too divine, is short of the
mark. And so, we can begin to see how critical it is to get it right.

The apostle Paul warns the Colossians against the delusions of
“plausible arguments,” because they remove from “the riches of full
assurance of understanding and the knowledge of God’s mystery,
which is Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge” (Col. 2:2—4). Good theology, then, is based on God’s rev-
elation. It wants to find wisdom and knowledge in Christ, not human
groping. Reformed theology wants to recognize the full authority of
its source, and then say it right.

Mere Reformed Faith

So, what is Reformed theology? What does it mean to adhere to
the Reformed faith? Is there one all-encompassing summary of the
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Reformed outlook? To make such a claim runs the danger of paring
everything down to an abstraction and forgetting the riches and depth
of our faith. Still, part of the task of ordering our theological ideas is
to assign a center and then move toward the periphery. Think of a
wheel, with its hub, and then the spokes, and finally the rim, which
connects to the ground. Put in that way, we can venture a statement
or two. There truly is a center to Reformed theology. The Bible pro-
claims a hub, from which the rest of the wheel is defined. It would be
hard to say it better than the final words of Psalm 3:

Salvation belongs to the LLORD;
your blessing be on your people! (Ps. 3:8)

David no doubt made this statement at the end of a prayer when
fleeing from his son Absalom, who had tragically turned against his
father and become a political rival (see 2 Sam. 15:14-17). In his
appeal, he also complains of the taunts of his many adversaries, who
tell him God is not going to save him. We ought to understand sal-
vation to mean, first of all, a rescue from enemies. But putting this
in context and looking at its full meaning, salvation has to be under-
stood as far more than deliverance. It is the comprehensive eman-
cipation from every kind of oppression, including, more than any-
thing else, the oppression of human sin and guilt. The main point of
this verse, then, is that it is God who saves. Not only that, but he
blesses his people, that is, he endows them with the peace and the
joys of his presence.

The same thought is found in Jonah 2:9: “Salvation belongs to
the LorD!” Indeed, this central theological and highly practical doc-
trine is spread throughout the pages of Scripture (e.g., Ps. 37:39; 62:7;
Isa.43:11;45:21;Jer. 3:23; Hos. 13:14). Reformed theology has noted
the strong connection between an utterly powerful God and the out-
working of his loving, gracious purposes. Isaiah, just after the won-
derful promise that death will be “swallowed up forever” and all tears
will be wiped away from all faces, anticipates the declaration that God’s
people will make when that great day arrives:
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It will be said on that day,
“Behold, this is our God; we have waited for him, that he
might save us.
This is the LorD; we have waited for him;
let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” (Isa. 25:9)

Here, God’s perfect, sovereign presence, the surety of the God who is
there, is juxtaposed with the rewarded faith of his people, who waited
for him not in vain. Now, at this hour, they may be glad and celebrate
because of the reality of salvation.

In the New Testament this language is sometimes repeated ver-
batim, as it is in the last book of the Bible (Rev. 7:10). Or, it may be
conjoined with complementary notions: “Hallelujah! Salvation and
glory and power belong to our God” (Rev. 19:1;see Rev. 4:11;12:10).
The heart of Reformed theology is to credit all good things, especially
the comprehensive plan of redemption, to God and no one else. Paul
tells Timothy not to be ashamed of the gospel message, despite the
sufferings it will entail, but to recognize the power of God, “who saved
us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because
of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before
the ages began” (2 Tim. 1:9).

In this sense, then, the central concern of Reformed theology is
the sovereignty of God. But great caution is required here. This is often
the place where most people struggle with the Reformed approach.
Sovereignty appears to them to be cold and authoritarian. Perhaps we
should find a better word. Ascendancy? Supremacy? Dominion? None
of these quite captures it. In the end, the title Lord may say it as well
as any. What we want to arrive at is a formulation that respects the all-
powerful nature of God and the significance of human beings.

Put as a question, if salvation belongs to God alone, how is this
not some kind of fatalism, the work of a God who coldly carries out
his will and dangles people on a string? The clear answer from the van-
tage point of Reformed theology is that there is an enormous differ-
ence, one with life-and-death consequences. God is indeed fully in
control. But being Lord means he establishes the world with its own
significance, its freedom, and its responsibility. It is a measure of his
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greatness that he can be fully in control of all things yet at the same
time create a world that is real and a humanity that has freedom (Phil.
2:12-13). Creator and creature do not relate by a kind of trade-off
whereby God gives up some of his power in order to ensure freedom
for the creature. So, in fact, his power is far greater than that of the
determinist. In Islamic teaching, one learns that Allah is more a cold
programmer than a truly powerful orchestrator of the universe. What
appears to be sovereignty is only a mechanical ability, like someone
running a machine. Reformed theology tries to honor a God so great,
so powerful, that the creature is truly free. There is great mystery here,
but it is crucial not to fall into the temptation to downplay either God’s
power or human significance.

What many people fear when confronted with such a view of
power is the impersonal. They fear a God who is far off, who is diffi-
cult of access. But the best kind of Reformed thinking stresses that
what lies behind the plan of redemption is nothing of the kind. There
is a God moved by love. The reason he saves is not to initiate a mechan-
ical plan in some self-serving manner but that he has a heart of com-
passion for lost persons. “I have loved you with an everlasting love;
therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you,” the prophet Jere-
miah records (Jer. 31:3). It is the love of God that causes salvation to
occur, a love so compelling that it will stop at nothing to save (1 John
4:8-12). “God so loved the world,” begins the best known verse of the
Bible, “that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should
not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). The point, again, is that
God is not an impersonal force, but a person, an all-powerful person
to be sure, but yet a person who loves. His love is powerful, and his
power is loving.

Here, the reader may be asking, what is so unique about this point
of view? It is not entirely unique. Reformed theology shares a great
deal with other accounts of the Christian faith. It agrees with the his-
toric synopses of the Christian faith. One of the most succinct is the
triad of creation, fall, and redemption. God made the world and every-
thing in it. Humankind, his image-bearer, turned away from the Cre-
ator and attempted to live without him, resulting in the curse of a fallen
world. But then God saved his people from death, condemnation, and

o



Edgar.Truth.book 6/12/07 12:36 PM Page 2$

SALVATION BELONGS TO THE LORD 21

misery, through his only Son, Jesus Christ. There is nothing original
about Reformed theology here, except that it wishes to draw the three
themes out more powerfully and to give each its due weight, each in
the right relation to the other.

Full Expression of the Historic Faith

Put this way, the Reformed faith means to give fullest expression
to the basic statements in many of the creeds of the church. One of
the best summaries of Christian belief is the Apostles’ Creed, which
many churches recite in the worship service. It was later enriched by
other creeds but is remarkably full for such an early time in the church.?

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven
and earth;

And in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord; who was con-
ceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under
Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried; he descended into
hell; the third day he rose again from the dead; he ascended into
heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty;
from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy catholic Church; the
communion of saints; the forgiveness of sins; the resurrection of
the body; and the life everlasting. Amen.

This succinct yet integral summary of the fundamentals of the faith
statement has withstood the test of time. Reformed theology wishes
to build on this kind of creedal statement and work out the implica-
tions in depth.

The claim of Reformed theology is to be more consistent in the
expression of these truths than other kinds of theology. It wants to give
a fuller significance to each of these doctrines. It wants to avoid choos-

2. Not literally written by the apostles, it no doubt stems from the Old Roman
Creed in the latter second century. It was used extensively in the early church.
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ing some of them over others or stating one by diminishing another.
True, there are constant themes running through the fabric of
Reformed theology. The center, as we have seen, is the assured tri-
umph of God’s plan of redemption. In Paul’s marvelous phrase, “The
gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom. 11:29). But this
center should highlight all other doctrines, not favor one over another.
For example, it will stress two things about humanity. First, as God’s
image-bearers we have nobility, dignity, beauty. But, second, because
of the fall, a parallel theme is a profound distrust of human virtue,
combined with an urgent call to lean on the Lord for any hope.
Reformed Christians have sometimes been caricatured for their neg-
ative assessment of human capabilities. Perhaps this is deserved in
some cases. In its best expression the idea is not to denigrate human
beings as creatures but fully to recognize the tragic effects of evil. The
fall into sin has not reduced humankind to animals, but the fall has
rendered humanity incapable of pulling itself up on its own.

Thus, Reformed theology hopes to go into more depth as it
reflects on the basics. It should not be static but always seek to improve,
to reform. Just as for people, growing in grace is not a luxury but a
certainty, so in theology we should always look to improve. A famous
motto, whose origins no one is sure about, has it that the church should
be semper reformanda quia reformata (always reforming because
reformed). In a word, it seeks to improve God’s people by itself being
a truly improving theology, one that constantly refuses conformity to
an evil world and constantly looks to improve in its formulations and
its practice (Rom. 12:1-2).This means that while it stands on the solid
foundations of the past, this theology always wants to look for ways to
be more faithful. In this endeavor Reformed theology should be in
constant relation to other expressions of faith. It has a great deal to
learn from other traditions. But it is also aware of its claim.

Two dangers present themselves. The first is a stubborn conser-
vatism that refuses to accept challenges and insights from different
sources. For example, there is a tendency of certain Reformed people
to idealize the sixteenth or seventeenth century. Some would restrict
their focus to the insights of John Calvin. Others would hold that the
Puritans were the high-water mark of the Reformed universe, as though
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little of real significance had been accomplished by anyone since. With-
out question, the theology and practical Christianity of the Puritans
were astonishing, leaving to their distant heirs riches untold. But stop-
ping the clock there is to deny the continuing work of God’s grace
down through the ages, including our own. In a certain way, we could
not go back to the Puritan mentality, because the issues around us
have changed. The Bible warns us against thinking that some former
time was better (Eccl. 7:10).

The second danger is in a way the opposite. It is to be constantly
looking for something new and original, like a branch trying to grow
without a trunk. Some theologians are all too willing to abandon tra-
ditional formulations only because they are out of fashion. In the words
of the apostle, this is from “itching ears,” or, worse, “an unhealthy
craving for controversy” (1 Tim. 6:4). It is without root or stability.
The cult of the new is one of the chief plagues of our times. Even the
exhausted mood of postmodernism is little more than a search for
something different from the past. Theology that turns its back on the
discoveries made by our predecessors for the sake of finding some-
thing new is simply foolish. The Holy Spirit continues to teach the
church today but always builds on the shoulders of giants.

Living orthodoxy is the goal of Reformed theology. Of course,
labels are not the most important thing. The best theology is not such
because it has a label but because it agrees with “the sound words of
our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness”
(1Tim. 6:3). No label or creedal list can guarantee either life or ortho-
doxy. Indeed, there is no human statement of doctrines, however cor-
rect and well-ordered, that in itself can safeguard our faithfulness.
Only when the humility of true godliness is combined with obedience
to the sound words can a theology emerge that may hope to be ortho-
dox (1 Tim. 1:10; 2 Tim. 1:13;Titus 2:2).

So, with all of these conditions in mind, we still want to contend
that there is something faithful and true, something beautiful, some-
thing of concord and congruence, in Reformed theology. It is a ful-
some, harmonious expression of the great truths of biblical faith. At its
core, it wants to be profoundly biblical. It seeks to love God with the
heart and the mind. Because of that, we commend it with all our heart.
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The Idea of Reformation

The actual term reform/ed] is rare in the Bible. If Reformed the-
ology is so important, why do we not find the expression throughout
the pages of the Bible? There are only two New Testament references
that use the word. In the beginning of his prosecution of the apostle
Paul before Marcus Antonius Felix, procurator of Judea, the accuser
Tertullus expresses gratitude for Felix’s administration. He notes his
reforms on behalf of the Jewish people (Acts 24:2). In the context, it
appears that Tertullus is thinking of various political benefits that
accrued under this governor, which made the life of an occupied
minority more tolerable. The second reference has a more religious
connotation. The Book of Hebrews develops the contrast between the
former age of symbols and the present age of fulfillment in Christ in
some depth. In Hebrews 9:10 the author discusses the former “regu-
lations for the body,” which were regulatory “until the time of refor-
mation.” The Greek word behind the text is interesting. It means some-
thing like “making straight,” either physically, as in the mending of a
broken limb, or legally, as in amending a law or correcting an institu-
tional deficit.

The fundamental idea of reformation, though, is spread through-
out the pages of Scripture and is hardly dependent for its warrant on
a particular word. What is that fundamental idea? It is, quite literally,
the re-forming, the transformation that brings about change for the
better. Reformation is not simply a matter of individual change, impor-
tant though that may be. It is more intensive and more extensive than
simply an improvement. The idea is expressed in Peter’s proclamation
from Solomon’s Porch at the Jerusalem temple. After explaining why
Christ is the true Savior, foretold by the prophets, he tells his listen-
ers to get right with God: “Repent therefore, and turn again, that your
sins may be blotted out, that times of refreshing may come from the
presence of the Lord” (Acts 3:19-20). Change is at the heart of Peter’s
command, but it is not simply the change of moral improvement.
Rather, it is a massive turnabout from a previous condition of liabil-
ity before God to the cleansing from guilt. Notice the wonderful lan-
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guage used to describe this renewal: “times of refreshing [lit., cooling,
as in cleansing waters] from the presence of the Lord.”

Reformation, in the Bible, is the radical renewal of a people who
will know the presence of their God in every aspect of their lives. It
presupposes that something has gone seriously wrong and then that
the favor of the Lord comes to make all things new (Rev. 21:5). One
could speak of a de-formation whose merciful remedy is a re-forma-
tion. Seen in this way, reformation is the fundamental story told in
Scripture. Within a few paragraphs in the first book of the Bible we
have an account of the fall of humankind and the ensuing pain and
guilt. Over and over again, the people of God fall from their place of
honor and privilege. But over and over they are restored to grace. It
is wearisome to read through the Old Testament and experience its
litany of corrupt rulers, jealous and vengeful men and women, blas-
phemous nations. But it is exhilarating, if deeply humbling, to read of
God’s patience, of his extravagant, humanly impossible promises, and,
finally, of his coming to us in the flesh, to bear our burdens, to suffer
for our sins, and then to triumph over evil, so that we may become
new creatures in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17).

One of the most moving accounts of reformation in the Bible is
the story of the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem under the leadership
of Nehemiah around 445 B.c. The people of Israel were in exile from
their promised land. Their corruption had warranted the terrible judg-
ment of banishment. Yet the Lord allowed them to return to their land
and to its capital, the city of Jerusalem. Though the land was occupied,
they had considerable freedom to worship God in traditional ways. The
record describes three waves of returning exiles: under Zerubbabel, who
saw to the rebuilding of the temple; under Ezra the great preacher; and
finally under Nehemiah, who oversaw the rebuilding of the great walls
of Jerusalem. In the book named for him, the text describes the way in
which a weak and disheartened people were revived. The centerpiece
of their reformation was responding to the book of the law. Not only
were the five books of Moses read publicly (perhaps with other portions
of the Old Testament), but also they were interpreted so that the peo-
ple understood them clearly (Neh. 8:5-8). At first the people wept. So
much had been lost. The Scriptures were a painful reminder of their
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unfaithfulness to God. But then they were told to stop weeping and to
begin a feast, just like the old days: “And do not be grieved, for the joy
of the LoRbD is your strength” (Neh. 8:10). In the days and weeks to
come, this law was further studied and further applied, until the people
renewed their covenant with the Lord. By learning to live for him despite
being in occupied territory, they were able to rebuild an entire culture
(Neh. 9:38). Truly, a reformation had occurred!

Moving from decadence to renewal is the heart of the biblical
message. Real reformation is a transformation. Indeed, the succes-
sive transformations accorded by God are so great that we are told
that John the seer beheld an unspeakably massive change, a cosmic
reformation:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven
and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.
And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of
heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her hus-
band. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,
“Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell
with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will
be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from
their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be
mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things
have passed away. (Rev. 21:1-4)

Any idea of reformation short of this glorious finale is inadequate to
what God has for his people. Reformation, that is to say, is the process
whereby God brings about the comprehensive, consummate change
from the old to the new, from death to life, from enmity and alien-
ation, to friendship and communion with God.

Reformation Today

It may go without saying that much of the world stands in need of
reformation at the present time. Particularly in the Northern Hemi-
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sphere, much of the Christian church is stagnant. As it faces globaliza-
tion, shifting moral values, and all kinds of social and political realign-
ments, the northern church is truly in exile, like the Jews in the time of
Ezra. While there are many pockets of vitality, there has been consider-
able accommodation to the surrounding culture.We need to be brought
back to the roots. In the light of the Word of God, we need to mourn,
and then to rejoice at God’s work of redemption, and then to rebuild,
to re-form our lives. Even in the Southern Hemisphere, where so much
amazing church growth is occurring, unless new believers are rooted
and grounded in a solid world-and-life view, walking with God in love
and integrity, it will not be long before decadence sets in. To watch the
church in Africa, in Latin America, and in Asia is to witness extraordi-
nary life and impact because of the gospel’s power on those continents.
But the growth will be on rocky soil, and birds are ready to scavenge the
newly sown seed, unless a robust theology is featured along with the
enthusiasm of new faith.



