


of the gospel comes to all who hear, without distinction, is obligatory. It is a

divine command. It is a precept. But there is a vast difference between an offer

and a demand. And that difference consists precisely in the fact that an offer is
not obligatory. As soon as it would be given an obligatory character it would

no longer be an offer. Yet, as we have said, it is very common to assign the
general offer of salvation to the realm of God's preceptive will. And to say the
very least, one certainly has to stretch the concept "preceptive will" very far if
it is to cover the notion of an offer.

But now let us turn to Calvin again. Calvin speaks at length on the subject

of the relation between the will of God and sin. He does so especially in his
treatise on "The Eternal Predestination of God" and in his treatise on "The

Secret Providence of God." All of the following quotations are from these

treatises, both of which are found in the volume entitled Calvin's Calvinism,

Henry Cole, Translator, (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., Grand Rapids,
Michigan, 1950). The treatise on predestination extends from page 13 to page
206, and that on providence from page 207 to page 350.

First, let us notice that Calvin stoutly maintains the truth of the simplicity

of the will of God in the most direct and literal terms. On page 253 he writes:

And hereby is refuted either the ignorance or the
wickedness of those who deny that the nature of the will
of God can be one and simple, if there be any other will
ascribed to Him than that which is plainly and manifest­
ly revealed by Him in His own law. Some also ask in
derision, "If there be any will of God which is not
revealed in His law, by what name is that will called?"
But those men must be deprived of their senses, in
whose opinion all those Scriptures signify nothing which
speak with so much wonder and admiration of the
profound "depth" of the judgments of God!

Fully to appreciate this position of Calvin, however, we should read it
in its context, beginning on page 252 and extending to page 255. For Calvin
not only maintains the principle, but he also explains how this principle can be
maintained with application to specific instances from Scripture. Notice:

And here the admonition of Augustine may be
listened to with profit: "In point of oneness or agree­
ment, there is sometimes a mighty difference between
men and God in the matters of His righteous acts and
judgments. As when, for instance, God wills righteously
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that which men will evilly, and when God righteously
willeth not that which men evilly will not. And so
again, in point. of difference or contrariety, God and
men do not ill agree. As when men will well that which
God l"ighteously doth not will, and when, also men
righteously do not will that which God righteously
doth will; for example, the son may wish for the death
of his father, that he may rush upon the inheritance.
God also may will that this same father should die.
God willed that Jerusalem should be utterly destroyed,
that the temple should be profaned and demolished,
and that the Jews should suffer every extreme of tor­
ment. The Idumeans were all the while longing for
the same. In order that the same measure might be
measured to a dire and ruthless man, who had spared
no one, God wills that no help whatever should be
brought to him, when pressed to destruction on every
side, by inevitable necessity. His own son shall refuse
him every duty of affection, nor shall he have the least
desire to aid him in his desperate need. God willed that
the sons of Eli should not listen to the counsels of their
father, because He had determined to destroy them.
The sons, on their part also, would not hear father.
Now there appears herein, at first sight, a certain kind
of harmony and agreement; but when we consider
abstractedly the evil and the good involved, there is as
much disagreement and contrariety as between fire and
water. A husband shall wish for a longer life of a beloved
wife whom God calls out of this world. Christ shuddered
at, and prayed against, that death, which was a sacrifice
of the sweetest odour unto God. Now the will of each,
both of the husband and of Christ, although diverse
from the will of God, at first appearance, was equally
without blame. Wherefore, far be it from any man to
drag God into a participation of sin, or guilt, or blame,
whenever any apparent similitude between the plainly
depraved passions of men and His secret counsel may
present itself. Let that sentiment of Augustine be ever
present to our minds: "Wherefore, by the mighty and
marvellous working of God (which is so exquisitely
perfect in the accomplishment of every purpose and
bent of His will), that, in a wonderful and ineffable
way, is not done without His will which is even done
contrary to His will, because it could not have been done
had He not permitted it to be done; and yet, He did not
permit it without His will, but according to His will."
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And hereby is refuted either the ignorance or the
wickedness of those who deny that the nature of the will
of God can be one and simple, if there be any other will
ascribed to Him than that which is plainly and mani­
festly revealed by Him in His own law. Some also ask in
derision, "If there be any will of God which is not re­
vealed in His law, by what name is that will called?H
But those men must be deprived of their senses, in
whose opinion all those Scriptures signify nothing which
speak with so much wonder and admiration of the
profound "depth" of the judgments of God! When Paul
exclaims, "0 the depth of the riches both of the wisdom
and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are His
judgments!" he most certainly teaches us, in all plain­
ness, that the judgment of God was something more and
deeper, than that which is expressed by the simple words
of Christ in that memorable ejaculation, "0 Jerusalem,
Jerusalem, how often would I have gathered thy children
together as a hen gathereth her brood under her wings,
but ye would notH (Matt. xxiii. 37). And whereas God
willed that the sons of Eli should not be obedient to
their father, that Divine will differed, in appearance,
from the precept of the law, which commands children
to obey their parents. In a word, wherever the apostle
sets forth the wonderful judgments of God, and the
depth of His thoughts and ways, which are "past finding
out," he is not speaking at all of the works of the law,
which stand always plain before our eyes; he is rather
magnifying that inaccessible light in which is hidden
God's secret counsel, which being exalted far above
the utmost stretch of the human mind, we are compelled
to gaze upon with uplift eyes and to adore!

Someone will perhaps say, "If that light is in­
accessible, why do you approach it?" I do not so ap­
proach it as to wish, by an insolent curiosity, to search
into those things which God wills to keep deeply hidden
in Himself: but that which the Scripture openly declares,
I embrace with a sure faith and look upon with rever­
ence. But you will say, "How can it be that God, who is
ever consistent with Himself, and unchangeable even in
the shadow of a tum, should yet will that which is
contrary to that which He seems to be?" I reply, It is
no matter of wonder that God, when speaking with men,
should accommodate Himself to the limits of their
comprehension. Who will affirm that God ever appeared
to His servants, even in Visions, such as He really is? For
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the brightness of His glory is such, that the sight of Him
as He is, by our naked vision, would absorb and over­
whelm all our senses in a moment. He has, therefore,
ever so revealed Himself as men were able to bear the
revelation. But whether God talks with us in the lan­
guage of a child, or whether He conceals that which He
knows to be beyond our comprehension-that there is
anything in what He pleased to say, feigned or dis­
sembled, I solemnly deny. Most true is that which the
Psalm affirms, "Thou hatest all workers of iniquity"
(Psalm v. 5). Nor, indeed, does God there testify, by the
mouth of David. anything else than that which He
exemplifies in reality every day when He punishes men
for their transgressions. Nor would He punish their
sins if He did not hate those sins. You here see, then,
that God is an avenger. from which we are fully assured
that He is not an approver. But many are deceived in
these sacred matters, not .rightly considering that God
willeth righteously those things which men do wickedly.
"How will you explain this?" you may say. I reply,
God abominates all adulterous and incestuous inter­
course. Absalom defiles his father's concubines in the
sight of the people. Was this done, in every sense, con­
trary to the will of God? No! God had predicted, by His
servant Nathan, that Absalom should do this (2 Sam.
xii. 11, 12): "1 will take thy wives before thine eyes, and
give them unto thy neighbour, and he shall lie with
thy wives in the sight of this sun. For thou didst it
secretly; but I will do this thing before all Israel, and
before the sun."

If you analyze what Calvin has to say on this matter above, you will dis­

cover that he finds the harmony of God's decretive will and His preceptive will

in God's infinitely perfect holiness. This becomes plain from the rollowing,

pp. 255, 256:

The Scripture is replete with examples of the same
nature and tendency. Shall we, then, on that account
either impute the cause or fault of sin to God, or repre­
sent Him as having a double or twofold will, and thus
make Him inconsistent with Himself? But as I have
already shown that He wills the same thing in certain
cases, as the wicked and profane, but in a different
manner; so we must, on the other hand, hold that He
wills in the same manner with the wicked and reprobate
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that which is in appearance different; so that, in those
things which are presented to our minds, the apparent
diversity is tempered with the utmost oneness and
harmony. Thus, inasmuch as Absalom's monstrous
impiety towards his father was a perfidious violation of
the law of marriage and a gross profanation of the order
of nature, it is most certain that his atrocious wickedness
was highly offensive to God, who can be pleased with
nothing but honesty, modesty, fidelity and chastity,
and who wills that the lawful order which He has estab­
lished among men should be preserved sacred and in­
violate. And yet, it pleased Him to punish in this manner
the adultery of David. And thus He wills in the same
manner with men things which seem to us quite diverse.
For that will of God by which He commands what
shall be done, and by which He punishes all trans­
gressions of His law, is one and simple.

On page 305 we find Calumny VII. This calumny falsely imputes to Calvin
the following position: "Whatsoever men do when and while they sin, they do
according to the will of God, seeing that the will of God often conflicts with
His precept."

On pp. 305, 306 we find the following "Observations and Statements"
of Calvin's opponent concerning the above false charge:

On this SEVENTH ARTICLE your opponents ask
you this question: If the will of God is often at variance
with His precept, in what way can it be known when
God wills, and when He does not will, that which He
commands? For (say they) if Calvin asserts that what
God commands ought always to be done, whether God
wills it or does not will it, it will follow that God wills in
order that His will might sometimes be resisted. For if
God commands me not to commit adultery, and yet
wills that I should commit adultery, and yet I ought
not to commit adultery, it follows that I ought to do
that which is contrary to His will. For when God com­
mands the people of Israel generally, "Thou shalt not
commit adultery;" does He mean that none of them
should commit adultery, or that some should commit
adultery, but that others should not? On this point,
Calvin, your adversaries ask of you some direct answer.
If you reply that God wills that some should commit
adultery, but that He at the same time wills that others
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should not, you will make God inconsistent with Him­
self in the one same precept.

If you reply to these arguments of your adversaries
by asserting that God has a twofold will-the one open
and manifest, the other secret-they next inquire: Who
was it, then, that made this secret will known to Calvin'?
For if Calvin and his followers know this secret will, it
cannot be secret; and if they know it not, how dare they
affirm that which they know not?

Your opponents again inquire whether God com·
mands according to His will when He enjoins His people
to pray, "Thy will be done;" and where Christ also saith,
"He that doeth the will of My Father which is in heaven,
the same is My brother and sister and mother" (Mark
iii. 35)? There is also that passage of Paul, "Behold,
thou art called a Jew, and restest in the law, and makest
thy boast of God, and knowest His will, and approvest
that which is excellent, and art a teacher of the law"
(Rom. ii. 17). Surely we have here the will of God, and
that which is commanded in the law, which will, if it
be good (which it certainly is), it must necessarily follow
that that which is contrary thereto is evil; for what­
soever is contrary to good must be evil. There is, more­
over, that memorable ejaculation of Christ, "How often
would I have gathered thy children together, ... but
thou wouldest not." Christ most certainly speaks here of
the open or manifest will of God, namely, that will
which He (Christ) Himself had explained in so many
ways. Now. if Christ had in His mind another will of
God contrary to this will, His whole life must have
been a contradiction.

Calvin's reply is very interesting and significant. In the first place, notice

that this calumny directly accuses Calvin of teaching conflict in the will of God.

Calvin, however, bluntly repudiates this charge, maintains that God's will is

"simple and uniform, and one." And he challenges his opponent to produce

proof to the contrary. In the second place, Calvin insists that he has always
maintained that there is perfect harmony between the secret or hidden counsel

of God and the openly revealed voice of His doctrine. And, in the third place,

he explains that Augustine taught the same doctrine, although he did indeed

speak of a "twofold will" of God.

I am utterly unconcerned to make to this
SEVENTH ARTICLE any reply at all. Produce me the
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place in my writings where I have asserted that "the will
of God is frequently at variance witht or conflicts with,
His precept. 19 Such an idea never entered my mind; no,
not even as a dream. NaYt on the entire contrary, among
many other kindred explanationst I have faithfully
expounded and set forth how simple and uniformt and
onet the will of God is; althought between the secret
counsel of God and His general doctrine, there is, to
ignorant and inexperienced persons, at first sight, a
certain appearance of difference. But whosoever modest­
ly and soberly and reverently submits and commits
himself to God and His teaching will, in a moment, see
and acknowledge (as far as the human mind's capacity
can see and acknowledge it) how it is that God, who
forbids adultery and fornication, punishes by the inces­
tuous intercourse of Absalom with the wives of David t
David's sin of adultery with the wife of Uriah. God ever
wills one and the same thing, but frequently in different
forms. Wherefore, that the foulness of your lies may
not cast any filth on me or my doctrine t let my readers
receive in one word this solemn declaration: that that
which you cast in my teeth, as promulgated by me con­
cerning the two wills of God, is an entire fiction of your
own. For, as to myself, I have ever proclaimed that there
is between the secret or hidden counsel of God and the
openly revealed voice of His doctrine, the most perfect,
divine and consummate harmony.

Augustine did, indeed, by way of concession and
explanation to his adversaries, make mention of a two­
fold will, or of different wills of God-a secret will, and
an open or revealed will-but he so represented that
twofold will as to show that they are in such consum­
mate harmony with each other, that the <Clast day19 will
make it most gloriously manifest that there never waSt
nor iSt in this multiform way of God's workings and
doings, the least variance, conflict or contradiction, but
the most divine and infinite harmony and oneness.

A second characteristic of Calvin '5 position is the fact that he rejects the

concept of divine "permission 19 as a possible way out of any difficulties pre­

sented by the question of the relation between God's counsel and sin, a matter

which at bottom involves the relation between God's decree and God's precept.

There are passages in his treatise on "The Eternal Predestination of Godt> in

which Calvin discusses this subject at length. The beauty of these passages is

that again and again Calvin proves his position by simply appealing directly to
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Scripture. Space does not permit us to quote these passages at length. On all of

these subjects one can quote almost at random from thE'se two treatises and pro­
duce pertinent material. In fact, these two treatises of Calvin alone furnish the
reader a virtually complete thpological education in this area of theology. Any.
one who would understand Calvin's position must by all means imbibe what

the great reformer teaches in them.

But permit me, in conclusion, to quote just a fE'w lines which show plainly

Calvin's rejection of the Hpermission" concept. On pages 200 and 201 we rE'ad

the following:

The worthless being afterwards adds, CCThat he can
answer every argument which we may bring against him
in two ways. By showing, first, that all those passages
which seem to attribute the cause of evil to God, do not
intend His effectual will, but His permitting or His
leaving a thing to be done." But away with that calumny
altogether, which is built upon the terms good and evil,
when used in discussing God's eternal will and decrees.
For we well know that nothing is more contrary to the
nature of God than sin. But men act from their own
proper wickedness when they sin, so that the whole
fault rests with themselves. But to turn all those passages
of the Scripture (wherein the affection of the mind, in
the act, is distinctly described) into a mere permission
on the part of God is a frivolous subterfuge, and a vain
attempt at escape from the mighty truth! The fathers,
however, did interpret these passages by the term per­
mission; for finding that the apparent asperity of the
more direct terms gave offence to some at first hearing,
they became anxious to mitigate them by milder expres­
sions. In their too great anxiety, however, thus to
mitigate, and in their study to avoid giving any such
offence, they relaxed something of that fixedness of
attention which was due to the great truth itself.

Calvin then proceeds to call attention to various specific examples from
Scripture, such as Joseph, Job, Nebuchadnezzar, the Assyrians, the Medes, etc.,
in order to demonstrate that the concept of a mere divine permission is in­
adequate.

On page 244 Calvin writes as follows:

From all that has beeb said, we can at once gather
how vain and fluctuating is that flimsy defence of the
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Divine justice which desires to make it appear that the
evil things that are done, are so done, not by the will of
God, but by His permission only. As far, indeed, as those
evil things which men perpetrate with an evil mind are,
in themselves, evil, I willingly confess (as I will im­
mediately more fully explain) that they by no means
please God. But for men to represent God as sitting un­
concerned, and merely permitting those things to be
done which the Scripture plainly declares to be done,
not only by His will, but by His authority, is a mere
way of escape from the truth, utterly frivolous and vain.
Augustine did, indeed, sometimes give way to this
popular method of speaking; but where he devotes him­
self more closely to the consideration of the matter,
and examines it more thoroughly, he by no means
suffers the permission to be substituted for the act
of God.

These quotations will, I trust, serve to point the direction of Calvin's
thinking on this subject. However, as I said above, one would do well to read
the two treatises from which these quotations have been taken in their entirety.
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Book Review
THE ELDERS HANDBOOK, A Practical Guide for
Church Leaders; by Gerard Berghoef and Lester De
Koster; Christian's Library Press, 1979; 303 pp., $12.95.

Reviewed by Prof. Hennan Hanko

Gerard Berghoef is a furniture manufacturing executive who also served as
elder in the Christian Reformed Church for twelve years; Lester De Koster is at
present the editor of The Banner. These two have collaborated to prepare a
book which can serve as a guide to ministers and elders in the work which Christ

places upon them in the congregation.
The book is written from the viewpoint of Paul's last admonitions to the

elders in the Church of Ephesus which are found in Acts 20: 28-31. It has six
main sections to it: these sections cover the idea of the eldership, the calling of
elders in relationship to each other, the calling of elders in relation to the church
both on the local level and on the level of the broader ecclesiastical assemblies,
the calling of elders with respect to particular problems such as divorce and re­
marriage, etc., and the calling of elders with respect to the future. There are
many worthwhile aspects to the book some of which ought to be mentioned.
Generally speaking, the book is written from a conservative and Biblical view­
point and can be used by elders within our own Churches. It has many excellent

practical ideas in it for particular aspects of the work of elders and much practi­
cal advice which is helpful in the many problems which elders confront. [have
no doubt about it but that the book can be read and studied with profit by
anyone who is determined to perform the work of his office in hannony with
the Scriptures. It has also a rather lengthy section which deals with particular

texts which can be used by elders in different problems which they meet and in
different aspects of their work. This section alone is very worthwhile.

Nevertheless, there are weaknesses in the book. I do not dwell on these
weaknesses to leave the impression that the book is not worth getting; but
rather to serve as a guide to those who make use of it so that they may know
for what to beware.

While the book is intended to be a practical gUide to the work of elders
and while there is some material in the book concerning the idea of the office,
we nevertheless consider the book deficient in this respect. I suppose it is dif·
ficult to say how much on this SUbject is too much when the book aims to be

practical. But the fact remains that a clear understanding of the office as to its
Scriptural idea is important for an understanding of the work which elders
must perform. That the book lacks this becomes also apparent in places. Some
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of the advice given to elders would apply equally well to a busy executive in
charge of a large manufacturing plant.

The book is written with too broad a purpose in mind. I mean that the
book is intended to serve all elders regardless of their church affiliation and
regardless of the type of church polity embraced in their particular denomina­
tion. It is therefore not always specific with respect to Reformed Church Polity
and does not take a definite stand on particular doctrinal issues.

There are serious mistakes in the book. I mention three of the outstanding
ones. In the first place, the book does not have a correct view of the relationship
between the autonomy of the local congregation and the authority of the
broader assemblies. While this subject is not treated in detail, the authors state:

Presbyterian and Reformed Churches locate
authority, derived from Christ, in the congregation's
eldership. Broader assemblies derive their authority, by
delegation, from the local council or consistory or
session. The classis, presbytery, conference, and again,
the synod, general assembly, general conference can act
for the local unity because they are presumed to be but
extensions of it. It is out of this context that this hand­
book is written, allowing for such denominational
adaptation as required (p. 38).

In the second place, the book takes a wrong view of divorce and re­
marriage. It allows for those who are divorced and remarried to be members of
the Church. This is contrary to the Scriptures, although well within the position
of the Christian Reformed Church.

In the third place, the book openly advocates financial help from social
agencies and government funds for the poor and, in fact, speaks of a broad
function of the Church in social work. There is a promise in the book that
another volume will appear on the work of the deacons, and, presumably, these
questions will be treated more fully in that volume. But this viewpoint is never­
theless wrong.

Nevertheless, we recommend this book to those who are elders for it
has much in it which can be of good use to them in their work.
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