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EdiTorial Notes

We think our readers will once again enjoy the articles prepared for this
issue of TheJournal. Prof. David Engelsma continues hisstudy of the history
of divorce and remarriage in the Reformed and Presbyterian traditions.

The church, almost entirely, has caved in to divorce and remarriage on
almost any grounds. It seems possible and cogent to argue that this is, at least
in part, due to a basic error of interpretation and exegesis of Scripture on the
fundamental question: May those divorced on grounds of adultery and/or
desertion remarry. Without many exceptions, both the Reformed and
Presbyterian traditions have said: Yes — something Engelsma makes
abundantly clear. He contends, however, that, while a Reformed believer
cherishes his tradition, it is also Reformed to maintain that Scripture stands
above all tradition.

In our day when immorality and promiscuity is a way of life and when
this very immorality is used by Satan in his great (and, perhaps, last) attack
on that most basic of society’s institutions — the sacred institution of
marriage — the church needs a strong voice to shout what Scripture teaches
and to shout loudly enough for all to hear. Prof. Engelsma is that voice.

May the church which still desires holiness in the world of sin stop to
listen and join in protecting marriage as an institution of Christ.

* % k % % &k &k

The problem of God’s good gifts to men has evoked much discussion
over the years. Many have insisted that these good gifts can be interpreted
in no other way than as evidences of God’s grace towards all men.

As many (if not all) of our readers know, the Protestant Reformed
Churches have taken a stand against this doctrine as destructive of the truths
of sovereign and particular grace. Infact, this doctrine and controversy over
it are the causes of the beginning of our denomination.

An article in this issue of The Journal examines this question. The
article brings up some important aspects of the question: If good gifts are
grace towards unbelievers, are bad thingsjudgments of wrath uponbelievers?
To explain good gifts in terms of grace is one thing; how does one explain
the terrible things which are the lot of all men?

Besides this, is it possible that we judge those things which God is
pleasedto send us inthis life according to our earthly and subjective standards
of what is good and what is bad? This is important, for only Scripture can
really tell us how to evaluate all that God does. He is great and His thoughts
are not our thoughts.
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But all these matters are yet not the heart of the question. The article
turns to Scripture to learn why God sends “good gifts” to all men without
distinction; but also why God sends “bad things” to all men without
distinction. Scripture explains. Andif we understand Scripture, we will have
no problem defending the truth of sovereign and particular grace.

* % %k & k k X

Two and a half years ago the Seminary sponsored a successful and
enjoyable Conference on Scripture. Many came from different parts of the
country and from different denominations to participate in that conference.
It was a Conference which, in the speeches delivered, set forth the Reformed
doctrine of Scripture over against attacks on many fronts: a denial of
inspiration which is infallible and inerrant, a denial of inspiration which
leads to destructive higher criticism, a denial of inspiration which opens the
door to faulty exegesis and to the introduction of false doctrine — particularly
the false doctrine of evolutionism.

Atthe conference, Prof. Decker delivered the first and keynote address
in which he drew the Reformed and confessional lines of the doctrine of
inspiration. He has provided us with a written transcript of that lecture for
publication in The Journal. 1t is a statement of the truth of inspiration taken
from Scripture and the Confessions which is sharp, clear, and beautiful. It
is that which the enemies of the truth want no more.

Read it and be edified.

* k & X % %k %

Added to this variety of articles are several book reviews of important
books which our readers may want to purchase.
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A History of the
Church’s Doctrine of
Marriage,
Divorce, and Remarriage

David J. Engelsma
2 The Reformed Tradition

In the November, 1993 issue of this journal, I set forth the doctrine of
marriage that is maintained by the Protestant Reformed Churches in
America. This doctrine holds that marriage is a bond established by God
between one man and one woman for life. The bond is broken only by the
death of one of the married persons. Divorce in the sense of a lawful
separation is permissible on the ground of the sexual unfaithfulness of one
of the married persons. But there may be no remarriage as long as both are
living. Not even the “innocent party” in a divorce may remarry.

In taking this position, the Protestant Reformed Churches are guided
exclusively by the testimony of the Holy Scriptures. They are well aware that
this stand means suffering for some Christians. They are sympathetic to this
suffering. But Scripture alone determines the stand of the churches on this
vital aspect of the holy life of their members. Genesis 2:24 as interpreted by
Christ in Matthew 19:4-6 makes known that God instituted marriage at
creation as a lifelong, unbreakable bond between one man and one woman.
Ephesians 5:22-33 teaches earthly marriage as an indissoluble bond in that
marriage is the God-appointed symbol of the covenant of grace between
Christ and the church. The passages in the New Testament that treat of
marriage, divorce, and remarriage clearly and powerfully affirm marriage as
a lifelong bond, forbid divorce in the sense of a legal separation except in the
case of fornication, and condemn all remarriage after divorce as adulterous
(Matt.5:31,32;19:3-12;Mark 10:2-12; Luke 16:18; Rom. 7:2, 3; 1 Cor. 7:10,
11, 39).

The Protestant Reformed Churches came to this position on marriage
largely through the leading of Reformed theologian and churchman, Herman
Hoeksema. On the basis of careful exegesis of Holy Scripture, Hoeksema
defined marriage as
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the union between one man and one woman for life, a union that is based on
a communion of nature, on a communion of life, and a communion of love,
which is areflection of the covenant relation between God and His people and
of the relation between Christ and His church; a union, moreover, that has its
chief purpose in bringing forth the seed of the covenant.

He asserted that every marriage is indissoluble:

The marriage bond is absolutely indissoluble. It cannot be broken. No more
than the union between Christ and His church can be dissolved, no more can
the marriage tie ever be severed. Itis a most intimate union of life and for life,
which only death can dissolve.

From the nature of marriage as an indissoluble bond it follows, according to
Hoeksema, “that therefore remarriage while both parties are still living is
condemned by the Word of God.”"

This doctrine of marriage represents a break with the Reformed
tradition. Originating in the Reformation of the 16th century, the doctrine
of marriage held by the Reformed tradition maintains that, although mar-
riage is a lifelong bond by virtue of God’s institution and intention, the
marriage relationship can be dissolved by sinful human behavior. One sinful
act that breaks the relationship is the sexual infidelity of the husband or the
wife. Fornication in Matthew 5: 31, 32 and in Matthew 19:9 is the adultery
of one of the married persons, and adultery dissolves, or can possibly dissolve,
the marriage so as to permit the “innocent party” to remarry. In the main the
Reformed tradition has until very recently been adamant that adultery
permits only the “innocent party” to remarry. The guilty party has been
forbidden to remarry.

The other sinful act that has been recognized in the Reformed tradition
as dissolving a marriage is the desertion of a believer by an unbelieving
husband or wife. Advocacy of desertion as a valid ground of both divorce and
remarriage is based on a specific understanding of Paul’s teaching in I
Corinthians 7:15: “But if the unbelieving depart, let him depart. A brother
orasisterisnot under bondage in such cases: but God hath called usto peace.”
This understanding supposes that the apostle teaches that the abandoned
believer is no longer “bound” to the deserter, as though “not under bondage”
is the same as “is not bound.” The words that follow, “But God hath called

t Cited in David J. Engelsma, “A History of the Church’s Doctrine of
Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage: The Development of Herman Hoeksema,”
Protestant Reformed Theological Journal 27, no. 1 (November 1993): 11, 12.
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us to peace,” are explained as meaning, “God gives the one deserted the right
to remarry.” Desertion as a ground of remarriage is known as the “Pauline
privilege” since itis thought to be Paul’s adding of a ground to a ground given
by Christ in Matthew 19:9, namely, adultery.

The Dutch Reformed

Notall Reformed churches and theologians, however, have agreed that
desertion constitutes a biblical ground for remarriage. Prior to 1956, the
Christian Reformed Church for many years took a firm stand that only
adultery breaks the marriage tie and that in this case only the “innocent party”
may remarry. Describing the stand of the Christian Reformed Church before
1956, J. L. Schaver wrote: “Adultery is the only biblical ground for divorce.
.. . Wilful separation is not considered a biblical ground for divorce.”

The “Report of the Committee on ‘Marital Problems’ ” to the Reformed
Ecumenical Synod of Edinburgh 1953 addressed the matter of “Biblical
grounds for divorce”:

The case of adultery is quite clear. Inthe case of I Cor. 7:15 (desertion because
of religious hatred), it can be a matter of opinion if divorce with the right to
remarry should be granted or only separation of bed and board.?

The Reformed Ecumenical Synod of Potchefstroom, South Africa
adopted the recommendation of its committee rejecting the view that I
Corinthians 7:15 provides a ground for divorce and subsequent remarriage:

As regards so-called malicious desertion, it appears to us that, as declared by
the American report in the Agenda, we have to do in I Corinthians 7:15 with
a very special case. Here we have a desertion religionis causa. We must pay

2 J. L. Schaver, The Polity of the Churches, 4th rev. ed., vol. 2 (Grand
Rapids: International Publications, 1956), p. 225. Schaver givesthe gist of certain
ecclesiastical cases involving complicated marital situations that make plain that
the Christian Reformed Church was long determined to condemn and keep out of
the church all remarriages except those of the “innocent party.” Particular
decisions of the Christian Reformed synod of 1936 were inconsistent according
to Schaver (pp. 225-232).

3 "Report of the Committee on ‘Marital Problems’,” Acts of the Reformed
Ecumenical Synod Edinburgh 1953 (Edinburgh: Lindsay & Co. Ltd., 1953),91.
Even though its recognition of adultery as a ground of “divorce” refers to a right
of the “innocent party” to remarry, the report immediately adds: “The conclusion
of your committee is that marriage as a divine ordinance has in its essence the
character of a lifelong union” (pp. 91, 92).
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attention here to the context of the whole chapter which possesses par
excellence a pastoral character. Paul, as Apostle, here supplies incidental
advice for specific situations facing believers in his times. To believers as a
result of the commandment of Christ he expressly disallows the dissolution of
amarriage and contraction of a second (I Corinthians 7:10-11). In addition he
distinguishes another type of marriage, viz. that between a believer and an
unbeliever. [tappearsto usthat we have to do here with marriages of heathen,
one of whom then became a believer. The question then arose in the case of
desertion of the unbelieving partner whether the believing partner should keep
insisting on the restitution of the marriage. It has been accepted by some that
Paul’s answer to the question has the nature of a so-called second ground for
divorce. In the opinion of your commission this is certainly not the case. It is
especially in this case incorrect to speak of a “Scriptural ground for divorce.”
Judging from the context the following appears to be the case: The man had
deserted the wife as a result of religious friction or hatred, and Paul felt that
for the Christian wife it was necessary to accept the situation. The question
of how far Paul implied by the expression of 7:15 (“A brother or a sister is not
under bondage in such cases”) that the marriage is here legally dissolved,
cannot be answered on exegetical grounds. It is also not clear here whether
he allowed a second marriage in such cases.*

Indicative of the reluctance particularly within the Dutch Reformed
tradition to recognize desertion as a ground of divorce and remarriage on the
basis of I Corinthians 7:15 is the commentary of the highly respected exegete,
F.W. Grosheide. Commenting on Matthew 19:9, Grosheide states freely that
“er maar een oorzaak is, waarop echtscheiding volgen mag, n. L hoererij,
dat is de feitelijke verbreking van het huwelijk.... Jezus noemt dit de eenige
reden” (“there isbutone cause why divorce may follow, namely, fornication,
that is the actual dissolving of the marriage.... Jesus calls this the only
reason”).® In his commentary on I Corinthians 7:15, however, Grosheide
says not one word about any breaking of the bond by the unbeliever’s
desertion of the believer. Nor does he so much as hint that the deserted
believer might have a right to remarry. That the deserted believer is “not
under bondage” means that he or she does not have to try at all cost to prevent
the unbeliever from leaving. The “peace” of the deserted believer is the peace
with God and with the neighbor that would be disturbed if the believer
continually would have to restrain the unbeliever from separating.

‘4 Acts of the Fourth Reformed Ecumenical Synod of Potchefstroom,
South Africa 1958 (Potchefstroom: Potchefstroom Herald, 1958), p. 98.

3 F. W. Grosheide, Het Heilig Evangelie volgens Mattheus (Amsterdam:
H. A. Van Bottenburg, 1922), p. 226. The translation of the Dutch is mine.
°F. W. Grosheide, Paulus’ Eerste Brief aan de Kerk te Korinthe (Kampen: J.
H. Kok, 1954), pp. 89, 90: “God heeft ons in vrede geroepen. De roeping hier
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Nevertheless, H. Bouwman presents the marriage doctrine of the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands as approving remarriage on the
grounds both of adultery and of desertion. Bouwman does admit that it is not
“decisively expressed” in I Corinthians 7:15 whether “the Christian party
whois left alone may indeed marry again ... or must remain unmarried.” But
Bouwman is confident that “the marriage bond is broken by that deliberate
desertion, and the deserted party can again make a new marriage.” The
position that adultery and malicious desertion are lawful grounds of divorce
and remarriage, says Bouwman, has been the position of the Reformed
theologians in the Netherlands almost without exception. He mentions
Danaeus, Junius, Ames, Rivet, van Mastricht, and 4 Brakel as taking this
position.’

The Presbyterians

The Presbyterian wing of the Reformed tradition likewise has viewed
marriage as a relationship that can be dissolved both by adultery and by

bedoeld, is de roeping tot zaligheid. Die roeping staatin het teken van den vrede,
ze geschiedt in vrede en ze brengt tot vrede, vrede met God, maar ook daardoor
vrede met den naaste, Rom. 5:1; 12:18; Gal. 5:22. Die vrede mag niet worden
verstoord en dat zou het geval zijn, indien de gelovige partij voortdurend de
ongelovige van scheiding moest pogen terug te houden.”

7 H. Bouwman, “Echtscheiding,” in Christelijke Encyclopaedie voor het
Nederlandsche Volk, ed. F. W. Grosheide, J. H. Landwehr, C. Lindeboom, J. C.
Rullmann, vol. 2 (Kampen: J. H. Kok, n. d.), pp. 3-13. The translation of the
Dutch is mine. In harmony with Bouwman’s analysis of the Dutch Reformed
tradition as permitting divorce and remarriage on the two grounds of adultery and
desertion is the position of Dutch Reformed ethicist W. Geesink. In his
explanation of the seventh commandment, Geesink states that, according to the
Word of God, the magistrate may grant a divorce only on the grounds of adultery
and malicious desertion. By divorce Geesink understands the dissolution of the
marriage. Interestingly, Geesink observes that the granting of the divorce by the
magistrate is merely the declaration that a marriage which has already been
dissolved, presumably by the sinful act of adultery or desertion, is indeed
dissolved (“... is dan ook niet dan een voor ontbonden verklaren van een echt, die
metterdaad ontbonden is”). See W. Geesink, Van’s Heeren Ordinantien, vol.
4 (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1925), p. 226. The notes in the margin of the Dutch Staten
Bijbel, the “kantteekeningen,” explain I Cor. 7:15 as permitting the deserted
believer toremarry: “Dat is, niet gehouden van hunne zijde de band des huwelijke
verder te houden, of ongetrouwd te blijven” (“Thatis, notrequired from their side
to maintain the bond of marriage any longer, or to remain unmarried” — my
translation of the Dutch).
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desertion so that both the “innocent party” and the deserted believer are
allowed to remarry.

John Murray explained Matthew 19:9 as the Lord’s teaching that
when a man puts away his wife for the cause of fornication this putting away
has the effect of dissolving the bond of marriage with the result that he is free
to remarry without thereby incurring the guilt of adultery. In simple terms it
means that divorce in such a case dissolves the marriage and that the parties
are no longer man and wife.®

Although Murray concluded that I Corinthians 7:15 does permit a
believer deserted by an unbelieving marriage companion to remarry, he was
very cautious, even tentative, in reaching and teaching this conclusion.
Murray called the explanation of the verb, “is not under bondage,” in I
Corinthians 7:15 “one of the most perplexing questions in New Testament
interpretation.” He recognized that the word translated by the King James
Version as “is not under bondage” does not obviously refer to a dissolution
of the marriage bond. In addition, to explain the word as giving a ground for
divorce and remarriage would seemingly bring Paul into conflict with Christ.
Christ, on the view now of those who explain Matthew 19:9 as offering a
biblical ground for remarriage after divorce, gave one, and one only, ground
for remarriage: the fornication of one’s wife or husband. Paul, in defiance
of Christ, adds yet another ground. These considerations led Murray frankly
to acknowledge that “it is difficult to make out a strong or valid case for the
view that ou dedoulootai (is not under bondage) means dissolution.”

Nevertheless, Murray found “cogent arguments™ also on the other side
of the question and came to the conclusion that “there is much to be said in
favour of the view that I Corinthians 7:15 contemplates the dissolution of the
bond of marriage.”

8 John Murray, Divorce (Philadelphia: The Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing Company, 1961), p. 43.

i Murray, Divorce, pp. 69-78. Immediately upon concluding that I Corin-
thians 7:15 permits a believer deserted by an unbeliever to remarry, Murray
deplored the abuse of the “Pauline privilege” by believers in that believers
abandoned by professing Christians appeal to the “privilege” in support of their
actions of divorcing and remarrying. Murray was critical of the Westminster
Confession’s treatment of “wilful desertion” as a ground of divorce and remar-
riage in chapter 24.6. The Confession failed “to confine the liberty of dissolution
to the precise conditions prescribed by the apostle in this passage,” leaving a
“loophole ... (that) cannot be maintained on the basis of Scripture” (pp. 77, 78).
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The expression of the characteristic Presbyterian position on marriage,
divorce, and remarriage by the Southern Presbyterian Robert L. Dabney is
noteworthy for several things. It acknowledges that marriage is ideally
dissolved only by death. Itinsists that adultery and desertion are the only two
sins that “annihilate” the bond. It suggests that the reason why a bond that
isideally lifelong can yetbe dissolved while both marriage partners are living
is that an adulterous or deserting marriage companion may be regarded as
“dead.”

Under the New Testament, divorce proper can take place only ontwo grounds,
adultery and permanent desertion. See Matt. xix:9; v:32; I Cor. vii:15. A
careful examination of these passages will lead us to these truths: That
marriage is a permanent and exclusive union of one woman to one man; and
so, canonly be innocently dissolved by death: Butthat extreme criminality and
breach of contract by one party annihilates the bond so that the criminal is as
though he were dead to the other: That the only sins against the bond, which
have this effect, are those which are absolutely incompatible with the relation,
adultery, and wilful, final desertion. In these cases, the bond having been
destroyed for the innocent party, he is as completely a single man, as though
the other were dead. Some commonwealths have added many other trivial
causes of divorce; thus sinning grievously against God and the purity of the
people. The Church may not recognize by her officers or acts, any of these
unscriptural grounds, or the pretended divorces founded on them.!?

John Owen spoke for both the older Presbyterians and the Puritans.

Adultery is a just and sufficient cause of a divorce ... (which) consists in a
dissolution “vinculi matrimonialis” and so removes the marriage relation as
that the innocent person divorcing or procuring the divorce is at liberty to

marry again.
As for the “Pauline privilege,”
the apostle Paul expressly sets the party at liberty to marry who is maliciously

and obstinately deserted, affirming that the Christian religion doth not
prejudice the natural right and privilege of men in such cases: ICor. vii. 15.1!

10 Robert L. Dabney, Lectures in Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing House, repr. 1972), pp. 409, 410.

n John Owen, “Of Marrying after Divorce in Case of Adultery,” in The
Works of John Owen, ed. William H. Goold, vol. 16 (London: The Banner of
Truth Trust, repr. 1968), pp. 254-257.
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Acceptance of adultery and desertion as grounds of lawful divorce and
remarriage and, with this, the view of marriage as a contract that can be
voided by the actions of men are creedal positions for Presbyterians. Whereas
the distinctively Reformed creeds, the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic
Confession, and the Canons of Dordt, do not pronounce on marriage, divorce,
and remarriage, the Presbyterian Westminster Confession of Faith does.
With appeal to Matthew 19:9, it approves the remarriage of the “innocent

party”:

In the case of adultery after marriage, it is lawful for the innocent party to sue
out a divorce, and, after the divorce, to marry another, as if the offending party
were dead.

On the basis of I Corinthians 7:15, it also approves the remarriage of the
deserted believer:

Although the corruption of man be such as is apt to study arguments, unduly
to put asunder those whom God hath joined together in marriage; yet nothing
but adultery or such wilful desertion as can no way be remedied by the church
or civil magistrate, is cause sufficient of dissolving the bond of marriage....»2

Despite this confessional statement, there have been prominent Pres-
byterians who have questioned whether desertion dissolves a marriage and
whether such a doctrine can be drawn from the apostle’s teaching in I
Corinthians 7:15. The Presbyterian theologian Robert Shaw acknowledged
this in his commentary on the Westminster Confession:

There can be no question that adultery is a just ground for “the innocent party
to sue out adivorce, and, after the divorce, to marry another, as if the offending

2 The Westminster Confession of Faith, 24.5, 6, in The Subordinate
Standards and Other Authoritative Documents of the Free Church of Scotland
(Edinburgh: William Blackwood & Sons LTD, 1973). In spite of the overall
agreement between the “Three Forms of Unity” and the Westminster Standards,
so serious a matter is the Westminster Confession’s approval of remarriage after
divorce that this would stand in the way of full ecclesiastical relationships
between a church that subscribed to the Westminster Confession and a denomi-
nation of churches that held in a heartfelt way the indissolubility of marriage. A
divorced and remarried member of the former would not be accepted at the Lord’s
Table in the latter. A Presbyterian officebearer who was convinced of the
impermissibility of remarriage after divorce would have to sign his subscription
to the Westminster Confession with stated objection against the teaching on
marriage, divorce, and remarriage in chapter 24.5, 6.
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party were dead.” ... But whether the wilful and obstinate desertion of one of
the parties sets the other party at liberty to marry again may admit of dispute.*

The Reformers

The prevailing view in the Reformed tradition, that adultery certainly
and desertion probably are valid grounds for remarriage after divorce,
entered the tradition through its father, John Calvin. In his commentary on
Matthew 19:9, Calvin explained that “it is not in the power of a man to
dissolve the engagement of marriage, which the Lord wishes to remain
inviolate,” except that ahusband or a wife who commits adultery can and does
dissolve the marriage. This sets the “innocent” wife or husband “at liberty”;
he or she is now free to remarry. Calvin criticized as “very ill explained” the
interpretation of the second part of the text (“and whoso marrieth her which
is put away doth commit adultery”) that holds that

celibacy is enjoinedin all cases when adivorce has taken place; and, therefore,
if a husband should put away an adulteress, both would be laid under the
necessity of remaining unmarried. As if this liberty of divorce meant only not
to lie with his wife; and as if Christ did not evidently grant permission in this
case to do what the Jews were wont indiscriminately to do at their pleasure.'*

B Robert Shaw, An Exposition of the Confession of Faith (London:
Blackie & Son, n. d.), p. 243. Shaw mentions Dr. Dwight as one who opposed
the interpretation of I Cor. 7:15 that finds in the passage a dissolving of the
marriage bond. Shaw’s own defense of the Confession’s doctrine concerning
desertion is notable for its hesitancy: “But at verse 15 (the apostle) appears to
declare that the party who was deserted . . . was free to marry again. And the
decision seems just ... it is not reasonable that the innocent party should be denied
all relief.” Shaw does call attention to an aspect of the issue that is often
overlooked by those who contend that adultery and desertion are grounds for
remarriage since they dissolve the marriage bond. “Adultery does not, ipso facto,
dissolve the bond of marriage, nor may it be dissolved by consent of parties. The
violation of the marriage vow only invests the injured party with a right to demand
the dissolution of it by the competent authority; and if he chooses to exercise that
right, the divorce must be effected ‘by a public and orderly course of proceeding’”
(pp. 243, 244). Neither adultery nor desertion dissolves the marriage bond. The
“innocent” or deserted party cannot dissolve the marriage bond. But the state
dissolves the marriage bond at the demand of the injured party. What God has
joined together, the state is authorized and able to put asunder.

" John Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, Matthew,
Mark, and Luke, tr. William Pringle, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1949), pp. 382-385.
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An unbeliever’s desertion of a believing wife or husband as described
in I Corinthians 7:15, Calvin saw as the unbeliever’s divorcing “God rather
than ... his or her partner. There is, therefore, in this case a special reason,
inasmuch as the first and chief bond is not merely loosed, but even utterly
broken through.” Not only adultery, therefore, but also desertion broke the
marriage bond, in the judgment of Calvin, freeing the deserted Christian to
remarry.

In keeping with Calvin’s thinking on marriage, divorce, and remar-
riage, the marriage ordinances of Geneva, drafted under Calvin’s inspira-
tion, approved remarriage after divorce on the ground of adultery, as well
as the remarriage of some who had been deserted by their husbands or wives.
The ordinance governing remarriage on the ground of adultery read:

If a husband accuses his wife of adultery and he proves it by sufficient
witnesses or evidences and demands to be separated by divorce, it shall be
granted, and thereafter he shall be able to marry again if he so wishes.'¢

Several ordinances dealt with desertion in various forms. One stated:

If a husband who is debauched has deserted his wife without his wife having
given him any occasion for doing so or being in any way to blame for it.... The
wife ... if she is unable to discover where he is, shall wait until the completion
of one year . . . and when the year is up she shall be able to come before the
Consistory. Ifitis then ascertained that she needs to be married, she shall be
exhorted and sent to the Council.... After this the public announcements
previously mentioned shall be proceeded with so that liberty may be given to
the woman to remarry.'’

15 John Calvin, Commentary on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the
Corinthians, tr. John Pringle, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publish-
ing Company, 1948), p. 244.

16 The Register of the Company of Pastors of Geneva in the Time of
Calyin, ed. and tr. Philip Edgcumbe Hughes (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1966), p. 77. In an even-handed way, the
ordinances went on to apply this law of the dissolution of marriage by adultery to
the wife whose husband has been guilty of adultery.

v Hughes, Register, p. 79. Itis striking that the rules governing remarriage
because of desertion related desertion closely to “debauchery.” In his magisterial
study of divorce, Roderick Phillips makes a convincing case for the contention
that, although Calvin recognized desertion as a second ground for divorce and
remarriage, desertion for Calvin necessarily involved adultery on the part of the
deserter. Essentially, then, Calvin acknowledged only one ground for remarriage:
adultery. See Roderick Phillips, Putting Asunder: A History of Divorce in
Western Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 54, 55.
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In his view that adultery and desertion were grounds for divorce and
remarriage, Calvin agreed with Martin Luther. Already in “The Babylonian
Captivity of the Church” in 1520, Luther proposed, although somewhat
tentatively, that remarriage be permitted on these two grounds:

Christ, then, permits divorce, but only on the ground of unchastity. The pope
must, therefore, be in error whenever he grants a divorce for any other cause....
Yet it is still a greater wonder to me why they compel a man to remain
unmarried after being separated from his wife by divorce, and why they will
not permit him to remarry. For if Christ permits divorce on the ground of
unchastity and compels no one to remain unmarried, and if Paul would rather
have us marry than burn (I Cor. 7:9), then he certainly seems to permit a man
to marry another woman in the place of the one who has been put away.... I,
indeed, who alone against all cannot establish any rule in this matter would
yet greatly desire atleast the passage inI Cor. 7 (:15) tobe applied here.... Here
the Apostle gives permission to put away the unbeliever who departs and to
set the believing spouse free to marry again.'®

In his commentary of 1523 on I Corinthians 7:15, Luther wrote:
Here the apostle releases the Christian spouse, once the non-Christian partner
has separated himself or will not permit his mate to lead a Christian life, giving

the former the right and authority to marry another partner.”

In a sermon in 1531 on Matthew 5: 31, 32, Luther approved the

The case of Galeazzo Caracciolo then represented the exception to the rule. For
Calvin approved the divorce and remarriage of this Italian refugee who had left
his Roman Catholic wife in Italy when he fled to Geneva. The ground of the
divorce and remarriage of this convert to the Reformed faith was simply the
refusal of his wife to join her husband in Geneva on account of her determination

to remain Roman Catholic. Given their interpretation of I Cor. 7:15, Calvin and
Reformed Geneva approved a believer’s divorcing his wife and marrying another

on the ground of the believer’s desertion of the unbeliever! See William Monter,
Calvin’s Geneva (New York: John Wiley & Son, Inc., 1967), pp. 184-186; also,
Bouwman, “Echtscheiding,” p. 8.

18 Martin Luther, “On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church,” in Three
Treatises (Philadelphia: MuhlenbergPress, 1960), pp. 236,237. Luther was
here opening up a radical break with the church’s doctrine and practice of
marriage.

19 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, vol 28, ed. Hilton C. Oswald (Saint
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1973), p. 36.
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remarriage of the person divorced on the ground of the marriage companion’s
adultery:

But you ask: “Then is there no legitimate cause for the divorce and remarriage
of a man and his wife?” Answer: Both here and in Matthew 19:9 Christ sets
down only one, called adultery.

The reason that Luther gave for this right to remarry is significant since it
shows that the Reformer was convinced that, in reality, only death dissolves
the marriage bond:

He (Christ) cites it (adultery as the only legitimate cause for divorce and
remarriage) on the basis of the Law of Moses, which punishes adultery with
death (Lev. 20:10). Since it is only death that can dissolve a marriage and set
you free, an adulterer has already been divorced, not by men but by God
Himself, and separated not only from his wife but from this very life. By his
adultery he has divorced himself from his wife and has dissolved his marriage.
He had no right to do either of these, and so he has brought on his own death,
in the sense that before God he is already dead even though the judge may not
have him executed.”

It is plain that, beginning with the great Reformers themselves, the
Reformed tradition adopted and defended the view that remarriage after
divorce is lawful for Christians on the grounds of adultery and desertion.
Thus, the tradition denied that marriage is an unbreakable bond for life
established by God. The stand of the Reformed tradition implies that
marriage is merely a human contract. A marriage may have been made by
God, but it can be broken by the sinful deeds of men and women.

Roderick Phillips is correct when he describes the position that adultery
and desertion are grounds for divorce and remarriage as “a Protestant
orthodoxy” and when he asserts that the Reformers “rejected the doctrine of
marital indissolubility.”?

Testing the Tradition

Itwould be amistake, however, toconclude thatthe Reformed tradition
onmarriage, divorce, and remarriage is radically and unalterably opposed to

2 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, vol 21, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (Saint
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1956), p. 96.
2 Phillips, Putting Asunder, pp. 40, 83.
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a Reformed doctrine of an unbreakable marriage bond. The Reformed
tradition is more open to such a doctrine than might be supposed on the basis
of the sketch of the tradition that has been given above.

For, first, the Reformers were reacting against the Roman Catholic
doctrine that marriage is a sacrament. Rejection of the doctrine that marriage
is a sacrament was right. “Mystery” in Ephesians 5:32 is not “sacrament.”
Marriage is not, like the Lord’s Supper, a means of grace. It is a creation
ordinance, not a church ordinance. But the reaction was wrong. Denial that
marriage is a sacrament does not necessarily imply rejection of marriage as
an unbreakable bond.?

Second, the Reformers definitely wanted to retain the idea of marriage
as a permanent bond, inconsistent though this was with their position that the
bond could be broken by adultery and desertion. In “The Babylonian
Captivity of the Church,” in which he permitted remarriage after divorce to
the “innocent party” and to the deserted believer, Luther, nevertheless,
expressed grave doubt about and strong objection to “divorce,” by which he
meant divorce that dissolves the marriage:

As to divorce, it is still a question for debate whether it is allowable. For my
part I so greatly detest divorce that I should prefer bigamy to it; but whether
it is allowable, I do not venture to decide.®

In his sermon on Matthew 5:31, 32, Luther commanded Christians not to
divorce and, if they did, to remain unmarried. The reason was that

we have no right to make marriage a free thing, as though it were in our power
to do with as we pleased, changing and exchanging. But the rule is the one
Christ pronounces (Matt. 19:6): “What God has joined together, let no man
put asunder.”

2 Here may be the place to note that two evangelicals have recently
contended that the Reformers’ doctrine of marriage as dissolvable by adultery and
desertion, as well as the interpretation of the texts, wastaken over by them from
the humanist Erasmus: “The early Christian writers’ interpretation of the divorce
texts remained the standard view of the church in the West until the sixteenth
century when Erasmus suggested a different view that was adopted by Protestant
theologians”; “the Protestant Reformers latched on to Erasmus’s interpretation of
the divorce texts and defended his exegesis from the moment they became
known.” See William A. Heth and Gordon J. Wenham, Jesus and Divorce: The
Problem with the Evangelical Consensus (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publish-
ers, 1984), pp. 73-86.

b Luther, Three Treatises, pp. 235, 236.

n Luther, Luther’s Works, vol. 21, p. 94.
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Calvinsaw the heart of Jesus’ instruction in Matthew 19:3-12to be that
“a fixed law was laid down as to the sacred and indissoluble bond of
marriage.”” In his commentary on I Corinthians 7:39, Calvin stated that “it
is the law that declares the connection between husband and wife to be
indissoluble.” This implies, said Calvin, that “a woman is bound to her
husband for life,” being “set at liberty by his death.”* In a sermon on
Ephesians 5:31-33, Calvin pointed out to his congregation that “we see how
God even from the beginning has linked together man and wife in an
inseparable bond.”?’

Phillips correctly represents the thinking of the Reformers when he
writes: “The Reformers rejected the doctrine of marital indissolubility far
more hesitantly thanthey abandoned other key elements of Catholic marriage
doctrine.”?

The Reformed tradition followed the Reformers in this hesitancy to let
go the idea that marriage is an indissoluble bond, despite its affirmation that
adultery and desertion do, in fact, dissolve the bond. Bouwman spoke of the
“general rule” of the Scriptures that “marriage in its essence is indis-
soluble.”® Geesink defined marriage as the “unbreakable bond
(onlosmakelijke verbintenis) of one man and one woman.”® The Fourth
Reformed Ecumenical Synod received a report from its committee that
defined marriage as “a divinely ordained relationship which God intends to
be anexclusive (monogamous), permanent (lifelong) and co-habitive (sexual)
fellowship of love.” The report continued with the assertion that “the
marriage bond is in its essence unbreakable.”' To refer to no other
representatives of the Reformed tradition, John Murray began his influential
work on divorce and remarriage with the forceful statement, “the marriage
bond is originally and ideally indissoluble.”

All that was necessary was that the Reformed tradition would have
taken its own understanding of the essence of marriage seriously.

Third, the Reformers and the Reformed tradition had recourse, in the
face of the compelling testimony of the Scriptures that only death dissolves

s Calvin, Harmony of the Evangelists, vol. 2, p. 378.

% Calvin, Commentary on ... Corinthians, vol. 1, p. 270.

n John Calvin, Sermons on the Epistle to the Ephesians (London: The
Banner of Truth Trust, rev. tr. 1973), p. 606.

3 Phillips, Putting Asunder, p. 85.

» Bouwman, “Echtscheiding,” p. 11.

3 Geesink, Van’s Heeren Ordinantien, vol. 4, p. 217.

i Acts of the Fourth Reformed Ecumenical Synod, p. 69.

2 Murray, Divorce, p. 1.
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the bond, to the absurd theory that an adulterer or a deserter should, and may,
be regarded as dead. Mighty things are accomplished by adultery! Adultery
is ableto put asunder what God has joined together! Adulteryrendersaliving
man or woman actually dead, not spiritually now but physically, so that the
survivor may remarry! It may be that an adulterer ought to be put to death.
But if he is not put to death, or does not die naturally, the simple, obvious,
and undeniable fact is that he is not dead but alive. And the perfectly plain
testimony of Holy Scripture is that only death sets a married person at liberty
to marry another.® The married person who remarries while an original
marriage companion is still living commits adultery.>* God joins together in
the marriage bond; God severs the bond that He made by death.

The facile theory that adultery dissolves a marriage — and this was the
basic notion of the Reformers in their teaching of remarriage — runs
seriously stuck on the gospel of grace. The married Christian whose wife or
husband commits adultery, perhaps over a period of time, perhaps more than
once, is permitted, if not called, to forgive the offender, to be reconciled to
her or him, and to take her or him back to the marital bed and board. This
is the glorious example set by the real husband, Jesus Christ, in His dealings
with His wife, the church. It is fundamental to salvation that Christ does not
permit the church’s adultery to dissolve the real marriage, the covenant of
grace. But this makes plain that adultery does not dissolve the bond. 1f
adultery dissolved the bond there could be no possibility of the restoration of
the adulterer and the continuance of the marriage. This means that what
really dissolves the bond is the decision of the husband or wife who has been
sinned against by an adulterous marriage companion. If the “innocent party”
decides that he orshe wants the marriage broken, regardless of the repentance
of the guilty party, this dissolves the marriage, perhaps with the cooperation
of the government. What God has joined together, the will of man can put
asunder.*

3 I Cor. 7:39.

M Rom. 7:2, 3; cf. Mark 10:11, 12 and Luke 16:18.

3 The point here is not that every Christian whose marriage companion has
committed adultery in some form or other, regardless of the conditions and
consequences, is required to take the offender back and to resume living with him
or her again. No one, including the church, can require this of a husband or wife
whose marriage companion has committed adultery. Christ says that the person
whose mate has committed adultery has the right to divorce the one who has so
seriously disturbed the bond. He or she, however, may forgive and receive back,
gladly. He or she may do so as obedience to a calling from the gracious Lord
Himself. Butthe pointhere is thatadultery assuch,on anyone’s reckoning, cannot
be said to dissolve a marriage. It does not have this power. The bond established
by God can survive adultery. It has survived adultery in any number of instances
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The Scriptures teach that only death dissolves the marriage bond so that
amarried person may marry another (Rom. 7:2, 3; I Cor. 7:39). They mean
real death, the death that ends earthly life and puts the body of the dead person
in the grave. If now the Reformed tradition, accepting as it does that only
death dissolves marriage, would renounce the notion of fictitious death, it
would necessarily repudiate all remarriage after divorce, including the
remarriage of the “innocent party.”

The Reformers and the tradition that followed them must be criticized
and rejected in that aspect of their doctrine of marriage that consists of the
dissolving of marriage by adultery and desertion and the right of remarriage
on these grounds. The tradition, precious as it is to us, may not be allowed
to override the Scriptures, but the Scriptures test, condemn, and purify the
tradition. That the Reformed church and believer may test and reject certain
aspects of their own tradition according to the standard of Holy Scripture is
the testimony of the Reformed creed:

We believe that these Holy Scriptures fully contain the will of God, and that
whatsoever man ought to believe unto salvation, is sufficiently taught therein.
For since the whole manner of worship which God requires of us is written in
them at large, it is unlawful for any one, though an Apostle, to teach otherwise
than we are now taught in the Holy Scriptures.... Neither may we compare any
writings of men, though ever so holy, with those divine Scriptures; nor ought
we to compare custom, or the great multitude, or antiquity, or succession of
times or persons, or councils, decrees, or statutes, with the truth of God, for
the truth is above all: for all men are of themselves liars, and more vain than
vanity itself. Therefore we reject with all our hearts whatsoever doth not agree
with this infallible rule.*

The teaching that adultery and desertion dissolve the marriage bond “doth
not agree with this infallible rule.” The Reformed tradition has erred in its
interpretation of the texts on marriage, divorce, and remarriage, especially
Matthew 19:9 and I Corinthians 7:15.%

in the church. Those who appeal to adultery as the ground for remarriage are,
therefore, compelled to explain exactly what it is that really does dissolve the
marriage.

% Belgic Confession, Art 7, in Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom,
vol. 3 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1877), pp. 387, 388.

3 For the explanation of these passages, and the refutation of the interpreta-
tion by the Reformed tradition, see my Marriage: The Mystery of Christand the
Church (Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing Association, repr. 1983), pp.
81-122, and my Better to Marry: Sex and Marriage in I Corinthians 6 & 7
(GrandRapids: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1993); Heth and Wenham,
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The error has had serious consequences. Contrary to the intention of
the Reformers, who restored marriage to honor and exerted themselves to
strengthen the family, the view of the Reformers and of the Reformed
tradition that the dissolution of marriage by man is possible so that
remarriage is permissible has grievously weakened marriage and the home
throughout Protestantism. This view has led to such a disgraceful condition
of divorcing and remarrying in evangelical and Reformed churches in our
day as outstrips the transgressions against marriage by Rome that so offended
the Reformers. The scandal of divorce and remarriage in evangelical and
Reformed churches today makes the Roman Catholic Church blush.

We love the Reformed tradition, but we also love the Christian
tradition. When the Reformed tradition embraced the notion that adultery
and desertion dissolve the marriage bond so that remarriage is permissible,
ititself broke with the Christian tradition. For some one thousand years after
the apostles the universal Christian church with virtually one voice taught
that marriage is an indissoluble bond. This tradition was faithfully carried
on until recently in the Anglican Church, at least, in her creedal statements.
This important phase of the history of the church’s doctrine of marriage, we
intend to consider in the next issue of this journal, God willing. A

Jesus and Divorce, pp. 100-152; and Andrew Cornes, Divorce & Remarriage:
Biblical Principles & Pastoral Practice (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1993), pp. 180-309.
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Another Look At Common
Grace (5)
Blessings For All Men?

Professor Herman Hanko

Introduction

As our readers will recall, we are discussing the idea that God, in His
common grace, gives blessings to allmen. We explained what wasmeant by
this and quoted from a number of theologians who held to this position. We
noticed that the main concern of those who hold to this aspect of common
grace is that the good things in God’s world, which all receive, are evidences
of God’s favor, love, mercy, grace, and kindness towards all men in general.
These good things in God’s world are rain and sunshine, health and
prosperity, life in God’s creation and the enjoyment of the treasures which
God has placed in His world.

We examined a few questions which also arise in connection with this
position. We talked briefly about the relation between these “blessings” and
the cross of Christ, and noticed that some proponents of common grace
believe these are merited through the cross which is, in some sense, an
atonement for all men; while others are not prepared, in the interests of
maintaining a particular atonement, to say that Christ died for all — even
to earn the limited blessings of common grace. We also briefly referred to
the question of how the proponents of common grace explain the many
judgments which come on the creation and which affect the lives of all those
who experience sickness and suffering, drought and floods, hurricanes and
earthquakes. If the good things in God’s world are blessings, how can these
judgments of God be interpreted in any other way than curses? And, just as
it is obvious that the good things of life come to all men, so also it is obvious
that God’s judgments come upon the righteous and unrighteous, the elect and
reprobate. How is this to be explained?

We are convinced that Scripture gives to us the key to understand this
problem. Scripture tells us why, on the one hand, God gives good giftsto all
men, elect and reprobate alike; and Scripture tells us why God sends His
judgments upon all men, righteous as well as wicked. And, if we only
understand what Scripture says of these things, we will also see that God’s
grace is always particular and for His elect alone.
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Sundry matters

Some matters of importance must first be cleared up before we enter
into the heart of the issue.

Those who hold to this theory of common grace teach, first of all, that
common grace means an attitude of God’s favor towards creatures in general.
God is favorably inclined towards trees and flowers, alligators and kanga-
roos, stars and rocks. So, e.g., the first point of common grace adopted by
the Synod of the Christian Reformed Church in 1924 speaks of the fact that
there is “a certain favor or grace of God which He shows to His creatures in
general.”

I do not have any serious objection to this idea as such. In fact, if we
understand it properly, this is surely the teaching of Scripture. Psalm 145:9
reads: “The Lord is good to all: and his tender mercies are over all his works.”

The fact is, and Scripture clearly teaches, that this creation which God
formed by the Word of His power is His creation. He formedit and He upholds
itby His providence. He guidesitinsuch a way that it serves His own purpose.

Itis true that man, who was created as the head of creation, fell into sin.
It is also true that through his fall the curse came on all the world, a curse
which will not be fully lifted until the creation is redeemed. But this tragedy
of unparalleled proportions which came on the world does not imply that God
abandons His world and gives it over to total destruction. His providence
sustains it and gives it its continued existence.

God loves His world. He has formed it; and, although man brought the
curse upon it, the world remains God’s world. He will not forsake it. This
is partly the meaning of that well-known text, John 3:16: “For God so loved
the world, that he gave hisonly begotten Son, that whosoever believethin him
should not perish, but have everlasting life.”

Itistrue that the reference in this text to “world” is primarily a reference
to the world of elect men. This is evident from the fact that the last part of
the verse, in defining “world,” speaks of those who believe in Christ.
Nevertheless, the fact remains that the term “world” is used here because it
is the organism, the kosmos, of the entire creation with the elect under Christ
as the new humanity which God loves.

The Psalms repeatedly speak of the creation as praising God. Psalm
148, e.g., reads:

Praise ye him, sun and moon: praise him, all ye stars of light. Praise him, ye
heavens of heavens, and ye waters that be above the heavens. Let them praise
the name of the Lord: for he commanded, and they were created. He hath also
stablished them for ever and ever: he hath made a decree which shall not pass.
Praise the Lord from the earth, ye dragons, and all deeps: fire, and hail; snow,
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and vapours; stormy wind fulfilling his word: mountains, and all hills; fruitful
trees, and all cedars: beasts, and all cattle; creeping things, and flying fowl...
(vv. 3-10).

Not only does God love His world, but Christ also died for it. This is
the clear teaching of Colossians 1:19, 21: “For it pleased the Father that in
him (Christ) should all fulness dwell; and, having made peace through the
blood of his cross, by him to reconcile all things unto himself; by him, I say,
whether they be things in earth, or things in heaven.”

Paul is saying here that God reconciles all things to Himself through
the cross of Jesus Christ. And, lest his readers misunderstand the import of
the words “all things,” Paul goes on to say that this “all things” includes all
things “whether they be things in earth, or things in heaven.”

This is because Christ “is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn
of every creature: for by him were all things created, that are in heaven, and
that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions,
or principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him: and
he is before all things, and by him all things consist” (verses 15-17).

Christ’s death indeed accomplishes universal redemption: not in the
sense of an atonement for every man head for head, but inthe sense of acosmic
redemption which embraces all God’s world.

Thus, also, the creation shall be redeemed. When, at the coming of
Christ, this whole world is burned with fire (II Peter 3:10-12), this great
burning is not the annihilation of the creation, but its destruction. It is the
sin-cursed creation that isburned. But the creation itself is preserved in order
to be renewed and redeemed. It is transformed into a new heavens and a new
earth in which righteousness shall dwell (Rev. 21:1).

Paul speaks of this in Romans 8:19-22: “For the earnest expectation of
the creature waiteth for the manifestation of the sons of God. For the creature
was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him who hath
subjected the same in hope, because the creature itself also shall be delivered
from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of
God. For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain
together until now.”

God loves His world, and He will save it.

® k Xk X % K X

Another question to which we must give our attention is: Are the gifts
which God gives good gifts?

In a way, this is an important question, for it is at this point that there
is confusion and misunderstanding. The defenders of common grace often
accuse those who deny common grace of refusing to acknowledge the good
gifts of God.
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Let it be clearly understood: the good gifts which God gives are indeed
good. James 1:17 is decisive: “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from
above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom is no
variableness, neither shadow of turning.”

It is quite obvious to anyone who thinks about it that God cannot give
bad gifts. He is in Himself good. He is good in all that He does. The creation
which He has made is a good creation. Even the curse which He brings upon
it because of the sin of man is good. In all His works and ways our God is
good, good in the absolute sense of the word.

Thus the gifts which He gives are also good gifts. They cannot be
anything else. With open and lavish hand, He bestows good gifts on men.
Rain and sunshine, health and well-being are good gifts. No one has, so far
as I know, ever denied this.

Whether these good gifts speak of a gracious attitude of God towards
all is quite another question. But the gifts are good; of that there can be no
question at all. Those who refuse to believe that Scripture teaches any kind
of common grace do not deny God’s good gifts. Let that be clearly
understood.

It is also true that from a certain point of view God’s gifts are always
unmerited. Man can never merit with God, nor the creature with the Creator.
Even when we have done all that is required of us, we are still unprofitable
servants (Luke 17:10). If God gives good gifts to men, these are surely
unmerited.

There are those who refer to this unmerited character of God’s gifts
when they speak of grace. They mean nothing more than that God gives gifts
to men which are totally unmerited by them. We have no objection to this
idea in itself, although we noticed in an earlier article that the word “grace”
in Scripture means more than the giving of an unmerited gift. It also refers
back to an attitude of God. Grace is unmerited favor; and favor is an attitude.
The question is: Do the good gifts God gives express His favor towards the
wicked?

We ought also to ask in this connection: What is the purpose of God
in giving good gifts? But we will refrain from answering this question at this
point, for it will be considered at some length a bit later in the paper.

But all this does not yet explain the presence of judgments and
calamities in this world. Not only does God give many good gifts, but He also
sends many catastrophes of every kind. He brings abundant crops in one
place, but total crop failure in another. He gives some people health, but He
gives others sickness. Some people live lives that are relatively free from
trouble; others know nothing but grief and travail in this world. Some are
born healthy and robust; some are born crippled and mentally handicapped.
It is easy to speak of God’s good gifts; it is not so easy to speak of God’s
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judgments, or whatever other name one wishes to give to those things which
seem to ustragedies. It is perhapsrather natural to think of God’s favor when
all goes well; it is quite different to think of God’s hand upon us when all
things go wrong. If we are going to talk about grace, we ought not only to
talk about good gifts, we ought also to talk about the evils which God sends
into this sorry world. Infact, the latter far outnumber the former, and all life’s
good things are overshadowed by the trials and afflictions which are our lot.

There is, it seems to me, a rather natural inclination for us to think in
terms of good things as indicative of God’s favor, while we think of bad things
in terms of God’s anger. Who of us hasreally escaped that? When allis well,
we are inclined to bask in the sunshine of God’s favor upon us; when troubles
and sorrows are our lot, we are inclined to think that God is angry with us and
that we arereceiving things at Hishand which indicate His displeasure. What
pastor, visiting one of his sheep in times of great distress, has not had to lead
such a saint into the truths of Scripture which evaluate the sufferings of our
lives in ways different from our evaluation?

But we do get things wrong. Our evaluations are not always governed
by the Scriptures and our opinions concerning what befalls us in life are not
always those of God’s Word.

For one thing, it is important that we realize that we are poor judges
of what is good and what is bad. We tend to weigh the worth of things
according to our own personal likes and dislikes. It is a very personal and
subjective evaluation which we make. We want our way in life. When God’s
way is different from our way, we are unhappy and dissatisfied. We set up
our judgments over against those of the God of heaven and earth and want
only that which we happen to think we need.

If we are planning a vacation at the beach, rain is distasteful to us and
interferes with our enjoyment of sun, sand, and sea. And we quickly grumble.
But the very rain which spoils our vacation may be the moisture which the
farmer needs for his crops. If the people who own golf courses were to decide
the weather, their decisions would be quite different from the farmer who
needsrain for his daily bread. We, often very selfishly, look at what happens
in God’s world from the viewpoint of our own personal desires without any
regard for our neighbor’s welfare, much less the great purpose and plan of
God Who does that which seems good to Him.

Even more to the point, some things which are indeed good in
themselves may be very bad in the hands of some people. A sharp knife is
an indispensable tool in the kitchen where mother slices fruits and vegetables
to feed her family. But no one thinks of giving that sharp knife to a small
child. He may want it, scream for it, and create a tantrum when it is refused;
but to give in to the child and hand him the knife would be reckless
irresponsibility.

April, 1994 25



A child does not understand why it is necessary for him to go to the
hospital and suffer the pain of surgery for a shattered bone. But it is good.
The pain is good. The suffering is good. It is necessary for the welfare of the
child.

A child may think ice cream is so good that all that he wants is ice
cream. That it is good, no one will deny. That one eats only ice cream is bad.
A child will die if all he is given is what he wants.

And, after all, we are all small children in the sight of God, children
who have no idea of what is good for us and what is bad.

Surely these truths are obvious.

If a child should try to determine the love of his parents by what they
give him and what they refuse him, he would be terribly wrong. If only ice
cream indicates his parents’ love, he can only conclude that his parents are
very cruel and heartless and probably hate him. If getting what he wants is
indicative of their love for him, he would conclude that their refusal to give
him a butcher knife only shows that they are heartless parents, uninterested
in his welfare.

We must be very careful that our evaluation of God’s attitude towards
men is not perverted by our own personal opinions about things. Sometimes
God’s gifts of prosperity are bad; sometimes affliction is good. “For my
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the Lord.
For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your
ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Is. 55:8, 9).

To make doctrines based on our own personal evaluation of things is
dangerous business. To find grace in what is pleasing to us and judgment in
what is not pleasing is to impose our superficial opinions on matters of
profoundest truth.

The Perspective of God’s Purposes

If we are to understand aright the problems which arise in our mind
concerning God’s good gifts to men and God’s judgments upon men, we have
to look at them, as Scripture does, in the light of God’s purposes.

A Reformed man looks at all that transpires here in the world from the
viewpoint of God. This is the viewpoint of Scripture, which alone can give
us the proper perspective and understanding of all that takes place in the
world.

God’s purpose is His everlasting and unchangeable counsel. From
before the foundation of the world, God has determined all that shall take
place in all history. Thisis the only explanation of providence. God not only
created all things by the Word of His power; He continues to uphold every
creature so that it receives its life and existence from its Maker.
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But this very truth that God upholds every creature surely also implies
that God controls and governs all things. All creatures are so in Hishand that
without His will they cannot so much asmove (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s
Day 10). The Reformed man believes that nothing comes by chance, but all
things take place by the will of God.

That purpose of God is to glorify His own great name. He is Himself
the God of all glory. He is high and lifted up, far above heaven and earth. He
is jealous of the honor of His own name and He does only that which will be
for His own praise.

God has purposed to glorify Himself in His Son Jesus Christ. “God,
who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers
by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son, whom he
hath appointed heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds; who
being the brightness of his glory, and the express image of his person, and
upholding all things by the word of his power, when he had by himself purged
our sins, sat down on the right hand of the Majesty on high” (Heb. 1:1-3).

This theme is struck again and again in Scripture. Just a few verses
from Ephesians 1 will illustrate this. “According as he hath chosen us in
[Christ] before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and
without blame before him in love: having predestinated us unto the adoption
of children by Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his
will, to the praise of the glory of his grace.... Having made known unto us
the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure which he hath purposed
in himself: that in the dispensation of the fulness of times he might gather
together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are
on earth ... that we should be to the praise of his glory ... (vv. 4-6, 9, 10. See
also vv. 11, 12).

This purpose of God to glorify Himself through Jesus Christ is realized
in the salvation which God provides through the atonement of Christ on the
cross. It is a salvation which embraces the whole cosmos — as we noticed
above; but it is a salvation of all the elect in Jesus Christ who form the
organism of the human race in God’s eternal purpose.

That salvation is fully realized when this present sin-cursed creation
is transformed into the glory of the new heavens and the new earth. That
creation the elect shall inherit when they are brought, through the blood of
Christ, into the perfection of the righteousness of the kingdom of heaven.
Then the wicked shall forever be cast into everlasting darkness as the
manifestation of God’s perfect justice, and then shall the righteous be
delivered from sin and death to enjoy fellowship with God forever.

All things which take place in this world are to be explained and
interpreted in that light of God’s eternal purpose.
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God’s Elect Organism

It is at this point that we must introduce the idea of the “organism” of
the human race.

It has struck me over the years that this concept is one rarely understood
in today’s church world. I am not sure what the reason for this lack of
understanding is. Sometimes I think that the problem is that Arminianism
has had more influence in the church than we really realize. Arminianism
is always individualistic. Scripture isnot. It is true that God deals with men
individually; but it is also true that God deals with men organically. Itis the
latter which is so often not recognized.

The human race is an organism. This is true because God created the
whole human race in Adam. He is the organic head of the human race, the
father of all mankind, the one from whom the whole human race comes forth.

We can perhaps understand this somewhat better if we recognize that
the human race is like a mighty oak tree. Just as the whole oak tree which
becomes a mighty tree over the course of many years comes forth from alowly
acorn, so also does the whole human race come from our first parents, Adam
and Eve. All the human natures of all men were created in Adam by God just
as the whole oak tree was created by God in the acorn.

Within the oak tree, there are smaller organisms as well. The leaf is
an organism in its own right; so is the branch, the trunk, and an individual
root. So, within the organism of the human race are lesser organisms: the
race, the nation, the family. Each in its own right is an organism with which
God deals; but each is an organism within the larger organism of the human
race.

This organic unity of the human race implies also the federal unity of
all mankind. Adam was not only the organic head of all men; he was also
the federal head.

While we cannot go into detail on the question of the federal unity of
the human race, it is important, at least, to understand it. That Adam was
the federal head of all mankind is the same as saying that he was the legal
head, or the judicial head.

This fact is important, for it is because of Adam’s sin of disobedience
in the garden that the guilt of Adam’s sin became the guilt of all mankind.
Adam’s punishment for his sin was death: “The day thou eatest thereof, thou
shalt surely die.” This death was not only physical death, but it was also
spiritual death. Adam was, at the moment of the fall, made totally depraved.
The death of total depravity is a penal concept. It is a punishment for sin. It
is the judgment of God upon man for his sin. This total depravity of man’s
nature was passed on to all his descendants. And, although this total
depravity was passed on to all men through the organic headship of Adam,
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i.e., because Adam was the organic head of the human race, the total
depravity which comes on all men is God’s judgment upon all men for their
sinin Adam. Because all men are guilty for Adam’ssin, all men are also born
spiritually dead.

This is the clear teaching of Romans 5:12-14: “Wherefore, as by one
man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon
all men, for that all have sinned: (for until the law sin was in the world: but
sin is not imputed when there is no law. Nevertheless death reigned from
Adam to Moses, even over them that had not sinned after the similitude of
Adam’s transgression, who is the figure of him that was to come.” Death
passed upon all men because all have sinned. Butthis death for sincame upon
all men because by one man (Adam) sin entered into the world.

Thus, in connection with the sin of Adam and the punishment for sin,
God did not deal with Adam as an individual only, but dealt with the whole
human race.

Following this same pattern, God teaches us that He deals in a similar
way with the smaller organisms within the one organism of the human race.
So He dealt with Shem, Ham, and Japheth from whom the races of the earth
descended (Gen. 9:25-27). So God repeatedly dealt with the nation of Israel.
Guilt for sin in Israel was corporate guilt. First of all it was true that the sins
of the leaders in Israel brought trouble upon the nation as a whole including
wicked and righteous. A wicked king brought grief to the whole nation, and
the effects of the wrath of God against a wicked king were felt by the whole
nation. David’s sin of numbering the people brought the angel of death in
fury against Israel and brought death to 70,000 men (II Sam. 24). But even
individual sins of members of the nation brought with it a corporate guilt.
This is clear from many passagesin Scripture. Briefly we can refer the reader
to Joshua 7, in which chapter we are told that the entire nation suffered defeat
at Aibecause of Achan’s sin. The text tells us in so many words: “Israel hath
sinned, and they have also transgressed my covenant which I commanded
them: for they have even taken of the accursed thing, and have also stolen,
and dissembled also” (verse 11). Far and away the majority of the people did
not even know what Achan had done; yet “Israel hath sinned,” and “they
have taken of the accursed thing....”

In like manner, although this was the pattern through Israel’s entire
history, Ezra confesses as his own, ina poignant manner, the sin of the nation
which brought the nation into captivity and again threatened her existence:
“And at the evening sacrifice I arose up from my heaviness; and having rent
my garment and my mantle, I fell upon my knees, and spread out my hands
unto the Lord my God, and said, O my God, I am ashamed and blush to lift
up my face to thee, my God: for our iniquities are increased over our head,
and our trespass is grown up unto the heavens. Since the days of our fathers
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have we been in a great trespass unto this day ...” (Ezra 9:5ff.).

So also Daniel prayed when he was in captivity. He prayed and made
confession: “O Lord, the great and dreadful God, keeping the covenant and
mercy to them that love him, and to them that keep his commandments; we
have sinned, and have committed iniquity, and have done wickedly, and have
rebelled, even by departing from thy precepts and from thy judgments:
neither have we hearkened unto thy servants the prophets, which spake in thy
name to our kings ...” (Dan. 9:4ff.). Daniel confessed the sins of the nation
which brought them into captivity, but did so in the first person, thereby
confessing that all these sins of his fathers, even before he was born, were his
own.

The same federal unity is found in the family, for God “visits the
iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation
of them that hate him” (Ex. 20:5).

Life is filled with this. The leaders of a nation may declare war. The
citizens may not be entirely in agreement with their rulers. But all the sons
go to war; the homes of all are destroyed; all suffer the consequences of war.

Itis with good reason that the Heidelberg Catechism tells us that when
we confess that we believe in the forgiveness of sins, we confess also that we
believe that God forgives our corrupt nature against which we have to
struggle all our life long (Q. & A. 56), for we are shaped in iniquity and
conceived in sin (Ps. 51:5). We are responsible before God for our corrupt
natures with which we are born.

If we understand our federal and organic unity in Adam properly, we
can also understand that it is God’s purpose to create a new federal and
organic union in Christ. This also is the clear teaching of all Scripture.
Romans 5:14 says that Adam, as the federal head of the whole human race,
was “a figure of him who was to come.” Paul, in speaking of the resurrection
of the body, says: “For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made
alive” (I Cor. 15:22).

We must now expand the figure somewhat.

If we look at the matter from the viewpoint of God’s purpose, then we
are able to understand that the whole human race is indeed an organism, but
it is an organism from the viewpoint of Christ and His elect people, which
serves a specific purpose which God has in mind in His eternal counsel: the
salvation of the elect in Christ. Itis out of the human race that Christ comes
according to His human nature; it is out of the human race that the elect are
saved in Christ.

Itis perhaps better in this connection to use the figure which Jesus uses
in John 15:1-8. Although the figure probably refers, in the first place, to the
nation of Israel, it can be applied equally to the whole human race. God is
the Husbandman of this vine, Jesus is Himself the vine. There are many

30 PRTJ



branches in the vine, some of which do not bear fruit and some of which do.
Whether the branches bear fruit or not depends upon whether they are in
Christor notin Christ: “He that abideth inme, and I in him, the same bringeth
forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing” (verse 5). The branches
that do not bear fruit, thoughactually in the vine (i.e., in the human race) must
be taken away, cast forth, and burned in the fire (verse 6).

This is the distinction between election and reprobation in the human
race. The elect are in Christ and are saved; the reprobate are not in Christ
and are cut off the vine and burned. But the vine is one organism.

This figure is apparent in all creation. The man who owns a vineyard
must, for the sake of the branches that bear fruit, constantly prune the vine
and cut away branches that are finally burned.

Scripture uses other figures as well.

A figure repeatedly used in Scripture is the figure of wheat. The whole
plant grows together, but the wheat is finally gathered into the granary while
the chaff is destroyed. The organism is one and grows as one, just as the
human race is one and grows as one. But the whole organism grows for the
purpose of the few kernels of wheat which are finally saved, while the greater
part of the plant is burned when the wheat is ripe. The ungodly are like the
“chaff which the wind driveth away” (Ps. 1:4). Christ is the One “whose fan
is in his hand, and he will thoroughly purge his floor, and gather his wheat
into the garner; but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire” (Matt.
3:12).

The human race, looking at it organically, is thus the wheat plant which
grows throughout history. Christ comes for the harvest (Rev. 14:14-20) and
gathers His harvest to bring the elect into His everlasting kingdom, but to
destroy forever the wicked.

The human race is an organism, and the elect in Christ are the fruit
gathered into eternal blessedness.

Zion Delivered Through Judgment

The Scriptures, in connection with what we have said, lay down a
fundamental principle which governs God’s dealings with men. That
principle is explicitly stated in Isaiah 1:27: “Zion shall be redeemed with
judgment, and her converts with righteousness.” Parenthetically, we should
notice that the text is intended to be an explanation to the people of God in
Judah why captivity was to come, and why this terrible captivity was to take
away the whole nation, including the people of God. This is evident from
what is probably a more accurate translation of the last clause: “And her
returning ones with righteousness.” The Hebrew parallelism here makes the
text mean, therefore, “Zion’s returning converts are redeemed through
righteous judgment.”
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The key word here is “judgment.” This word, both in the Old and New
Testaments, inits noun, verb, and adjective cognates, has different meanings.
If we limit ourselves to the New Testament (although the same is true of the
Old), we discover that the word has primarily the meaning of “rendering
judgment.” That is, the word means that act of a judge by which he passes
a verdict on a matter or on a person expressing whether that matter or that
person is right or wrong. It is the act of judgment itself, the weighing of the
evidence, and the thoughtful consideration of the entire matter, the determi-
nation based on a standard of right and wrong. Such is the meaning, e.g., in
John 8:15, 16: “Ye judge after the flesh; I judge no man. And yetifI judge,
my judgment is true: for I am not alone, but I and the Father that sent me.”

The same word can also refer to the verdict itself, the content of the
verdict, that which a judge expresses, the statement of the determination to
which a judge has come. As such, the word can have two different meanings.
The word can refer to either an unfavorable verdict or a favorable verdict. It
can be one of guiltand punishment, or innocence and blessing or favor. And,
in this same connection, the words can refer to the actual execution of the
sentence, i.e., the judgment of punishment and the judgment of favor. As an
example of the former, Matthew 23:33 is pertinent: “Ye serpents, ye
generation of vipers, how can ye escape the damnation (‘judgment’ in the
Greek, HH) of hell?” And asanexample of the latter, we find Lydia, a convert
of Paul in Philippi, saying: “If ye have judged me to be faithful to the Lord,
come into my house, and abide there” (Acts 16:15). And this favorable idea
of judgment is perhaps expressed in I Corinthians 6:3: “Know ye not that we
shall judge angels?”

In Isaiah 1:27 the meaning of the word judgment is, clearly, the
execution of the sentence of God upon wicked Judah for the sins of which the
nation is guilty, sins which are eloquently described in the entire chapter.
God has found Judah guilty, and now the judgment of the captivity mustcome
upon the nation.

But it must be remembered that the great truth of the text is that Zion
shall be redeemed through this judgment.

The reference here to “Zion” is to the true cliildren of God within the
organism of the nation. Zion was a mountain on which Jerusalem was built.
It was the stronghold of the city. As longas Zion was not conquered, the city
remained standing. (See Psalm 48, especially vv. 2, 12, 13.) It is typical of
the church of all ages from the viewpoint of her impregnable position in the
world. (See Psalm 87:5, Heb. 12:22, 23.)

As long as Zion continued standing, the city of Jerusalem was
unconquered; and as long as Jerusalem could not be conquered, Judah
remained as the people of God. But now Isaiah prophesied that Zion would
be laid desolate, a catastrophe which seemed to indicate that Judah would no
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longer be the people of God.

This word of the prophet is God’s explanation of this catastrophe, about
to befall the nation; and it is intended to be a word of comfort to God’s people
when disaster strikes: Zion shall be redeemed with judgment. The judgment
of the captivity, into which the whole nation had to go, would be the
redemption of the true people of God.

It is evident, then, that the word “redemption” in Isaiah 1:27 refers to
the restoration of the nation at the end of the captivity whep the faithful in
the nation would, through God’s preserving care, be brought back and kept
as the people of God till Christ should come. Butitis typical also of how God
deals always with His church in the midst of the world. A principle is laid
down which covers all history.

Thus, the word “redemption” has a broader significance. Objectively,
it refers to the work which Christ performed on the cross, and, indeed, in
Scripture the word is often used to describe Christ’s atoning sacrifice. Its
basic meaning refers to the payment of a price to secure another’s freedom.
It was used, e.g., in the purchase of slaves. A man might pay a fixed price
to purchase a slave so that that slave could become his possession. But
especially when a man purchased a slave in order to free the slave is the word
“redemption” apt.

Weare the slavesof sin. Christ pays the price of His own precious blood
(I Peter 1:18-20) to secure our freedom. But, by means of the freedom
purchased for us through that great price of Christ’s blood, we are not only
delivered from the bondage of the slavery of sin; we are also made Christ’s
possession. Both ideas are merged into one. For true freedom is to be a slave
of Jesus Christ. Redemption, then, means that Christ purchases us so that we
may be His own.

That price of Christ’s blood is the objective accomplishment of
redemption. But such redemption is actually and subjectively accomplished
in that work of Christ whereby His sacrificial merit is given to us and we are
actually delivered from our bondage, become His possession, and enjoy that
perfect freedom of belonging to Christ.

Redemption, therefore, comes objectively through the judgment of God
for our sins upon Jesus Christ. The whole world is under the just wrath of
God for sin. That wrath of God is terrible, for it drives the sinner into untold
grief and trouble, and finally, brings him to death, the grave, and hell. But
God has chosen His elect people in Christ. The judgment of God against sin,
rightfully due these elect as well as the wicked, is assumed by Jesus Christ,
Who suffered the death of the cross to take it away.

Itis in this light that we must understand Isaiah 1:27. The passage lays
down a a principle which really is an explanation of the application to all
history of what happened at Calvary. And understanding this, we will have
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help to understand the strange mixture of good gifts of God and His
judgments (in the sense of the expressions of God’s wrath as He punishes the
world for their sins), which are the experience and lot of all men here below.

Not only does God give many good gifts to man; God also visits the
world with many judgments. Good gifts and judgments are the pattern and
norm for life here below. Never must good gifts be considered alone without
taking into account the fact and reality of judgments.

This pattern of His works is true of the history of the human race, for
throughout the world the good gifts of God come along with judgments. Not
only does all the world receive rain and sunshine; it also receives drought and
floods. The rain and sunshine are indeed the good gifts of God; the drought
and floods are His judgment. And all, without exception, receive both. The
reprobate receive rain and sunshine, butsodo the elect. The reprobate receive
the judgments of God, but so do the elect. Floods and tornados do not spare
the righteous.

Why is this?

The answer is that Zion shall be redeemed through judgment.

Thatis, the organism of the elect in Christ is redeemed through the way
of judgments which come upon the earth.

This truth can be applied on different levels.

It has application in the first place to the individual child of God. God
causes His people to endure much affliction in this world, afflictions which,
as far as their objective character is concerned, are no different from those
judgments which come upon men for sin. God’s people get cancer as well
as do the unbelieving. Disease and trouble, sorrow and pain, come to the
righteous as well as to the wicked. But these evils which are judgments upon
wicked men for sin, are blessings for God’s people, though in themselves
judgments, for Christ bore God’s judgment which was rightly theirs. Hence,
for the righteous, all these things are chastisements from the hand of the Lord
(Heb. 12:5-13); the Lord loveth every son whom he chastens. They are fiery
trials which burn away the dross of sin in order that faith may be purified (I
Pet. 1:7). They are the way in which the child of God is made ready for heaven.
Each child of God is redeemed through judgment.

The same is true of the church. The church of Christ, in the course of
the years, becomes gradually weaker, more worldly, more carnal, less faithful
to the truth. The only way in which God can save His faithful people is
through judgment. Sometimes this judgment takes the form of persecution;
sometimes it takes the form of church reformation, for, indeed, church
reformation, with its suffering and pain, its distress and personal agony, is
judgment. Butitis a judgment of God upon a faithless institute which brings
reformation. But, again, Zion is redeemed through judgment, for the church
is purified through the dark way of church reformation.
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and love towards the good branches.

So it is with the works of God. He gives good gifts to men. He does
so because in this way the world develops and grows. These good gifts are
themselves the means to reveal the wicked as wicked, for they despise God’s
good gifts, use them to sin against Him, and reveal themselves as reprobate.
They are not blessings for them. God is not favorable to them. He has no love
for them. He does not send His good gifts to them so that perhaps they may,
by these good gifts, be changed to elect. He knows His own. He knows also
who are not His own. “The curse of the Lord is in the house of the wicked”
(Prov. 3:33).

Asaph finally understood these things when he went into the house of
God. The prosperity of the wicked was God’s way of setting them in slippery
places and casting them down into destruction (Ps. 73:17-19). And when,
in God’s sanctuary, he understood these things, then he could say: “So foolish
was |, and ignorant: I was as a beast before thee” (v. 22).

But these same good gifts which God gives are always blessings to
God’s people. They are indications of God’s favor and love, for by them
God’s people know that their Father in heaven takes care of them. Even as
the curse of the Lord is in the house of the wicked, so “He blesseth the
habitation of the just” (Prov. 3:33). And Asaph could say, even when he
suffered: “Nevertheless I am continually with thee: thou hast holden me by
my right hand. Thou shalt guide me with thy counsel, and afterward receive
me to glory” (Ps. 73:23, 24).

But all these things put also judgments into their proper perspective.

The judgments which come upon the world and upon our nation are
God’s pruning so that the elect may bring forth more fruit. Not only do they
see that God is judging the world now, but they see these judgments as the
rumblings of the thunder of the great judgments of God which shall come on
the world when Christ comes back again.

When these judgments come upon them personally or when they suffer
because of the judgments upon the world, they know that these are necessary
for their salvation. They are chastisement to correct and save (Heb. 12:5-11).
They know that all things work together for their good, for they are called
according to the purpose of God (Rom. 8:28). They know that all things are
theirs, for they are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s (I Cor. 3:21-23). They can
be patient in adversity and thankful in prosperity, for they know that nothing
can separate them from God’s love (Q. & A. 28, Heidelberg Catechism).

God’s favor and love rest upon them, while the wicked are consumed.

Although it is not our intention at this point to go into this matter in
detail, letit be clearly understood that all that we have said centers in the cross
of our Lord Jesus Christ.

On the cross Christ bore the judgment of God against the sin of all His
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people. The judgment of God’s wrath can no more come upon them. It is
gone through Christ’s perfect sacrifice for sin. The cross is the center of the
truth that Zion isredeemed through judgment. But Christbore the judgments
of God which are deservedly the portion of the elect. He died for them and
endured their judgment that they might never have to be punished for their
sins. And so, when the judgments of this present world come upon men, the
people of God hide themselves beneath the shadow of the cross where all the
judgments that come upon the world are turned into blessings for them.

But, at the same time, the cross is the judgment of the world, as Christ
Himself makesclear: “Now is the judgment of this world: now shall the prince
of this world be cast out” (John 12:31).

If only we are willing to take the perspective of Scripture and let the
light of God’s Word fall upon these perplexing problems of life, if only we
donottry to interpret what goes on in this world by our own ideas and notions,
then it will be clear to us that God, the sovereign One, works His great and
glorious purpose in all things, that His own people may be brought out of this
sinful world into glory with Christ.

Proof Texts

We have not yet had an opportunity to look at the texts which are quoted
to support common grace.

There are not so many texts which are quoted, but we ought to look at
those which the supporters of common grace appeal to in defense of their
position.

John Murray appeals first of all to Hebrews 10:26, 27: “For if we sin
wilfully after that we have received the knowledge of the truth, there
remaineth no more sacrifice for sins, but a certain fearful looking for of
judgment and fiery indignation, which shall devour the adversaries.”!

Murray himself does not explain why he chooses this text in support
of his defense of common grace, but one may deduce from his writings that
his reference to this text is based upon the fact that the text speaks of those
who perish as those who receive the knowledge of the truth. The argument
then is: That the reprobate receive the knowledge of the truth is indicative of
God’s favor upon them.

It ought to be quite obvious that such a line of argumentation is invalid.

Inthe first place, no one denies that all men receive acertain knowledge
of the truth, whether that be the heathen who never hear the gospel and who

! See our last article in the November, 1993 issue of the Journal in which
we quoted at length from Murray.
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receive this knowledge through creation, or whether that be those who are
born and raised within the church and who know the truth through the
preaching of the gospel.

Itis important to God that all men receive such knowledge of the truth.
God Himself sees to it. But the good gift of the knowledge of the truth is not
indicative of God’s favor. Itis not God’s purpose to show them His love and
grace. Paul tells us exactly what that purpose is: It is the revelation of the
wrath of God from heaven and it is given “so that they are without excuse”
(Rom. 1:18, 20). Itis important that the wicked reveal themselves as wicked
so that when God punishes them in hell, their punishment is the just and
perfect manifestation of God’s wrath against all that sinned. They will never
be able to say that they did not serve God because they did not know Him. God
shows Himself to them. They are without excuse.

It is more puzzling that Murray should refer to Hebrews 6:4, S in
support of his views on common grace. He apparently means, by appealing
to this text, that the enlightenment of the wicked, the heavenly gift given to
them especially in the Holy Spirit, and the powers of the world to come which
they taste, are all blessings.

But this will never do.

In the first place, the apostle is speaking here of people who are born
and raised in the church, for their sin is crucifying the Son of God afresh and
putting Him to open shame (v. 6). The good gifts which they receive are,
therefore, the outward good things of the preaching of the gospel. These
wicked even have a certain understanding of the blessedness of the preaching
and can appreciate the blessings of the world to come. Nevertheless, they
never receive these gifts in their hearts.

That this is the meaning is evident from the fact that these gifts are
compared to the rain which falls upon the earth (v. 7). But that rain brings
forth thorns and briers.

If an inward gift of these blessings were referred to in the text, then one
can only conclude that the text speaks of a falling away of saints. After all,
if these people who commit the unpardonable sin actually receive these
blessings inwardly, then they are actually saved. But we know that Scripture
teaches exactly the opposite: the preservation of the saints. (See John 10:26-
30.)

More to the point are the texts which were quoted by the Synod of the
Christian Reformed Church in 1924 in support of a general attitude of God’s
favor upon all men, texts to which John Murray also refers.

The first is the passage in Psalm 145:9: “The Lord is good to all: and
his tender mercies are over all his works.”

As is so often the case in the Psalms, this verse makes use of the
rhetorical and poetical device known as Hebrew parallelism. That is, the two
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parts of the verse are so related that they explain each other. God’s goodness
is explained in terms of His tender mercies, and the “all” of the text is
explained by “all his works.”

The text, therefore, teaches that God is good to His entire creation,
whichincludes all His works. We have noted earlier that this goodness of God
towards all His works is evident in the fact that also the creation is saved in
Christ. He loves His creation and shows His favor and goodness towards it.

But even if this Hebrew parallelism is ignored and the word “all” is
interpreted to mean “all men,” then still the meaning of the text is not that
God is favorably inclined towards the reprobate. How can this be, when “the
curse of the Lord isin the house of the wicked”? But the gifts which God gives
to men are always good gifts. He cannot give bad gifts, for He is good in
Himself and in all that He does.

Perhaps no single text has been quoted as often in support of common
grace as the passage in Matthew 5:44, 45: “But I say unto you, Love your
enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray
for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you; that ye may be
children of your Father which is in heaven: for he maketh his sun to rise on
the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust.”

Similar passages, also often quoted, are to be found in Luke 6:27, 35
and Acts 14:16, 17. Luke 6 :27, 35 reads: “But I say unto you which hear,
Love your enemies, do good to them which hate you.... But love ye your
enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward
shall be great, and ye shall be the children of the Highest: for he is kind unto
the unthankful and evil.” And Acts 14:16, 17 reads: “Who in times past
suffered all nations to walk in their own ways. Nevertheless he left not
himself without witness, in that he did good, and gave us rain from heaven,
and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness.”

Let us begin with the passage in Acts 14, which is not difficult to
explain.

The text clearly refers to the fact that God, even in the old dispensation,
did not leave Himself without witness. This witness was through rain from
heaven and fruitful seasons which filled men’s hearts with joy and gladness.
It was part of the witness in the creation of which Paul speaks in Romans
1:18ff. It was to make known to all men that God is a good God Who gives
good gifts and Who must, because of His goodness, be served and worshiped
as God alone. But God’s purpose was that men might be without excuse when
they are punished for their evil.

That these wicked continued in their own evil ways is evident from the
text itself: all nations walked in their own ways.

If we only will understand that the gifts of rain and sunshine are good
gifts of God, then we will have no problem understanding either that these
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good gifts are not, in themselves, testimonies of God’s favor and love towards
the wicked. They are the rain and sunshine which cause the fruitless branches
of the vine of the human race to reveal themselves as wicked.

Matthew 5:44, 45 is an important passage. The supporters of common
grace apparently argue in this fashion in their interpretation. We must love
our enemies and in this way love all men. When we love all men we are
children of our Father in heaven. Our Father in heaven also loves all men
and reveals His love for all by giving them rain and sunshine, for He sends
rain on the just and on the unjust. Thus God loves all men and shows grace
to all men, for all men receive rain and sunshine.

We need not repeat here what we have already said about the fact that
all God’s gifts are good and that He gives these good gifts to all men. Nor
need we repeat what we have said about the purpose of God in giving good
gifts to men. But let it be clearly understood that this text too must be
explained in the context of all the other passages of Scripture to which we
have referred.

Let it also be understood that it would be a serious problem for the
people of God if they had to contemplate the fact that God loves all men, and
notonly loves them. It would be a terrible thing if God loved those who walk
in every sin; and it would be a terrible thing if God loved those who kill the
people of God, persecute them, destroy them from the earth, and do so
blaspheming God’s name while never repenting of their sin.

4 This would be a terrible thing because it would be (and I speak asaman)

a kind of adultery on God’s part. His church is His bride, His beloved, to
whom He is married in an everlasting bond of marriage. The world is not so.
The world is the enemy of God. James is right when he severely castigates
the church for loving God’s enemies and calls them adulterers and adulter-
esses: “Ye adulterers and adulteresses, know ye not that the friendship of the
world is enmity with God? whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world
is an enemy of God” (James 4:4). Yet so, common grace defenders say God
loves those with whom we must not be friends.

If God loves anyone but His bride, it is tantamount to my loving a
woman other than my wife. INor would she be placated by my statement: “Yes,
wife, but my love for this other woman is a love of complacency, not a love
of benevolence.” She would tell me in no uncertain terms that I ought to be
loving her alone. And she would be right.

What does Matthew 5 teach?

The love of which Christ speaks when He enjoins us to love our enemies
is a genuine love. By that I mean that it is a love which is not sloppily
sentimental, not simply the giving of material help; it is a love which is like
thelove of God. God’s love seeks (and accomplishes) the salvation of sinners.
So also our love must seek the salvation of sinners, although we cannot
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accomplish that salvation; it is God’s work. But we must, even when we do
good to those who hate us, seek their salvation. We must call them to forsake
their evil way, repent of their sins, and believe in Christ.

In this connection, it must be immediately understood that God knows
those who are His own. We do not know them. God pours out His love upon
His people, and by the power of His love He saves them. We have no such
powerinourlove. We canonly reveal to others God’s love for us. Butbecause
we seek their salvation, we reflect God’s love for us.

If that expression of love is shown to an elect, it will be the means God
uses to bring that sinner to Christ. If the one to whom we show love is a
reprobate, it will be the means to harden that sinner in his sin so that he will
no longer want even the good that we show to him.

And so we reflect God’s love for us and show that we are the children
of our Father in heaven. God also loves us when we are unthankful and evil.
He does not give love to those who deserveiit; He gives His love toundeserving
sinners such as we are. It is this very consciousness of God’s unmerited love
that moves us to show our love to those who hate us, persecute us, and curse
us. Undeserving sinners who are the objects of God’s love show love to other
undeserving sinners.

We show this love by doing good to sinners. God also does good to
sinners, not only to the elect, but also to the reprobate. In this way too, we
reflect the love of God. God’s good gifts to reprobate sinners harden them
in their sins so that they are without excuse; God’s good gifts to elect sinners
bring them to repentance and faith through the work of the Spirit in their
hearts. Our love, which we show to our enemies, does the same.

The only difference is that God knows His own; we do not know those
who belong to Him. He accomplishes His sovereign purpose; we are
instruments in His hand to accomplish that purpose.

But of God’s lov