






Scripture is in fact treated and their
position put into practice, one dis­
covers that far more attention is
paid to the "human element" than
to the "divine element," to the "hu­
man factor" than to the "divine
factor."

Apart now from the question
ofwhether it is proper and sound to
ascribe to Scripture such a human
element or factor, the fact is that,
when the actual work is done of
interpreting Scripture, the human
element receives the weight of
emphasis. The divine factor is
overlooked, forgotten. or ignored.

While this book is by no
means the worst example of this
error, it remains a fact that insuffi­
cient emphasis is placed upon an­
swers to this fundamentaJly im­
portant question: What is the Spirit
saying to the church? What is God
revealing concerning Himself and
His works in this important epistle?
Would that the author had paid
more attention to this question. •

Covenant and Election, by J. Van
Genderen. Tr. C. Pronk. Neer­
landia, Alberta, Canada/Pella,
Iowa, U. S. A.: Inheritance Publi­
cations, 1995. 110 pp. $9.25 (U.
S.); $11.95 (eN) (paper). [Re­
viewed by David J. Engelsma.]

In the context of vigorous
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controversy within Reformed
churches over the covenant of God
with the children of believers, Dr.
J. Van Genderen defends that cov­
enant conception which refuses to
allow election to "dominate" the
covenant. Dr. Van Genderen.
ell ristel ijke Gere/orm eerdc
Kerkell (Christian Reformed
Churches) professor at Apeldoorn,
the Netherlands, holds that God
establishes His covenant by prom­
ise equally with all physical chil­
dren ofbelievers. He addresses the
promise at baptism alike to all: "I
will be your God, and you will be
my child." The promise, however,
is conditional, depending for its
fulfillment upon the faith of the
child. The demand of faith as a
condition accompanies the prom­
ise.

The Dutch Reformed theolo­
gian is critical of the covenant con­
ception that permits God's eternal
election to govern the covenant.
According to this view, the elect­
ing God addresses the promise of
the covenant to the elect children
only. The power of the promise
brings the elect children, and them
only, into the fellowship of the
covenant. "The danger is that by
letting eternal election dominate
everything, the significance of the
covenant ofgrace is greatly dimin­
ished" (p. 53).

Two theologians whose cov-
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enant views Van Genderen criti­
cizes are G. H. Kersten and Herman
Hoeksema. Kersten, of the
Gereformeerde Gemeenten (Re­
formed Congregations), influenced
the Reformed Congregations to
make six pronouncements on the
covenant in 1931. The first was
that "the covenant ofgrace is domi­
nated by election to salvation; that
therefore the essence of the cov­
enant concerns only the elect of
God and not the natural seed" (cited
by Van Genderen, pp. 10, 11).

Hoeksema's theology pro­
duced the doctrine of the covenant
that the Protestant Reformed
Churches set forth as that of the
Reformed creeds in their Declara­
tion ofPrinciples in 1951.

The covenant, for Hoeksema, is
not an agreement, but a living
relationship of friendship be­
tween God and those whom He
has chosen in Jesus Christ our
Lord. The children of the con­
gregation must receive baptism
as a sign ofthe covenant, but the
covenant promises are only
meant for the elect, for they are
the children of the promise.
Whereas the sign and seal of the
covenant is a savour of life unto
life for the children ofthe prom­
ise, it is at the same time a
savour of death unto death for
the reprobate who tread upon
the covenant ofJehovah.... The­
ology here is so dominated by
the idea ofelection that we have
to speak of an election-system
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whereby the doctrine ofthe cov­
enant is seriously defonned (p.
24).

Van Genderen's doctrine of
the covenant makes plain that the
only alternative to "domination"
ofthe covenant by the electing God
is "domination" ofthe covenant by
the will of the covenant child. God
makes His gracious promise to all
the children alike~ the promise is
sealed to all equally by baptism;
God is even "willing to give" all
the children the faith that He de­
mands (p. 70). The fulfillment of
the promise, however, the actual
union of the child with God by the
work of the Holy Spirit in his heart
depends not upon the electing:
promising God but upon the child's
performance of the condition of
faith.

This implies, first, that no
infant is ever brought into living
union with Christ in his or her
infancy, since infants cannot ful­
fill the condition. Whereas Can­
ons 1/17 assures believing parents
that they have no reason to doubt
the election" and salvation of their
children who die in infancy, Van
Genderen's covenant doctrine casts
doubt on the salvation and, pre­
sumably, the election ofevery child
of believers who dies in infancy.

In addition, Van Genderen's
doctrine makes the child's work of
faith decisive for the efficacy ofthe
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promise and, thus, for the child's
own salvation.

As far as the mediation of salva­
tion in a covenantal way is con­
cerned, it is the Lord our God
who takes the initiative as the
One Who establishes the cov­
enant ofgrace. But there is also
the appropriation of the cov­
enant by us. This is an essential
part! To say it with Van der
Schuit, "In the way of the cov­
enant of grace the Holy Spirit
reveals the Mediatorto the heart
that seeks God. It finds the way
upward because it is drawn from
above" (p. 67).

Van Genderen will acknowl­
edge that the Lord God takes the
initiative in establishing the cov­
enant. He will not say that it is the
Lord God who also realizes the
covenant in the heart ofevery child
who is united to Christ by a true
faith. Rather, "there is the appro­
priation of the covenant by us"
(my emphasis - DJE). This "ap­
propriation of the covenant by us"
is "essential." God takes the ini­
tiative in making the promise to all
the baptized babies. But this prom­
ise accomplishes and makes cer­
tain absolutely nothing as regards
salvation. The salvation of the
baby depends on the baby's "ap­
propriation of the covenant." This
is precisely the heresy that the
Canons of Dordt condemned as
Pelagianism:
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The Synod rejects the errors of
those ... who use the difference
between meriting and appropri­
ating, to the end that they may
instill into the minds of the im­
prudent and inexperienced this
teaching that God, as far as He
is concerned, has been minded
of applying to all equally the
benefits gained by the death of
Christ; hut that, while some
obtain the pardon of sin and
eternal life, and others do not,
this difference depends on their
own free will, which joins itself
to the grace that is offered with­
out exception, and that it is not
dependent on the special gift of
mercy, which powerfuJJy works
in them, that they rather than
others should appropriate unto
themselves this grace. For these,
wh iIe they feign that they
present this distinction, in a
sound sense, seek to instill into
the people the destructive poi­
son of the Pelagian errors (II,
Rejection of Errors/6).

Van Genderen's quotation
from Van der Schuit, another min­
ister in the Chris/elijke Gerefor­
meerde Kerken, is damning to Van
Genderen's covenant doctrine.
God merely takes the initiative to
establish the covenant with the
child, whereas the child must ap­
propriate the covenant, so that "the
Holy Spirit reveals the Mediator to
the heart that seeks God." Is this
indeed the "mediation of salva­
tion" in the covenant, that the Holy
Spirit "reveals the Mediator to the
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heart that seeks God"? Where is
the heart of a child, or of anyone
else, that seeks God before the Holy
Spirit reveals the Mediator to that
heart? Where did this heart that
seeks God come from? For "there
is none that seeketh after God"
(Rom. 3: 11).

The truth is that the Holy
Spirit reveals the Mediator to the
naturally rebellious hearts of some
children of believers, thus regen­
erating these hearts, in distinction
from the hearts of other children
that are no worse. There is one
reason forthediscrimination. This
reason is the covenant promise ef­
fecting the gracious purpose of
sovereign, eternal election.

G. H. Kersten was right when
he wrote that

those who say that the covenant
ofgrace is not governed by elec­
tion teach a new doctrine which
emasculates the covenant. All
that is left of the covenant. in
this view, is an offer of salva­
tion on condition of faith and
repentance. "But," says
Kersten. "faith and repentance
are not conditions of the cov­
enant; rather. they are benefits
which flow out ofthe covenant"
(cited by Van Genderen. p. 12).

Although he is still con­
strained to confess election, Van
Genderen does not wholeheartedly
love the doctrine. Deep-down he
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is afraid of it. Election is a danger­
ous element in theology. It must be
watched closely and guarded care­
fully, lest it work evil on the gos­
pel, especially the precious truth of
the responsibility of man. It is so
often "abstract." It "easily tends to
a false passiveness.... It can also
lead to carelessness ..." (p. 62). If
election is allowed to have a promi­
nent place in the gospel of the
covenant, it will detract from "the
full validity of the promise and the
reality of the covenant" (p. 34).

Fear of the doctrine of elec­
tion characterizes much that comes
out of the Reformed Netherlands
of late. Berkouwer's Divine Elec­
tion (Eerdmans, 1960) was an ex­
tended warning about the dark
shadow cast over the gospel by the
doctrine of the decree of predesti­
nation as taught by the Canons of
Dordt. Election accompanied by
reprobation threatens assurance.
H. Venema, theologian of the Re­
formed Churches in the Nether­
lands (Uliber~ted"), was so im­
pressed by the dangers of eternal
election that he transformed the
divine decree into a mere histori­
cal event (see his Uitverkiezing?
Jazeker/ Maar hoe?, Kampen:
Uitgeverij Van den Berg, 1992).
Now the theologian of the

ChristelUke Gerelormeerde
Kerken chimes in.

Where in the Netherlands is
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there any longer the heartfelt. bold
love ofsovereign. eternal predesti­
nation so evident in the Canons of
Dordt? Perfect love wou Id cast ou t
fear.

Rejection of election as gov­
erning the covenant requires Van
Genderen to deny that Jesus Christ
is Head of the covenant of grace
(pp. 19-21,56). Here he acknowl­
edges disagreement with the
Westminster Larger Catechism. In
Question 31 the Larger Catechism
confesses that "the covenant of
grace was made with Christ as the
second Adam, and in him with all
the elect as his seed." The sole
reason for denying that Jesus Christ
is Head of the covenant of grace is
that this necessarily implies that
the covenant is established only
with those who are in Christ, that
is, the elect.

The price paid for the privi­
lege of extending the covenant
more widely than the elect is high.
Christ is no longer the representa­
tive of all the members of the cov­
enant of grace, obtaining for them
the right to belong to the covenant
of grace and, on this basis, uniting
them to Himselfby His regenerat­
ing Spirit. The covenant of grace
is headless! In the covenant of
grace, it is every man for himself
and by himself. This is the impli­
cation of Van Genderen's expla­
nation of the actual realization of
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the covenant in the hearts of the
children. It is not the Head of the
covenant who both initiates the
establishment of the covenant and
consummates the covenant in all
the children who are His by divine
election. Rather, each individual
child "appropriates" the covenant
for himself or herself.

Denial that Jesus Christ is
Head of the covenant of grace vio­
lently conflicts with the teaching
of Romans 5: 12-21. There is, ac­
cording to this passage, similarity
between the position of Adam and
the position ofChrist in that just as
Adam was "federal," or covenant.
he~d of the entire human race in
the covenant given with creation
before the fall so Christ is "fed­
eral," or covenant, Head of the
new, elect race in the covenant of
grace. Christ is legal representa­
tive of "many." This is His rela­
tion to them in the covenant of
grace. And this is Headship. "For
as by one man's disobedience many
were made sinners, so by the obe­
dience of one shall many be made
righteous" (v. 19). Such is the
fundamental importance of this
truth that to deny it, whether as
regards Adam or as regards Christ,
is to destroy the Christian gospel.

Van Genderen is unable to
find the Headship of Christ in the
covenant of grace in the Canons of
Dordt, II, 8:
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It is remarkable that this force­
ful upholding ofthe covenant as
a covenant of grace has not] ed
to a system limiting it to the
elect. Christ is referred to as
Surety and Mediator of the cov­
enant rather than Head of the
covenant. Covenant and elec­
tion are not the same thing (p.
56).

What is truly remarkable is
that the Dutch theologian cannot
see Christ's covenant Headship in
the article. This is one of the few
articles in the "Three Forms of
Unity" that explicitly mention the
covenant of grace. The article de­
scribes the substitutionary death of
Christ that redeemed the elect,
earned for them the gift of faith,
and made certain their fellowship
with Christ as "confirmation of the
covenant." The cross was cov­
enant business conducted by the
representative of the members of
the covenant ofgrace in their stead
and on their behalf. In keeping
with the whole of the second head
of doctrine of the Canons, the ar­
ticle determines the members of
the new covenant by election: " ...
all those and those only who were
from eternity chosen to salvation
and given to him by the Father."

Significantly, in the rejec­
tion of errors attached to this sec­
ond head, there is sharp warning
against a view ofthe covenant that
makes faith a "condition" to mem-
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bership in the covenant (Canons,
II, Rejection of Errors/3, 4).

The issue at stake in the con­
troversy in the Reformed churches
between a covenant governed by
the electing God and a covenant
governed by the appropriating child
is not whether covenant and elec­
tion are "the same thing" (p. 56).
No one thinks that covenant and
election are the same thing. Elec­
tion is the eternal decree of God in
Christ appointing some to salva­
tion in distinction from others. The
covenant of grace is the relation­
ship between God and His people
in history. But the issue is whether
membership in the covenant of
grace as living communion with
God is determined by election, yes
or no. With this, the issue is
whether election determines who
they are to whom God promises
covenant fellowship and blessings
and who they are in whose hearts
God fulfills the covenant promise.

Every conception of the cov­
enant that cuts covenant loose from
election is dashed on the rock of
Romans 9. The very purpose ofthe
Holy Spirit in this chapter is to
distinguish children of the flesh
from children of promise among
the physical children of believers
according to God's eternal predes­
tination (vv. 6ff.). By promise,
God establishes His covenant with
the elect children ofAbraham, and
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with no others. With this agrees
Galatians 3 which addresses the
covenant promise to Abraham's
seed, Jesus Christ, and to those
who are Christ's (vv. 16, 29).

Refusal to view the covenant
as governed by election results in
grievous injury to the promise of
God, that is, to the promising God
Himself. For on this view the
promise is addressed by God to all
children of believers without ex­
ception. God promises every child,
the one who eventually perishes as
well as the one who finally inherits
glory, that He will be the child's
God and that the child will be
God's son and heir. Van Genderen
readily acknowledges that God
makes this promise to every child
uin mercy."

One implication is that the
promise ofGod is the oddest prom­
ise that ever was. For it does not
include the good that is promised.
Whereas the value of men's prom­
ises is that they guarantee and be­
stow the good that is promised,
e.g., the lifelong fidelity vowed at
a wedding, God's covenant prom­
ise does not include the covenant
communion with Himself and sal­
vation that it speaks of. Obviously
not! For many receive the promise
who never enjoy the good that is
promised! The good spoken of is
not included in the promise but is
rather produced from the demanded
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condition of faith.
Another implication is that

the promise does not include the
means by which the promised good
is received, namely, faith. Obvi­
ously not! For many receive the
promise who never have faith. Van
Genderen goes so far as to say that
God "is willing" to give faith to
all. To this, the question at once is,
"Why then does He not give faith
to aliT' Van Genderen leaves this
question unanswered. Fact is, for
Van Genderen, faith is the condi­
tion that the child himself must
provide in order that the promise
may be fulfilled in the actual be­
stowal of salvation.

Yet another implication is
that Van Genderen is dead wrong
when he astoundingly affirms that
U on the basis of God's promise we
may expect that He will also do
what He says" (p. 69). The truth is
that on Van Genderen's doctrine
of the covenant we can expect that
God will not do what He says. He
promises to be Esau's God and to
have Esau for His son, and, 10,
Esau is eternally damned. In real­
ity, God's promise assures noth­
ing. That which assures some­
thing is the child's fulfilling the
condition of faith.

If the covenant is not gov­
erned by election, a Reformed theo­
logian can say about the promise
what Van Genderen does indeed
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daringly say: "Where faith is lack­
ing, the promise is useless" (p.
65). The promise of God is "use­
less"! To use the comparable lan­
guage of Romans 9:6, where man
does not fulfill the condition of
faith, the Word of God is of none
effect!

Despite Van Genderen's
strong objection to a doctrine of
the covenant that is "dominated"
by election, he admits that this has
been a prominent view in the Re­
formed tradition. This was the
view of Herman Bavinck and of
Abraham Kuyper (pp. 25-29). The
second part of the book, "Covenant
Theology - Past and Present,"
which gives a brief history of the
dogma of the covenant, acknowl­
edges that "the doctrine ofelection
has greatly influenced the doctrine
of the covenants" (p. 92). Van
Genderen suggests that this was "a
result of the ... attempt to prevent
Arminian ideas from corrupting
the covenant doctrine" (p. 92).

Yes.•

Adultery and Divorce in Calvin's
Geneva, by Robert M. Kingdon.
Cambridge, Massachusetts/Lon­
don, England: Harvard University
Press, 1995. 214pp. $15 (paper).
[Reviewed by David J. Eilgelsma.]

Robert Kingdon is a leading
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Calvin scholar. He is presently
working on a notable project, su­
pervising a team of scholars in
transcribing the twenty-one vol­
umes of the Register of the
Consistory of Geneva for the pe­
riod of Calvin's ministry from
1542-1564.

Out of this work with what
we would call the consistory min­
utes of the church of which Calvin
was the pastor comes this study of
divorce and remarriage in the Re­
formed church of Geneva while
Calvin was president of the
consistory.

Kingdon sees the worth of
the book both in its treatment of
the development ofdivorce in Prot­
estantism and in its account of the
workings of the consistory in
Geneva under Calvin's direction.

In the main, the book is a
study - a fascinating study - of
several cases of adultery brought
before the Geneva consistory. Al­
though the consistory always
worked hard for reconciliation and,
in one ofthe cases, virtually forced
reconciliation upon the married
couple, the outcome often was di­
vorce with the right of remarriage
for the "innocent party." One of
these cases involved Calv in's
brother Antoine, who with his wife
and children was living in Calvin's
home when the offenses took place.

In one instance, that of the
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Italian convert to the Reformation,
Galeazzo Caracciolo, Calvin and
the consistory approved divorce
and subsequent remarriage on the
ground of religious desertion. Al­
legedly, Caracciolo's Roman
Catholic wife had deserted him. In
fact, upon his conversion,
Caracciolo had left her. and their
children, to affiliate with the Re­
formed Church in Switzerland. In
effect, Calvin approved divorce and
remarriage on the ground of a
believer's abandonment of his un­
believing (Roman Catholic) wife.
Appeal was made to I Corinthians
7: 15. But this turns the text on its
head. ForI Corinthians 7: 15 speaks
of the unbeliever's desertion of the
believer, not of the believer's de­
sertion of the unbeliever. Even
then, there is simply no mention of
the right of the deserted believer to
divorce the deserting mate, much
less of a right to remarry.

Understandably, Rome used
such incidents to blacken the Ref­
ormation:

Catholic polemicists ... were by
this time frequently claiming
that people turned Protestant
and fled to places like Geneva
solely to escape wives they no
longer wanted and in the hope
of a new sexual partner (pp.
155,156).

Calvin was sensitive to the
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charge, first urging Caracciolo to
remain celibate and then sending
the Italian off to others for the
advice that resulted in his remar­
riage.

Kingdom himself is more
than dubious about the expedient
of grounding Caracciolo's remar­
riage in I Corinthians 7: 12-15. He
calls it "an audacious and danger­
ous argument" (p. 156).

The Reformation, particu­
larly the Calvin Reformation, broke
with the Christian tradition of in­
dissoluble marriage. Although
Calvin and the Geneva consistory
wanted to restrict remarriage to
the "innocent party," it became
evident already then that also the
remarriage of the guilty party had
to be allowed (pp. 89, 90).

Kingdon believes that "the
modern explosion in divorce ...
(in) the twentieth century ... began
in the sixteenth century ... with the
Protestant Reformation," with the
consistory of Geneva playing a
leading role (p. 180).

As to the judgment that ought
to be passed upon the Re­
formation's opening of the flood­
gates of divorce and remarriage,
Kingdon is ambivalent. On the
one hand, he likes to recognize
that some marriages Usimply fail,
and can become painful and de­
structive to everyone involved. In
all decency they should be ended"
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(pp. 183, 184).
On the other hand:

There also can be no doubt ...
that the dissolution of a mar­
riage can be enormously destruc­
tive, often to innocent parties in
no way in vol ved in the
marriage's failure, most obvi­
ously children, often other rela­
tives. This sad reality is one of
the reasons Protestant authori­
ties, despite their wiIlingness
to make divorce possible, con­
tinued to make it difficult.
These are still problems that

anyone affected by an unhappy
marriage must face (p. I84).

Ambivalence is not enough.
The teaching of the Reformers al­
lowing for divorce as the breaking
of the marriage bond and for a
subsequent remarriage is the scan­
dal of the Reformation. Protes­
tants must confess it. They must
then take another, good, hard look,
not at unhappy marriages among
them, but at the teaching of the
Word ofGod on marriage, divorce,
and remarriage. ...

Book Notices

The Church OfRome At The Bar
Of History, by William Webster.
Edinburgh: Banner Of Truth, Pub­
lishers, 1995. Pp. x+243. $28.95
(hard cover). [Reviewed by
Herman Hanko.]

With Evangelicals moving
closer to Rome, this book is an
important one. Written by a lay­
man, it compares all the main
teachings ofRome with both Scrip­
ture and history. In the treatment
of history, Mr. Webster is inter­
ested in examining the question
whether Rome's preposterous
claims are genuinely supported by
the history of the church. This is
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an important question, for Rome
itself claims legitimacy for its po­
sition on the grounds of history;
i.e., it maintains that all its views
have the stamp of history's ap­
proval.

Proceeding from the truth of
the infallibility of Scripture to its
sole authority, the book examines
such questions as the authority of
tradition, the notion of clerical
ordination as held by Rome, the
doctrines involved in Rome's
Mariology and Mariolatry, the sac­
ramental system of the Romish
Church, and the doctrine ofjustifi­
cation alone without works. In
every respect the book finds Rome's
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claims spurious. They do not agree
with the canon of Scripture and
they do not stand the test of the
history of the church.

Important in the book is vo­
luminous quotes from the church
fathers from Clement of Rome
through Luther and Calvin. And
of great value is a lengthy appen­
dix composed exclusively ofquotes
from important Papal documents
such as the Papal Bull, Unam
Sanctam, the decisions of Vatican
I and Vatican II, The Decrees of
the Council of Trent, etc.

Those who are interested in
the important differences between
apostate Rome and Protestantism
will want to read this book and
have it in their library for refer­
ence. It will be a valuable addi­
tion.•

The Gospel According To John
(Revised), by Leon Morris. Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Pub­
lishing Company, 1995. Pp. xxii+
824. $42.00. (cloth). [Reviewed
by Robert D. Decker.]

This is a fine commentary on
The GlJ!tpel According to John. It
is part of the New International
Commentary on the New Testa­
ment series Eerdmans is publish­
ing and is a revision of an earlier
commentary on John by the same
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author.
The commentary is extensive

and well researched. It is written
in easy to read paragraph form
with the comments on the Greek
text in footnotes. This makes it a
valuable tool for the preacher and
scholar as well as lIseful for those
who have no knowledge of the
Greek.

In his comments on chapters
6 and 10 Morris stresses the im­
possibility of man saving himself
and the necessity of what he calls
the "divine initiative" in the salva­
tion of sinners.

At some points one would
have expected a more thorough
explanation of the text.

The Commentary is en­
hanced by two indices: the first is
a General index (subject and per­
sons), the second is an index of
Scripture passages cited in the com­
mentary.

If the reader can afford only
one commentary On John he should
purchase Calvin's. If the reader
can afford two commentaries on
John, he should purchase Calvin's
and William Hendricksen's. If he
can afford three he should pur­
chase also this commentary by
Morris.
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