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A Critique of Dro G.C.Berkouwer's Een Halve Eeuw Theologie, Chapter IV
-- Prof. H. C. Hoeksema --

On October 12, 1973 Dr. Berkouwer retired as professor of the

Theological Faculty of the Free University of Amsterdam. This
event occasioned his looking back upon a half century of being

busy within the Gereformeerde Kerken and in Theology. And the

book under discussion is the result of his retrospective look.
In these theological memoirs he gives account of his motives in
his theological and ecclesiastical labor, and he offers a review

of the important currents in theology from 1920 until today 0 In

a way this is not a typical Berkouwer book. ~fuile in the nature

of the case there are many references to the views of others, at

many points there is much more of Berkouwer in this book than in
some of his Dogmatical Studies. Through reading this book one
certainly obtains a better insight into the theological approach

and views of the author.

Our concern in this article is not with the entire book, but

with the chapter in which Dr. Berkouwer deals with the doctrine
of election, Chapter IV, entitled Om Het Hart Der Kerk. And we
do not even intend to review and criticize in detail this entire
chapter. Rather our concern is with a very interesting and en­

lightening section of this chapter in which Dr. Berkouwer reviews

his own development with respect to the doctrine of election over

against the views of Rev. Herman Hoeksema, whom he credits with
helping his own development, but by way of contrast.

First of all, we wish to present the pertinent section of this

chapter. After tracing rather detailedly various currents of

theology with respect to the doctrine of election, and after pre­

senting various flproblems" in connection with the views of others,

Dr. Berkouwer writes as follows (we translate):

Before we enter into the gravamina which were registered during

the last twenty years against certain expressions of the Canons and

in which all the questions and concerns as it were, were exacerbated,

we wish to consider somewhat more closely the 'bac~ounds' which

formed the occasion for these gravamina. I wish the more to do that

because I am aware of being much involved in all sorts of accusations
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and criticism--as though the freedom of God would be limited in

various views. My concern is not as such in a defense over against

sharp criticism~ but because of the importance of the matter in its

theological and then also pastoral aspects. Indeed everyone who gives

account to himself of the tradition of the doctrine of election will

perceive in himself a desire for more clarity, and in that desire

certain contrasting works most often playa large role--even as with

other dogmas--various solutions being presented in these works which

one more and more begins to experience as being unacceptable and im­

possible from the viewpoint of the gospel. In such confrontations,

besides the danger of polarization, there can be a helping and heal­

ing element, a shock-moment, caused by the caricatures, and through

which one does not illxtial1y see the way yet clearly before him, but

goes about discovering which courses are impassable. For me personally

--everyone has his own experiences in this regard--an important role

was played by the undoubtedly keen theological thinking of the American

Rev. Ho Hoeksema, who busied himself extensively in countless articles

in the 'Standard Bearer' with the confession of election, in close

connection with his conflict with the Christian Reformed Church (the

Synod of Kalamazoo 1924), and in close connection with various dis­

cussions about common grace. After his death in 1965 his Reformed

DOgmatics was published (1966), in which the sovereignty of God is

presented as central and, over against all relativizations, is des­

cribed as 'complete and absolute sovereignty' (p. 158), with all the

consequences thereof in what he himself calls the supralapsarian po­

sition as 'the Scriptural and the only consistent presentation of the

decree of God's predestination' (p. 164). I met him only once in

Grand Rapids (in 1952) and then came anew under the impression of the

impossibility of his line of thought concerning election. Kamphuis

has said that I made it easy for myself by choosing this discussion

-partner, because in his view Hoeksema is by reason of his supralap­

sarianism tempted to unwarranted conclusions concerning the place of

reprobation in the preaching. Over against this I would place the

fact that I have seldom met a theologian who so consistently reasoned

things through from an adopted standpoint, because he with a view to

that standpoint never hesitatedo He--one of the few--drew therefrom

consequences which especially have bearing upon the preaching of
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salvation to allo This universal preaching was not possible because

of the apriori decree of election and reprobation 3 because on account

of the seriousness and well-me·-.ntness of the offer of grace it (could

have no relevancy for men who by virtue of God's decree stood outside

of salvation. If the gospel is generallx proclaimed, then that is pos­

sible and meaningful only because no one knows who 'the elect' are

'head for head, soul for soul' 0 The glad tidings can really only go

forth to the 'electi i and find their true addressees only in themo

According to Hoeksema this is so clear because in his view Scripture

everywher~ speaks of election and reprobation and teaches that outside

of those elect there can only be mention of an 'eternal, sovereign

hatred of the good pleasure P • He pointed out that in logic the conse­

quences may not be denied, and he himself has also drawn them without

hesitation and maintained them over against those who took note of

them With fright and deep ~ernn I did not choose this discussion

-partner, but he came on my path; and thus he has--indirectly--helped

me farther along a way which he himself regarded as intraversible and

for which he earnestly warned me and otherso The suggestive power

of his arguments forces itself upon eve~one who takes serious note

of them. Nor do I believe that he arrived at his excessive formula­

tions because of a separate 'supralapsarianism' present in his thought

(K~phuis)3 but because his line of thought rests in his vision of

double predestinationo The problems are set in clear light by the

attitude which Schilder adopted in these questions 0 It would be in­

correct to identify his views with those of Hoeksema and to say that

he allowed himself to be influenced by Hoeksema in their many con­

tacts and points of contact in the COlm40n grace dogma 0 They came into

contact with one another~ however, not only with respect to common

grace and the opposition of both of them to Kuyper, but also in what for

Hoeksema was a central given, namely in his view of the general offer

of salvation. In this Schilder came to different conclusions than

Hoeksema, who connected the general offer of salvation with taking into

account of the fact of our not knowing ~ho are chosen and who are re­

jectedo

After this the author continues his discussion of the differ­
ences between Schilder and Hoeksema~ with appeal to the inaccurate
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evaluation of Alexander c. De Jong in his doctoral thesis on the

views of Hoeksema and Schildero Then, after explaining his dis­

covery of agreement between himself and H. N. Ridderbos in connec­

tion with the latter's treatment of Romans 9-l1~ Berkou~er goes on

to a discussion of the gravamina against Canons I, 6 and 15 in the

Hervormde Kerk and in the Gereformeerde Kerken--with which grava­

mina he expresses essential agreement.
This brings us to the central fact which must be kept in mind

in connection with Berkouwer 1 s discussion, namely: Berkouwer de­

nies double predestination. He has stated this forthrightly in

connection with a recent visit to the synod of the Hervormde Kerk

at the time when the so-called Testimony of Faith (forerunner to a

new confession) was presented there. If it was not clear from his
work, Divine Election, or is not completely clear from the present
work, let that be established. He has said, aWe say No to double

predestination. ri It is this fact that should be clearly discerned

also in connection with this chapter of Berkouwer's most recent

book. After one has threaded his way through all of the discussion

of various views~ and has followed Berkouwer through his rather

interesting explanation of his development of his own views, occa­
sioned by the ij shock-moment, 1/ caused by the alleged Hoeksemanian

caricature of predestination, then one fact stands out clearly, a

fact which must be apprehended in all its significance. Berkouwer

has attained the ultimate polarization: the denial of double pre­
destination, and, therewith, the denial of any predestination worthy

of the name.
Why is this significant? Why do I call this the iiultimate

polarization Vf ?

This polarization of Berkouwer to the "polen opposite to that

of the doctrine of double predestination ~euns that he has abandoned
the confessional Reformed position in favor of what is essentially
the Arminian position. But what is essential to recognize is the
fact that whatever description Berkouwer's position deserves, it is
emphatically NOT the Reformed position. It is not the position of

the Canons--no matter how much Berkouwer may attempt to use the

Conclusion of the Canons in order to destroy the position of the
Canons proper. And it certainly is not the position of Calvin, no
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matter how much Berkouwer and others may try to discover inconsis­

tencies in Calvin~s explanation of the relationship between repro­
bation and the general preaching of the gospel. And it is not the

position of those recognized theological giants of the Gereformeerde

Kerken, Abraham Kuyper and Herman Bavinck. Let this be clear to

all. It is of the utmost importance that Berkouwer's position be

recognized not as a tremendously brilliant development of the Re­

formed doctrine of predestination) but a radical departure from all

that has ever been recognized as Reformed with respect to the dogma

of predestination.

In this connection, in the second place, let it be noted that,

for all his disagreement with Herman Hoeksema and in spite of the

disparaging references to his position, Berkouwer nevertheless pays
him a Hleft-handed rl compliment. He classifies Hoeksema as a theo­

logian who has most consistently" spelled out the consequences of the

double predestination doctrine 3 even discounting Hoeksema's supra­

lapsarianism as having anything essential to do with these conse­

quences. In other words~ Hoeksema has spelled out the consequences

of the Reformed doctrine of double predestination as such, regard­
less of whether one is supra- or infra-. True~ as far as Berkouwer
is concerned, this is at best faint praise: for Berkouwer is at

odds with Hoeksemais position. In fact, Berkouwer admits really

to having developed his own position in reaction to Hoeksema's.

Nevertheless, this is a significant testimony. Frequently the very

fac~ of opposition is a testimony that one occupies a correct posi­
tion, for the very reason that otherwise one's position would not

be attacked. Think, for example, of the fact that the accusation

that 9~this doctrine makes men careless and profanef~ would never be

brought against an Arminian 3 but only against one who maintains the

absolute sovereignty (unconditionality) of predestination. In this

instance we have not only the fact of Berkouwer's opposition, but

also the testimony of Berkouwer himself that Hoeksema consistently
develops the consequences of the doctrine of double predestination.

Let those who have been inclined to classify Hoeksema as an

extremist or who have been inclined to blame his supralapsarianism
take note of this.
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What is of even greater significance is the fact that Berkouwer

here confirms what we have always claimed in connection with the

error of the general well-meant offer of grace~ namely: that theo­

logical consistency (in the light of Scripture and the confessions)

forces one to choose between the well-meant offer of grace and the

truth of sovereign (double) predestination. In the past many theo­

logians have attempted to follow a double-track theology~ with the

practical result that while they did lip-service to the truth of

sovereign predestination, they actually forgot that ntrack'; and

concentrated on the well-meant offer fltrack'; in their preaching and

teaching. Bear in mind that the alternatives are emphatically not

the general, or promiscuous, proclamation of the gospel and double

predestination. About this~ see below. But the alternatives are

the general, well-meant offer and double predestination. These, we

have always insisted, are mutually exclusiveo But Berkouwer has at

last--and consistently--chosen for the general offer and has denied

double predestination. His position is dead wrong and constitutes

a break with the Reformed tradition, but it is at least consistent.

And by this open and consistent choice he has confirmed what we have

always maintained in this regard. Would that everyone who wants

to maintain the general, well-meant offer of grace were as consist­

ent as Berkouwer. Then, at least~ we would all know where we

stand in relation to one another!

Meanwhile it should not be overlooked that Berkouweris al­

leged reaction of fright and deep concern to HoeksemaYs position is,

in fact, in some important aspects a reaction to a caricature of

Hoeksema'S position. Indeed) this caricature is so grotesque as

to make one ask whether Berkouwer has ever read Hoeksema carefully.

This question forces itself upon one all the more because Berkouwer

mentions only Hoeksema's many articles in the Standard Bearer and

his Reformed Dogmatics, while there are many more writings of

Hoeksema pertinent to this subject. To mention but two, there are

his Triple Knowledge and his Godfs Eternal Good Pleasure. This is

not the place to expound in detail the importance of the matters

mentioned below; besides, it would require many pages of explanation

of things which Hoeksema explained again and again in his writings.
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But let me mention some items which contribute to Berkouwer's crea­

tion of a grotesque caricature of Hoeksema's position:

1. Berkouwer repeatedly confuses the concepts universal preaching

and universal offer. The former Hoeksema steadfastly maintained;

the latter he steadfastly denied. Indeed Hoeksema subscribed (with

more than lip service) to Canons II~ 5; but he always pointed out

that Canons II~ 5 does not speak of a general, conditional offer,

but of the general proclamation of a particular promise. What

Hoeksema denied was that the nature of the promiscuous proclamation

of the gospel was that of a general~ well-meant offer of grace.

Hence, the following statement of Berkouwer is a total misrepre­

sentation of Hoeksema~ nThis universal preaching was not possible

because of the apriori decree of election and reprobation, because

on account of the seriousness and well-meantness of the offer of

grace it could have no relevancy for men who by virtue of God's

decree stood outside of salvation. u

2. Berkouwer completely misrepresents Hoeksema in the following

statement; Bif the gospel is general:;r"proclaimed:1 then that is pos­

sible and meaningful only because no one knovls who 1 the elect' are

thead for head~ soul for soul. 1
/f If Hoeksema ever mentioned this

idea, it was usually in reply to the false charge that he preached

only to the elect--a thought which to him was utterly ridiculous

for its impossibility. But I deny flatly that Hoeksema ever taught

that the general proclamation of the gospel is possible and meaning­

ful only because no one knows who the elect are. One could without

difficulty point to a dozen passages in Hoeksema~s writings which

give the lie to this claim of Berkouwer. The fact of the matter is

that Hoeksema rarely made mention of this fact of our not knowing

who the elect are. He certainly never taught that this was what

made the general proclamation of the gospel possible and meaningful.

And still more certainly~ he never taught that this general pro­

clamation was possible and meaningful only because of this. Numer­

ous times Hoeksema emphasized that it was God;s sovereign good

pleasure that the gospel also be proclaimed to the reprobate--not

that this was due merely to the preachervs inability to identify

the elect. Numerous times Hoeksema emphasized that the preaching

of the gospel has a positive purpose also with respect to the
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reprobate, namely, the manifestation of the sinfulness of sin, the

hardening of the reprobate, and thus the historical realization of

Godfs counsel of reprobation~ and ultimately the theodicy. I dare

say that as often as Hoeksema expounded this SUbject of election and

reprobation in relation to the preaching of the gospel, he empha­

sized this. And almost as often as he spoke or wrote on the subject

of preaching and its purpose, he made mention of the fact of the

two-fold purpose and effect of the preaching. How Berkouwer can

write as he does is a mystery to me. He refers to Reformed Dogmaticsn

Did he never read pages 470~ 471 and pages 654, 655?

3. Finally, Berkouwer leaves the impression that Hoeksema teaches

that the preaching of the gospel is addressed to the elect qua talis

and the reprobate qua talis.. Nothing could be farther from the

truth. In the moment of the preaching both the elect and the repro­

bate are addressed according to their spiritual character and as

historically existent. Otherwise, of course, the preaching would

never have any real addressability.

It is only by thus presenting a caricature of Hoeksemavs

view that Berkouwer can seemingly justify his opposition to Hoeksema

to an unwary reader, and thus seemingly justify his own position as

the only viable alternative. But this is an old ploy of enemies

of the truth of sovereign (double) predestination. No informed

Reformed man will be fooled by this ploy, nor will he follow

Berkouwer in his parting of ways with the Reformed doctrine of

sovereign election and reprobation.
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