














It is clear from this that Ridderbos denies not only that Romans 9

speaks of sovereign predestination, but that he also interprets this as

many

before him have done, as referring to God's choice of the nation of

Israel as a special nation with a special destiny. This, of course, not

only

implies a denial of reprobation, but implies an acceptance of the basic

Arminian position on predeSfination. A few additional quotes will serve to

bring this out.

that

God is free to have mercy on whom he will; on the other
hand he is free to pass by others with this mercy and even to
harden them in their sin. Paul is not guided here by an abstract
concept of divine freedom, but by the freedom of God's grace as
this has revealed itself in the history of Israel. The apostle
observes a clear divine intention in it. . . . God is free to main-
tain the validity, not of human effort or strength, but of his
grace only. He is also free, therefore, to make the resistance
of others, in this case of Pharaoh, subservient to the sovereign-
ty of his grace and the glory of his name revealed therein by
hardening them in this resistance.
Although somewhat unclear, this is not so bad yet. But then he shows
he does not want to refer all this to an eternal decree when he writes:
If the potter is free to give the objects he makes of
clay the destiny that seems best to him in the conduct of his
work as a potter, would God then not be free, in order to show
the power of his work and the riches of his glory on those whom

he has destined to that end, not as yet to give up immediately to

judgment those to whom his wrath goes forth (because of their

sin) and who are therefore ripe for destruction, but first to
demonstrate to them the power of his grace on his people?
The purport of Paul's argument is not to show that all that

God does in history has been fore-ordained from eternity and

therefore, so far as his mercy as well as his hardening is con-

cerned, has an irresistible and inevitable issue. Rather, it

is his intention to point out in the omnipotence of God's acti-
vity the real intention of his purpose. (p. 345, underscoring ours)
. + It is evident that one may not identify the omni-

potence and sovereignty of God's grace thus upheld on the one
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hand and 9of his reprobation and hardening on the other

with irrevocable '"eternal' decrees, in which God would

once and forever have predestined the salvation or ruin

of man. (p. 345)

In commenting on Ephesians 1:4, he writes:

Here again it is a matter, as always with election,

not simply of a decree of God that only later comes to

realization, but of the actual appropriation of the church

to himself before the foundation of the world. (p. 347)

What prompts Paul to hark back again and again to the

divine purpose is not an abstract predestinarianism or

reference back to God's decrees as the final cause in the

chain of events, but the designation of sovereign, divine

grace as the sole motive of his work of redemption in

history. (p. 350)

When -- as, for example, in the so-called catena

aurea. (golden chain, HH) of Romans 8:29ff. -- Paul joins

God's purpose, predestination, calling, justification,

and glorification in one indissoluble bond, this is not

an abstract pronouncement concerning the immutability

of the number of those predestined to salvation, but a

pastoral encouragement for the persecuted and em-

battled church, based on the fixed and unassailable

character of the divine work of redemption. This fixed

character does not rest on the fact that the church

belongs to a certain '"'number,'" but that it belongs to

Christ, from before the foundation of the world. (p. 350)

From these quotes it is obvious: 1) That Ridderbos maintains that
Romans 9 speaks neither of sovereign election nor of sovereign predestina-
tion, but of a choice of a nation for a definite historical purpose;

2) that Ridderbos denies sovereign reprobation, and will speak of repro-
bation, if at all, only as conditional. This is Arminian theology.

3) That even election does not refer to an immutable decree of God which
fixes eternally the number of the elect and who they are, but only em-
phasizes that salvation is by grace. How Ridderbos harmonizes salvation by
grace with an Arminian conception of predestination is not explained in

the book. 4) That even Romans 8:29ff. is not dealing with predestination
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as such, but is only '"pastoral éncouragement.'' How there can be any
"pastoral encouragement' for the people of God if their salvation is not
rooted in the certainty of God's eternal and unchangeable decree, is a
question which Ridderbos does not face. .

By this flagrant denial of sovereign predestination Ridderbos has
broken with the Reformed heritage of the truth, and without really coming
with anythihg new, has reverted back to the old error of Arminius.

Finally, we must say something in this review conceérning Ridderbos'
methodology. _ -

It is becoming increasingly popular tbday in the field of theology to
abandon the time-honored method of "Systematic Theology'" or Dogmatics which
"systematizes' the truth of all Scripture, and to develop the truth of a
particular part of the Word of God. George Eldon Ladd's ''The Theology of
the New Testament' is an example of this; so also is this book of Ridderbos.
The question is whether it is proper and in keeping with Scripture itself
to speak of a ''theology' of only a part of Scripture. It is my contention
that it is not.

This must be clearly understood. In a certain limited sense it is not
wrong to discuss in a book what e.g., the New Testament teaches in dis-
tinction from the Old. Nor, I suppose, would it be wrong in itself to dis-
cuss in a book some of the chief doctrines which the epistles of Paul treat.
But one must be very careful when one does this, for the dangers are very
great. And it is quite a different matter to develop a ''theology'" of the
New Testament, and a ''theology'" of Paul. There is an underlying assumption
here which is wrong. '

The underlying assumption is that Scripture is not an organic whole.
Or, to state the matter positively, the underlying assumption is that Scrip-
ture can be cthped up into segments, each of which can be discussed inde-
pendently from the rest of the Word of God. This assumption is wrong.

We ought to develop this a bit more.

The truth concerning the organic unity of Scripture, in brief, is
this. Scripture taken as a whole is one book, though it contains many dif-
ferent parts. The principle of this organic unity of Scripture is the
truth that Scripture is the infallible record of the revelation of God in
 Christ. Even as all the revelation of God is in Christ, so also is Christ

Himself the one principle of the whole of Scripture. All Scripture speaks
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only and everywhere of Christ.

It is true that Scripture is the record of a revelation that is pro-
gressive. Principally and seminally all the revelation of God in Christ was
given already in those first words spoken to our fallen parents through
God's Word to the serpent: '"I will put enmity between thee and the woman,
between thy seed and her seed. . . ." Genesis 3:15. All revelation from
that point on was the progressive development of that fundamental and princi-
ple truth until all revelation was fulfilled in Christ Himself Who came into
our flesh, suffered and died for the sins of His people, and rose again and
ascended into heaven from whence He shall come at the end of time to judge
the living and the dead. Because Scripture is progressive, the Scriptures
record that revelation in a progressive way. But this does not alter the
fact that the one principle of unity in the whole of Scripture is Jesus
Christ, the fulness of the revelation of God.

Furthermore, the organic unity of Scripture means that the whole truth

-

of God always comes to expression in every single passage of Scripture. No
individual text can be interpreted without taking into account the whole of

the Bible. The whole Word of God comes to its own unique focus in every text.
And the central truth is again, Christ, the revelation of God as the God of
our salvation. One does serious injustice to a text when one interprets a
given text only as it stands by itself. One does serious injustice -to a text
when one interprets a text only in the light of its immediate context. Even,
one does serious injustice to a text when one interprets a text in the light
of only part of Scripture. In Hermeneutics class in Seminary we stres the
fact that every text must be interpreted in the light of its context, in the
light of the book in which it was written, in the light of the Testament in
which it appears, but also in the light of the whole of Scripture. This fol-
lows from Scripture's organic unity.

An approach to Scripture which speaks of a theology of the New Testament,
or a theology of the apostle Paul denies this by its very methodology. And
because this is denied, serious errors follow -- errors which are also evi-
dent in this book by Ridderbos.

What are these errors?

In the first-place, there is an implicit denial of the truth of inspira-

tion. How can this be? Consider the fact that there is, according to

Ridderbos, a ''theology of Paul." This means that there is also a theology of
Peter, a theology of James, a theology of Matthew, a theology of Isaiah, etc.
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But is this true? Where, in all this, is there room left for the most im-
portant of all? -- a theology of the Holy Spirit? Is not the Scripture
God's infallible record of His own revelation? Is not the Scripture there-
fore God's ''theology?'" -- a theology which He reveals of Himself?

It is very striking that there is not one single reference in this en-
tire book which I found which emphasizes that God is speaking in Paul's
writings. We have repeatedly what Paul teaches, but there is never any refer-
ence to what God teaches. The doctrine of inspiration and the fact that
Scripture is God's Word to us is, so far as I could determine, not so much as
mentioned.

You may perhaps argue that this is all implied, that it is after all, a
truth assumed. But this is not the case. There are several references in
the book which clearly indicate that Ridderbos does not accept the doctrine
of infallible inspiration as this has been traditionally accepted by the
Church. I cannot go into detail on this, but a few instances will suffice.
On p. 489 Ridderbos speaks of the fact that Paul had a mistaken notion con-
cerning the néarnesg of Christ's coming: '". . . Romans 13:1ff. . . . points
to the fact that the apostle did not expect Christ's coming to be in the dis-
tant future." Paul's erroneous conception of Christ's coming, therefore, has
crept into the Scripture. On p. 521 Ridderbos asserts that we cannot identify
the man of sin spoken of in Thessalonians because of the genre of apocalyptic
writings which Paul uses here. On p. 533 Ridderbos writes: '"In the manner
of apocalypses it places these within the framework of the world picture of
that day."

The point is that if one emphasizes to the exclusion of the authorship
of the Holy Spirit that these letters are Paul's letters from which can be
discovered Paul's theology, then one will also find that, because Paul was
mistaken on certain points, there are errors in Scripture. In other words,
the only way to defend the truth of inspiration as Scripture is to emphasize
that God through the Holy Spirit of Christ is the Author of Scripture. A
""theology of Paul"’rests upon an assumption which denies this.

In the second place, there is very little in the whole book about our
Reformed Confessions. Ridderbos might object and say: I was not writing
about the Confessions; I was writing about Paul's epistles. And that, of
course, is obvious. But it remains a fact that no Reformed man can write
theology and not pay attention to the Confessions. This approach is un-

Reformed. A Reformed man comes to Scripture with the confessions. He does
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this, not because he gives to the Confessions an authority higher than Scrip-
ture, but because the Confessions are the fruit of the work of the Spirit

of truth Who led the Church in the past to the knowledge of the truth of
Scripture.

But Ridderbos' approach, by definition, precludes the possibility of
using the Confessions. How can he use the Confessions? The Confessions, pro-
foundly aware of the organic unity of Scripture, carefully develop each dqc-
trine of the Christian faith as that doctrine is taught in the whole of Scrip-
ture. If Ridderbos wants to write a theology of a part of Scripture, it is
obvious that he can make no use of the Confessions. But the Confessions are
right; Ridderbos is wrong. Scripture may not be chopped up into small parts
-- each with its own theology.

In the third place, this approach must necessarily lead to an incomplete
development of Scriptural truth. When one reads Ridderbos, one continuously
gets the feeling that there is only a partial treatment of key Scriptural '
doctrines. There is an incompleteness and there are always important ques-
tions unanswered. Ridderbos is talking about Paul's theology all the time,
not the theology of the Holy Spirit. And Paul's theology is a partial and in-
complete theology. Ridderbos' fear of going beyond anything which Paul says
leads to this incomplete treatment of the truth. One keeps wondering if per-
haps Paul's theology o

certain important areas.

conflictgwith the theology of Peter or James in

And so we must conclude by saying that Ridderbos' methodology is basic-
ally a denial of the true character of Scripture. Therefore, this book, while
in many ways fascinating reading, does not stand in the tradition of, nor does
it contain Reformed theology. It is, especially in the points discussed above,

an innovation, a heretical innovation.
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