











Similar is Cooper’s admit-
tedly grudging tolerance of refer-
ring to the Holy Spirit as “she™

perhaps it is best to conclude
that it is permissible as a stan-
dard practice in English either
to use he or to avoid using pro-
nouns for the Holy Spirit. Given
the maternal imagery of the
Spirit in the Bible, she as an
occasional secondary, figura-
tive reference cannot be com-
pletely ruled out (p. 273).

This seems to be related to
Cooper’s strange questioning of
the personality and masculinity of
the Holy Spirit in Old Testament
revelation (pp. 72ff., 272).

An issue that the inclusive
language movement presses upon
Reformed churches and their theo-

logians is the masculinity of God. -
Is this merely anthropomorphism.

in Scripture, or is God essentially
masculine? It is a virtue of the
book that Cooper goes into this
rarely explored matter of God's
gender. Without being dogmatic,
Cooper takes the position that the

representation of God as mascu- -

line is anthropomorphism. “God
is beyond gender” (p. 187).

But if the divine being is not
essentially masculine, how can
God be essentially Father and Son?
Does not God’s Fatherhood and
Sonship reveal Him as original
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and real masculinity of which
masculinity among us is only the
pale created reflection?

Marriage and Divorce in the
Thought of Martin Bucer,by H. J.
Selderhuis. Tr. John Vriend and
Lyle D. Bierma. Kirksville, Mis-
souri: Truman State University
Press, 1999. 406 pp. $45 (cloth).

.[Reviewed by David J. Engelsma.]

The fine study of the teach-
ing of Martin Bucer on marriage
and divorce by Dutch Reformed
theologian H. J. Selderhuis will be
of interest to all students of the
Reformation. The Reformer Mar-
tin Bucer of Strasbourg, although
generally overlooked in accounts
of the Reformation, played a sig-
nificant role in the sixteenth cen-
tury Reformation of the church. A
force in his own right, he influ-
enced John Calvin in a number of
important areas, including predes-
tination and church polity. Part 2
of this four-part book is a biogra-
phy of Bucer.

The importance of the book
is its presentation and analysis of
Bucer’s doctrine of marriage. The
laxity of Bucer's view of marriage
was well-known already to his
contemporaries. Not only did
Bucer permit the remarriage of the
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“guilty party™ in a divorce, some-
thing that the other Reformers op-
posed. but he also permitted di-
vorce and remarriage for virtually
any reason whatever. Essentially,
for Bucer. a valid ground for di-
vorce was the loss of love in a
marriage.

Selderhuis discovers the
theological roots of this licentious
doctrine of marriage. They are
fascinating. They must also be
deeply troubling to members of
Reformed churches at the end of
the twentieth century who see mar-
riages. indeed the institution of
marriage itself. being destroyed
by Bucerian principles.

For one thing. Bucer em-
ployed his passionately-held con-
viction that "no one should live for
himself but for the neighbor™ to
dissolve marriages. The principle
is good. The application by Bucer
was perverse. Should sex become
impossible because of a wife’s dif-
ficult pregnancy and childbirth,
the lusty husband has the right to
divorce her and marry another. The
principle of living for the neigh-
bor is applied to the poor wife,
who is compelled to agree that her
husband may leave her for another.

Thus it sometimes happens with
a wife that in case of childbirth
or from some other cause she
incurs such injuries that it is no
longer possible to have sex with
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her. In such a situation as well,
the Word of God holds true that
it is better to marry than to
burn, so that the authorities
should allow the man in ques-
tion to marry another woman in
order thus to prevent immoral-
ity (p. 300).

In close connection with this,
Bucer adopted the **hermeneutical-
theological a priori that it could
never be God’s intent that the in-
terpretation of his Word would be
harmful to anybody™ (p. 148).
Regardless what Scripture plainly
says, if its teaching results in
earthly unhappiness, e.g.. lifelong
marriage to an unsatisfying wife,
the teaching of Scripture may be
set aside, and the very opposite
may be practiced. Bucer applied
this principle when he approved,
and attended, the bigamous mar-
riage of Philip of Hesse.

Against this lax doctrine of
marriage stand the biblical texts,
especially the clear prohibitions
of divorce and remarriage in the
New Testament. A unique exege-
sis is needed to change them into
their opposite. Selderhuis con-
firms what other recent writers on
the Reformers’ doctrine of mar-
riage have been saying: the source
of Bucer and the other Reformers’
novel interpretation of the biblical
texts was the Renaissance human-
ist, Erasmus.
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Investigation of the sources of
Bucer’s theology has clearly
brought to light the profound
influence of Erasmus. Since
this influence also applies to
our subject it is important for
us first to examine how the well-
known humanist thought about
marriage and divorce, espe-
cially because Bucer expressly
appeals to his views (pp. 36,
37. cf. p. 316).

But Erasmus’ theory of interpreta-
tion of the texts on marriage and
divorce, Selderhuis observes, was
that which today is described as
viewing the texts as culturally con-
ditioned (p. 41).

In addition. Erasmus im-
posed upon the hard texts a crite-
rion external to Scripture itself.
That criterion was “fairness.” It
amounted to Erasmus’ own notion
of the “well-being of humanity™
(pp. 41, 42). Thus, Erasmus’ ex-
tra-biblical standard of interpreta-
tion tied in nicely with Bucer’s
hermeneutical a priori: the Word
of God must never cause earthly
suffering to anyone. Scripture no
longer interpreted Scripture. Hu-
man happiness interpreted Scrip-
ture. Human happiness as deter-
mined by Erasmus and Bucer in-
terpreted Scripture.

Yet a fourth theological root
of Bucer’s permissive doctrine of
marriage was his conception of
marriage as a conditional contract.
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Of great importance for his
(Bucer's) views on marriage and
divorce in this connection is his
premise that in the case of mar-
riage we are dealing with a cov-
enant in which two parties vol-
untarily cnter into a relation-
ship. In this context Bucer re-
fers to the idea of a “covenant™
or “treaty™ as this is known in
ordinary public life; and for that
reason he also trequently uscs
the word “contract™ when the
reference is to a marriage rela-
tionship.... The idea of view-
ing marriage as a trealy or con-
tract is not new as such. Alsoin
the Roman and canonical legal
tradition this idea expressly re-
curs.... The contractual aspect
of marriage concerns a relation
of mutual obligations, obliga-
tions that flow from the com-
munity that the partners have
cntered and that pertain, for
example, to the participation of
each in the suffering and
troubles of the other. It is a
matter of natural cquity (fair-
ness) that where two people
have entered a covenant they
obligate themselves to do cer-
tain things for each other. But
if one partner refuses to honor
his (her) obligations, the other
can consider himself (herself)
released from his (her) obliga-
tions. Breach of contract, there-
fore, results in divorce. After
all, when a hired man fails to do
his work, his boss will also ter-
minate the relationship (p. 184).
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Again:

Especially of influence in
Bucer's definition of marriage
is the role played by aspects of
Roman law, by which marriage
in part acquires the naturc of a
contractual agrcement. This
agreement can be canceled if
one of the contractors no longer
wants to or, as in these cases, is
no longer able to tultill its ob-
ligations (p. 303).

The view of marriage as a
conditional contract. however,
conflicts with the Bible's com-
parison of marriage with the union
of Jesus Christ and the church,
especially in Ephesians 5:22ff. The
covenant of Christ with His church
is an unbreakable bond, not a con-
ditional and. therefore, voidable
contract.

The biblical doctrine of mar-
riage as the earthly symbol of the
covenant of grace is far too promi-
nent and Bucer was far too biblical
a theologian to permit this to have
escaped Bucer’s notice. And when
this fundamental truth about mar-
riage came up in Bucer’s teaching
on marriage, Bucer spoke of the
indissolubility of marriage.
Selderhuis remarks on this in a
striking passage:

Characteristic for Bucer is his
description of marriage inacov-
enant terminology that has in
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large part been derived from
Scripture. He continually re-
fers to the relationship between
husband and wife in the way
Ephesians 5 describes it. When,
based on this Bible passage,
Bucer speaks of the indissolu-
bility of marriage. his words
are at odds with his emphasis
on the contractual aspect of
marriage (pp. 184, 185; em-
phasis added).

Weakening Bucer’s doctrine
of marriage still further was his
notion that he had to apply the
biblical teaching to a society
broader than the church. Bucer
conceived the kingdom of Christ
as an earthly, political entity. In it
were large numbers of unregen-
erated unbelievers, who certainly
would not be open to the more
rigorous features of the biblical
teaching on marriage and divorce.
Bucer deliberately crafted his doc-
trine of marriage to accommodate
cities and nations in which, al-
though the government was at least
nominally Reformed. many citi-
zens were ungodly.

The civil government must, tor
the sake of his own well-being
and that of society, give the
non-Christian the opportunity
to opt for a life that is mini-
mally sinful and still self-cen-
tered. Characteristic for
Bucer’s theology of marriage is
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that he struggles to give shape
to the rule of Christ and to use
the Bible as his code of laws
and at the same time allow
room—in the administration of
those laws—for the anthropo-
logical fact that humans are
controlled by self-seeking and
passion. [n light of his convic-
tion that the wholec Bible is nor-
mative for the whole of society
he had to create room in Scrip-
ture by which God's law can
also become applicable to un-
believers.

This is also the reason, says
Selderhuis

why Bucer in his writings so
rarely appeals to the sacrifice
and love of Christ in order, by
means of such an appcal, to
straighten out broken mar-
riages. He is aware that such an
appeal will not accomplish any-
thing in the casc of those who
do not themselves know the love
of God (p. 355).

The result was a lawless doc-
trine of marriage, divorce, and re-
marriage that scandalized even
Bucer’s fellow Reformers.

Selderhuis concludes with
the judgment that Bucer's doc-
trine of marriage had little influ-
ence on the practice of marriage in
his day. No doubt, this is correct.
But this judgment does not do jus-
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tice to the significance of Martin
Bucer’s appalling view of mar-
riage.

Thissignificance is, first, that
Bucer’s permissive doctrine accu-
rately drew out the implications of
the new interpretation of especially
the New Testament texts on mar-
riage to which all the Reformers,
following Erasmus. committed
themselves. This was the interpre-
tation that viewed marriage as a
breakable contract, rather than an
unbreakable bond.

Second, although the other
Reformers shrank back from imple-
menting these implications in their
day, at the present time Bucer’s
doctrine of marriage reigns in most
evangelical and Reformed
churches. Marriage is a mere con-
tract between the human parties.
It is breakable when the condi-
tions are not met by one or the
other. And the main condition is
the happiness of the parties as de-
termined by themselves. Certainly,
it is widely assumed in evangeli-
cal and Reformed churches, the
Word would never require hard-
ship and sacrifice.

What English merchant John
Burcher wrote about Bucer to
Heinrich Bullinger holds for most
evangelical and Reformed
churches today: “In the matter of
marriage Bucer is worse than per-
missive. One time, around the
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table, | heard him debate this issue
when he stated that divorce should
be granted on any ground. no mat-
ter how trivial.” Wl

Reformed Confessions: Theology
from Zurich to Barmen. by Jan
Rohls. Tr. John Hoffmeyer. Lou-
isville, Kentucky: Westminster
John Knox Press. 1998. xxiii +
311 pp. 835 (cloth). [Reviewed
by David J. Engelsma.]

To read Reformed Confes-
siony is to receive a sound. thor-
ough education in the theology of
Reformed orthodoxy. Following
the order of the six loci of dogmat-
‘ics (although strangely there is no
treatment of eschatology). Jan
Robhls sets forth the teaching of the
Reformed creeds on all the lead-
ing doctrines of Scripture. The
book is a comparative study of the
creeds. The purpose is not to com-
ment on the creedal teaching, but
simply to present it. Although the
creeds are in basic agreement, the
occasional difference is noted.

The author concentrates on
the confessions of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, begin-
ning with the creedal statements
of Zwingli and concluding with
the Helvetic Consensus Formula.

The last section of the book
considers the history of confes-
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sions in the Reformed churches
after 1675. This includes an analy-
sis of the Barmen Declaration of
1934. In this section, Rohls notes
that the authority of the confes-
sions came under attack from two
quarters, pietism and the Enlight-
enment.

Encrusted orthodoxy was op-
poscd both by Pietism, influ-
enced by Dutch precisianism
and English Puritanism, and by
the Enlightenment, which was
making its way from Western
Europe.... The Enlightenment
and Pictism agreed in empha-
sizing the priority of scripture
over the confessional writings
and symbolic books. There was
a corresponding opposition to
the Orthodox “papacy of the
confessions™....  In the new
view, a vconfession could no
longer be a rule of faith, but
only the articulation of a spe-
cific fupe of docirine (pp. 265.
266).

Rohls™ exposition is sound.
With only the rare lapse, he does
justice to the confessions and, thus,
to Reformed orthodoxy. In addi-
tion, he unfailingly hones in on the
exact issue. In treating of “recon-
ciliation and substitution,” Rohls
points out that Christ reconciled
us to God, and not God to us (pp.
90, 91). In the section on “justifi-
cation and faith.,” he is at pains to
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demonstrate that the creeds con-
demn viewing faith as another work
of the sinner: “It is impossible to
regard faith as that on the basis of
which we are justified” (p. 126).
Faith is the gift of God to the elect
sinner (pp. 128, 129).

Posing the problem that “the
particularity of election seems to
call into question the universality
of grace,” Rohls observes, cor-
rectly, that

the universalistic statements of
the Bible are understood (by
the Reformed confessions—
DJE) in such a way that the
expressions “world.” “all,” and
“many” apply exclusively to
God’s church in the sense of the
communion of those who have
been elected from eternity (pp.
162, 163).

Not only does Rohls invari-
ably strike to the heart of the
creedal statements of Reformed
doctrine, but he also has the gift of
expressing that heart in a memo-
rable way. Regarding the doctrine
of the person and natures of Jesus
Christ, “Christology is about the
fact that God is human, and spe-
cifically that God is human with-
out ceasing to be God” (p. 108).

A rare lapse is his treatment
of reprobation. Itis Rohls’ under-
standing of the creeds that unlike
election (for which he reserves the
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term “predestination™) “reproba-
tion can in no way be considered a
positive act of God's will, so that
election and rejection also cannot
be understood as two parallel acts
of the divine will” (p. 153). Rohls
supposes that reprobation in the
creeds is “exclusively ... a passing
over or overlooking of some sin-
ners in the act of election, which is
the sole positive act of the divine
will™ (p. 154).

But the Canons of Dordt
speak of one eternal decree of elec-
tion and reprobation according to
which God gives faith to some and
withholds faith from others (1/6).
Further, the Canons teach that God
has “decreed to leave (others) in
the common misery” (1/15). The
Westminster Confession of Faith
teaches one decree by which some
“are predestinated unto everlast-
ing life, and others foreordained to
everlasting death™ (3.3). In 3.7
Westminster views reprobation as
the divine counsel that not only
“passes by™ but also “ordains”
some humans to dishonor and
wrath.

This reviewer protests vehe-
mently against the profaning of
language that results from politi-
cally correct deference to femi-
nism. As theologians increasingly
cower before the feminists, we will
have to read books that defile the
English language. But how can
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one not be disgusted with such a
sentence as this? “In the words of
the Westminster Confession. God
has the divine life ‘in Godself” ...
and ‘from Godself’™ (p. 46). In
fact. these are not the words of the
Westminster Confession. The
Holy Spirit, God Himself, who
guided the divines at Westminster
into the knowledge of the truth,
also protected them from such bar-
barisms.

This aside, the book must be
part of the library of all. whether
friend or foe. who would know the
Reformed faith from its creeds. [l

Original Sin:  Hluminating the
Riddle, by Henri Blocher. Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 1999. 158
pp. $18 (paper). [Reviewed by
David J. Engelsma.]

No one who read the author’s
treatment of Genesis 3 in the ear-
lier book, In the Beginning: The
Opening Chapters of Genesis
(Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Var-
sity Press, 1984), will be surprised
at the message of this follow-up
work. The message of Original
Sin is rejection of the Reformed
doctrine that Adam’s disobedience
in Paradise is imputed to all hu-
mans by virtue of Adam’s repre-
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sentative headship. Accordingly,
the book denies that depravity of
nature, with which all humans are
born, is punishment for the trans-
gression of Adam, for which trans-
gression all are responsible before
God.

The book denies the doctrine
of original sin.

It does so carefully, even
cautiously, and, therefore, subtly.
The author is “steeped in the Re-
formed tradition™ and shows a cer-
tain respect for it. He likes to
remain as close to the doctrine that
he rejects as possible. He ac-
knowledges that a sinful condition
follows Adam’s sin. both in Adam
and in us all. The sinful condition
of the race is due to the race’s
relationship to Adam. But the
relationship is not that of repre-
sentation by a federal (that is, cov-
enant) head. Rather, it is the “or-
ganic solidarity of the race.” The
sinful condition of the race, there-
fore, “is not a penalty, or strictly
the result of transference, but sim-
ply an existential, spiritual fact for
human beings since Adam.” The
condition is “voluntary,” a “dispo-
sition of the will” (pp. 128, 129).

The basis of the rejection of
the Reformed doctrine of original
sin is an erroneous interpretation
of Romans 5:12-21. Blocher ex-
plains the passage as teaching that
*“the role of Adam and of his sin in
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Romans § is to make possible the
imputation, the judicial treatment,
of human sins” (p. 77; emphasis
Blocher’s). Adam’s sin makes
possible the imputation of the sins
of others; it is not itself imputed to
others. Somehow, the disobedi-
ence of Adam opened up the way
for God to condemn every human
for his own personal sins.
Blocher’s interpretation of Romans
5 avoids “the unattested and diffi-
cult thesis of the imputation of an
alien sin” (p. 80).

Conclusive against this in-
terpretation of Romans 5:12-21 are
the clear statements by the Holy
Spirit (not a “rabbinic™ Paul) in
verses 18, 19 that the offense of
the one man effected the condem-
nation of all and that the disobedi-
ence of one man constituted the
many, sinners.

The implications of
Blocher's doctrinal innovation are
significant. He himself calls at-
tention to one: breaking down the
radical difference between the
Augustinian and the Pelagian doc-
trines of original sin (p. 123).

The other implication is in-
escapable by virtue of the inspired
structure of Romans 5:12-21. This
structure consists of the parallel,
“as by Adam, so by Christ.” If
Adam’s disobedience merely al-
lows God to condemn the race for
their own misdeeds, then Christ’s
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obedience merely allows God to
justify humans on the basis of their
own right deeds. The interpreta-
tion of Romans 5 that manages to
avoid “the unattested and difficult
thesis of the imputation of an alien
sin” must also avoid the equally
difficult thesis of the imputation
of an alien righteousness.

This is the teaching of
Pelagian works-righteousness. It
is the denial of the gospel.

What rendered this rejection
of original sin certain was
Blocher's earlier denial (in his /n
the Beginning) of the historicity of
Genesis 3-—a denial repeated in
this book (cf. pp. 41, 50, 51).
Denial of the historicity of the
opening chapters of the Bible (they
are a unit) results in the loss of the
gospel of Jesus Christ: no Adam,
no Christ; no federal headship of
Adam, no federal headship of
Christ: no imputation of Adam’s
guilt, no imputation of Christ’s
righteousness; no original sin, no
Jjustification; no tree of the knowl-
edge of good and evil, no cross.

There is in this book a clear,
sharp warning to those churches
which. though traditionally Re-
formed and conservative, are now
opening themselves to doubt con-
cerning the historicity of the first
chapters of Genesis. Blocher
would be considered, and prob-
ably considers himself, an evan-
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gelical, even conservative, Re-
formed scholar.

The first chapters of Genesis
are not a myth. They are history.
The myth is that a church can let
go the historicity of the opening
chapters of Genesis without losing
the gospel. M

The Company of the Preachers:
A History of Biblical Preaching
from the Old Testament to the
Modern Era, by David L. Larsen.
Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publi-
cations, 1998. Pp. 1-894. No
price given (hard cover). [Re-
viewed by Robert D. Decker.]

In many ways this welcome
addition to the field of the history
of preaching is an improvement
over what has been the standard
work for a number of years, The
History of Preaching (volumes |
and [1 by Edwin Dargan and vol-
ume III by Ralph G. Turnbull).
The latter, while more detailed
than Larsen’s work, makes for very
difficultreading because of its dry,
tedious style. There are helpful
indices and there is a bibliography
given with each of the preachers
on which the author writes. Future
editions ought to contain an index
of the preachers covered.

There are a host of Funda-
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mentalist/Evangelical preachers
covered. There is a lengthy sec-
tion dealing with preachers in the
Plymouth Brethren tradition. A
fair number of the “great ones”
among the Presbyterians are
treated. Among the latter are: J.
Gresham Machen (1881-1937).
Mark A. Matthews (1867-1940),
Clarence E. McCartney (1879-
1957), Andrew Blackwood (1882-
1966).and Donald Grey Barnhouse
(1895-1960). But only three
preachers in the Dutch/American
Calvinist tradition are covered:
Klaas Schilder (1890-1952).
Samuel Zwemer (1867-1938). and
David James Burrell (1844-1926).
Of these three it could be argued
that Schilder was a better theolo-
gian/professor than preacher.
Zwemer was a missionary for the
Reformed Church in America
(RCA) and Burrell spent the first
half of his ministry in the Presby-
terian Church in the USA and the
last half at the Marble Collegiate
Church (RCA) in New York City.
In Volume III of Dargan’s A His-
tory of Preaching Ralph Turnbull
writes on Zwemer and Henry Bast
(RCA). Samuel Volbeda and Peter
Eldersveld (both of these were
preachers in the Christian Re-
formed Church in North America),
and Herman Hoeksema (a preacher
in the Protestant Reformed
Churches in America).
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It is the opinion of this re-
viewer that the Dutch Calvinist
tradition with its emphasis on ex-
egetically based sermons and the
thematic method of constructing
sermons, makes at least two very
worthwhile contributions to the art
of preaching. There is room for a
good, solid study of preachers in
the Dutch Calvinist tradition both
in the Netherlands and in North
America from the beginning of the
seventeenth century through the
twentieth. The names of really
great preachers in this tradition
and time-frame are many. Perhaps
the multi-volume study currently
underway (volumes 1 and 2 have
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appeared), The Reading and
Preaching of the Scriptures in the
Worship of the Christian Church,
by Hughes Oliphant Old (Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co.) will dig
much more deeply into the Dutch
tradition than does Larsen.

Aside from the critical com-
ments, this is, nevertheless, a good
book from which preachers and
laymen alike can benefit.

David L. Larsen is Professor
Emeritus of Preaching at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School in
Deerfield, Illinois. Prior to his
teaching career which began in
1981, Dr. Larsen pastored churches
for 32 years.
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