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Happy art thou, O Israel: who is like unto thee,  
O people saved by the LORD, the shield of thy help,  

and who is the sword of thy excellency!  
and thine enemies shall be found liars unto thee;  

and thou shalt tread upon their high places.
Deuteronomy 33:29
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EDITORIALS

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY

For the past !ve years, the Protestant Reformed 
Churches (PRC) have been engaged in continu-
ous internal doctrinal controversy. "e contro-

versy has appeared at almost every meeting of Classis East 
since 2016, and has appeared at every synod since 2016. 
By now everyone in the churches is aware that there is 
controversy. But does everyone also know what the con-
troversy is about? Could all identify the doctrinal issue at 
the heart of the controversy? In order for the PRC to do 
justice to the truth and to pro!t doctrinally and spiritually 
from the controversy, we must know the issue at heart. 
In this editorial let us make a beginning of getting to the 
issue of our present controversy.

To state the issue in one sentence: "e controversy in 
the PRC is whether a grace principle or a works princi-
ple governs the believer’s experience of covenant fellow-
ship with God. At its heart the controversy is as simple 
as could be: grace or works? "e controversy is also as 
serious as could be: grace or works?

"e key issue is the antithesis between a grace prin-
ciple and a works principle. "e issue is who saves man. 
Does God save man? Or does man save man? Is man’s 
salvation of God? Or is man’s salvation of man? God? 
Or man? If God saves man, then salvation is by grace. 
"is is the grace principle of salvation. If man saves man, 
then salvation is by works. "is is the works principle of 
salvation. "erefore, when we speak of a grace principle 
or a works principle, we are simply describing who saves 
man: God, or man? 

"ese two principles are absolutely antithetical. 
"ey cannot be reconciled. Either salvation is by grace, 
or salvation is by works. Either God saves man, or man 
saves man. "ere is no common ground between these 
two principles, but only warfare and enmity. It is God’s 
own judgment that these two principles are opposed, for 
scripture constantly holds them over against each other. 
Speaking of Abraham’s justi!cation by faith alone, Paul 
writes, “Now to him that worketh is the reward not reck-
oned of grace, but of debt. But to him that worketh not, 
but believeth on him that justi!eth the ungodly, his faith 
is counted for righteousness” (Rom. 4:4–5). On one side 
is the works principle: “him that worketh.” According to 
this works principle, man saves man, for the reward of 
righteousness is given to him as his “debt,” that is, as his 
earned right and as something that is owed him. On the 
other side is the grace principle: “him that worketh not, 

but believeth on him that justi!eth the ungodly.” Accord-
ing to this grace principle, God saves man, for the reward 
of righteousness is “reckoned of grace,” that is, it is given 
as a free gift to one who is ungodly and undeserving of 
that gift.

Again, speaking of God’s eternal decree of election, 
Paul writes, “Even so then at this present time also there 
is a remnant according to the election of grace. And if 
by grace, then is it no more of works: otherwise grace is 
no more grace. But if it be of works, then is it no more 
grace: otherwise work is no more work” (Rom. 11:5–6). 
On one side is the grace principle: “if by grace.” On 
the other side is the works principle: “if it be of works.” 
"ere is no common ground between these two princi-
ples because of the very nature of grace and work. Grace 
is God’s free and unmerited gift that has no reference 
whatsoever to the quality or the activity of man. Work 
is man’s diligent and obedient keeping of God’s law. If 
election, and the salvation to which man is elected, is 
given by grace, then it is entirely a free gift without any 
reference to man’s works; otherwise grace is no more 
grace. If election, and the salvation to which man is 
elected, is given by works, then it is entirely given as the 
payment of what man is owed for his work; otherwise 
work is no more work.

Again, speaking of salvation, Paul writes, “For by 
grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of your-
selves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any man 
should boast” (Eph. 2:8–9). On one side is the grace 
principle: “by grace are ye saved.” On the other side is 
the works principle: “of works.” "ese two principles are 
irreconcilable due to the praise that follows from each. 
"e grace principle means that all praise goes to God 
for the salvation of man, for “it is the gift of God.” "e 
works principle means that “man should boast,” for sal-
vation is “of yourselves.”

Again, speaking of our salvation and our holy calling, 
Paul writes, “[God] hath saved us, and called us with an 
holy calling, not according to our works, but according to 
his own purpose and grace, which was given us in Christ 
Jesus before the world began” (2 Tim. 1:9). On one side 
is the works principle: “according to our works.” On the 
other side is the grace principle: “according to his own 
purpose and grace.” "ese two principles are antithetical 
because Jesus Christ is found only in the grace princi-
ple and not in the works principle. God’s grace is “given 
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us in Christ Jesus.” To be saved by works means to be 
saved apart from Christ. To be saved by grace means to 
be saved entirely by Christ. "e works principle not only 
overthrows the grace principle; it also overthrows Christ. 
“I do not frustrate the grace of God: for if righteousness 
come by the law, then Christ is dead in vain” (Gal. 2:21). 
"e grace principle not only overthrows the works prin-
ciple; it also establishes Christ. “Knowing that a man is 
not justi!ed by the works of the law, but by the faith of 
Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that 
we might be justi!ed by the faith of Christ, and not by 
the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no 
#esh be justi!ed” (v. 16).

"ese, then, are the two antithetical principles: the 
grace principle and the works principle. 

Note that the antithesis is always between the grace 
principle and the works principle, not between grace and 
works. God’s grace is not at odds with man’s work. In 
fact, God’s grace produces the 
believer’s good works. "ere-
fore, man’s work is entirely in 
harmony with God’s grace as 
the fruit of his grace and the 
e$ect of his grace. “God is 
able to make all grace abound 
toward you; that ye, always 
having all su%ciency in all 
things, may abound to every 
good work” (2 Cor. 9:8). “For 
it is God which worketh in you 
both to will and to do of his 
good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). "e controversy in the PRC 
is not whether man works or does not work. Attempts to 
make this the issue miss the point and only confuse the 
issue. "e controversy is whether man is saved by man’s 
work or whether man is saved by God’s grace. "e issue is 
the grace principle of salvation versus the works principle 
of salvation. "e issue is whether God saves man or man 
saves man.

"ese two principles appear over against each other 
again and again in the history of the church as the great 
controversy of the ages. When Adam and Eve disobeyed 
God and knew they were naked, they sewed !g leaves 
together and made themselves aprons. By their own 
works, they tried to cover their sin and shame in the sight 
of God. "e works principle of salvation! But God gave 
them the promise of the seed of the woman who would 
save them, and covered their sin and shame through the 
shed blood of an animal (Gen. 3:7, 15, 21). "e grace 
principle of salvation! Cain brought an o$ering of his own 
sweaty labor to God—the works principle—while Abel 
brought a substitutionary atonement—the grace principle 

(4:3–4). Abraham tried to bring about God’s promise of 
the seed by marrying Hagar—the works principle—while 
God brought about the promised seed through Sarah 
after they both were dead to procreation—the grace prin-
ciple (vv. 16, 21). "e Pharisee in Jesus’ parable boasted 
of his own righteousness—the works principle—while 
the publican cried out for God’s mercy—the grace prin-
ciple (Luke 18:9–14). "e Judaizers bewitched the Gala-
tians to believe that righteousness comes by the law—the 
works principle—while Paul declared salvation by faith 
in Jesus Christ—the grace principle. Pelagius taught that 
man was born good and could keep himself good—the 
works principle—while Augustine taught man’s total 
depravity and need of God’s grace—the grace principle. 
"e Roman Catholic Church taught the merit of man’s 
good works—the works principle—while the reformers 
taught salvation by grace alone—the grace principle. 
"e Remonstrants taught salvation by man’s right use 

of God’s universal grace—the 
works principle—while Dordt 
taught salvation by the power 
of God’s sovereign grace—the 
grace principle. "e well-meant 
o$er of the gospel teaches sal-
vation by man’s acceptance 
of God’s universal o$er—the 
works principle—while the 
confessions teach salvation by 
God’s sovereign will—the grace 
principle. "e conditional cov-
enant teaches membership in 

the covenant by man’s ful!lling conditions—the works 
principle—while the unconditional covenant teaches 
unconditional covenant membership for the elect—the 
grace principle. On and on it goes.

It becomes evident that although there are two princi-
ples, there is only one salvation. God saves man! Man does 
not and cannot save man! “So then it is not of him that 
willeth, nor of him that runneth, but of God that sheweth 
mercy” (Rom. 9:16). "erefore, though there are two prin-
ciples, there is only one truth. "e works principle is a lie. It 
is false doctrine. It is heresy. It is an error out of hell (Can-
ons of Dordt 2, error and rejection 3). "e grace principle 
is God’s own truth and the heart of Reformed soteriology.

"e controversy in the PRC has been between the 
works principle and the grace principle. On one side of 
the controversy is the teaching that man’s experience of 
covenant fellowship with God depends upon man’s obedi-
ent good works—the works principle. On the other side 
is the teaching that man’s experience of covenant fellow-
ship with God is entirely a free gift of God’s grace that is 
given him without any help from man’s works—the grace 

The controversy in the PRC 
is whether a grace principle 
or a works principle governs 
the believer’s experience of 
covenant fellowship with God.

Aaron Lim

Aaron Lim

Aaron Lim



8    |    SWORD AND SHIELD

principle. "e theology of one side is essentially Arminian; 
the theology of the other side is Reformed. "e theology 
of one side is contrary to the confessions; the theology of 
the other side is confessional. "e theology of one side 
is false doctrine; the theology of the other side is biblical 
truth. "e works principle versus the grace principle!

One might ask whether this is really the issue. Has 
the controversy really been the works principle versus the 
grace principle? Has it really been heresy versus truth? "e 
controversy is often characterized as something less than 
this. It is proposed that there have been mistakes, or mis-
statements, or lack of clarity, or confusion, or improper 
phrasings, or the like, but that at bottom the doctrine 
of the PRC is intact. "is analysis of the controversy is 
wrong. "e controversy in the PRC has not been a mat-
ter of semantics or clarity, but the irreconcilable con#ict 
between two opposing principles: the works principle 
and the grace principle. "erefore this controversy has 

been between an error out of hell and God’s own truth 
from heaven. "at may sound harsh; that analysis might 
be unwanted; but for the PRC to emerge from this con-
troversy with the truth intact, they must see with clear 
eyes that the issue in the controversy is between the works 
principle and the grace principle.

But you don’t have to take my word for it. Here is 
the judgment of synod regarding an integral part of the 
controversy: “"e doctrinal error is that the believer’s 
good works are given a place and function that is out of 
harmony with the Reformed confessions” (Acts of Synod 
2018, 61, art. 62 B.1.). Good works given a place and 
function out of harmony with the confessions? "e works 
principle of salvation! 

Next time we will see exactly where the works princi-
ple of salvation was applied: the believer’s experience of 
covenant fellowship with God.

—AL

A MATTER FOR THE  
CONTACT COMMITTEE’S ATTENTION

I n the past two years, the Protestant Reformed 
Churches (PRC) have had two o%cial meetings with 
the United Reformed Churches (URC). "e !rst 

meeting took place between the PRC delegation and the 
URC delegation to the November 2018 meeting of the 
North American Presbyterian and Reformed Council 
(NAPARC) (Acts of Synod 2019, 48–49, 101–2). "e sec-
ond meeting took place on October 23, 2019, between 
the Contact Committee of the PRC and the equivalent 
committee of the URC (Agenda for Synod 2020, 110–11). 

At the !rst meeting “both parties explicitly recognized 
that work towards denominational unity would not be 
the goal of meeting, rather the discussion would center 
on current topics in our respective denominations” (Acts 
2019, 101). "e one topic of discussion reported on was 
“the use of money on foreign mission !elds” (101). At the 
second meeting the topics of discussion were “the Federal 
Vision” and “missions and money” (Agenda 2020, 111). 
"e Contact Committee reports to Synod 2020 its judg-
ment “that this was a good meeting. We see no need to 
continue meeting in the near future unless a matter comes 
to our attention that could be pro!tably discussed” (111). 

May I suggest that there is a matter for the Contact 
Committee’s attention that could be pro!tably discussed. 

"at matter is 1924: the URC’s doctrine of common 
grace, the URC’s doctrine of the well-meant o$er of the 
gospel, and the URC’s unjust deposition of Herman 
Hoeksema, George M. Opho$, Henry Danhof, and sev-
eral Reformed elders. In fact, so fundamental is that mat-
ter that no further discussions of any kind should be held 
at joint meetings of the PRC and the URC until that 
matter has not only been discussed, but also thoroughly 
resolved by the URC’s repentance for their false doctrine 
and for their persecution of God’s prophets.

"e reason that this matter is fundamental between the 
PRC and the URC is that the URC is responsible for the 
Christian Reformed Church’s Synod of 1924 in Kalama-
zoo, Michigan, and its aftermath. At that synod the Chris-
tian Reformed Church (CRC) adopted the three points of 
common grace as the o%cial dogma of the denomination. 
"e three points teach a universal grace of God for all men, 
including the reprobate; God’s gracious restraint of sin in 
the heart of unregenerate man; and the ability of unregen-
erate man to do truly good works. Included in the three 
points as a proof of God’s common grace is the teaching 
that God graciously makes a well-meant o$er of salvation 
to all men who hear the preaching. Herman Hoeksema, 
Henry Danhof, and George M. Opho$ opposed common 
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EDITORIAL

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY (2)

The present battle in the Protestant Reformed 
Churches has been waged over one main theolog-
ical topic: man’s experience of salvation and cove-

nant fellowship with God. !e topic is man’s experience: 
man’s experience of God’s friendship, man’s experience of 
salvation’s blessings, man’s experience of assurance and 
peace. Speci"cally, the con#ict has been whether a grace 
principle or a works principle governs man’s conscious 
experience of the covenant and salvation. Is man’s con-
scious experience of salvation by grace or by works? Is 
man’s conscious coming to God by grace or by works? Is 
man’s assurance of his justi"cation by grace or by works? 
Is man’s enjoyment of covenant fellowship with God by 
grace or by works? Is man’s con"dence of prayer’s answer 
by grace or by works? In summary, does a grace principle 
or a works principle govern man’s conscious experience 
of salvation?

It is critical to identify the topic of controversy as man’s 
conscious experience of salvation because the controversy 
has been plagued by confusion on this very point. !ere 
are three main points to develop.

Point One. !ere is a distinction between the fact of 
man’s salvation on the one hand and man’s experience of 
his salvation on the other hand. Or, to say the same thing, 
we could speak of man’s salvation from an objective point 
of view (the fact) and subjective point of view (man’s 
experience of the fact). Or, to say the same thing, the 
Heidelberg Catechism often asks, “What is the meaning 
of…” to describe the fact of our salvation, and “What 
advantage or pro"t is it…” to describe our joyful, com-
forted experience of our salvation (for example, Lord’s 
Days 10, 14, 18–19).

!e fact of salvation is that God has saved his elect 
people from sin and death and hell by his grace through 
Jesus Christ. It is a fact that God loves his people with an 
eternal and unbreakable love (Ps. 103:17). It is a fact that 
God establishes his eternal covenant of grace with them 
in Jesus Christ (Gen. 17:7). It is a fact that Jesus came in 
their #esh to redeem his people (Heb. 2:14–15). It is a fact 
that their sins are covered by the blood of Christ’s atone-
ment (John 10:11). It is a fact that they have been given 
the Spirit of their Lord to unite them to their Savior (John 
14:16–17). It is a fact that they have been regenerated and 
are new creatures (1 Pet. 1:23). It is a fact that they have 
been called out of darkness into God’s marvelous light by 
the gospel of Jesus Christ cruci"ed and risen (1 Pet. 2:9). 

It is a fact that they have been united to Christ by faith 
and that they believe in him (Rom. 11:20). It is a fact 
that they are justi"ed before God’s tribunal for the sake 
of Christ (Gal. 2:16). It is a fact that they are sancti"ed 
and made holy by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:11). It is a 
fact that they are preserved by God in a life of good works 
and that their salvation cannot be lost (1 !ess. 5:23). It 
is a fact that laid up in glory they have an inheritance that 
is incorruptible and unde"led and that fades not away  
(1 Pet. 1:3–4). All of this is the fact of salvation.

On the other hand, God not only saves man from 
sin and death through Christ, but God also gives man 
the conscious knowledge and experience of his salvation. 
God has made man a rational, moral, spiritual, personal, 
passionate creature who personally has a soul and a mind 
and a will and emotions, so that he knows his salvation, 
is conscious of it, experiences it, and has various spiritual 
and emotional responses to it. Salvation is a fact, but it 
is a fact that touches man in his heart and in his mind. 
Man enjoys his salvation; he is assured of his salvation; 
he consciously knows his God and joyfully walks with 
him in the bonds of God’s covenant love. !e fact of 
salvation: God forgives sins. Man’s experience of salva-
tion: “Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven” (Ps. 
32:1). !e fact of salvation: justi"cation. Man’s expe-
rience of salvation: “!erefore being justi"ed by faith, 
we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Rom. 5:1). !e fact of salvation: the gift of faith. Man’s 
experience of salvation: “We believe that, to attain the 
true knowledge of this great mystery, the Holy Ghost 
kindleth in our hearts an upright faith, which embraces 
Jesus Christ with all His merits, appropriates Him, and 
seeks nothing more besides Him” (Belgic Confession 
22). !e fact of salvation: the gift of the Holy Ghost. 
Man’s experience of salvation: “I will pray the Father, 
and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may 
abide with you for ever” (John 14:16). !e fact of salva-
tion: the covenant. Man’s experience of salvation: “What 
is thy only comfort in life and death? !at I with body 
and soul, both in life and death, am not my own, but 
belong unto my faithful Savior Jesus Christ” (Heidelberg 
Catechism, Q&A 1).

Point Two. !ough there is a distinction between the 
fact of salvation and man’s conscious experience of his sal-
vation, they are both equally and entirely the gift of God. 
!e fact of salvation and the experience of salvation are 
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both salvation. !ey are both the gracious work of God 
in Jesus Christ. God graciously accomplishes the fact of 
man’s salvation and God graciously bestows man’s expe-
rience of salvation. Inasmuch as salvation is all of God, 
both the fact of salvation and man’s conscious experience 
of salvation are all of God.

It is probably well enough agreed that the fact of sal-
vation is entirely a gift of God’s grace in Christ. It is 
worth demonstrating that man’s conscious experience 
of salvation is also entirely a free gift of God’s grace in 
Christ. !is truth is taught powerfully in the prophecy 
of the Lord’s Anointed in Isaiah 61. !e prophecy of 
the Lord’s Anointed is one of the central prophecies of 
the Old Testament. !is prophecy de"ned Jesus’ mis-
sion and work. It explained the purpose for which he 
was sent into the world. Jesus himself highlighted the 
importance of this prophecy at the outset of his pub-
lic ministry. Entering the synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus 
took Isaiah 61 as the text of his inaugural sermon. After 
reading the passage, he announced his own ful"llment 
of the prophecy: “!is day is this scripture ful"lled in 
your ears” (Luke 4:21). What was the prophecy of the 
Lord’s Anointed? It was a prophecy that God would 
send his Anointed into the world to rescue his people 
and to make them happy. It was a prophecy that the 
Lord’s Anointed would give to man the conscious expe-
rience of his salvation.

1. !e Spirit of the Lord G$% is upon me; 
because the L$&% hath anointed me to preach 
good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me 
to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim 
liberty to the captives, and the opening of the 
prison to them that are bound;

2. To proclaim the acceptable year of the L$&%, 
and the day of vengeance of our God; to com-
fort all that mourn;

3. To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, 
to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil 
of joy for mourning, the garment of praise 
for the spirit of heaviness; that they might 
be called trees of righteousness, the planting 
of the L$&%, that he might be glori"ed. (Isa. 
61:1–3)

Not only does the Lord’s Anointed liberate the cap-
tives, but he gives the oil of joy in the place of mourning 
and replaces the spirit of heaviness with the garment of 
praise. He gives the conscious experience of salvation!

!e Heidelberg Catechism also teaches that the expe-
rience of salvation is a gift. It does this by describing the 
believer’s comfort as being entirely due to Christ and to 
Christ’s work.

What is thy only comfort in life and death? 
!at I with body and soul, both in life and 

death, am not my own, but belong unto my 
faithful Savior Jesus Christ; who, with His pre-
cious blood, hath fully satis"ed for all my sins, 
and delivered me from all the power of the devil; 
and so preserves me that without the will of my 
heavenly Father, not a hair can fall from my head; 
yea, that all things must be subservient to my sal-
vation, and therefore, by His Holy Spirit, He also 
assures me of eternal life, and makes me sincerely 
willing and ready, henceforth, to live unto Him. 
(Q&A 1)

Man’s conscious experience of salvation is a gift of 
God’s grace in Christ. !erefore, the grace principle of 
salvation governs man’s conscious experience of salvation. 
Just as the grace principle of salvation governs the fact 
of salvation, so also the grace principle of salvation gov-
erns man’s conscious experience of his salvation. !at is, 
man’s conscious experience of salvation is due entirely to 
God’s grace in Christ, is worked entirely by God’s grace in 
Christ, and is obtained entirely by God’s grace in Christ. 
Whatever the Bible says about salvation by grace alone 
also applies to man’s experience of salvation. “For by grace 
are ye saved”—and by grace do ye consciously experience 
salvation—“through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is 
the gift of God: not of works, lest any man should boast” 
(Eph. 2:8–9).

!is means that the works principle of salvation can-
not and may not explain man’s conscious experience of 
salvation. Man’s good works do not produce man’s con-
scious experience of salvation. Man’s good works do not 
contribute to man’s conscious experience of salvation 
alongside God’s grace. Man’s good works do not bring 
him consciously into God’s fellowship or assure him of 
his justi"cation or give him the con"dence of prayer’s 
answer. Truly, good works are wonderful and enjoyable, 
and the child of God delights to do them. But man’s sal-
vation, including man’s conscious experience of his sal-
vation, is not due to his good works. !e works principle 
of salvation cannot be applied to man’s conscious expe-
rience of his salvation any more than it can be applied 
to the fact of man’s salvation. Whatever scripture says 
to rule out salvation by works also applies to man’s con-
scious experience of salvation. “For by grace are ye saved 
through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of 
God: not of works”—your conscious experience of salva-
tion is not of works either—“lest any man should boast” 
(Eph. 2:8–9).

!e truth that man’s experience of salvation is a 
gift from God through Christ decides the controversy, 
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because a gift is not earned. A gift cannot be earned, for 
then it ceases to be a gift and becomes a wage. Because 
man’s experience of salvation is a gift, it must be governed 
by the grace principle of salvation and not the works 
principle of salvation. All of man’s obedient working is 
as unable to gain him the experience of salvation as it is 
unable to gain him the fact of salvation. !e Lord’s word 
to his servants applies also to the experience of salvation: 
“So likewise ye, when ye shall have done all those things 
which are commanded you, say, We are unpro"table 
servants: we have done that which was our duty to do” 
(Luke 17:10).

Point !ree. !e controversy in the Protestant 
Reformed Churches has been about this precise topic: 
Does a grace principle or a works principle govern man’s 
conscious experience of salvation? !e reason it is so 
important to acknowledge this precise topic is that there 
is no controversy regarding the fact of man’s salvation. 
All are agreed and have always been agreed that the grace 
principle governs the fact of man’s 
salvation. All are agreed and have 
always been agreed that God 
accomplishes the fact of man’s 
salvation, and that man does not 
accomplish the fact of his salva-
tion, nor does man contribute 
even the slightest to the fact of 
his salvation. All are agreed and 
have always been agreed that the 
works principle of salvation does 
not and cannot govern the fact of 
man’s salvation. 

!e problem is that, to this 
very day, many assume that the 
only topic under discussion was 
the fact of man’s salvation. We 
fail to acknowledge that the con-
troversy was never about the fact of man’s salvation. !e 
controversy was always about that other topic: man’s 
conscious experience of his salvation. No one applied a 
works principle to the fact of man’s salvation, but many 
applied a works principle to man’s conscious experience 
of his salvation.

Failure to acknowledge the precise topic as man’s con-
scious experience of his salvation has plagued the contro-
versy and continues to plague the controversy. !e plague 
is that the Protestant Reformed Churches are largely 
unaware of how deadly was the error that they embraced. 
!e thinking goes, “All of our Protestant Reformed min-
isters have always taught the same thing through this 
controversy, and no one has ever taught di'erently. !e 
same goes for our consistories and other ecclesiastical 

assemblies. We have all always taught the same thing.” 
Well, yes and no. Yes, our ministers, consistories, and 
assemblies have all taught the same thing about the fact 
of salvation: it is governed by a grace principle. God be 
praised for this unity! But our ministers, consistories, 
and assemblies have not all taught the same thing about 
man’s conscious experience of salvation. When it comes 
to that precise topic, there have been two sharp, antithet-
ical, and irreconcilable theological positions. One theo-
logical position is the works principle of man’s conscious 
experience of salvation. !at is, man’s works obtain, con-
tribute to, and secure his assurance of justi"cation, his 
con"dence of prayer’s answer, and his enjoyment of cov-
enant fellowship with God. According to this principle, 
when it comes to man’s conscious experience, man saves 
himself. !e other theological position is the grace prin-
ciple of man’s conscious experience of salvation. !at is, 
God’s grace alone obtains man’s conscious experience of 
salvation, with no contribution from or cooperation by 

man’s works. According to 
this principle, when it comes 
to man’s conscious experi-
ence of salvation, God saves 
man.

If the Protestant Reformed 
Churches fail to acknowledge 
the precise topic of theological 
controversy, they will be igno-
rant of the heresy that threat-
ens them. Being ignorant of it, 
they will fall into it again and 
embrace it again. !e urgent 
warning must be sounded to 
the churches: Be aware of this 
false doctrine! And beware lest 
it overcome you!

One might ask whether 
this analysis can really be correct. Has the controversy 
really been a works principle applied to man’s conscious 
experience of salvation? You don’t have to take my word 
for it. You can test it yourself with the Acts of Synod 2018, 
where the chasm between the two theologies can be most 
clearly seen. Synod examined and condemned sermons 
that taught the works principle of man’s conscious expe-
rience of salvation. !e sermons taught, “We do good 
works so that we can receive God’s grace and Holy Spirit 
in our consciousness. So that we can consciously and 
with awareness receive the grace and Holy Spirit of God” 
(62). “Obedience is required here, obedience that I must 
perform in order to enjoy fellowship with God” (64). “If 
we but meet these requirements a little bit, by the grace 
of God, of course, and by God’s grace working them in 

If the Protestant Reformed 
Churches fail to acknowledge 
the precise topic of theological 
controversy, they will be 
ignorant of the heresy that 
threatens them. Being ignorant 
of it, they will fall into it again 
and embrace it again.
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us—if we meet these requirements but a little, then we 
will enjoy a little of God’s fellowship. !at’s the truth. 
If we meet these requirements a lot, then we will enjoy 
much of God’s fellowship” (65). “We look at our good 
works in the same way. Never of any value to make me 
be declared righteous before God, but always of help in 
"nding and maintaining assurance that God has justi"ed 
me through Christ and Christ alone” (68).

Over against the works principle of those sermons, an 
appellant to Synod 2018 maintained the grace principle 
of man’s conscious experience of salvation. “!e main 
teaching…that I object to is the concept that our obe-
dience is a condition that we must perform in order to 
experience the fellowship of God. I consider this theology 
to be that of a conditional covenant” (103). “I believe 
that because the basis of our experience of the fellowship 
and covenant of God is Christ alone and His work alone, 
that makes the sole means to that fellowship be faith 
alone in Jesus Christ alone. I believe the fruit of God’s 
work of grace in us bringing us into His fellowship is 
obedience. In that covenant fellowship there will be and 
must be obedience therefore, but that obedience does not 
bring us into that experience of the fellowship of God 
because that obedience is the fruit of that gift and is only 
fruit” (103). “So the essential question that needs to be 

answered is this: Is our experience of the covenant con-
ditional or not? Everything else in my protest hinges on 
that question” (103–4).

Synod agreed with and upheld the appellant, declar-
ing, “!e doctrinal error [of the sermons] is that the 
believer’s good works are given a place and function that 
is out of harmony with the Reformed confessions” (61). 
“!e doctrinal error of the sermons then compromises 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, for when our good works are 
given a place and function they do not have, the perfect 
work of Christ is displaced. Necessarily then, the doc-
trines of the unconditional covenant (fellowship with 
God) and justi"cation by faith alone are compromised by 
this error” (70).

!is, then, has been the recent controversy in the Prot-
estant Reformed Churches. On one side, the heresy that 
a works principle governs man’s experience of salvation. 
On the other side, the biblical and Reformed truth that 
a grace principle governs man’s experience of salvation.

Next time, we will examine the current status of 
this controversy in the Protestant Reformed Churches, 
sketching the two main phases of the controversy: the 
events leading up to Synod 2018 and the aftermath of 
Synod 2018. 

—AL

FROM THE EDITOR

A s you will see in this issue, the letters are start-
ing to arrive, to the delight of the editors and, 
we trust, to the delight of the readers of Sword 

and Shield. Actually, private letters and emails have been 
arriving steadily since before the "rst issue of the maga-
zine hit the press. !ank you to all who have written so 
far, and we invite all and sundry to keep the correspon-
dence coming. With this issue, we are able to print two 
letters, and we look forward to letters to the editors being 
a more or less regular feature of Sword and Shield.

As you will also see in this issue, other contributors 
are making an appearance. Professor Engelsma’s incisive 
review of Sam Waldron’s book continues to be reprinted, 
this being the second of three installments. We also wel-
come Mrs. Connie Meyer, who graces this issue with her 
poetry.

!e date of the "rst annual meeting of Reformed 
Believers Publishing is approaching swiftly. !at date 
is October 15 (!ursday) at a time and venue to be 
announced. !is information will not be published in 

bulletins, so be sure to mark the date on your calendars 
now. An invitation is extended to all Reformed believers 
to join RBP. Applications for membership are available 
on the RBP website: reformedbelieverspub.org. Applica-
tions will be accepted at the annual meeting on October 
15, but you do not have to be present to be accepted, 
making it possible for Reformed believers anywhere in 
the world to join RBP.

With this issue, the time has come to subscribe to 
Sword and Shield. !is is the third and "nal of the issues 
being mailed free of charge to introduce the magazine to 
our readers. We hope that you have pro"ted from the mag-
azine this summer, whether you intend to subscribe or not. 
!ose who would like to continue to receive Sword and 
Shield each month, you can do so at the annual rate of 
$24 in the USA and $36 internationally. !e easiest way to 
subscribe is via the Reformed Believers Publishing website.

May God speed the truths written herein to your 
heart, and the next issue into your hands.

—AL
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EDITORIALS

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY (3)

The present controversy in the Protestant Reformed 
Churches (PRC) has been whether a grace prin-
ciple or a works principle governs the believer’s 

conscious experience of salvation. !e controversy has 
unfolded in two distinct phases: the lead-up to Synod 
2018 and the aftermath of Synod 2018. !e turning point 
in the controversy was Synod 2018 because that synod 
decisively addressed and decided the doctrinal issue in the 
controversy.

!e "rst phase of the controversy was the lead-up to 
Synod 2018. In the lead-up to Synod 2018, the PRC 
taught, tolerated, and defended the heresy of the works 
principle over against the grace principle of salvation. At 
Synod 2018 Jehovah graciously delivered the PRC from 
her heresy. By settled and binding decision, Synod 2018 
upheld the grace principle over against the works princi-
ple of salvation.

!e second phase of the controversy is the aftermath 
of Synod 2018. !e controversy in this phase is over the 
meaning and signi"cance of Synod 2018. In this phase 
the question is whether the controversy was ever really 
between the truth and the lie, or whether the controversy 
was merely a case of misstatements and misunderstand-
ings. !is second phase of the controversy is where we 
"nd ourselves today, with some maintaining that the 
controversy was between the lie and the truth and oth-
ers maintaining that the controversy was only a matter of 
confusion that had to be clari"ed.

Here follows a brief sketch of these two phases of the 
controversy. !e point of this sketch is not to follow the 
chronological events of each phase, as valuable as that 
would be. Rather, the point is to highlight the main top-
ics and issues in each phase.

Phase One: The Lead-up to Synod 2018
First, the lead-up to Synod 2018 was entirely doctrinal. 
!e issue—the only issue—was doctrine. !e issue was 
not persons and personalities, though there were many 
persons and personalities involved: a minister, protestants 
and appellants, a consistory, a neighboring consistory, a 
special committee of classis, many delegates to several 
meetings of Classis East, and many delegates to synod. 
!e fact that the issue was not persons and personalities 
means that the issue may not be decided based on respect 
of persons. Whether one likes a minister or dislikes him, 
or has regard for a particular consistory, or likes a protes-

tant or not, makes no di#erence for the issue. !e issue 
was not persons but doctrine.

Second, the doctrinal issue in the lead-up to Synod 
2018 was the truth against the lie. !e issue was the truth 
of the grace principle of salvation against the lie of the 
works principle of salvation applied to the believer’s expe-
rience of covenant fellowship. !e issue was not a matter 
of mere semantics and language, but the issue was the 
truth against the lie. It is not the case that the controversy 
was over a few poorly chosen words or over some unclear 
formulations. It is not the case that the controversy was 
due to excessive pickiness or some hypercritical assess-
ments of sermons. It is not the case that everyone was 
really saying the same thing all along, just in di#erent 
ways. !e issue was not semantics but the sharp antithesis 
between the truth and the lie. As synod declared, there 
was doctrinal error, and “the doctrinal error is that the 
believer’s good works are given a place and function that 
is out of harmony with the Reformed confessions” (Acts 
of Synod 2018, 61).

!ird, in the lead-up to Synod 2018, the lie was wide-
spread and deeply entrenched in the PRC. !e error was 
not limited to a handful of statements in a few isolated 
sermons by an individual minister. It is true that an indi-
vidual minister was often in the thick of the controversy 
because of his repeated preaching of the lie. Because of 
the minister’s prominence in the controversy, some might 
assume that he was the only one who erred, and that the 
rest of the PRC were free from the error. !is is not the 
case. !e lie was explicitly taught by many, including the 
individual minister, the consistory that oversaw the min-
ister, the four ministers of Classis East who wrote a doc-
trinal statement that taught the same error, and Classis 
East, which approved the work of the four ministers and 
thus made the doctrinal statement its own.

In addition to those who explicitly taught the doctrinal 
error, there were many who defended the doctrinal error 
or failed to root out the doctrinal error when it appeared. 
!is includes every meeting of Classis East in the lead-up 
to Synod 2018. !ere were also those who, as part of 
their defense of the error, charged a man who stood for 
the truth with being guilty of error. !is includes the con-
sistory that oversaw the man, a neighboring consistory, 
Classis East, and a professor in the seminary.

You do not have to take my word for it that the error 
was widespread. Synod 2018’s judgment was that 
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Classis failed to deal with doctrinal error con-
tained in sermons [the appellant] protested to [a 
consistory]. !e doctrinal error is that the believ-
er’s good works are given a place and function 
that is out of harmony with the Reformed con-
fessions. (Acts of Synod 2018, 61)

Classis should have advised [a consistory] to 
reject the Doctrinal Statement because it con-
tains ambiguous statements and the similar doc-
trinal error of giving to our good works a place 
and function out of harmony with the Reformed 
confessions. (Acts of Synod 2018, 79–80)

Not merely an individual, not even merely an entire 
consistory, but classis failed to deal with doctrinal error! Not 
only a sermon or two or twenty, but the doctrinal statement 
of classis contained doctrinal error! !e doctrinal error of 
the works principle was widespread in the PRC.

!e point of this is not to sling mud. Names of indi-
viduals and consistories are deliberately omitted in these 
editorials, even though the names are matters of public 
record in the minutes of the ecclesiastical assemblies. 
Rather, the point is to acknowledge how widespread and 
deeply entrenched the error was in the PRC so that we are 
aware of how dangerous and how threatening this lie is to 
us. Among us, there may be a tendency to assume that the 
PRC are immune to false doctrine. It is a shock and an 
o#ense to us if someone says that we harbored the lie and 
even taught the lie. Especially this lie! !e lie of the works 
principle of salvation! We think that if there is one thing 
the PRC have straight, it is God’s sovereign grace in salva-
tion. We think that if there is one error that the PRC do 
not and cannot commit, it is the error of the works prin-
ciple, which is the error of Arminianism and conditional-
ism. !e lead-up to Synod 2018 explodes that thinking. 
!e lead-up to Synod 2018 exposes the PRC not only as 
being capable of teaching the works principle, but also as 
being guilty of it! !e importance of acknowledging how 
widespread the error was is that we as a denomination 
humble ourselves before God and confess and repent of 
our sin of giving works a place and function that is out of 
harmony with the Reformed confessions.

Fourth, the turning point in the controversy was 
Synod 2018. In a tremendous display of divine patience 
with his undeserving people, God graciously delivered 
the PRC from our error. God’s gracious Spirit led the 
synod to stand for the gospel of Jesus Christ, the perfect 
work of Christ, the unconditional covenant, and justi-
"cation by faith alone over against the “doctrinal error” 
that “compromised” these truths (Acts of Synod 2018, 70).

!e importance of the decisions of Synod 2018 can-
not be overstated. !e doctrinal issue at Synod 2018—the 

grace principle versus the works principle—was every 
bit as weighty as the doctrinal issue in 1924—particular 
grace versus common grace—and as the doctrinal issue 
in 1953—the unconditional covenant versus the condi-
tional covenant. In fact, the doctrinal issue at Synod 2018 
was in essence the same as the doctrinal issues in 1924 
and 1953. Common, ine#ectual, resistible, powerless 
grace is a species of the works principle of salvation. So is 
a conditional covenant dependent on the will of the bap-
tized child. Particular, saving, e$cacious grace and the 
unconditional covenant dependent on the will and work 
of God are both species of the grace principle of salvation. 
Such is the importance of the decisions of Synod 2018 
that in the history of the Protestant Reformed Churches, 
these dates stand out as great epochs of Jehovah’s preser-
vation of the churches: 1924, 1953, and now 2018.

Phase Two: The Aftermath of Synod 2018
And yet the controversy in the Protestant Reformed 
Churches continues to this day. !ese editorials deliber-
ately speak of our present controversy. In the aftermath of 
Synod 2018, the controversy has become our evaluation 
of Synod 2018. !e disagreement is now our analysis and 
understanding of the controversy. When the members of 
the PRC look back at the controversy that came to Synod 
2018, what do they see? Do they see a great battle be-
tween the truth and the lie? Or do they see something less 
than that—perhaps merely some misstatements or some 
confusion that had to be clari"ed?

It has been the position of these editorials that the 
controversy in the PRC has indeed been the truth against 
the lie. One teaching in the controversy was the works 
principle applied to the believer’s experience of salvation. 
!is teaching was false doctrine, heresy, and an error out 
of hell. !e other teaching in the controversy was the 
grace principle applied to the believer’s experience of sal-
vation. !is teaching is true, heavenly, and divine.

It is exactly here that the PRC yet disagree. It is contro-
versial among us to say that the controversy was between 
the truth and the lie, between true doctrine and false doc-
trine. !is ongoing controversy can be demonstrated.

Here is one in%uential evaluation of the controversy 
immediately after Synod 2018:

Let this be clear. Anyone who, from this date 
on, concerning the minister, consistory, com-
mittee to assist the consistory, or Classis East, 
anyone, I say, who alleges that those individuals 
or ecclesiastical bodies taught heresy, or justi"ca-
tion by faith and works, or Federal Vision, or a 
conditional covenant, is guilty of slander. Such 
a one must be rebuked. Slander against o$ce-
bearers, such serious slander, is the devil’s tool to 
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divide the church of Jesus Christ. !is is the sin 
of schism, a sin so serious that o$cebearers are 
deposed for it. And members excommunicated 
for it. (“Obedience and Covenant Fellowship,” 
Standard Bearer 94, no. 18 [July 2018]: 415)

Very recently, several Protestant Reformed consistories 
have written letters to their congregations with their warn-
ings and charges against Sword and Shield. In some of these 
letters, the consistories deny that the controversy has to do 
with the truth and the lie. From one consistory in June 2020: 

Although the magazine purports the development 
of the Reformed truth, statements made within 
the publication, rather than promoting the unity 
of believers in that truth, promote disunity and 
schism. !is is evident when it describes the cur-
rent controversy within the PRC as being “between 
the truth and the lie” (Editorial pg. 7).

From another consistory in July 2020: 

We are also concerned that the magazine is stat-
ing that there is a controversy between a “works 
principle” and a “grace principle” doctrine. !ey 
contend that the controversy has “been between 
an error out of hell, and God’s own truth from 
heaven” (July 2020 issue). !ey state that the 
magazine’s desire is to engage in this doctrinal 
controversy. Our consistory does not believe 
there is a controversy that exists between these 
two principles in our churches. Our consistory 
believes that only the grace principle is preached 
in our churches and is part of our doctrine.

It is evident that as Protestant Reformed Churches we 
do not yet speak with one voice regarding this contro-
versy. In the aftermath of Synod 2018, we disagree over 
the meaning of Synod 2018. 

Synod 2018 said,

!e doctrinal error is that the believer’s good 
works are given a place and function that is out 
of harmony with the Reformed confessions. (Acts 
of Synod 2018, 61)

Synod 2018 said, 

!e doctrinal error of the sermons then com-
promises the gospel of Jesus Christ, for when 
our good works are given a place and function 
they do not have, the perfect work of Christ is 
displaced. Necessarily then, the doctrines of the 
unconditional covenant (fellowship with God) 
and justi"cation by faith alone are compromised 
by this error. (Acts of Synod 2018, 70)

But in%uential and o$cial voices in our midst are say-
ing that there is no false doctrine, no lie, and no works 
principle in our controversy.

!is second phase of the controversy is very import-
ant for the PRC. In the aftermath of Synod 2018, the 
churches must live up to the decisions of Synod 2018, 
which includes calling the lie what it is: a compromise 
of the gospel and a displacement of the perfect work of 
Christ. !at is, the churches must be able to see and say 
that the works principle of salvation was taught, tolerated, 
and defended in our midst, and that the works principle 
that we taught is a damnable heresy. Living up to the deci-
sions of Synod 2018 is not merely for the sake of following 
a Church Order article, as important as that is; but living 
up to Synod 2018 is for the sake of the truth, and for the 
sake of the honor and glory of Christ, whose truth it is.

If the Protestant Reformed Churches cannot or will 
not recognize that our controversy has been between the 
truth and the lie, then the PRC will fall into the lie again 
and embrace it again. Of course we will! If a church cannot 
or will not identify the lie as the lie, how can that church 
repudiate it and banish it? If the church cannot or will not 
identify the truth as the truth in opposition to every lie, 
how can that church maintain that truth and glory in it? 
God’s own judgment upon a denomination that does not 
know the truth, especially as that truth is opposed to the 
lie, is destruction. “My people are destroyed for lack of 
knowledge: because thou hast rejected knowledge, I will 
also reject thee, that thou shalt be no priest to me: seeing 
thou hast forgotten the law of thy God, I will also forget 
thy children” (Hos. 4:6). I will also forget thy children! 
!e generations of the Protestant Reformed Churches are 
at stake in this second phase of the controversy!

Where we go from here as churches is critical. Shall we 
say, “!ere was no lie”? !en we shall have more of it, and 
our generations shall perish. !en the doctrine on which our 
children will be reared shall be, “If a man would be saved, 
there is that which he must do.” Our doctrine shall be,

If a man with his household was to be saved and 
consciously enter into the kingdom, placing him-
self with his family under the rule of Christ as his 
Lord and Savior, he was called, he was required, to 
respond obediently to the call and command of the 
gospel—“Repent and believe, that thou mightest 
be saved with thy house.” (“What Must I Do…?” 
Standard Bearer 95, no. 1 [October 2018]: 7–8)

Our doctrine shall be that when Christ says,

“If any man will hear my voice,” He’s not estab-
lishing, of course, a condition, there are none, but 
he is talking about not the condition to establish 
a union but he is establishing a condition that 
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deals with communion. Not union, that’s grace, 
it’s all grace, only grace, but communion, fellow-
ship. (Agenda for Classis East, May 2020, 121).

And no man will be allowed to call it the lie. Indeed, 
our generations to come shall be required to confess the 
lie as the truth.

Let us say instead, “!ere was a lie, and we hate it and 
repudiate it today with all our might.” Let us say, “!e 
truth of the grace principle is so precious that we shall not 

tolerate even the slightest departure from it.” And let us 
say, “God be merciful to us, the sinners.”

!is, then, is our present controversy. Can we come 
to agree on the doctrinal issue in the controversy? Can 
we come to agree on that doctrinal issue as decided by 
Synod 2018? If we cannot come to agree, then let us at 
least be crystal clear on where we disagree. In this way and 
through this discussion, our present controversy will be 
pro"table for the Protestant Reformed Churches.

—AL

A UNIQUE SYNOD

The Synod of the Protestant Reformed Churches 
(PRC) met from June 8–12, 2020, to attend to the 
ecclesiastical business of the denomination. As of 

this writing, the Acts of Synod are not yet published, so any 
comments on speci"c decisions will have to wait. Never-
theless, there is one thing that calls for the attention of the 
PRC, and that is the very fact of synod’s meeting at all. In 
this year, under these circumstances, the PRC are unique 
in holding their annual synod at the usual time. Many 
denominations, responding to coronavirus concerns and 
regulations, either canceled their annual synods altogether 
(the Christian Reformed Church and the Reformed 
Church in America, for example), or postponed them to 
a later date (the United Reformed Churches, for exam-
ple), or postponed them with a later date or cancelation 
to be determined (the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 
for example). Unique among all these denominations, 
the PRC held their annual synod at Trinity Protestant 
Reformed Church in Hudsonville, Michigan.

!e synod itself was unique. In order to hold the 
synod at Trinity, the council requested a declaration from 
the Board of Trustees of the PRC that the annual meeting 
of synod was essential for the execution of the business of 
the denomination. !e board complied with this request. 
In order to hold meetings safely, strict restrictions were 
placed upon attendance at the pre-synodical worship ser-
vice and at the meetings of synod. At the meetings of 
synod, only delegates, advisors, appellants, and protes-
tants were allowed to attend. In this way, the essential 
business of the churches was able to be carried out.

A few re%ections on synod’s decision to meet. First, 
synod’s decision to meet was good. !e Board of Trustees’ 
declaration that synod is essential is not merely a formality 
for the sake of the state, but a good and true reminder to 
the entire denomination of just how important synod is. 
Weighty matters, including contact with other churches, 

the mission work of the churches, the seminary, and pro-
tests and appeals, are treated for the good of the denomina-
tion. Trinity church, the Board of Trustees, and synod itself 
set a good example for the entire denomination in pressing 
forward with the work of the kingdom of heaven.

Second, allow me to suggest that there may have 
been ways to make synod’s decision to meet even bet-
ter. Synod has enjoyed a large and healthy gallery over 
the years, especially on matters that are controversial in 
the churches. Members of the churches in the o$ce of 
believer pro"t from attending the meetings of synod and 
hearing the deliberations. O$cebearers who are not del-
egates to synod pro"t from observing the matters treated 
in closed session. !rough no fault of the host church 
or of synod, that opportunity was denied to the mem-
bers of the churches this year. But could there have been 
a way to include the members of the churches? Perhaps 
synod could have convened in Indiana or Iowa or South 
Dakota, where restrictions on gatherings were much 
more relaxed than in Michigan at the time, and where 
a gallery would have been able to observe. Or, if there 
was not enough time to change the venue, perhaps the 
deliberations could have been livestreamed so that people 
could still observe the proceedings from home, including 
members who live far from Michigan but who have a 
keen interest in the synod. Who knows if we will face cir-
cumstances like this anytime soon, but it would be good 
for the churches at least to consider these other options 
for the future. !e o$ce of believer in the church would 
pro"t from some such arrangement, and I suppose that 
synod would also pro"t by seeing the great interest that 
the members have in synod.

!ird, synod’s ability to meet was a gift of our God. 
As we consider how unique a meeting it was, may we give 
all glory to him.

—AL
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chose his people as his inheritance, and that inheritance 
came to him and was reconciled to him only by the death 
of the Son of God. And Jehovah calls them his inher-
itance because among them, in you and with you, he 
dwells, blessed people whose God is Jehovah.

God dwells among them as surely as he dwelt with 
Israel of old. As Israel of old dwelt each man in his inher-
itance, so God dwells with his people. By the Spirit of 
Christ, he comes to us, takes his abode with us, and 
dwells in us. By that same Spirit, Jehovah takes the full-
ness of Christ and pours out upon us his heavenly graces 
to !ll us with his fullness—grace for grace.

"at Jehovah dwells with them means, !rst, that he 
forgives their sins, for the righteous Lord cannot dwell 
with sinners and the unrighteous. Be glad in the Lord, ye 
righteous! "at he dwells with them means, second, that 
he makes them holy, for the holy God is of purer eyes 
than to behold iniquity.

If Jehovah dwells in them, he also makes them fruitful, 
as a very skillful farmer makes his land blossom, grow, and 
produce fruit. Christ is the vine. He is the husbandman. 
He sends the rain of his grace upon his people and his Spirit 
into them, and they bear fruit—some thirty-, some sixty-, 
and some one hundredfold. "is inheritance of Jehovah 
drinks up the dew of heaven and is as a watered garden.

When the enemies come against them, Jehovah 
defends his inheritance because it is his and no man can 
trespass upon it. He preserves his inheritance, so that 
none can diminish it or cause any part of it to fail.

Oh, blessed is that people whose God is Jehovah, the 
nation that he chose as his own inheritance.

If Jehovah is their God, he is for them with all his 
might, sovereignty, and grace; and, indeed, the whole cre-
ation and all of history are for them. If Jehovah, God of all, 
lord of all, sovereign of all, is their God, that is their whole 
blessedness. "ey do not need anything more than that.

Jehovah cares for you, loves you, and gives to you from 

the inexhaustible richness of his perfect goodness. "at 
blessed people need not worry or fear what they shall 
eat or what they shall drink or wherewithal they shall be 
clothed. After these things do those who serve mammon 
seek. About these things the people whose god is the dollar 
worry. From the bounties of the world, which God made, 
he gives them their daily bread, and often he gives much 
more besides. He can keep his people alive in famine.

From the over#owing fountain of his perfectly good 
being, he bestows the riches and treasures of salvation that 
he stored up in Christ Jesus. He delivers his people from 
death! Perfectly blessed is the nation whose God is Jehovah.

"at nation is blessed in everything. "at people are 
blessed when he gives them joys in this life. "ey are 
blessed when, according to his in!nite sovereignty and 
perfect wisdom, they su$er a%ictions and sorrows. "ey 
are blessed in their falls, too, for they do not always trust 
him. "ey do not always rely upon him and call upon 
him. "ey wander, and they stray, and sometimes they 
fall deeply. Jehovah does not forsake them. He seeks 
them. He calls them to himself. He turns them, and they 
are turned. He grants unto them faith and repentance 
and knowledge of his fatherly goodness once again.

"at nation alone is blessed. Only that people whom 
he has chosen and whom he has made his people are 
blessed. "ey are not blessed at all who worship Allah, 
Buddha, the Great World Spirit, mammon, the world, 
pleasure, or themselves. A man cannot serve God and 
mammon. Cursed is that people whose God is not Jeho-
vah. Cursed in this life and cursed in the next. Cursed is 
that people whose God is not Jehovah, those whom he 
has not chosen but rejected. Blessed are they—only they 
are blessed—whose God is Jehovah.

If your God is Jehovah, he chose you to that, and you 
are a blessed people. Rejoice in him, blessed people. 

O Jehovah, let thy mercy be upon us, according as we 
hope in thee.

—NJL

EDITORIAL

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY (4)

T he Protestant Reformed Churches (PRC) are 
in the midst of internal doctrinal controversy. 
"e controversy is whether a grace principle or 

a works principle governs the believer’s conscious expe-
rience of fellowship with God. "e previous editorials 
have explained the doctrinal issue in the controversy and 

have demonstrated that the controversy continues to this 
day. 

"is brings us to an important question: What now? 
Where do the Protestant Reformed Churches go from 
here? How can the Protestant Reformed Churches come 
to the conclusion of this controversy?
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Our Current Direction
"e direction that we are currently going as churches is 
not good. Our current direction is to !ght against those 
who would defend the truth and who would condemn 
the lie. "is direction will not deliver us from controver-
sy but will keep us embroiled in controversy. Worse, this 
direction will leave us vulnerable to the lie and will leave 
our generations engulfed by the lie.

One evidence of our direction as churches is whom 
we discipline. To this date, three men have been placed 
under Christian discipline in the course of our contro-
versy. Each of these is an o&cebearer in the Protestant 
Reformed Churches or was an o&cebearer at the time of 
his discipline. Each of these men was disciplined precisely 
because of his defense of the truth and opposition to the 
lie. Although the charges were not identical in each case, 
the discipline in each case was directly related to each 
man’s defense of the truth.

Early on in the controversy, the elder who !rst stood 
up for the truth and condemned the lie was suspended 
and deposed from o&ce and was made to languish under 
discipline for three years. "e decision to suspend and 
depose the elder was made by his consistory with a neigh-
boring consistory and was upheld by an entire classis 
when it was appealed.

More recently, a minister and a deacon in another 
Protestant Reformed church were relieved of the duties 
of their o&ces. "ey were also placed under discipline for 
several weeks. "e minister and deacon were not !nally 
suspended or deposed, because the consistory reversed its 
decision before it could seek the advice of a neighboring 
consistory.

Each of these men—the elder, the minister, and the 
deacon—was subsequently exonerated, and their dis-
cipline was declared to be in error and was lifted. Each 
of the men received an apology from their consistories. 
All three men are currently members in good standing in 
their congregations. "e minister and deacon were also 
restored to the duties of their o&ces.

It is striking that in the entire course of our con-
troversy, discipline has only ever been applied to men 
who stood for the truth and fought against the lie. By 
comparison, discipline has never been applied to any 
o&cebearer or member who taught the lie, tolerated the 
lie, or defended the lie. Our o&cial activity of church 
discipline has been and continues to be entirely on one 
side in this controversy. Discipline has not been applied 
to those who taught or defended “doctrinal error” in 
which “the perfect work of Christ is displaced” (Acts of 
Synod 2018, 70), but discipline has been applied several 
times to those who defended the truth against that doc-
trinal error.

"e o&cial activity of Christian discipline against the 
defenders of the truth has not been limited to the early 
stages of our controversy, but has spanned the contro-
versy from the beginning until now. Both in the lead-up 
to Synod 2018 and in the aftermath of Synod 2018, those 
who stood for the truth su$ered discipline. "e elder was 
deposed and placed under discipline in the lead-up to 
Synod 2018. "e minister and the deacon were relieved 
of their duties of o&ce and placed under discipline in the 
aftermath of Synod 2018.

"e fact that each man was ultimately exonerated 
counts for something. If the churches can take hold of 
that direction and press forward in that direction of exon-
erating the defenders of the truth, that will be for the great 
good of the Protestant Reformed Churches. It remains to 
be seen whether that is the direction that we as churches 
will go, or whether we will press forward in the direction 
of deposing and disciplining the defenders of the truth.

Another evidence of our direction as churches is the 
o&cial and public response of many consistories to the 
content of Sword and Shield. "e consistories of almost 
a third of the denomination have written letters to their 
congregations warning their members against the content 
of Sword and Shield.

I will leave the readers to their own judgment of Sword 
and Shield, but I will tell you my opinion. In my opinion, 
Sword and Shield has been a God-glorifying, soul-edifying, 
church-serving magazine. No thanks to the writers; thanks 
only to our gracious God. If Sword and Shield has been 
anything by God’s grace, it has been polemical. It has called 
out the lie in every rubric, both implicitly and explicitly. 
It has instructed the readership in the doctrinal issues 
involved in our controversy. It has drawn out the dangers 
of the lie and the continued threat of the lie to the Protes-
tant Reformed Churches. And God has sped this polemic 
to the heart of the whole PRC, so that the controversy is on 
every mind and on every tongue. "is is good for the PRC.

What has been the response of almost a third of the 
denomination’s consistories to this polemic?

"is: “"e Consistory is writing to you regarding 
the magazine the Sword and Shield, that many if not all 
of you have received. "e Consistory believes that this 
magazine is causing and promoting division in the Prot-
estant Reformed Churches, and because of that felt that 
we should send out a letter to address our concerns with 
this.”

And this: “When reading the Sword and Shield, we 
urge you to exercise discernment, wisdom, patience, and 
charity. We caution against developing an attitude of 
suspicion and distrust of our pastors, consistories, fellow 
members, and ecclesiastical assemblies.”

And this: “Although the magazine purports the 
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development of the Reformed truth, statements made in 
the publication give evidence that the content and man-
ner in which this is done will only cause further division, 
promote discord and will lead to schism.”

Accusation upon accusation that Sword and Shield is 
schismatic and disorderly and slanderous and a troubler of 
Israel. By comparison, no consistory (that I am aware of ) 
has written a letter to its congregation urging the mem-
bers to read Sword and Shield, to understand the serious 
doctrinal threat facing our churches, and to repent for 
our ignorance of and toleration of such gross wickedness. 
"e point of this comparison is not to call consistories to 
write letters to their congregations, but to illustrate that 
the o&cial activity of pastoral letters to the congregations 
has been and continues to be entirely on one side in this 
controversy. Letters are not written to abhor and abom-
inate the speci!c doctrinal error that threatens us, but 
many letters are written against a publication that does 
abhor and abominate that doctrinal error.

"e direction that we are currently going as churches 
is not good.

Schism?
Are we headed for schism in our current direction? "at 
idea is being promoted as the inevitable way forward for 
our denomination. Fingers have been pointed at Sword 
and Shield as one of the main culprits for the supposedly 
impending schism. A letter to a congregation says that the 
“content and manner” of Sword and Shield “will only cause 
further division, promote discord and will lead to schism.”

Such accusations are foolish. "e answer of Rev. Ger-
rit Vos when he was likewise accused of promoting a split 
in 1951 comes to mind:

What nonsense is this, that I would pray for a 
split in our churches? Anyone knowing me at all 
would never believe it. And it is, of course, not 
true. I will say no more about that; will not enter-
tain that thought for one minute. God knows 
how I would rejoice if once more we would all 
be united, and unitedly take our strong stand 
against all heresies. (“A Letter,” Standard Bearer 
27, no. 9 [February 1, 1951]: 200)

In spite of their foolishness, these accusations of 
schism are popular. Well, then, here is my answer to these 
accusations.

First, I love the Protestant Reformed Churches. I do 
not want a split. I am not calling for a split. I am not 
working toward a split. "e thought of a split grieves me. 
I desire peace. I desire unity. I desire the preservation of 
the Protestant Reformed Churches and all that God has 
given us in our churches, our ecclesiastical assemblies, 

our seminary, our mission !elds, our sister-church rela-
tionships, our schools, our publications, our fellowship, 
and every other thing that is good and happy and blessed 
among us. I sing and pray the end of Psalm 122:

6. Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: they shall 
prosper that love thee.

7. Peace be within thy walls, and prosperity 
within thy palaces.

8. For my brethren and companions’ sakes, I will 
now say, Peace be within thee.

9. Because of the house of the L'() our God I 
will seek thy good.

Second, there are worse things than a split that could 
happen to the Protestant Reformed Churches: heresy 
and false doctrine, which the Bible calls “divisions” (1 
Cor. 1:10); compromise of the gospel, which the Bible 
calls “another gospel” and the perversion of “the gospel 
of Christ” (Gal. 1:6–7); apostasy, which the Bible calls 
“a falling away” (2 "ess. 2:3); loss of the antithesis in 
doctrine and life, which the Bible calls the unholy mix-
ture of “[fearing] the L'(), and [serving] their own gods” 
(2 Kings 17:33); doctrinal ignorance and indi$erence, 
which the Bible calls “lack of knowledge” (Hos. 4:6); 
spiritual coolness toward the truth, which the Bible calls 
“[receiving] not the love of the truth” (2 "ess. 2:10). 
"ese things are horrifying! Much more so than a split! 
A church can survive a split, painful and miserable as it 
may be. A church cannot survive doctrinal ignorance and 
indi$erence. God will judge and destroy a church that 
is cool toward his truth and lackadaisical toward error. 
Here is God’s judgment on a compromise of Christ’s gos-
pel: “let him be accursed” (Gal. 1:8–9). Here is God’s 
judgment on doctrinal ignorance and indi$erence: “my 
people are destroyed” and “I will also reject thee” and “I 
will also forget thy children” (Hos. 4:6). Here is God’s 
judgment on spiritual coolness toward the truth: “And 
for this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that 
they should believe a lie: "at they all might be damned 
who believed not the truth, but had pleasure in unrigh-
teousness” (2 "ess. 2:11–12).

Yes, I despise the thought of a split. But I despise the 
thought of these other things much, much more.

"ird, if there is schism in the Protestant Reformed 
Churches, it will not be the fault of Sword and Shield or 
of a vigorous, robust, and even boisterous defense of the 
truth. What is schism, after all? Schism is division and 
departure from the truth. Schism is de!ned in 1 Corin-
thians 1:10, where the King James Version translates the 
word schisms as “divisions.” A schism/division is when 
a church does not “all speak the same thing” and when 
a church is not “perfectly joined together in the same 
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mind and in the same judgment.” "e mind, judgment, 
and speech that unites the church is the mind, judg-
ment, and speech of Jesus Christ and his name: “Now 
I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be 
no divisions among you; but that ye be perfectly joined 
together in the same mind and in the same judgment.” 
"e unity of the church is found in the truth of Jesus 
Christ. "at truth is revealed by Jesus’ name, which is 
the whole content of the scriptures. If anyone departs 
from that truth and divides 
from that truth, he is guilty of 
schism and division. "e truth 
unites; the lie divides.

Sword and Shield has not 
divided from the truth, but has 
taught the truth. Sword and 
Shield is not infallible and is 
certainly capable of error. But 
let anyone show in any article 
in any issue where Sword and 
Shield has taught a lie or doc-
trinal error or false doctrine or heresy.

What is more, Sword and Shield has promoted unity 
in the Protestant Reformed Churches by calling us to 
unity in the truth and united opposition to the lie. "e 
controversy in the denomination has been about a lie that 
departed from our Reformed confessions. "at is, the 
PRC taught, tolerated, and defended a departure from 
our Reformed confessions. You don’t have to take my 
word for it, as this was the explicit judgment of Synod 
2018: “Classis failed to deal with doctrinal error con-
tained in sermons [the appellant] protested to [a consis-
tory]. "e doctrinal error is that the believer’s good works 

are given a place and function that is out of harmony 
with the Reformed confessions” (Acts of Synod 2018, 61). 
Out of harmony with the Reformed confessions! "is 
means a departure from the Reformed confessions. "is 
means contrary to the Reformed confessions. "is means 
a division and a schism from the truth of the Reformed 
confessions. By calling us to repudiate the lie, Sword and 
Shield is calling us to unity in the truth of the Reformed 
confessions.

"e accusations of schism probably stem from people 
being stirred up by Sword and 
Shield. Yes, people are stirred 
up. I am happy about this, and 
I pray that we are stirred up 
even more. Stirred up, that is, 
to a greater love of the truth 
and greater hatred of the lie. 
People being stirred up is not 
schism. Peter wrote to stir up 
the minds of God’s people  
(2 Pet. 1:13; 3:1). "e church 
is called to be stirred up and 

to come awake from her spiritual sleep, her lethargy, her 
works of darkness (Rom. 13:11).

Schism? If it comes, it will not be by Sword and Shield, 
which is striving mightily by God’s grace for the unity of 
the denomination in the truth.

What then is the way forward for the Protestant 
Reformed Churches? It is this: We must not only all 
confess the same truth; we must also all condemn the 
same lie. "at is, the way forward is one of a speci!c and 
explicit !ght against our own lie. To this we will turn in 
the December issue, the Lord willing.

—AL

Schism? If it comes, it will not 
be by Sword and Shield, which 
is striving mightily by God’s 
grace for the unity of the 
denomination in the truth.

FROM THE EDITOR

R eformed Believers Publishing is excited to 
announce that plans have been completed for the 
!rst annual meeting of RBP. Here are the details:

Date and time: "ursday, October 15, 2020, at 
7:00 p.m.

Event location: "e business o&ce of Reformed 
Believers Publishing at 

325 84th St. SW, Suite 102
Byron Center, MI 49315

Speeches:
A Believer’s Paper: "e Freedom of Sword 

and Shield—Rev. A. Lanning

Remarks regarding Sword and Shield and 
RBP—Rev. M. VanderWal

Remarks regarding Sword and Shield and 
RBP—Rev. N. Langerak

Because there are currently restrictions on the num-
ber of people allowed for an indoor public gathering, 
the meeting will be an outdoor event held under a tent 
canopy. If you know you will be attending the annual 
meeting in person, please RSVP to o&ce@reformed 
believerspub.org by October 10. If you do not RSVP, you 
are still more than welcome to attend the meeting, but 
an RSVP will help the board plan adequate accommoda-
tions and refreshments.
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ignorant of God, and we must care for them and teach 
them. It requires that we give ourselves, that we abase 
ourselves, that we have the mind of Jesus Christ and not 
the mind of the Bethlehemites.

He comes to us in the form of the saints in need, in 
some trouble, in some a!iction, or in need of comfort.

To celebrate Christmas, we must abase ourselves.
"at as husbands we deny ourselves to please our 

wives, as Christ emptied himself for his church; yea, even 
as he is the head of his church and gives himself to his 
church in love.

"at as wives we submit to our husbands as the church 
submits to Christ.

"at as o#cebearers in the church we be servants of 
Christ and thus also of all who are Christ’s, not lording it 
over the heritage of Jesus Christ but ruling in wisdom and 
in humility and o$ering ourselves with the mind of Jesus 
Christ on behalf of the congregation.

Let every member of the body of Jesus Christ seek 
the advantage and salvation of the other members of the 
body of Jesus Christ.

Let us rejoice!
Out of joy and thankfulness for our salvation that 

came to us when Jesus was laid in a manger because there 
was no room for him in the inn.

—NJL

EDITORIAL

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY (5)

The Protestant Reformed Churches (PRC) are in 
the midst of internal doctrinal controversy. "e 
controversy is whether a grace principle or a works 

principle governs the believer’s conscious experience of 
salvation. In the lead-up to Synod 2018, the false doc-
trine was taught, tolerated, and defended that the believ-
er’s assurance and conscious enjoyment of salvation were 
due to his good works. Synod 2018, by the grace of God, 
exposed the doctrinal error in our midst and demon-
strated that the error militated against our Reformed con-
fessions. In the aftermath of Synod 2018, the churches 
remain divided over our evaluation of the error that was 
exposed by Synod 2018. Was that error conditional the-
ology, a lie out of hell, false doctrine, and heresy? Was it 
contrary to the Reformed confessions? Or was that error 
something much less, perhaps merely poor phrasing, con-
fusing language, and generally excusable mistakes? Did 
the error perhaps not actually contradict and deviate from 
the Reformed confessions? Such is the state of our doctri-
nal controversy today.

"is division in the PRC over our evaluation of Synod 
2018 is major. If the PRC cannot condemn the error as 
deadly false doctrine, then the PRC are not united as a 
denomination. Our unity is not only that we confess 
the truth positively together, but also that we condemn 
together every lie that militates against that truth. If some 
are condemning our error as a lie, and some are failing to 
condemn it as a lie, and yet others are maintaining that 

it was no lie, that is division. Worse, if the PRC cannot 
condemn the error as deadly false doctrine, then the PRC 
will remain susceptible to the error and will eventually 
embrace that particular lie as the truth.

"erefore, the urgent question for the PRC is, how 
can we be delivered from our error and thus come to the 
conclusion of our controversy? "e good news is that 
there is a way forward for a denomination that has erred 
and that is convulsed by doctrinal controversy. "e situa-
tion is not hopeless, and the controversy need not be end-
less. By God’s grace the Protestant Reformed Churches 
can come to blessed unity and peace in the truth. To this 
question we now turn: What is the way forward for the 
PRC in our present controversy?

2IßFLDO�,QVWUXFWLRQ
First, the way forward is o#cial instruction in the deci-
sions of Synod 2018. Such instruction is necessary for a 
denomination in the aftermath of major doctrinal deci-
sions. In controversy the churches’ work is not %nished 
with the meeting of synod. "e meeting of synod is really 
only the beginning of the churches’ o#cial work. At syn-
od the controversy is deliberated, judged, and decided. 
"ese synodical decisions are necessary as synod’s judg-
ment of the controversy in the light of God’s word as 
expressed in the Reformed confessions. Synod’s decisions 
declare what is true doctrine in the controversy and what 
is false doctrine in the controversy. When those decisions 
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are made according to the truth of God’s word, they are 
settled for the members of the denomination and bind-
ing on their consciences. "erefore, synod’s decisions are 
necessary for the settling of doctrinal controversy in the 
denomination.

However, the churches’ work is not %nished with the 
settled and binding decisions of synod. "ose decisions 
must be brought to the members of the denomination. 
"e churches must instruct the members in the mean-
ing of the decisions. "e members of the churches must 
know the doctrinal issues that came to synod. "e mem-
bers must be informed exactly what the controversy was 
about. "e members must be taught precisely what the 
doctrinal error was in the controversy. "e members must 
know exactly where the word of God and the confessions 
condemn that error as the lie. "ey must know precisely 
how that error militates against the truth. "ey must 
know the magnitude and the danger of that error, so that 
they abhor and repudiate that error. "e members must 
be taught exactly what is the true doctrine that stands 
over against the lie. "ey must be shown the beauty of 
that truth, which truth glori%es God and saves their souls. 
"e members must be reminded that we as churches are 
susceptible to error, as the controversy proved. "e mem-
bers must be encouraged to be on their guard against the 
error and to know and embrace the truth. Synod’s set-
tled and binding decisions are only the beginning of the 
churches’ work in settling doctrinal controversy. "ose 
decisions must also be delivered to the churches through 
o#cial instruction.

"is o#cial instruction of the members of the churches 
has biblical precedent. Acts 15 records a major doctrinal 
controversy in the early church. "e controversy was the 
age-old con&ict between the true doctrine of salvation by 
grace and the false doctrine of salvation by works. It was 
a controversy between the grace principle and the works 
principle of salvation. On one side were certain men 
who came to Antioch from Judea, teaching the brethren, 
“Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, 
ye cannot be saved” (v. 1). On the other side were Paul 
and Barnabas, who had no small dissension and dispu-
tation with those men. "e question in that controversy 
was whether the Gentiles had to keep the law of Moses 
in order to be saved. "e basic issue in the controversy, 
then, was whether salvation was by the keeping of the 
law—the works principle of salvation—or whether salva-
tion was by grace through faith in Jesus Christ—the grace 
principle of salvation. "e controversy was brought to an 
assembly of the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for their 
consideration, judgment, and decision. In the course of 
the deliberations, Peter expressed the doctrinal truth of 
the grace principle that carried the day: “We believe that 

through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we shall be 
saved, even as they” (v. 11). "e assembly of apostles and 
elders grounded their doctrine in the word of God. "e 
elder James quoted the prophecy of Amos to demonstrate 
that the salvation of the Gentiles was biblical: “To this 
agree the words of the prophets; as it is written…” (v. 15).

Having decided the controversy, the assembly at Jeru-
salem took steps to instruct the members of the churches 
in its decisions (Acts 15:22–35). "e assembly wrote a 
letter to the church in Antioch stating the decision of 
the assembly. "e assembly also sent an o#cial delegation 
to Antioch with the letter, which delegation consisted of 
Paul, Barnabas, Judas Barsabas, and Silas. When the del-
egation arrived in Antioch, the men gathered the multi-
tude of the church together and delivered the letter from 
the assembly. "e church in Antioch read the letter in 
the presence of the delegation. Judas and Silas exhorted 
the brethren and con%rmed them, apparently regarding 
the doctrine that had just been upheld by the assembly 
in Jerusalem. Later, when Paul and Silas went through 
the churches that had been established on Paul’s previ-
ous missionary journey, they instructed the churches in 
the decisions of the Jerusalem assembly. “As they went 
through the cities, they delivered them the decrees for to 
keep, that were ordained of the apostles and elders which 
were at Jerusalem. And so were the churches established 
in the faith, and increased in number daily” (16:4–5). All 
of this demonstrates the care and pains that the apostles 
and the Jerusalem assembly took to instruct the members 
of the churches in the decisions of the assembly.

So also the Protestant Reformed Churches must move 
forward in our controversy by the o#cial instruction of 
the members of the churches in the decisions of Synod 
2018. "e churches have begun this o#cial instruction 
through the printing and distribution of the Acts of Synod 
2018. Every household in the PRC has or could have a 
copy of these decisions. "is is a good start, but much 
more could and should be done by the churches. Because 
the oversight and instruction of the congregation is the 
responsibility of the consistory, consistories should take 
the lead in instructing their members in the decisions of 
Synod 2018. For example, the consistory could host a 
public reading of the decisions of Synod 2018 to the con-
gregation over the course of several designated evenings, 
just as the letter from the Jerusalem assembly was read 
in the presence of the delegation from Jerusalem. "e 
Acts of Synod 2018 may be in every household, but per-
haps there are members who have not yet gotten around 
to reading the Acts. Perhaps there are members who are 
daunted by the Acts and who do not know where to begin 
in trying to digest the controversy. A public reading of 
the decisions would at least ensure that the members of 
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the congregation have heard %rsthand from the Acts what 
was actually decided. "ey will hear from that reading 
what the doctrinal issues are, what the doctrinal error 
was, and what the truth is over against the error. Very 
likely, the congregation’s gathering together to hear the 
decisions read will spark conversation and further study 
together. If nothing else, the consistory will signal by this 
public reading that it is good and holy for members of 
the churches to hear about the controversy, to read about 
it, and to discuss it together. Members who perhaps have 
been under the mistaken impression that silence is the 
holiest approach to the controversy will be liberated to 
read, hear, learn, understand, and confess the truth as it is 
being sharpened through the controversy.

Consistories can be as creative as they would like and 
go into as much depth as they deem bene%cial for their 
members. During the reading of the decisions, consisto-
ries might highlight certain pages, passages, phrases, and 
words that are especially important for understanding the 
controversy. Because synod rightly grounded its decisions 
in the Reformed confessions without explicitly citing 
the scripture passages upon which those confessions are 
based, a consistory might prepare a list of biblical passages 
for its members as a kind of compendium to synod’s deci-
sions. A consistory might ask its pastor to give a speech or 
a brief summary of the decisions. Neighboring consisto-
ries might work together to host a speech by a professor 
or even to host a conference for a day or a weekend with 
a panel of speakers. A consistory might even overture 
synod to ask synod to host a speech or a conference that 
could be livestreamed to the denomination. "e possibil-
ities are endless, but the point is that consistories should 
take the lead in the o#cial instruction of their members 
in the decisions of Synod 2018. "rough this o#cial 
instruction, under the blessing of God, the members of 
the PRC can come a long way in our understanding of 
the doctrines and decisions of Synod 2018, and thus can 
come a long way toward unity in our evaluation of those 
decisions. As did the Jerusalem assembly, let us gather the 
multitude together and deliver the epistle, which when 
we have read, we shall rejoice for the consolation (Acts 
15:30–31). And so shall the churches be established in 
the faith (16:5).

3ROHPLFV
Second, the way forward for the Protestant Reformed 
Churches is polemics against our own error. Polemics is 
%ghting. Polemics is %ghting against the lie that militates 
against the truth. Polemics is the order of the day for the 
PRC. Our polemical activity, our %ghting, must not be 
general or external. Our %ght must be speci%c and inter-
nal. Our polemics must be against ourselves. "at is, the 

PRC must %ght against the lie that has been among us 
and that has troubled us. Our %ght against ourselves must 
be vigorous. It must be a %ght to the death, so to speak. 
One principle must prevail, and the other principle must 
be vanquished, driven from the %eld, and destroyed in 
the PRC.

"e calling to %ght is unpopular. "e calling to %ght 
against ourselves is especially unpopular. Fighting, espe-
cially %ghting ourselves, is painful. Besides, it seems 
backward that the solution to a doctrinal controversy is 
to press the controversy. It seems that if we want to come 
to the end of this controversy, we must not keep %ghting, 
but we must stop %ghting. Polemics would only seem to 
in&ame the controversy, not settle it.

In spite of its unpopularity, polemics against the lie is 
necessary. Now is not the time to cease hostilities, but to 
dig in and to bear down in this %ght. Certainly, let our 
%ght not be personal and bitter. Certainly, let us work 
together in this %ght against the lie. But let us %ght. And 
let us %ght harder!

"e church and her members are called to %ght 
against the lie in our midst. Fighting the lie is not merely 
an option for the church that she may take or leave at 
her convenience. Fighting the lie is her solemn obligation 
before God. "e church and her members are exhorted, 
“Ye should earnestly contend for the faith which was once 
delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3). Contending is %ght-
ing and that earnestly. "e faith which was once delivered 
unto the saints is the truth of the word of God. "ere-
fore, contending for the faith means %ghting against the 
lie that compromises the truth, opposes the truth, and 
thus denies the truth. "is is the polemical calling of the 
church. She must be a contending, %ghting church.

"e church is called to %ght because her God is a %ght-
ing God who hates the lie. Jehovah “is the Rock, his work 
is perfect: for all his ways are judgment: a God of truth 
and without iniquity, just and right is he” (Deut. 32:4). 
Jehovah contends against the lie through Jesus Christ, 
who is the truth, the Word made &esh, who came to the 
earth to %ght. "e Prince of peace, who brings the peace 
of heaven to God’s elect people through his death and 
resurrection, did not come to send peace on the earth, 
but a sword (Matt. 10:34). "e Prince of peace came to 
%ght. He came to tell the truth and, telling that truth, 
to %ght the lie and the Liar (John 8:44–45). Wherever 
the Prince of peace goes by his gospel throughout the 
earth, there follows peace with God for his people but 
warfare and contention against the lie and the Liar. So 
also the church that the Captain of our salvation gathers 
to himself is a %ghting church. She is the church mili-
tant. In Jesus Christ she is the seed of the woman, who is 
at enmity with the seed of the serpent (Gen. 3:15). She 
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wears the whole armor of God (Eph. 6:11–20), and she 
is saved by Jehovah, the shield of her help and the sword 
of her excellency (Deut. 33:29). In the great battle of the 
ages, she prevails through Jesus Christ her savior, so that 
her enemies are found liars unto her, and she treads upon 
their high places (v. 29).

For the PRC this means that our solemn obligation 
before God is to %ght against the lie that has been exposed 
in our midst. When synod said there was “doctrinal error” 
among us that “compromises the gospel of Jesus Christ” 
(Acts of Synod 2018, 61, 70), that was a call to arms for 
us. "e faith which was once delivered unto the saints 
was compromised by us, and we must now “earnestly 
contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the 
saints” (Jude 3). When the lie is exposed, God calls to the 
church, “Contend! Fight!”

"e question is not, do we 
feel like %ghting? "e question 
is not, will %ghting be pleasant 
for us? "e question is only this, 
was the truth compromised? 
"en we are called to %ght the 
lie that compromised the truth.

"e church’s condemnation 
of the lie is an integral part of 
her confession of the truth. By 
its very nature the truth stands 
opposed to the lie. By its very 
nature the truth is antithetical. 
"e truth that a man is justi%ed 
by the faith of Jesus Christ stands opposed to the lie that 
a man is justi%ed by the works of the law (Gal. 2:16). "e 
truth that God’s blessing rests upon those who are of faith 
stands opposed to the lie that God’s blessing rests upon 
those who are of the works of the law (3:9–10). "erefore, 
the church that confesses the truth must also condemn the 
lie. If the church does not condemn the lie, her confession 
of the truth will be swallowed up by the lie, just as Israel’s 
toleration of the Canaanite altars led to her being swal-
lowed up by Canaanite idolatry (Judges 2:1–5).

How does the church %ght against the lie? First, the 
church %ghts the lie by identifying and exposing the lie 
as a lie. "e nature of a lie is that it masquerades as the 
truth. "e lie cloaks itself in the language of the truth 
so that it can pass itself o$ as the truth. "e lie deceives 
so that those who tolerate and embrace the lie do not 
know that it is the lie but think that it is the truth. False 
apostles and deceitful workers transform themselves into 
the apostles of Christ; and no wonder, for Satan himself 
is transformed into an angel of light (2 Cor. 11:13–15). 

"e church contends against this deception by exposing 
the lie for what it is. She knows all truth from the word 
of God and judges all things in the light of that word (1 
Cor. 2:12, 15). By this word she is able to discern the 
truth from the lie. By this word she is even able to try 
those who say they are apostles and are not and %nd them 
liars (Rev. 2:2).

Second, the church %ghts against the lie by condemn-
ing the lie. It is not enough only to identify and expose 
the lie; the church must also condemn the lie and repu-
diate it. When the apostle rebuked the Galatians for their 
toleration and acceptance of the Judaizers’ error, he con-
demned the error as “another gospel: which is not another” 
(Gal. 1:6–7). He condemned the error as “pervert[ing] 
the gospel of Christ” (v. 7). He pronounced a curse and 

an anathema upon those who 
would teach the error (vv. 8–9). 
Indeed, the entire epistle stands 
as one sustained condemnation 
of the Judaizers’ error.

So also today the church 
%ghts the lie by condemning 
the lie. She calls it the lie, hates 
it as the lie, repudiates it as the 
lie, and puts it out as the lie. 
She sets her sights on the lie 
and raises her spiritual weapons 
against it. In her sermons she 
%ghts the lie by bringing God’s 
word to bear against the lie, 

exposing it as the lie against the truth, and condemning 
it as antithetical to God and Christ. In the hearts of her 
members, there is revulsion of the lie, hatred of the lie, 
and zeal against the lie. In her ecclesiastical assemblies she 
discerns the lie and judges righteous judgment against it. 
In her writings she is speci%c and explicit so that there is 
no ignorance about the wickedness of the lie. In her heart 
and by her words, and according to the word of God, the 
church %ghts the lie by condemning the lie.

It is especially in the matter of polemics against the 
lie that the PRC must yet make progress in our contro-
versy. "ere has been a tendency among us to minimize 
the seriousness of our doctrinal error. "at minimizing 
of our error is deadly and will lead to the demise of our 
denomination, just as the minimizing of false doctrine 
has led to the demise of many other denominations in the 
history of the church. It is time that we stop minimizing 
our error and instead reject the error. To this we will turn 
next time, the Lord willing.

—AL

The good news is that there is a 
way forward for a denomination 
that has erred and that 
is convulsed by doctrinal 
controversy. The situation is not 
hopeless, and the controversy 
need not be endless.
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that he gives to us in the covenant and church and home 
and school. It is all his, and he gives us to labor in it.

!e work of the Lord is the work of the church insti-
tute. It is the work of preaching the gospel to all nations. 
!e work of the Lord is the preaching of the gospel, both 
in the established churches and on the mission "elds. It is 
the work of training men to be gospel preachers. It is the 
work of administering the sacraments. It is the work of the 
church in discipline and in ruling the church by the elders. 
It is the work of the deacons in taking up and distributing 
the alms. !is is the great and central work of the Lord.

!e work of the Lord is the work of the entire life of 
the believer. It is the work of the daily "ght against sin, the 
daily sorrow over sin, the daily renewed zeal to "ght against 
sin and to live a life of holiness to the Lord. !e work to 
confess the truth and to reject the lie. It is the enduring of 
persecution and mockery for the sake of the gospel.

It is the work of a man who labors to support his fam-
ily and the poor and the causes of the church, the school, 
the covenant, and the kingdom of Jesus Christ. It is the 
work of raising our children in the fear and admonition of 
the Lord in the truth. Mothers at home, who shun careers 
in the world, are laboring in the work of the Lord. It is 

the work of the mother teaching her children at home the 
truth of God’s covenant and the vanity of seeking this life.

!is includes importantly the Protestant Reformed 
schools. It is the work of the teachers in the Protestant 
Reformed Christian schools to teach our children God’s 
covenant.

Establish thou the work of our hands; yea, the work 
of our hands, establish thou it. Except Jehovah build the 
house, they labor in vain who build it.

And so make us glad and satisfy us early with thy 
mercy, so that we, in the midst of this life of labor and 
sorrow, may rejoice and be glad all our days—in the Lord 
and because of his beauty and glory and work—knowing 
that our labors are not in vain in the Lord.

And he does establish our work. Moses prays twice for 
the same thing. Not in doubt but in the assurance of faith 
that the Lord will establish it. !e prayer of faith rooted 
in the truth of God and of his everlasting covenant and 
made sure in the cross of Jesus Christ.

He is our dwelling place in all generations. From ever-
lasting to everlasting he is God—our God—and we are 
his people.

—NJL

EDITORIAL 

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY (6)

Introduction
!roughout the summer and fall, these editorials have been 
explaining the present controversy in the Protestant Re-
formed Churches (PRC). !e controversy is whether the 
believer’s fellowship with God is by works or by grace. Or, 
as these editorials have put it, the controversy is whether a 
grace principle or a works principle governs the believer’s 
conscious experience of salvation and fellowship with God. 

In the last regular issue, I began to lay out the path 
forward for the PRC to come to the end of our contro-
versy and to be united in the truth. !e "rst calling is for 
the churches o#cially to instruct their members in syn-
od’s decisions regarding the controversy. !e churches’ 
work is not "nished when synod has made a decision 
regarding doctrine. !at decision must yet be brought to 
the churches for their con"rmation and establishment in 
the faith. !is is the pattern given to us by the Holy Spirit 
following the Jerusalem council. 

22.  !en pleased it the apostles and elders, with 
the whole church, to send chosen men of 

their own company to Antioch with Paul and 
Barnabas; namely, Judas surnamed Barsabas, 
and Silas, chief men among the brethren:

23.  And they wrote letters by them after this 
manner…

30.  So when they were dismissed, they came to 
Antioch: and when they had gathered the 
multitude together, they delivered the epistle:

31.  Which when they had read, they rejoiced for 
the consolation.

32.  And Judas and Silas, being prophets also 
themselves, exhorted the brethren with many 
words, and con"rmed them.

33.  And after they had tarried there a space, they 
were let go in peace from the brethren unto 
the apostles.

4.  And as they went through the cities, they 
delivered them the decrees for to keep, that 
were ordained of the apostles and elders which 
were at Jerusalem.
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5.  And so were the churches established in the 
faith, and increased in number daily.

 (Acts 15:22–23, 30–33; 16:4–5)

!ere is plenty of instruction possible, for our present 
controversy has come to "ve synods since 2016. If consis-
tories want to begin with only one synod, they could prof-
itably bring to their members Synod 2018, which dealt 
extensively with many of the threads of the controversy.

!e second calling, which can be pursued right along-
side the "rst, is that the churches "ght against our own lie, 
which means "ghting against our own selves. In order to 
"nish the controversy, we must engage in the controversy. 
In order to come to the end of our "ght, we must not stop 
"ghting but "ght harder. !is calling to engage in inter-
nal polemics stands over against the idea that peace will 
be found through silence. Jesus Christ is our peace, and 
the lie has no place with him. Peace in the churches will 
not be achieved by "nding a way for the grace principle 
and the works principle to live in silent harmony in the 
churches, but by the grace principle driving out the works 
principle. If anyone has been under the impression that 
it is gossip to discuss the controversy or that it is schis-
matic to speak against our own doctrinal errors where 
and when they appear, then remember how publicly the 
prophets and apostles spoke against false doctrine. It is 
not gossip or schism to speak about our own errors, to 
discuss them with family and friends on the phone and 
over co$ee, to condemn them in the strongest terms, to 
abhor them, and to glory in the truth over against them. 
Our calling over against our error is not to keep silent but 
to "ght with might and main for the faith. Our calling is 
earnestly to contend for the faith: “Beloved, when I gave 
all diligence to write unto you of the common salvation, 
it was needful for me to write unto you, and exhort you 
that ye should earnestly contend for the faith which was 
once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3).

In the last editorial, I promised to turn our attention 
to the ways that we have minimized our doctrinal error 
as churches. In the meantime, Rev. Nathan Langerak has 
taken up that argument powerfully in his defense of Sword 
and Shield, which article occurs elsewhere in this issue. I 
highly recommend that article to our readership, with the 
prayer that God may use it to open our eyes to the danger 
in our churches and to the necessity of Sword and Shield.

In this editorial I continue to lay out the way forward 
for the Protestant Reformed Churches.

Repent
!e way forward for the Protestant Reformed Churches 
is repentance. Let all of the members of the PRC, all of 
the o#cebearers, all of the men and women, the young 
and the old, hear this call: Repent.

Repent!
We are a denomination that has compromised the 

gospel of Jesus Christ. We are a denomination that has 
displaced the perfect work of Christ. We are a denomina-
tion that has compromised the truth of the unconditional 
covenant. We are a denomination that has compromised 
the truth of justi"cation by faith alone. 

Do we know this? Do we believe this? We compro-
mised the truth of justi"cation by faith alone! False 
churches compromise the truth of justi"cation by faith 
alone. Rome compromises the truth of justi"cation by 
faith alone. And the Protestant Reformed Churches com-
promised the truth of justi"cation by faith alone.

Repent!
Our compromise of the gospel was sin. Among other 

sins, it was the sin of lying, for we took the beautiful truth 
of Jesus Christ and his perfect work and twisted it into the 
grotesque lie of man’s works obtaining gifts from God. By 
teaching, defending, and tolerating this lie for years, the 
PRC did what God accused the prophets of Jerusalem of 
doing: walking in lies (Jer. 23:14).

De we know this? Do we believe this? !e PRC walked 
in lies! !e lie of false doctrine is a disgusting sin. God calls 
it spiritual adultery (v. 14). Even in our sex-saturated and 
divorce-riddled culture, we still "nd adultery to be a gross 
sin. !is is how gross false doctrine is to God. Even more, 
God says regarding the lying prophets of Jerusalem and 
all whose wicked hands were strengthened by them that 
“they are all of them unto me as Sodom, and the inhabi-
tants thereof as Gomorrah” (v. 14). How revolting were the 
homosexuals of Sodom, who were so "lled with Sodomite 
lust that even after the angels struck them with blindness, 
they still wearied themselves to "nd Lot’s door so that they 
could force themselves on his guests. !is is how revolting 
the teachers of false doctrine and the pupils of false doctrine 
are to God. And the PRC taught and learned false doctrine.

Repent!
Our compromise of the gospel was a sin of the entire 

denomination and not merely of a few individuals. It was 
a sin of the denomination through the o#cial decisions 
of classis, which, among other things, defended false 
doctrine by not sustaining appeals against that doctrine, 
adopted false doctrine by approving the work of the com-
mittee that wrote the doctrinal statement, and lied about 
an appellant by falsifying her words. 

Our compromise of the gospel was also a sin of the 
denomination through the attitude of many toward the 
controversy. Many dismissed the controversy as a clash 
of personalities or as a Grand Rapids problem that didn’t 
a$ect anyone else or as a debate merely about words. 
!e gospel was at stake for the entire denomination, but 
many of us yawned it o$ as no big deal.
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Our compromise of the gospel was also a sin of the 
denomination through the awful leadership of our min-
isters, elders, and professors. !is is not any disrespect 
to our o#cebearers, who are appointed of God to their 
o#ces. !is is simply a recognition of the fact that we 
o#cebearers did not lead the sheep well through this con-
troversy. We who are watchmen were slow to recognize 
the danger, we were too often silent when the danger was 
identi"ed, and we often played the part of the enemy by 
promoting and defending the lie and the liars. In fact, 
it is not impossible that some of the o#cebearers in the 
PRC through this controversy are actually wolves them-
selves, who have spoken perverse things against the truth 
of the gospel to draw away disciples after them. Don’t be 
shocked that this might be the case, for Christ’s apostle 
told us it would happen. In a life-and-death battle for the 
gospel of Jesus Christ, it behooves us as a denomination 
to be on the lookout for wolves in our midst.

28. Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to 
all the %ock, over the which the Holy Ghost 
hath made you overseers, to feed the church 
of God, which he hath purchased with his 
own blood.

29. For I know this, that after my departing shall 
grievous wolves enter in among you, not spar-
ing the %ock.

30. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speak-
ing perverse things, to draw away disciples 
after them.

31. !erefore watch, and remember, that by the 
space of three years I ceased not to warn every 
one night and day with tears.

32.  And now, brethren, I commend you to God, and 
to the word of his grace, which is able to build 
you up, and to give you an inheritance among 
all them which are sancti"ed. (Acts 20:28–32)

Our compromise of the gospel was also a sin of the 
denomination through our wicked assumption that the 
protestants and appellants in the controversy were trou-
blemakers. To this day, men and women in the PRC hate 
those humble saints who took a stand for the truth. Even 
after these protestants and appellants have been proven 
right, and even after God used them to preserve the gospel 
among us, men and women still speak of these protestants 
only to revile them and to tell the most slanderous stories 
about them. You protestants and appellants who have been 
reviled by the PRC for your defense of the gospel, you are 
blessed. Our Lord himself said so: “Blessed are ye, when 
men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all 
manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and 
be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for 

so persecuted they the prophets which were before you” 
(Matt. 5:11–12). But we Protestant Reformed members 
who have both secretly and openly reviled the protestants, 
we are not blessed. We have murdered God’s people in our 
hearts and with our tongues. Our land is full of their blood, 
and our house is ripe for the judgment of God. “!en said 
he unto me, !e iniquity of the house of Israel and Judah 
is exceeding great, and the land is full of blood, and the city 
full of perverseness: for they say, !e L&'( hath forsaken 
the earth, and the L&'( seeth not. And as for me also, 
mine eye shall not spare, neither will I have pity, but I will 
recompense their way upon their head” (Ezek. 9:9–10).

Do we know this? Do we believe this? As a body of 
churches united in a denomination, we share corporate 
responsibility for our compromise of the gospel. !ere 
may be no excuse by an individual that the controversy 
has nothing to do with him. Let the man who makes such 
an excuse reproach himself and be ashamed. Let him ask 
himself how his love for the gospel could be so cold that 
when the gospel was compromised in his own denomina-
tion, he said, “But that has nothing to do with me.” Let 
him ask himself how his love for his God and his brethren 
could be so cold that when men were compromising the 
gospel to their own destruction, he said, “But that is their 
problem, for I’ve always believed the right thing.”

Repent!
What is this repentance for our sin of compromising 

the gospel? It is to hear and to receive the rebuke of God’s 
word against our sin as a sword-thrust through our hearts. 
When we read in the Acts of Synod 2018 that “Classis East 
failed to deal with doctrinal error” (61), that is a rebuke 
to every single member of the PRC. On the basis of God’s 
truth, synod speaks through the months and years to us 
as we sit here today and says, “You did this!” Repentance 
is to hear that rebuke and to be pricked in our hearts 
(Acts 2:37). Repentance is to hear that rebuke and to be 
exposed by it, to be searched out and opened up by it (Ps. 
139:23–24). Repentance is to hear that rebuke and to be 
pierced and divided by the word, even to the discerning 
of the thoughts and intents of our hearts (Heb. 4:12).

Being pricked by the rebuke of God’s word, we sor-
row after a godly sort and are sorry after a godly manner 
(2 Cor. 7:9, 11). We cry and weep, though not with the 
empty sorrow and tears of the world, which are sel"sh 
and vain. Rather, we sorrow that we have sinned against 
our God. We compromised his gospel! How dare we! We 
displaced the perfect work of his Christ! How dare we! 
We compromised the truth of the unconditional covenant 
and justi"cation by faith alone, both of which are rooted 
in the cross of his Son! How dare we! We have sinned, and 
we have sinned against our God! “Against thee, thee only, 
have I sinned, and done this evil in thy sight” (Ps. 51:4).
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Do we know this? Do we believe this? Our repentance 
as a denomination must be holy sorrow and must not be 
accompanied by a rickety wheelbarrow full of holey excuses. 
Repentance is defenseless, not defensive. Repentance says, 
“For I acknowledge my transgressions: and my sin is ever 
before me” (v. 3). Repentance does not say, “For I acknowl-
edge my transgressions, but in my defense…” Excuses dull 
the heart of the child of God and dampen his spiritual sen-
sitivity. Excuses steal the word away from the child of God, 
which word exposes him for his pro"t, and replace the word 
with man’s own earthly reasoning, which reasoning self-jus-
ti"es him unto his destruction. A Reformed denomination 
that has walked in lies cannot hide her shame under the rot-
ten rags of her excuses, for her rags are full of holes. Mem-
bers of the Protestant Reformed Churches, rend your hearts.

Repent!
Away with the excuse that the protests and appeals 

were too long. After Classis East had failed to deal with 
doctrinal error, thus defending and tolerating the com-
promising of the gospel; after Classis East itself had 
displaced the perfect work of Christ by its doctrinal state-
ment; and while an appeal against the heresy of Classis 
East was coming to Synod 2018; the popular mind of the 
PRC, as represented in the Standard Bearer, could only be 
roused to say this about it all:

Also at Synod are four protests of statements or 
actions of the Synod of 2017, and an appeal of 
a decision of a classis. !ese protests make up 
264 pages of the 427-page agenda. Synod may be 
forced to appoint a study committee to address 
the problem of ballooning protests and appeals. 
!ere is no good reason that protests or appeals 
should number in the scores, much less hun-
dreds of pages. All consistories are willing in good 
faith to assist members so that they can bring the 
clearest, most precise protest/appeal with all the 
supporting documents needed. It is positively 
detrimental to overload the ecclesiastical assem-
blies with a mountain of documents. To put it 
into perspective, how many of us recently picked 
up a book of 427 pages, and not only read it in a 
month, but studied it in order to be quali"ed to 
discuss and make decisions on its content? !at is 
what we are asking all the delegates to synod to do. 
(Russell Dykstra, “PRC Synod 2018, Agenda,” 
Standard Bearer 94, no. 16 [May 15, 2018]: 367)

While the denomination was actively walking in lies! 
While the denomination was busy selling its Reformed 
heritage of sound doctrine for the sickly poison of sal-
vation by works! And what were we revolted by? Not 
by the error! Not by that false doctrine that stank of the 

brimstone of the pit! No, we were revolted that the doc-
uments were too long. And so important did we consider 
that point that it was the one and only thing that we 
could say about all of the controversial material coming 
to Synod 2018. But true repentance does not and will not 
cast blame on the protestants’ documents.

Repent!
Away with the excuse that the doctrines were too 

deep. After Synod 2018 had condemned the lie and had 
set forth the truth, a popular explanation of the doctrinal 
issue included this:

Let it be stated at the outset—these are some 
deep theological waters, for many of the terms in 
the controversy have not been de"ned in Protes-
tant Reformed theology or even discussed in the 
Reformed confessions. !e experience of cove-
nant fellowship? !e enjoyment of covenant fel-
lowship? Are these the same as simply “covenant 
fellowship”? How is our experience of or enjoy-
ment of fellowship with God related to a life 
of obedience? (Russell Dykstra, “Synod 2018: 
Obedience and Covenant Fellowship,” Standard 
Bearer 94, no. 18 [July 2018]: 415)

Whatever theological questions may have been raised 
in the course of the controversy, the heart of the issue 
was as simple and as clear as could be: Is fellowship with 
God by works or by grace? I daresay most elementary 
school children in the denomination could answer with-
out hesitation: “By grace!” !e appellant—a housewife 
and mother in Israel—understood the controversy in its 
simplest terms from the beginning: “So the essential ques-
tion that needs to be answered is this: Is our experience 
of the covenant conditional or not?” (Acts 2018, 103–4). 
It should be instinctive for members of the Protestant 
Reformed Churches to answer that question, “No! Noth-
ing about the covenant is conditional!” !e problem in the 
controversy is not that the doctrines are too deep to under-
stand. Oh, yes, certainly, it is necessary to study, to read, 
to analyze, to meditate, to pray. Even the simplest theology 
cannot very well be digested and comprehended during 
commercials between innings. But the doctrinal issue itself 
is the ABC’s of the gospel and the 123’s of the covenant: 
Fellowship with God is by grace and is unconditional. For 
us to say, after the fact, that we compromised the gospel 
because the theology was so deep is just an excuse, and a 
rather silly one at that. !e controversy did not reveal that 
the theology is too deep, but that our denomination is too 
shallow. Beware lest we fall into a puddle and drown.

Repent!
Away with the excuse that the decisions of Synod 2018 

constitute the repentance of the Protestant Reformed 
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Churches. !is is perhaps the most popular of all our 
excuses. When someone calls for the PRC to repent of 
our false doctrine, almost immediately someone else calls 
back, “But we already did that. Synod 2018 corrected the 
error, and now it is "nished.” It is true that God gave the 
PRC a marvelous victory of the truth over the lie at Synod 
2018. It is true that Synod 2018 set forth true doctrine 
over against the false doctrine that had infected the PRC. 
But as important and good as synod’s decision was, syn-
od’s decision is not repentance. Your repentance and mine 
does not happen on the pages of synod’s paper but in our 
hearts. Repentance is a piercing and pricking and expos-
ing and dividing and rending of our hearts. Repentance 
is sorrowing and prostrating and confessing in our hearts. 

Not only that, but when a denomination compro-
mises the gospel with such vigor for so long, she has a 
serious spiritual problem. She does not compromise the 
gospel out of the blue, but her compromise of the gos-
pel is a symptom of an existing spiritual problem. What 
is our existing problem in the PRC? Is it that we have 
lost our "rst love (Rev. 2:4) and that we received not the 
love of the truth (2 !ess. 2:10)? !at would explain the 
strong delusion sent upon us, that we should believe a 
lie (v. 11). Is it that our denomination has grown tired 
of being hated of all men for Jesus’ name’s sake (Matt. 
10:22) and that we are "nally ready for all men to speak 
well of us (Luke 6:26)? !at would explain our toleration 
of false prophets (Luke 6:26). Is it that our hearts are 
waxen fat with the pleasures of this earth (Deut. 31:20; 
32:15)? !at would explain why we forsook God who 
made us and lightly esteemed the Rock of our salvation 
by displacing his perfect work (Deut. 32:15). What is it 
with you and with me? What is it with our denomina-
tion? Don’t point to Synod 2018 as the end of the mat-
ter, but as the beginning of our spiritual self-examination 
and repentance.

Not only that, but it is possible for a denomination to 
have a right decision without living up to that decision. 
She makes her decision more or less because she feels she 
has to, but she immediately moves on from her decision as 
though it were a distraction from the real problem that she 
imagines in the churches. From the very beginning of our 
controversy, there were Protestant Reformed men propos-
ing that our real problem in the PRC is antinomianism. 
!ese men were rebu$ed time and again at synods. !ese 
men could not move on fast enough from Synod 2018. 
Now let the PRC listen and read. You will hear once again 
men gnashing their teeth on supposed antinomians. A new 
project in the PRC is getting underway to hunt antinomi-
ans, which is just the continuation of the old project that 
was interrupted for a spell by synod. !at project reveals 
impenitence and unbelief with regard to the gospel. Don’t 

point to Synod 2018 as the end of the matter, but live up 
to that decision as the revelation of the true doctrinal error 
in the PRC. Not antinomianism but works righteousness.

Repent!
!e repentance of the PRC will show itself. Repen-

tance is always manifest in the actions of the penitent 
child of God. He does not have to be dragged to repent, 
step by step, sullen and recalcitrant all the while. He does 
not take umbrage at one who rebukes his sin. He does 
not respond to a rebuke with the observation that his 
rebuker has sin as well. When he does repent, he does 
not merely say a few words and shed a few tears, which 
are easy, and then carry on with his sin, which is easier. 
He does not repent as a ploy to make a counter-charge 
against another, playing the game of, “Here’s my apology; 
now where’s yours?” Rather, he is grieved by his sin and 
ashamed of his sin; he bemoans his sin; and he turns from 
his sin. An onlooker does not even have cause to won-
der whether the penitent child of God is truly sorry, for 
the repentant sinner leads the charge against his own sin. 
Christ’s apostle describes it thus:

9.  Now I rejoice, not that ye were made sorry, 
but that ye sorrowed to repentance: for ye 
were made sorry after a godly manner, that ye 
might receive damage by us in nothing.

10.  For godly sorrow worketh repentance to sal-
vation not to be repented of: but the sorrow 
of the world worketh death.

11.  For behold this selfsame thing, that ye sorrowed 
after a godly sort, what carefulness it wrought in 
you, yea, what clearing of yourselves, yea, what 
indignation, yea, what fear, yea, what vehement 
desire, yea, what zeal, yea, what revenge! In all 
things ye have approved yourselves to be clear 
in this matter. (2 Cor. 7:9–11)

To illustrate this, imagine that the PRC had fallen 
into the false doctrine of evolution. Imagine that a Prot-
estant Reformed minister taught evolution repeatedly 
in sermons, that consistories and a classis defended and 
tolerated those sermons, that a classis wrote a doctrinal 
statement that also taught evolution, and that "nally a 
synod declared that evolution was a doctrinal error that 
was out of harmony with the confessions. What would 
the response of the PRC be to such a decision? Would 
we draw "ne distinctions between error, false doctrine, 
and heresy and try to "t evolution into one box but not 
the others? Would we declare that, although the doctrinal 
error was out of harmony with the confessions, it did not 
contradict the confessions? Would we allow the minister 
to teach evolution again, and then start the whole pro-
cess of defending and tolerating his errors all over again? 
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Would we allow the men who wrote the doctrinal state-
ment in favor of evolution and the men of the classis that 
approved such a thing to melt away into the background, 
only for them to reappear as church visitors and presi-
dents of synods? And on the other hand would we badger 
and hound and "nally kill the servants who called us to 
repentance? If we did all of that, we should not be sur-
prised if an onlooker would conclude that our denomi-
nation was not repentant for our sin of false doctrine. We 
should not be surprised if an onlooker would conclude 
that we had uncircumcised ears (Jer. 6:10), that we had 
hard and impenitent hearts (Rev. 2:5), and that we were a 
spiritually adulterous denomination: “Such is the way of 
an adulterous woman; she eateth, and wipeth her mouth, 
and saith, I have done no wickedness” (Prov. 30:20).

However, if we were truly repentant, we would be 
"lled with zeal and indignation against ourselves. An 
onlooker would not even have time to tell us how to 
rid ourselves of the error of evolution, for we would be 
exacting godly revenge against ourselves in holy fear. We 
would be deposing o#cebearers who taught and defended 
evolution. We would be insisting on the preaching and 

teaching of the truth of creation. We would be clamor-
ing for our seminary and our magazines to teach us the 
truth and to condemn the lie. We would probably even 
start a new magazine that would have a special interest in 
the controversy. Pierced with the rebuke of our sin, sorry 
before God for our transgression, we would bring forth 
fruits meet for repentance (Matt. 3:8).

Which of those scenarios best describes the Protestant 
Reformed Churches, "ve years into our actual controversy?

Repent!
Let everyone hear this call: Repent.
And let everyone that has been pierced by the word 

and brought by God to smite upon his thigh in sorrow 
for his sin be bound up with the balm of his Savior:

28.  Come unto me, all ye that labour and are 
heavy laden, and I will give you rest.

29.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for 
I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall 
"nd rest unto your souls.

30.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. 
(Matt. 11:28–30)

—AL

FROM THE EDITOR

We are seven months and ten issues into the pub-
lication of Sword and Shield. We marvel at how 
God has cleared the way for our little maga-

zine. Being mere men, it is hard for us to see the whole 
battle"eld and our exact place in it. But I would have to 
guess that Sword and Shield is somewhere near the fore-
front of the battle lines in its contention against error and 
its stand for the truth. I say that because Satan’s attacks 
against the magazine have rained down hard and heavy 
from the "rst issue and continue unabated as this tenth 
issue goes to press. I say that also because the doctrines 
that Sword and Shield deals with are at the very heart of 
the gospel. Whether we are actually near the forefront of 
the battle or whether we are only in a distant skirmish 
somewhere, our Lord directs the battle and gives us the 
privilege to "ght where and when he pleases.

Satan, of course, doesn’t really care about Sword and 
Shield. He has seen hundreds of magazines come and go 
in his time. But he hates with unholy anger the cause 
of Sword and Shield, which is Jesus Christ and his truth. 
Satan makes war against Christ because God himself put 
enmity between the Seed of the woman and the seed of 
the serpent. Where the cause of Christ appears, there 
Satan must go to make war against him.

To all of the members of Reformed Believers Publish- 

ing, to the board members, to the readers, and to the writ-
ers, take heart when you see the gates of hell assembled 
against our paper. Christ has called us to the battle, and he 
goes before us valiantly and victoriously. !e white horse 
of the gospel truth rides forth conquering and to conquer 
(Rev. 6:2). God’s truth is the unbreakable shield and buck-
ler of his people, so that armored in his truth, they are not 
afraid for the terror by night, nor for the arrow that %ies 
by day, nor for the pestilence that walks in darkness, nor 
for the destruction that wastes at noonday (Ps. 91:4–6). 
God’s truth is great unto the clouds, far greater than the 
lions, the sons of men who are set on "re, whose teeth are 
spears and arrows and their tongue a sharp sword, who 
have prepared a net and digged a pit (Ps. 57). God’s truth 
endures to all generations (Ps. 100:5).

We welcome to this issue Dr. Sonny Hernandez. Dr. 
Hernandez knows of Sword and Shield through his close 
friendship with Professor Engelsma and has become a 
supporter of the magazine. He has submitted an article 
on the ancient heresy of Nestorianism, providing us with 
a good opportunity to marvel at the truth of our incar-
nate Savior.

May God speed the truths written herein to your 
heart, and the next issue into your hands.

—AL

Aaron Lim

Aaron Lim

Aaron Lim



6    |    SWORD AND SHIELD

EDITORIAL

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY (7)

In our present controversy in the Protestant Reformed 
Churches (PRC), the way forward to peace includes 
instruction by consistories, polemics against the lie, 

and repentance by the o!cebearers and members of the 
churches for our corporate sin of compromising the gos-
pel. "ese activities are not meant as a step-by-step plan 
that we follow like a recipe for baking a cake. "ey are not 
a list of ingredients and mixing instructions and oven tem-
peratures so that when we have mechanically completed 
them all we pull out a piping hot Birthday Cake of Peace. 
Rather, these are the Spirit’s admonitions in scripture to 
the church that teach us our spiritual calling in the midst 
of doctrinal controversy. "ese admonitions all concern 
the proper use of the word of God in controversy, for it is 
only upon the truth that we have true unity.

In this editorial I continue laying out the way forward 
for the PRC, coming now to the most important calling 
for the PRC in our present controversy: preach the word. 
"e power that will drive repentance and reformation in 
the denomination is the Spirit of Jesus Christ as he works 
through Protestant Reformed pulpits.

"is calling to preach the word in the midst of con-
troversy is not a calling to preach the word generally. It is 
not a calling merely to make sure that we have sermons 
in our pulpits. "e church of Jesus Christ is always called 
to have sermons from the word of God, whether she is 
in the midst of internal doctrinal controversy or not. But 
when the church is in the midst of doctrinal controversy, 
her calling to preach the word is a calling to preach the 
controversy. "at is, she is called to preach the word of 
God as it applies to the doctrinal controversy at hand. 
"e pulpit must shine the light of God’s word on the 
lie in the church’s midst to expose it as the lie. "e pul-
pit must proclaim the true doctrine of God’s word over 
against that lie. "e pulpit must rebuke the church for 
her teaching of the lie and her toleration of the lie. "e 
pulpit must reprove the church for her errors, as well as 
for her coldness and indi#erence toward God’s truth that 
led to her errors. "e pulpit must exhort the people to 
humble themselves, to abhor their errors, and to repent 
before God, with whom alone there is mercy and plente-
ous redemption in Jesus Christ. In the midst of doctrinal 
controversy, the pulpit must not be general but speci$c. 
"e pulpit must preach the controversy.

Scripture teaches that the pulpits of the PRC must 
preach the controversy. Scripture teaches this by the 
example of the Old Testament prophets, who constantly 

exposed the lie and the liars in their own day. In Jeremi-
ah’s day, for example, the prophets of Jerusalem walked 
in lies (Jer. 23:14). "eir lies were the false doctrine that 
God would give peace to the inhabitants of Jerusalem 
who despised God and that God would not send evil 
upon the inhabitants who walked after the imaginations 
of their own hearts (v. 17). Instead of calling God’s people 
to repentance for their sins, the prophets con$rmed the 
impenitent sinners and strengthened their hands, so that 
no one returned from his wickedness (v. 14). God sent 
Jeremiah to preach publicly and speci$cally against the 
false doctrines of the prophets of Jerusalem. 

16. "us saith the L%&' of hosts, Hearken not 
unto the words of the prophets that prophesy 
unto you: they make you vain: they speak a 
vision of their own heart, and not out of the 
mouth of the L%&'. 

17. "ey say still unto them that despise me, "e 
L%&' hath said, Ye shall have peace; and they say 
unto every one that walketh after the imagination 
of his own heart, No evil shall come upon you.

Jeremiah preached the word of Jehovah to expose the 
false doctrine of the prophets of Jerusalem and to set 
forth the truth over against them. Jeremiah preached the 
controversy. So also today the pulpits of the PRC must 
preach the controversy.

Scripture also teaches this by the example of Christ’s 
apostle in his epistle to the Galatians. "e churches of 
Galatia were bewitched by the Judaizers to believe the 
false gospel that they obtained righteousness and salva-
tion by Christ and by their keeping of the law. "e false 
doctrine into which the Protestant Reformed Churches 
fell is essentially the same false gospel that the Judaizers 
taught. It gives to man’s good works the place and func-
tion of obtaining fellowship with God. "at false doc-
trine compromises the gospel, displaces the perfect work 
of Christ, compromises the truth of justi$cation by faith 
alone, and compromises the truth of the unconditional 
covenant. Paul wrote against the lie with a very speci$c 
and sharp rebuke of the Galatians: “O foolish Galatians, 
who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the 
truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently 
set forth, cruci$ed among you?” (3:1). "e PRC are called 
to preach this inspired word of God in our own contro-
versy, so that our pulpits say to us, “O foolish Protestant 
Reformed Churches, who hath bewitched you, that ye 
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should not obey the truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ 
hath been evidently set forth, cruci$ed among you?”

"e calling to preach controversy is set forth in the 
Form for Ordination of Ministers of God’s Word.

It is evident that the o!ce of pastors and minis-
ters of God’s Word is:

First. "at they faithfully explain to their (ock 
the Word of the Lord, revealed by the writings of 
the prophets and the apostles; and apply the same 
as well in general as in particular to the edi$cation 
of the hearers; instructing, admonishing, comfort-
ing, and reproving, according to every one’s need; 
preaching repentance towards God and recon-
ciliation with Him through faith in Christ; and 
refuting with the Holy Scriptures all schisms and 
heresies which are repugnant to the pure doctrine. 
(Confessions and Church Order, 284–85)

"e minister who truly would exercise his o!ce as a 
servant of Jesus Christ in the church is a minister who 
will apply the word of God speci$cally to his congrega-
tion and denomination in the midst of controversy, who 
will admonish and reprove them for their sin of tolerating 
false doctrine, and who will refute with the scriptures the 
schism and heresy in the congregation’s own midst. If he 
neglects to preach the controversy, the minister is unfaith-
ful to the o!ce of minister of the word given to him by 
Jesus Christ, and he colludes with Satan in allowing the 
deceiver’s lie to $nd a place in the church of Jesus Christ.

"e calling to preach the controversy is also part of the 
vow that the minister of the gospel makes when he signs 
the Formula of Subscription.

We promise therefore diligently to teach and 
faithfully to defend the aforesaid doctrine [of the 
three forms of unity], without either directly or 
indirectly contradicting the same, by our public 
preaching or writing.

We declare, moreover, that we not only reject 
all errors that militate against this doctrine, and 
particularly those which were condemned by 
the above mentioned synod, but that we are dis-
posed to refute and contradict these, and to exert 
ourselves in keeping the church free from such 
errors. (Confessions and Church Order, 326)

"e minister who truly would exert himself to keep 
the church free from doctrinal error is a minister who 
will preach the controversy when the error appears in his 
church or in his denomination. If he neglects to preach 
the controversy, he violates his Formula of Subscription 
vow, and he allows an error out of hell to fester, which 
error will eventually corrupt and destroy the souls in his 
congregation and denomination.

"e calling to preach the controversy stands over against 
the attitude that the pulpits of the PRC are studiously to 
avoid entering into our own doctrinal controversy. "is atti-
tude has been prevalent in the denomination for some time. 
When I was $rst in the ministry, the churches were convulsed 
with the “Homeschool Controversy.” In response to this 
controversy, a professor in the seminary used his pulpit sup-
ply appointments in many churches to preach the Christian 
school as a demand of the covenant. His preaching entered 
into the controversy, and by his sermons the professor was 
ful$lling his vow to exert himself to keep the churches free 
from error. "e response of many in the churches was anger 
against the professor, along with advice to a young minister 
not to follow the professor’s example. "e message was clear: 
Do not bring controversy into the pulpit.

"e same attitude has prevailed in our present con-
troversy. My experience has been that, by and large, Prot-
estant Reformed consistories and congregations will not 
su#er the controversy to be preached speci$cally and 
pointedly to them. "e churches might tolerate some 
general instruction in the controversy, although even that 
wears thin very quickly for many. A minister might even 
be allowed to acknowledge that this is our controversy 
in the Protestant Reformed Churches, but even then he 
must take care to tread so lightly and to be as ino#en-
sive to our proud feelings as possible. But as soon as the 
pulpit becomes pointed in the controversy, reproving and 
rebuking the PRC for her doctrinal errors with the sharp 
words of scripture, the rejection of that preaching is swift 
and brutal. "e rejection of that preaching happens unof-
$cially and informally, as well as o!cially and formally. 
Individual consistories even take decisions that a particular 
preacher will not be allowed on their pulpits, thus e#ec-
tively cutting that minister o# from their fellowship in the 
denomination. If a minister is to be allowed to preach, he 
must $rst promise not to preach the controversy, which 
is nothing less than an attempt to muzzle the word of 
God and to subject the truth to the delicate sensibilities of 
men. "e reasons, both informal and formal, for rejecting 
the preaching of the controversy are along the following 
lines, and they sound plausible from the viewpoint of the 
earthly, sensual, and devilish wisdom of man.

“"e timing of that sermon was questionable while 
the churches are going through such a hard time.”

“God’s sheep need soothing words, not sharp words.”
“"at sermon will create suspicion about the ortho-

doxy of our ministers and professors.”
“We all agree with the doctrine of the sermon, but we 

disagree with its tone.”
“"at sermon agitates the churches when we most 

need peace and unity.”
Poor timing? Have we forgotten the apostle’s charge 

to the preacher before God? “Preach the word; be instant 
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in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all 
longsu#ering and doctrine” (2 Tim. 4:2).

Soothing words? Have we forgotten that this is exactly 
what rebellious people and lying children who will not 
hear the law of the Lord ask for? “Which say to the seers, 
See not; and to the prophets, Prophesy not unto us right 
things, speak unto us smooth things, prophesy deceits: get 
you out of the way, turn aside out of the path, cause the 
Holy One of Israel to cease from before us” (Isa. 30:10–11).

Suspicion about our ministers? Have we forgotten 
that ministers who teach, tolerate, and defend false doc-
trine bring that suspicion—and worse—on themselves? 
“I beseech you, brethren, mark them which cause divi-
sions and o#ences contrary to the doctrine which ye have 
learned; and avoid them. For they that are such serve not 
our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly; and by good 
words and fair speeches deceive the hearts of the simple” 
(Rom. 16:17–18).

"e tone of the sermon? Have we forgotten the tone 
of the prophets, which is to be the tone of the preacher 
today? “Cry aloud, spare not, lift up thy voice like a trum-
pet, and shew my people their transgression, and the 
house of Jacob their sins” (Isa. 58:1).

Agitation? Have we forgotten that this is always the 
charge that the Ahabs of Israel make against the Elijahs 
who preach the truth? “It came to pass, when Ahab saw 
Elijah, that Ahab said unto him, Art thou he that trou-
bleth Israel? And he answered, I have not troubled Israel; 
but thou, and thy father’s house, in that ye have forsaken 
the commandments of the L%&', and thou hast followed 
Baalim” (1 Kings 18:17–18).

Above all of these, our favorite objection in the PRC is 
that doctrinal controversy may only be dealt with by the 
ecclesiastical assemblies. "e thinking goes that if a Prot-
estant Reformed minister publicly deviates in doctrine 
through his preaching or his writing, the only right way of 
dealing with that deviation is through that minister’s consis-
tory by a formal charge of sin or by a formal protest against 
his sermon or his writing. While that formal protest is being 
treated, there may be no public mention of the minister or 
his doctrinal deviation. "e process of protest and appeal to 
classis and synod might take many months and even years, 
but everyone is to remain utterly silent about the minister 
and his false doctrine during that time. Only the ecclesias-
tical assemblies are authorized to pronounce on the case. 
Defenders of this position call it the ecclesiastical way or the 
church orderly way of dealing with doctrinal controversy, as 
if this way alone is good order in the church, and as if this 
way alone is laid down in the Church Order.

"e thinking is prevalent in the PRC that protest and 
appeal is the only church orderly way to deal with contro-
versy. If a minister would go to his pulpit to preach doc-
trinal controversy today, and if he would warn Christ’s 

sheep of the danger to their souls from that false doctrine 
that is in their own midst, and if he would even warn 
Christ’s sheep that they must not listen to ministers in 
their own denomination who would teach that false doc-
trine, the minister who preached the controversy would 
be charged with all kinds of sin. Men would accuse him of 
being disorderly and of not following the church orderly 
way of dealing with his objection to false doctrine, with 
appeal to articles 31 and 74 of the Church Order. Men 
would accuse him of pride for standing in judgment of 
his fellow ministers. Men would accuse him of schism for 
setting the members of the denomination against minis-
ters in good standing in the churches. All of this would 
be accompanied by the loudest cries that we all believe 
the same thing and that we have no problem with the 
doctrine of the o#ending sermon; we only object to the 
manner in which the minister dealt with his objections, 
and we just want the controversy to be handled in the 
church orderly way of protest and appeal.

"e fact of the matter is that the Church Order calls 
the minister of the word to preach the doctrinal contro-
versy. "e Church Order calls the minister to ascend the 
pulpit to warn the congregation of the false doctrines and 
errors that multiply in her own midst. And the Church 
Order calls the elders to insist that their minister preaches 
the controversy.

To ward o# false doctrines and errors that mul-
tiply exceedingly through heretical writings, the 
ministers and elders shall use the means of teach-
ing, of refutation or warning, and of admonition, 
as well in the ministry of the Word as in Chris-
tian teaching and family-visiting. (Church Order 
55, in Confessions and Church Order, 397)

"e Church Order’s reference to “false doctrines and 
errors that multiply exceedingly” recognizes that false 
doctrine in our own denomination is always a threat 
within our own denomination. False doctrines and errors 
multiply exceedingly! To ward o# those false doctrines, 
ministers are to teach, refute, warn, and admonish the 
churches in the ministry of the word, that is, in the 
pulpit. "e minister is called to preach the controversy. 
"e minister is called to name the false doctrine in the 
church’s or denomination’s own midst and to preach 
against it. "e minister may even name the heretical 
writing from the pulpit and quote from it, whether that 
heretical writing is a book written by a professor in the 
seminary, or an article in the Standard Bearer or Sword 
and Shield or the Beacon Lights, or a passage from the Acts 
of Synod. Regardless that the author of the heretical arti-
cle is a minister in good standing or even is an assembly 
of the church, the church orderly way for another min-
ister to ward o# false doctrines and errors that multiply 
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exceedingly through heretical writings is for the minister 
to preach the controversy.

"is is the church orderly way!
"is is the article 55 way!
In fact, this is the main church orderly way for a min-

ister of the gospel to engage in doctrinal controversy in his 
own denomination. "e main way for a minister to pursue 
controversy is not by writing a protest. He may certainly 
write a protest. He may even consider himself in some 
instances duty bound to write a protest. But his protest is 
not the main calling that God has given him in the con-
troversy. His main calling is to preach the controversy. His 
o!ce is that of minister of the word of God. His calling 
is to preach the word and to reprove, rebuke, and exhort 
with all longsu#ering and doctrine. And he is called to do 
this among a people who eventually will not endure sound 
doctrine (2 Tim. 4:1–4). Whether the minister ever writes 
a protest or not, he must preach the controversy.

So important is this preaching of the controversy that 
God uses it to “ward o# false doctrines and errors” in a 
denomination (Church Order 55). "e minister’s preach-
ing the controversy, along with the elders’ teaching the 
controversy on family visiting and in other settings, serves 
to “ward o#” the error. Preaching wards o# false doc-
trine because the preaching of the gospel of Christ “is the 
power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth” 
(Rom 1:16).

Failing to preach the controversy, the minister does 
not ward o# the error but allows it to fester as a deadly 
poison among the sheep. Probably the minister fails to 
preach the controversy because he thinks that he is pro-
tecting the good name and reputation of his colleagues. 
Probably the minister thinks that he is loving the denom-
ination by not causing a public stir. Probably the minister 
thinks that he is being orderly by his two-year-long jour-
ney through the assemblies. What the minister actually is 
doing is conniving at the slaughter of Christ’s (ock. He 
refused to preach the controversy and thus failed to ward 
o# false doctrine! God gave him the o!ce of minister 
and $fty-two Lord’s days each year to feed and protect his 
sheep. And yet the minister remained silent just because 
the wolf had the name Protestant Reformed? Of course, 
the minister had the best of intentions. What those best 
of intentions purchased for the minister is a (ock of dead 
sheep. When the Chief Shepherd shall appear at his com-
ing, he does not require that the shepherds had the best of 
intentions but that they faithfully shepherded the sheep 
with the word of God for their protection and salvation.

If a minister ever $nds himself having to sit down to write 
a protest against false doctrine in his own denomination, he 
ought to think, “It is probably too late for this! Instead, I 
must preach this tomorrow!” And he must keep on preach-
ing it until the denomination repents of its false doctrine or 
until it casts him out as a troubler of Israel.

—AL

FROM THE EDITOR

There is such a thing as antinomianism.
"ere is also such a thing as a false charge of antino-
mianism. What is charged as antinomianism is not 

truly antinomianism. Let us call it “pseudo-antinomianism.”
"ose who make the false charge of antinomianism 

proceed to attack the so-called antinomianism. "eir 
position is anti-pseudo-antinomianism.

In this issue we are graced by two articles that take on 
the false charge and the false chargers of antinomianism. 
"is issue of Sword and Shield, then, is the anti-anti-pseu-
do-antinomianism issue. Enjoy!

On another note, ever since reading Rev. Langerak’s 
stirring meditation in this issue, I have been drawn back 
to Lord Byron’s poem, !e Destruction of Sennacherib, 
and to Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poem, Ozymandias. Both 
are in the public domain and Ozymandias is reprinted 
here in full as a companion to the meditation.

May God speed the truths written herein to your 
heart, and the next issue into your hands.

—AL

I met a traveller from an antique land,
Who said—“Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. . . . Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
"e hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;
And on the pedestal, these words appear:
My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;
Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare
"e lone and level sands stretch far away.”

Aaron Lim

Aaron Lim

Aaron Lim
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EDITORIAL

OUR PRESENT CONTROVERSY (8)
Introduction
!e series of editorials, “Our Present Controversy,” has 
laid out the doctrinal controversy in the Protestant Re-
formed Churches (PRC). !e editorials have identi"ed 
the doctrinal issue in the controversy: whether man en-
joys covenant fellowship with God by grace or by works 
(July and August 2020). !e editorials have identi"ed 
the current state of the controversy, the importance of 
the doctrinal decisions of Synod 2018, and the ongoing 
threat to the PRC of the lie through the minimization 
of the error and the continuation of it (September 1 and 
October 2020). !e editorials have also laid out the path 
for the PRC to rid herself of the lie and to come to bless-
ed unity in the truth. !is includes o#cial instruction 
in the doctrinal controversy by consistories and vigorous 
polemics against the error (December 1, 2020), repen-
tance by the leaders and members of the denomination 
for teaching, defending, and tolerating the lie (January 
1, 2021), and the deliberate and explicit preaching of the 
controversy by Protestant Reformed ministers in their 
pulpits (February 2021).

Along the way these editorials have sought to instruct 
and warn the readership of Sword and Shield of the life 
and death seriousness of the lie that has in"ltrated the 
PRC. !e editorials have not minced words in identify-
ing the lie as an error out of hell that stinks of the devil’s 
foul breath. !e editorials have also sought to instruct 
and warn the readership of the life and death seriousness 
of eradicating the lie and standing for the truth in the 
PRC. !e present controversy in the denomination is not 
a game; it is not a matter of misspeaking and misunder-
standing; it is not a vain clash of personalities. Rather, the 
controversy is the devil’s all-out assault against the church 
of Jesus Christ, which assault aims at the utter destruc-
tion of the Protestant Reformed denomination. !e dev-
il’s current assault against the PRC takes the most deadly 
form of his warfare against the church: false doctrine. !e 
devil is a master deceiver; there is no truth in him, and he 
is a liar and the father of the lie (John 8:44). He comes 
twisting the truth a little here and a little there to deceive 
God’s people, so that the people think everything is as it 
always was, while in reality the people are being taught the 
most monstrous perversions of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
When the devil’s deceptions are "nally pointed out and 
identi"ed, the devil goes to work to convince the church 
that the perversions of the gospel were not that serious 
and that they certainly were not the biggest threat in the 

controversy. !rough the leadership of the churches, the 
devil teaches that the biggest threat in the controversy 
is that people become suspicious of their leaders in the 
church. !e denomination then mobilizes to preserve the 
empty reputations of men, thinking that by doing so it 
is doing God service. Meanwhile, the devil’s lie contin-
ues to be woven more and more into the fabric of the 
denomination’s thinking and teaching. But the people 
have been taught not to notice the lie and certainly not to 
say anything about it, lest they damage the names of the 
ministers, professors, and elders in the church who teach 
it and defend it.

In pointing out the deadly seriousness of the lie and the 
controversy, these editorials have brought hard words of 
reproof and rebuke against the PRC, including the warn-
ing that toleration of the lie will cause the denomination 
to be consumed by the lie and eventually to be destroyed 
by it. !e editorials have been as clear and as sharp as this 
writer knows how to be. If anyone in the denomination 
is yet ignorant of the lie that threatens the PRC; if any-
one in the denomination yet denies that such a lie existed 
or that it now exists; if anyone in the denomination yet 
believes the lie or is willing to excuse it or tolerate it as a 
minor matter; then when the denomination perishes in 
her generations someday for her unbelief and hardness of 
heart, the blood of the members and their children will 
be on their own heads. “Whosoever heareth the sound of 
the trumpet, and taketh not warning; if the sword come, 
and take him away, his blood shall be upon his own head” 
(Ezek. 33:4).

Christian Discipline
In this editorial I now come to the conclusion of the se-
ries, “Our Present Controversy.” !ere is one matter yet 
that belongs to the path forward for the Protestant Re-
formed Churches. !at matter is the exercise of Christian 
discipline against the teachers and defenders of the lie.

When the church of Jesus Christ identi"es false doc-
trine in her midst, it is her solemn, holy, and urgent 
duty to discipline the o#cebearers who taught and / or 
defended the false doctrine. !e discipline that must be 
exercised is twofold.

First, the church must discipline the men with regard 
to their o#ce in the church. By an o#cial decision of 
the church through her consistory, the church must 
depose the o#cebearers, which deposition takes away the 
o#ce of ministry of the gospel from the ministers and 
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professors in the seminary and the o#ce of elder from 
the elders in the consistory. !e result of such discipline 
would be that the man who formerly was a minister is no 
longer a minister but a lay member of the church, and 
the man who formerly was an elder is no longer an elder. 
Such discipline with regard to a man’s o#ce can take place 
whether or not the man repents of his false doctrine. By 
his false doctrine he has made himself untrustworthy and 
un"t to hold o#ce in the church. By his false doctrine he 
has spoken perverse things that draw disciples away from 
Christ and unto man and thus has behaved as a wolf and 
not an undershepherd among the $ock (Acts 20:28–30). 
He must repent, but even if he does, he cannot again be 
entrusted with the care of the souls of Christ’s sheep in 
the church.

Second, the church must discipline the men who 
taught false doctrine with regard to their membership 
in the church. !at is, the false teacher would be barred 
from the Lord’s supper and ultimately would be entirely 
excommunicated from the church. !is discipline would 
be a testimony that the man is outside the kingdom of 
Jesus Christ and has no part with Christ or Christ’s salva-
tion. Such discipline with regard to a man’s membership 
would take place only upon the impenitence of the man. 
If the man would repent of his sin by God’s grace, he 
would be readmitted to the Lord’s table and would not 
be expelled from the church. He would be a member in 
good standing with all of the rights and privileges and 
obligations of church membership. !e only right and 
privilege he would lose permanently would be that of 
holding special o#ce in the church, but his membership 
in the body of Christ would have been graciously pre-
served by his Lord.

Christian discipline must be exercised against the 
teachers of false doctrine. False doctrine is teaching that is 
contrary to the sound doctrine of scripture as that sound 
doctrine is set forth in the creeds and confessions of the 
church. Perhaps the false doctrine is present in all of a 
man’s preaching and writing. Perhaps the false doctrine is 
present only in a single sermon or a single article. Perhaps 
the false doctrine is present only in a single sentence or 
two. Perhaps the false doctrine was even an honest mis-
take due to a slip of the tongue or a momentary lapse in 
judgment. Especially when the churches are in the midst 
of doctrinal controversy, false doctrine in a single sen-
tence or two can be all the more damaging, since it will be 
seen as unreasonable and harsh for anyone to take issue 
with it. !e o%ending sentence sits there daring anyone 
to object, thus forcing many to become complicit in its 
error by their silence. But all false doctrine must be taken 
in hand by the church, and the teachers and defenders 
of it must be confronted. And all men who continually 

repeat the error, or who repeatedly defend the error, or 
who repeatedly refuse to acknowledge the heretical char-
acter of the error, must be disciplined by the church.

Christian discipline must be exercised against both 
the teachers and the defenders of false doctrine. !e min-
ister, professor, or elder who teaches false doctrine must 
be deposed and barred from the Lord’s supper. But also 
the elders in the consistory who defend the teacher and 
his teaching by their o#cial decisions must be deposed 
from o#ce and suspended from the Lord’s supper. !is is 
the implication of the Formula of Subscription vow that 
every o#cebearer makes upon his ordination into o#ce.

We promise therefore diligently to teach and 
faithfully to defend the aforesaid doctrine, with-
out either directly or indirectly contradicting the 
same, by our public preaching or writing.

We declare, moreover, that we not only reject 
all errors that militate against this doctrine, and 
particularly those which were condemned by 
the above mentioned synod, but that we are dis-
posed to refute and contradict these, and to exert 
ourselves in keeping the church free from such 
errors. (Confessions and Church Order, 326)

!e elder who defends a minister who speaks false 
doctrine has violated his vow. !at elder has not faithfully 
defended sound Reformed doctrine; he has not rejected 
the error in his own ecclesiastical house that militated 
against sound Reformed doctrine; and he has not refuted 
or contradicted the error when it appeared. By such a 
spectacular breaking of his vow, the defender of the false 
doctrine is also worthy of Christian discipline.

How serious a matter is false doctrine in the church! 
Not only the teacher who introduces it but also all those 
who become entangled in defending it make themselves 
the proper objects of Christian discipline. And how di#-
cult it is to eradicate false doctrine once it has been intro-
duced and tolerated even for the briefest time! In almost 
no time at all, there are many who have given their voices 
and their backing to the teacher of the error, so that it 
becomes an almost unthinkable task for the church to 
clear herself of the error through the discipline of so many.

The Requirement of Scripture and  
the Confessions
Scripture teaches the necessity of Christian discipline 
against o#cebearers who teach and defend false doctrine. 
In the Old Testament this discipline was carried out by 
slaying the false prophets. After Jehovah’s demonstration 
on Mount Carmel that he is the true God and that Baal 
is a lie, Elijah commanded that the 450 prophets of Baal 
be killed. “Elijah said unto them, Take the prophets of 
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Baal; let not one of them escape. And they took them: 
and Elijah brought them down to the brook Kishon, and 
slew them there” (1 Kings 18:40).

Elijah slew the prophets of Baal in obedience to the law 
of Moses in Deuteronomy 13:1–5 regarding false prophets.

1.  If there arise among you a prophet, or a 
dreamer of dreams, and giveth thee a sign or a 
wonder,

2.  And the sign or the wonder come to pass, 
whereof he spake unto thee, saying, Let us go 
after other gods, which thou hast not known, 
and let us serve them; 

3.  !ou shalt not hearken unto the words of that 
prophet, or that dreamer of dreams: for the 
L&'( your God proveth you, to know whether 
ye love the L&'( your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul.

4.  Ye shall walk after the L&'( your God, and 
fear him, and keep his commandments, and 
obey his voice, and ye shall serve him, and 
cleave unto him.

5.  And that prophet, or that dreamer of dreams, 
shall be put to death; because he hath spoken 
to turn you away from the L&'( your God, 
which brought you out of the land of Egypt, 
and redeemed you out of the house of bondage, 
to thrust thee out of the way which the L&'( 
thy God commanded thee to walk in. So shalt 
thou put the evil away from the midst of thee.

!e killing of the false prophet was the Old Testament 
picture of the spiritual reality that God cuts o% the speech 
of the false prophet from among his people and thus cuts 
o% that prophet’s in$uence among God’s people. By slaying 
the false prophet, Jehovah ensured that the false prophet 
would no longer speak to God’s people and thus deceive 
them. !e church cuts o% the false prophet and his in$u-
ence today by deposing the o#cebearer, thus taking away 
his speaking and teaching among the people of God.

!e killing of the false prophet was also the Old Tes-
tament picture of the spiritual reality that God condemns 
the false prophet and punishes him with eternal death 
in hell. !e church condemns the false prophet today 
by excommunication from the Christian church, which 
is the testimony that the impenitent man is outside the 
kingdom of heaven and under the curse of God.

Also in the New Testament, God teaches the necessity 
of Christian discipline against the teachers and defenders 
of false doctrine. !e churches in Galatia were bewitched 
by the doctrinal error of the Judaizers. !e Judaizers taught 
that a man is saved by Christ and by keeping the law. !ey 
presented their doctrine as the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul 

exposed their doctrine as a false gospel and as a perver-
sion of the gospel of Christ (Gal. 1:7). Paul pronounced 
a scathing anathema on the Judaizers for their false doc-
trine. “!ough we, or an angel from heaven, preach any 
other gospel unto you than that which we have preached 
unto you, let him be accursed. As we said before, so say I 
now again, If any man preach any other gospel unto you 
than that ye have received, let him be accursed” (vv. 8–9).

What Paul said about the false teacher, “Let him 
be accursed,” means the same thing spiritually as what 
Moses said, “!at prophet, or that dreamer of dreams, 
shall be put to death” (Deut. 13:5). Paul did not call for 
the physical killing of the false teacher, as Moses called for 
the physical killing of the false prophet. In the New Tes-
tament the types and shadows of the Old Testament are 
done away, including the physical killing of false proph-
ets. Nevertheless, the spiritual reality remains. !e church 
ful"lls Paul’s anathema by disciplining the false teacher in 
the New Testament church. By the o#cebearer’s deposi-
tion from o#ce and by his excommunication from the 
Christian church, he is accursed. God himself executes 
the full measure of that anathema by his destruction of 
the impenitent false teacher in his everlasting curse in 
hell, just as God in the Old Testament executed the full 
measure of the false prophet’s death by laying God’s eter-
nal curse upon the man.

!e Reformed confessions also teach the necessity of 
Christian discipline against the teachers and defenders of 
false doctrine. !e Heidelberg Catechism teaches what is 
to be done with those who “under the name of Christians 
maintain doctrines…inconsistent” with Christianity.

Q. 85. How is the kingdom of heaven shut and 
opened by Christian discipline?

A. !us: when according to the command of 
Christ, those who under the name of Christians 
maintain doctrines, or practices inconsistent 
therewith, and will not, after having been often 
brotherly admonished, renounce their errors and 
wicked course of life, are complained of to the 
church, or to those who are thereunto appointed 
by the church; and if they despise their admoni-
tion, are by them forbidden the use of the sac-
raments, whereby they are excluded from the 
Christian church, and by God Himself from 
the kingdom of Christ; and when they promise 
and show real amendment, are again received as 
members of Christ and His church. (Confessions 
and Church Order, 119)

!e Reformed Church Order also teaches the necessity 
of Christian discipline against the teachers and defenders 
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of false doctrine. !e Church Order’s instruction is espe-
cially striking in that it lists false doctrine or heresy as 
the "rst gross sin that is worthy of being punished with 
deposition. Also noteworthy in the Church Order is the 
fact that Christian discipline of o#cebearers is not given 
as an option for the church to take or leave as she sees 
"t. Rather, the o#cebearer who has committed the sin of 
false doctrine must be suspended and deposed.

Article 79. When ministers of the divine Word, 
elders, or deacons have committed any pub-
lic, gross sin which is a disgrace to the church 
or worthy of punishment by the authorities, the 
elders and deacons shall immediately, by preced-
ing sentence of the consistory thereof and of the 
nearest Church, be suspended or expelled from 
their o#ce, but the ministers shall only be sus-
pended. Whether these shall be entirely deposed 
from o#ce shall be subject to the judgment of 
the classis, with the advice of the delegates of the 
synod mentioned in Article 11.

Article 80. Furthermore, among the gross sins 
which are worthy of being punished with suspen-
sion or deposition from o#ce, these are the prin-
cipal ones: false doctrine or heresy, public schism, 
public blasphemy, simony, faithless desertion of 
o#ce or intrusion upon that of another, per-
jury, adultery, fornication, theft, acts of violence, 
habitual drunkenness, brawling, "lthy lucre; in 
short, all sins and gross o%enses as render the per-
petrators infamous before the world, and which 
in any private member of the church would be 
considered worthy of excommunication. (Confes-
sions and Church Order, 402–3)

The Purpose
!e purpose of the discipline of the teachers and defend-
ers of false doctrine is the protection of Christ’s sheep 
from the insidious lie. !e $ock of Christ is vulnerable to 
the lie. !e devil cloaks the lie in religious and orthodox 
language, calling his perversion of the gospel the true gos-
pel (Gal. 1:7). !e devil is subtle and beguiling, making 
the simple gospel confusing by his corruption of it. Satan’s 
servants transform themselves into the apostles of Christ 
and ministers of righteousness, following the lead of their 
master, Satan, who himself is transformed into an angel 
of light (2 Cor. 11:13–15). God’s people have a hard time 
distinguishing these deceitful workers from true ministers 
of the gospel, with the result that God’s people are willing 
to bear a long time with him who preaches another Jesus 
than the true Jesus and with him who preaches another 
gospel than the true apostolic gospel (v. 4). !e apostle 

Paul feared that while God’s people bore with the false 
teacher, their “minds should be corrupted from the sim-
plicity that is in Christ” (v. 3).

Jesus himself taught that the doctrine of the Phari-
sees and the Sadducees was leaven (Matt. 16:6–12). Just 
as leaven works unseen and undetected in the lump of 
dough, fermenting and "zzing away until the whole lump 
is permeated by the leaven, so false doctrine works unseen 
and undetected in the church. !e false doctrine seems 
so innocent, especially when it is constantly anointed 
with the language of grace. !e teachers and defenders of 
the false doctrine are likable men whom we have known 
our whole lives and who have even been spiritually prof-
itable to us, so how could they be wrong? Meanwhile, 
the false doctrine "zzes and "zzes and "zzes its in$uence 
into the church. Imperceptibly it leavens the thinking of 
the members, so that they become confused and can no 
longer distinguish the truth from the lie. Subtly it leavens 
the sermons in the churches, so that the emphases of the 
preaching are man and his doing rather than the sound 
doctrine of the apostolic gospel of Jesus Christ and the 
Reformed faith. “Take heed and beware of the leaven of 
the Pharisees and of the Sadducees” (v. 6)!

God warned Israel that the prophet who speaks false 
doctrine turns God’s people away from God. “He hath 
spoken to turn you away from the L&'( your God, which 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, and redeemed you 
out of the house of bondage, to thrust thee out of the way 
which the L&'( thy God commanded thee to walk in” 
(Deut. 13:5). !e result of the prophet’s teaching false doc-
trine will be that your own family members desire that false 
doctrine, which is to worship at the altar of strange gods.

6.  If thy brother, the son of thy mother, or thy 
son, or thy daughter, or the wife of thy bosom, 
or thy friend, which is as thine own soul, entice 
thee secretly, saying, Let us go and serve other 
gods, which thou hast not known, thou, nor 
thy fathers; 

7.  Namely, of the gods of the people which are 
round about you, nigh unto thee, or far o% 
from thee, from the one end of the earth even 
unto the other end of the earth;

8.  !ou shalt not consent unto him, nor hearken 
unto him. 

How dangerous is false doctrine to the church! What a 
threat it is! How seductive, how appealing, how deceiving, 
how subtle, how imperceptible—and how deadly! Once 
it is introduced, it is almost already then too late! What 
shall the church do in the face of such a deadly menace? 
!is: “!at prophet, or that dreamer of dreams, shall be 
put to death…So shalt thou put the evil away from the 
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midst of thee” (v. 5). And this: “Ministers of the divine 
Word, elders, or deacons” shall be “punished with suspen-
sion or deposition from o#ce” (Church Order 79–80).

!e Christian discipline of the teachers and defenders 
of false doctrine protects the $ock from the lie. !e dis-
cipline of the hireling heralds to every sheep in the fold 
that they are not to heed the doctrine of that teacher. By 
removing the false teacher, the church removes the false 
teaching that comes from his mouth.

Failure to discipline the teachers and defenders of 
false doctrine destroys the $ock by the lie. !e teachers 
remain among the $ock, sowing their subtle and deceit-
ful lie, which lie is deadly poison to the $ock. !e $ock 
is even taught to be "ercely loyal to the hireling and to 
defend the hireling from the Shepherd’s rebuke, while 
all throughout the $ock the sheep and the lambs slowly 
weaken and eventually begin to choke to death on the lie.

How necessary is Christian discipline against the 
teachers and defenders of false doctrine in Christ’s church!

The Present Controversy
Perhaps here more than anywhere else, the Protestant 
Reformed Churches have utterly failed in their present 
controversy. I do not write this with any relish but with 
profound grief and distress that renders me almost in-
sensible. !ere has been no discipline of any sort against 
the teachers and defenders of false doctrine within the 
denomination. !ere has certainly been false doctrine in 
the PRC, as these editorials have demonstrated, but there 
has been no discipline whatsoever against it. !e clos-
est that the churches came to discipline was when Synod 
2018 required that the then Rev. David Overway submit 
to a Formula of Subscription exam on the ground that 
“the challenged statements in the sermons give ‘su#cient 
grounds of suspicion’ of his ‘uniformity and purity of 
doctrine’ requiring a ‘further explanation of [his] senti-
ments’ as required by the Formula of Subscription” (Acts 
of Synod 2018, 84).

Even then, with the Formula of Subscription exam 
looming, the churches were instructed that the minister 
was not guilty of heresy and that he was not being dis-
ciplined. “Synod did not declare this error to be heresy. 
Synod did not state that this teaching denies the uncon-
ditional covenant or justi"cation by faith alone. !e min-
ister will be examined, but he is not suspended” (Russell 
Dykstra, “Synod 2018: Obedience and Covenant Fellow-
ship,” Standard Bearer 94 [July 2018]: 415).

When the minister later that same year preached the 
same false doctrine again, the churches still $atly refused 
to discipline the minister. Under duress from protests 
and appeals from God’s people, the denomination "nally 
accepted his resignation under article 12 of the Church 

Order, which has nothing to do with Christian discipline, 
but she refused to depose the minister under articles 79 
and 80. For at least "ve years the minister had taught false 
doctrine in Christ’s church, and for all of those years, the 
church through her leadership had refused to discipline 
him. How far the denomination has fallen from the word 
of God, which requires: “!at prophet, or that dreamer 
of dreams, shall be put to death” (Deut. 13:5).

Nevertheless, there is something for the members of the 
Protestant Reformed Churches to learn from the denom-
ination’s refusal to discipline for false doctrine. !ere is a 
direct connection between Christian discipline and sound 
doctrine. Christian discipline reveals what a denomination 
thinks about her doctrine and about her doctrinal deci-
sions. If a church loves sound doctrine and is convicted of 
her doctrinal pronouncements, then she cannot and will 
not tolerate deviation from that doctrine. In love for the 
truth as it is in Jesus, which truth is the very name of God 
himself, the church defends that doctrine against the lie 
and against all false teachers. When the lie springs up in her 
midst, she abominates it and removes the teacher so that 
the lie will not continue among her. She leaps to obey this 
word of God: “!at prophet, or that dreamer of dreams, 
shall be put to death; because he hath spoken to turn you 
away from the L&'( your God” (Deut. 13:5).

If a church does not love sound doctrine and has con-
tempt for the name of God and his truth, then she can 
tolerate false teachers for years and years. !e false teach-
ers do not bother her, and she gladly bears with them. She 
esteems men and instinctively protects their honor at the 
expense of the truth. Even when the denomination can be 
brought to condemn the error of the false teachers, largely 
through the work of the spiritual element in the churches 
that does indeed abominate the error, the denomination 
still "nds reason to protect the false teachers in her midst. 
She not only fails to discipline them but also positively 
refuses to do so. God’s truth and God’s name are less 
important to her than the honor of the men she defends.

What does the state of Christian discipline in the PRC 
reveal about her attitude toward sound doctrine? Synod 
2018 took doctrinal decisions. Synod 2018 identi"ed 
“doctrinal error” and such doctrinal error as is astounding 
and monstrous to be found in a Reformed church. Synod 
2018 took pains to state the doctrinal error: “!e doctri-
nal error is that the believer’s good works are given a place 
and function that is out of harmony with the Reformed 
confessions” (Acts of Synod 2018, 61). Synod 2018 spelled 
out the spiritually disgusting nature of the doctrinal error: 
“compromises the gospel of Jesus Christ”; “the perfect 
work of Christ is displaced”; “the doctrines of the uncon-
ditional covenant (fellowship with God) and justi"cation 
by faith alone are compromised by this error” (70). !at is 
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such strong language that both the ears of every Reformed 
man tingle when he hears it. Such were the doctrinal deci-
sions of the Protestant Reformed Churches.

Now, a denomination that agreed with its doctrinal 
pronouncements and that loved the truth over against the 
lie would demonstrate its love and agreement by its appli-
cation of Christian discipline to teachers and defenders of 
the lie. How could she not? How could a denomination 
declare that sermons in a congregation and the doctri-
nal statement of a classis compromised the gospel and 
yet fail to depose the ministers who preached that error, 
wrote that error, and defended that error? Compromise 
of the gospel is intolerable to a Reformed denomination! 
Compromise of justi"cation by faith alone is anathema to 
a Protestant denomination! Compromise of the uncon-
ditional covenant should be heinous to the Protestant 
Reformed Churches! And displacing the perfect work of 
Christ? !at is monstrous and unthinkable to a Chris-
tian! A denomination that believed its doctrinal decisions 
about the error could not possibly just go on as if nothing 
had happened. It could not possibly allow the teachers of 
the error to ascend the pulpit again or to sit in the elders’ 
bench again. If the denomination would allow this, she 
would demonstrate that she did not believe her doctrinal 
decisions and that she had no real use for the sound doc-
trine that those decisions represented. It would show that 
she was determined not to abide by sound doctrine or to 
abide by her doctrinal pronouncements. It would show 
that she had contempt for God himself, whose truth it 
is, and whose name, whose Son, and whose truth were 
blasphemed by the compromise of the gospel.

Yet this is exactly what the PRC did. Not a shred 
of discipline was administered against the teachers and 
defenders of the lie. All of them are, or could be, o#ce-
bearers in good standing in the churches today. What is 
more, they are the leaders, the church visitors, the syn-
odical delegates, and the classical and synodical o#cers. 
By keeping them in o#ce, the denomination reveals its 
disdain for the truth and its regard for men. !e denom-
ination reveals its rebellion and disobedience to the word 
of God that requires: “!at prophet, or that dreamer of 
dreams, shall be put to death; because he hath spoken to 
turn you away from the L&'( your God” (Deut. 13:5).

Adding sin to sin, the Protestant Reformed Churches 
not only have neglected to discipline the teachers of false 
doctrine, but they have also consistently disciplined those 
o#cebearers who have stood for the truth over against the 
lie. !en Elder Neil Meyer "rst brought the controversy to 
light in the PRC in 2015 by his protest against the hereti-
cal preaching of his minister. His consistory at Hope Prot-
estant Reformed Church in Walker, Michigan, responded 
by deposing him from o#ce and cruelly barring him from 

the Lord’s table for more than three years. In 2019 Rev. 
Martin VanderWal and Deacon Craig Ferguson joined 
several other men in criticizing the Standard Bearer for 
undermining the theology of Herman Hoeksema. !e 
editors of the magazine responded by bringing formal 
charges of slander and schism against them to their con-
sistory at Wingham Protestant Reformed Church, with 
the result that the pastor and the deacon were disciplined 
by being relieved of their duties. !ese men have all since 
been exonerated of the charges against them and are mem-
bers in good standing in their churches. Most recently, the 
undersigned was deposed from the ministry of the gospel 
in Byron Center Protestant Reformed Church for my ser-
mons that rebuked the PRC for her false doctrines and lies 
and that warned the denomination of the dangers of those 
errors. !e content of the sermons was essentially what has 
been written in Sword and Shield since its birth last June. 
Yet the denomination counted those rebukes against her 
to be the sin of schism and has cast me out. Elder Dewey 
Engelsma and Elder Bryan Van Baren were also placed 
under discipline for a time by the consistory of Byron 
Center Protestant Reformed Church by being relieved of 
their duties for their objection to my suspension.

How is it that the same denomination that never once 
disciplined any teacher or defender of false doctrine in 
more than "ve years of doctrinal controversy has consis-
tently disciplined those o#cebearers who opposed the 
false doctrine in the denomination? !e explanation is 
simple, though it is grievous. By its discipline the denom-
ination shows what it thinks of the truth. By its disci-
pline the denomination shows whether it is for or against 
sound doctrine. !e denomination was and is willing to 
bear with those who taught another Jesus and another 
gospel (2 Cor. 11:4). But the denomination will not suf-
fer the reproving, rebuking, and exhorting of sound doc-
trine against her errors. By this the denomination reveals 
her contempt for the truth, which is contempt for God, 
whose truth it is, and for Christ, who is the truth. !e 
truth does not rouse the denomination to vigorous action 
against the lie. She sees no need to stop the mouths of the 
liars but can live comfortably with them. But when the 
truth rebukes her, the denomination is roused to vigorous 
action to stop the mouths of those servants who bring 
the truth. She will not endure the reproofs, rebukes, and 
exhortations of the word of God. By that the Protestant 
Reformed Churches reveal that the time has come when 
they will not endure sound doctrine (2 Tim. 4:3).

God is very angry with a denomination that reveals its 
contempt for the truth by such an approach to discipline. 
When a church will not contend against her errors through 
discipline, but instead contends against the defenders of 
the truth, God himself will come to contend against that 
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church. And his contention will be severe and devastating. 
“Whosoever shall not receive you, nor hear your words, 
when ye depart out of that house or city, shake o% the 
dust of your feet. Verily I say unto you, It shall be more 
tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrha in the day 
of judgment, than for that city” (Matt. 10:14–15).

Conclusion
Is there a path forward yet for the Protestant Reformed 
Churches in her present controversy? It is the conviction 
of the undersigned that the Protestant Reformed Church-
es have been overthrown in their controversy. Especially 
by their refusal to discipline false teachers and by their 
persecution of faithful teachers, they have taken on one 
of the most stark and visible marks of the false church, for 
the false church has always been infamous for its persecu-
tion of the prophets of Jehovah (see Matt. 23:29–39). If 
any readers are not similarly convicted, then I advise you 
to take careful note of which o#cebearers the Protestant 

Reformed Churches have not disciplined, which o#ce-
bearers they have disciplined, and which o#cebearers they 
shall yet discipline. By observing something as obvious 
and public as the discipline of o#cebearers, you will be 
able to tell what the denomination thinks of the truth. If 
there is a path forward yet, then the denomination’s turn 
will be radical and stunning as the denomination puts out 
those who taught and defended the lie, thus stopping their 
mouths. But if the denomination continues on its current 
path of contempt for the truth, that will be obvious as well 
through the denomination’s stopping the mouths of those 
o#cebearers who rebuke her for her errors.

Whatever the case, this is no time to sit back but to 
watch and read and study. !e life of a denomination is 
at stake, as are your lives and those of your generations.

“Wherefore I take you to record this day, that I am 
pure from the blood of all men. For I have not shunned to 
declare unto you all the counsel of God” (Acts 20:26–27).

—AL

UNDERSTANDING THE TIMES

Men that had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do.—1 Chronicles 12:32

THE MAJORITY REPORT

Where is our humility? True humility is not 
the feigned humility of the soft voice and a 
downcast countenance that does not sub-

mit to the word of God and counts one’s own honor the 
most important thing. True humility submits to the word 
of God and confesses and lives out of the reality of one’s 
own spiritual wretchedness and labors thankfully for the 
wonder of grace that God realizes his promise in me. True 
humility submits to the will of God even if it kills me. 
Where is our humility as individuals and as churches? We 
are so prickly for our own righteousness and glory and to 
defend our own honor and reputation.

We have problems—doctrinal problems—as churches. 
We can all say to each other that we have not apostatized 
de jure by o#cial ecclesiastical decisions at the synodical 
level, but what do we do with the truth? What place does 
vigorous doctrinal preaching have in our hearts? Where is 
the "ery o%ense at false and heretical theology? If we have 
no stomach for doctrinal preaching and would rather have 
the $u% of supposedly practical preaching; if we can lis-
ten to sermons that are Christless and not be bothered; if 

the truth is dishonored and we think that is unimportant, 
or we cannot even hear that it is happening; and if those 
who teach explicit false doctrine are excused; then where 
do we stand in relationship to the truth? Some can say, 
“Not in my church.” But as we look over the denomina-
tion and see the turmoil, what do we say? Is the solution 
to say that the problem is merely a pack of radicals, anti-
nomians, and rabble-rousers, or must we examine where 
we stand as a denomination on the truth—the truth that 
was given to us by our fathers and that they defended at 
great cost to themselves and the churches?

I believe that we are being misled down a theological 
pathway that will lead us away from the pure doctrine of 
the unconditional covenant and salvation by faith alone—
faith as God’s gift, by grace alone, because of God’s election 
alone. We are being misled by emphases on the practical, 
man’s activity and responsibility, man’s obedience, and 
warnings against a false species of antinomianism.

!at was Herman Hoeksema’s warning to the Protes-
tant Reformed Churches in the aftermath of the doctrinal 
turmoil of 1953. He gave the speech in 1954 in Hull, 
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