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The Church 
(articles 27-29)

Articles 18-26 of the Belgic Confession dealt with Christ's work, its fruits and how these fruits are
passed on to believers.  Believers receive these fruits  by  faith ,  which the Holy Spirit  works in them
through  the  preaching  of  the  Word  (Rom 10:14).  Since  the  fall  into  sin,  God  rescues  mankind  by
maintaining fellowship with man through Christ, the Promised Seed (Gen 3:15; 9:8-17). His covenant
people have been given the privilege to receive, preserve and carry His Word of salvation into the world,
so that through His people all peoples on earth can be blessed (Gen 12:1-3; 28:14b etc.)

Before and after  the event of Christ's  death and resurrection (John 17:20),  the descendants of
Abraham are God's people. Many among them, however, rejected God's promises in disobedience, and so
they deserved the covenant curse or threat. Many died in the desert (Heb 3:16-19) and Christ called them
children of Satan (John  8:44).  Nevertheless,  God's  revelation,  the  Word  of  God,  has  always  been
entrusted to His people, the church (Rom 3:2). Israel, children of Abraham (Luke 3:8; John 8:47), or the
church, is the legitimate assembly and congregation of the people of God, His fellowship. The Head of
that body, God's chosen people or the church, is Jesus Christ. The church is not the sum of individuals
who,  for  example,  chose  to  follow Christ,  nor  is  it  the  clergy,  the  office-bearers.  The church  is  the
assembly of God's people, a  nation,  a  chosen race  throughout  their  generations.  Believers  and  their
children have fellowship with God, for by faith, as the instrument (or conduit) of the Holy Spirit, they
partake of Christ and share in His benefits. They are one in heart and will, and so they unite and serve
each other (1Cor 12:20-27; H.C., QA 55).

The most comprehensive, clear and complete  definition of the church is expressed in a purely
scriptural language by the Heidelberg Catechism in Lord's Day 21, Q&A 54. That is what we believe. The
Belgic  Confession  also uses  scriptural,  but  reactionary language  for  it  defends this  faith  of  a  holy,
universal Christian church.

Rome claims that there is no church unless there is a priest present to distribute God's grace by
their numerous sacraments. Others claim not to need a church at all, for they have the Spirit. Many judge
the church by their assessment of the performance by members. Some turn their back on those who show
spiritual  weakness  or  shortcomings.  Still  others  reason that  the  church  is  invisible  for  it  consists  of
individual  members  from  a  variety  of  gatherings  whom  only  God  knows.  Consequently,  one's
membership, they say, is not important, and therefore, no earthly church-body can excommunicate them
from that invisible body of Christ. Is Matthew 16:19 a lie?

We believe and confess that the church body is always a mixture not only of talents and gifts (1
Cor 12), but a mixture of believers with pretenders (hypocrites), who fight against their weaknesses and
sinful shortcomings or who hide them. The church is a people, an assembly chosen by God in generations
from any age and nation.

Article 27 gives a  description of the church of Jesus Christ.  The Apostles'  Creed confesses that “we
believe a holy catholic Christian church”. As Rome,we do not believe in the church, that is trust in her or
rely on her. We confess that we not  see, but “believe a … church”. This flock is set apart by the Good
Shepherd Himself (Q&A 54; Gen 17:21; 26:4; Isa 59:21; Rev 5:9).

When some sheep get together without or even against the Shepherd's will, it is a disobedient herd
and  no longer His flock. It  is He who brings them together and they respond to His call together in
obedience to his demands. That assembly has come together since the days of Enosh in order to publicly
worship in subjection to their LORD and King. The Rev J. VanBruggen correctly remarks that, “Precisely
because the church is an assembly, every reference to an invisible church is as foolish as speaking of dry 
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water or cold fire; a contradiction in terms”. Indeed, the church cannot be overseen throughout history and
the world. Nevertheless, locally it has a fixed address. Many other aspects may be invisible, such as its
faith, but that is no reason to speak of an invisible church. Being a member of a local church of Jesus
Christ is the same as being a member of the universal church, for they are one in “heart and will”- brought
together by Christ.  Our confession,  like the Bible,  speaks of one Body,  one Flock, one church as an
obvious assembly. The Son of God and His gathering work are inseparable and His work occurs all over
the world, for it is He who plants or institutes where He pleases. 

Article 28 deals with our duty to join and also never to leave this assembly of Christ, because in
His providence, the Lord placed us there. Christ is the Head of the church, His body. Those who are in
Christ belong to the Body. Therefore, believers are obligated to join the church and maintain its unity in
accordance  with  the  Word of  God.  “Lets  not  give  up meeting together  … but  let  us  encourage one
another”(Heb 10:25) “ … speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up … as each part does its
work” (Eph 4:15,16). God's people, the church of Jesus Christ, is the standard bearer or the announcement
board, the poster or placard that upholds the truth.

Article 29  shows the difference between the church and its counterfeits (falsified churches or
fraudulent copies). When we let ourselves be taught by the Word of the Lord, the Head of the church, we
never need to doubt which sheepfold is truly His. The real sheepfold is where Jesus Christ calls and
rules.  Those who come together for their own reasons or who have opinions or tradition and the like
overrule the authority of Scripture, are obvious counterfeits. Others, who follow false teachings or self-
oriented religions, are sects (Latin 'sequi', to follow). Therefore, we can speak of true and false churches
even though there is in effect only one Body, one church under Jesus Christ, its Head. Since we speak of
an assembly or an organized body as a whole, the question is not - “Do individuals measure up, but rather
does the assembly, the body (as a whole) measure up in the way it functions”(JvB). Therefore, calling an
assembly false, cannot mean that the individuals are condemned, but sooner that true believers must leave
that assembly and join the true church. Consequently, the confession lists three important components that
govern the assembly in accordance with the Word,

1. the pure preaching of the Gospel
2. the pure administration of the sacraments and 
3. the proper exercise of discipline, that nurtures believers

and admonishes wrongdoers (H.C.,LD 31). 

Together,  these  criteria,  these  marks or  scriptural  standards  show  that  the  assembly  is  the
legitimate fellowship or church of Jesus Christ. Moreover, these standards must continually be applied,
because  the  church  (as  life)  is  never  static,  but  always  in  a  state  of  flux.  It  is  either  reforming or
deforming. A living faith (of a person and a congregation) must always result in continual renewal or
continual reformation. True Christians flee from sin and pursue righteousness loving God and neighbour.
Even the holiest, however, have weaknesses and must fight them (versus Anabaptism) and exercise self-
examination, as well as mutual discipline (versus Romanism). Unfruitful branches require attention, care
and correction. They must be nurtured, assisted, pruned or removed. Members are only living members
(Q&A 54) when they fight to stay awake and alert. Sola Scriptura. We are to judge behaviour or conduct.
God judges the hearts, intentions, motives or attitudes.(Col.1:21-29).
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Pluriformity of the Church

Introduction
(This  paper  was  presented  in  March  1999  as  a  discussion  paper  for  office-bearers  of  the  Canadian
Reformed and the United Reformed Churches in Winnipeg under this title. On our continent a clearer
expression might be to speak of 'church denominations').

The term 'pluriformity' is made up of two words, 'pluri' and 'form'. 'Pluri' is an element of Latin origin
meaning 'several' or 'many'. 'Form' means shape, figure, outline, appearance etc. Church pluriformity is
then the understanding that the church appears in several shapes, in a variety of appearances or forms. It is
often used as a kinder, more gentle or nicer term than 'plurality', which also means more than one. This
apparently allows church gatherings to show differences not only in culture and language, but also in
doctrinal interpretations of concepts that are not in accordance with Scripture. These gatherings should
nevertheless still be viewed as churches of Jesus Christ under the banner of church pluriformity.

The Church

The church is not a  static thing of one shape or another. We confess, that is, we speak in faith and in
response to the Word of God, when we state that the term 'church' means, one holy, universal assembly,
that comes together and is brought together by the Son of God from the beginning of the world to the end.
One shepherd and one flock (John 10:16). He uses Word and Spirit to gather, but also to defend and
preserve  this  communion  of  saints  out  the  whole  human  race.  God calls  believers  away from false
doctrines of a declining church that has become a counterfeit church. (Isaiah 52:11; Acts 2:40; Rev 18:4).
A reformation of the church or re-establishing the true church, never means that those who stay behind
will forever perish or are non-believers. It can only be said that those who do not join a reformation are at
the wrong place, at the wrong address or away from home and therefore, they are putting themselves at
risk. (Isaiah 2:3; Acts 4:19; Belgic Confession, art. 28).

The Church in Scripture and Confessions

God's Word shows that calling upon the Name of the Lord in worship, occurred since the beginning of
time (Gen 4). God's revelation of the history of the church is rather incomprehensible. In spite of repeated
decline and disobedience, the Holy Scripture shows that God repeatedly saves a remnant and so continues
to  assemble His  covenant  people,  the  church,  the  body of  Christ  and the  temple of  the  Holy Spirit.
Throughout biblical history, for example during the days of the judges, the kings and the prophets, our
covenant LORD rescued and preserved His people, His nation and all whom He had chosen. Generally,
we may see little or no evidence of His work around or among us, locally, nationally or at times world-
wide. We can not see, rather we cannot oversee all His church preserving work in a variety of times and
places (Rom 11:4). Only God can do that and who would dare describe the church from His perspective
and so stand in His shoes, so to speak? But we do believe a church.

The Heidelberg Catechism (Lord's  Day 21 QA 54)  perhaps  gives  the most  comprehensive and clear
definition of the one universal church on earth and in heaven, that is, the whole body of generations of
believers. Everyone of them believes (Q&A 54),

4



“that the Son of God, out of the whole human race, 
“from the beginning of the world to the end,
“gathers, defends, and preserves for Himself,
“by His Spirit and Word,
“in the unity of the true faith, 
“a church chosen to everlasting life.”

We believe with the heart (Romans 10:10). This means that we know and accept without proof of sight,
one catholic or universal church, one Body of Jesus Christ. To unbelievers this is illogical foolishness, but
we speak about the church not as God sees, but a He speaks, for faith is the response to God's Self-
revealing Word. The Bible speaks of the assembly of the people of God; the one body of Christ and the
temple of the Holy Spirit. One church - chosen, redeemed and sanctified by God the Father, Son and Holy
Spirit.

In the new dispensation, the Father is worshiped in the Gerizim church as well as in the Jerusalem church
(John  4:20ff).The  church  is  not  tied  to  or  dependent  on  people  (1  Cor  1:2  etc.),  neither  groups  of
people(Eph 2:14-18), for Jews and Gentiles were united in one unit, one christian church. The church is
set apart (holy) for it is an assembly of those who expect their salvation only from Jesus Christ (Acts
4:12). They are washed by His blood (Rev 7:14), sanctified and sealed by the Spirit of God (1 Cor 6:11;
Eph 1:13 and 4:30). Children are included as well even before they appropriate Christ and his benefits
(Acts 2:39; Eph 6:1ff). There is a close relationship between church and covenant for the church is the
covenant people, -- generations, not individuals.

Like  the  Holy Scriptures,  also  the  church  confessions  speak of  the  church  in  a  non-systematic  way,
making  no  conceptual  distinctions  such  as  visible  or  invisible;  militant  or  triumphant;  institute  or
organism; universal or local etc. Making such distinctions tends to separate the church from itself and/or
use these distinctions,  for example,  to  justify themselves by such statements as “The consistory may
excommunicate me, but I still belong to the invisible church of Jesus Christ”. (Being physically part of
something invisible is ludicrous, laughable or farcical). The term 'church' refers to the local church as well
as to the church of all ages and places on earth and in heaven. The saying, “and on this rock I will build
my church” (Matthew 16:18) refers to the same church that disciplines (Matt 18:17). The apostle John
saw the church in a vision (Rev 7:9) and he sent letters to that same church at Ephesus, Smyrna and other
geographical locations (Rev 2,3). The Reverend Isac de Wolff used the example of the 'allied forces'. We
state that the 'allies' operated in the 40's in Western Europe, but also that the 'allies' occupied Rome and
that at the same time they pushed through to Arnhem and crossed the Rhine into Germany. The one force
operated in different locations, and under the same authority or leadership. That there is one church of
Jesus Christ should therefore also be acknowledged when the Belgic Confession (B.C. art.29) speaks of
the 'true' and the 'false' or counterfeit church. When the church (singular) declines and accepts anything or
any person to have greater authority than the Word of God, then the church (singular) has become false.
So, each one of the articles 27,28,29 of the Belgic Confession speaks of the one and the same church of
Jesus Christ.

Reformation, Secession and Liberation means continuing or returning to the truth of the Word, the one
true church, locally, nationally and worldwide. One in truth, in doctrine and life. There is no doubt that
every separation from the false church and a return to the only truth in Jesus Christ, causes pain. Families
can be torn apart  as  scripture demands (Matt  19:29;  Luke 14:26),  for it  is  difficult  to  face the hurt.
However, reformation is above all also renewing, reawakening and revitalizing the believers. The Apostle 
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Paul struggled with the hurt of separation, but glorified God, because the blindness of the Jews opened a
wide world of believers, including Jews who believed in Jesus the Christ (Romans). 

Historic Background

Without the Word of God, we tend to lessen or minimize the pain of secession, liberation, reformation or
separation in non-scriptural ways. H. Bavinck reasoned in 1888, that the church “outside which there is no
salvation” was no longer referring to a church institution,  but it  referred to the “mystical union with
Christ” or the so called invisible church. In other words, he and others claimed that the Belgic Confession
speaks of the 'invisible' church in article 27; and in art.28 it speaks of the 'appearance' or the expression of
that church while art.29 mentions the true and false church only as two extremes on a scale or continuum
of more or less pure churches (compare De Kerk in Aanbouw, 1998 by C. Trimp, p.70ff).

This development or evolution of interpretation of the B.C. art. 27-29, said Bavinck (1854-     ), is an
inevitable progression that benefits our humility. Patting himself on the back for being so humble, he
nevertheless  called  the  1834  secession  despicable  and  the  16th century  reformation  destructive  and
divisive. His 'solutions' were close to the constructions of Dr. A. Kuyper's theory of 'pluriformity'. Kuyper
(1837-1920) also viewed art.27-29 as outdated, be it for different reasons. Church confessions, however,
repeat what the Word of God states, which is timeless.

Dr. Abraham Kuyper's theory of 'pluriformity' is interrelated with his theories of grace and others. With
respect to grace, Dr Kuyper differentiated between particular grace, covenant grace and common grace.
This tied in to a consequent theory of the seed of grace which can only be assumed to be seed of covenant
children, or the theory of 'presumptive regeneration'. – Conceptual distinctions always tend to separate
and create distinct concepts supposedly to enhance comprehension.

The basis of Kuyper's theories is not the Word of God, not revelation, but  observation interpreted by
reason only. He looked at the present reality around him and as it was presented to him at that time. He
justly became concerned with the state of affairs in the church of Jesus Christ in the Netherlands, that is,
the forced institutional unity of a state church. After members left (Secession of 1834), other members
withdrew more and more into conventicles, that is, unauthorized meetings for worship by groups of like-
minded church members. Also other independent groups or cliques were formed, such as the so-called
covenanters. Kuyper wanted to be free from that institute and the hierarchy exercised by the state church.
His 'solution' was to view the church in a different way, as an organism in one situation and as an institute
in another. Conflicts with the church-ruling government resulted in the 'Doleantie of 1886' (mournful
opposition) and the consequent Union of 1892. The church benefited from that movement by reinstating
such norms as guarding the pure doctrine and the administration of sacraments and discipline. Also a
restructure in other areas showed a renewed reformed motivation in politics, education, science, labour
relations etc. All in all, secularization was halted and christian societies influenced other areas of social
life. It was a revival of faith and life. However, Kuyper's theories also created problems with respect to a
scriptural  church  concept,  covenant  and  grace,  office  of  believers,  pluriformity  of  churches,  and  a
subjective misunderstanding of the relationship between preaching of the Word and re-birth of sinners.
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Grace

Rather  than  searching  the  Scriptures,  Dr.  Kuyper  applied  scientific  methods  to  gain  insight  or
understanding. Instead of turning towards God's revelation, he relied on human observation and reason.
The  basis of church doctrine is and has always been the Word of God. The foundation of a legitimate
reformation is a return to the infallible Word of God, nothing more and nothing less. But man-made and
man-oriented  theories about one area of doctrine will always spill over and influence others. Deviating
views on covenant, grace, church, baptism, sanctification, regeneration, gospel preaching, and others are
all interrelated.

With  respect  to  God's  grace,  Dr.  Kuyper  observed (outside  of  what  was  revealed)  that  God's  grace
emanates or flows from God's throne in three beams: that is, particular grace, covenant grace and common
grace. Particular grace is then one's personal election. Covenant grace works organically in the covenant
people, and  common grace is then the general, overall grace extended to the whole world. Therefore,
Kuyper concluded that God's grace concerns you personally (particular grace). It is also shared by you in
the communion of saints (covenant grace) and God's grace is shared by you with all of mankind (common
grace). In that way everything is to God's honour, he said. He then explained that particular grace is
redemptive; covenant grace is by nature and action saving grace, but common grace is neither the one nor
the  other.  It  even  includes  animals  (Gen  9:9,10).  He  states  that  common  grace  has  not  a  shred  of
sanctifying attributes and it is totally different in nature than particular or covenant grace (Kuyper's  De
Gemene Gratie; 1902, Book 1, chapter 1). Why he still classifies such common grace as grace is rather
puzzling, to say the least, unless it is expected to show God's 'love of the world'. However, unbelievers
benefit from the gifts God gives to His covenant people, such as crops, favourable weather, day and night
etc. (Gen 8:22: Matthew 15:27).

We know from scripture that sin is not (yet) allowed to fully erupt, explode or run wild for the sake of the
believers  (Rev  20).  This  'goodness'  displayed  by unbelievers  must  be  acknowledged,  but  their  total
deprivation and the sinful nature of man cannot be ignored. Arminius believed that there is still some good
left in man after the fall. The Canons of Dort calls that the 'light of nature' that renders man without
excuse  before  God  (III/IV,  art.4).  Kuyper  classifies  the  temporary  halt  or  slowdown  of  the  world's
deprivation hidden in sin, as grace,  common grace.  It only temporarily stops sin from absorbing life on
earth and it merely postpones the final execution of the death sentence (the second death; Rev 20:14;
21:8). Such grace seems to be no grace at all, because it is nothing else but being on 'death row' awaiting
execution.

Plurality

Plurality, or a multitude and more than one, is a recent sociological term that shows that life is no longer
uniform or comprehensible,  but multifaceted,  showing many forms and various relations.  Plurality of
religion shows that Christianity is only one variety among many religions. One no longer 'converts' others
(as the western European imperialists did when colonizing new-found lands), but one now looks to gain
wisdom in contact with others. Dialogue? yes indeed! –Proclamation of the gospel? No real need anymore
for that! Tolerance, respect and acceptance have become the key words. Religion is no longer driven by
God's revelation, His Word or commands and His deeds, but religion rises from man's nature in all its
variety and with a multitude of experiences that can benefit others when shared. There is no more true and
false or intolerance and polemics or argumentation. The Sovereign God of the covenant is replaced by one
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great power, the Great Spirit, and 'it' can even be a 'she'. This great 'something' has immediate contact with
individuals via their religious emotions. Individuals form a 'mystical relation' with the Great Spirit, that
differs  from one to  another.  And that  relation is  praised  as  showing  unity  in  one  large  plurality  of
religions.

Plurality of churches is  shown these  days  in  the  numerous  ways  of  thinking,  of  lifestyles,  cultures,
opinions  and faith  experiences,  the so-called 'plural  congregation'.  The important  question is  usually,
“How do we make and maintain friendships?” Being brothers and sisters is too formal, too structured and
its meaning and consequences are no longer understood and even perceived. It is said that being 'friends'
is most important to have a congregation even exist. Therefore, similar experiences are the determining
factors for friendships inside as well as outside the congregation. Not unity in faith is the measuring rod,
but togetherness in 'christian endeavours' is what counts. Having similar feelings, opinions, background,
upbringing and experiences draws people together. Such 'togetherness' is contrary to the unity in faith
shown in the Bible and Confessions (Acts 2:42-47; Lord's Day 21).

Pluriformity

Is 'pluriformity' something else? No, not really! During the first half of the 20th century, the idea or the
concept  of  pluriformity  was  developed.  Visible  and  invisible  aspects  of  the  church  grew  into  two
contrasting ideas of realizing two, differentiated churches. A member of the one did not necessarily have
to be viewed as a member of the other. The false notion, that those who stayed behind or did not join in a
reformation, were automatically lost forever, also increased and grew stronger. This occurred even in spite
of the fact that no reformation or secession had ever made such claims.

Dr Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) indicated that the Three Forms of Unity were established during the
initial period of the Great Reformation. He explained that neither the reformers nor the dogmatists that
followed, took into account the  reality of the times. He considered that without questioning, they had
accepted  the  concept  that  the church of  Jesus  Christ  was ONE church,  visible,  but  not  totally over-
seeable. Therefore, the idea of unity of this organized church, Kuyper concluded, was still maintained
even  in  spite  of  the  reality  of  seeing  divisions  in  the  church.  He  argued  that  during  the  years  of
development after the Great Reformation, as well as in the reality of life at the present time, it has become
increasingly apparent and quite clear in his view, that the pluriformity of the church should be recognized
and acknowledged. 

Kuyper correctly acknowledged that the Belgic Confession is based on the assumption of the ONE visible
church. But, he argued, church development and experiences make it necessary to view the church in a
new light. Rather than turning to God's Word for seeing things in that light only, he theorized on the basis
of a scientific observer. To him church had visibly become pluriform or multiple in appearance, namely,
Lutheran,  Episcopalian,  Baptist,  Calvinist,  Anglican,  Presbyterian,  Reformed  etc.  He  said  that
pluriformity was a developmental phase, and this was God's way to allow growth and progression of the
church of Jesus Christ.  He reasoned around 1900, that the necessity to recognize 'pluriformity of the
church' was the fact that God's truth was too rich to be confined in one institute. The treasure of salvation
in Christ was regarded too luxurious … to come to an all-round revelation within only ONE human form,
one church or visible institute. He later wrote in his book on common grace, that “the infinite cannot come
to an adequate expression in one finite human form”. This is done, he believed, in a multiplicity of forms, 
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that will compliment each other. He concluded :“And in that totality is the fulness” (A. Kuyper, Gemeene
Gratie, 1902, Book III, page 234).

Dr. Kuyper argued that any development of life such as a plant, shows an initial uniformity followed by
growth into diversity. It shows divisions and pluriformity, he said, and so does the church. Sin, he added,
may illuminate those divisions in an unnatural way but, he figured, these divisions and multiple forms are
also in accordance to God's creation order. Therefore, he concluded, that “all processes rise up out of the
unity of the one kernel by division of the stems, in accordance with the harmony of the completed plant”
(III, p.278). Is the plant's unity not founded in the roots, he asked? Therefore, he reasoned, the historical ,
multiform development of the church is obvious. And it is free to develop in accordance with influences
from different places, times and circumstances, but LOVE is to hold all these churches together, Kuyper
added.  However,  plants  grow similar  stems,  leaves  and  produce  the  same fruits.  How can that  ever
compare to the growth of a multiple church? Moreover, is not the revealing truth of God's Word the power
of unity and the only deciding factor for the church, God's chosen people?

Kuyper wrote that love binds all churches together with the cord of perfection, expressed in baptism. The
unity in baptism (administered in different church denominations, including the Roman Catholic church),
that unity, he felt, could also stir up a unifying attitude among churches. (Only two generations later, the
true Reformed Churches in the Netherlands worshiped together with the Roman Catholic church). Kuyper
said that such unity did regrettably not yet happen in his days, and he added, that this could be blamed on
the fact that a forced, unnatural unity had been maintained for too long. When that forced, false unity in
the State Church seemed to be broken, he observed, it only led to a 'pluriformity', which by bitter hatred
regrettably extinguished the fire of love. And that is sin for us all, he added [Gemeene Gratie (Common
Grace) III, page 234]. At the present time, however, that basic expression of love appears to take a hold on
church outreach and evangelical endeavours.

It seems quite obvious, that Dr. Kuyper viewed the church, or the visible institute or organization, as an
expression by people and their religious nature or needs. These churches not only differ geographically
per  nation,  race  and  language,  but  they  may  show  differences  in  doctrine  that  are  based  on  like-
mindedness,  personal  biases,  likes  or  dislikes,  as  well  as  individual  preferences,  desires  and  needs.
Although 'pluriformity', he said, was God's way of progression of the church, he also observed that sin
and hatred were to be blamed for these differences. At the same time, these differences became the basis
of his so-called 'solution', namely the theory of viewing the church in a multiple, rather 'pluriform' way.
(id. III, Page 230 and K.Schilder, Der Kerk III, p.145).

Further Developments

One theologian (Honig) also declared in 1916, that pluriformity was on the one hand the work of Him,
who delights in variety and multiplicity, but on the other hand it was also the result of sin. Dr. Aalders
regarded it solely as the result of sin. Dr. K. Dijk rejected the idea that pluriformity of churches was a
historical phase in church  development. He reasoned, that viewing the true church in multiple ways or
forms, must result in condemning every reformation! After all, what is then the purpose of reformation?

Professor Honig also stated that the Belgic Confession does not teach pluriformity,  but allows it.  He
reasoned that the true (visible) church divides itself into different ecclesiastical institutes that differ in
levels of purity. Kuyper found that 'pluriformity' was not at all confessional or even related to the 

9



expressions  of  the  church  confessions.  He rejected  the  notion  that  art.  29 could  be  the  basis  of  the
pluriformity concept. He felt that it could never even be associated with the Forms of Unity, because it
had  sprouted  up  as  a  historic  necessity.  He reasoned that a  deep chasm had  occurred  between  the
expressed confessional opinion and the conviction that established itself under the force of the observed
realities of life (Gemeene Gratie, III, page 230).

However, Dr. K. Dijk concluded that the confession does not always view the church in the exact same
manner. One article (27), he concluded, speaks about the universal christian church, and the other (30) is
about the institutional church, the organization on earth. (see K.S. III, p.146). Dr. H. Bouwman spoke of
the (invisible) 'mystical body of Christ' that consists of only true believers, who are gathered through the
'visible, organized church'. He added that 'pluriformity' does not address the  essence of the church, but
only the  form or  her  'revealed  institute'.  An organized  'church'  is  then  not  'the'  church,  but  only an
expression or an appearance of the 'real-thing-above'. How platonic! (id. p.147).

Dr. K. Dijk understood the 'mystical'  body of Christ to consist of only the elect or the church of the
redeemed. And that “there is no salvation outside IT”. There is no reason whatsoever, he said, to let this
statement of “no salvation outside it” refer to the church as 'institute'. He also declared that 'pluriformity is
not taught, nor condemned or excluded in the confession. Are there the marks of the true and false church
recognizable? One said yes, another no. Dr. K. Dijk said that the marks of the false church were clearly
shown by the Roman Catholic church of the 16th century. This then became the 'model' of what can clearly
be identified. Dr. Bavinck had said that true and false were merely the extremes at each end of a scale or
continuum of 'more or less pure churches'.

It is almost impossible to come to a conclusive definition of 'pluriformity', because descriptions differ
from one theologian to another and each one shows a great deal of scientific uncertainty (id. p.158). Can it
really be called a necessary developmental phase? Is this really God's way to spread the riches of the
gospel revelation? Dr. V. Hepp once declared that Kuyper and Bavinck added this 'new' element, to what
he called the 'old doctrine'. He figured that this element does not touch the heart of pluriformity. Dr. K.
Schilder showed that this developmental approach is of primary significance. (K.S. Book I, page  141). It
shows that it is man-centered, man-driven and it confuses and obscures the history of the church, the truth
of the Word and the concept of the one only catholic christian church.

The greatest opponent of Kuyper's of pluriformity and related concepts was Dr. K. Schilder (1890-1952).
The  basis  for  his  rejection  was  the  clear  description  of  the  church  as  confessed  in  the  Heidelberg
Catechism, Lord's Day 21, Q&A 54. The church is the age-old activity of the Son of God. It is an issue of
faith. In our concrete reality today, we must find and recognize the Christ, because the “road to heaven
goes right through the present world” (KS). Christ's activities of gathering, defending and preserving the
church are ongoing, also today. The church is  not a fixed,  static something. It  is  like a  house under
construction,  and  only the  foundations  are  completed  and  fixed.  These  are  the  Holy Scriptures,  the
confessions and the offices. And on these is the church being built by Christ. These are foundations, not
its activities, practices or marks (art.29 B.C.).

Kuyper's alternative to the hierarchical practices of the late 19 th century was not to seek unity with those
who returned to the truth (1834), but his 'solution'  was a different way of looking at the church, the
pluriformity concept of the church. This theory did not result in a scriptural, clear doctrinal statement by
any Synod. It did, however, result in un-scriptural and un-confessional statements and related man-made
theories that penetrated, poisoned and pervaded church life, activities and faith during the 20th century in 
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the Netherlands and later also in Africa and North America. 'Plurality' invaded the church from the outside
and 'pluriformity' arose from the inside. They are similar, equally destructive and known these days as
'denominationalism'.

Only continual  reformation can halt  or  prevent  negative influences  of  deformation,  decline or decay.
Knowledge of the truth in Christ and His work prevents decline. His truth and His work is revealed in
Scripture and summarized in the confessions of the church. Only that knowledge causes an ongoing return
to the truth and away from falsehood. Israel went into exile for lack of knowledge (Isaiah 5:13). “My
people are destroyed for lack of knowledge ...”(Hosea 4:6). God our Saviour “desires all men to be saved
and to come to the knowledge of the truth”(1 Tim 2:4).

Influences Carried Over to North America

Man-made theories not only resulted in deviation from God's Word, but also in the imposition of a false
doctrine  and  the  enforcement  of  hierarchical  discipline.  In  1942,  the  Reformed  Churches  in  the
Netherlands imposed a doctrine that was beyond or above scriptural authority. Moreover, Synod's actions
were in in conflict with reformed church polity. With the outbreak of World War II, all contact between
Europe and North America had seized. After the war, the Christian Reformed Church was faced with two
church federations that claimed to be the true continuation of the church that maintained correspondence
or sister relations with the Christian Reformed Church in North America.

The  rules  of  sister-relations  between  church  federations  included the  promise  to  mutually  watch  for
deviations in doctrine, worship and discipline. The rules of 1914 (designed by the Chr.Ref.Church.) were
still in effect and applied in the 1940's. The Christian Reformed synods ignored these rules by refusing to
examine the Dutch situation. In 1946 their delegates were sent to the synod representing the majority of
churches while the synod of the of the liberated churches received a letter stating, we do not “at the
present  time maintain church correspondence” with you.  The Christian Reformed Church  refused to
examine the situation. 

This stand of accepting the false church 'carte blanche' or without question, and so rejecting the liberated
churches, continued to be maintained. Even when churches of their own federation urged them to do so,
the  synods  refused  to  examine the  situation.  Therefore,  out  of  necessity,  immigrants  were  forced  to
establish the Canadian Reformed Churches in the 1950's.

In  1963 ,  the Can.  Ref.  Churches  appealed as promised and both churches  appointed committees  of
contact. They were to examine the situation and the differences in order to come to unity. Both church
federations showed the same Forms of Unity: the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic Confession and the
Canons of Dort. The Canadian churches had no other synod declarations, but the Christian Reformed
Church had adopted the 'Conclusions of Utrecht' (1905-1906), and their official interpretation (1962), as
well as 'The Three points of Kalamazoo (1924) and its official interpretation (1959-1960). The Christian
Reformed  Church  had  sister/correspondence  relations  with  the  Gereformeerde  Kerk  (Syn)  while  the
Canadian  Reformed  Churches  acknowledged  the  Gereformeerde  Kerk  (Liberated).  The  Christian
Reformed Church had a new church order and the Canadian Reformed Churches the church order of Dort
(1619, 1905). Nevertheless, the committees agreed to last address those correspondence relations.
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In 1968,  the  Chr.R.C.  Declared that  the  Conclusions  of  Utrecht  no longer  binding and the  doctrinal
deliverances on common grace (1924 and 1959-60), did no longer apply. However, the relationship with
the Ger.Kerken (Syn) was still the  gate through which negative and non-scriptural influences from the
Netherlands kept coming in. Instead of examining and denouncing the changes in these Dutch churches,
the 1974 Chr.R.C synod changed the rules for fellowship with other churches by making them shallower
and broader. In this way they again evaded to examine the issues and continued to refuse to judge the
1942 pronouncements made in the Netherlands. Synod had redefined relations in accordance with the
situation  it  found  itself  in.  The  obligations  to  judge  what  happened  during  the  war  and  to  evaluate
consequent deviations were eliminated. 

Instead of judging the changes in doctrine and conduct, contacts with other churches multiplied and was
promoted. Therefore, the negative influences from the Netherlands continued and intensified. Denial of
Christ's suffering in our place, and the views, for example, that Genesis 1-3 or 1-11 were not historical or
real events could be propagated without discipline. The authority of God's Word diminished, pluriformity
ideas  persisted,  a  proper  church  concept  and  church  polity  eroded,  individualism  and  feelings  of
independentism grew, while hierarchical tendencies solidified. By weakening the fellowship rules as well
as the bond of a federation, false ecumenism hollowed out the meaning of the name 'church'. It seemed
obvious that the influences from the Netherlands (the synodical churches), had a  destructive effect upon
the Christian Reformed Church in North America. Biblical authority diminished as was clear from the
'pastoral advice' of Synod 1972.

In 1975, the Canadian Reformed Churches sent a final appeal to all the Christian Reformed Churches as
summarized above, warning them about the infestation of the deviations and the relativizing the authority
of God's Word. More over, it was apparent among their churches that the truth of the Gospel, Jesus Christ
crucified, were attacked. Little or no reaction to this 1975 appeal could be registered. In other words,
negative, non-doctrinal and non-scriptural influences continued. Were these eventually acknowledged and
recognized?  Did they cause  a  renewal,  a  reformation.  Secessions  occurred  almost  twenty years  later
declaring themselves as independent churches or no longer bound by the obligations of a federation. Were
these  only  in  response  to  obvious,  glaring  and  uncomfortable  deviations  or  are  previous  negative
influences still allowed to be at least partially present and not too disturbing?  D.T.
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The Church under Construction
(Translation of Selections taken from 
De Kerk in Aanbouw, C. Trimp 1998)

Our lack of love, our lovelessness (page 258)

By digging for the causes of the “decline” of the church, we come across a deeper level when we ask for
“the lovelessness of our heart” (an agreeable term used by H. Bavinck). In His words of departure and in
His intercession (John 13:16, and John 17), the Lord drew our attention to the love towards Him and
towards each other. He did not give us a vague and unstable story about love in general, but He precisely
pointed  out  to  us  that  the  love  to  Him is  found  in  “keeping”  and  “guarding”  his  instructions:  His
words,that is His commandments (cf. John 13:5, 34ff: John 14:15,21, 23ff;  John 15:9ff 12ff,17; John
17:26). The epistles of John are one great song of praise about this love of God and this love of ours.

However, our heart is sluggish, our understanding limited and our love to God, whom we did not see, is
often scarce and unstable (cf. 1 John 2:3, 9; 3:11,23; 1 John 4:7-12, 16-21; 1 John 5:2; 2 John 5,6). The
seriousness of this great deficiency in our life lies in the fact, that we play a risky game in our lack of love
with the great salvation mystery of the church, namely the indwelling of Father and Son in our heart and
in the congregation. That is apparent by considering Christ's word in John 14:23,24. How surprised was
someone like Luther about this far reaching word of the indwelling of God with the people. He recognized
it in the living communion with God as well as the enjoyment of the love of God. In this connection,
Luther spoke about the work of the Holy Spirit, who grants us a new heart, new thoughts and a new lust
for  life,  a  new zeal  for living.  Guarding the Words of  Christ  and enjoying  Christ's  love,  cannot  be
practiced in our life as two separate entities. Then our life would fall apart into two compartments: one an
orthodox doctrine and the other a mystical, pious enjoyment of God. The church' life secret is now exactly
that it may be a “home”, (a place of meeting) of God with man, namely under the pure doctrine and also
sacraments of man having relations with the triune God.

That is the heart beat of the church. When in that place people's hearts remain cold, than the decline of the
the church is in full swing.

* * *

Between  Regeneration  and  Degeneration (page 259)

The word regeneration points us to the miracle of a new beginning. God does not anchor us to our origin,
our inclinations and heretical burden. He destined us for a new life, namely a life in new obedience, the
expression used in the Form for Baptism. 

Of course we cannot present our broad doctrinal expositions about “regeneration”as such. In that case we
would at least offer an explanation of article 24 of the Belgic Confession; chapters III/IV of the Canons of
Dort and of the Heidelberg Catechism the Q&A 8, 43, 45, 64, 70, 73, 76, 86-91 and 114 as well as the
scriptural references that belong to these confessional writings.
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We will restrict ourselves to a few Bible references. “Regeneration/being born anew” means that God
gives us a new beginning, a new life.  We become different people – in comparison with the life we
received through our birth. The necessity of that new life ( i.e. “being born of God” John 1:12,13) was
shown in clear, all round words of our Lord Christ during his talk with Nicodemus (John 3). It is striking
that  the  Holy Scripture  does  not  only speak about  the  need for  being  born  anew,  but  also,  without
hesitation, addresses the reality of this new life (cf. 1 Peter 1:3,18,23 and Titus 3:5). 

We are not told that we have arrived when we receive regeneration, but God's Word testifies that we – as
newborn children – have just started. Just like natural birth, regeneration asks for continuation. Such a
sequel to being born anew is growing and striving for perfection, i.e. the spiritual maturity.

On the other hand, slackening and slowing down constitutes a serious illness that hampers our growth
(Heb 15:12ff; 6:1ff,11,12) The risk of such a set back is not small/trifling according to Hebrews 6:6-8.
When the process of ongoing, continual new life is blocked or obstructed, another process starts in our
heart and life, namely degeneration, decline and falsification. This applies to everyone personally and it
applies also to our communion as congregation, the church – that is us, us-with-each-other.

Blossoming as well  as withering of the church is  not an autonomous process that occurs somewhere
outside of our life. The church is a body. That body gets sick when members languish or suffer (or secretly
live in sin).

What we call decay or decline, we must also call degeneration. This is the great enemy of regeneration.
Degeneration stands over against regeneration as the “old man” versus the “new man (Lord's Day 33).
The former must absolutely die to allow the latter to raise up and become strong. That does not only apply
to our personal, individual road to the salvation of God. As we said before, it applies completely to our
life as congregation of Christ.

Particularly in Article 29 B.C., we find church members of whom it is said that they,
 continually fight against their own weakness in the strength of the Holy Spirit
 appeal to Christ (who suffered and was crucified) in order to receive the cleansing of their life
 flee from sin, pursue righteousness, crucify their flesh and its works, and
 put into practice the love of God and neighbour

The church of Christ is populated by people who recognize and acknowledge their weakness and sin, and
who look to their Lord Christ for the forgiveness of those sins.

In addition they are people who during their life are daily at war against sin, including “crucifying their
own flesh”. They can join a conversation about the pain of conversion and they feel the pain deep in their
heart.

Living as a member of the church is obviously a painful life. God's good commandment does repeatedly
illuminate our inability and guilt.
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Our Responsibility en route or on-our-way (page 280) 

We are a people of limited time with many things out of reach. That also applies to our responsibility. We
can take only limited responsibility for the path of Christ's church on earth. We do not need to bear the
burden of ages past. We are not responsible for the path of world history. No one among us finds himself
on the throne of the world. We may believe and confess that the honour of His universal reign belongs to
our Lord and Owner. One day we will reign with Him over all creatures (Q/A 32 Heidelberg Catechism).
Our responsibility is limited to ourselves, our family, the congregation we belong to, the church within our
language area and our emanation (radiation) to the outside. A giant area, when we see it from our point of
view. A very limited terrain in the framework or the scope of church and world  history.

Within the limited area of our primary responsibility, we repeatedly bump into the resisting reality of the
separations  and divisions  of  churches  and church members.  Those difficult,  troublesome,  hurtful  and
shameful situations do travel with us. We try to somehow grasp or comprehend this by our study of the
historical backgrounds, our deliberations around controversial issues, our endeavours to empathize with
emotionally  underlying  currents  of  tough  and  persistent  differences  of  opinion,  our  personal  and
communal search for solutions, etc. As much as 'parties' are related in origin, the more painful the effects
of division appear to be. Concretely we think about differences between people with the same Bible and
Confession we love, and who wish to regulate their lives accordingly.

In that way we are in this century confronted with situations that our fathers in the 16 th century could not
dream of, even in their most anxious nights or nightmares. The so-called “ten times reformed”  would be a
mysterious  term  to  them.  To  this  fact  one  could  tie  all  kinds  of  cultural,  political  and  theological
perspectives. At this time we will not deal with that. The point now is that we can hardly grasp the actual
ecclesiastical situation in the Netherlands where we would only typify this situation with the use of terms
provided by Article 29 B.C.. To be perfectly clear: we do not want to depart from the confessional words
“true  church”  and  “false  church”.  We  regard  these  words  as  indispensable  when  considering  our
responsibility  today  and  in  the  future.  However,  that  does  not  mean  that  article  29  of  the  Belgic
Confession foresaw our days and provided for all our present needs. That has never been the pretense of
any confessional writing or publication. The wisdom of the Holy Spirit is as it were supplied from storage.
It is only found in walking with God today.

A variety of conclusions can apparently be coupled to this insight:
 it stops us from making the confession as the final word in the way of “confessionalism”,
 it allows us to look for new expressions in new situations;
 it prevents us from storing away the confession as a time-bound “declaration of sentiment”

In the previous part we discussed the fact that the church of Christ not only may but also must present
itself as Christ's catholic-local-church. This means, among others, that one knows oneself  called by no
one else than Christ, to the concrete Sunday worship service of the congregation. Moreover, one also
declares that other children of God in their area are also called to that same gathering. Because it is and it
remains preposterous that in one place two or more churches present themselves as the church of Christ.
That  is  simply  not  possible  or  allowed,  because  the  church  of  Christ  cannot  have  divisiveness  or
differentiations as its marks or qualifications. The church is by its own character typified by unity and
catholicity. We know all too well that what may not happen, happens anyway. That is not only our sorrow,
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but  also the anguish of the Holy Spirit.  To make it  simpler,  let  us  for a  moment call  two  opposing
gatherings A and B. When both A and B have recognized and admitted that Christ calls the congregation
together, they then present themselves as Christ's catholic-local-church. When one of them does not do
this, then it declares itself to be a sect, a religious society of only the initiated or a denomination of special
people only. This means that both churches might regard themselves entitled to the name “catholic church
of Christ”.  It is however,  inconceivable that A and B do for quite some time not address each other.
(Translator's note: The author likely has in mind the Dutch situation with the Christelijk Gereformeerde
Kerken and others that did not join the Union (1892) nor the Liberation (1944). The love of Christ and
godliness should drive them to address each other. In that, we and others will discern that we love God
when we acknowledge each other. After all, as long as we take our and each others' pretensions seriously,
we must have questions for each other, and likely also bring complaints to each others address. But we
know each other to be duty bound to give account and to search for recovery in the chronically sick
relationships. Under God's blessing, a collective knowledge of our shortcomings will appear from such
communications as well as a communal or corporate prayer for 

 deliverance out of our collective incapacity
 healing of wounds inflicted; and
 forgiveness of the dishonour we inflicted on our Lord Christ in our personal and public lifestyles

For such meetings we do not need identification labels copied from and reminiscent of Articles 29 B.C.
Our direct source and our norms are rather found in the first sentence of Art.27 B.C.(“We believe and
confess one catholic or universal church … ).

We do not dismiss Art.29 like an expired passport. We prefer to be addressed as “being true church”. We
desire to hear from other children of God what they have understood about the work of Christ in this time.
We also like to find out what those others understand about their own confession when it speaks about
“Christ's  yoke” and the reality of the degeneration,  decay,  decline of the church or its “falsification”
(Dutch vervalsing). It will then become apparent, that we also have a few questions to ask our partners
about the past and to warn them with respect to the future. The questions addressed to one group of
churches must clearly be different than those presented to another. Moreover, could we even find ways to
speak to groups within some churches in a good and meaningful way? Under God's blessing, much good
could then result from that, such as humility, recognition and encouragement. And all that as a little piece
of corporate acquisition of the salvation we have received in Christ, the head of the christian church. 

(The author then expresses the wish that those Dutch churches would unite in an orderly or ecclesiastical
way and turn into a forceful effort that would combine thoughts and intentions and so establish a basis for
future communal activities, etc.)
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