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Preface

Simon Gerrit De Graaf (1889-1955) was a well-known minister in Amsterdam. His popular and influential work
Verbondsgeschiedenis (1936) was translated by Dr. Evan Runner in English as Promise and Deliverance (1977) and was
widely read in the homes of the Reformed people of North America. In 1954 De Graaf’s final work, Het Ware Geloof
was published. Because of the author’s developing inability to write, he had requested M. De Goede to finalize the
composition of Lord’s Days 21 and 22. based on the numerous detailed annotations De Graaf had prepared previously.

The redemptive historical insight, so helpful and illuminating for children and adults in Promise and Deliverance, becomes
a profound covenantal beacon of light in The True Faith. In the last years of his life De Graaf’s matured insight of
Reformed theology, consistently and comprehensively applied to the Church’s confession, produced a work that all
Reformed preachers and teachers, as well as every serious believer should read and assimilate. The Commentary takes
God’s eternal love as the motif in creating and recreating, always showing that His covenant and all His works proceed
from that one decree made in God’s counsel of peace. | hope that in reading this work you too will broaden and deepen
your insight into the Lord’s ways and works. Soli Deo Gloria.
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THE TRUE FAITH
S. G. De Graaf
Translation by Richard Stienstra

Lord’s Day 1

1. What is your only comfort in life and death?

That I am not my own, but belong with body and soul, both in life and in death, to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.
He has fully paid for all my sins with His precious blood, and has set me free from all the power of the devil.

He also preserves me in such a way that without the will of my heavenly Father not a hair can fall from my head;
indeed, all things must work together for my salvation.

Therefore, by His Holy Spirit He also assures me of eternal life and makes me heartily willing and ready from
now on to live for Him.

2. What do you need to know in order to live and die in the joy of this comfort?

First, how great my sins and misery are;
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Second, how | am delivered from all my sins and misery;
Third, how | am to be thankful to God for such deliverance.

The Confession of the Church

When we focus our attention on the Heidelberg Catechism, we are dealing with a confessional statement of the church.
For while the catechism may be a textbook for catechism classes, it is also a document in which the church expresses her
confession. To put it differently, as a confessional record it also functions as textbook.

Thus at the very outset we face the reality that the church solemnly has expressed her faith and has recorded that
confession in a document. Now, we could right away pose the question of what value it has for us that the church
expresses her faith in this way. This question when asked at the beginning would surely reveal how much we are
occupied with ourselves in our thinking and doing. For whoever seeks to live before the Lord by faith, this surely should
not be the first question: what is in the church’s confession for me?

Such an immediate application of the church’s confession to oneself certainly cannot be defended by its starting point or
even by the ongoing tone of the catechism itself. Of course, it is true that the catechism begins with the question: What is
your only comfort in life and death? Later it asks How does Christ’s resurrection benefit us? In addition, But what does it
help you now that you believe all this? Yet all of this is possible as will be seen in due time, without using it as a defense
for putting first the question of the confession’s benefit for us personally.

When speaking about the confession of the church we normally point to the following two-fold purpose: the unity of the
church within is protected by it, and she confesses to the outside world the truth of God over against the heresies of the
day. A further purpose precedes that two-fold intent however, for in her confession she gives an answer to God Who
revealed His truth to her.

Furthermore, in the church’s confession there is first of all an element of devotion. Scripture indicates that this element
should be evident in our whole life: So whether you eat and drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God (1 Cor.
10: 31). Now if that devotion or worship comes first in our whole life, then it is especially so in the most important
purpose of our life, i.e. confessing God’s Name.

Moreover, we note that there must be in the first place reverence and adoration in the church’s confession follows from the
fact that confessing comes by faith, and there cannot be faith without devotion. Faith in fact always looks up to its
content, and submits to its source. Thus, faith takes hold of God’s faithfulness and love even as He confirms this to our
faith by His Word while our faith clings to them as divine faithfulness and divine love — too lofty for faith ever to be able
to comprehend fully. It rests in God’s faithfulness but is so far removed from it that it could never fully grasp that
foundation; rather, it is overwhelmed by the breadth and the power of God’s faithfulness. In faith we take hold of that by
which faith itself has been taken hold of — an attribute as it were, because it itself is held onto as well. Thus, it is therefore
hardly surprising that at the very heart of faith there is always adoration.

Up to now, we have made no distinction between the act and fact of the church’s professing or confessing and her
confession, between the act of her confessing and the content and substance of the confession considered. However,
although in reality there is a distinction between these two, we must not produce a separation between them. For it is
possible that the confession of the church could also be seen as the result of her confessing, the consequence then could be
a factual adhering to it in its functioning, but in which she no longer worships the Lord. It is even possible that the church
no longer lives by her confession, but that instead a distance has developed between the church and her confession.
However, if she truly is church she would never disregard and neglect everything from that treasure, and yet much in it
would be dead capital for her. In such a case, one cannot maintain in the strict sense of the word that the confession of the
church is the result of her confessing or professing. The church’s confessing must be a deed of adoration. Praise to the
Lord must be raised in it, for this is the supreme outcome and purpose of her professing.
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It is therefore necessary that the church always lives by and out of her confession in order that in the hearing and speaking
of those words her adoration may be for God. That can only happen when those words, even now, still are the words from
her heart — when she understands them and with her adoration serves their intent. The church may not lapse lower than her
confessions.

It is only in this way, when in what the church confesses there actually and continually is the deed of her adoration that the
two-fold purpose of her profession that we mentioned above — guarding the unity within and witnessing to the truth of
God without — can come to its rightful expression.

The confession can never merely be an “agreement of ecclesiastical fellowship,” that is, an accord in the sense of a
contract into which the parties enter. Her confession has no effective power to preserve the unity if the church does not
meet God in reverence and devotion as she professes those words. Compelling efforts may then well be undertaken to
keep the whole body together, but in reality unity is lacking. Nor does this mean that they would be able to relinquish the
content of the confession and the faithfulness to that content for a shared religious feeling and a joint spiritual experience.
Some might attempt to suggest there is a common religious sentiment present, even when there is no agreement with what
is confessed. However, in praising God it is completely impossible to ignore the differences that still exist. Adoration or
praise can only be an answer to the revelation that God has given us, uniquely in His Word. When we do not understand
that revelation, or understand it incorrectly, we can never arrive at true worship. Such worship is made up of the
acknowledgement of the truth of God as the church confesses this. However, just as the church at one time confessed in
devotion, we can also only have true unity when her professing is an act of praise.

Furthermore, it is essentially impossible to convey the truth of God to the outside world unless the church confesses
prayerfully. The church that limits, restricts, or controls her confession, and is elevated above and beyond her own faith,
has become a worldly society and has nothing left to say to the world. The church is something special only when she
looks up to the truth of God. She has the testimony of God and of Jesus Christ, and gives witness of the truth that is
beyond her, which controls and liberates her. If the church’s view of and attitude toward her confession is different from
that, such a confession will be heard by the unbelieving world as an empty slogan. For the world has such “principles” as
well, and we would then come to it using the same approach since we would no longer have the testimony of God that
overcomes the world.

This worshipful confession also brings comfort to the church. The objection is often directed against the catechism that
comfort in life and death is placed front and center, and that it repeatedly asks questions about usefulness and benefit.
Indeed this constant tenet of the catechism has done some harm to those who do not see this as the confession of the
church, prayerfully articulated. However, is there for us anywhere we can find comfort, except in adoration and prayer?
In the first chapter of the first book of his “Confessions” Augustine utters the prayer, Let me know, o Lord, and understand
what comes first: To call upon Thee, or to praise Thee! The fact is that we cannot call on God as our help and comfort
without praising Him. Both of these are jointly given and do not exist apart from each other. Sinful flesh pretending to be
highly spiritual has attempted to pillage the catechism and sought to make comfort its own, even though it does not know
its veneration. Clearly, they have not known the catechism as the confession of the church.

The Church in Her Professing

Thus, the question of what benefit the confession has for us personally comes to mind only in the second place. In that
setting the catechism may be seen as a textbook. The confession is the church’s answer to God’s revelation as He has
given this especially in His Word. The church sometimes has to speak her own word, but is continually subject to God’s
Word, and does nothing other than respond. “Professing” in the Greek of the New Testament is saying the same thing.
That can mean that we say the same thing as other people, or that we say something together. Sometimes it means also
that we say the same thing as God. In her act of professing the church echoes the Lord.

And it is only in this reality that the certainty of the church’s confession exists; and thus the confession has the nature of
the truth in which we rest. Of course, the church can err in echoing the Lord, but she is constantly corrected by God’s
Word and compelled to reformation. That is the necessary consequence of the fact that the Word is the living Word, a
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sharp two-edged sword — and in that sense one can speak of the infallibility of the church. The reason for that infallibility
therefore is not in her, but in the power of God’s Word, which will always direct her to believe and to profess.

It is the calling of the church as a whole to profess the truth in this way, and not in the first place the calling of individual
believers; for as separate and distinct persons they are not able. We can only together with all the saints fully grasp how
wide and long and high and deep the love of Christ is, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge, that we may be
filled to the measure of all the fullness of God (Eph. 3: 18,19).

Behind this is that the fact that God’s Word is spoken not to individual believers, but to the people of the Lord’s church. In
the entire Scriptures, both in the Old and the New Testaments, God directs Himself to His people. In addition, given the
fact that the Word and the Spirit of God brought them to faith, they were also thereby in Christ recreated into a unity. God
speaks in order that we should be one, for He Who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were
(Rom.4:17) also produces that unity. Thus He addresses His people restored in unity.

Therefore when the church in her unity and harmony responds to God’s revelation, she is the pillar and foundation of the
truth (1Tim.3: 15). That does not mean that truth itself needs support and therefore must find that in the church. Truth is
the revelation of God that comes only from God, Who is the truth. In this world, however, truth finds a home, is
confessed, protected, and defended in the venue which it itself has created. In this sense the church is a pillar and
foundation of the truth and for us this expresses the significance of the church’s confession.

If we truly seek to understand this, we must distinguish two things in our relationship to the church. On the one hand, we
are members of that church; we share in her formation and she is an integral part of us. Yet on the other hand, the church
leads and directs us. Thus, the church is the gathering of believers who receive the truth of God by faith, and through such
believing acceptance in fact become the church, which is and remains subject to that truth. However, it is equally true that
she has the right and authority to formulate the truth of God in her confessions, and thus to lead and direct the life of her
members. This latter function is the essence of the expression: the pillar and foundation of the truth.

We live as members of the church, for in baptism we received the seal indicating that we form part of it and thus
participate in the fellowship and life of the church. We must not reject this sealed promise of God nor may we doubt it,
but must accept it in faith. Through that faith our sense of community overcomes our self-conscious independence. In
this way we learn to live as members of that fellowship and community. We can only believe in this way because the
promises of God were spoken not in the first place to me, but to the people of His community. Only those people can
therefore accept these promises, and | can do so only as a member of that fellowship.

A special emphasis is placed on personal faith and on personal application, which this fellowship of faith at times forgets
or overlooks. When this happens they are opposing the Spirit of God because the Spirit is actively delivering us from our
isolated position. Especially with those who speak much of the Holy Spirit we sometimes find such an emphasis placed
on the faith of the isolated self. How little they have then understood of the work of the Spirit, Who through the Word
recreates a faith-fellowship —a communion of faith!

The catechism speaks of “my” only comfort in life and death, and in this usage it continually refers to “I” and “my.”
However, this cannot be used to counter the above. Whoever would do this loses sight of the fact that the catechism is a
confession of the church. “I”” speak here as a member of the church, and express a communal faith. That does not merely
mean that this confession is accepted by us communally; “I”” also speak here in the fellowship of the faith of God’s people.

As a member of the church, I share and participate in her confession. Her confession is my confession; and this affords an
immense consolation. | share in the confession of the church, in which much more is expressed than for what | can yet
personally account. Especially the person who has observed how limited the response is that he is able to give to God’s
Word, and how slowly this ability to confess with understanding grows within him, is comforted by this. The church
herself must continually develop in her ability to confess; however we also know that we will mature within her, and be
filled to the measure of all the fullness of God (Eph.3:19). Nevertheless, being part of the church’s professing fellowship
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entails the calling to know what she knows, to understand what she understands, and in doing so prayerfully to meet God,
just as the church does.

To enable all members to fulfill that calling, the church herself gives leadership. Thus, we see the church in her role and
authority formulating the truth of God in her confession, and through this confession she gives guidance to her life. She
must teach the members to come to prayerful, worshipful profession, just as she herself may do this. Therefore she
instructs not only all members in the confession through catechism preaching, but she instructs in particular the younger
members in order to bring them to make profession in the manner she herself does.

If professing were something other or different than echoing and repeating the Lord, and if it were merely a subjective
witness, there would be nothing to educate. Then all could be left to the Holy Spirit. A faithful, worshipful confession
however, exhibits a deed of obedience. If we wish to be able to obey, we must first listen and learn. Thus, the church
educates her youth in order that they should come to the act of obedience in their profession.

In this way the church teaches the Word of God, as she through the Holy Spirit learned to repeat it, and in her confession
formulated its content. Thus, she teaches her confession with the authority she has for this as the pillar and foundation of
the truth. Her authority in her professing therefore does not impede the unique authority of God’s Word. Indeed, she
draws her authority exclusively from the Word of God. Through the derived authority in her professing, the authority of
the Word of God is discovered increasingly. The magnificence and dignity of the Word of grace is revealed more fully
when we see that the church has received the office in order to speak with authority the truth of God based on that Word.
Only the splendor of the Word of grace and that of grace itself leads to adoration and worship. Thus, with the blessing of
the Holy Spirit, through the teaching of her confessions the church educates her members, particularly her youth, to
profess with adoration.

Faithful Submission to the Word of God

In absorbing the entire content of the catechism, and especially in understanding the first Lord’s Day which introduces all
that follows, one must continually hold on to the fact that professing or confessing is a repeating of and an answer to what
God has said.

Only in this way can we confess that we belong to Jesus Christ. This confession can never be a conclusion based on what
one feels he has experienced in belonging to Christ. For experience is always the fruit of faith and not its foundation; thus
the experience of union with Christ is a result of the faith of that belonging. Such faith needs to find its foundation in
something else.

However, we may not deduce nor infer our faith from the church’s confession. There is a danger that people will expect
to see faith generated by the confession of the church, that is, through what in her ecclesiastical context has always been
considered as truth. And if one would not look any further than this activity of the church, one would not have seen it as
answer — an obedient answer — to God’s Word. Whoever understands that confession as a faithful submission and
response to God’s revelation, has learned to answer in faith for himself. A church is not above nor beyond its confession,
and neither is any single believer greater than his faith. When we said earlier that our sense of self-consciousness could
not be primary, we did not mean to imply that we should let the church direct us so that our personal life would lose all
value. When we by faith have understood that the church in her confession is obedient to God’s Word, our own life is
therein also submissive, and our personal life is thereby liberated and reaches its true worth in that fellowship.

With the confession that we belong to Jesus Christ, we are subservient to God’s Word. God has said in His Word to that
congregation of which we are a part, that we belong to Him and sealed this to us through baptism by which we are
incorporated into the Christian church. In our faithful profession we merely echo the Word of God. Our confession that
we belong to Jesus Christ, finds therefore its basis exclusively in God’s Word. This profession is also a deed of
obedience. We may profess this because we must profess it. Our boldness in this continually finds its origin and cause in
the demand of the Word of God.
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We could ask the question here about how those who have grown up outside the church must come to faith. For the
baptized members of the church, the requirement is that they must accept by faith what God has said about them.
However, that cannot apply to those who are not members of the church and must come to faith from the outside. One
should not overlook the fact that there is an abnormal situation here. The reality that a very large part of the human race
lives outside of the church, does not take away its abnormal nature. It is not according to the design that God had set at the
beginning. At one point in that beginning, during the days of Adam and at the time of Noah, all were considered in the
covenant. Moreover, many in the Christianized countries in the past generations belonged to it.

However, with respect to all who are at this time outside of the church, we consider that they have left the covenant. This
is abnormal. There is no return in faith to God possible unless people are aware of the existent abnormal situation and
confess their guilt in it. Then they would again accept the promises that apply to the church, and which they never should
have abandoned. This is not speculation. Paul made it clear to the believing Gentiles that at an earlier time they were
separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and
without God in the world (Eph.2:12). Christ in fact did not help until they first confessed that exclusion from the covenant
of the promise. Thus, He came to the aid of the centurion only when he confessed that as a Gentile he did not deserve that
Christ should come under his roof. In addition, Christ did not help the Canaanite woman until she confessed that the
Gentiles like dogs did not deserve to eat from the children’s table (Matt.8:8 and 15:27). In faith then, with shame, there is
a return to the covenant of the promise.

Thus, in faithful obedience to, and with the authorization of God’s Word we confess that we belong to Jesus Christ. In
that Word alone faith always finds its definitive and final source. Experience can actually provide some support, but then
it is the experience that is gained through faith in God’s Word, and is recognized as such by that faith. Without faith, we
experience something entirely different than that we belong to Jesus Christ. In addition, the fact that many around me also
confess in the same way can provide some support, but my faith can never rest in the profession of others. Of course, it is
true that when | by faith come to know the confession of the church, I have fellowship with it.

The principle or essence of the confession that | belong to Jesus Christ applies also to the second answer when it addresses
the three things that are necessary. Also with this confession, there is but a repeating of God’s Word and a faithful
response to it.

If we did not maintain this principle we would immediately encounter the objection that faith seems to be exclusively
defined as knowledge. After all, the catechism asks, What do you need to know in order to live and die in the joy of this
comfort? The reference here is to a believing, faithful, knowing that is submissive to the Word of God and consciously
dependent on it. Moreover, it is a knowledge based on the authority of God’s Word that has conquered us.

In addition, it is possible that with this second answer we will encounter yet another objection. It appears that we need to
confess three characteristics. | have to be displeased with myself. This is one virtue. | must have faith in deliverance.
That is another. Moreover, | must also know that | have a serious intention of living a grateful life. That is the concluding
attribute. However, is it not true that we do not confess our own virtues but Jesus Christ? People who intend to make
public profession of faith in the congregation often hesitate because of this obstacle. When they examine themselves, it
seems to them that there is not much evidence of these qualities. We observe that this is the same misconception.

In our confession we echo and repeat God’s Word. The Word of God tells us that we are completely sinful, and that we
are being overpowered by that Word, so that we no longer can or want to contradict it. God’s Word also teaches us that
we must be displeased with ourselves; and thus we make confession of the Word of God that has conquered us. God’s
Word tells us also that there is redemption for us in Christ, and that sharing in that redemption is sealed to us by God. We
could and would not accept it, but the Word became too strong for us and in faith we bowed our head and submitted.
Moreover, the Word of God tells us that it is God Who makes us holy, and that He will accomplish something positive in
our lives. We did not want to relinquish control from our own hands, but He taught us how. His demand contains a
promise for us, that we must obey the command since we accept the promise; and having been conquered by God’s Word
we also yield in this third instance.
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Thus, believing is to be won over by the Word of God and to be overcome by it. In devoted submission we echo God’s
Word and believe the most daring things, even this that we belong to Jesus Christ.

Our Only Comfort

This submission to God’s Word remains of prime importance in all that is said in this Lord’s Day.

When we confess our only comfort, we thereby express that without this comfort life is futile and death hopeless. Outside
of the powerful presence of God’s Word that statement can never be truthful. Without the Word of God, there is no true
knowledge of the necessities for living or of the essentials in dying. There is undoubtedly a general awareness of need in
the world, but we must not imagine that therefore this — that we belong to Jesus Christ — is the solution. What does
communion with Christ do for the essentials of life the way the unbelieving world understands them? What do we get out
of it, they say. This comfort does not in any way connect with the sense of the essential need, as this exists in the world.

With that, however, we do not deny that God cannot use the needs as we all know them — the blind alley into which life
and the world appear to have stumbled — as a means in His hand. The truth that it is hard for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of heaven remains unshaken. The gospel of Christ is mainly a gospel for the poor. Thus, God must use those
needs — that is, by His Word shine a suitable light on it and turn the burden of need into a feeling of guilt. Only then does
God do something with that so that the comfort of communion with Christ may be applied. Without this victory by God’s
Word, the need of the world becomes an accusation against God and an indictment of Him.

In fact, without the reality that God’s Word wins us over, nobody admits the absolute necessities of life. Whenever some
opportunity in life passes us by, we dare not admit that life itself seems futile. Nevertheless, invariably we draw up new
plans. For most failed lives, therefore, death overtakes them still as a disappointment. Even if someone, totally ruined,
longs to die, he would yet view death as a relief. At that point, he still has the outcome in his own hands. Yet even then,
his death would be a lie. However, for him such dying would not be without hope.

God’s Word alone cuts off all our chances because it speaks to us about the curse that made life an ordeal and death a
judgment. The Word also reveals that the curse did not allow a single way of escape. Suffering, ruin, and destruction
became inescapable. In this way alone, Christ becomes the only “chance.” Thus, when we confess that Jesus Christ is the
only comfort in life and in death, we therein presume there is no comfort anywhere else. Jesus Christ is the only One, and
He is also seen as the only One. If we still cling to something, we cannot see Jesus Christ. The light that is visible in
Jesus Christ also means that all other lights are extinguished.

You may say that there is still a lot in life that comforts and even delights us. Especially in love and in its many
expressions there is delight, encouragement, and great comfort. We might perhaps consider that some of life’s
problematics appear to be relieved by it. Yet even this comfort is taken away from us by God’s Word, for there is a curse
in all relationships that are outside of Christ. For they are the relationships of which Christ says: If anyone comes to Me
and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters — yes, even his own life — he cannot
be My disciple (Luke 14:26). The reality is that in such love outside of Christ people experience the curse. It does not
serve for the healing of life, and instead there is deterioration of it in spite of that love. In reality, there is even a
deterioration of that love itself. The root of life is not being healed by such love.

What the Word of God reveals and discovers for us is the curse with respect to life and in it the irrevocable nature of its
distressful need. Behind the curse man’s guilt functions. The misery of life in the light of God’s Word becomes for us
guilt, and God can take hold of that misery to show us our guilt. A person can harden himself in that distress, and accuse
God. However, through the need God is also able to break us down and crush our spirit. We must keep in mind that it
was not the distress that broke us down, but it was God through the distress. The need itself does not drive us to God, but
God can use the burdens of life. Thus, the general awareness of the need itself is not a point of contact for grace, but God
uses it to take hold of us. He does this by making us see the misery of life as guilt.
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This is necessary, since otherwise the sense of need might have immersed us in self-pity. For it seems that at times,
people have a violent reaction to the misery of life, while at other times there is a disabling self-pity. The one as well as
the other defeats and frustrates life. God cuts through this with His Word, and makes us see the misery as guilt: what have
we made of His world and of the life that was His? It is then that the world’s misery comes to us in a different sense.

For then alone can we see Christ, or rather, then we have already seen Christ. At that point, we see that there is truly a
connection between Christ and the need, even as it is illumined by God’s Word. Christ can only be revealed as He is
presented to us in this Lord’s Day, namely as the One Who has fully paid for all my sins with His precious blood, and has
set me free from all the power of the devil. What are we to make of this, if we have not seen the misery as guilt?
Undoubtedly much more can be said about the grace of God in Christ for life than is said here. However, this is the
central point, and we cannot conceive of Christ in any way, unless we receive Him as He is presented here.

That presumes however that we understand that by our sins we have sold out our life, and see ourselves as under the
dominion of Satan. That means that our life is meaningless and futile. It is through this power of Satan that life is
subjected to vanity, no matter how beautiful and how rich it may appear to be at times. Life serves no real purpose then,
for everything that belongs to Satan is meaningless. Even as his own existence is senseless — he is against himself — thus
he has also imprinted a stamp of senselessness on all of life. The meaning of life, after all, is found in our response to
God’s love, to be in fellowship with God! It is for this purpose, namely that we grow in fellowship with God and give
Him a response to His love, that we live on earth. If that is removed from life it becomes senseless, whatever the
appearance of its outcome may be. If there is no particular burden in life for us, our living must still discover it to us. And
how shall we understand the meaninglessness of life except through the Word of God, which enables us to discover the
meaning of life?

Restoration of Life

That Christ and my belonging to Him is the only comfort in life and death, however, does not mean that this life remains
the same life it was under the dominion of sin and Satan. Nor does it mean that | must place something else over against it
to which | flee from the emptiness of life. The comfort that is in Christ does not exist next to, outside of, or above our life,
but has penetrated into that life, even as Christ has entered into this life.

If this life had not been reclaimed, and | had to place all my hope entirely on the future, | really would not have been
redeemed. For | am who | am, and as | am in this life; and | cannot abstract myself from it. This life is also my soul: what
does it profit a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his soul, which is his life? What does it help a person if he gains
the whole world and yet his life continues to be vain, as his pursuit in this time remains senseless and bears no fruit? Thus
Christ asks: What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul (Mark.8:36)? In His Word God has
promised us the restoration of this life. If someone wants to keep this life for himself, he will lose it, and his life will be
meaningless. However, if someone is willing to lose his life, offering it to God to find Him therein, he will keep his life,
and his life will be meaningful, as Jesus said: For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for
Me will find it (Matt.16:25).

The Scriptures direct us strongly to this present life. It is true that the meaning of this life, if it really is to have meaning,
must be an eternal one. The sense of this temporal life is preserved in eternity. If only for this life we have hope in Christ,
we are to be pitied more than all men (1Cor.15:19), for we would have comforted ourselves with a contentment that
proves to be no satisfaction at all. Then the meaninglessness of life would be clearly illustrated to us. The meaning of this
life therefore must be an eternal one. That however does not take away the fact that it is the intent of this life already.

What gives meaning to this life is Christ — the love of God revealed and given in Him. What gives meaning to this life is
Christ, as the Word that became flesh. Already before the fall into sin, He gave meaning to life as the eternal Word. In
that Word, which was in the beginning, was life — that is, the true life of fellowship with God; and that life is the light of
men (John 1:4). That Word which gave God’s fellowship to men, gave sense and meaning to life, and He, the eternal
Word, enabled men also to understand the meaning of life, and thus let the light shine in life. Through the break with and
separation from God the significance and the knowledge of the essence of life is gone. It has pleased God however, that
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Christ as the Word that became flesh would again give meaning to life and reveal that meaning to us. The fullness of
God’s love is in Christ and in association with it life again gains its full realization. Thus, the solution of the life’s
oppressive burden is in this, that I belong to Jesus Christ: that He is mine and | am His.

Later we will see that this relationship is possible only because He bought us with His blood. This connection and
association exists, however, because of the will of God, Who has given Christ to us and through the Holy Spirit
incorporated us into Christ. In that relationship Christ actively gives our life meaning by making God’s love flow to us,
opening our hearts for it and making our love respond to His love. Therefore —and it is the only remedy — all possibilities
that were dead, are made alive again in our hearts and now become realities. Our life, in which all opportunity was cut off
by sin, regains its full potential again — and it is more than a chance! — since there is the promise as well as the fulfillment
of that promise. Thus Christ is working in us, bringing to life all that was dead.

None of that happens all at once. It is difficult for us to learn that Christ and the love of God in Him is our only “chance.”
We attempt to solve life’s difficulties first by a variety of other means. There is often a lot of bitter experience in our life
before Christ is the only One who remains. Nevertheless, there is also the blessed and joyful experience: Christ makes and
keeps our hearts alive, and opens up the entire breadth of life, enabling us to understand it! He gives meaning to every day
so that God’s love fills it. Only love can accomplish that. We have already in general discussed that love alone can open
up life for us and us to life. Without love, life is closed to us from whatever angle we may approach it. Through love
however, you can see and hear the springtime of life. Someone must belong to us and we to someone, for then we have
gained in that both life and the world. However, it is also possible that what happened had no foundation in God’s love.
In that case, something opens up for us for a while, yet what came to life initially, dies away again. God’s love in Jesus
Christ in contrast, opens for us eternally — and opens up for us in this life an eternal world.

We experience all this from God’s love in Christ. However, we should place the emphasis on the fact that this also is an
experience of faith. However, there remains so much of the healing power of Christ’s love that we believe and yet do not
see. Is our life indeed healed by it? Is that love truly a conquering power within us? From where then does the
deadening, numbing power of sin and egoism in us come? God’s love gives itself to us in this that we as it were lose
ourselves in Him. Yet there are still so many deterring and inhibiting factors. But by faith we cling to the reality that
God’s love conquers, even more than we are able to see this.

Nevertheless, we often face this strange phenomenon: that while our heart is being opened and enlivened, the possibilities
to respond are being cut off for us. Possibly the fear could oppress you whether your heart will continue to be alive, or
whether you may wither and die. At times, it appears that it cannot be any other way. For you the meaning of life did not
immediately become an open book in the relationship with Christ, and it did not forthwith become a demonstrable
resolution of the oppressing needs of life. Also in this respect we walk mainly by faith and not by sight, for in this matter
as well faith retains its “nevertheless.” We do believe the purpose and meaning of this life, and that it is by faith alone that
we cling to Christ.

Then we are truly comforted. We are comforted in life and in suffering. We are able to live and we are able to suffer,
because in it all we look for meaning in the love of Christ. Moreover, we are able to die, for therein the meaning will be
fully revealed to us. It is entirely impossible that someone outside of Christ should say, “Know how to live, and dare to
die!” After all, who is able to live and who is prepared to die? Life is like a maze and death a mystery. It is the love of
Christ that sheds light on this.

The Dominion of the Lamb

This relationship with Jesus Christ is possible because He has fully paid for all my sins with His precious blood, and has
set me free from all the power of the devil. Our fellowship with Him exists in God’s will according to His eternal decision
and sovereign good pleasure to grant us His love again. However, we may not and must not lose sight, even for a
moment, of the manner in which God came to us: by way of the cross of Christ.
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The church rightly has rejected the idea that Christ should have paid the price of His blood to Satan in order to rescue us
out of his hands. It is however accurate to say, that according to the God’s Word, God in His justice — that is in
accordance with the rightful claim of His rejected and despised love — has delivered us into Satan’s hands. Thus, Christ
has paid God for His justice with the price of His blood.

However, we point out in connection with this, that we were placed in Satan’s hands according to God’s justice. What
power could Satan possibly exercise over us, except the power of God’s justice? For of himself Satan is nothing and has
no power of his own. However, what subdues and condemns us is God’s justice, for which and in which Satan is but an
instrument. Even the leaders of this world have no power to destroy, for their authority has been granted to them
exclusively in God’s justice. Either we are in the hands of men or in Satan’s hands, but behind this lies the fact that we are
in the hands of God, Who has conferred this power on creatures because the just claim of His love was affronted by us.

With this, however, it should be clear that the solution to the world’s problem and to life itself is found in atonement. And
it is the only solution. Of what use are all the efforts of men to escape the yoke? There is no escape. Indulging in sin
does not set us free from all restraints; living in harmony with nature provides no deliverance; idealism does not raise itself
above the misery, for idealism is a dream. Behind every effort of deliverance looms the satisfaction of God’s offended
love. If God does not receive what we owe Him, how can the world exist? Christ has undertaken to give to God His own
life, His blood, His soul, His love, when God had turned Himself away from Him because of us. Through the blood of
Christ alone, the world can exist.

Thus, when satisfaction is made to the justice of God’s love, it must follow that Satan’s power to destroy has been taken
away from him. He still exercises his power, but that can never be a force to destroy what belongs to God. Satan in the
use of his power is an instrument in the hands of God — an instrument that He retains. The authority is taken away from
Satan, for he no longer controls the outcome. This also is a matter of faith. Seeing the destruction of the world, we are
often inclined to ask whether Christ has suffered in vain, and has shed His blood for naught. Satan still destroys so much
in our lives! Nevertheless, we maintain that there was and continues to be atonement.

Thus, it is an immense comfort for us, that we have been taken from Satan’s hands and placed into the hands of Christ,
and that such is the power of God’s love. In the book of Revelation is the vision of the adoration of the Lamb looking as if
it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne of God (Rev.5:6). Thus, there is now the dominion of a love that
gave itself even unto death. If such love was able to do that at one point, it must also now have the victory.

For what Christ has bought with such an enormous price — His precious blood, His exceedingly precious blood — He will
never let go from His hands. What He has bought with His death, He now defends with His life. For if, when we were
God’s enemies, we were reconciled to Him through the death of His Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall
we be saved through His life! (Rom.5:10).

The Work of the Triune God

We can never focus merely on Christ, because Christ is for us nothing if not the revelation and the gift of God’s love. We
belong to Christ, but Christ is of God. It is foolish to insist on seeing a certain contradiction between christocentric and
theocentric. Only in Christ — in the love revealed in Him — can God occupy the centre of our lives. Nobody has ever seen
God, but God the One and Only, Who is at the Father’s side, has made Him known (John 1:18). Christ reveals Himself to
us as the Son and the eternal Word of God; Who else do we have in Christ? Christ also reveals the Father to us, and
enables us to understand the work of the Spirit. That is why the catechism goes from Christ to the Father, and to the Holy
Spirit.

Moreover, the very Trinity of God becomes known to us only in Christ. We know the Father only as the Father of our

Lord Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit only as the Spirit of Christ. Outside of Jesus Christ the revelation of the Trinity
remains somewhat of an abstraction, and only in Christ is the Triune God also the living God.
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In this way, we proceed here from Christ to the Father. Christ also preserves me in such a way that without the will of my
heavenly Father not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, all things must work together for my salvation. The catechism
phrases it here in such a way, that we are led from Christ back to the will of the Father. Through the will of the Father
Christ has become for us, what in fact He is for us. Christ has gone out from God. In Christ as the eternal Word, God has
fully expressed how He intends to interact with man. And from the fullness of His grace we have all received one blessing
after another (John 1:16). With everything in Christ, we deal with the will of the Father’s love. Through that will, we are
included in Christ.

Without the Father’s will — that is, without the will of His love — not a hair can fall from my head. What is really
confessed here is that all the insignificant, incidental, purposeless things in life are full of meaning. In these the will of the
Father’s love is present. All those seemingly meaningless and incidental happenings are part of the plan that God has for
our life, and they serve to enhance our fellowship with Him.

According to the will of the Father, all things must work together for my salvation. So many things seem to cut off the
opportunities in my life. Yet all this “impossibility” has brought the one great “possibility” of God’s grace closer to me;
and all those impossibilities have made possible the realization of fellowship with God. However, most of the time we do
not see this, for this also is a matter of faith. There appear to be so many contradictions in life. And it involves a bitter
struggle to hold on to the fact that what is NO for us is YES with God. In it all, we have confidence because of our faith in
Him, Who for Christ’s sake is our Father. What might seem purposeless, impossible, loveless, and without grace in life,
looks different when viewed by faith.

From Christ we are pointed to the Holy Spirit. Therefore, by His Holy Spirit He also assures me of eternal life and makes
me heartedly willing and ready from now on to live for Him. That is related to what preceded: we have confidence that all
things will work together for our salvation through the Holy Spirit, Who creates that confidence. The Holy Spirit comes
here as the One who produces faith by which we are assured of eternal life.

We must believe, for faith is also a demand of God. This faith comes to expression through God’s Word and through the
leading of the Holy Spirit. When we have come to faith, Christ teaches us however to see this as the work of the Holy
Spirit. It is a miracle that we, who have such an unruly and rebellious nature, are able to believe. The Holy Spirit has
opened our heart for the Word by means of a miracle, and in that way has made us to understand God’s eternal love
through the Word. In fellowship with God’s eternal love in Christ we have eternal life; and because it is eternal love, we
are assured of eternal life.

Through the wonder of the Holy Spirit, we are also made wholeheartedly willing and ready to live for God. Faith works
in love. And there is a particular purpose in our life for God: for in it we come ever closer to God as well as to the fullness
of His grace. As we are able to give ourselves to Him, we are increasingly filled with His love, and come to see the
meaning and purpose of our life. Thus, we are confirmed in the comfort we have in Christ.

Three Things in One

In this first Lord’s Day we confess matters about ourselves. In the first answer we confess that we belong to Jesus Christ,
and in the second answer we confess in the first person how great our sins and misery are, how we are delivered from all
our sins and misery, and how we are to be thankful to God for such deliverance. In the entire catechism with its divisions
of Our Sin and Misery, Our Deliverance, and Our Thankfulness, we confess things concerning ourselves.

However, our confession — if it is true and genuine — is in the first place a confession about God. After all, it is a
professing by faith, and faith by its very nature always first focuses on God. If we were to accuse the catechism that
throughout it speaks about man, we would be forgetting that in the catechism we have to do with the confession of the
church, and that the church in it worshipfully professes God. The church can never do any other but profess God. Man in
the catechism, however, is viewed in the light of God’s revelation, for it alone sheds true light on man. Not only is God’s
Name repeatedly confessed in the catechism, but also that confession is the background of all that is said about man.
Whoever overlooks that, misuses the catechism and places one difficulty on top of another in seeking to understand it.
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Such misuse becomes especially clear in the consideration of the three things as these are described in the second answer.
Some have seen those three parts as virtues in the believer. While they then confirm that man himself could not bring
forth faith in God’s redemption nor in the desire to serve Him, nevertheless their attention is focused and concentrated on
the first part: if only I rightly know my sins and misery — that is sufficient! They forget, or at least keep silent about the
fact that such knowledge of sin is also a gift from God. Thus, in concentrating all divisions in the first one, they actually
accommodated man’s sinful inclination. This knowledge of misery and that displeasure with ourselves appears to be
something we are able to produce on our own, they contend. Yet, they have missed the very purpose, for true displeasure
with ourselves includes also the acknowledgement that we of ourselves cannot truly be displeased with ourselves; for on
the contrary, we are pleased with ourselves and love our depravity.

What we need to confess about ourselves is the result of the insight God gave us through His illumination. Knowledge of
ourselves is dependent on our knowledge of God. Calvin has no answer for the question he poses in the first chapter of his
Institutes, about what comes first: the knowledge of God or the knowledge of ourselves. There really is no earlier or later
in time for either, for they are both present, or both are not present. This is related to the fact that we know God only in
His covenant; that is, in His relationship with us, and in it we know God and ourselves at the same time. Only logically
can we discern that knowledge of self is dependent on knowledge of God.

When God becomes known to us as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ by His Word, God’s light illumines our lives.
Then with one glance we see the shamefulness of our unfaithfulness with respect to His salvation in Christ and the
seriousness of His call. At the same time there is something in God’s revelation that frightens us and drives us away,
while it also draws us and holds on to us. We have an urgency to be with God, even if the path leads through fire. Then |
know as much of one of the three parts, as | know of the others. There is no knowledge of sin without the knowledge of
deliverance, and there is no knowledge of redemption without the knowledge of sanctification.

And the whole of that knowledge is redemptive. It is as redeeming when the humiliating light of God’s love shines on our
sins and calls us to a consciousness of guilt, as when the redemption in God’s Word is illumined by the cross; and the one
is not there without the other. That is true also of the third part. Thus, there are in the catechism in a certain sense three
parts of the deliverance, for all three speak to us of God’s revelation in Christ, which that revelation then awakens in us.
Thus we cannot say that we know and confess our sins, but that we do not dare to receive the redemption in Christ. For
only when our sins appear in the light of God’s grace and love have they truly become guilt for us, but then they are also
conguered by that grace for Christ’s sake, and thus there arises a new man in us.

Thus, considered as the three parts of redemption, they articulate the only comfort we have in this, namely that we belong
to Jesus Christ and they are integrally part of it. Through the insight of the revelation that God gives of Himself in Christ,
we constantly learn to understand more of this. The question is, What do you need to know in order to live and die in the
joy of this comfort? [Translator’s note: the author’s version of the question is, “How many things (stukken, in Dutch) must
you know to live and die happily in that comfort?”] That does not mean that you first have to know the three things, and
after that you have the possibility to learn to know the only comfort. The only comfort encompasses these three things.
When | belong to Jesus Christ through faith, it means that | know these three parts.

In addition, we must also think here of organic growth. However much the bond of faith in Jesus Christ may still be in the

beginning stage of development, from its very inception it includes the three things, even if only in embryo. Through the
work of the Holy Spirit they develop increasingly, while the instruction of the church’s confessions is also helpful in this.
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THE TRUE FAITH
S. G. De Graaf
Translation by Richard Stienstra

Lord’s Day 2

3. From where do you know your sins and misery?
From the law of God.
4. What does the God’s law require of us?
Christ teaches us this in a summary in Matthew 22.
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.
This is the great and first commandment.
And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.
On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets.

5. Can you keep all this perfectly?

No. I am inclined by nature to hate God and my neighbor.

The “Faith Knowledge’ of our Misery

As was evident from the final observation of the first Lord’s Day, we are dealing with the knowledge of the three parts of
the catechism from the perspective of faith. Thus, the knowledge of misery as treated in the first division of the catechism
is a knowing by faith or as we might also call it: a faith knowledge. We come to know this in the relationship of faith in
Jesus Christ, and without that relationship it does not exist.

With that we are assured that there is no knowledge of misery, in the sense that it is meant here, without the knowledge of
redemption. Faith focuses on the whole of God’s Word and can never accept one aspect of the truth of God without the
other. We can never submit in faith to the judgment of God without that same faith taking hold of the gospel of
redemption. God’s Word and faith are certainly distinct, but faith from its very beginning embraces God’s entire revelation
in its various dimensions, even if it is only in embryo. Therefore, the catechism cannot possibly address the matter of our
misery except in terms of the knowledge of faith. Without faith, there is no authentic knowledge of misery. Thus, since an
act of believing is one single act, faith bows before the whole Word of God with its entire content.

It is obvious that the catechism addresses here only the knowledge about our misery from the point of view of faith.
Outside of faith, which always immediately embraces deliverance, there is no acceptance of the judgment of sin as guilt.
This is illustrated peculiarly by the words of Cain after he had heard God’s judgment. He says: My punishment is more
than I can bear (Gen. 4: 13). By “punishment”, he does not think of anything else but the penalty. There is in these words
a protest against the severity of the punishment that God has given him: You will be a restless wanderer on the earth
(Gen.4:12). From this protest it is clear that he does not see his sin as guilt before God even though he may speak in a
certain sense of guilt; it is also clear that he does not submit to the judgment. Such submission is always a deed of faith,
which at the same time accepts redemption. If God had not revealed deliverance as well, from man’s side there would
never have been agreement with or approval of God’s sentence. Then there would only have been heard a protest against
the punishment, and an attempt to escape the judgment or seek a reduction in the penalty as Cain sought to do. Sinful flesh
always relates to the judgment in this way.
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The foregoing indicates that the preaching of the law alone will never result in the conviction of sin. Law and gospel
working together produce the knowledge of faith concerning our misery. Without the gospel one can indeed be frightened
of the majesty of God, but it is a fear of Him Whom they see as an enemy and from Whom they seek to escape. From this
there will never come the knowledge of misery and a being crushed by a guilt that produces liberty.

Without the gospel there can never be a redeeming knowledge of misery such as is meant here — no knowledge by which
we come to God in genuine repentance and confession of guilt. That does not mean, however, that such fear of God’s
judgment motivating a person to flee from Him has no meaning at all. Yet in the true sense of the word that fear is not
preparatory for the true knowledge of our misery, and it is not a point of contact for God’s redeeming work in us.
Nevertheless, God is able to use that fear and transform it so that it becomes a means in His hand to overwhelm us. Then it
is however an intervening deed of His grace and that conversion happens when with the preaching of the law also that of
the gospel comes to us.

It is therefore erroneous to designate the first part of the catechism as the section of the law, the second as the one of the
gospel and the third division as again that of the law. This is not the place to comment on the relation between law and
gospel, but it is necessary to note that not any redeeming work ever comes to us except this happens through the whole
Word of God, including law and gospel. In this first part, therefore, the law comes in its connection with the gospel.
Whoever would forget that would never do justice to this first section.

Thus, we may not consider the knowledge of the law and the knowledge of sin as brought about exclusively by the
preaching of the law as preparation for faith — a faith that subsequently would be generated only by the preaching of the
gospel. Much too often matters have been stated in this way. The result was then that a person was never spiritually
finished with the first part, and remained mired in the knowledge of misery.

Others have attempted to escape it with the unnatural, artificial explanation that they had groaned and suffered long enough
in their misery, and it was time now that they should be able to accept redemption. Thus their knowledge of sin, which
they considered adequate, was made the foundation on which they believed they were able to build faith. Neither their so-
called knowledge of misery, nor their so-called knowledge of redemption had then anything to do with the knowledge
through faith, for faith builds on nothing other than the Word of God. The preaching of the law without the proclamation
of the gospel can never bring forth anything other than a legalistic life, which is a life that is burdened under the law, but
really continues to see it as an enemy. In that way they can never come to a repentant acknowledgment of the justice of the
law, which is the law of God’s love.

In reaction to this legalistic life, sectarianism in its many manifestations developed into a one-sided “evangelical” life in
several of the more narrow church circles. (There is also a legalistic sectarianism — an example of this is Seventh Day
Adventism.) Also in the church one finds this one-sided “evangelical” movement. In such a movement, they have in
Christ definitively settled with the law. The same basic motif reveals itself here also, namely that they separate law and
gospel, and even consider them as opposed to each other. They cannot see the law other than an enemy, for they cannot
accept its interconnection with the gospel as the law of God’s love. For our “evangelical” movements it remains a riddle
how the law can be read in the church every Sunday morning. In Christ, they have left the law behind them for good.

What this movement denies in particular is the continuing use of the law as a source of the knowledge of sin. They are
afraid that thereby they will be bound again legally. This movement considers that in catechism preaching to return every
year to the part of misery is an absurdity. They have already experienced the knowledge of misery and the agony of it once
in Christ, and now do not want to know anything but joy in Him.

From the side of the church it may not be denied that the life of faith constantly must be a life of exalting God’s grace.
Such praise can never be merely by itself however. During our time in this body of death, there is simultaneously a sighing
under the misery and the judgment of the law about it, as well as a glorying in the liberation through Christ. Paul
complains about that judgment of the law in his expression: We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as
a slave to sin (Rom.7:14). Whenever there is not a constant remaining under the judgment of the law, the confession of
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deliverance is hollowed out and maintained through nothing other than the constant excitement of the emotions. It is then
also possible that one could actually develop a certain satisfaction in one’s own faith, a contentment that they could easily
but mistakenly view as joy in Christ.

When members of the church live out of the covenant of the Lord, this must not produce the above-mentioned
“evangelical” influence. It is possible that a person could imagine that covenant life permanently sets us free from the
knowledge of the misery under the judgment of the law. In such a life, one may even be prepared to allow that our daily
sins interfere in the fellowship with the covenant God, but the curse of the law in such a perception really remains out of
consideration. One thing is forgotten in this, namely that with each sin we make ourselves unworthy of God’s covenant.
Moreover, through every sin and the forgiveness of it we are brought back to our disregard of God’s grace as background
of His covenant. If we do not repeatedly enter into this, and thus if we do not under the threat of the law constantly
consider sin as worthy of eternal death, our communion with God becomes superficial. Just as the Jews did not see the
background of God’s grace in the covenant, and therefore could not live out of God’s covenant in a true sense, our life also
in the same way would lose all depth.

The confession of the misery in the revelation of the law constantly remains necessary, even when we understand that the
right knowledge of our misery is possible only through faith, which is generated by the preaching of the law and the gospel.
Confessing the first part of the catechism without the second one seems to us impossible, and likewise the second section
without the first.

The Law of the Covenant

The law as it is confessed here is the law of the LORD, the God of the covenant. The preface of the law states, | am the
LORD your God, and in the summary of the law we read, You shall love the LORD your God. The law is the covenant
law. In order to understand the significance of the law, also as the source of the knowledge of sin for our life, it is therefore
necessary to consider briefly several chapters from the history of the law.

It is striking that those who believe that they are forever finished with the law because of Christ, wish to refer to it
exclusively as “the book of the law.” Indeed, Scripture states: Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything
written in the Book of the Law (Deut.27:26 cf. Gal.3:10). In that book of the law a particular function of the law is focused
on, and in it the summary or essence of the law is articulated in a few sentences, as this determines the entire relationship of
God to His creation. Yet the law also comes to us in all of creation, and as such in a much broader context than has been
set forth in the Ten Commandments. Even now, all that God has created speaks to us of God’s law, and its power becomes
clear when we consider the history of the law.

When we think of man before the fall into sin and of his knowledge of the law we are used to speak of a created or innate
law. With that “innate law,” we do not only think of having an aptitude or disposition for God’s will — of an “automatic”
doing what it requires — but also of a knowing the law and a conscious obedience to its norm. In a strict sense of the word,
there is neither an innate law nor an innate knowledge of God. Just as it is with all knowledge of God, the knowledge of
the law is also the result of revelation. Thus when in the new covenant God according to His promise writes His law on
our hearts, then this does not take place immediately but through the proclamation of His Word.

Adam received a broad knowledge of the law through God’s revelation of the works of His hands, and through his
observation of that. He saw how God had placed all things under the law, and that his own life also was not exempt from
the law. His own relationship with all things created was subject to the law. He saw the harmony, the inter-dependency,
and the interrelatedness of all creatures. From this the knowledge of the law of love must proceed for him of its own
accord, since clearly this harmony could only be preserved by love.

Thus, Adam came to understand the law of love that controlled his relationship to all creation. That knowledge was not
literally innate in him. Only his aptitude in relating to all creation, and with it also the ability to understand the law of love
was given him at his creation. Along with his natural disposition toward all creatures, he must also have been given a
special rapport with and affinity for God Who had created them, and the expectation of the law of love for God must
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therefore have come up in him. Through that alone, however, he did not come to a clear knowledge of that law. God first
needed to tell him Who He wished to be for him, and what He intended for him, and how he must love Him. All of that
first became evident only when God spoke through His promise and through His call. When God gives His fellowship to
Adam in His covenant that initially was established by His Word, and in it opens the wellspring of His love for him, Adam
learns to understand the law of love more fully.

He must learn and discover the love of God, and come to know that his own love is to be a response to God’s love.
Moreover, by answering in love, he would grow in God’s love. In this way there is the covenant of love, and the law of
love is the law of the covenant. Through this revelation of the law of fellowship with God in His covenant, the law of love
that controlled his relation to all creation was confirmed for Adam. Thus, the law of love became for him based upon and
founded in the covenant.

A two-fold function in the covenant came to fulfill the law for Adam. On the one hand, he saw himself and all creation
subject to the law, while God as the Lawgiver remained above the law, and thus he saw in the law God’s majesty and His
eminence above him. On the other hand, that law was the law of fellowship between God and him, and the more he
obeyed it the more God gave Himself to Adam. In this way, the law also became a means of fellowship and it bound the
two parties in the covenant; parties who nevertheless were so distinctly different from each other.

Already before the fall, therefore, the law was the law of the covenant. Already then, promise and demand were not
separated from each other. Man came to know the meaning and intent of the demand, and learned to obey that demand
through the promise, because in the promise God gave Himself to him. This is valuable for the determination of the later
relationship between gospel and law.

Scripture reveals that after the fall into sin not all knowledge of the law, and not all obedience to it was lost. Thus we read:
When Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even
though they do not have the law, since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their
consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them (Rom.2:14,15). The
revelation of the law in all creation continued to come to them, even while they did not have the Word revelation. Through
that revelation in all of creation, the demands of the law continued to be written on their hearts. Also then, that writing on
their hearts of the requirements of the law continued to take place mediately, that is through means.

Take note however of the wording of Scripture! It does not say that Gentiles know the law, or that they observe the law.
The Gentiles do by nature the things required by the law, and they reveal the requirements of the law written on their
hearts. Doing the requirements by the law is not yet: obeying the law. Here and there among the Gentiles are works,
which as far as the external side is concerned, conform to the law. However, the norm of love — as this is an all-
determining norm in the entire law — they do not obey. It would be difficult to say that Gentiles fulfill the law, for that is
impossible given the unity of the law. For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of
breaking all of it (James 2:10). Only when the Holy Spirit has opened our heart and we by faith learn to listen to the
demands of the law as these come to us through God’s Word, is there in principle obedience to the distinct love-norm of
the law. We could also not maintain that the law is written on the hearts of the Gentiles, although it does say this about the
requirements of the law. Thus, there is a certain conformity with a few norms, which they learned from general revelation.

All of this could hardly be different. We have just mentioned that the law of love, which Adam knew to a certain degree
from creation, was grounded in God’s covenant. Moreover, in concept the covenant existed before all creation. God did
indeed establish the covenant with Adam initially when all creatures as well as Adam were created, but all that came into
being was created to be included in the covenant. In this way, God’s covenant is the foundation for every relationship
between God and Adam, and between Adam and all creation. When the covenant was broken, and outside of the covenant
of grace only a few fragments of the knowledge of the law and some external obedience are evident, it is clear that there is
no knowledge of the law and no obedience to that law in its unity or as a whole.

Moreover, also of those fragments of knowledge and obedience of the Gentiles, we need to say that they are a consequence
of the covenant of grace that God established in Christ. While the Gentiles do not know Christ, the revealing of the law by
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all of creation to them is also a work of Christ. In Proverbs 8 and 9 we read that Wisdom calls out and Understanding
raises her voice. On the heights along the way, where the paths meet, she takes her stand; beside the gates leading into the
city, at the entrance she cries out aloud (Prov.8:2). Wisdom according to these chapters is the revelation of the God of the
covenant, the LORD; she is the Christ, Who calls out in the busiest bustle of life. He calls forth the law in life itself with all
its relationships; He calls out for justice and for the acceptance of discipline.

We must not forget that this is said to Israel in the venue of the covenant, where also God’s special revelation was heard.
Yet, the passage does not speak of a Word revelation through the Christ, but of His call in life itself. In this way there is a
calling of Christ among the Gentiles in their life — in their associations and interactions. After all, their consciences also
bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them ... so that they are without excuse (Rom.2:15,
Rom.1:20).

In the covenant of grace with the special revelation given us, the law was established in its essence for us in the Ten
Commandments, and its summary explains it as the law of love. That does not mean, however, that also in that realm of
the covenant the law does not continue to call out even to the people of the covenant through all of creation and through life
itself. In fact, Christ does proclaim the law to them through life itself.

With that, we should not forget that God gave the law on mount Sinai in an essentially negative form — in the way of what
was forbidden. That was connected with the Old Testament covenant format and the life “of servitude”. It was still the
time that God was actively revealing sin and guilt in order that the cross of Christ would be revealed as the indispensable
assumption of the covenant of grace. In addition, the church was placed under guardians and caregivers, since she was yet
in her formative years at that time. Therefore, the law of the Lord needed to be explicated more fully in the ceremonial and
civil laws. We may not say that in addition to the Ten Commandments God gave Israel two other laws. The ceremonial
and civil laws mean nothing other than the outworking of the law of the Ten Commandments as these applied at that time.
Also in this respect, the law is one. In connection with that punitive and sin-discovering character of the law we may now
especially speak of “the book of the law,” wherein we come to know the curse of which it could be said: Cursed is
everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law (Gal.3:10). Even of the Old Testament
time, we may not say that this was the only revelation of the law.

With the beginning of the New Testament, the law comes to us principally in a different form, even if in essentials it
remains expressed in the words of those Ten Commandments. The law as it was worked out for Israel, taught the curse
which was on all of life. That was the reason for the negative format of the law, and the reason for commandments about
impurity, washings, fasting, and forbidden food. Through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit all of creation is again
sanctified unto the Lord, because it was given to men in the service of God. Now the law comes to us in this positive way,
so that we in using the world should sanctify it in love to the Lord. Also therefore, in its positive expression the law is the
source of the knowledge of sin for us. We must thus pay attention to the fact that the catechism in its second answer of this
Lord’s Day presents the law in its positive form as the demand of love, and in this way reveals it as the source of the
knowledge of sin. Thus also in this positive format it is understood basically from the Ten Words.

Through the illumination of those Ten Words however, it becomes especially clear in the New Testament that the law also
comes to believers from all of creation and from life itself. Thus, it meets us in everything — in every transaction, by every
word and thought, and with every breath we take. We encounter it embedded in every relationship of life, seeking
dominance in all of them. The law is sketched for us in ever so many particulars, and shows its vigilance in every deed by
the sensitivity of our consciences.

From our earliest years our parents sought to instill in us a sense of the law when they taught us that some things were
commanded and others forbidden. However, even before our parents spoke one word to us about that, we had acquired a
notion of it from the world around us. We experienced our whole life from earliest youth as consisting of a norm that
places obligations upon us, and every one of us knows about the guilt we have when we do not meet them. Through the
Word of God, we come to know that law as God’s law of the covenant, and we learn to accept it as such in life. After that,
we need to deal not merely with “the book of the law,” but with the love-command as this confronts us in all of life.
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As requirement to dedicate and sanctify our entire life in love to the Lord, the law must be for us the source of sin as well
as the guide for gratitude. It enfolds our whole life in its judgment, but also in its uplifting power. However, we are still so
far removed from a total and complete sanctification of life! And yet within the law as it comes to us in the covenant there
is also a promise.

The Law of God’s Love

We need to enter more fully yet into the idea that the law is the law of the covenant, since that is also decisive for the
knowledge of sin. Everyone has at least some notion of the law when in certain actions one’s conscience bothers him. Yet,
what meaning does this twinge of conscience have for the true knowledge of sin, as it is meant here? Again, we cannot
draw a straight line from one to the other, when the accusation of the conscience does not, of its own accord, bring us to
God with a broken spirit... and a contrite heart (Ps.51:17). Of course, God can use His Spirit and through the accusation
of the conscience take hold of us, and by the power of His grace make us feel guilty before Him. However, that is an
intervening deed of His grace, which happens when God makes us see the law as the law of the covenant. Then we see sin
as the breaking of the covenant of faithfulness. Yet, how long can we at times walk around with an accusing conscience
before we are crushed and broken by God! Nevertheless, we must come to that, because in God’s covenant we see the law
of love as an expression of God’s own love, and as a means by which He intends to normalize our relationship with Him.

The law of the so-called covenant of works was not the rule do this and you shall live (Luke 10:28) in the sense of “obey
this commandment and in doing so you will earn eternal life.” In the covenant of God, also in the so-called covenant of
works, there is never a mention of earning and wages. In His covenant, God is always the first who gives His love.
Through His love He teaches us to love, and our love is never anything other than a response to His love. Through the law,
He has again regulated our love relationship with Him, as this relationship does not have a norm in itself but God Himself
has established a norm for it. Moreover, it is true that in obedience to that norm we grow in the fellowship of God’s love.
In this way the law is the ‘covenant-law.” Instead of speaking about the “covenant of works,” it would be better to
designate it the “covenant of God’s favor.”

The commandment do this and you shall live, applies to the person who has left the covenant. For him there could never
be a different rule than that by fulfilling the law he again would work himself up and into the covenant, which is entirely
impossible. The old covenant was actually a covenant of grace yet came in a legal formulation, because in it and by it the
conviction of the curse and the need for the cross of Christ would be created. Moreover, that regulation needed to come to
Israel to convince them of their own impossibility of fulfilling its requirements. It was not until Christ, Who for our sake
was put under the curse and outside of the covenant and forsaken by God, that such regulation came to its full significance.
He fulfilled the covenant of God by being obedient until death, and He atoned for all sinful deeds. He could do that
because He was not only man, but also God.

Even to Israel the law came not exclusively in that form — it would only drive the people away from God in fear — the law
was also the law of the covenant wherein God in His love again being first, gave Himself to His people. Notwithstanding
its legal format, the covenant with Israel was also the covenant of grace. The relationship between God and Israel was two-
fold: He gave Himself and held Himself back; He revealed Himself yet was hidden behind the veil. The law now comes to
us as the law of the covenant. God gives Himself to us and intends to regulate the entire relationship with Him and with all
that He has created by means of the demand to love. Only when we have seen the law in the light of God’s own love, will
it shame and shatter us. An entire life under God’s Word, demonstrating to us God’s love and the demand of that love, is
necessary to bring us to that brokenness more and more, and even then it is still only in part. How ashamed we should
therefore be of our irresponsible and unresponsive life! God’s love and the demand of that love — the law as covenant law
— must awaken in us and continuously prod us into that sense of responsibility.

When we see our love as a responding love, as answer to God’s love for us, then the guideline and rule for our love will lie
in God’s love. The law as covenant law really cannot be anything but an actual expression of God’s love. The law has
been derived from God’s love. This love-law is not an eternal norm that is above God and to which He must submit, nor is
it arbitrary so that God could have commanded something else, but it finds its origin in God’s love. Thus, the law is from,
and through, and to God. This confession that the law is not above God nor arbitrary may not be considered as a
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theological issue on which scholasticism has idly wasted its efforts, but even today it is of great value. This is contained in
the confession of the law as law of the covenant.

We certainly may not see the law as an eternal norm above God. That would be a deification of the law and is found
basically in all legalism. The law as covenant law is the norm of relations with God, and a life according to that law makes
us grow in His fellowship. Then what is centrally involved in keeping the law is to be captured by His love. But then we
live with a certain anxiety in our lifetime, meaning that we are afraid to do something against His law. Over against this,
legalism does not have as its main purpose to live for God and in the fellowship of His love, but its aim is found in the law
itself. The highest objective for legalism is to live in conformity with the law. This becomes a service but not for God.
And since we can never serve any creature in true worship, not even the law, it always means an overpowering of the law,
which is a misuse of it in order to enhance oneself. Legalism does not live out of and from God’s love, but every legalist is
sufficient unto himself. We can only answer God’s love according to the law of the covenant.

A typical manifestation of legalism is found in pharisaism. This became evident especially in its attitude toward the
command for the Sabbath. According to Christ’s description, legalism maintained that man existed for the Sabbath. And
with that, the service of the deified law comes to expression. The extent to which the law was misused may be seen from
pharisaism, which boasted of their observance of the Sabbath. Over against that, Christ said: The Sabbath was made for
man, not man for the Sabbath (Mark 2:27), meaning that in the covenant law God blesses human life and in fellowship
with Him according to that law, liberates the Sabbath.

Various forms of Puritanism also remind us of legalism. It is peculiar that also in some Puritan circles attention was
concentrated on the command for the Sabbath. And thus here also obedience and service essentially were rendered to the
law. Such legalism is not always defeated in church life, for as often as one seeks conformity with the law for the sake of
the law itself, in the sense of being a servant to it, it becomes a binding force. Then there can never be simple agreement
with the law, for one is only in full harmony with it when one uses it as the rule for fellowship in God’s love, received by
grace.

Moreover, the idea of the law as arbitrary is not readily overcome either. Some have thought that God’s sovereignty could
only be maintained when we accept the idea that God also could have commanded us something entirely different. Our
minds are then closed for the fact that God’s sovereignty is exalted exactly in this, that He in His love enables us to
discover the norm for our fellowship with Him. For how could we ever come to greater submission to Him than that we
may love Him in no other way than the way He loves us? However, if we should proceed from the idea that maintaining
the sovereignty of God means that the law must be arbitrary, we would then need to draw the conclusion that one could
never speak of a universally applicable law. According to this view, God would be bound by such a universally binding
law, and thus He would no longer be sovereign. If then there were not a law that is binding everywhere, we would need to
determine what the will of God was “in every existing situation.” From what then would we determine the will of God,
except from the situation itself, and from the love of our own heart? In other words, then the law exists in the thing itself
and in our love. Then it is not the law, but instead the things and our love that we deify.

With this, we have truly arrived at idealism in its most objectionable form. We have then formed our ideals for various
relationships, and from those ideals we deduce the law for our behavior. That means we are completely self-willed and
self-empowered. We often see such behavior and attitudes, especially with respect to marital relations, but also in all
relationships between people in their mutual activities, between people and their possessions, between groups of people,
but also between nations! The idealism that deifies things and our love is a form of lawlessness. Of course, much
lawlessness is absolved and glossed over with idealism! Through this idealism, we come to the proposition: Love is God,
and we would never arrive at the expression of Scripture: God is love (1John 4:8). We come to this only by submission to
His law of love.
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Faith is Assumed

When the law is the law of the covenant, faith is presumed in its commandments. This surely can be seen in the preface of
the law, I am the LORD your God. It is only by faith that He is known as our God. In the same manner the summary of
the law states, you shall love the LORD your God. The fact is that no love for God is possible except when we know Him
as our God, since we can love Him only in His love. When He is not made known to us in His love, we can only flee from
Him. Only by faith is He revealed to us in His love. Thus in the requirement of the law faith is presumed. The law is the
law of love, but behind its requirement is the demand to have faith.

However, that does not take away that God places the command to love Him before all people. But He also comes to all
people with the demand to have faith. That pagans cannot come to faith because they do not have the Word revelation, is
their fault. In the beginning God gave His Word to man, but the nations have despised this revelation. Thus, they all fall
under the judgment of the law of love that presumes faith. But we cannot understand the claim of the law, unless we have
known the love of God through faith. That love is now made known to us only in the cross of Christ, in being led out of
our house of bondage. And only when we see something of that, can the demand of the law come to us. There is but one
revelation of God’s love that comes to us, holds on to us, and at the same time by the law of that love judges us. When we
see God in the cross of Christ, we are bound to God for good, wish to be with Him, while at the same time we tremble at
the judgment of His love. He draws us and He casts us off. In this way alone do we face the judgment of His law of love.

Thus also in this part of the misery nothing can happen to us outside of Christ, in Whom the revelation of God is centered.
In His cross the gift of God’s love is ours, but in His cross as nowhere else there is also a demonstration of the demand of
the law of love and of the holiness of that demand. If indeed God has so loved us that He gave His own Son for us in this
way, how holy and great must then be the demand of that love!

We mean to say with all of this that God is known to us only through faith, and that only by faith the claim of that love
pervades our understanding. If there is doubt, there really cannot be a very deep sense of guilt. Faith and a feeling of guilt
are present together, or they are both not present. We cannot speak of a love for God when there is no faith. Sometimes
people want to speak of a certain love for God, while they deny faith. 1 do not know how | must love, when | do not
believe in God. When | see Him by faith, He draws me and yet puts me in the judgment of His love; and thus | come to the
turning point of the feeling of guilt.

Even as there is no knowledge of the law of love for God outside of faith, in the same way there is no knowledge of the law
of love for the neighbor without faith. Only through faith do I come to know God and can understand the demand of love
for Him. In this way also, through faith alone do I truly come to know my neighbor and understand the requirement of love
for him in the right way. | do not see my neighbor properly except by faith. Paul speaks of a knowing according to the
flesh, and then says: from now on, we regard no one from a worldly point of view (2 Cor.5:16). Knowing people according
to the flesh, or in a worldly manner, means to see them only in the light of the natural ties of blood relations, friendship,
natural love relations, group or business relations. We must die to those exclusively natural relations, for of these Christ
says: If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters — yes,
even his own life — he cannot be my disciple (Luke 14:26).

If there are only those natural ties, they compete with the love for Christ. Through the love for Christ we lose all and
everything in order to receive everything back from His hands sanctified. Then we no longer have each other according to
the flesh, but as God’s gift. That exclusively natural love does not fulfill the second table of the law, for we can understand
the second table only in the light of the first. We must love each other, also in those natural relationships, for God’s sake.
The natural must thus at the same time be the spiritual. It is in this way then that faith is presumed in the requirement to
love our neighbor.

We cannot maintain that outside of faith all love is sheer self-love, even if in many instances this is the case. There is still
much spontaneity in love without faith. We do not need to accept that Christ meant to portray the Good Samaritan as a
believer. The spontaneity that is present in the love for the neighbor outside of faith, continues to be maintained by God’s
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mercy in Christ among people of the world. This spontaneous neighbor-love however is cut off from its root, namely the
love for God through faith. Therefore egoism threatens to take it over. The priest and the Levite, who were egoistic in
their relations to God, also showed this in their relation with their fellow men. It is peculiar that Christ in that parable does
not speak about the neighbor of the priest, the Levite, or of the Samaritan, but the other way around. He asks about the
neighbor of the one who was attacked: Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands
of robbers? (Luke 10: 36).

Through faith we no longer consider our life our own, for God has given us to others as neighbors and thus in our life we
sacrifice for the neighbor for God’s sake. In this way alone — through faith — can | see the person to whom | am obligated
to give myself as neighbor. Then our eyes are opened wide for our neighbor, while without faith we frequently bypass him.
Thus, also in the command of love for the neighbor faith is assumed.

Love for God and for the Neighbor

According to the law of the covenant, our love has its norm in God’s love. God’s love for us however is love for His own
sake. Also in God’s love for us He seeks Himself, even as in all things He reveals Himself. Thus, God’s love for us is the
norm of our love for Him. God’s love for us does however include our salvation, and in this way God’s love is indeed a
norm for us. The law of the covenant does command us to have a certain self-love, yet God must always be first in the
intent of our love.

With that love of God for Himself we must measure our love for Him. Love for God for God’s sake ought to be the
dominating factor in our life. Without that supreme motive all in our life is vain. Not only must there be love for God but
also in order to be pure, He needs to be our objective in the first place. We may never lose sight of God, even as God never
forgets Himself.

Therefore, it needs to be a love that takes hold of us completely: and thus, a love in the first place with all of our heart — the
heart of which Scripture says: Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life (Prov.4:23). The primary
and deepest motivations in our life should simply be love for God. Thus it needs to be a love with all of our soul. Scripture
equates our soul with all my inmost being (Ps.103:1). Our soul means all our inner sensitivities. All that affects us in life
should produce in us nothing but love for God. We must also love God with our whole mind — that active, that
deliberating, that thought pattern-determining faculty in us, must not know any other guideline than the love for God. We
must engage all our strength in the service for God, and when we do that God’s love in us will grow.

That is righteousness with respect to God. Righteousness means that we give to each person what is theirs. We only give
to God what is His when we give ourselves to Him fully and without reservation. In that relationship to Himself, governed
by the law of love, God has placed us in His covenant. We need to remain in that every day. This is the first and great
commandment — the commandment that governs the one of the second table of the law.

In light of that love for God we must see and love our neighbor, and in the same way ourselves. The law is also covenant
law in the second table. With such love for ourselves and our neighbor, we will remain in covenant with the Lord. We will
not dispossess ourselves of the Lord’s covenant with self-love, and neither our neighbor with neighbor-love. The second
commandment is like the first, is given with the first, and is not different than the first. In ourselves and in our neighbor we
must love God. Yet, according to the flesh, we can neither love ourselves nor our neighbor. Still, the commandment is to
love our neighbor as we love ourselves, and then both because of God’s will as seen in the light of God’s love for us and
for our neighbor.

However, there is a love for ourselves in which we rob ourselves of God - a sinful self-indulgence, which can express itself
in the spiritual as well as in the physical dimension of our life. There is a satisfaction with ourselves in personal pride, but
also and most detestably in a so-called spiritual pride, such as when a person boasts of his knowledge of and relationship
with God. The equilibrium of our lives then lies within our own self. Almost unnoticed at times, we then slip from resting
in God to finding such rest in ourselves.
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Then we are, as far as our spiritual side is concerned, not in God’s service and we do not love ourselves for God’s sake. In
fact, we do not see that also as to the spiritual side of us we must be entirely from God and through God and to God. That
wrong self-love also can show up in the physical part of our existence. We can misuse our body in many different ways,
not only as pride in bodily strength and a boasting of physical achievements, but also in the use of our body as an
instrument of lust. Even our physical life must be dear to us only for God’s sake. However, we will lapse into an improper
self-love in one direction or the other when love for self does not stand in the light of love for God.

There is also the kind of love for our neighbor wherein we want to deprive God of that neighbor. Sometimes we can be
jealous of God precisely in the most intimate of relations. When we want to love our neighbor differently than in
obedience to God’s will, there is bound to be some kind of a competitive tension between the relation of the neighbor to
God and his connection with us. Even in the most intimate of relations, we may not see each other differently than as
God’s gift. Moreover, we must also see the life of the neighbor only as from God and through God and to God. The
wrong love for the neighbor, just as our improper self-love, can focus either on his spiritual or on the physical side of his
life. In that case, it becomes impossible to build each other up in life in the true sense of the word. Instead, our love for
the neighbor will then readily tend to degenerate into exploitation of him for ourselves, whether spiritually or physically.
In this matter God’s requirement is emphatic and the only redemption of our life and our relationship lies in the acceptance
of that absolute demand.

However, obeying that commandment should not be so difficult for us. Love for God and love for the neighbor as well as
for ourselves for God’s sake, finds its norm in God’s love because that love has made all things. When we see that motif of
the demand to love, the problem of whether love can be required or whether love can be a commandment should not be a
problem any more. Nevertheless, one could posit the proposition that love can never be coerced and that instead it must be
given freely and spontaneously. We would then have concluded that our heart could never be subject to a command.
With this we would have stated the thesis that the human heart is autonomous, and we would thus have deified man’s heart.

This entire line of thought is in opposition to the truth that all things, and thus also the human heart, have been created by
the Word of God. By virtue of the fact that God created all things by His Word, He thereby placed life under the constraint
of obedience. Thus, love became an obligation to be obeyed since in the beginning the Word of love created all. God’s
love has spoken and by that Word has called all things into being; thus from the beginning that love has placed life under
obligation to respond to it. In this way from our side, love is an obligation and a debt that we must pay but can never fully
pay, and therefore we will always be in debt to love. Thus, love has become a law.

Nothing demands so much and so absolutely the way love does. We may be able to satisfy many obligations and numerous
debts, but the debt of love is endless. Even when we have given all, love still asks for more. God’s love in its call for an
answer is all demanding — and is entitled to do so as the divine love that created us by its Word. Moreover, that love will
never relinquish its claim, and even in hell the demand to love persists. In this way our love for God finds its motif and
norm in God’s love that created us.

The same is true for our love for self and for our neighbor. The Word of God’s love focused our mind also on ourselves
and on our neighbor. All those relations also are called into being by the Word of God’s love. Therefore our love in those
relations also finds its ground and its norm in God’s love. This demand is thus also unequivocal. We can never satisfy the
obligation of love for ourselves or our neighbor. We may be able to pay fully the debt for taxes, revenue, respect, and
honor; yet the apostle Paul adds: Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he
who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law (Rom.13:8). For us this debt is unending and so immense when we have
seen the love of God that created those relationships as the reason for it. Then every love must be a holy love that is a God-
devoted love, and an answer to His love.
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Inclined by Nature to Hate

It is obvious that the confession of the catechism: No. | am inclined by nature to hate God and my neighbor will face
opposition. That there is much that falls short in our love for God and the neighbor will likely not meet any resistance.
That we have given to God and men what is theirs and in that sense have practiced righteousness, only a few superficial
persons would maintain. Something completely different, however, is the question of whether we could even properly
speak of hating, or at least of being inclined by nature to hate.

When we consider Scripture there can be no doubt that this confession is possible, as we read: the sinful mind is hostile to
God (Rom.8:7). Nevertheless, there may well be difficulties also among us when we focus on the Holy Spirit’s work in all
men, believers and unbelievers. |s there only a conquering of sin through faith, when also in a life of unbelief there is yet a
sin-restraining influence of the Holy Spirit? How can we speak of being inclined by nature to hate God and my neighbor
when we recognize such efforts by the Holy Spirit?

Without doubt, we need to observe here that we confess that we are inclined by nature. With that by nature is meant of
course, according to our nature as corrupted by sin. Not for a moment may we leave room for the idea that sin would be
natural, and that life according to the law of the covenant is unnatural. Sin is abnormal and unnatural. Moreover, the
confession uses the words: | am inclined. With that, enough room is left for the idea that such a tendency can be
suppressed, and that not only does it not need to come to deeds, but also not even to words or thoughts. Within us, there
can also be a dormant inclination. However, thus far we have said little about the actual state of affairs. To see this clearly,
we must consider separately the relationship to God and the relationship to the neighbor.

Is it possible outside of faith in Christ to speak of any love for God at all? That question has the appearance of having been
answered by the Scriptural considerations above; yet it seems that there is much searching for God among people without
that faith. It is even possible to point to those who devote a lifetime in service of God, as they believe Him to be. The
question is whether all of this should not be characterized as a service for payment, something like buying, or perhaps as a
giving in order to get something in return, and therefore it essentially is pride and egoism, and not love. It is true that also
in love there is always a longing to obtain something for ourselves. However, this is a wishing in love and not a buying or
earning, but it is a longing by faith based on the conviction that we have received everything — in fact it is a yearning for
ourselves found in the desire we have for the wellbeing of the one we love.

Does that mean that all seeking God without faith in Christ constitutes a service rendered for wages? Although we must
agree that for a great part such expressions of ‘worship’ show no other characteristic, yet God continues to draw and to
appeal to humanity. Nothing originates exclusively with man; but something first comes from God, of which the searching
by man is but the consequence. If nothing originated with God, Scripture would not be able to declare man guilty as it does
in these words: so that men are without excuse (Rom.1: 20). What does it mean then for men: this appeal and influence of
God? Is the result of it any sort of love? When love is understood as a conscious surrendering — and love should be
understood in this way — the question must be answered in the negative.

Unbelieving man gives evidence of being sustained and drawn by God in spite of himself. This may be seen in their
various worship services and devotions; but such ‘worship’ really constitutes idolatry, and made to a representation of God
that they themselves have formed, but not of the living God. This worship always happens with the rejection of the Word-
revelation, of the covenant, and of the law of the covenant — thus in disobedience. However, the first thing true love
teaches is obedience to God. Without faith in Christ, men determinedly reject God as He chooses to reveal Himself to us in
His covenant, in the Word of covenant, and in the law of the covenant. Clearly therefore, there is no love for God without
faith.

Thus, the hate to which we are inclined by nature could remain covered by the love for a self-produced view of God.
Nevertheless, even in this worship man’s self-determination with respect to the living God becomes evident. The more
men realize such autonomy, the more intensely they devote themselves to that sort of worship: the burnt offerings on
Israel’s heights were normally better attended than the sacrifices rendered in Jerusalem’s temple! Even today the world is

28



Simon Gerrit De Graaf (1889-1955) The True Faith, a Commentary on 1.D 1-22 of the Heidelberg Catechism) Updated 7/17/2010

full of religious devotion, but they represent an opposition to and a rejection of the God of the covenant. Only through
faith in Christ, as we demonstrated above, God becomes truly known and we are able to love Him.

In that light we must now also consider the love for our neighbor. Is there love for the neighbor outside of faith in Christ?
It is undeniable that such love shows in various ways that people without true faith are able to love one another dearly.
Moreover, it would certainly be unjust if we qualified such love as pure egoism, for a kind of altruism — a loving of the
neighbor for his own sake — is possible. That means however a love for that neighbor as one sees him and as he himself
imagines the person to be. Yet, without faith we always see our neighbor improperly, for we do not see him as from God
and for God. We consistently need to maintain therefore that in such a case a person never really knows his neighbor but
has an erroneous and flawed picture of him.

Our neighbor truly becomes known to us only through faith in Christ. If a person should ever imagine, even for a moment,
that the neighbor whom he loves outside of faith in Christ, is from God and for God, he would be prepared — seeing him
therefore as he really is — to hate him. From the enmity against God, hate for the neighbor begins immediately when the
neighbor is viewed this way. Therefore, in the most intense neighbor love there is a very strong enmity against God.
People tend to be strengthened together in their love for one another and against God. If love for one another does not
proceed from faith in Christ, men not only have an incorrect understanding of each other, but they make sort of an idol of
each other, and that mutual admiration pushes aside the worship of God. They really have not truly discovered each other,
and thus they have not been delivered from their loneliness in the deepest sense.

The truth is that they have not discovered eternal fellowship, for only in finding such communion in Christ men are set free
from their lonely isolation. The measure of their solitude will become evident in a terrifying manner when they appear in
the judgment, and letting go of each other, fall back exclusively on themselves. In their hearts hate is found against their
neighbor as he is from God and for God, even if they suppress that hatred by the relationship to the neighbor as they
suppose him to be — a relationship that in fallen humanity is the result of the preserving work of the Spirit.

We must not forget that we confess this with respect to ourselves, namely that we are inclined by nature to hate God and
our [my] neighbor. That inclination, that ability to hate, which remains with us and is suppressed within us by a love for
God and a love for our neighbor that is not genuine. Frequently that love for God and the love for our neighbor as we have
this from ourselves appear to be only weak means to suppress the hatred. Not only in the unbelieving world but also in the
believer enmity against God and hatred against the neighbor sometimes breaks out. Everyone who knows himself well is
not overly amazed at the hatred in the world. The tendency toward hatred within us, however, is not overcome by that love
from ourselves in the sense that it is rooted out.

That kind of victory is exclusively the result of love through faith. When the Spirit of God creates love within us through
faith, it is not a reason for us to boast. In fact, the Spirit in producing that love could not make use of and connect to the
love that we seemed to have from within ourselves. On the contrary, the love through the Spirit condemns as sinful the
love we produced by ourselves, and conquers it. Under the law of the covenant there is just one judgment over ourselves
possible, namely that we have nothing with which we could stand before God. This knowledge of our misery is therefore,
as we noted at the beginning, faith knowledge.
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THE TRUE FAITH
S. G. De Graaf
Translation by Richard Stienstra

Lord’s Day 3

6. Did God, then, create man so wicked and perverse?
No, on the contrary, God created man good and in His image, that is, in true righteousness and holiness, so that
he might rightly know God his Creator, heartily love Him, and live with Him in eternal blessedness to praise and
glorify Him.

7. From where, then, did man’s depraved nature come?

From the fall and disobedience of our first parents, Adam and Eve, in Paradise, for there our nature became so
corrupt that we are all conceived and born in sin.

8. But are we so corrupt that we are totally unable to do any good and inclined to all evil?

Yes, unless we are regenerated by the Spirit of God.

Unsolvable Questions

What we mentioned at the beginning of the commentary on Lord’s Day 2, needs to be noted here as well, namely that the
knowledge of our misery is knowledge by faith or what might be called faith knowledge, and that the misery as we see it
here can be confessed only by faith. The fall into sin by our first parents with its consequences can only be seen by faith, as
well as the fact that we are unable to do any good and inclined toward all evil.

Furthermore, the rest of this Lord’s Day — man being created in God’s image with all that is related to it — we are able to
see the full meaning of that also only by faith. Moreover, with respect to the first matter of this Lord’s Day, the rejection of
the idea that God created us wicked and perverse, such is the case as well. This is the first subject that we intend to discuss
here.

Without faith, one can certainly produce a rationale of why God could not have created us so wicked and perverse. This
thought appears obvious to the general religious awareness. However, then they have not really faced the actual problem.
If faith is not present — and every time we mean faith in God through Christ — two things cannot be taken seriously. The
first is that all things, and thus also man, were created from and through and unto God’s love; and the second is that man is
as wicked and perverse as the catechism posits. Because they do not take either of the two seriously, they do not feel the
difficulty in accepting both simultaneously.

With respect to the first idea, Scripture says that only by faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s
command — that is the Word of His love — so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible (Hebr.11:3). In
Hebrews 11, the struggle of faith is highlighted: it holds on to the things that are invisible. The mindset of contemporary
people and of the world cannot fathom that the world was formed through the Word of God’s love, since this can only be
understood by faith. Also in this, faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see (Hebr.11:1).
Without faith they do not face that difficulty in the same measure, because then God’s love and the being of all things from
and through and unto that love never was an actual reality.
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On the other hand, people without faith as to the seriousness of sin and misery are not able to accept the course of justice.
For us sin becomes fully a reality only when we see it as guilt before God. And without faith it will never be that. Only
faith understands the severity of the words: so wicked and perverse, which means leaving God and willfully turning against
Him.

Moreover, faith is offended by the problem that exists in accepting the reality of both those matters. How can it be that this
world and especially man came from God’s love and yet sin is found in man, which is an element totally foreign to God?
Only faith knows the struggle involved in this. Once more, we repeat that we mean faith in God through Christ, for only
that faith has responded to God’s love, and is able to understand how the origin of man and of the world lies in God’s love.
Such faith always wrestles with the possibility and reality of sin. How can something proceeding from God become so
depraved? Does not the fact that His love is the fountainhead of creation exclude every possibility of sin? Or, if we must
diagnose — also by faith — the reality of sin, do we have to accept that God’s love, which is an almighty love, willed and
intended this sin? In this case, it is again only faith that knows and understands the love of God and will maintain that it
could never have willed sin, and that there is not a single connection between the intent of His love and sin.

Only faith retains that tension. Only faith that trusts God can leave question marks because it humbles itself at the same
time before God, Whose doing and willing transcends all minds. Faith has its difficulties, even more than unbelief, but it
can tolerate these as unresolved problems for God’s sake. It cannot do other than assume that these must exist, because it
knows God as the Incomprehensible One. We need to prepare ourselves to face irresolvable questions, especially in this
Lord’s Day.

Unbelief will attempt to force a solution. It will seek to avoid the seriousness and the completely being-against-God nature
of sin, and therefore seek to reach an ostensible solution. Or, it will attempt to encroach upon God’s holiness and almighty
power — upon His all-encompassing love. Unbelief will not be able let the problem exist. Only by faith are we able to
accept it as insoluble and continue unmoved in our confidence and trust in Him, Who created all things from and through
and unto His love.

Created in God’s Image

In addition to this, we discover something else in the confession of faith as well, namely that the original man and the
original world were not provisional, and thus needed to be set aside and overcome and then in such a way that through
redemption or recreation something different than the first creation would come about. Also in this proposition, there is at
least an attempt to understand something of the origin of sin, and it does not avoid the problem. Sin would then have been
necessary in order that the first world should be replaced by a second. We must also reject this effort.

However, we cannot deny that God did not achieve in the original creation what He wished to bring to fruition at the end of
history. God’s plan envisioned a greater glory than what was initiated in the paradise setting. That does not mean however
that the first wonder had to be put aside by the second, and in that sense overcome by it. God would then have produced
the second marvel out of the first; and without sin there would have been a straight line between the beginning and the end.

Nevertheless, even now that sin has come into the world, redemption means restoration and also the completion of what
was first created. The first answer of this Lord’s Day leads us to no other thought. Not only do we read in it that God
created man good and in His own image, but also that from that event a straight line could be drawn to the ending, through
which man would live with Him in eternal blessedness to praise and glorify Him. There is thus no trace of the idea that the
first creation produced something that needed to be overcome or replaced by the recreation. Nor do we find any hint of the
idea that redemption is anything other than the restoration and the completion of what was first created. God does not
forsake His original intention in the redemption, but reaches that now via the detour of sin and the cross of Christ.

Therefore, we must see that original situation as lofty as the catechism portrays it. Along with this, we need to mention
immediately that we can understand it only by faith, since the issue is: what is the primary intent of man’s creation in the
image of God? This is found in the fellowship of men with God, as also the catechism mentions here. Without faith, we
can reason quite a bit about the image of God in man, but are we able to comprehend the most important purpose of the
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creation of man in God’s image as consisting in his fellowship with God, unless we through faith in Christ have been
restored to that fellowship? Without faith, we are able to say little of value about its actual significance.

The catechism also mentions that the most important purpose of the creation of man in God’s image was in the fellowship
with God. That purpose is explained in all that follows the words “so that”: so that he might rightly know God his Creator,
heartily love Him, and live with Him in eternal blessedness to praise and glorify Him. Briefly stated it means that man
would have eternal fellowship with God. All too often, we see these things from man’s point of view and then in this way,
that therein for man would be the greatest happiness. Nevertheless, there is a fundamentally different side: God wanted a
response to His love from the world He created; God’s honor and pleasure were in the response that He would receive from
the world. For that, He made man in His own image.

We always stand in amazement about the fact that God could receive a response to His love from the world He created that
satisfied Him, and from which He derived honor and pleasure. After all, what does dust and ashes mean to Him? In the
creation of man in God’s image, we see the kind of prominence of man we can hardly realize or describe. God brought
forth a creature who was able give a voluntary response to His love, something that was actually an answer that thus
responded to God’s love. Man was, and continued to be a creature, fully in God’s hand and controlled by Him; and yet
there also needed to be in that man his own responsibility — something spontaneous that went out from him as his own
choice, his own answer. Even as God decides and chooses for Himself, so also man must decide and choose for himself.
Moreover, something similar was not found in any creature on earth — later we will speak about angels. This personal
responsibility is the first thing we observe in the image of God.

This is merely the formal aspect of God’s image, and at the same time remains its permanent part. Also, those who are lost
retain their own responsibility, even as they use this negatively for the eternal rejection of God’s love. In the creation of
man, so much was connected with this personal responsibility: and because man needed to be a creature with his own
responsibility, he was a creature with faith, with love, with a sense of justice and of beauty, with language, with brains,
with feelings, etc. All this belongs to the image of God in a formal sense, and cannot be lost; even though it can all in the
negative sense be turned against God.

With his own personal responsibility came also man’s ability potentially to turn away from God. The response of love
needed to be given by a free and independent decision. Only then was it an answer that would satisfy God. And only then
was it truly a response, a deed of a creature who was God’s image. We say sometimes that man was created “changeably
good.” That could hardly be different in his being created in God’s image. The hour of decision needed to come; only
when he had chosen for God’s love in his own responsibility would he eternally remain in that relationship with God. Then
his entire subsequent life would be governed by, and bear the character of that first voluntary decision and thus fully satisfy
God.

However, all this concerns only the formal facet of the image of God. Now, it is also true that one can never speak of that
as purely formal. In all his functions we mentioned above, in his faith and love, his sense of justice and of beauty, his
knowledge and feelings, man is never neutral nor has he ever even for a moment been neutral. Even before the choice with
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, man was not neutral before God. After all, he could turn one way or the other.
Before the choice, he was devoted to God and dutiful. He was very good, for the image of God also had the content of the
knowledge of God, righteousness and holiness. Any other way is unthinkable. Therefore, we say here that God created
man good and in His image. In his believing and loving, in his sense of justice and beauty, in his knowledge and feelings,
he was committed to God; and in all of that was contained the meaning of Who God was for him, and man responded to
this. And in that sense he had knowledge of God, a knowing in love and in fellowship, because God spoke with him and he
understood God’s love in that. There was also righteousness, a giving to God to what He was entitled: man’s whole life as
a voluntary dedication. In addition, man reacted to all he experienced in complete purity and holiness — no inappropriate
passion consumed him.

We should not forget, however, that also at that time in all that happened faith guided man. The relationship of faith to the

Word of God was also in that first situation all-controlling. Through faith, Adam had the knowledge of God, the
righteousness, and the holiness; in fact, he possessed nothing apart from his faith. Also before the choice man lived by
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faith in the Word of God. When we speak of the substance of the image of God, the knowledge of God, the righteousness,
and the holiness, we should not think of its content, that is, of a particular measure of knowledge, righteousness and
holiness that was given to Adam at creation. What is involved is that man was created so that he was predisposed in faith
to God and in this way came to know Who God would be for him, and he learned to understand and to love and thus knew
how to respond. Through believing God’s Word, he needed to cleave to God and to remain devoted to Him.

It is true that man was created with that frame of mind: disposed toward God. That direction was God-instilled, but it still
had to become man’s voluntary choice, and he needed to persevere in what God had given to his life at creation. Thus,
there was indeed the image of God in the material sense, but he needed to choose yet for what he had received. That was
still a provisional, temporary limitation of the image of God: with respect to the material side, it was still possible to lose it.

In this response of love, in this fellowship that man had with God in receiving and answering God’s love, was contained
the most significant meaning of his being created in the image of God. From this beginning, in unbroken development,
should have proceeded the completion of the fellowship in eternal blessedness. Therein also lay the purpose for man’s
creation. God glorifies Himself most in the fellowship He wished to maintain with men. Moreover, He will attain that
objective finally at the end of time, in the consummation by Christ. What Christ will do at the time of the consummation,
does not mean an overcoming and setting aside of what God had created once upon a time, but a restoration and a
glorification of it.

God’s Covenant with Adam

Adding to this however, we need to connect it immediately with the covenant God made with Adam. It must be admitted
that there is no literal mention of a covenant in Genesis 2 and 3. Nevertheless, we read there of the establishment of a
covenant: in the tree of life we are given the sealing of the promise of the covenant, while with the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil God announced death as punishment for breaking the covenant. That there is an actual establishment of a
covenant is confirmed by the use of the Name “LORD God” in Genesis 2 and 3, while in Genesis 1 only “God” is used.
The use of God’s covenant name convinces us that Scripture wishes to tell us here of the establishing of the covenant.
When we see this, we do not need the evidence of Hosea 6: 7, since this reference is questionable, and because the words
like Adam, they have broken the covenant also permit the translation “as a man they have broken the covenant.”

We need to speak by faith about the covenant of God with Adam. This means first of all that we see the covenant as an
arrangement of the sovereign God. It originated unilaterally from Him in His sovereign will. Nothing obligated Him to
establish this covenant. In addition, there were not two independent parties who entered the covenant together, but God
shared that covenant with man and placed him in it.

This was a sovereign arrangement of His favor. We again are astonished here about what God was prepared to do with
respect to man, who is His creation and is but dust and ashes. On the one hand, God can bend down so far toward man,
and yet on the other hand elevate him so highly that man becomes a party in covenant with God, so that God is on familiar
terms with him as a friend with a friend, and they can exchange an intimate love with each other. That was as we already
noted the purpose of man’s creation. God did not merely desire a creature over whom He could rule with sovereign
authority, and who knew nothing other than complete creaturely dependence; but God desired a creature to whom He could
relate in giving and receiving love.

The latter is not possible without the covenant. Without establishing the covenant, all rights would be one-sidedly with
God, and man would have only obligations. Moreover, with God there would be only sovereign justice, while with man
only a creaturely dependence. Then a relationship between God and man, and a mutual responding to each other in love
would be impossible. Such a relationship is possible only in the covenant, in which man also has rights and can depend on
God. God has granted rights to the man by giving him His promises. Thus, immediately when the man received a
promise, he with it obtained the right to hold God to that promise, and God assumes the obligation to fulfill that promise.
Then there are mutual rights and obligations, and the law of the covenant governs the entire relationship between God and
man, and God’s dealing with men is not an arbitrary arrangement, but man knows that he can depend on God. Only then a
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mutual relationship of love is possible. Then both parties are able to exchange even the hidden matters in their lives. The
LORD confides in those who fear Him; He makes His covenant known to them (Psalm 25: 14).

That the entire relationship between God and man is placed under the law of the covenant, and that the man can count on
God, does not diminish God’s sovereignty. After all, it was in His sovereign determination that He tied His relationship
with man to the law. God Himself is above the law, but in His sovereign decree His relationship with man is not outside of
the law. Moreover, that it was God’s sovereign design in which He bound Himself to the law in His relationship to us, and
that this is thus God’s lawful relationship with us, we realize and understand by faith. Thus, it is that even in the most
intimate relationship with God, the “fear” of the Lord always remains. Through faith, we pray to God even more because
He could bend down so far to us, and was willing to bind the relationship with us to the law.

Even though the initiation of the covenant was a one-sided determination by God, yet this was connected to the creation of
man in the image of God. Actually we should say this differently: the creation of man in God’s image was related to the
establishment of the covenant. It is true, that the creation of man came first, and after that the initiation of the covenant —
that could not have been different. However, the covenant already determined the creation of man: the man was created
after God’s image, so that he could be in covenant with God. In addition, according to the law of the covenant he would be
able to respond to God’s love, which he just like the law of the covenant, received from God.

Thus, although establishing the covenant with Adam emanated unilaterally from God, yet it was a gracious, sovereign act
of God. The relationship in the covenant, however, was according to the nature of the situation a bilateral relationship in
which the man bore his own responsibility. Moreover, that relationship was mutually bound by the law of the covenant.

The Covenant of God’s Favor

While man in paradise lived in spiritual fellowship with God, the decision still needed to be made that he would obtain
eternal life — even though he already lived a spiritual life. This reality should not lead us to speak of a covenant of works in
the sense that Adam needed by works to earn eternal life for himself and his descendants. From the preceding it should
have been sufficiently clear that the purpose of the covenant consisted in the communion or fellowship of love between
God and man. Since we had been placed in such a fellowship and lived in it, there could be no question of earning wages.
With this mutual interaction of giving and receiving love, every thought of wages is excluded. Should we nevertheless
maintain that idea, would we really take into account the marvelous wonder of the relationship between God and Adam?

Something entirely different is the question of whether once a person has fallen out of that relationship, he could earn his
way back into it. Yet that is what actually happened. For our sake, Christ was outside of it but gained this again for
Himself and those who belonged to Him. He could do this because He was not only man but also God. Once we are
placed in that relationship however, every thought of earning and wages is removed.

Moreover, when some would say that Adam by his works had to earn eternal life and that we receive this by grace, they
might seek to explain it as the difference between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. However, in this
comparison they would make the error that in the first instance they would speak of the head of the covenant, namely
Adam, while in the second instance not of the Head Christ, but of the members. In such a comparison, they really should
place the two heads over against each other and even then, it would be much more feasible to speak of a covenant of works
with respect to the second instance, since Christ’s merit forms the foundation of the entire covenant relationship.

In order to prevent every wrong notion, and to preserve the magnificence of the covenant relations between God and
Adam, it is therefore better in the first instance to refer to the covenant of God’s favor, while the other should be designated
the covenant of God’s grace. In the first covenant, man would receive God’s undeserved favor — also not earned by Adam
— in the second covenant the new humanity enjoys the once forfeited favor or grace earned by Christ. After all, grace is
forfeited favor.

In this covenant of favor, God accepted man as His child. Thus, God gave him His love as His child. In being accepted as
child, and in receiving the love from God as Father, the ‘son-ship’ of man (i.e. the relationship to God) is determined and
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defined — and not only through the creation of men, and not merely in having been created after God’s image. He did not
become God’s child because he was created in the image of God, for angels are also accepted by God as children and
Scripture does not say that they are created in God’s image. In His sovereign good pleasure, God revealed Himself as
Father, and in His Father-love He was prepared to give Himself to the man, through which he became the child of God. Of
course, the creation of man was controlled by God’s determination to make him His child. Man was created in God’s
image so that in the full sense of the word, and in a higher sense than the angels, he could be God’s child and able to
respond to God’s love.

Nevertheless, we need to take into consideration the fact that Adam could still squander and lose the fellowship in which he
lived with God. He could not earn anything for he had been placed in that fellowship by God’s favor, and only had to
choose for what he had received. Thus, he had to demonstrate by way of the obedience of faith the value he placed on
God’s love, for the love he gave to God in that fellowship needed to reflect that it was given entirely voluntarily.
Therefore, Adam still had to face the test.

Scripture points to the provisional nature of the paradise setting in 1 Corinthians 15 where we read of the natural life, which
we received from Adam, over against a spiritual life that we received from Christ. The psychical or natural life came first,
while the pneumatic or spiritual life came afterward. In that context we read, the first man Adam became a living being, the
last Adam a life-giving Spirit (1 Cor.15:45). What Adam received was the natural, psychical life that by way of his
voluntary choice and perseverance, still had to be glorified to the spiritual, pneumatic life. What we receive through Christ
is the pneumatic or spiritual life, which cannot be lost.

We note here in passing that we are able to form an idea of the psychical or natural life in paradise, because we still share
that same psychical life even though now it is corrupted by sin. However, we cannot form a concept of the glorified
pneumatic or spiritual life because it far surpasses life of the present time. Therefore, we must consider the events in
paradise of Genesis 2 and 3 as actual descriptions — the kind of setting that we are able to consider with our minds.
However, when the book of Revelation in its concluding chapters speaks of the future spiritual glory, it needs to refer to it
in images taken from this natural life, for such a situation we could not picture in our minds.

As mentioned above, by means of Adam’s choice and perseverance the losable psychical, natural life needed to be glorified
to the non-losable pneumatic, spiritual life. Yet, the idea of earning and wages does not have a place here. What reward
could there be in accepting and remaining in the favor we received? The faith of man can only chose what he receives, and
only accept what has been given to him; and this never has a creating, earning power. There was, however, a disrespectful
disdain when he rejected what he possessed, and he would bear the judgment of the rejected love. He then rejected the
fullness of the love that God had spoken in the eternal Word, and which came to him through that Word. For surely in the
beginning was the Word (John 1:1), and in that Word was the life of fellowship with God, for in Him was life, and that life
was the light of men (John 1:4). Thus, also Adam possessed nothing outside of the Son as the eternal Word.

In that communion with God through the eternal Word Adam needed to grow and be strengthened. And in this way he
would be able to fulfill his calling as head, and thus to choose for all of mankind. Already then, with the choice in the first
covenant, the eternal Word revealed His importance in maintaining from His side, the fellowship with Adam. When Adam
severed the fellowship, the eternal Word Himself became Adam, the second Adam. He took it upon Himself to reconcile
and restore what Adam destroyed.

Man needed to live in fellowship with God through the eternal Word. This love met him throughout the entire world that
was created by the Word. At that time, a sacrament was impossible. For in a sacrament a few elements out of all creation
are selected, in order that these would say something different to us than what the apostle Paul writes: The wrath of God is
being revealed from heaven (Rom. 1:18). Of that, there was no possibility in the original paradise setting. What focused
the attention of all creation on the tree of life with its fruit that represented a similarity to a sacrament, was that it signified
and sealed God’s favor to Adam. His eating of that fruit meant for him eating and drinking of God’s favor, and to choose
for that favor. Therefore, the two trees were placed over against each other in the middle of the garden, the tree of life and
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Eating of the one tree meant to choose forever for God’s favor, while eating of
the other was a forsaking of that favor.
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All the riches given to him in this covenant relationship were clarified for man in the marital relationship, which God
ordained after that. With that was also given the beginning of the historical development of the human race. Not only in
the beginning but also in its entire history, mankind in unity with Adam needed to answer God’s love in His covenant. In
the way of that covenant communion, the development of all that God had established on and in this world must thus take
place.

The Kingdom of God

Scripture directly links man having dominion to creating him in God’s image: Let Us make man in Our image, in Our
likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all
the creatures that move along the ground (Gen.1:26). The dominion of man over all that is created apparently was one of
the most significant purposes in God’s image. And in that authority of man the kingdom of God has come. Genesis 1
relates to us the establishment of the kingdom of God. We must not forget here what we noted above concerning the
purpose of the creation of man in God’s image, namely the fellowship between God and man. Living in that fellowship
man would have dominion over all of creation, and he would as head for the entire world, in praise and adoration give the
response of love to God.

The whole world therefore was also prepared for and oriented toward man, in order that through that world, which was for
him a revelation and evidence of God’s love, he would be confirmed in his fellowship with God. Scripture indicates that
when it reveals to us that all things were created by the eternal Word and without Him nothing was made that has been
made (John 1:3). The communion or fellowship between God and man, maintained by the eternal Word, already
controlled the creation of the entire world and also determined the relationship between man and the world. The origin and
existence of “nature” is governed by the favor God wished to give to man. That favor is therefore not something that was
added to nature, but was its starting-point and the purpose of all of natural life — its controlling motif. In this way, the favor
restored by Christ — thus the grace — contains the controlling motif of nature. All thought of a certain dualism between
nature and grace must be banned. That can happen only when we discern that already in the beginning God’s favor was the
determining motif of nature.

Since the dominion over all the works of God’s hands was an important purpose in creating man in the image of God, we
find here an answer to the question why this is said only of humans, but not of the angels. It is true that angels are called
the sons of God (Job 38:7), but we do not read that they are the image of God. Moreover, they are not called to rule over
all the works of His hands in the Name of God; instead, one day they also will be subject to men. Even now already, they
are ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation (Hebr.1:14). Ruling in God’s Name apparently forms a
significant element of the image of God.

This dominion of man did not mean a kind of autonomy, as if man were a law unto himself. The exercise of that governing
was subject to the law of the covenant. God’s law does not merely direct the relationship of men with God, but also the
relationship with all creation. Thus, also in the first covenant there was gift and demand, promise and calling, favor and
law. In the way that the favor of God emanating from all of creation was encountered by men, the law also directed his
relationship with all created things. As comprehensive as the gospel is for us, so far-reaching is the law also for us; for
where the gift of God is there is also His demand.

The Probationary Command

Sometimes the question is raised which of these is of greater value: when we do good spontaneously — without any thought
to the command — or when we do it in conscious obedience to the law. If we were to think that the former is preferable, the
paradise story should bring us to different insight. Before the choice in connection with the probationary command, Adam
did the good entirely spontaneously, because from his heart came only good. At that time, however, he was still below the
level at which the communion with the LORD must be. We must be in covenant with Him in all of our life; and that
includes that we do things in conscious obedience to the law of the covenant, and in conscious conformity to the will of
Him Who established the covenant.
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Only when the possibility of conflict between our own insight and the will of God arises, can we come to a deliberate and
intentional bowing before the Word of God in which He gave us His will. Thus, God gave man the probationary command
in order to bring him to such deliberate, conscious obedience. That testing was necessarily related to man’s creation in the
image of God and to the personal responsibility connected with that. His inclination toward God as part of his created
nature needed to become a voluntary choice through obedience to the command. Through that obedience, we see the law
not as an arbitrary but as the appropriate norm for the relationship of love with God. The law as such and the gospel are
not in conflict with each other, but God’s fellowship is received in the way of keeping His commands.

The entire relationship of man with the law became evident in connection with the probationary command. The tree, by
which man was to be tested, was called the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. That name cannot mean that man by
eating of that fruit would learn good and evil. We do not learn evil as wickedness by doing it; instead, in doing so we
become dulled by it. When we see things in the light of God’s covenant and thus also in the light of His law, we cannot
think of the knowledge of evil as an experience of sin with its desire and lust, but we must think of a knowledge of evil in
the light of the law and thus of a condemnation of it. Therefore, a person cannot learn evil by doing it.

Nevertheless, God said after the fall, The man has become like one of Us, knowing good and evil! (Gen.3:22). Especially
from the words like one of Us, it appears that what is involved here is a choice, the decision: the man has placed himself
next to Us, and has himself become a god and has decided independently — outside of Us — concerning good and evil. By
knowing therefore, we need to think of choosing or deciding. Thus, with the tree of the knowledge of good and evil it
needed to be demonstrated how Adam would decide about good and evil: in dependence on God and in harmony with His
Word, or independently and dissociating himself from God.

Moreover, we must not forget that the decision with respect to the fruit of that one tree constituted the decision for all of
creation. How would man use all of creation was at issue: as a sovereign arrangement and a free gift of God in keeping
with His words, You are free to eat from any tree in the garden (Gen.2:16), or based on an assumed right of nature? Would
he enjoy this world as a gift or as plunder? The decision about this question was made by his attitude toward this one tree.
If he did not eat of that one tree God had denied him, he would thereby indicate that he saw the usage of the entire world
only as a gift from God.

It would be in this way then that man’s authority would be over all that God had created, and he would not bring death to
himself by eating of all of God’s creation, but he would enjoy it and it would strengthen him in his fellowship with God.
Because of sin however we can no longer fully use this world; and by eating of it we bring death to ourselves because we
possess it as pillage. Only faith, which is obedient, views and receives all of creation as a gift from God. Then for us the
use of it constitutes a life in fellowship with God. And then for man there also would be the controlling influence of the
tree of life. However, when his heart was drawn to eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil he was thereby
bound, and no longer had the ability to eat of the tree of life. By eating of the tree of life the use of the entire world would
have become his life and he would have preserved his freedom and dominion.

The Origin of Sin

The problem of the origin of sin always will remain insoluble. Where did evil come from in an entirely pure world?
Moreover, where did the idea of evil come from in the hallowed realm of angels? The origin of sin cannot find its
explanation in something created by God, in the sense that therein the source of sin is to be found. For surely, everything
God had created was sacred, and what is holy cannot be the source of sin.

The attempt by the Roman Catholic Church to explain the origin of sin contains an internal contradiction. She views that
origin in the natural desires man had received at creation. That natural longing was not in itself a sin, but became the
source of sin. That is connected with the concept that considers natural desires lower than grace. That lower nature
revolted against grace, which consisted especially in the image of God.
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We must reject this entire dualistic conception concerning man. All that God gave to man at creation, all his desires,
resulted from the favor God wished to give him through the eternal Word. In that fellowship, all his desires — the lower as
well as the higher — must be dedicated to the Lord and they were in fact holy to Him. In all his desires, man was
completely good and inclined toward God. Thus, in those desires, being holy, the source of sin could not possibly lie.

In fact, we must reject every attempt to explain the origin of sin. When we wish to seek the source of sin in something that
God has created, we always end up at God the Creator, and we would see the cause of sin in Him. Nor is the idea
acceptable that evil existed eternally next to and over against God. There are not two kinds of principles from eternity: the
good and the evil, for there is only one eternal principle, namely God. It is the curious feature of God’s Word that it does
not explain the origin of sin. An explanation might possibly contain an excuse for man. Such an explanation and excuse is
however found in every non-Christian religion; but the Word of God does not explain the origin of sin and simply declares
man guilty. Moreover, it was really to be expected beforehand that the origin of sin would be inexplicable. For sin is
really an abnormality in this world, and over against God it is alien and hostile. And if whatever exists at this time must
find an explanation of its existence in God, then from what or where could the existence and origin of sin possibly be
explained?

We do readily and fully admit that the origin and existence of sin is and remains a mystery for us. At best, we can say
about it that sin is not something positive but negative, while all that is positive and good has been brought into being by
God. Evil is something without God and His fellowship. Yet it not really merely negative; there is something intentionally
deliberate in it, for it withdraws itself from God and stays separate from Him. Moreover, evil is also guilt: it is lacking
something that ought to be present, since the creature has robbed himself of the gift of God’s fellowship. It is therefore also
a deed of the creature. We must not even go behind that action of the creature if we wish to retain the guilt in evil. Itisa
wanton, willful deed of rebellion and an estrangement from God. It is a fall and disobedience: a falling out of fellowship
with God, and disobedience with respect to the law of that fellowship. It was also a choosing of the creature in total
willfulness against his own God-inclined nature.

Thus, we face the mystery of the origin and the now continuing existence of sin; the mystery that is so oppressive because
evil has become an active force in the world. It has an appearance of being an independent negative principle next to and
over against God. However, it can exist only as the antithesis — the negation of the principle of God’s love. It will always
remain a riddle how in this world, which exists out of the principle of God’s love, such a negative element could develop.
When through faith we know the principle of God’s love we wrestle with the enigma of sin and its consequences.

God Himself constantly holds before us the strange, inexplicable, and abnormal quality of sin. In Scripture He continually
places us before the question: why have you turned away from Me and why do you continue to do so? Have | ever fallen
short in My love for you? Have | been a desert to Israel or a land of great darkness? (Jer.2: 3). The explanation of our sin
does not lie in God’s love — in the deficiency of His love. On the contrary, when our eyes have been opened for the love of
God through faith in Christ, the arbitrariness with which we treat that love once given to us, becomes a constant self-
accusation. The enigma of the origin of sin thus become