
Gratu i tous A Word from
from the Beginn ing

Last  t ime I  ment ioned the names of  some theolo-
g ians  i n  The  Ne the r l ands  who  d id  no t  cons t ruc t  a  con -
{rast  between the so-cal led covenant  of  works and the
covenant  of  grace,  as i f  Adam's obedience in Paradise
would have been a mer i tor ious work,  whi le  now God's
grace excludes a l l  human mer i t .  Especia l ly  the Rev.  S.G'
de Graaf  ,  the author  o l  Promise and Del iverance,  re jected
the idea that  eternal  l i fe  would have been man's payment
for  serv ices rendered.  De Graaf  proposed to speak of  the
covenant  in  Paradise as the covenant  of  God's f  avour '  Dr .
G.C.  Berkouwer agrees wi th th is  posi t ion and states that
we may never  construe an ant i thesis  between the cove-
nants of  "works"  and "grace" '  I  a lso ment ioned the
Dutch theologians J.G.  Woelder ink (1886- '1956) and K.
Schi lder  (1890-1952),  but  we ran out  of  space and I  could
not  g ive some references.  Let  us again take up th is  t imely
topic  of  the so-cal led covenant  of  works and f  i rs t  l is ten to
Dr .  J .G .  Woe lde r i nk .

Woelder ink was a Dutch Reformed minis ter  who re-
ceived an honorary degree of  doctor  in  theology at  the
Univers i ty  of  Utrecht  for  h is  important  publ icat ions about
covenani  and bapt ism, just i f  icat ion and sanct i f  icat ion,
and,  in  general ,  the order  of  sa lvat ion '  He saw the dan-
gers of  the Anabapt is t  movement and i ts  in f  luence wi th in
Reformed circles (De gevaren der doperse geesfessfrorn-
ing,  1941\ .  He at tacked subject iv ism and st rongly em-
ph-asized the dependabi l i ty  of  God's promises and of  the
Word  o f  God  as  t he  tes t imony  o f  t he  Ho l y  Sp i r i t .  One  can
only regret  that  at  the end of  h is  career  Dr.  Woelder ink
sough t  t o  en l i s t  t he  he lp  o f  Ka r l  Ba r th .  l n  h i s  s t rugg le
against  fa ta l ism Woelder ink jo ined Barth 's  at tack on the
doc t r i ne  o f  doub le  p re -des t i na t i on .  Bu t  i t  i s  no t  t he  p lace

he re  and  now to  e labo ra te  on  the  s ign i f  i cance  o f
Woelder ink 's  theology.  I  would only  l ike to draw the at -
tent ion of  our  readers to a passage t rom De inzet  van de
Catechismus,  an explanat ion of  Lord 's  Days ' l -7  of  the
He ide lbe rg  Ca tech i sm,  pub l i shed  a f t e r  Woe lde r i nk ' s
death (Franeker:  Wever) .

Woelder ink descr ibes that  Reformed theologians
qu i t e  soon  rega rded  the  re la t i onsh ip  o f  God  and  man  i n
Paradise to be a covenant ,  and he does not  ra ise any ob-
ject ion against  th is  covenanta l  approach.-  Moses,  or  the
prophet  who wrote Genesis 1-3,  knew of  the covenanl
inai  tne Lord God has establ ished wi th His people lsrael .
Would i t  then be st range that  th is  man of  God p ic tured

the  re la t i on  o f  God  and  man  as  a  covenan t  re la t i onsh ip
r i gh t  f r om the  beg inn ing?  In  Genes i s  2  t he  covenan ta l
n ime Yahweh is  used;  God's promise was v is ib ly  ex-
oressed in the t ree of  l i fe ,  and God's demand had i ts  v is i -
b le. rnani festat ion in  the t ree of  knowledge of  good and
eviL Therefore,  Woelder ink accepts the designat ion "cov-

enan t "  f o r  t he  re la t i onsh ip  o f  God  and  man  i n  Pa rad i se '
But  he wr i tes:  "Helaas heef t  men de onvergeef  l i jke fout
begaan,  dat  verbond een werkverbond to noemen" (p '46) '
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Alas,  People commit ted the unforg iveable error  of  ca l l ing
th is  covenant  a covenant  of  works.  Woelder ink makes
th is  sharp and pointed remark:  Whi le Scr ipture teaches
that  the desi re to be just i f ied by works is  the very s in of
man,  people adorn th is  s in wi th a crown of  r ighteousness
in the covenant  before the fa l l .  l t  one objects to us ing the
word "grace" before the fa l l ,  then one should speak of  a
covenant  of  sovereign favour,  in  which promise and de '
mand have thei r  p lace exact ly  as in  the covenant  of  grace
("een verbond van vr i je  gunst ,  waar in belof te en gebod
hun p laats hebben precies a ls  in  het  genadeverbond") '
The re  i s  a  remarkab le  s im i l a r i t y  i n  t he  app roach  o f  t h i s
Dutch Reformed theologian and the statement  of  the Rev'
S.G.  de Graaf ,  min is ter  of  the Reformed Church at  Am'
sterdam.

In th is  survey of  Covenant  theologians f rom The
Nether lands dur ing the twent ieth century,  one name may
not  remain unment ioned:  Dr .  Klaas Schi lder  of  Kampen.
Al though he wrote several  essays about  God's Covenant
in the weekly De Reformat ie and in other  smal l  publ ica '
t ions,  we now pay at tent ion to h is  dogmal ic  opus mag-
num, his four-volume Heidelbergsche Catechismus' One
could check the many passages that  are ment ioned un-
der  the capt ion "covenant"  in  the index,  but  le t  us begin
wi th some remarks Schi lder  made in the exposi t ion of
Lord 's  Day 3 concerning the covenant  between God and
man  (1 ,  317 ) .

Acco rd ing  to  t he  unan imous  tes t imony  o f  a lmos t  t he
ent i re c lass ic i l  Reformed theology the covenant  is  b i la-
tera l ,  lwo s ided.  There is  a mutual  coming together  of
God and man as two par t ies;  the covenant  is  a mutual
agreement ,  a l though establ ished by God Himsel f .  The
part ies -  God and man -  are not  s imi lar ;  there is  an in '
f  in i te  d i f ference in qual i ty .  Nevertheless,  the covenant  is
no mere d iv ine one-s ided d isposi t ion,  but  a real  covenant .
The d iss imi lar i ty  of  the par t ies may never  lead to a d is '
so lv ing of  the covenant  in to a mere d isposi t ion.  In  h is
charaCter is t ic  manner Schi lder  s tates:  " ln  het  verbond
wordt  n iet  maar ie ts  over  den mensch u i tgesproken,  doch
wordt hij aangesproken." The covenant is no mere pro'
nouncement about  man,  but  a proc lamat ion fo man;  he is
not  s imply spoken of ,  but  he is  addressed.  Covenant  is  a
dealing with man rather than a treatise concerning him.
Sch i l de r  t ouches  a  t heme tha t  was  dominan t  a l so  i n  h i s
st ruggle against  the ident i f  icat ion of  God's e lect ion and
God's covenant  in  the controvers ies in  the Reformed
Churches of  The Nether lands dur ing the for t ies:  God's
covenant  promise is  spoken lo man;  i t  is  no predict ion
about  man.  In the covenant  man is  addressed;  he is  ad '
dressed as responsib le par ty  in  the covenant .  Take man's
responsib i l i ty  away and he ceases to be a par ty  in  the
covenant .

But  prec isely  wi th in th is  context  in  which he
stresses the genuine character  of  the covenant  between
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God and man as a re lat ionship between two real  par t ies,
Schi lder  argues that  the covenant  is  bui l t  on the d is t inc-
t ion of  Creator  and creature.  Equal i ty  is  exc luded.  The
whole re lat ionship is  determined by the d iss imi lar i ty  of
the par t ies.  There is  no moment in  the covenanta l  conver-
sat ion,  no explanat ion of  the covenanta l  s t ipu lat ion,  no
appeal  to  the covenanta l  re lat ionship,  in  which the in-
f in i te  qual i ta t ive d is t inct ion of  God and man is  not  taken
into account .  Also the character  of  man,  h is  nature and
legal  posi t ion are in  v iew here,  af ter  the fa l l  but  a lso be-
fo re  man  s inned .  Le t  us  hea r  Sch i l de r  i n  h i s  own
language:

Zoo staat het na den val, zoo stond het ook reeds voor
den val .  ls  er  b i j  den mensch sprake van "werken"?
Maar het kunnen werken is hem gegeven, is
geschapen. ls  er  b i j  hem sprake van , , loon;? Maar deze
belooning geschiedt  n iet  u i t  verd ienste,  doch u i t"gunst" ;  o f  ,  zoo men een minder duidel i jk ,  maar toch
ook in vr .  12 voorkomend woord wi l  bezigen:  deze
belooning geschiedt  n iet  u i t  verd ienste,  maar u i t"genade."  God Zel f  legde,  schiep,  verband tusschen
werk en loon;  werk en loon beide z i jn  gegeven;  a l le
roem is  u i tgesloten,  ook in  het  paradi js  (1,  320) .

Schi lder  argued that  in  the so-cal led covenant  of  works,
the possib i l i ty  to  work was g iven to man and h is  abi l i ty
was created.  l f  there is  spoken of  a reward in  paradise,
then th is  reward is  not  of  mer i t ,  but  of  ' , favour . , ,  l f  you
want  to use a less c lear  word -  a word f  rom answer 12 -
you may say:  th is  reward is  not  of  mer i t  but  of  , ,grace."
God Himsel f  made and created the connect ion between
work and reward;  both work and reward are g iven;  a l l
boast ing is  exc luded,  a lso in  Paradise.

Schi lder  loved p lay ing wi th words and he summa-
r ized h is  broad exposi t ions in  one sentence or  expres-
s ion,  pr in ted on the top of  the page.  We read on p.  3g2:"Gratis," een woord ook van 't begin. Gratuitous, a word
a l so  f r om the  beg inn ing .  He re  Sch i l de r  w r i t es  abou t  t he
dogmat ic  idea that  man would have obta ined eternal
g lory,  i f  he would not  have fa l len in to s in.  God had spoken
to man:  You,  second par ty  in  the covenant ,  may enter  in to
My Sabbath in  the way of  obedience.

Maar  a l  komt  deze  za l i ghe id  ove r  den  mensch  , , l angs
den weg" der  gehoorzaamheid,  ze overkomt hem niet"om" z i jn  gehoorzaamheid.  Loon in den z in van
apodosis (Verschuldigde uitkering van wat hem
rechtens,  en dan wel  op grond van e igen prestat ies,
zou toekomen) rs  er  aan z i jn  werken n iet  verbonden:
wat heeft hii, dat hii niet ontvangen heeft? (vgl. I Cor.
4.7) .Z i jn  belooning geschiedt  hem, n iet  u i t  verd ienste,
doch  u i t  guns t .
This eternal  b l iss would have come upon man in the

way of  obedience,  not  because of  h is  obedience.  There is
no apodosls, ' there is  no payment  legal ly  due to man on
the basis  of  h is  achievements.  To speak in the words of  I
Cor.4:7:  What  does man have that  he d id not  receive? His
reward is  not  of  mer i t ,  but  of  f ree favour.

Aga in  t he  i dea  i s  t he  same as  i n  t he  quo ta t i ons  o f
S.G. de Gaaf ,  G.C.  Berkouwer and J.G.  Woelder ink.  There
is no contrasl ol works and grace, as if the covenant be-
fore the fa l l  would have been a covenant  of  mer i t  rather
than favour.

There is  one other  passage in Schi lder 's  Heidel -
bergsche Catechismus that  should have our  at tent ion for
a moment.  Of ten when one br ings forward the concept  of
the covenant  of  Paradise as a covenant  of  favour ,  one
hears the object ion that  th is  obscures the doctr ine of
Chr is t 's  mer i ts .  The reasoning goes as fo l lows:  l f  you do

not  want  to speak of  mer i t  in  Adam, how can you then
speak  o f  mer i t  i n  Ch r i s t ,  t he  l as t  Adam? The  ques t i on  i s
important  and i t  should receive an answer.  Let  i t ,  for  the
t ime  be ing ,  su f f i ce  t o  s ta te  t ha t  Sch i l de r  dea l t  w i t h  ou r
top i c  i n  t he  con tex t  o f  t he  sa t i s fac t i on  o f  God ' s  j us t i ce .

When he d iscussed Lord 's  Day 5,  he came to the fa-
m i l i a r  wo rds  tha t  God  w i l l  have  H is  j us t i ce  sa t i s f i ed ;
therefore we must  make fu l l  sat is fact ion to the same,
ei ther  by ourselves,  or  by another .  Dr .  Schi lder  s t ressed
that  we are to be subject  of  the sat is fact ion;  we are to
pay to God's just ice.  But  can man ever  par t ic ioate in  sat-
i s f y i ng  God ' s  r i gh teousness?  Do  we  no t  d im in i sh  t he
honou r  o f  Ch r i s t  ou r  Sav iou r  who  has  fu l l y  sa t i s f i ed  t he
just ice of  God? Do we not  fa l l  back in to the t rack of
Roman  Ca tho l i cs  who  spoke  o f  human  sa t i s fac t i ons  and
of  human mer i t  on the basis  of  good works?

In  answer  t o  t hese  ques t i ons  Sch i l de r  a rgues  tha t  t o
pay does not  mean to mer i t .  St r ic i ly  speaking,  to  mer i t  is
imposs ib le  f o r  man .  l f  i n  t he  s ta te  o f  i n teg r i t y  Adam sa t i s -
f i ed  God ' s  j us t i ce ,  d i d  he  then  mer i t  any th ing?  No ,  i f  he
had  even  des i red  to  mer i t  any th ing ,  he  wou ld  have  v io la t -
ed  the  honou r  o f  God  and  fo rgo t ten  h i s  own  o r i g i n  as
creature.  He would not  have g iven to God what  is  God,s.
To  sa t i s f y  God ' s  j us t i ce  means  fo r  us  t ha t  we  consc ious -
l y  deny  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f  mer i t  and  tha t  i n  f a i t h  we
acknowledge the favour of  God before the fa l l  and the
grace of  God thereaf ter .  To pay does not  mean to mer i t :  i f
one pays h is  taxes,  does he mer i t  anyth ing? God is  our
Father ,  a lso in  Paradise.  When you have done a l l  what  is
commanded you,  say:  We are unworthy servants;  we have
on l y  done  wha t  was  ou r  du ty  (Luke  17 : ' 1  0 ) .  Sch i l de r  w r i t es :

De per fecte beta l ing (beantwoording aan de wet)  is  b i j
den "b looten" mensch het  tegenbeeld van de verd ien-
ste - ook voor zijn denken. Want hoezeer de betaling
nimmer i rnaginai r  mag z i jn ,  de verd ienste is  het  immel
voor  wat  ons ("b loote"  menschen) betref t .  Zoowel  in
he t  pa rad i j s ,  a l s  i n  he t  l and  van  onze  excommun ica t i e ,
a l smede  i n  da t  van  onze  wederopneming  i n  Gods
g u n s t  ( 1 1 , 2 4 ) .

Per fect  sat is fact ion (obedience to the law) in  mere man ts
con t ra ry  t o  mer i t  a l so  i n  man ' s  t hough t .  Sa t i s fac t i on  may
never by imanginary,  As far  as we,  mere men,  are con-
ce rned ,  mer i t  i s  a lways  i n  Pa rad i se ,  i n  t he  l and  o f  ou r  ex -
commun ica t i on ,  and  i n  t ha t  o f  ou r  res to ra t i on  i n to  God ,s
favou r .  l t  i s  c l ea r  t ha t  t o  Sch i l de r  t he  i dea  o f  mer i t  i s  a
wrong  imag ina t i on ,  a l so  f o r  t he  s i t ua t i on  o f  pa rad i se .
Gra tu i t ous ,  f  r ee ,  i s  t he  wo rd  a l so  i n  t he  beg inn ing :  amaz -
i ng  favou r '  

J .  FABER

f  f  Corinthians 6zl, 2
Working together with him, then,
we entreat you not to accept the
grace of Cod in vain. For he
says, "At the acceptable time I
have listened to you, and helped
you on the day of salvation."
Behold, now is the acceptable
time; behold, now is the day of
salvation.
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