
Shepherd 's  Concept
of the Covenant

In the previous issue we publ ished the News Re-
lease of Westminster Theological  Seminary about the
dismissal of  Mr. Norman Shepherd, Associate Professor
of Systematic Theology. Al though Rev. J.  Geertsema
already paid some attent ion to this case in the press
Review of November 6, '1981, and fol lowing, we may not
bypass i t  in our editor ials.  Westminster has a unique
place in the Presbyter ian and Reformed world,  the person
of Prof.  Shepherd is wel l -known in our Canadian Re-
formed circles, and the relat ion of these churches to the
Orthodox Presbyter ian Church may be affected.

The unique posit ion of Westminster Theological
Seminary is due to i ts struggle against modernist  theol-
ogy and i ts pecul iar blend of Presbyter ian and Reformed
ways of thinking. Westminster was born in 1929 in order
to cont inue the true tradi t ion of Pr inceton in adherence to
the Presbyter ian standards. Gresham Machen preserved
the inheri tance of Alexander,  the Hodges, and B.B. War-
f ield.  In C. Van Ti l ,  R.B. Kuyper,  and N. Stonehouse there
was a direct l ink to the cont inental  theology, and, more
specif ical ly,  the Reformed theology of The Netherlands.
Men of the Christ ian Reformed Church in North America
and those who later establ ished the Orthodox Presbyter-
ian Church stood shoulder to shoulder in their  endeav.
ours to dam up the f lood of theological  l iberal ism, most
rampant in i ts subt le cr i t ic ism of God's infal l ib le Word.
The founding of Westminster Seminary preceded the es-
tabl ishment of the Orthodox Presbyter ian Church. l t
a lways remained an independent inst i tut ion; act ions of
Westminster may not be ascr ibed to the Orthodox Pres-
byter ian Church and the other way around, al though in
persons of many members of the Faculty there was -
and s t i l l  i s  -  a  no t  un impor tan t  l ink .

Professor Norman Sheoherd is wel l -known in the
Canadian Reformed Churches. As a member of the Com.
mit tee on Ecumenici ty and Inter-Church Relat ions of the
OPC he attended some sessions of our General  Synod in
Orangevi l le,  1968, the same Synod ihat decided to estab.
l ish the Theological  Col lege, now located in Hamil ton. In
November 1980 he was the f i rst  of f ic ial  delegate of the
OPC to vis i t  one of our synods. He was wel l  received at
the Synod of Smithvi l le (see Acts, Art .  56 and 68),  and dur-
ing his stay in Hamil ton he presented a lecture of our Col-
lege community.  His knowledge of the Dutch language -
he even speaks i t  f luent ly -  gives him an easy access
wi th in  the  c i rc les  o f  our  immigant  churches .  But  more  im-
portant than ethnic pr ide is our recognit ion of a f ine
scholar who has acquainted himself  with the Reformed
theology of the European cont inent in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centur ies and who knows the confessional
tradi t ion in which the Heidelberg Catechism has a domi-
nant place. Professor Shepherd is a typical  represen-
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tat ive of Westminster Theological  Seminary. As a stu-
dent  o f  John Mur ray  and Corne l ius  Van T i l  he  combines
in his person and theological  interests and concerns the
Presbyter ian and Reformed streams that came together
in  Ph i lade lph ia .  The manner  in  wh ich  he  de lended the
Reformed doctr ine of the Word of God and rebuked the
attack on the confession concerning God's eternal re-
probat ion warmed our hearts.

Then the rumour came that Shepherd's teaching i t -
sel f  had been indicted as being not orthodox. l t  was hard.
ly bel ievable. There are certain inst inct ive react ions. We
know of s inful  nature and of the possibi l i ty and real i ty of
error in each and every man, except in our highest Proph-
et and Teacher.  "Al l  men are of themselves l iars,  and
more vain than vanity i tsel f ,"  we say in Art ic le 7 ol  our
Belgic Confession. Nevertheless, we also confess God's
preservat ion and the perseverance of the saints,  and,
therefore, we may expect cont inui ty and consistency in
the teaching of a truly Reformed theologian. To me this is
also a matter of  t rust and loyalty.  l t  is not impossible that
Prof.  Shepherd has used wrong expressions and formula-
t ions -  which Reformed theologian has never done so?
- and that his exegesis of a certain passage of Scr ipture
is debatable. Only seldom do two exegetes agree com-
pletely.  But i f  one trusts a theologian because he has
shown himself  to be an obedient l istener to God's revela-
t ion in Scripture and a lover of the confession of Christ 's
cathol ic church, one wi l l  a lways ask: What is his inten.
t ion? What is his aim, even though he uses expressions
that are not immediately clear and unambiguous? l t  is
evident that Prof .  Shepherd has sought to emphasize the
teaching of the book of James that a fai th that does not
obey is a dead fai th and therefore a fai th that does not
just i fy.

There are a few documents that make his posit ion
clear.  In November 1978 Prof.  Shepherd presented a
series of Thir ty-Four Theses on Just i f  icat ion to the pres-
bytery of Phi ladelphia of the Orthodox Presbyter ian
Church. One may wonder whether i t  was wise to do so.
Prof.  Shepherd could have taken the posit ion that his ac.
cusers had to br ing off  ic ial  charges and to substant iate
them. l f  there is a sphere of distrust,  a few wri t ten l ines
may fuel an unjust act ion. Besides this ser ies of Thir ty-
Four Theses, Prof.  Shepherd publ ished a twenty-two.
page essay in 1979 under the title fhe Grace of Justif ica-
f ion. Because in the lastest News Release also ' ,doc-
tr ines related to the covenant" are mentioned, i t  should
be noted that already in ' , l975 he had presented a paperon
"The Covenant Context for Evangel ism" (publ ished in
The New Testament Student and Theology, Vol. 3) and
that Westminster Media issued f ive taoes of a con-
ference in Summer 1981, ent i t led Li fe in Covenant with
God. I do not hesitate to recommend that interested



readers or societ ies order these tapes (Box 27009, Phi la-
de lph ia ,  PA.  19118.  US $17.00) .--  -  

Wnen we glance through this mater ial  we see that
The Grace of J ist i f  icat ion is the most elaborate publ ica-
t ion on the topic of just i f  icat ion and good works'  l t  takes
its start ing point in the message of the Epist le of James
"nJ ippt i" i " tes the way in which this message is in-
Ggi" i .8 * i tn tn" New Testament as a whole'  Prof '
in%pn"tO f  i rst  looks at the consonance of the teaching of
. tames with Paul.  He then places James in the broader
cont lxt  of  the epist le to the Hebrews, the teaching of
Faut,  anO the ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ '  l t  is c lear
tnal 'prot.  Shepherd wants to stress that l iv ing fai th is
fai th wort<ing thror.rgh love (Galat ians 5:6);  the fai th which
l iys hold or i  cnr is i  for iust i f  icat ion is not alone'  These
st i tements are in l ine with the Presbyter ian tradi t ion'  The
Westminster Confession of Faith,  Chap' Xl ,  Sect '  2 '
declares that fai th receiving and rest ing on Christ  and his
r ignteortn""s is the alone instrument of just i f icat ion'
gi t  nis confession goes on to say that this fai th is never
alone. l t  is ever accompanied with al l  other saving
gra.es. The proof texts of fered by the Westminster
issemOly are James 2:17,22,26 and Galat ians 5:6'

Francis Turret in was a leading exponent of c lassic
Reformed orthodoxy in the lat ter part  of  the seventeenth
century. In answer to the quest ion whether fai th alone

iust i f  ies, he observed:'  
The ouest ion is not whether sol i tary fai th,  that is,  fai th
separated from the other vir tues, lust i f ies, which we
grint  could not easi ly be the case.since i t  is not even
[rue and l iv ing fai th;  but whether i t  alone concurs to
the act of  jusl i f icat ion, which we assert :  as the eye
alone sees, but not when torn out of the body'  Thus the
part ic le alone does not modify the subject but the

bredicate, that is,  fai th alone does not just i fy,  Pt1t gl tV
iai th just i f  ies; the coexistence of love with fai th in him
who is just i f ied is not denied, but i ts coeff  ic iency or
co-operat ion in just i f icat ion.

Turret in has always maintained a strong inf luence in the
Presbyterian theology in America. His /ns-titufio was -the
dominant handbook for Dogmatics in Princeton unt i l
Chartes Hodge replaced i t  by his standard work'  l t  is evi-
dent that Shepherd's posit ion is in agreement with Tur-
ret in;  he emphasized the coexistence of love with fai th in
him who is just i f ied.

At the iame t ime those who have been nurtured on
the sol id food of the Heidelberg Catechism remember
Ouest ion 87: "Can they, then, not be saved who, cont inu'
ing in their  wicked and ungrateful  l ives,.do not turn to
C6Of " Answer: "By no means; for the Scripture declares
that no unchast6 person, idolator,  adulterer,  thief  ,
covetous man, drunkard, s landerer,  robber,  or any such
l ike, shal l  inheri t  the kingdom of God." Prof.  Shepherd
referred to Hebrews 12:14 that speaks about the hol iness
without which no one wi l l  see the Lord.

The latest development in the Shepherd case is the
broadening or deepening of the attack on his teaching;
now also t 'doctr ines related to the covenant" are men-
t ioned. l t  is possibly a logical  or natural  development and
it makes the controversy even more important to us'
Already in the Thir ty-four Theses of 1978 the covenant of
God came to the foieground. Let us read a few theses of
Prof. Sheoherd:

18. Faith,  repentance, and new obedience are not the
cause or ground of salvat ion or just i f icat ion, but
are, as covenantal  response to the revelat ion of
God in Jesus Christ ,  the way (Acts 24:14; l l  Peter
2:2.21\ in which the Lord of the Covenant br ings

his people into the ful l  possession of eternal l i fe '
19. iho'se who bel ieve in the Lord Jesus Christ  and

are  h is  d isc ip les ,  who wa lk  in  the  Sp i r i t  and  keep
Jovenant wi in Goo, are in a state of just i f icat ion
and wi l l  be just i f ied on the day of judgment;
whereas unbel ieving, ungodly,  unr ighteous, and
impenitent s inners who are covenant breakers or
strangers to the covenant of grace, are under the
wrath and curse of God '  .  .  .

28. In a r ight use of the law, the people of God neither
meri t  nor seek to meri t  anything by their  obe-
dience to God, but out of  love and grat i tude serve
the Lord of the Covenant as sons in the household
of the Father and in this way are the benef ic iar ies
of his fatherly goodness (Mal.  3:16'18) '

32. The elect ion of GoO stands f i rm so that s inners
who are united to Christ ,  just i f ied and saved, can
never come into condemnation; but within the
sphere of covenant l i fe,  elect ion does not cancel
out the responsibi l i ty of  the bel iever to preserve in
penitent and obedient fai th since only they who
bndure to the end wi l l  be saved (Matt '  24:13; Mark
13:13) .

Apart  f rom i  s ingle expression - is "state of just i f  ica'
t i5n" not too stat ' ic? -  |  wholeheartedly agree with Prof '
Snepherd's covenantal  approach. Here I  see him in l ine
*i tn Ot.  Klaas Schi lder,  and, what means more, in l ine
*i tn tne Form of Bapt ism that the Reformed Churches in
The Netherlands received from the Heidelberg theo-
logians in the Palat inate. Most of our readers know the
tair i t iar words by heart :  Whereas in al l  covenants there
aie contained twi l  parts,  therefore are we by God, through
6apt ism, admonished of and obl iged u-nto new obedi-
enie, namely, that we cleave to this one God, Father,  Son
and Holy Spi i i t ;  tnat we trust in Him, and love Him with al l
our  hea i t ,  w i tn  a t t  our  sou l ,  w i th  a l l  our  mind ,  and w i th  a l l
our strength; that we forsake the world,  cruci fy our old
nature and walk in a godlY l i fe.

The Reformed confessor who l istens to Shepherd's
tapes about Life in Covenant with God recognizes his
Form of Bapt ism in the way in which the speaker
describes the Covenant as a relat ion between God and
man, a relat ion of union and communion, a relat ion com-
parable to that of  husband and wife with mutual ly bin-
bing t ies of love and fai thf  ulness. The Covenant is a rela-
t io iw i th  a  p romise  and w i th  a  demand.  I  was  f i l l ed  w i th
grat i tude and even thr i l led when I  heard how Prof '  Shep-
6erd makes an eloquent plea for parental  Christ ian
schools based on the doctr ine of the Covenant of God
with us and our chi ldren'  Westminster Theological  Sem-
inary cannot ful f i l  i ts histor ic funct ion without such Re-
formed teaching. l t  is needed, more than ever,  in the Pres-
byter ian sectorbf America, that is inf  luenced by a broad
evangel ical ism of Bapt ist ic brand. The danger is that now
the RLformed doctr ine of the Covenant wi l l  no longer be
heard. Where was covenantal  teaching in the synodical
churches in The Netherlands after Dr '  Klaas Schi lder and
others had been si lenced? And another danger is lurking:
l f  a Reformed theologian is dismissed on insuff ic ient
grounds, a react ion results.  When later a real necessity
ir ises to dismiss a heret ic teacher,  Synods and Boards
have become paralyzed. He who f  i rst  uses the means of
deoosit ion or dismissal in a wrong manner '  cannot come
to the r ight use anymore later.  ls this not also a lesson
f rom th-e deposit ion of Dr.  Klaas Schi lder in The
Nether lands? The s imi la r i t ies  in  the  Shepherd  case and
the Schi lder case are too str ik ing to be ignorel , . .  
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