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Believe!

As in the preaching of the gospel, in catechism the call to faith and ho-
liness 1s preached in the catechism room.

In, The Reason for God, which is the pretentious title of the latest book
by Timothy Keller, it is clear that this was rarely if ever done in his teaching.
This proceeds from that fact that his purpose with the book is not to expose
and condemn false doctrine and religion, but, to promote, “respectful dia-
logue.”! In the whole first part of the book, which is basically an expansion of
the public catechism method that he uses on Sunday mornings after the wor-
ship services, the furthest that he went in his arguments was to make an argu-
ment for the plausibility of Christianity, or that this is the most reasonable of
two options, or the safest of two options. In other words if you are an atheistic
naturalistic materialist, then the worst you can experience by rejecting that
“religion,” if it turns out to be true, is that you rot in the ground. On the other
hand, if you reject Christianity and it turns out to be true, then you go to hell. It
is, thus, at least safer to hold Christianity. One would think that this was only a
symptom of the way that he began the book, a bad apologetics intended to pro-
mote “dialogue,” but after having explained at length his version of the Chris-
tian faith he makes this stunning statement: “It is possible though by no means
certain that Christianity may be more plausible to you now that you’ve read
this book.” If this is all that the minister has to say after writing (or for that
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matter teaching in the catechism room) he might as well leave the ministry. It exposes his own lack of love
for the truth and his own lack of conviction that this truth is the revelation of the mystery of godliness (1
Tim. 3:16).

The call to believe and to walk in this way or that way as demanded by the truth must be issued. This
is not an incipient Arminianism, nor is that a practically Baptistic view of the children. It is an extension of
the basis of the instruction, the covenant, which demands conversion from the youth up, that is, that the
covenant children put off the old man with his sins and lies, and put on the new man created in Christ Jesus
unto all good works. Such a call is also an implication of the task of the prophet as the servant of God to op-
pose God’s truth to Satan’s lies and call all men everywhere to repent and believe. What preacher would not
do this from the pulpit? Same goes in the catechism room. This is the truth and that is the lie. This must be
believed. That must be rejected. Because the truth has been set forth as truth, a right and thorough explana-
tion of the authoritative Word of God, and because the lie has been exposed and refuted, the truth, as truth,
has the authority to demand faith and a certain life of holiness.

Holiness the Purpose

The purpose of this antithetical catechism instruction is holiness. If the covenant is the basis, then the
covenant is also the goal, that is, the devotion of the people of God to God in the fellowship of the covenant
in a holy life, especially the love of the truth and the hatred of the lie.

It 1s this that the Apostle Paul purposed in his own spiritual warfare in the churches as he related in 2
Corinthians 10:3-5, “For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war after the flesh: (For the weapons of our
warfare are not carnal, but mighty through God to the pulling down of strong holds;) Casting down imagi-
nations, and every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity
every thought to the obedience of Christ.”

He pulled down the strongholds of Satan, he cast down the imaginations and every high thing that
exalted itself against the knowledge of God. The reason that he did that was that he sought to bring into cap-
tivity every thought to the obedience of Christ. That is the purpose of antithetical catechism instruction. It
aims in the act of destroying the strongholds of Satan to bring every thought captive to the obedience of Je-
sus Christ.

This is implied in Christ’s commission to the church in Matthew 28:19 to go into all the world and
teach, which word teach, is literally “to disciple” all nations, that is to teach them to observe all things what-
soever Christ commanded.

That instruction in the truth in catechism has as its goal the practical and holiness in the life of the
child of God Genesis 18:19 makes plain. Literally God says to Abraham, “He will charge them and they will
keep the way of the LORD doing justice and judgment.” In Abraham’s own instruction of his children—and
therefore the instruction of every covenant father and by implication the instruction of the church and
school—a charge to keep the way of the LORD by doing justice and judgment was laid on the children. To
do justice and judgment refers to doing all things in harmony with the revealed will of God in his law with a
right discernment of good and evil, especially as this becomes practical in their rejection of friendship and
fellowship with the ungodly as the subsequent history of Lot in Sodom makes plain. The instruction itself
must make plain to the children that the goal of the instruction is practical and spiritual. It is not merely that
they have a head full of wonderful facts, but that they live their life doing justice and judgment in God’s
covenant.

This goal of antithetical catechism instruction is also implied in the scriptural designation of the truth
as doctrine according to godliness, or, truth which is after godliness (1 Tim. 6:3; Titus 1:1). That phrase is
often interpreted as doctrine that leads to godliness. But if we take seriously that the preposition in the origi-
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nal Greek is kata, which means according to the standard of, then the phrase means that the doctrine that is
taught in the churches must accord with the standard of godliness. If it does not accord with the standard of
godliness as that godliness is taught in the Scriptures so that godliness is its fruit and effect and the stan-
dard, therefore, according to which a teaching can be measured, then it has no business being taught and
held by the people of God. Truth produces godliness. The lie produces all sorts of ungodliness. That is the
test in the end of all teaching.

Herman Hoeksema had an insightful observation in this regard. He was often accused of being unin-
terested in practical preaching. To a certain kind of practical preaching he was absolutely opposed, but not
to preaching true holiness. He says this in his devotional commentary on Romans, Righteous by Faith
Alone:

There is a very intimate, indeed inseparable relation between doctrine and life. There is an
inseparable relation between the truth and practice. The relation is mutual. There is an influ-
ence of doctrine upon life, which doctrine is applied, but there is also an influence of life
upon doctrine. It is a question to me which of the two is more important. A certain inclina-
tion toward a certain direction and walk in life tends toward a certain doctrine. In other
words, if it is our inmost desire to walk in the ways of sin, corruption, and the world, it is
impossible for us to maintain the truth. For the sake of the sinful life, for the sake of the life
in the world, we ill forsake and corrupt the truth. People sometimes say that we must have
practical preaching. But there is nothing more corrupt than the practical preaching they have
in mind. It is not often that anyone will reject a piece of doctrine as long as it is just a piece
of doctrine. It is not very likely that anyone will hate me just for preaching a certain doctrine.
He may not like it, but he will not hate me for it. But as soon as doctrine becomes practical,
we will never tolerate doctrine, unless we depart from the way of sin. As soon as doctrine is
applied, the test comes. Jesus says that he who will do the will of His Father will say that His
doctrine is true (John 7:17). Ultimately the church does not consist of people who believe
doctrine, but of people who adorn doctrine with a godly life. Therefore, we can test doctrine
by its fruit. If a certain doctrine leads to a corrupt life, to a life in sin, there is something
wrong with that doctrine. If, on the other hand, a doctrine leads to a godly life, you can de-
pend upon it that it is the truth.’

He was opposed to all practical preaching not rooted in and flowing out of true doctrine. But he rec-
ognized the necessity of instruction in the holy life that true doctrine demands. And he noted that it was es-
pecially when the doctrine was shown to lead to and demand godliness that the doctrine was rejected. There
is a close and inseparable connection between doctrine and holiness in the life of God’s people. Without the
truth there is no holiness. And if holiness does not follow from a particular teaching, then you can be certain
that it is not the truth.

There may be no interest in a bare, cold, intellectual grasp of the truth. The catechumens must know
it intellectually, and that must affect the whole person so that they love it and so that they see that that doc-
trine demands a certain holy life from them.

The preacher is entirely dependent on the Holy Spirit for working this love by the teaching. This
does not mean, however, that he may use this as an excuse for his own failure to so teach the truth as doc-
trine according to godliness. Exposing the errors heightens the love of the truth as the truth and works a
godly life by the work of the Spirit of Christ.

(Continued on page 4)
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There must be no minimization of this ethical aspect of antithetical catechism instruction. The prac-
tical issues that face the children must be faced in the catechism room. The commandments, the guide to the
thankful life, are a major part of catechism instruction, and, therefore, the ethical will figure large in that
instruction.

Furthermore, if a man recognizes that we are deeply into the calendar of eschatology, he will take
seriously Christ’s warning that, “Because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold” (Matthew
24:12). Christ does not say that the love of the truth will fail and then iniquity abound. Christ warns that
because of abounding iniquity, the love of many for the truth will wax cold. A similar thought is expressed
by the Apostle in 2 Thessalonians 2:10-12 “And with all deceivableness of unrighteousness in them that
perish; because they received not the love of the truth, that they might be saved. And for this cause God
shall send them strong delusion, that they should believe a lie: That they all might be damned who believed
not the truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness.” He does not say that they did not believe the truth be-
cause they believed the lie, but that they believed not the truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness.

Lawlessness and wickedness will abound as a threat to the church and as a threat to the church’s
hold on the truth of Scripture. The minister must teach the holiness that the belief—and love—of the truth
demands.

The Fruit

A Fruitful Practice

The fruit of faithful antithetical catechism instruction is the church’s prosperity. Such instruction is
essential for the church’s own prosperity, growth and development. This is what Psalm 144:11-15 teaches.

Rid me, and deliver me from the hand of strange children, whose mouth speaketh vanity, and
their right hand is a right hand of falsehood: That our sons may be as plants grown up in
their youth; that our daughters may be as corner stones, polished after the similitude of a
palace: That our garners may be full, affording all manner of store: that our sheep may
bring forth thousands and ten thousands in our streets: That our oxen may be strong to la-
bour; that there be no breaking in, nor going out; that there be no complaining in our
streets. Happy is that people, that is in such a case: yea, happy is that people, whose God is
the LORD.

Verse 11 speaks of God’s ridding the church of strange children. Verse 12 and following speak of the
abounding prosperity of the church. The transition between verse 11 and 12 is simply the Hebrew word
asher.” This connection indicates that there is an inexpressibly close connection between God’s ridding the
church from the hands of strange children whose mouth speaks vanity and whose right hand is the right
hand of falsehood and the prosperity of the church of God in which the sons and daughters are healthy,
strong, and beautiful, the sheep abound, the oxen pull sturdily in their yokes, and there is no complaining in
the streets. Making the appropriate application to the New Testament church this connection means that
there is a vital relationship between God’s ridding the church of strange children and the church’s spiritual
health and prosperity.

God rids the church of strange children through the means of faithful antithetical instruction of all
kinds including faithful antithetical catechism instruction.

Fruitful to Develop

This antithetical instruction faithfully carried out is fruitful in a man’s own ministry. The prophet
(Continued on page 5)
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himself, when he explains the truth over against the lie, will become sharper in his formulation of the truth
and stronger in his own grasp of the truth. This simply recognizes the vital role that heresy has played in the
development of the truth. There is always heresy. There is always opposition. Error is a reality; false teachers
are a threat; and apostasy from the truth is real. That is and will be the reality of every man’s ministry. And a
man’s own antithetical instruction will bring it out and hasten it. It must come. It will come.

The purpose of that opposition is that the truth be developed. It will be developed in the church, but
the preacher himself will be sharpened by his own conflict with the error as he prepares all his preaching and
teaching from that point of view.

Fruitful to Deliver

Christ through the preacher who is faithful in this necessary work delivers his little lambs from error,
from falsehood, and the fiery darts of the devil.

The fruit is not first of all that the little lambs are equipped to fight the devil and false doctrine. That
is the fruit, too. They are given the tools necessary for that. Under such instruction they will grow up, by
God’s grace, into spiritually strong, faithfully Reformed church members and they will have in their own
hands a sword sharper than any dragoon’s saber.

The first fruit, however, is that by means of that instruction Christ actually delivers them from error,
guards and defends them, and edifies them so that they develop from lambs into sheep in their love of the
truth, their confession of that truth, and in the Christian life. Christ by means of it rids the church of strange
children from within the church, falsehood, and false teachers. Christ through it builds up the church in unity
and love for the truth.

Fruitfully Dividing

Antithetical catechism instruction divides. That is its commendable feature. That is its purpose. That
is the fruit of its foundational principle, the antithesis. Calvin recognized this in his own Catechism. There
was no better tool for the unity of the churches than the simple, but effective instruction of the catechism that
clearly marked the lines between the “profane synagogues of Satan,” and the true churches of Jesus Christ.’

This is what King Jehoshaphat forgot in all his ecumenical mindedness. He willfully ignored the an-
tithesis and its fruitful division. “Thy people are as my people,” he said—and if he were a preacher that is
what he would have taught in the catechism room and proclaimed from the pulpit. They were not. “Thy God
is as my God,” he proclaimed on that deplorable day in Samaria. He was not. They were fundamentally dif-
ferent peoples—one worshipping the true God, and the other worshipping golden calves, which were no
gods. For this error God painfully rebuked Jehoshaphat for helping the ungodly and loving those that hate the
LORD by the mouth of the antithetical seer Hanani. For Jehoshaphat’s folly God himself brought horrible
chastisements on the Kingdom of Judah in a horde of enemies that came to dispossess them of their land. He
was not antithetical. In his mad rush to join with Ahab he willingly ignored the basic differences between
Israel and Judah. He willingly ignored the doctrinal and practical differences between the two peoples. He
did not teach his people the antithesis.

Antithetical catechism instruction divides. It divides sharply and decisively. It divides in the covenant
between Jacob and Esau. It divides between Judah and ostensibly Christian, but apostatizing and apostate
Israel. It divides between the Israel of God and the uncircumcised Philistines.

The preacher in his antithetical instruction must be aware that what he is teaching will divide. He is
marking the division and enmity that God himself placed between his people and the world, between Christ

(Continued on page 6)
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and Belial, between righteousness and unrighteousness, between the holy and beautiful Temple of God and
the dark synagogue of Satan, and between the true and living God of the covenant and abominable, worth-
less idols.

Fruitfully Uniting

Antithetical catechism instruction unites. It unites by clearly marking the dividing line, by keeping
the walls high and the guard up, and thus endeavoring to keep the unity of the church. Many want unity.
The cry for unity reaches a fevered pitch today as a false ecumenism gains considerable steam. It is false
precisely because it is a unity attempted outside of and at the expense of the truth in which alone that unity
is constituted. That precious unity is forged only in the furnace of the truth and that unity is more tightly
affirmed in the bonds of the truth as that truth stands out with stunning clarity against the dark backdrop of
sin and the lie.

In that unity there is peace and prosperity for the people of God. It is as the Psalms say, That our
sons may be as plants grown up in their youth, that our daughters may be as corner stones, polished after
the similitude of a palace: That our garners may be full, affording all manner of store: that our sheep may
bring forth thousands and ten thousands in our streets: That our oxen may be strong to labour, that there
be no breaking in, nor going out, that there be no complaining in our streets.

Indeed, happy is the people who are in such a case because Christ delivers the church by means of
faithful antithetical—faithful antithetical catechism—instruction.

1. Timothy, Keller, The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism (New York: Dutton, 2008), xix.
2. Keller, 227.
3. Herman Hoeksema, Righteous by Faith Alone (Grandville, Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2002) 243, 244.

4. I‘V, a] ; °aser, is the Hebrew word for “that,” and here indicates the almost inexpressibly close connection between the two works of God

indicated in the text.”
5. Preface to the Geneva Catechism.
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