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With this article, Prof. Hanko concludes his series on the life and ministry of Rev. George M. 

Ophoff. 

In the last several issues of Beacon Lights we discussed the proceedings of Classis Grand 

Rapids West which led to the deposition of Rev. Ophoff and his Consistory. We do not intend to 

deal extensively with the doctrinal and church political issues which were involved in these 

proceedings of the Classis. All this has been done thoroughly by Rev. H. Hoeksema in his book, 

"The History of the Protestant Reformed Churches.” But it is well that we pause here in our story 

to reflect a bit on what happened in the light of the importance of this event for the history of the 

denomination to which we belong. 

If one reads the minutes of the Classis (even the brief excerpts which we quoted in our 

articles), one cannot help but be impressed with the total disregard on the part of the Classis for 

all truth and justice. Classis Grand Rapids East had deposed Rev. Hoeksema and his consistory, 

and had, by doing this, successfully squelched all opposition to the theory of common grace 

within that Classis. Classis Grand Rapids West had determined to follow in the path blazed by its 

sister Classis and to silence all opposition to common grace within its domain. This 

determination was clearly defined in the minds of many of the delegates before Classis ever met. 

There was no possibility on the floor of Classis for deliberation, for an impartial weighing of the 

issues, for a just treatment of Revs. Ophoff, Danhof, and their respective Consistories. Classis 

had not come together to weigh the whole matter of common grace and to come to Scripturally 

grounded decisions on the question. In fact, Classis really had no business even discussing the 

whole question. Neither Hope's Consistory nor Kalamazoo’s Consistory had brought the matter 

to Classis. The overtures which did bring the matter to Classis were so identical in language that 

the only conclusion one can reach is that there was prior collusion on the part of certain men in 

the Classis to get the issue on the floor of this assembly in order to dispose as quickly as possible 

of those who did not agree with the theory of common grace. And Classis ruthlessly pushed 

ahead to accomplish this work and attain this goal. 

The effects for the Christian Reformed Church were catastrophic. The denomination, by 

Synodical and Classical decision, had set itself upon a path of false doctrine, apostasy from the 

truth and deviation from the Scriptural teachings with respect to the central question of the 

sovereignty of God’s grace. The first consequence of this was that doctrinal departure has 

developed in the Christian Reformed Church with startling rapidity. The many, many false 

doctrines which are thoroughly widespread within the Christian Reformed Church today all can 

be traced back to the error of common grace. In a way, the life of the Church of Christ can be 

compared with climbing a mountain. In the perpetual calling of the Church to develop the truth 

of the Scriptures, the Church finds herself on a very steep mountain. The development and 

enrichment of the truth is always a matter of strenuous labor and diligent and faithful study of 

God’s Word. This development is slow and cautious as the Church finds her ways up the steep 

slopes of the mountain of the truth. But once the Church turns her back on the truth, she starts 

backwards downhill. And when she starts downhill, she soon loses all the ground she gained, and 

also the descent is characterized by increasing speed. While the slide backwards may be 

somewhat slow at first, it gets faster and faster until there is no stopping. She is on a toboggan 

slide and the speed she attains is startling and frightening. Just think: about one generation has 



passed since 1924, and already in the Christian Reformed Church there are those who deny 

fundamental and basic truths of the Scriptures. And the speed with which the truth is being lost is 

ever increasing, so that destruction for the Church is imminent. 

Secondly, the Church lost her ability to produce worthwhile writings in the field of 

theology. This has always struck me forcibly. Since 1924 there have not been very many books 

published by the leading theologians in the Christian Reformed Church. The printing presses fell 

silent and the pens of the mighty were stilled. And what books have been published over the 

years, few in number though they be, have, for the most part, not been worth the paper on which 

they were printed. They have not made any significant contributions to Reformed theology. This 

too is a judgment of God. 

For the Consistory and congregation of Hope, the consequences were momentous. The 

congregation had to face the fact that their minister and elders had been deposed by Classis. And 

they had to come to their own decision about the rightness or wrongness of these decisions of 

Classis. The result was a split in the congregation. The congregation was organized in 1916 with 

seven families. By 1924, the congregation numbered around thirty families. The split brought the 

number of families back again to seven or eight. 

The congregation which had a parsonage and church building on the comer of Riverbend 

and Kenowa lost both buildings. And so it moved its meetings to an old schoolhouse across the 

road, less than a stone’s throw from its old property. 

But the congregation, under the leadership of Rev. Ophoff and its elders, was determined 

to follow the path of truth. Whatever the cost, the issue was faithfulness to the Scriptures. And on 

this course of faithfulness the congregation set herself with firm faith in the care of God. 

But we are primarily interested in Rev. Ophoff. There is a reference in the classical 

minutes to one of his speeches. It was at the time when Rev. Ophoff was asked on the floor of 

the Classis whether or not he would unequivocally abide by the decisions of the Synod of 1924. 

The minutes record that he answered, No. But the committee later reported as a ground for Rev. 

Ophoff’s deposition that he had taken a “defiant stand” and had used "strong language." The 

speech itself was not preserved, and one could almost wish that he had been present to hear it. 

But the classical meetings were news of sufficient importance in those days to rate columns in 

the Grand Rapids Press. And the Grand Rapids Press carried a headline the next day which 

read: "OPHOFF PREFERS DEATH." Apparently he had made some such remark on the floor 

on the Classis as he had explained the reasons for the stand which he took. 

In the mouth of anyone else, a statement such as this would have sounded pompous and 

airy, an overly sensational exaggeration of the situation. But if you knew Rev. Ophoff at all, you 

would also know that the statement was made by him with every ounce of conviction behind it. 

He meant what he said, and he would have indeed been prepared to die rather than submit to the 

three points. His life was not threatened, of course. The days of the Spanish inquisition were long 

since past; and the noble role of martyrs were not to be increased on the floor of Classis Grand 

Rapids West. But the fact remains that for Rev. Ophoff the issue was exactly that important. 

Common grace was an important enough heresy to stake one's life upon the issue. 

A stand such as this can only be explained in the light of a deep and abiding conviction 

concerning the importance of the truth. It must be remembered that Rev. Ophoff took this stand 

practically alone as far as his own personal life was concerned. He understood full well that his 

congregation would be decimated by this decision. He knew that all his family would disagree. 

Not only his mother, brother and sisters, but also the influential members of his family who were 

themselves in the ministry, Rev. Schaap and Prof. Schultze, stood opposed to him. The future 



was very dark. Rev. Hoeksema stood with him and the congregation of Eastern Ave. Rev. 

Danhof and the congregation in Kalamazoo were agreed. But that was all. Whether these three 

groups could maintain the cause of the Church of Christ was, from every human viewpoint, a 

doubtful question. It could not but be that a certain loneliness stole over his soul as he stood 

against the might of Classis Grand Rapids West and the whole of the Christian Reformed 

Church. But the truth required it. Nothing could stand in the way of one’s conviction concerning 

the truth. 

For the Protestant Reformed Churches, it meant the beginning of their history. We exist 

today because of the courageous stand of a few men who feared not men because they feared 

God. It seems astounding. The churches and the truth which we love so dearly had their origin in 

the determination of a couple to sacrifice all for the sake of the truth of the Scriptures. From an 

emphatic “No" which rang through the councils of Classis Grand Rapids East and West have 

come the churches to which we belong. 

God has done this. There is no other explanation. God gave these men the insight into the 

truth to see the wrong of common grace. God gave these men the courage to stand for that truth 

against insuperable odds. God gave these men the faith to believe that, when they stood for the 

truth, God would prosper their work and never bring their cause to defeat. 

We are the heirs of their courage and faith. We do well to ask ourselves the question 

whether we have the same courage and steadfastness of purpose today. This is important that we 

ask this question. We live in a time when doctrine is not considered so very important. Doctrine 

is a relative matter, it is said. One can take it or leave it. Important enough in its place, it has no 

real bearing on the issues of life. But there were men whom God used to begin our Churches 

who thought quite differently. To them the truth was a matter of life and death. And they were 

but echoing the sentiments of thousands of martyrs before them. Is the truth which we love that 

important to us? Would we give up all for it? Would we literally give our lives, rather than deny 

it? Would we? Would you...? 
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