
George M. Ophoff (18) 
Prof. Herman Hanko 

 

 

We were talking in our last article about the work require of Rev. Ophoff during his years 

in the pastoral ministry in Hope and Byron Center. And we emphasized especially the labors of 

the Seminary. While we intend to speak of this a bit more in detail at some future date, this is 

probably as good a point as any to bring up another feature of that labor: the unique relationship 

which existed between Revs. Ophoff and Hoeksema. 

I say this relationship was unique. This was true for various reasons. In the first place, 

these two men were so diverse in character that there was little possibility of a deep and personal 

friendship between them. Although it is difficult to say, it often seemed to me that the two would 

never have been able to get along together in any sense if they were not united in the cause of the 

truth. Rev. Hoeksema, to cite but one example, was very systematic in all his work. He was 

orderly in the work he did in his study. He was systematic in his preaching and writing. He was 

organized and orderly in his teaching. Rev. Ophoff was exactly the opposite. There was almost 

no order and system to anything which he did. His study looked as though a tornado had recently 

sped through it, and only he knew (most of the time) where anything was. A man took his life in 

his hands if he dared to move anything about in that study. He had little order and system in his 

writing, teaching or preaching—as his students and those who heard him preach will readily 

admit. I, when working for the Doom Printing Company, often set his Standard Bearer articles 

on the linotype machine, and was hard pressed to make head or tail out of them when they came 

in on different sized sheets, with voluminous notes, marginal jottings, arrows, and references to 

different places in the manuscript. In a way this was indicative of vast differences of character 

between these two men. 

Nevertheless, they labored together in harmony for almost forty years. Rev. Ophoff, 

when asked why he labored with Rev. Hoeksema, often said: "I saw in him a champion of the 

truth with bull-dog tenacity. There is principally no other choice than to support him.” At the 

same time, Rev. Ophoff was his own man and did his own thinking. He was not what the Dutch 

would call a “ja-broeder”. And there were many times when they disagreed on questions of 

exegesis, points of the truth, ways of doing things, and courses of action to follow. Rev. Hoek-

sema, on the other hand, though sometimes perhaps secretly exasperated with Rev. Ophoff, 

never showed anything but the greatest respect for his colleague. I and those who knew these 

men could not help but be impressed with the fact that there existed a mutual respect between 

these two men which was of the highest sort. They never called each other by anything but their 

last names. They never debated in a heated and angry fashion. They never forced their own 

positions on the other, but allowed the greatest latitude for disagreement. They could discuss the 

most abstruse theological points and disagree while discussing them, and enjoy every minute of 

it. But they were not "friends” in the sense of socializing together or spending time in each 

other’s company for purely social reasons. 

In a certain sense of the word, Rev. Ophoff stood in the shade of Rev, Hoeksema. For 

various reasons, in the public mind Rev. Hoeksema's work overshadowed that of Rev. Ophoff. It 

seems to me that this was due in large measure to the fact that Rev. Hoeksema had the greater 

gifts of organization and making popular the truth which these men set forth. But whatever may 

have been the reason, this fact never seemed to bother Rev. Ophoff in the least. He was never 

jealous, never dissatisfied with his lot, never concerned about the fact that his considerable 



achievements were often unrecognized and unnoticed. This was due to the fact that Rev. Ophoff 

was basically a meek man. There would be some who would quarrel with this. His writings were 

not always characterized by what one would call meekness. He possessed a fiery temper which 

sometimes broke out against his children in his home, sometimes against his parishioners in his 

congregation, and sometimes against his students in school. In fact, he fought all his life to 

control his temper, for he knew his weakness better than most. Yet I do not hesitate to say that he 

was meek in the good sense of the word. In my own acquaintance with Rev. Ophoff, I was 

sometimes reminded of Scripture's description of Moses: "Now the man Moses was very meek, 

above all the men which were upon the face of the earth.” Num. 12:3. When Ophoff became 

angry it was often because he was driven to the very point of distraction by those who attacked 

him without mercy. When he wrote or spoke vehemently, it was never out of personal hatred or 

dislike, but always as a passionate defender of what he believed to be the truth. And if he was 

shown to be wrong, he never hesitated to apologize openly and publicly for his wrongdoing and 

for his inability to hold his temper. But his meekness came out especially in that he could stand 

comfortably in the shade of his colleague Rev. Hoeksema all his life and never once murmur or 

complain even though his own achievements were sometimes overlooked. 

This was the man who labored after 1924 for some twenty years in the pastoral ministry 

and in the Seminary. 

His labors in Byron Center were not, for the most part happy labors. Rev. Ophoff moved 

to Byron Center in 1930 and worked there as pastor for fifteen years. The fact that Rev. Ophoff 

stay in Byron Center was such a lengthy one certainly testifies to the faithfulness of his ministry 

in that place. Nevertheless, there were troubles in that congregation, and these troubles 

eventually led to the dissolution of the Church. We do not intend to go into these troubles in any 

kind of detail in these articles. This is because of the fact that they were not doctrinal issues 

which divided the congregation, but personal issues which more or less revolved around the 

personality of several in the Church and the personality of their pastor. I have read all the 

material of this history as it came to Classis and finally to Synod. And the point that strikes me 

more than any other is the fact that it is difficult if not impossible for a man to do justice to 

teaching in the Seminary and caring for the needs of a congregation. This seems to be at the heart 

of the problem. Rev. Ophoff was far too busy. He simply could not do all the work that needed 

doing, and the result was that congregation in Byron Center suffered. There were people who 

were unhappy with the situation and who complained about it. It did not help any that Rev. 

Ophoff’s rather natural short temper was made shorter by all the pressures of work, by the lack 

of sleep, by his own awareness that he was not doing justice to his work in the congregation, and 

by the fact that there were those who severely tried his soul. The trouble that came to the 

congregation was not surprising. It dragged on for many years, was finally resolved when Rev. 

Ophoff assumed full time labors in the Seminary in 1945, and came to an end when the faithful 

in Byron Center joined our other Churches and the congregation there dissolved. 

It is worth our notice that Rev. Ophoff’s strengths never really lay in the pastoral 

ministry. We have said before that this must not be construed as meaning that he could not 

preach. In his own inimitable way, he was preacher of unusual ability. It must also be remem-

bered that he never really had an opportunity to prove himself in the pastoral ministry, for almost 

from the beginning of it he was thrust into the double role of pastor and professor. Nevertheless, 

God did not give Rev. Ophoff the gifts to be a pastor in the strictest sense of the word. He was a 

teacher and a preacher —above all the former. There was the place where his gifts could be put 

to best use. And there he took up full time labor after 1945. 
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