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Last time we talked a bit in general about the work of Revs. Hoeksema and Ophoff in the 

Seminary. In this and a couple of other articles, I want to talk a bit more specifically about some 

of the work which Rev. Ophoff did. 

You must understand that in a Seminary where there are only two professors and where a 

full Seminary curriculum is taught each professor must teach an enormous number of different 

subjects. In most larger Seminaries (and colleges) a professor teaches in one specific field. He 

may, e.g., be a professor of history; he then teaches only history courses. He can then concentrate 

his attention upon this field to the exclusion of others. This was not (and is not now) true in our 

Seminary. Generally speaking, Rev. Hoeksema taught in the areas of Dogmatics and New 

Testament Studies and Rev. Ophoff taught in the areas of Practical Theology, Old Testament 

Studies and Church History. Although these men received some help from other ministers (Revs. 

Vos, Heys, Schipper and Veldman taught one or more subjects in Seminary from time to time) 

this meant that Rev. Hoeksema taught something like twenty-six different courses and Rev. 

Ophoff something like twenty. They did not, of course, teach all these courses every year; but the 

point that needs to be made was that they had to become expert in a number of different fields of 

study. Rev. Ophoff, e.g., had to become expert in Hebrew, Church History, Church Polity, Old 

Testament History and the more practical subjects of Polemics. This involved an enormous 

amount of studying and development. 

In this article and a couple of others I want to quote from some of Rev. Ophoff’s 

writings. There are several reasons why I am going to do this. One is that, quotations from some 

of these writings will show that these men did become masters in their fields. Another reason is 

that brief quotes from these writings will also show that they did their own work in their fields. 

They developed their subjects along distinctively Reformed lines and in areas where 

development had not taken place before. They did original work which remains of abiding value 

to the Church. And the final reason is that I have some hopes that at least a few of our readers 

will, having tasted slightly the flavor of these writings, will be persuaded to do more reading in 

all the excellent material that was produced. 

Poimenics is a study of the principles of pastoral work. It concentrates especially on that 

aspect of the minister’s labor which are of a pastoral kind: family visitation, sick visitation, 

personal counselling, etc. We have noted before that Rev. Ophoff’s strengths were not in pastoral 

labor in the congregation. Nevertheless he produced a syllabus which was extremely worthwhile. 

In fact, several years after I was in the ministry, I still re-read Rev. Ophoff’s notes simply to 

refresh my mind. I would often read the section of family visitation before this work was again 

begun in the Fall of the year. (This old syllabus is no longer in print. Prof. Decker has prepared a 

new syllabus. But this is based on the work of Rev. Ophoff and can be obtained from the 

Seminary. It would perhaps be wise if all our elders purchased this work.) 

There are a few quotations I want to make from it to give some idea to our readers of the 

nature of it. The following paragraph deals with some aspects of family visitation. 

“Family visiting should lay hold on the whole of life — civil, economic, 

family and church life, and personal religious life. The last mentioned is of chief 

importance. If it is well with a man’s soul, all is well. But it is not advisable to begin 

with spiritual, personal life, to set out, for example, with questions such as these: "Are 



you assured that you are a child of God?” or "Are you a Christian? and do you believe 

you are?” And if the answer be in the affirmative, to continue with a question of 

“why”. These are difficult questions and often prove confusing. They should be 

reserved for a later point in the conversation, to which the conversation should lead. 

The thing to do is to put those visited at ease by natural, easy spiritual 

conversation. The confidence of the sheep must be won. It must be made easy for 

them to speak about themselves, about matters that concern them personally. The 

pastor must make it easy for his sheep to open their hearts to him. He must remove 

the distance that separates him from them; he must truly draw nigh unto them and 

they to him, in order that there may be actual spiritual contact between pastor and 

sheep. 

To be sure, so much depends upon the pastor in the achievement of this 

purpose: we may name the following. 1) The approach of the pastor. 2) His 

deportment in the family circle. 3) The tone of voice, even, in which he speaks. 4) 

The expression of his face. The pastor should be mindful of these things; he should 

speak in a well-modulated tone. His voice should be free from harshness. His person 

should radiate true kindness, sympathy, understanding, of which the fear of the Lord 

is the source. The sheep must be able to feel that the pastor is genuinely interested in 

them, that he wants to help them in a spiritual sense, if only they will let him. It 

means, of course, that the pastor must truly love his sheep, i.e., love the work of 

Christ in them. And this means that he himself must be a true child of God, and a 

spiritual child of God. The latter must certainly be added.” 

Even after Rev. Ophoff gave full time to the work of the Seminary, he nevertheless still 

labored in this work, for he was, for many years, elder in the congregation of First Church and 

there had the opportunity to put his own principles into practice. 

To quote but one more brief paragraph: Rev. Ophoff writes in connection with “the 

importance of true knowledge of human nature for the preaching and the preacher.” 

“It will spare (the minister) many surprises and discouragements as he 

contacts and moves among the members of his flock; and sees them in their daily 

living. Knowing what man is apart from grace, and knowing that God’s redeemed 

people in this life have but a small principle of obedience, and that in their flesh there 

dwelleth no good thing, he will know what to expect from his sheep, and what not to 

expect. He will certainly not look for perfection in them. As armed with this true 

knowledge of human nature, the pastor will not stand amazed at the rioting of sin in 

his flock. When he sees a good man fall into sin, as did David, he will not be 

astonished and confused. The many infirmities of God’s people will not discourage 

him, and he will be on his guard against the “pious” people in his flock.” 
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