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Although the words “polemics" and “polemicist" are bad words in our day, nevertheless, 

the faithful servant of God must engage in polemics and be a polemicist if he is to be faithful to 

the cause of Christ in the world. The Scriptures enjoin this calling upon us, although telling us 

that we must always give an answer to our hope with meekness and fear. The Church Order, 

recognizing the importance of this aspect of the minister’s calling, specifically includes an article 

which reads: “To ward off false doctrines and errors that multiply exceedingly through heretical 

writings, the ministers and elders shall use the means of teaching, of refutation, or warning, and 

of admonition, as well in the ministry of the Word as in Christian teaching and family-

visitation.” And the Formula of Subscription which every office bearer must sign makes these 

office bearers promise “not only to reject all errors that militate against (the doctrine of the 

Confessions)..., but to be disposed to refute and contradict these, and to exert themselves in 

keeping the Church free from such errors.’’ 

This is not very popular teaching in our day. The spirit of the times is against it. The day 

in which we live, colored by many false ecumenical movements, speaks of brotherly love which 

ought to prevail over differences in doctrine, of toleration of opposing viewpoints, and of 

smoothing over differences so that there may be more unity in the Church. The result is that 

Churches overlook doctrinal departures, tolerate heretics, turn away their eyes from that which is 

contrary to the Scriptures, and fail to exert themselves in their calling to maintain the truth of 

Scripture. 

This is serious business, for heresy is the work of Satan; and its toleration leads inevitably 

to the destruction of the Church. The Church of God needs to fight the battle of faith--also in the 

area of the defense of sound doctrine. 

That both Revs. Ophoff and Hoeksema were polemicists no one can deny. They may 

have been reproached for this and hated because of their unbending defense of the faith; but the 

fact remains that if they had not been what they were there would be no Protestant Reformed 

Churches today. 

Church controversy is always painful It is painful because no one likes to see the Church 

of which he is a part torn asunder by doctrinal controversy. It is painful because the Church, 

preoccupied with doctrinal dissension, cannot get on with all her other work which she is called 

to do. It is painful because friendships art destroyed, families are torn apart and breaches are 

struck which take years to be healed. 

Revs. Ophoff and Hoeksema also experienced all these pains. Perhaps in a way they 

experienced these pains to a greater extent even then most. They were not, in controversy, the 

hard-hearted men they were so often pictured as being. They wept tears of grief when 

controversy came. No one was hurt more than they when they saw their beloved Church torn by 

dissension over doctrine. And the hurt of it was close to their own lives so that they knew the 

grief it brought. 

But there was one calling which surmounted all others: the truth of God was more 

important than all, and that truth had to be preserved no matter what the cost. To that goal, they 

had dedicated their lives from the very beginning of the history of our Churches, and they could 

never shrink back from it. 



That this was their goal became evident again in the controversy in which our Churches 

were involved in the years preceding 1953, and which reached its climax in that year with the 

departure of a large number of ministers and people who eventually returned to the Christian 

Reformed Church. 

It is not our purpose in these articles to enter into a detailed discussion of that 

controversy. As important as it was, and as important as it may be for our young people to know 

about it, a detailed discussion would carry us too far afield. But Rev. Ophoff played a major role 

in that controversy, and no discussion of his life would be complete without some reference to it 

and to Rev. Ophoff’s part in it. 

In order to understand a bit of what was going on at this time, it is necessary to try to 

understand some of the reasons why controversy came about. This is not really so easy to do. We 

are still almost too close to the history to put it in correct perspective. Only the passage of time 

gives sufficient distance to see clearly the correct viewpoint in all its implications. But something 

must be said nevertheless. 

What can we say? It seems to me, looking back, that one major feature stands out above 

all else. That is this. There were a number of our ministers who wanted badly to see the 

denomination grow far more rapidly than it was growing. This began during the war and 

continued in the years which followed -- i.e., the forties. It was during this time that our 

Churches had a great deal of contact with Rev. Schilder in the Netherlands and with the 

Churches which he later founded. This contact was partly because Rev. Schilder was thrown out 

of the Reformed Churches in the Netherland and therefore had experienced a history similar to 

our own at the time of the origin of our Churches; and this was partly because of the fact that 

Rev. Schilder was not welcome in the Christian Reformed Church when he came to this country 

to visit. These circumstances brought him and his churches (known as the Liberated Churches) 

into contact with ours. 

It was also in the years that followed World War II that there was a large emigration of 

people from the Netherlands to this country and to Canada. These people, when coming to this 

country, looked first of all for a church home if they were from any of the Reformed Churches in 

the Netherlands. This was to be expected. Those who came to this country from the Liberated 

Churches could not find such a church home in the Christian Reformed Church, and so they, 

quite naturally, thought about looking to us. The only other option open to them was to establish 

a new denomination -- which eventually they did. 

But those in our Churches who were interested in rapid church growth (not something 

necessarily wrong in itself) saw in this movement of Dutch people to the shores of our continent, 

an opportunity for our Church to grow rapidly by the incorporation of these people into our 

ecclesiastical structure. 

There was however, one difficulty with all this. Although the Liberated Churches were 

agreed with us on many points of doctrine, there was one fundamental point of doctrine with 

which they disagreed. And this was the truth concerning the covenant. 

In brief, the differences were these. While our Churches held to the idea that the covenant 

is essentially a relation of friendship and fellowship between God and His people through Christ, 

they held to the idea of the covenant as an agreement between two parties: God and man. While 

our Churches maintained that the promise of the covenant was a particular promise which God 

makes only to His elect people, and in baptism, to the elect children of the covenant, they 

maintained that God’s promise is made to all who are born within the covenant and to all the 

children of the covenant at the time of baptism. While therefore, we maintained that the promise 



is unconditionally fulfilled by sovereign grace, they maintained that the promise of the covenant 

was only realized in those who accepted the promise by faith. They therefore maintained a 

general and conditional covenant which was dependent for its fulfillment on faith. Our Churches 

maintained (and correctly so) that this was an introduction into the covenant of an Arminian 

conception and made the promise of the covenant like the free offer of salvation — a doctrine 

which our churches repudiated already in 1924. 

It is evident that these differences were deep and important, and struck at the very heart 

of the truth of sovereign grace. The real question was whether our Churches were, now after so 

many years of defending the truth of sovereign grace, going to go back to something that had 

been repudiated as Arminian after all. 

But our space for this time is taken, and we shall have to continue our story, the Lord 

willing, in our next issue. 
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