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In the era preceding World War I, there was a spirit of change. New ideas were springing 

up in science, culture, medicine and ideals. Liberal thought and morals had gained prominence 

over the more conservative thought of the last century. Unfortunately, the church was also 

affected by this spirit of change. The catalyst for the upheaval in the Christian Reformed Church 

was the views of Dr. Ralph Janssen and his defense of common grace. 
Ralph Janssen was born and raised in the Zeeland and Holland area. He received his 

Bachelor of Arts degree in 1898, and a Ph.D. in 1902. After serving for several years in the 

Calvin Seminary as Professor of Old and New Testament, he went back to school and earned a 

Th.D. in 1908. Then in the year 1914, he was again appointed as Calvin Seminary’s Professor of 

Old Testament. At first the students and faculty liked him because of his dynamic style and new 

perspective on Scripture. But soon, they started to notice serious discrepancies between Janssen’s 

views and the truth of Scripture. 

What were these views? Put simply, Dr. Ralph Janssen believed in “higher criticism” and 

an incorrect view of the inspiration of the Scriptures. “Higher criticism” is the idea that since 

God used men to write the Scriptures, there may be the possibility of error. They refer to this as 

the “human element.” They contend that we must be critical of the Scriptures and discern which 

part of Scripture is God’s Word and which part is man’s speculation and opinion. 

How could Dr. Ralph Janssen hold to these views, and still claim that the Bible was the 

infallible Word of God? Dr. Janssen time and time again heralded his belief that the Scriptures 

were the infallible Word of God. But Dr. Janssen contended that we would be denying the 

sovereignty of God if we said that God could and did not use “folk lore” in the Scriptures. He 

looked at the Scriptures from a scientific viewpoint. He contended that the historical information 

that influenced the origin of the Scriptures should be studied. Therefore, the law that is set forth 

in Deuteronomy was taken from Hammarabi’s Code; the historical facts of the life of Samson are 

not verifiably true; and that Israel borrowed much of its culture, laws, and traditions from the 

surrounding countries of Egypt, Babylon, and other pagan nations. Janssen believed in what is 

called “organic inspiration.” This is the belief that you can hold to the infallibility of the 

Scriptures, but still admit that the whole of Scripture may not be infallible. 
How could Dr. Janssen prove these beliefs? He defended his beliefs using the doctrine of 

common grace. It should be noted that common grace was not a new idea. It was an undercurrent 

in the churches for quite some time. But it was ignored, up until this time. There are some people 

that say that Dr. Janssen used the issue of common grace as a “red herring” to move the spotlight 

away from his ideas. This may be true, but it cannot be denied that throughout the controversy, 

Dr. Janssen claimed that common grace was the true Reformed tradition, and therefore the proof 

for his views. 
Clearly, Janssen’s beliefs were heresy. II Peter 1:21, “For the prophecy came not in old 

time by the will of man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.” II 

Timothy 3:16, 17, “All (emphasis-PVB) scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable 

for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God 

may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works,” Throughout the whole of Scripture, 

this truth is expressed. Once one starts to pick apart the Word of God, and decide for himself 

what is truth and what is not, the church is open to all sorts of heresy and false doctrine. On this 



premise, evolution can take the place of creation; homosexual behavior can be deemed 

permissible in the church; women can take office of elder, deacon, and minister. God’s Word is a 

unit, every part complementing every other part. But once one part is severed, it losses its 

strength. “And if any man shall take away from the words of the book of this prophesy, God 

shall take away his part out of the book of life, and out of the holy city, and from the things 

which are written in this book” (Revelation 22:19). 
Even though Dr. Janssen was deposed from his position on the Seminary staff by the 

Synod in 1922, the chain reaction had begun. The common grace issue had been voiced, and it 

had to be dealt with. 
We as young people and adults should defend the unity and infallibility of God’s Word 

with every fiber of our being. It is a sacred Word. It is a complete Word. It is an infallible Word. 
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