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Perhaps a better title would be, Practical Principles of Reformed Doctrine. What, to the 

Reformed thinker, is a principle? A principle is a determined, fundamental truth deduced from 

the Scriptures, comprehending many subordinate doctrines and guiding us as a right rule of 

conduct or action. For us there is basically one principle. It is the creed-principle. This is 

essentially the Reformed principle of the primacy and authority of Scripture. For our faith and 

life is governed by the principle of sound doctrine. Now “doctrine” implies interpretation of 

doctrine. Interpretation of doctrine implies confessions and creeds founded on Scripture. All our 

Reformed thought, faith and life, therefore, is determined and bounded by the normative 

principle. Every ‘religion’ presupposes some sort of normative principle. For Romanism, it is the 

church which formulates that principle. For Modernism, it is reason which dictates it. Thus we 

have a mystical-rationalistic principle where man’s thought is not based on the concept of the 

Triune God but is like a ball of mud floating on the shoreless sea of the brain. For anabaptistic 

Fundamentalism, it is “no creed but the Bible,” and therefore a rejection of the creeds as if they 

are overbearing declarations outrageously inferred from Scripture by a minority of scheming 

men. The practical result of this is superficial, loose and slipshod “Bible study” which proceeds 

according to unsound principles and individualistic opinions. No wonder, then, that so called 

“evangelical” concepts are conflicting, hazy and erroneous. We, on the other hand, must have the 

creed-principle, viz., the Reformed Confessions with Protestant Reformed interpretation. 

Now does our doctrinal principle have practical implications? Certainly: doctrine and 

practice are wedded. Faith and life are inseparable. What is the relation between the two? 

Respectively, that of the root to the fruit. So the Heidelberg Catechism (Q. 64): “But doth not 

this doctrine make men careless and profane? By no means: for it is impossible that those who 

are implanted into Christ by a true faith should not bring forth the fruits of thankfulness.” Also 

Neth. Conf., Art. 24, “it is so far from being true that this justifying faith makes men remiss in a 

pious and holy life, that on the contrary . . . it is impossible that this holy faith can be unfruitful 

in man.” What can be more doctrinal than this Netherlands Confession and our Canons of Dordt? 

What can be more practical than the Heidelberg Catechism and Church Order? What, for 

example, could be more practical than the following? “that everyone must know it to be his duty, 

readily and cheerfully to employ his gifts for the advantage and salvation of the other members” 

of the “holy catholic church” which “the Son of God gathers out of the whole human race” (HC, 

55)1 Also: “. . . that, by our godly conversation, others may be gained to Christ” (HC, 86). See 

Canons III-IV, 17. (By the way, the above catechism references furnish confessional grounds for 

Reformed missionary enterprise). From catechism alone it is abundantly evident that the life 

presented there is the believer’s life of faith: and with the catechism preached and believed, as it 

always has been in our churches, there will never be any danger of losing or minimizing human 

responsibility. So, in both Scripture and the confessions there are doctrinal and practical sections. 

Not that the doctrinal is not practical; nor that the practical is not also doctrinal. The difference is 

not a matter of absolute distinction, but a matter of emphasis. 

The normative principle is also a saving-sanctifying principle. Necessarily so, for it is 

founded on the doctrinal principle of election. That rule efficaciously determines the course and 

conduct of our lives. Thus, “brethren beloved of the Lord . . . God hath from the beginning 

chosen you to salvation thru sanctification of the Spirit and belief of the truth” (2 Th. 2:13), and, 



“He hath chosen us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 

without blame before Him in love” (Eph. 1:4). This saving principle makes sanctification, 

holiness, faith and blameless conduct in Christ absolutely certain. For we are elect unto 

salvation. That salvation is sure because the election is sure. Also our godly life is sure. For we 

are chosen in order that we may be holy; we are elect unto obedience and thru sanctification. 

This implies that the child of God lives out of the “word (doctrine) of the cross” (I Cor. 1:18), 

and therefore antithetically to the worldly principle. His life is the contrary to those who may like 

to hear the Reformed language, to breathe in the atmosphere of a Reformed society and have a 

decided preference for Reformed custom and habit, yet, withal, there is no interest in the truth 

except as it may contribute to gratify their pride. 

But when the Protestant Reformed Youth becomes spiritually self-conscious of the 

practical implications of the Reformed normative principle, he will be more than intellectually 

delighted with that Truth; he will venture his soul’s salvation upon it. He will not only revel in its 

academic respectability and its logical consistency, but he will also rejoice that in life, in death 

and in eternity he belongs to his faithful Saviour Jesus Christ. But just because he has the 

assurance that by grace he has been saved, he will “hold fast the form of sound words 

(doctrine).” The practical principles of his faith have meaning for him because they are founded 

on true .knowledge and pure faith, and because that knowledge and faith are implanted in his 

heart. He, therefore, can never profess to be a friend of Reformed truth, only to remain cool and 

indifferent to its contents and honor. Rather, we will “walk according to this rule” and so have 

true peace (Gal. 6:16). Then we have God in Christ for our Summum Bonum; our best and only 

infallible rule of faith and practice, the Word of God; our greatest gain, godliness; our worst 

enemy, sin; the most beautiful and most secure life, holiness; and our chief end, the glory of 

God. These, and many others like them, are practical implications of The Doctrine. And thru 

faith we are fully persuaded and convinced in our own consciences that in that doctrine of the 

cross is all our salvation. 
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