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You will recall that in a previous article (Chapter 3) we saw that the theory of common grace is 

completely contrary to the beautiful truth of the antithesis, and replaces the antithesis with a synthesis, 

a compromise between Jerusalem and Athens, the church and the world, the believer and the 

unbeliever. This synthesis shows itself in the fact that the unbeliever supposedly has the ability to do 

good in the sight of the Lord. By the theory of Common Grace, it is maintained that we can and must 

accept the findings of the unbelieving scientists, even when they are contrary to the Scriptures, such as, 

the long periods of creation. We must also accept the findings of the unbelieving scholars and 

professors of theology, though they are not based upon the infallible Scriptures, and even contradict 

them. 

This error of common grace found its way into Calvin College in the early years of this century, 

and consequently also in Eastern Ave C.R.C. I remember the Sunday services there as a child. In the 

front row of the left section of the auditorium sat the consistory. Often at one end of this row sat our 

catechism teacher, Mr. Sevensma. On the opposite end sat Mr. Bishop, the kerosene peddler. Five rows 

behind him sat the Prof. Ralph Janssen and his family. 

Ralph Janssen had already served as professor in Calvin College from the years 1904 to 1906. 

He had not been reappointed after this because his teachings had been brought into question. He had 

studied in Europe and had been strongly influenced by the teachings of the higher critics. Strangely 

enough he was appointed again as Professor in 1914, in spite of the problems of the past. 

Prof. Janssen’s views had not changed while absent. In his course on “The Introduction to the 

Old Testament” he taught that the approach to the Scriptures must not be the approach of faith, (the 

conviction that the Scriptures are the infallibly inspired Word of God), but rather that it must be the 

“unbiased” approach, (which is actually the approach of unbelief). According to Janssen, this unbiased 

approach is the way to discover whether the Scriptures are the Word of God. He is quoted in his student 

notes as saying, 
 

In every science we must take a position. When the givens 

are placed before us we must determine what appears to be 

true and what is false. A person’s religious views may not 

influence him in his investigation, nor allow him to draw 

conclusions. 
 

This empirical-critical approach is entirely contrary to the Word of God itself, as we are told in 

II Timothy 3:16 and in II Peter 1:20, 21. Verse twenty states, 
 

Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any 

private interpretation. 
 

The approach of the believer must always be that of faith in God and in His revelation to us. 

According to Janssen, the Bible student was to approach the first five books of Moses 

attempting to determine whether these are the writings of one author, or possibly a number of authors. 

This approach had brought him to the conclusion that there were at least four authors, whose writings 

were interspersed throughout the first five books of Moses. 



With this approach the professor felt free to ask whether the accounts recorded in Scripture 

were reality or based on legend. He readily concluded that the miracles were not special signs of God’s 

grace upon His people, but rather mere natural phenomena which occurred at significant times. This 

faithless approach is what compelled his very imaginative speculation. The destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah was occasioned by lightning which struck upon the sulphur and brimstone located in that 

area. The ten plagues were explained as arising out of natural causes. The passage through the Red Sea 

was made possible by a strong east wind that blew all night and drove the sea so far back that Israel 

could pass over on dry ground where the sea had been. The professor described the falling of the walls 

of Jericho as happening through an earthquake, so that a breach was made in the walls, whereby it was 

possible for Israel to enter the city. Hebrews 11:30 teaches us something quite different! 
 

By faith the walls of Jericho fell down, after they were 

compassed about seven days. 
 

Any careful study of the Scriptures will immediately help us to see that this was a terrible error, 

because it denied miracles in the Word of God. 

Dr. Janssen spoke of Abraham as a deeply religious man who lived a full Christian life and 

therefore did not concern himself with the hereafter. (Compare Hebrews 11:13-16.) Concerning 

Abraham’s sojourn in Egypt he said, “Abraham was a Babylonian, a leader of a tribe and an important 

individual. Therefore he wanted to establish a relationship with the Egyptian palace. He had need of 

that. He imagined that he could attain that through Sarah. Abraham allowed his wife to enter an 

Egyptian harem, and that with the purpose of becoming rich.” (Once more, compare this to the account 

of Abraham in the Bible!) 

David’s desire to build the temple was said to have been rooted in the fact that he was very 

progressive and strove to be like the heathen nations round about, a fact which influenced him in other 

religious matters. 

Prof. Janssen regarded the book of Ecclesiastes as writings of a contemplative thinker, who saw 

that the wicked prosper and the righteous suffer. The writer, according to Prof. Janssen, came to the 

conclusion that “all is vanity.” He suffered from doubt and unbelief. He discovered that the human 

mind is limited. This also is vanity. He had times when he doubted the immortality of the soul, and 

again he saw the vanity of life. He finally concluded in faith, “Fear God and keep His commandments.” 

Janssen considered the Song of Solomon to be nothing more than a love song, which can be 

used to refer to Christ and His church, but as such is not to be considered spiritual at all. As can be 

seen, the divine inspiration of the Scriptures does not enter in. 

But enough. This is sufficient to show that the professor was guilty of sheer modernism and 

certainly deserved to be deposed from office, as happened at the Synod of 1922. 

It is important to remember as was said before, that common grace was taught and accepted 

within the Christian Reformed Churches at this time. Therefore it is noteworthy that when Prof. 

Janssen’s teachings were called into question, the Professor used the theory of common grace as his 

defense for his teachings. He charged his opponents with a wrong world and life view, resulting from 

their denial of common grace. He spoke of a crisis in the Christian Reformed Church consisting in this: 
 

There are two trends in our churches, which have existed 

for many years, which now come in conflict with each 

other, of which one or the other will be restrained or 

placed outside of the stream of our ecclesiastical life. The 

one trend is sickly, unreformed, Anabaptistic, and the 

other wants to proceed in the direction of Reformed 

theology, the main lines of which are drawn up by 

Kuyper and Bavinck, and other Netherlands theologians. 



The church will have to decide for one or the other, 

because both trends stand in opposition to each other. 
 

Because of the teachings of Prof. Janssen four professors at Calvin requested the Curatorium, 

(Committee in charge of the Seminary) to investigate the teachings of Prof. Janssen, yet without 

bringing any definite charges. Since they had not spoken with Prof. Janssen concerning these matters, 

neither the Curatorium nor the Synod would enter into the matter. Later they appealed again to the 

Curatorium, and in the meantime published a pamphlet exposing the errors of the professor. By this 

time Rev. Herman Hoeksema had examined a student’s notes of Dr. Janssen’s lectures and he began to 

write about them in The Banner. The four professors insisted that such modern teachings should not be 

allowed in the seminary. A committee was appointed by the Curatorium. This committee reported to the 

Synod of 1922 with a majority and a minority report. A few of the members of the committee supported 

Prof. Janssen in their minority report. The majority report, of which a young Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

was part of, exposed the errors of the professor and this report was adopted by the Synod, and the 

professor was deposed from office. 

Later Rev. Jan Karel Van Baalen, a champion of Common Grace wrote: 
 

Even though Dr. Janssen was deposed by the Iowa Synod, 

to a great extent through your (Rev. Hoeksema’s) influence, 

along with respect for the memory of this great leader, we 

protest against the manner in which you attacked him. (The 

Denial of Common Grace Not Reformed But Anabaptist? 

Page 52.) 
 

No one needed to ask where the sentiments of this minister and of others were directed, even 

though Dr. Janssen was deposed. ❖ 
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