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Reflecting back upon the past century, we can see that the world has gone through many 

changes in a short period of time. Modern man extols this progress and growth in technology. 

For many in this world, this is all that they care to talk about. “We must live for the here and 

now!” is the spirit of the day. The truth is that the people of this world, while involved in the 

hustle and bustle of modern life, could care less about the unfolding of God’s counsel in history. 

Sure, the world has an interest in “history.” But, young people, what are they interested in? A 

study of their writings will show us that they study history to document the accomplishments of 

man and the military, political, and ideological advances of the great civilizations of the past. 

Although these writings are very valuable for the Christian to read, providing that he sees them 

through the spectacles of Scripture, the fact remains that the world’s purpose in recording 

“history” is to further the cause of the establishment of the kingdom of man on this earth. 

In contrast to the writings of worldly historians, the Reformed Christian views history in 

a completely different manner. We see history as the unfolding of God’s sovereign purpose to 

glorify Himself by saving a church in His only begotten Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, 

the coming of Christ to save His church is at the center of all history. All of the other events are 

only sidelights which serve God’s purpose. 

Because the book proceeds with this solid basis, Prof. Herman Hanko’s Portraits of 

Faithful Saints is a wonderful, accurate survey of the lives of saints whom God used to build His 

church. Furthermore, this is a history written from a uniquely Protestant Reformed perspective 

by a professor who taught church history at the Seminary of the Protestant Reformed Churches 

for many years. His book is a compilation of articles which appeared in the Standard Bearer 

from 1989 to 1997. The popular rubric was called, “Cloud of Witnesses,” after the well-known 

text in Hebrews 12:1. 

The purpose of the book, as revealed in the dedication, is to remind particularly us young 

people to hold fast to the faith of our fathers. In a day when the churches push church history into 

a dusty corner of a theological library and place innovation and will worship on the foreground, 

it is refreshing to read a history book that is written from a truly Reformed perspective. 

Prof. Hanko begins his book with the Ancient (100-750 A.D.) and Medieval (750-1517 

A.D.) periods. In these parts he draws on his vast experience of teaching church history to give 

us interesting accounts of men and women of the early church who fought for the basic truths 

that we hold so dear in our creeds. Moreover, it is good to see a section on medieval saints. Often 

we forget that there were people of God who lived in those dark days when the church was under 

the mysticism and idolatry of the papacy. Yet, as Prof. Hanko states, “In treating men of this 

period . . . we have to deal with men who carried the freight of Romish error with them. In spite 

of this, they were men who were, for one reason or another, outstanding men in the history of the 

church, or who were representative of various currents of thought in the days in which they lived. 

We shall have to tolerate their mistakes.” After such a statement, was there anybody faithful to 

the Word? Yes, there is an excellent example. His name is Gotteschalk, of whom Prof. Hanko 

states: “Gotteschalk was a lonely voice in a barren wasteland.” This was because Gotteschalk 

amazingly stood for the Augustinian truth of double predestination in a time when Rome was 

running madly after the error of semi-Pelagianism! 



Out of the darkness of the Middle Ages, God by His sovereign will brought about the 

great Reformation. While many evangelicals today want to mitigate the importance of the 

Reformation by striving to reach agreement with Rome, it is abundantly clear through Prof. 

Hanko’s treatment of the Reformers that he sees the Reformation as a purifying wonder work of 

God. Prof. Hanko rightly states that the Middle Ages were dark ages indeed! 

When we consider the atrocities which Rome committed against the followers of the 

Reformation, we can see how black the night was before Luther and Calvin. The fact remains 

that Rome has never repented of her persecution of the faithful saints of God. Moreover, 

although modern Protestant Churches think that Rome has reformed herself, Rome has never 

recanted her abominable “anathemas” of the Council of Trent. The papal decree of the year of 

jubilee in 2000 and its indulgences clearly proves this. Prof. Hanko minces no words in his 

judgment of Rome’s wickedness: “When God brought Reformation in the sixteenth century, the 

pages of the history of the Reformation were written in the blood of the saints which still cries 

out for vengeance” (71). 

Against the dark background of Rome’s outrages, it is exciting to see a book which deals 

with the development of the Reformed faith. I especially enjoyed the book because it includes 

not only prominent but also obscure Reformers from many eras. Have you heard of Peter Martyr 

Vermigli or Peter Datheen? Vermigli was a reformer in Italy and in England, and Datheen was 

the “father” of our Reformed liturgy. With regard to the post-reformation period in the Britain 

and the Netherlands: are you acquainted with people such as Samuel Rutherford and Franciscus 

Gomarus? Both of these men were intimately involved in the construction of two great creeds 

that have come down to us from the Reformation, namely, the Westminster Confession of Faith 

and the Canons of Dordt. One wonders today whether any book written by a modern author from 

evangelicalism would even talk about Gomarus’ life. If they did, they surely would not speak as 

favorably about him as Prof. Hanko does because Gomarus was a stubborn man. 

However, Prof. Hanko is honest in that he clearly states the weaknesses of the Reformers 

of the past and present. It is easy for us to stand in awe of the workload and production of some 

of God’s chosen servants. For example, I am still amazed as to how God used men such as 

Calvin and, more recently, Herman Hoeksema to advance His Truth. However, we must 

remember that these men also had their faults. This reminds us that these people were only 

instruments in God’s hand. God revealed His Truth to them by the Holy Spirit, so that the glory 

is due to Him alone. Calvin was always at pains to point this out. He frequently says in his works 

that we must always live our lives in humble reliance on our sovereign God. 

The sovereignty of God is at the basis of Reformed doctrine. We must be thankful to God 

that He led our forefathers to this Truth. Specifically, we must give praise to God for giving us 

our own Protestant Reformed Churches, and for giving to us men such as Hoeksema and Ophoff. 

Prof. Hanko treats the lives of these two men in the concluding chapters of his book. After 

covering their history, he gives us a warning: “The generation that led the Protestant Reformed 

Churches to the marvelous truths of Scripture that are our heritage has died and been gathered 

unto their fathers. Shall another generation arise which knows not the Lord? God forbid it” 

(420). 

Therefore, let us as young people strive to know the doctrines of the Word of God. Let us 

also remember the works of God in church history. Young People! Buy this book and read it! It 

is not difficult to read. In fact, since the chapters were originally magazine articles, each chapter 

can be read independently as part of your devotions, a feature which allows one to read a chapter 

at a time without losing the thought of the book. It has been carefully detailed and prepared by 



the Reformed Free Publishing Association. It can be purchased by writing to the RFPA, 4949 

Ivanrest Ave., Grandville MI 49418, USA, or by calling 616-224-1518. 
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