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Last time, in writing on “The Authority of the Creeds” we attempted to point out that 

creeds receive their authority and have authority in the first place because they are the expression 

of the Truth of Scripture. Then they have value and authority for us because they express the 

faith of the church of the past of which we are the present members. Finally and for us very 

important, they are not simply dead statements of the past but if they are to be real creeds they 

must express the living confession of the church and of each of its members. This means that 

what is contained in our creeds is not only the church’s confession but our own personal 

confession of the truth of God’s Word. 

If once this is seen, then it is also evident that an ignorance of the creeds or of their 

content is impossible. Impossible that is for one who is a vital wideawake child of God. For how 

can I take part in the confession of the truth which my church makes if I do not know what that 

truth is? This is impossible. 

Now, it is not our purpose at this time to present a study of our creeds, although this 

might be done and would surely be of profit to us as young people. If my memory doesn’t fail 

me this was started at one time and a beginning was made in the treatment of the Canons of 

Dordt, using the questions supplied by Rev. Hoeksema. It might be well to do something along 

this line again. But our purpose now is rather, simply to present the general picture of our Three 

Forms of Unity as they form the creedal basis of our Churches. 

The oldest of our creeds, although less than a year separates the two older ones, is The 

Belgic or Netherlands Confession. It was composed in 1561 by Guido de Bres with the help of 

others. In order to understand it better we will look for a moment at the circumstances which 

brought it forth. 

Guido de Bres was a minister of the Reformed faith in Belgium and northern France. In 

both these places the Reformed faith was illegal. In France barred by the king, in Belgium, then 

combined with Netherlands into one country, barred by order of the King of Spain, Phillip II, 

who was also ruler of the low countries. There already he had begun his butchery of Christians 

which was to lead to the terrible blood-letting under Alva of which the following has been said, 

“Grotius estimates the number of Protestant martyrs in Holland, under one reign, at one hundred 
thousand. Gibbon confidently asserts that “the number of Protestants who were executed by the 

Spaniards in a single province and a single reign, far exceeded that of the primitive martyrs in the 

space of three centuries, and of the Roman empire.” It was during the beginning of the reign of 

this tyrant that Guido de Bres drew up the document which was to be known as the Belgic or 

Netherlands Confession. 

He had already at this time tasted what it meant to suffer for his faith. Already he had 

been chased from place to place, his congregation scattered, and he, subject to arrest at any 

moment, had gone to England, where he could preach and teach in safety but had returned, 

placing his life in jeopardy for the sake of the Gospel of Christ. While in this latter situation 

ministering to various congregations in Belgium and northern France, he composed the 

Confession, not with the idea that it would serve as a creed, but with a view to acquainting 

Phillip II with the stand and confession of the Reformed Christians in order that he, seeing that 

they were not fanatics, might deal with them more tolerantly. As might be expected from one 

like Phillip II, this confession rather than softening his heart spurred him on to greater and more 



severe measures against the converts from Roman Catholicism. In 1567 de Bres was arrested and 

hanged for his faith. 

Even though the Confession had not been written with a view to being a creed, being 

rather a private and personal confession of de Bres first of all, and then also of that faith which 

he had in common with others of similar faith, yet it was soon accepted as a common confession 

by all those of Reformed faith in the low countries. That it was not meant as a creed for the 

church but had as its purpose the acquaintance of Phillip II with their faith is beautifully 

expressed in the address which precedes the Confession, “They protest against the charge of 

being rebels, and declare that notwithstanding they number more than a hundred thousand, and 

are exposed to the most cruel oppression, they obey the government in all lawful things; but that 

rather than deny Christ before men they would offer their backs to stripes, their tongues to 

knives, their mouths to gags, and their whole bodies to the fire, well knowing that those who 

follow Christ must take his cress and deny themselves.” 

This Confession was publicly adopted by a Synod in Antwerp in 1566, then in Wesel in 

1568, more formally by a Synod at Emden in 1571, by a Synod of Dort in 1574, another at 

Middelburg in 1581 and again by the great Synod of Dort on April 29, 1619. But because at this 

Synod there was a clamor for change and because the text had become confused the Synod 

carefully revised the text and it is this form, adopted by the Synod of Dort in 1619, and translated 

into English that we acknowledge as one of our creeds today. 

Turn, then, once again, to the Belgic Confession, read it, study it, love it, and remember 

that the truth of it was sealed and confirmed by the faith of the church since that time. That each 

word was, as it were, printed in the blood of those who died rather than relinquish the faith which 

was expressed in it; and then as you read it, thank God for that “faith of our fathers” and pray 

and work that it may “continue still”. 
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