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God’s Choice: Pope Benedict XVI and the Future of the
Catholic Church, by George Weigel. New York: HarperCollins,

2005. 307 pages.
Engelsma.]

From George Weigel, best-
selling Roman Catholic author
and confidant of popes, comes
an insider’s account of the re-
cent election of Joseph
Ratzinger to the papacy as
Benedict XVI and a forecast of
the new pope’s agenda.

Ratzinger is the “choice” of
God of the title.

It is obvious that God’s way
of choosing a pope for the Ro-
man Catholic Church bears no
resemblance to the way in
which He chooses pastors for
true churches of Jesus Christ.
What an intrigue! What a ma-
neuvering! What a behind-the-
scene exercise of power-poli-
tics! What theater!

Besides, the people have
absolutely no say in the appoint-
ment of their officebearer.

The result—a new pope—
bears still less resemblance to
the humble pastor and teacher,
who is truly God’s choice. The
pope is enthroned, crowned, be-
jeweled, decked out in the garb
of an oriental potentate, wor-

94

$26.95 (cloth).

[Reviewed by David J.

shiped as a deity, and acclaimed
in blasphemous language appro-
priate to his usurpation of the
prerogatives of the Godhead.
All the powerful among the
Gentiles paid court to Benedict
at his installation, recognizing
him, as they did, as one of their
own. “He sat on a ... portable
throne.... The successor of Pe-
ter would receive the powerful,
as the world understood power”
(156).

In keeping with his great
carnal power, the new pope has
an ambitious agenda. He in-
tends to re-convert Europe to
Roman Catholicism, and thus
“revive” those dying survivors
of the old Roman empire. As a
major political force on the in-
ternational scene, he intends ag-
gressively to push Roman
Catholic interests everywhere in
the world by a tightened Vatican
diplomacy. He will busy him-
self and the Roman Church in
interreligious dialogue (not be
confused with theological con-
troversy) with Islam.
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This tough-minded former
head of the old Roman depart-
ment of the Inquisition, who
therefore has the blood of
countless thousands of Re-
formed martyrs on his hands,
will also whip the Roman
Catholic Church itself into
shape. As Weigel said in a re-
cent speech at the January Se-
ries of lectures at Calvin Col-
lege in Grand Rapids, Michi-
gan, the election of Ratzinger
meant that Rome is in no mood
to cave in to the effete liberal
culture, as most Protestant
churches are doing. Rome in-
tends to remain Rome, both in
her doctrine and in her life.

No Reformed man who rec-
ognizes Rome as the false
church is in the least surprised
by this. In these last days, the
false church attracts the Protes-
tant churches that now stand for
nothing in particular, except
loving everybody, and that are
openly taking the last step in
their apostasy by renouncing the
Reformation’s gospel of justifi-
cation by faith alone as a mis-
take. It takes the lead in bring-
ing together all the religions of
the world. And it prostitutes it-
self to the Antichrist in unify-
ing the nations.

The first part of God's
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Choice is a worshipful account
of the last days and funeral of
Pope John Paul II. Included is
a summary of the man’s amaz-
ing gifts and accomplishments,
which resulted in his near-ado-
ration by much of the world.
Especially significant was the
conversion to a love of this
pope, and a warm appreciation
of his Church, on the part of
most evangelicals. “Evangeli-
cal pastors and theologians
whose parents unblushingly re-
ferred to the Bishop of Rome as
the ‘Whore of Babylon’ came to
regard John Paul II as the great
Christian witness of the late 20™
century” (63).

This idol of Rome, and icon
of much of evangelical Protes-
tantism, was a devout worship-
per of Mary. In Mary, he trusted
for his and his Church’s salva-
tion. To Mary, he dedicated his
life and ministry—and, less pub-
licly, every nation on whose soil
his plane descended. “In tradi-
tional Catholic piety, first Satur-
days [John Paul died on a first
Saturday—DJE] are devoted to
the Blessed Virgin, to whom
Karol Wojtyla had dedicated his
life in his episcopal motto Zotus
Tuus [Entirely Yours]” (76).

Reformed people will help
themselves in an understanding
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of Rome and the papacy by
reading God’s Choice. The
principle is: “Know the en-
emy.”

Immediately afterwards,
they should read Luther’s

“Against Hanswurst” and
“Against the Roman Papacy, An
Institution of the Devil” and
Book 4, chapters 5-8 of Calvin’s
Institutes of the Christian Reli-
gion. &

Justification and the New Perspectives on Paul: A Review
and Response, by Guy Prentiss Waters. Phillipsburg, New Jer-
sey: P&R, 2004. Pp. xii +273. $16.99 (paper). [Reviewed by

David J. Engelsma.]

The Reformed community
in North America has needed a
clear, incisive critique of the
“New Perspective(s) on Paul”
(hereafter, NPP). The reason is
the influence of the NPP on the
spreading movement in the Re-
formed churches that calls itself
the “federal vision.” This book
supplies the need. Guy Waters,
professor at Belhaven College
in Jackson, Mississippi, exam-
ines the theology of Krister
Stendahl, E. P. Sanders, James
D. G. Dunn, Heikki Raisanen,
and N. T. Wright.

Although these theologians
have their differences, their
doctrine is essentially one and
the same. They deny that justi-
fication in the writings of Paul
is God’s forensic act of imput-
ing Christ’s righteousness to the
guilty sinner by faith alone.
They deny, as well, that Christ’s
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death was God’s forensic act of
imputing to Christ the guilt of
the elect. Justification is rather
God’s recognition that one be-
longs to the covenant (for the
time being). Justification has to
do with membership in the
church, rather than with salva-
tion. God’s recognition that
someone belongs to the cov-
enant is based on his faith as a
human work and on his other
good works. Insofar as justifi-
cation does involve one’s salva-
tion, it is a transforming, or re-
newing, work, and not exclu-
sively a legal act. In any case,
justification is based on one’s
faithfulness in the covenant,
that is, works.

According to E. P. Sanders,
“forgiveness is not a dominant
category in Pauline thought”
(60). Sanders has written that
“Paul did not characteristically
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think in terms of sin as trans-
gression which incurs guilt,
which is removed by repentance
and forgiveness” (74).

This “perspective” on Paul
differs radically from that of
Luther, Calvin, and the Re-
formed creeds. Hence, it is a
“new perspective” on Paul.

The NPP is dismissive of
the Reformation’s understand-
ing of guilt, forgiveness, and
imputed righteousness in the
writings of Paul. Krister
Stendahl attributes this under-
standing to “Luther’s unique
religious psychology ... and his
sensitive conscience” (24).

Basic to this new interpre-
tation of the heart of the gospel
as taught by Paul, especially in
Romans and Galatians, is the
NPP’s reading of Paul in the
light of Jewish writings from
the time of the “second temple.”
These writings, we are assured
by the scholars of the NPP, do
not teach salvation by works.
The only error of the Jews was
that they excluded Gentiles
from the covenant. Therefore,
Paul cannot have intended to
condemn the heresy of merito-
rious works, or self-righteous-
ness.

This dependence of the pro-
ponents of the NPP on extra-
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biblical writings, which most
Christians, including most min-
isters, will never see, is the rea-
son why Waters charges the
NPP with the grave evil of a new
“priesthood of the scholars™” and
with the equally grave evil of in-
terpreting Scripture, not with
Scripture, but with uninspired
writings.

Because of the popularity of
the Anglican clergyman, N. T.
Wright, with North American
evangelicals, Waters singles
him out. Waters demonstrates
that, despite his more orthodox-
sounding language, Wright is
fully committed to the charac-
teristic teachings of the NPP,
particularly the denial of the
Reformation’s doctrine of jus-
tification by faith alone.

The plot to destroy the gos-
pel of grace alone, the heart of
which is justification by faith
alone, thickens. Waters shows
that the source of the NPP is the
old Protestant liberalism of
Albert Schweitzer, mediated by
the more recent Protestant lib-
eral, Rudolph Bultmann. Prot-
estant liberalism despised
Paul’s juridical theology, be-
cause it despised the cross of
Christ. It substituted a theology
of salvation by mystical union
with Christ. In this theology,
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the sacrament of baptism ac-
complishes salvation. Baptism,
wrote Schweitzer, “effects re-
demption” (11).

Waters’ examination of the
NPP is thorough. He demon-
strates the teachings of the
movement by quotations and
careful summary. He refutes the
false teachings by exegesis of
Scripture. His indictment is
devastating. In addition to criti-
cizing Scripture and subjecting
it to the authority of non-ca-
nonical writings, the NPP de-
nies justification by faith alone,
has no place for the imputation
of Adam'’s transgression, rejects
the cross as atonement, and is
“semi-Pelagian.”

The last chapter should be
required reading, not only in
every Reformed seminary, but
also by every Reformed
consistory. The title is, “What’s
at Stake for Reformed Chris-
tianity?” Waters does not con-
tent himself with a safe (and
even then usually soft) criticism
of the NPP out there somewhere
in the hinterlands beyond the
pale of the reputedly conserva-
tive Reformed churches. He
recognizes that the theology of
the NPP is influencing Re-
formed men and churches, in
part through N. T. Wright, who
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is the darling of American
evangelicals, including the men
of the “federal vision.”

Among the reasons why Re-
formed people find the NPP at-
tractive, according to Waters,
are the NPP’s stress on cov-
enant, the obsession of many
Reformed thinkers with Chris-
tianizing culture (Waters men-
tions the Kuyperian worldview
and Christian Reconstruction),
and the trend in Reformed theo-
logical circles to reject system-
atic theology (dogmatics) for
“biblical theology.” What Wa-
ters does not mention is the
same distaste for sovereign, par-
ticular grace on the part of
nominally Reformed people that
motivates the NPP.

Waters explicitly links the
movement in the North Ameri-
can churches known as the “fed-
eral vision” with the NPP, spe-
cifically regarding the heresy of
justification by faith and works.

What theological and practi-
cal consequences is the adop-
tion of NPP having within
Reformed Christianity? This,
sadly, is not a theoretical ques-
tion. We may point to the
writings of Norman Shepherd
and the resolutions passed by
the session of Auburn Avenue
Presbyterian Church (PCA),
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Monroe, Louisiana (AAPC),
on 26 September 2002 (204).

A second point of contact with
the NPP [on the part of the
“federal vision™] is a func-
tional adherence in both Shep-
herd and AAPC to a justify-
ing inherent righteousness.
That is, faith in its office of
justification is conceived
practically as covenantal
faithfulness (209).

Concerning the NPP, with
which the “federal vision” is
significantly linked, Waters
concludes: “What they are re-
ally and increasingly saying is
that Luther and Calvin were
mistaken, and that Trent was
right” (212). The NPP, with
which the “federal vision” is

significantly linked, is “on the
path to ... Rome” (211).

In light of this critique, Re-
formed believers in North
America must ask these ques-
tions, and press them until they
get an answer: “Why are the
Reformed seminaries, the
church papers, and the pulpits
silent about the NPP and the
‘federal vision’?” “Why does
N. T. Wright move so easily in
Reformed circles in North
America?” “And why are those
who teach the heresy protected
at the highest levels of the
churches and, if laymen do
bring a charge against them,
why are the teachers of the NPP
and of the “federal vision” ex-
onerated by the ecclesiastical
assemblies?” @

Paul: Pioneer For Israel’s Messiah, by Jakob VanBruggen. Tr.
Ed M. van der Maas. Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing Co., 2005. Pp. xix +411. $19.99 (paper). [Reviewed

by Ronald L. Cammenga.]

This volume is the English
translation of VanBruggen’s
Paulus: Pionier voor de
Messias van Israel, which was
published in the Netherlands in
2001. Jakob VanBruggen is a
Reformed theologian and
scholar of considerable repute.

April 2006

He is the author of numerous
books, many of which have
been translated into English. He
is longtime Professor of New
Testament at the Theological
University of the Reformed
Church (Liberated) in Kampen,
the Netherlands.
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The book is divided into
two main parts. The first part,
chapters 1-14, treats the life of
the apostle Paul. The second
part, chapters 15-18, deals with
Paul’s teaching and his relation
to the other apostles. Besides
the helpful maps and charts that
are included in the body of the
text, three appendixes are added
after the last chapter: a chronol-
ogy of Paul’s life, a bibliogra-
phy of Paul’s writings, and an
excursus on “Jewish Religion
and the Law.” The book con-
cludes with an extensive bibli-
ography of Pauline literature
and some helpful indexes.
Paul: Pioneer For Israel’s
Messiah could profitably serve
as the textbook for a class on
Paul’s life and ministry.

As is the case with most of
the books that VanBruggen has
produced, this book on the life
and teachings of the apostle
Paul has many noteworthy fea-
tures. Of the many books that
have appeared in recent years
on Paul, very few have been
written from a conservative Re-
formed perspective. This book
is an exception—refreshingly
so. The author does a com-
mendable job of integrating the
biographical and chronological
information found in the
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epistles with the historical ma-
terial contained in the book of
Acts. In certain instances,
VanBruggen offers his own
unique take on the chronology
of events in Paul’s life, offering
to the reader his reasons for dif-
fering from the more traditional
view. For example, he makes
the crisis reported in Galatians
2:1ff. to have arisen and been
resolved at the end of the sec-
ond missionary journey; he de-
fends a visit to Crete during the
third missionary journey, not
after the first Roman imprison-
ment; and he argues that a num-
ber of the “prison epistles” were
written, not from Rome, but
during his incarceration in
Caesarea.

One praiseworthy feature of
the book is VanBruggen’s insis-
tence on the unity between Paul
and the other apostles. He dis-
misses the notion that Paul was
a “theological trailblazer,” go-
ing his own way and doing his
own thing. This is an important
theme of VanBruggen’s work,
as the title itself indicates:
Paul: Pioneer For Israels
Messiah. He rejects the posi-
tion of those who present Paul
“as if he were the founder of
Christendom rather than its pio-
neer” (p. 185). Paul was not a
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solo performer, but one who la-
bored in fundamental concert
with the other apostles. He ar-
gues that it is incorrect to think
of Paul “as a solitary beacon
that shines its light on deserted
shores.” Instead, “It is better to
compare Paul to a star that does
not shine all by itself. He may
be a conspicuously bright star,
but he, together with the others,
constitutes a constellation—the
constellation of the apostles” (p.
160). So adamant is VanBrug-
gen in maintaining the unity
between Paul and the other
apostles that to his mind “it is
very much open to question
whether it is methodologically
possible to speak of something
like Paul’s theology at all” (p.
170). We would concur, and
even insist on what VanBruggen
suggests, that there is no dis-
tinctly Pauline theology in the
New Testament. Specifically,
VanBruggen engages those who
pit Paul over against James. Do
they not conflict, at least to
some extent? “At first glance
this question seems inescap-
able. But the fact of the matter
is that the sparks that seem to
fly are the result of a short cir-
cuit of our own making: we sim-
ply connect the wrong wires”
(p. 186). In reality, there is not
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discrepancy between Paul and
James.

Despite its commendable
features, VanBruggen’s Paul is
somewhat of a disappointment.
It is a disappointment because
nowhere in the book does
VanBruggen interact substan-
tively with the “New Pauline
Perspective” (NPP). Any new
book on Paul ought to contend
with the NPP and the significant
impact the NPP has had within
Evangelical and Reformed
churches. This appears to be
VanBruggen’s intention in the
preface of his book, in which he
states that he has “continuously
interacted with modern theories
about the person and meaning
of this sometimes rather myste-
rious apostle” (p. xv). Despite
what we are led to anticipate,
the NPP is given but scant at-
tention in the body of the book.
E.P. Sanders’ and James Dunn’s
ideas are only referred to in
passing (pp. 217, 218). N.T.
Wright is referenced in two
endnotes (pp. 332, 362), neither
of which relates or exposes his
heretical views on Paul and jus-
tification. Because of his al-
most blithe indifference to-
wards the NPP, VanBruggen’s
book on Paul does not measure
up to the expectation for a new
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release on the life and teaching
of the apostle Paul.

More disappointing than his
non-engagement of the NPP is
another feature of the book.
Disconcerting is VanBruggen’s
contention that in Romans and
Galatians particularly, but also
in his preaching generally, Paul
was not contending against the
dread error of legalism but
against a Judaism devoid of
Christ. He writes:

Jews close themselves off
from Christ Jesus does their
identity become significantly
more important—which is
precisely what Paul fights
against in this specific period
after Pentecost. He thus does
not fight against a warped Ju-
daism [that is, legalism, RC]
but rather for an acceptance
of Messiah Jesus through a
true faith, Ifa Jew thinks that
he can ignore Messiah Jesus
while under the law, he iso-

Paul is not combating for-
mal legalism but rather an in-
correct understanding of the
grace that has now been re-
vealed. In other words, the
dispute is about salvation-his-
torical facts and their impli-
cations. In its own time and
in its proper function the law
was a good gift from God for
the well-being of Isracl. Af-
ter Pentecost, however, life
under the law has become a
lonely venture for those who
continue to reject Christ, the
protector against the curse of
the law. And for the Gentile
Christians, the law is no
longer a fenced-in enclosure
into which they must be
brought (p. 243).

And again:

Not until the unbelieving

lates that law from its true role
in salvation history and gives
it an inflated value (p. 252).

In line with his position that
Paul’s detractors were not so
much legalists contending for
salvation partly on the basis of
man’s own works of obedience
to the law as they were Jews
who continued to practice the
tenets of Judaism without be-
lieving on Jesus Christ as the
Messiah, VanBruggen also reas-
sesses Jesus’ controversy with
the scribes and Pharisees. He
sees, of course, that Paul’s con-
troversy with the Judaizers and
Jesus’ controversy with the Jew-
ish leaders of His day were ba-
sically the same controversy, as
has always been the understand-
ing of the Christian church. To
assess Paul’s controversy with
the Judaizers as not fundamen-
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tally a controversy over legal-
ism forces one similarly to re-
assess Jesus’ controversy with
the Jews.

In the Gospels Jesus does
not appear primarily as some-
one who is in active opposi-
tion to the existing religion.
He preaches the kingdom of
heaven, and he is not actively
opposed to the teachers of the
law and the Pharisees. It is
only when these groups turn
against him that a conflict
situation develops. The core
of the conflict is not what re-
ligion should be like, but who
Jesus is (p. 324).

This is disconcerting, even
alarming! By taking this posi-
tion with regard to the Judaism
of Jesus’ day and the Judaizers
of Paul’s day, VanBruggen has
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clearly disassociated himself
from the traditional and Re-
formed understanding of the
critical argument of both Ro-
mans and Galatians. In both of
these epistles, Paul contends
sharply against legalism, as
Luther, Calvin, and the other re-
formers to a man were agreed.
Not only does VanBruggen de-
part from the Reformed tradi-
tion, but in his reassessment he
opens himself up to, if he does
not actually play into the hand
of, the proponents of the NPP.
For this is exactly their position
regarding the argument of Ro-
mans and Galatians. And it is
this argument that facilitates
their denial of justification by
faith alone.

Recommended—with reser-
vations. @

103



Protestant Reformed Theological Journal

Contributors for this issue are:

Ronald L. Cammenga, professor of Dogmatics
and Old Testament Studies in the Protes-
tant Reformed Seminary, Grandville,
Michigan.

Robert D. Decker, professor of Practical Theo-
logical and New Testament Studies in the
Protestant Reformed Seminary,
Grandville, Michigan.

David J. Engelsma, professor of Dogmatics and
Old Testament Studies in the Protestant
Reformed Seminary, Grandville, Michi-
gan.

Herman C. Hanko, professor emeritus of
Church History and New Testament Stud-
ies in the Protestant Reformed Seminary,
Grandville, Michigan.

104 Vol. 39, No. 2



PROTESTANT REFORMED
THEOLOGICAL
SEMINARY

4949 Ivanrest Avenue
Wyoming, Michigan 49418-9142

ISSN 1070-8138




