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Everything Matters: Gordon

Spykman —
Theologian

A Neo-Calvinist

by Steve Bishop

Introduction

Neo-Calvinism has recently been re-discov-
ering its theological roots. Herman Bavinck’s
Reformed Dogmatics' is a major theological out-
working of his neo-Calvinism, and it should not be
forgotten that Abraham Kuyper was also a theolo-
gian. His Principles of Sacred Theology,> The Work
of the Holy Spirit,> God’s Angels,* Particular Grace,
and 7he Revelation of St John,® are considered astute
theological works.

Another theologian of the neo-Calvinist tra-
dition is Gordon John Spykman (1926-1993).

Dr. Steve Bishop is an independent researcher based in
Presteigne, Wales. He maintains the neo-Calvinist web-
site www.allofliferedeemed.co.uk; is a trustee of Thinking
Faith Network, Leeds; is an Associate Fellow, Kirby Laing
Centre, Cambridge, UK,; and was co-editor, with John
Kok, of On Kuyper (Dordt College Press, 2013).

Spykman has demonstrated the ability to evade
the scholastic approach associated with certain
elements of Kuyper’s and Bavinck’s writings.”
Spykman’s seminal work, Reformational Theology,®
is widely regarded as one of the most significant
theological treatises of the twentieth century, and
arguably the finest within the neo-Calvinist tra-
dition. However, despite its importance, Brock
and Sutanto, in their textbook Neo-Calvinism:
A Theological Introduction,’ make no mention of
Spykman. This essay aims to provide an overview
of Spykman’s work and to examine the reception of
Reformational Theology."”

A brief biography

Spykman was born on 25 March 1926,
in Holland, Michigan, the son of Albert and
Dena (née Klompmaker), who had emigrated to
Michigan in 1924. Spykman’s young life did not
begin well; sadly, his mother passed away when he
was three years old, and he developed polio at age
five.

He enrolled at Calvin College to pursue an
A.B. and later graduated from Calvin Theological
Seminary with a Th.B. in 1952. During that year,
he married Eleanor Hendriksen (1927-2014), re-
ceived his CRC ministerial ordination, and traveled
to Amsterdam to pursue his doctorate in theology
at the Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam. His Ph.D.
dissertation, Attrition and Contrition at the Council
of Trent,"! was published in 1955 under the supervi-
sion of G. C. Berkouwer (1903—-1996).

After returning from the Netherlands, Spykman
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served as the pastor of the Christian Reformed
Church congregation in Blenheim, Ontario, from
1955 to 1959. He then dedicated over thirty years
of his life to serving as a professor of theology at
Calvin College, a position he held until his retire-
ment in 1991.

Spykman served on several boards, including
the Association for Public Justice (1972-1977),
and he acted as the US secretary and correspon-
dent for the International Association for Reformed
Action (IARFA)."”? He also participated in the early
stages of the Institute for Christian Studies (ICS)
in Toronto. He lectured many times at the ICS"
and often brought Calvin College students with
him to engage in co-sponsored symposia.'* He held
the position of curator from 1980 to 1986 and was
involved with the ICS as a member of the senate.
On his involvement he had this to say: he hoped
ICS will “keep the vision of reformational schol-
arship alive.” In a brief article in the ICS maga-
zine Perspective, he explained that “Reformational
scholarship is one way to give concrete expression
to our biblical worldview. ... That is to say, it sweeps
the whole front of life; it is not just creedal or eccle-
siastical. It is reformational. Transformational. It
touches life at all its points.””

He also served on numerous educational, eccle-
siastical, and political CRC study committees while
at Calvin. One committee he chaired produced
the contemporary confession Our World Belongs
to God."® Another was The Nature and Extent of
Biblical Authority."”

In 1973 he had the opportunity to visit and
lecture in Australia,'® and in 1983 in South Africa.
True to his bridge-building sensibilities, he suggest-
ed ways in which the ICS in Toronto and others
might help those in Australia.

In his later years, he served as an associate pas-
tor and as an elder at Plymouth Heights CRC, in
Grand Rapids, until his death in 1996.

Key writings

His Christian Faith in Focus (1967) shows
Spykman as the educator. He desired to commu-
nicate the gospel briefly and plainly.” This book’s
thirty-two brief chapters address a significant por-
tion of the Christian gospel’s breadth in layper-
sons’ terms. It serves as a manual for studying the
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Christian faith. Likewise, his Never on Your Own®
and his earlier 7each Me Thy Way*' were aimed at
a younger audience. In 112 short one- or two-page
chapters, he expounds the Heidelberg Catechism in
a friendly and accessible way, complete with car-
toons. Since he believed that the catechism is bibli-
cal, confessional, and practical, these three terms
also characterize Spykman’s approach.

Spykman’s Pioneer Preacher* examines the ser-
mons of A. C. van Raalte. It was published to coin-
cide with the centenary of Van Raalte’s death and
the centennial of Calvin College. In it, Spykman
describes van Raalte as a “Modern Moses” and one
of the leaders of the nineteenth-century Dutch im-
migration to Holland, Michigan (Spykman’s birth-
place). Spykman recognizes the importance of van
Raalte but is critical of his “two-storey theology,”
that is, his nature/grace dualism.

In his Society, State, & Schools,” Spykman de-
velops a case for structural and confessional plural-
ism (see below). Spykman revisits this theme sev-
eral times.?* This book was produced as part of the
Calvin Center for Christian Scholarship (CCCS).
Spykman was the coordinator.”

Another CCCS project involving Spykman
looked at Central America. This project resulted
in his book Let My People Live.’® Spykman was
once again the project coordinator. Another theme
Spykman addressed is the issue of human rights.”
His main work is Reformational Theology, which
will be considered subsequently.

Key themes

The lectures he gave as guest at Potchefstroom
University of Christian Higher Education, South
Africa, in 1983, were published as Specracles.® In
this book, he examines five historic and four con-
temporary views of Christianity before examining
several key themes, or “biblical sightings.” These
“sightings” are the Word of God, the creation or-
der, anthropology, and hermeneutics.

The themes covered in Spectacles recur time and
again in Spykman’s writings. These themes were
to the fore in his magnum opus, Reformational
Theology (1992). Topics including the Word of
God, redemptive-historical hermeneutics, the cre-
ation order, sphere sovereignty, principled plural-
ism, and anthropology are central to his work. One



of the main innovations of Spykman’s Reformed
dogmatics is that it is centered on the biblical sto-
ryline of creation, fall, and redemption rather than
the traditional approach—of God, humanity,
Christ, Salvation, and so on.

Commenting on his Reformational Theology,
Spykman wrote,

The title, Reformational Theology, is the outcome
of a very self-conscious and deliberate set of
decisions. It is intended to signal the tradition
out of which this renewal project in Reformed

enced by Dutch Calvinists—he is unashamedly a
neo-Calvinist theologian. In what follows, I exam-
ine some of the previously mentioned themes that
shape Spykman’s work.

The Word of God

The Word of God, Spykman argues, has a
three-fold form: the creational Word (creational),
the written Word (inscripturated), and the incar-
nate Word (personified). They are interrelated and
mutually interpretative. He writes,

The Word of God, Spykman argues, has a three-fold
form: the creational Word (creational), the written Word
(inscripturated), and the incarnate Word (personified).

dogmatics is born and which helps give it shape
and form. Nothing is ever gained, I believe, in
theology or anywhere else, by trying to disguise
one’s religio-philosophical tradition. Tradition,
like roots, belongs to the very lifeblood of theol-
ogy. Detached from its tradition, theology, like
a cut flower severed from its roots and sub-soil,
soon withers in one’s hand. No theology ever

arises de novo.”

Spykman stresses the point that theology func-
tions from a particular philosophy. Unusual in theol-
ogy books is a statement of prolegomena. Spykman
is clear: “Show me your prolegomena, and I will
predict the rest of your theology” (40); to that end,
his prolegomena is 136 pages. The prolegomena sec-
tion covers several important topics, including the
relationship between theology and philosophy, the
relationship between God and creation, theologi-
cal language, the role of Scripture, the nature and
method of theology, and the necessity and nature of
a Christian philosophy.

It is this book that established Spykman as one
of the foremost Reformed scholars. Significantly,
the scholars Spykman mentions most are Bavinck,
Berkhof (both Louis and Hendrick), Berkouwer,
Calvin, Hoekema, Kuyper (58 times), and
Ridderbos. Also mentioned, unusual in a theo-
logical tome, are Dooyeweerd (16 times) and
Vollenhoven (six times). Spykman is heavily influ-

Taking Scripture seriously as the Word of
God leads us to recognize that Scripture itself
points to realities identified as Word of God—
namely, God’s Word beyond itself which is also
for creation and his Word incarnate in Jesus
Christ. Thus we come to see that the one Word
of God comes to us in three forms or modes—
creationally, inscripturated, and personified in
the Messiah.?

The term “creational Word” refers to the revela-
tion of himself in the created order. Jesus Christ,
who is the fullest and most complete revelation of
God, is referred to as the “incarnate Word.” The
Scriptures, which are the infallible and final writ-
ten account of God’s self-revelation, are referred to
as the “Word written.” For him, the authoritative
and infallible standard for understanding the cre-
ational Word and the incarnate Word is Scripture.®

Spykman illustrates the threefold nature of
the Word with an example borrowed from Klaas
Schilder.”? Schilder discusses the wise men in
Matthew 2.* They were inidally “attracted by
God’s Word in nature,” symbolized by the light
of the star. They were subsequently “redirected by
God’s Word in Scripture” (i.e. Micah 5:2), even-
tually arriving to worship “the Word made flesh.”
This progression led Spykman “to an increasingly
fuller recognition of the tri-unitary character of the

Word of God.”
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The creation order

It is no accident that Spykman discusses some
key facets of creation in his Reformational Theology,
under the heading “Hallmarks of a Christian
Philosophy.” These hallmarks include an insis-
tence on a firm and clear distinction between the
Creator and his creation. He stresses the role that
God’s Word plays in creation. In his “What makes
Education Christian?” he states, “The norm for ...
Christian education is the Word of God, manifest
in creation, incarnate in Jesus Christ, and inscrip-
turated in the Bible.” ¥

God’s creation is one of order, “not a chaos
but a cosmos.”* It is an “integrally coherent,
harmoniously interrelated world-order.”” And
yet, despite sin God continues to sustain that
order through his conserving or preserving
grace. Spykman utilizes the notion of structure
and direction, a distinction made popular by Al
Wolters®® but derived initially from D. H. Th.
Vollenhoven (1892-1978).* For Spykman, the
distinction between structure and direction is
crucial. As he explains,

[dualisms confuse] the structures of reality with
the conflicting spiritual directions present in the
world. They therefore trouble us needlessly with
false antinomies so that, looking out on the
world as it were with bifocal glasses, we always
see things in bipolar tension (body and soul,
realm of nature and realm of grace, daily bread
and spiritual bread).®

... At bottom, therefore, dualism may be de-
fined as a confusion of structure and direction.
It is a view of reality in which two earthly mag-
nitudes are conceived of as standing in oppo-
sition to each other, and this opposition (an-
tithesis) is read back ontologically into the very
structures of creation.!

The structure of creation remains unchanged
and intact despite the fall into sin—the creation
ordinances, norms, and laws are still present in
reality; what has changed though is the direc-
tion in which they are taken. The direction can
be a positive one, in obedience to God (redemp-
tion), or a negative one, in disobedience to God.
Thus, on the goodness of creation, he writes, ...
it is of utmost importance to reaffirm the biblical
teaching on the essential goodness of the original
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creation.” #? Structure is unchanged; creation is
still good.

For Spykman the creation order is “the per-
manent and normative setting” for human life in
the world.*> God created a cosmos, not a chaos—a
fully cohesive, beautifully interconnected “world
order.”™ Tt is because of this that the sciences, for
Christians and non-Christians, are feasible: all
study is firmly grounded in the ontic order of cre-
ation, with all its varied topics of inquiry. Despite
the fall, God’s original Word for creation still holds.

He astutely observes,

Scripture redirects us to sense its constant hold-
ing power and calls us to an obedient response
to it. By the light of Scripture, therefore, we are
summoned to discern its abiding norms.*

In Spectacles, he develops the theme of the
creation order by examining the “opening-up
of the seminal potentials given originally with
the creation order.”® By opening-up, Spykman
means an “unfolding process” by which the
original tasks given in the cultural mandate
(Gen 1: 26-30) gradually come into sharper fo-
cus. One example he gives of this unfolding,
or opening up, is the development of distinct
offices. In the Old Testament, we see the differ-
entiation of prophets, priests, and kings, com-
pared with the undifferentiated role of Samuel,
who is prophet, priest, and king. It can also be
seen in the church government: “apostolic of-
fice gradually became differentiated into the
familiar threefold office of deacon, elder, and
minister.”” And Paul, in 1 Corinthians, appeals
to Christians to settle their disputes among
themselves. He does not say that civil disputes
can be settled in the church courts; thus, “Paul
is appealing to the differentiated character of
ecclesiastical and civil jurisdictions going back
to the creation order.™s

God mandates mankind, as his “junior part-
ners,” to join him as coworkers in carrying on the
work of the world. The original creation was good,
but not yet perfect. It stood poised at the thresh-
old of its historical development.” This cowork-
ing with God is possible because humanity is the
image-bearer of God.



The structure of creation remains unchanged and intact
despite the fall into sin—the creation ordinances, norms,
and laws are still present in reality; what has changed
though is the direction in which they are taken.

Anthropology: a view of humanity

Spykman maintains that the Bible is not a
handbook on anthropology. The Scriptures pro-
vide us with a view rather than a #heory of hu-
manity.’® In Spectacles, he begins by considering
several reductionistic views of what it means to
be human. He—consciously or otherwise—men-
tions reductions characterized by Dooyeweerd’s
fifteen modal aspects; each one of the reductions
absolutizes one (or more) of the modal aspects.™
These are summarized in Table 1. He then pro-
ceeds to propose an anthropology that is based
on the “anthropological givens of creation.”? It
is an anthropology that recognizes the unity and
diversity of human life-relationships and is devel-
oped through a biblically directed critical process
of research. It is a holistic and integrated model
of humanity. He rejects a two-component view,
which he sees as a pagan intrusion into biblical
thought.® Biblical concepts such as body, soul, in-
ner man, outer man, flesh, heart, mind, and spirit
all point “to the whole man looked at from differ-
ent points of view.”*

Spykman sees humanity as the image of God
(tmago Dei): “The Christian confession concerning
the image of God captures the very heartbeat of the
biblical view of man.”® He argues that the full sweep
of history can be recapitulated as our moving from
our original state as imagers of God, to de-imagers
of God as a result of sin, to re-imagers of God as a
result of being restored in Christ: “we moved from
conformitas through deformitas to reformitas>® He
then makes an astute observation: “Imaging is not a
choice but a given. We are imagers of God. Imaging
God represents our very makeup, our constitution,
our glory, and at the same time our high and holy
calling in God’s world.” The image of God is not
some ontic quality within humanity; rather, he ar-
gues that it is “a relational, referential concept. ...It
has rather a dynamic, active, functional meaning.”®

Spykman’s anthropological reductions from
Spectacles. (The ones in italics were not mentioned
by Spykman.)

Modal aspects | Anthropological reduction

Pistic Man is the measure of all things
— almost a divine status

Ethical A rational-moral being

Juridical A pawn of the state

Aesthetic An animal that appreciates beauty
and can engage in creativity

Economic A producer and a consumer

Social A force in the class struggle

Linguistic A talking animal

Historical Force in the class struggle (also
in the social aspect)

Analytical An analogy with a computer
(input, data processing, etc.)

Sensitive A bunch of sub-conscious drives
and appetites (Freud)

Biotic A bio-chemical organism —a
stimulus-response model
(Skinner)
Clue to humanity is sought in
the diet — we are what we eat

Physical A bit of cosmic garbage left
behind acons ago

Hermeneutics

Spykman rightly stresses that it is only in its
context that the meaning of the Bible can be un-
derstood. The context must include the immediate
context, the wider context, and ultimately the con-
text of God’s Word as a whole. The narrative flow in
the history of redemption is harmed by piecemeal,
fragmented, fractured, proof-textlike interpreta-
tions of loosely connected parts of scriptural mate-
rial. This point is so important for Spykman that he

Pro Rege—DMarch 2024 5



asserts, “Those who choose to engage in such mal-
practice forfeit all claim to biblical support in their
hermeneutic undertakings. For the authority of any
given passage of Scripture is bound up intimately
with its creationally based, covenantally focused,
kingdom-oriented, Christ-centered thrust.”

On the creation-evolution controversy, he wise-
ly comments, “If only we could break the deadlock
in that unending round of conflicts between cre-
ationism and evolutionism. This raging controversy
has consumed far too much valuable energy.”*

Spykman sees the importance of dealing with
the hermeneutical issue in how the book of Genesis
is interpreted. To this end, he makes an interesting
suggestion: he distinguishes between our present
time (creational time — time as it is now) and pri-
meval time (creating time — how time got to be the
way it is)." The transition he sees as occurring at the
end of the sixth day.

Spykman believes that the true meaning of
Scripture can only be disclosed contextually. The
basic rule for biblical interpretation is, therefore,
this: first, last, and always one must consider the
context — the immediate context, the extended con-
text, and ultimately the context of God’s Word in
its fullness. A piecemeal, fragmentary, proof-textish
exegesis of loosely dangling bits of biblical informa-
tion does violence to the narrative flow in the his-
tory of redemption. Those who choose to engage in
such malpractice forfeit all claim to biblical support
in their hermeneutic undertakings. Woven into the
fabric of Scipture’s many stories is its single story.
And that biblical message must define our biblical
method.

Principled pluralism

Another important theme that Spykman devel-
ops is principled pluralism,** which is derived from
Abraham Kuyper’s “sphere sovereignty.” > Although
it receives little attention in Reformational Theology,
it does shape Spykman’s approach to politics and
education. Principled pluralism for Spykman offers
a more nuanced view of society than the two ex-
tremes of individualism and collectivism. He sees it
as being biblically grounded and a way of promot-
ing diversity and social justice while respecting the
sovereignty of God and the autonomy of different
spheres of life.
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He distinguishes between structural plural-
ism and confessional pluralism. He argues that the
different spheres of life—such as family, church,
school, business, government, and civil society—
have their own norms, values, and purposes that
are not reducible to the interests of the state or the
individual. These spheres are seen as part of a larger
social order that is grounded in a sovereignly estab-
lished divine order for society.

These principles are worked out for education
in his co-edited volume Society, State, & Schools.
There the distinction between structural pluralism
and confessional pluralism is worked out more thor-
oughly. Structural pluralism acknowledges that in
God’s good creation, there are normative structures
for societal life, including family, work, art, govern-
ment. Confessional pluralism recognizes that we live
in a religiously diverse creation, and consequently,
confessional pluralism “seeks to foster the free exer-
cise of religion, both privately and publicly.”*

Pluralism therefore affirms the importance of a
clear distinction between the state and the rest of
society. The state too must be respected in its office
as the co-existing and pro-existing agent to mete
out public justice even-handedly among the or-
dered structures of a free society. It must, moreover,
treat all religious groups in society impartially.®

Spykman traces several aspects of principled
pluralism to Calvin® and Althusius,” but it is
Kuyper who fully developed the idea in his “sphere
sovereignty.” ® According to Kuyper’s sphere sover-
eignty, each sphere of life has its own sovereignty
within its own sphere and should be free from in-
terference from other spheres. It acknowledges the
authority of God over all the spheres and promotes
a diverse and decentralized social order, in which
different associations and institutions can flourish
and contribute to the common good.

The reception of Reformational Theology

As previously mentioned, Spykman’s book
Reformational Theology was his magnum opus.
How then was it received? To examine its reception,
I will look at social media and book reviews. When
Reformational Theology was first published in 1992,
social media was in its infancy. So, while social me-
dia may not be a useful measure of its reception, it
does give several pointers. On Amazon.com, it has



received both 5-star and 4-star reviews. Goodreads.
com gave eleven ratings and two reviews, with an
average of 4 stars. I have been unable to access the
number of sales (quantitative aspect). However, it
has been produced as a hardback, paperback, and
an eBook, through the Logos software.” It is still
available, which suggests that sales have been suf-
ficient for its continued publication.

I have been able to track down nine reviews:””
Field,' Garrett,””> Jenson,”” Wells,* Gaffin,”

Williams,”® Wolters,”” Haas,”® and Badock.” The

dominant influence of scholasticism in conserva-
tive Reformed dogmatics.” He observes, however,
that Spykman’s “exposition of this concept is char-
acterized by a lack of clarity as to the ontological
status of the Word. He defines the Word as a third
ontological factor, alongside God and creation, but
he also describes it as being ‘fully and truly divine’
(p 75) and as ‘concreational” and that it is ‘unthink-
able apart from creation’.” Field also laments the
lack of a detailed treatment of the doctrine of God
in Reformational Theology.

The basic rule for biblical interpretation is, therefore, this:

first, last, and always one must consider the context — the

iImmediate context, the extended context, and ultimately
the context of God's Word in its fullness.

fact that there were just nine reviews rather than
more is only an indicator of how little attention it
initially received rather than its value. Most of the
reviews were positive and were appreciative of the
fresh approach—although one reviewer thought
there was nothing new.

Three endorsements appear on the cover of the
book: those of James Packer, John Bolt, and John
Hesselink. James Packer (1926-2020), a former
elder statesman of evangelicalism, is highly ap-
preciative: “This rigorous neo-Kuyperian rethink
of how theology should be done is a milestone in
Reformed exposition. It is the most stimulating
systematic that I have read for a long time.” Calvin
Theological Seminary’s John Bolt is highly ap-
preciative as well, calling it “A significant achieve-
ment.” Bolt writes, “Spykman provides a helpful
overview of major discussions within twentieth-
century continental Reformed theology.” John
Hesselink is slightly more reserved when he writes,
“One need not agree with all of the presuppositions
of this approach in order to appreciate the fresh and
rich results of this solid study.” Of course, these are
edited by the publisher to illustrate the worth of the
book. Nevertheless, they show that these Reformed
theologians appreciate Spykman’s tome.

David Field, then of the University of Cape
Town, South Africa, notes that Reformational
Theology “provides a refreshing alternative to the

In a similar vein, James Garrett notes the lack
of an “in-depth treatment of the doctrine of God
and especially the Trinity.” As Spykman dialogues
with primarily Reformed theologians, Garrett also
suggests that this tendency “limits the usefulness
of this insightful book outside the Reformed tradi-
tion.”

At the time of his review, Bishop Peter Jensen
was the Principal of Moore Theological College,
Australia. He remarks,

Spykman’s method has many advantages and is
to be applauded as a step forward. It allows, for
example, a more fruitful treatment of revelation
and scripture. It makes the task of hermeneutics
far easier and more natural—one of the chief
difficulties experienced in any systematic work.
For myself I believe that Spykman is not radical
enough and would have benefited from giving
further thought to the role of eschatology in
scripture and in dogmatics.

Jensen too wonders “whether the Resurrection
of Jesus is given its proper place.”

Gary D. Badcock, of the University of
Edinburgh, is rather critical in his view of the book.
He sees little that is new in it and notes its limita-
tions:

The problem with his approach in this respect is
that, despite claims to the contrary, the fruits of
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modern biblical and theological scholarship are

almost entirely ignored, while the doctrines of

God and Christ remain relatively undeveloped.

On the other hand, the need to relate real dog-

matic theology to real life is clearly perceived

and articulated, while Spykman’s view of the
relation between creation and redemption at-
tempts a healthy corrective to the tendency in
modern theology to fragmentation and subjec-
tivism.
He concludes that “ecumenism” and “even real dia-
logue with the wider Reformed tradition, are for-
eign themes in Spykman’s theology.”

Wells,% of Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary, is circumspect in his approval of
Reformational Philosophy; he sees it as an “in-
sider’s book” and expresses criticism similar to

that of Badcock:

This book is really written for those who have
already given their consent to the Belgic Con-
fession. For that reason, there are many as-
sumptions made, comparatively little persuasive
argument is offered, and modern thought is
largely ignored.

He also notes several omissions:

On all of the important matters, they are con-
ventionally Reformed, but the reader encoun-
ters them within a framework that has some
surprises. For example, there is no sustained
discussion of God, though a traditional view of
God’s triunity, character, and attributes is every-
where assumed; the Bible is likewise assumed
to be the “revelational norm,” but there is no
discussion of biblical inspiration; the usual dis-
tinction between revelation that is natural and
that which is special is discarded; the section on
the person and work of Christ, though com-
pletely orthodox, is remarkably short; and the
discussion on the Christian life— regeneration,
justification, sanctification, perseverance, and
election— comes toward the end of the book as
a sub-topic under the church.

As well as his review®' of the book, Richard B.
Gaffin, Jr., sees the book as important enough to
be discussed in “a Festschrift for Wayne Spear.”®
According to Gaffin, there is a certain dissonance
between the stance Spykman adopts in the first
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part of his work and what he sets out to do in the
remainder. Gaffin argues that this tension is pres-
ent primarily because of Spykman’s concept of the-
ology and, consequently, the relationship between
theology and Scripture. This criticism results from
Gaflin and Spykman’s divergent views of theology.
Gaffin suggests that Spykman’s stress on the differ-
ence between pre-theoretical and theoretical think-
ing may be a particular basis for Spykman’s rejec-
tion of theology in the Bible. Gaffin is also skepti-
cal of Spykman’s view of election and his rejection
of “double predestination.” He even suggests that
Spykman’s approach comes close to Arminianism!®

One of the most positive reviews is by Redeemer
University College’s Gene Haas, though he does
identify several “shortcomings.” He notes a “com-
plete lack of interest in the British Reformed tra-
dition,” notes that the “mission of the church is
merely two pages,” and states that “Spykman’s
reaction to the traditional discussions of the ordo
salutis leads to very brief discussion of the various
aspects of the process of salvation.”

By contrast, Michael Williams, at the time an
assistant professor at Dordt College, is effusive
in his review: “..it represents a true milestone in
Reformed dogmatics. Quite simply, this is a work
that no one who has an interest in Reformed theol-
ogy can afford not to read.”®* However, he seems to
have reservations about Spykman’s three-factor ap-
proach to Word as a mediator between Creator and
creation. He suggests that it opens Spykman up to
a Christological subordinationism, whereby Christ
is the Word. Williams wonders, “But is Christ
then to be understood as neither divine nor hu-
man?” Spykman’s discussion of the image of God,
he thinks, is “rather thin.” Williams has identified
a weakness in Spykman’s approach and suggests
that “Spykman needs to further develop and more
clearly articulate the connection, and the distinc-
tion, between Christ the Word and God’s Word as
it is found in creation and published in Scripture.”®

Al Wolters is also very positive about the work. He
rightly and astutely contends that “Spykman attacks
what he calls the scholasticism and dualism of much
of Reformed theology. He emphasizes that biblical re-

ligion is instead Aistorical and comprebensive.”



Overview of the reviews

The reviews provide key criticisms of the book.
It may be churlish to note that several of the reviews
could be paraphrased as “Spykman is not discuss-
ing my favorite subject in depth,” or “is not writ-
ing the book I expected to read...but has included
elements of truth.” Likewise, we find true the old
adage “reviews tell far more about the author than
about the book under review.” Al Wolters in his
review makes a pertinent point, which explains
several criticisms of Spykman’s work: “The believer

3. Missing elements, many assumptions, and

comparatively few persuasive arguments:
Those missing elements the reviewers iden-
tify include a lack of doctrine of God and the
Trinity, no discussion of biblical inspiration, a
somewhat short section on Christology, and
the fact that the place of the resurrection is
not given its proper place. Of course, in a
single-volume dogmatics, not all topics will
be covered to the satisfaction of all. Spykman
is writing a Reformed dogmatics, so he will

As regards the Trinity, he does stress the role of the Trinity in
creation: God the Father is the initiator, God the Son is the
mediator, and the Holy Spirit is the enabler of all things.

who has not got beyond the classic, scholastic view
of theology will be cither discomfited by the chal-
lenge or will experience liberation with Spykman’s
paradigm.” The following is a summary of these
critiques with a few interspersed comments:

1. A limited audience—those who hold to the
Belgic confession: It is no accident that the
most appreciative reviews (those of Williams,
Wolters, and Haas) share most of Spykman’s
presuppositions. This seems to bear out this
criticism. However, all theologians write from
their own perspective, and Spykman was
a theologian from the Christian Reformed
Church, a denomination that accepts the
Belgic confession.® It is not surprising, then,
that he writes from and for that perspective.

2. No interaction with non-Western theolo-
gians: This is a good point. However, most
Reformed systematic theologies written in
the 1990s and before don’t interact with non-
Western theologians. If Spykman had been
writing today, he might well have included
mentioning Asian scholars such as Inagaki
Hisakazu, John Choi, Surya Harefa, and
Jonathan Chao, as there has been a recent
resurgence of interest in Kuyper in Asia re-
cently.®”

be assuming some givens, for example, the
inspiration of Scripture, and the Trinity. As
Gaffin observes, “Writing a one-volume dog-
matics is a daunting undertaking. Inevitably,
the author is faced with deciding what issues
to include and how much attention to devote
to each.” Spykman is writing a different dog-
matics from those in the past, such as Louis
Berkhof’s 1947 Systematic Theology. Spykman
treats the topics in the context of the sweep of
biblical history, not under the loci of topics.
As regards the Trinity, he does stress the role
of the Trinity in creation: God the Father is
the initiator, God the Son is the mediator, and
the Holy Spirit is the enabler of all things. He
emphasizes the “comprehensive and balanced
trinitarian approach first in the doctrine of
creation, but then also through the fall and
on into the doctrines of redemption and con-
summation.”®® What he doesn’t do is discuss,
for example, the social, economic, or imma-
nent Trinity. He does not defend or justify the
Trinity; rather, he assumes it. This is partly
because he is a biblical rather than systematic
theologian.

. 'The place of the innovative but controversial

three-factor alternative—an important point,
in which Wolters summarizes the three-
factor alternative: Spykman proposes giving
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the Word of God as creation ordinance full
weight, alongside God and creation in theo-
logical reflection. This idea of creational law
is the flip side of the traditional Calvinist
emphasis on God’s sovereignty and becomes
the cornerstone of Spykman’s new para-
digm. Through this new mode of thinking,
he secks to reorient all theological reflection.
This three-factor approach is not new in
Spykman. The Dutch Christian philosopher
Vollenhoven advocated it. In many ways it
poses several problems, perhaps more than
it solves. There is need for further discussion
and research on this topic, particularly as re-
gards the ontic status of the Word: is it part
of creation (as in the inscripturated Word) or
creator (as in the incarnate Word)? Spykman
attempts to explains it thus:

The Word is the Word of God. It is
therefore distinguishable from God
himself. At the same time it stands
transcendently above and holds for all
creation. Perhaps we can capture this

biblical emphasis best by saying that
God’s Word, that is, the Will of God for

creation, is revealed 77 creation.®’

He goes on to explain that the Word of God is
a single Word.

Ph.D.s on Spykman

A measure of a theologians importance is
whether he or she has become the topic of a Ph.D.
dissertation. At least two doctoral dissertations deal
with Spykman; in one he is the whole topic of con-
sideration.

Syd Hielema deals with Spykman in his doc-
toral thesis on Bavinck,” where he briefly compares
Spykman and Al Wolters with Bavinck—in par-
ticular, the relationship between God as creator
and the goal of redemption. He rightly argues that
for both Wolters and Spykman, their theology is
rooted in the doctrine of creation, in the sense of
a law order, and in the account of redemption as
“creation-fall-redemption.” !

Spykman was the subject of Leonard’s 2021
Theological University, Kampen, doctoral thesis.”?
The focus of Leonard’s dissertation was as follows:
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Spykman’s ... threefold doctrine of the Word of
God centered within a three-factor theological
method. The two-part research question takes
the following form: How does Spykman’s new
paradigm reconstruct the insights of Reformed
thinkers into a model that addresses contempo-
rary questions regarding theological methodol-
ogy, the nature of divine revelation, and critical
points of doctrine? Does the model contribute
to ongoing development of methodology and
revelation from a Reformed perspective?

Leonard is muted in her view of Spykman. She
concludes her thesis thus: His work does not com-
pletely achieve the “significant gain” he worked for,
of relief from “dubious constructs of both scholastic
‘objectivism’ and existential ‘subjectivism.” Rather,
it serves as a signpost, marking methodological pit-
falls for the benefit of future Reformed theologians
while offering needed correctives on problems cre-
ated by traditional methodologies.

Along the way, Leonard identifies what she sug-
gests as weaknesses in Spykman’s position. First, she
asserts, “Though theology may have a more modest
position than when it was hailed as queen of the sci-
ences, Spykman’s capitulation to theology as pistology
feels somewhat foreign to his insistence on Scripture as
norm.” The relationship between Reformational phi-
losophy and theology has been thwart with difficul-
ties. Wells even goes so far as to say, “Dooyeweerdians
have been relentlessly hostile to theology.”* Leonard
seems to be confusing accepting Scripture as norm
with a rejection of pistology.

The term pistology is a term originally coined
by John Vander Stelt, from the Greek pistis.” The
primary concern of Vander Stelt (and Spykman)
was the traditional definition of theology as the
notion that God could be the object of theological
investigation. As pistology is used as “an attempt to
rid ourselves of the traditional, neoscholastic notion
of theology and the implied dualisms in reality, life,
encyclopedia and curriculum, we do well to pause,
to redirect our focus, and to redefine the field of
investigation of theology.”® Vander Stelt goes on:

I suggest that theology be understood in the
sense of pistology, that is, as a theoretic analysis
of the nature, norms, role and scope of the sub-
jective and objective pistical dimension of crea-
turely existence. The object of theological inves-



tigation is no longer God, revelation or religion,
but it is faith as a unique feature of creaturely
existence.”’

This is the approach Spykman takes. It is dif-
ficult to see how this negates taking Scripture as a
norm.

Second, Leonard contends, “[Spykman’s] ap-
proach has its place, but it also risks encouraging
a transformationalist perspective that grants too
much significance to the ‘already’ of redemption
and cultivates too little personal Christian disci-
pline in consideration of the ‘not yet.” This is an-
other critique that has often been levelled at the
Reformational movement. It is not without foun-
dation. This may be a reaction against pictism on
the part of Reformational adherents.”® However,
Williams writes, “The emphasis on Christian piety
and holiness that pervades the work, especially in
the section on salvation, is a most welcome aspect
of the book.™

Third, Leonard argues, “RT [Reformational
Theology] is as much—if not more—a polemic
against traditional theological methods as it is a
dogmatic work.” There is some truth regarding this
observation. Spykman’s approach is iconoclastic:
he attacks syncretism, scholasticism, and dualism
among other traditional methods. However, since
he justifies his position, his approach is more than
mere polemic.

And fourth, Leonard states, “Though Spykman’s
orthodox understanding of the Holy Spirit and
the personal facets of redemption are not at stake,
these are underdeveloped themes in RT?” This cri-
tique raises valid points about the limited atten-
tion given to the Holy Spirit and his work within
the Reformational movement.'” It aligns with some
concerns of Wolters within the broader context of
neo-Calvinism."”!

Conclusion

In his 1988 commencement address to Dordt
College, Spykman closed with these words: “And
as my parting word, this final reminder that noth-
ing matters but the Kingdom of God, but because
of the Kingdom, everything, literally everything,
matters.” Everything matters is a fitting epitaph for
Spykman. This neo-Calvinist approach motivated

his involvement in various study committees re-
lated to ecclesiastical, educational, political, and
socio-economic issues. He advocated for an inte-
grated approach to faith and reason, for a holistic
approach to Christian scholarship. He emphasized
the importance of a Christian worldview that en-
compasses all of life and is rooted in the sovereignty
of God. As such, Spykman’s theological contribu-
tions to the development of neo-Calvinism warrant
further examination.
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