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Preface

One time | explained the theme of my theological studies to the members of my
congregation by telling them that | was examining the meaning of one single Greek
term for several years. They looked a me in bewilderment. To be honest, it aso
astonishes me that the term adtomiotoc has become such afascination.

In the spiritua climate in the churches of the Dutch Secession, in which | was
brought up, the question of the assurance of salvation was very important. My personal
faith and spiritual life were fostered in the atmosphere of the first question and answer
of the Heidelberg Catechism. The emphasis was on the work of the Spirit and the
experimental knowledge of sin and grace.* In my spiritual development the problem of
the relationship between truth and certainty first took the form of the question of
personal assurance.

The question of assurance of salvation remained fascinating to me during my
theological study at the University of Leiden.? The emphasis, however, shifted from
personal questions to those regarding the certainty of the Christian faith and the
authority of Scripture. The problem of the relationship between truth and certainty was
centered in the question of the trustworthiness of Scripture. In fact the pietistic question
how the promises of the gospel, that are true in themselves, can be accepted, was
reversed. | believed that the promises were true for me, but | wondered how | could
know that Scripture was redlly trustworthy.

In this period | came across Herman Bavinck’s The Certainty of Faith.® Though this
booklet was written more than a century ago, | was gripped by Bavinck, whose
background lay in the churches of the Secession, and who had aso studied in Leiden.
He articulated the tension between experimental faith and academic theology. Bavinck
placed theology in the context of a persona relationship with God and refused to take
his starting point in empty neutrality. At the close of my studies | wrote a thesis on The
Certainty of Faith and especially on the tension in the booklet between the objective
certainty of the Christian faith and the subjective certainty of the Christian.* Comparing

11t is difficult to trandlate the Dutch term bevindelijk into English. The idea behind the word
‘experimental’ is that the faith of a Christian is not in the head but in the heart, that faith is
proved in the spiritual life of a Christian. Alternatives are ‘existential’ and ‘experiential’ but the
first word is colored by philosophy and the second places too much emphasis on the
experiences of the Christian, while ‘experimental’ refers to the Christian faith that is tried and
proved in practice.

| compared Jonathan Edwards’s Religious Affections with Thomas Shepard’s Parable of the
Ten Virgins, which is frequently quoted by Edwards.. H. Van den Belt, ‘De kenmerken van de
genade: Een vergelijkend onderzoek naar Thomas Shepards Parable of the Ten Virgins (1660)
en Jonathan Edwards’ Religious Affections (1746)’ [Unpublished M.A. Thesis], 1994. J.
Edwards, Religious Affections, ed. J.E. Smith [The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 2], New
Haven 1959. T. Shepard, The Parable of the Ten Virgins, Opened and Applied [The works of
Thomas Shepard, vol. 2], Ligonier 1990.

H. Bavinck, De zekerheid des geloofs, 3rd ed., Kampen 1918. The references to this booklet are
from this edition except when a different edition is mentioned. Cf. H. Bavinck, The Certainty of
Faith, trans. H. Der Nederlanden, St. Catharines 1980.

H. Van den Belt, ‘Geloofszekerheid tussen objectief en subjectief: Een analyse van Herman
Bavincks dogmatische positie in De zekerheid des geloofs (1901)’ [Unpublished M.A. Thesis],

10



the book with Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics | found akey to the relationship between
objective truth and subjective certainty in his concept of the testimonium of the Holy
Spirit. Through Bavinck | discovered that the problem of the relationship between truth
and certainty is intertwined with the relationship between object and subject. Bavinck
rejected subjectivism, but | was not completely convinced that he had been successful.

One of the reasons for my dissatisfaction was my interest in evangelistic outreach
work. In the missionary context of a postmodern society subjectivism seemed both
attractive and dangerous. Thus the question how the certainty of faith could be properly
communicated in this context was subjoined to the problem of truth and certainty.

The fascination for the relationship between truth and certainty led to this study.
The first intention was to examine the testimonium Spiritus Sancti in the Reformed
tradition, starting with Calvin and tracing the development down to Bavinck. Soon the
interest shifted from the testimonium to the autopistia of Scripture. It appeared too
comprehensive to cover the complete development of the testimonium and the Greek
term a0tomLotog announced itself as a means to narrow my studies. The way in which
Calvin used the term in the Institutes pointed to a certain tension between the self-
convincing power of Scripture and the testimonium in the hearts of the believers. The
terms testimonium and autopistia were of importance for Bavinck’s concept of the
authority of Scripture and for his epistemology. It seemed interesting to compare Calvin
and Bavinck at this point and to find out the connecting links. A. Van de Beek’s
intuition that in Calvin’s concept truth and certainty come together in the term
avtomiotog, challenged me to examine the relationship of the autopistia of Scripture and
the testimonium of the Spirit.”

Thus this study was shaped by the pietistic spiritual climate in which | grew up, by
the confrontation with the historical-critical approach to Scripture at the University, by
my critical admiration of Herman Bavinck, by my interest in the communication of the
gospel, and, finaly, by the feeling that truth and certainty meet each other in the
autopistia of Scripture.

1995.

Cf. A. Van de Beek, De adem van God: de Heilige Geest in kerk en kosmos, Nijkerk 1987, 41-
43. A. Van de Beek, Schepping: de wereld als voorspel voor de eeuwigheid, Baarn 1996, 63-64.
A. Van de Beek, ‘Being Convinced: On the Foundations of the Christian Canon,” in
Canonization and Decanonization, ed. A. Van der Kooi and K. Van der Toorn [Papers
presented to the International Conference of the Leiden Institute for the Study of Religions
(LISOR) held at Leiden 9-10 January 1997], Leiden 1998, 331-349, 339.
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