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Editorial
Prof. Russell Dykstra, professor of Church History and New Testament in the 
Protestant Reformed Seminary

The covenant and Dordt:
Election, the foundation

The doctrine of election is the foundation of the 
Reformed truth of salvation by grace alone.  The first 
head of the Canons of Dordt establishes the doctrine of 
double predestination in answer to the first point of the 
Remonstrants.  The Arminians placed this doctrine first 
in their five objections (remonstrances), knowing that if 
they could successfully change the Reformed teaching 
of election to a conditional election, the rest of their 
teaching (errors) would follow logically.  If election (and 
therefore, salvation) depended on man’s choosing it, 
then Christ died for all to make that choice a possibility, 
and fallen man is not dead, and grace is resistible, and 
perseverance unto eternal life depends on man.

The fathers at the Synod of Dordt understood well 
that this doctrine was crucial for the entire doctrine 
of salvation, and accordingly, established the truth of 
sovereign, double predestination in the first head.  The 
Canons define election in Head I, Article 7:

Election is the unchangeable purpose of God, whereby, 
before the foundation of the world, He hath out of 
mere grace, according to the sovereign good pleasure of 
His own will, chosen, from the whole human race…a 
certain number of persons to redemption in Christ, 
whom He from eternity appointed the Mediator and 
Head of the elect, and the foundation of salvation. 

Election governs the rest of the doctrines of grace, 
determining those for whom Christ died (the elect only, 
II, 8), those saved by irresistible grace (III/IV, 11-14), 
those who persevere to everlasting life (V, 9), as well as 
those left in their sin and guilt (the non-elect, I, 6).  Eter-
nal, sovereign election is the foundation of the salvation 
that is all of God, all of grace, and all in Christ. Christ 
is the Elect of God (Is. 42:1), and the Head of all those 
chosen in Him.  Because of this headship, Christ legally 
represented the elect of God and accomplished salvation 
on their behalf.

Election, God’s eternal and unchangeable plan, is the 
certainty of the salvation, accomplished in and by Jesus 
Christ and worked in His own by Christ’s Spirit.

Election is also the foundation of God’s eternal cov-
enant of grace. 

Ephesians 1 is the classic passage on election, and 
there the Spirit ties election to the covenant. First, the 
passage indicates that election is 1) in Christ, and 2) 
from eternity, for God “hath chosen us in him [Christ] 
before the foundation of the world” (v. 4). Then verse 
5 connects election to the covenant—“Having pre-
destinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus 
Christ to himself.”  Having predestined some to adop-
tion, God chose them in Christ.  Adoption captures the 
heart of the covenant’s life of love and fellowship. God 
predestined (pre-determined) from eternity that His 
people chosen in Christ should be His adopted chil-
dren.  That adoption is “by Jesus Christ,” for in His 
cross Jesus made His people righteous, giving them the 
right to be called God’s children and His brethren.  In 
time, Christ sends forth His Spirit to form the living 
union of faith, giving elect sinners the life of Christ 
and forming them in His image, thereby making them 
to be the living children of God. But all of that was 
pre-determined by God in His decree of election. God 
determined that His chosen would live in the sphere of 
His love, holy and without blame (v. 4) as His sons and 
daughters. 

Election is the foundation of the covenant.  Further 
biblical and confessional proof will be brought in a fu-
ture article, but Ephesians 1 makes the direct connec-
tion.

Reprobation is also important in the doctrine of the 
covenant.  For reprobation indicates that not all are pre-
destined unto adoption. In fact, some are, out of God’s 
“sovereign, most just, irreprehensible, and unchangeable 
good pleasure,” predetermined to destruction (Canons, 
I, 15).  As regards the doctrine of the covenant, rep-
robation explains why some children are not chosen, 
though born to believing parents (parents who are elect 
in Christ).  God does not establish His covenant of love 
and friendship with these non-elect children.  They are 
in the sphere of the covenant by their birth, but it is not 
God’s intent to adopt them as His children.  Therefore, 
He does not falsely offer to take them as His children, 
nor promise them the blessing of sonship.  God is al-
ways faithful and His Word always true. 
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Election determines the covenant people not mere-
ly in a general way, that is, the group of elect people.  
Rather, election determines the specific people, the indi-
viduals whom God has chosen in Christ, adopts as His 
own, and brings into the eternal covenant of grace. 

In order to understand election and reprobation in 
relation to the doctrine of the covenant, it is necessary 
to grasp the organic nature of the covenant.

Organic means living.  A tree is organic, a stone is 
not.  A corn plant is an organism, while a computer and 
car are not.  How does this apply to the covenant?

 An organism is a living thing, having one and the 
same life in every part, but having also a diversity of 
parts.  A corn plan, for example, has roots that grow 
deep into the soil, a sturdy stalk, leaves, an ear, corn 
kernels, and the husk that covers the kernels.  Al-
though diverse, each part has the same life of the corn 
plant sustaining it.  Each part of the plant has a spe-
cific function. 

Notice that the function of each part ultimately 
serves one and the same purpose, namely, to feed and 
nourish the corn kernels.  Roots draw the water and nu-
trients from the ground.  The stalk supports the plant so 
that it stands erect; it does not lie on the ground and rot.  
The stalk also transports the water and nutrients from 
the roots to the rest of the plant.  The leaves are the 
photosynthesis factories—using what the roots supply 
with the power of the sun to produce food for the plant.  
Leaves also protect the ear of corn from the harsh winds 
and burning sun.  The cob supports the kernels as they 
grow, and the husk protects them.

Every part of the one living plant is perfectly planned 
and created by God to produce corn.  At the same time, 
the whole plant is identified by its fruit, whether it is 
root, stalk, leaves, ear, or husk—it is corn.

Similarly, God’s covenant people must be seen as an 
organism.  God establishes His covenant with believers 
and their seed. We speak of covenant parents and cov-
enant children.  We speak of our covenant schools, and 
identify the students there as covenant children.  They 
are identified as covenant children because they are part 
of the “plant” of the covenant—children born to believ-
ing parents, many of whom were also born of believing 
parents.  Others of these parents were grafted into the 
living “plant” of covenant people, coming to faith lat-
er in life.  The whole group is identified with the term 
“covenant people” because of the elect seed with whom 
God does establish His covenant.  It would be perverse 
at a Christian school program to address the students 
as covenant children and seed of the serpent, or repro-
bate.  That the reprobate seed are among the students 
is almost a certainty.  But the students are identified as 

“covenant” children with the group to which they be-
long organically. 

This is not to be confused with presupposed regen-
eration.  This theory wrongly assumes that all the chil-
dren born to believers are regenerated and, on that ba-
sis, they are baptized. We are not given the biblical right 
to assume that all the children of believers are elect, nor 
that they are all regenerated.  But we identify them as 
children of the covenant because of their organic con-
nection to the covenant people.

This is biblical.  In the Old Testament, Israel as a na-
tion was called God’s chosen people.  They were His 
children.  Yet history demonstrates well that “they are 
not all Israel, which are of Israel” (Rom. 9:6). The nation 
of Israel was made up of an elect core and a reprobate 
shell.  The elect core was sometimes so small that it was 
described as a remnant.  Yet God called the nation His 
people. 

When God spoke the promises of salvation to Israel, 
were those promises to every individual Israelite?  Did 
God promise salvation and eternal life to Esau?  To 
Dathan and Abiram?  To Ahab?  Of course not.  The 
promises spoken to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel were for 
the elect core of the nation, and for them only.  The en-
tire nation might enjoy some of the earthly benefits that 
God rained upon the nation, but the true blessings were 
for the elect alone.

Similarly, when God pronounced terrible judgments 
on Israel because the nation forsook Jehovah and turned 
to idols, was God declaring that the entire nation would 
be cut off and cast from Him forever?  No.1   But the 
judgment that God brought on Israel as a nation was 
God’s chastisement on the elect seed in Israel, sent to 
draw them from their sins and back to God.  The same 
judgment on the nation of Israel was punishment on the 
reprobate seed, sent to destroy them.

Israel was God’s covenant people.  But God estab-
lished His covenant of love and friendship with the elect 
in Israel, and them only.

Why then were the reprobate seed included in the 
nation if they were not adopted as God’s children and 
not given the promises of an eternal inheritance?  For 
the same reason that the corn has roots, stalk, leaves, 
ear, and husk.  They serve the good of the corn kernels.  
Likewise the reprobate seed in Israel, in God’s perfect 

1 Even after God turned away from Israel as a nation and be-
gan gathering His people from the Gentiles, Paul reminded the 
church in Rome that God had not cast away His people entirely.  
Romans 11:1, 2 “I say then, Hath God cast away his people?  
God forbid.  For I also am an Israelite, of the seed of Abraham, of 
the tribe of Benjamin.  God hath not cast away his people which 
he foreknew.”
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covenant of grace.  Because this is so crucial, the next 
article will demonstrate more completely from Scripture 
and the confessions (especially the Canons), that elec-
tion governs the covenant.

wisdom and power, serve the good of the elect seed—
those with whom God does establish His covenant. 

This, then, is foundational:  election governs God’s 
covenant of grace.  The elect are predestinated to the 
adoption of children and are heirs of eternal life in the 

Letters

Faith, good works, and doing

I have some problems with the recent article by Prof. B. 
Huizinga on “The nature of good works as works.” I 
appreciated that faith was called an activity, a demand 
of the gospel call, and obedience, but in plain language, 
an activity is done and obedience must be done.  The 
definition of “work” or “doing” provided in the article 
excluded this common usage since it also required:

1. Exertion
2. Producing
3. External work through the body
As a software engineer, I spend much of my time 

thinking. This involves much more exertion than typing 
on a keyboard, and it produces abstract (but real) solu-
tions or designs, yet it is merely internal. My employer 
knows this doesn’t mean I’m not doing a work.

These three components were given as reasons why 
the activity of faith could not be described as a doing, 
but really only the third would exclude it. Faith pro-
duces products, such as comfort, thankfulness, and joy. 
Faith even produces all our good works!  When we lack 
these things, we must exert ourselves to exercise faith, 
to know our God and trust in His salvation (Heb. 3:18-
19, 4:11).  Faith is not merely the eyes, but “the hand 
and mouth of the soul” (Belgic Confession, Art. 35).

As the article applies its definition to the doing of God’s 
commandments, the problem becomes more serious, since 
merely internal activities are not included. Then our [Hei-
delberg] Catechism would be incorrect to emphasize inter-
nal activities as first of all what God’s law requires. And 
how do we then “do” the law’s command not to covet 
(Q&A 113)? The exertion in keeping God’s command-
ments is especially the battle in the soul (Q&A 127).

The article’s conclusions even directly contradict our 
Catechism: “The law never commands a man to be-
lieve.”  This is precisely what Q&A 94 says that the first 
commandment requires when it speaks of “know” and 
“trust” (since these are how Q&A 21 defines true faith).

It seems that places in Scripture that refer to internal 
activities as doing or work were overlooked (for exam-
ple, Matt. 23:23, Acts 16:30, John 6:28-29). For exam-
ple, the word poieo or “do” is used in James 2:19 (not 

in an “auxiliary” sense) to describe a merely internal 
fruitless “faith.”  If even this mere monotheistic belief is 
still a doing, even a doing well, then how much more is 
the living activity of faith worked by God in us?

I don’t think that we need to prohibit common his-
torical usages of “doing” or “work” in relation to faith 
when we understand that we are not justified by any-
thing that we do (HC, Q&A 62; BC, Art. 23). The 
confessions provide the necessary clarification against 
erroneous views of faith by explaining that God works 
faith in us, and that we are not justified by faith itself, 
but by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness received 
through faith (HC, Q&A 61; BC, Art. 22).

Much love in Christ,
Sam Watterson

Limerick, Republic of Ireland

Response:
Dear Sam,

Thank you for writing.  I have outlined my response 
to keep it organized.  

A. As to exertion:  While I did not say that faith 
does not involve exertion, I see how that implication 
was left.  In no way do I want to minimize the con-
scious, purposeful, spiritual activity of the believer who 
exercises his faith by embracing Jesus Christ revealed 
in the preaching of the gospel and sacraments.  If it is 
helpful to teach the activity of faith by speaking of the 
believer exerting himself to know and trust God, then I 
do not object, for indeed, the flesh of unbelief within us 
is powerful.  Moreover, regarding the activity of faith, I 
agree that “faith is not merely the eyes,” but “the hand 
and mouth of the soul” (Belgic Confession, Art. 35).  
My point in the illustration of the eye and hand was to 
liken the activity of faith to seeing and liken the activity 
of working to the hand—not as the hand receives an-
other’s work, but as it brings forth one’s own work.

B. As to producing:  You state, “Faith produces 
products, such as comfort, thankfulness, and joy.  Faith 
even produces all our good works!”  I wholeheartedly 
agree that every good work the believer ever performs 
proceeds from his faith (Heidelberg Catechism, LD 33) 
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